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CHAPTER ONE

FOREST DREAMS


There is a fragrance in the forest. It does not come from a single flower orleaf. It is not the rich aroma of dark crumbly earth or the sweetness o ffruit that has passed from merely ripe to mellow and rich. The scent Irecalled was a combination of all these things, and of sunlight touchin gand awakening their essences and of a very slight wind that blended the mperfectly. She smelled like that . 



We lay together in a bower. Above us, the distant top of the canopy swayed gently, and the beaming rays of sunlight danced over our bodies intime with them. Vines and 



creepers that draped from the stretchin gbranches above our heads formed the sheltering walls of our fores tpavilion. Deep moss cushioned my bare back, and her soft arm was m ypillow. The vines curtained our trysting place with their foliage and large ,pale green flowers. The sepals pushed past the fleshy lips of the blossom sand were heavy with yellow pollen. Large butterflies with wings of dee porange traced with black were investigating the flowers. One insect left adrooping blossom, alighted on my lover’s shoulder, and walked over he rsoft dappled flesh. I watched it unfurl a coiled black tongue to taste th eperspiration that dewed the forest woman’s skin, and envied it. I lay i nindescribable comfort, content beyond passion. I lifted a lazy hand t oimpede the butterfly’s progress. Fearlessly, it stepped onto my fingers. I raised it to be an ornament in my lover’s thick and tousled hair. Sh eopened her eyes at my touch. She had hazel eyes, green mingling with sof tbrown. She smiled. I leaned up on my elbow and kissed her. Her ampl ebreasts pressed against me, startling in their softness . 



“I’m sorry,” I said softly, tilting back from the kiss. “I’m so sorry I had tokill you.” 

Her eyes were sad but still fond. “I know,” she replied. There was no rancor in her voice. “Be at peace with it, soldier’s boy. All will come true asit was meant to be. You belong to the magic now, and whatever it mus thave you do, you will do. ” 



“But I killed you. I loved you and I killed you.” 



She smiled gently. “Such as we do not die as others do.” “Do you yet livethen?” I asked her. I pulled my body back from hers and looked dow nbetween us at the mound of her belly. It gave the lie to her words. M ycavalla saber had slashed her wide open. Her entrails spilled from tha tgash and rested on the moss between us. They were pink and liverish-gray ,coiling like fat worms. They had piled up against my bare legs, warm an dslick. Her blood smeared my genitals. I tried to scream and could not. Istruggled to push away from her, but we had grown fast together . 



“Nevare!” 



I woke with a shudder and sat up in my bunk, panting silently through myopen mouth. A tall pale wraith stood over me. I gave a muted yelp before Irecognized Trist. “You were whimpering in your sleep,” Trist told me. Icompulsively brushed at my thighs, and then lifted my hands close to m yface. In the dim moonlight through the window, they were clean of blood . 

“It was only a dream,” Trist assured me. 



“Sorry,” I muttered, ashamed. “Sorry I was noisy.” 







“It’s not like you’re the only one to have nightmares.” The thin cadet satdown on the foot of my bed. 

Once he had been whiplash-lean and limber .Now he was skeletal and moved like a stiff old man. He coughed twice an dthen caught his breath. “Know what I dream?” He didn’t wait for m yreply. “I dream I died of Speck plague. Because I did, you know. I was on eof the ones who died, and then revived. But I dream that instead o fholding my body in the infirmary, Dr. Amicas let them put me out wit hthe corpses. In my dream, they toss me in the pit grave, and they thro wthe quicklime down on me. I dream I wake up down there, under all thos ebodies that stink of piss and vomit, with the lime burning into me. I try t oclimb out, but they just keep throwing more bodies down on top of me .I’m clawing and pushing my way past them, trying to get out of the pi tthrough all that rotting flesh and bones. And then I realize that the bod yI’m climbing over is Nate. He’s all dead and decaying, but he opens hi seyes and he asks, 

‘Why me, Trist? Why me and not you?’” Trist gave asudden shudder and huddled his shoulders . 



“They’re only dreams, Trist,” I whispered. All around us, the other first-years who had survived the plague slumbered on. Someone coughed in his sleep. Someone else muttered, yipped like a puppy, and then grewstill. Trist was right. Few of us slept well anymore. “They’re only ba ddreams. It’s all over. The plague passed us by. We survived. ” 



“Easy for you to say. You recovered. You’re fit and hearty.” He stood up.His nightshirt hung on his lanky frame. In the dim dormitory, his eye swere dark holes. “Maybe I survived, but the plague didn’t pass me by. I’l llive with what it did to me to the end of my days. You think I’ll ever lead acharge, Nevare? I can barely manage to keep standing through mornin gassembly. I’m done as a soldier. Done before I started. I’ll never live the lif eI expected to lead.” Trist stood up. He shuffled away from my bed an dback to his. He was breathing noisily by the time he sat down on his bunk .Slowly I lay back down. I heard Trist cough again, wheeze, and then li edown. It was no comfort to me that he, too, was tormented wit hnightmares. I thought of Tree Woman and shuddered again. She is dead, Iassured myself. She can no longer reach into my life. I killed her. I kille dher and I took back into myself the part of my spirit that she’d stolen an dseduced. She can’t control me anymore. It was only a dream. I took adeeper, steadying breath, turned my pillow to the cool side, and burrowe dinto it. I dared not close my eyes lest I fall back into that nightmare. Ideliberately focused my mind on the present, and pushed my night terro raway from me . 



All around me in the darkness, my fellow survivors slept. BringhamHouse’s dormitory was a long open room, with a large window at eac hend. Two neat rows of bunks lined the long walls. There were forty beds ,but only thirty-one were full. Colonel Rebin, the King’s Cavalla Academ ycommander, had combined the sons of old nobles with the sons of battl elords, and recalled the cadets who had been culled earlier in the year, bu t

even that measure had not completely replenished our depleted ranks. Thecolonel might have declared us equals, but I suspected that only time an dfamiliarity would erase the social gulf between the sons of establishe dnoble families and those of us whose fathers could claim a title onl ybecause the king had elevated them in recognition of their wartim eservice. 







Rebin mingled us out of necessity. The Speck plague that had roaredthrough the academy had devastated us. Our class of first-years had bee nhalved. The second- and third-years had taken almost as heavy a loss .Instructors as well as students had perished in that unnatural onslaught .Colonel Rebin was doing the best he could to reorganize the academy an dput it back on a regular schedule, but we were still licking our wounds .Speck plague had culled a full generation of future officers. Gernia’ s military would feel that loss keenly in the years to come. And that hadbeen what the Specks intended when they used their magic to send thei rdisease against us . 



Morale at the academy was subdued as we staggered forward into the newyear. It wasn’t just the number of deaths the plague had visited on us ,though that was bad enough. The plague had come among us an dslaughtered us at will, an enemy that all of our training could not prevai lagainst. Strong, brave young men who had hoped to distinguis hthemselves on battlefields had instead died in their beds, soiled with vomi tand urine and whimpering feebly for their mothers. It is never good t oremind soldiers of their own mortality. We had believed ourselves youn gheroes, full of energy, courage, and lust for life. The plague had revealed t ous that we were mortals, and just as vulnerable as the weakest babe i narms . 



The first time Colonel Rebin had assembled us on the parade ground inour old formations, he had ordered us all “at ease” and then commande dus to look around us and see how many of our fellows had fallen. He the ngave a speech, telling us that the plague was the first battle we had passe dthrough, and that just as the plague had not discriminated between ol dnobility and new nobility, neither would a blade or a bullet. As he forme dus up into our new condensed companies, I pondered his words. I doubte d that he truly realized that the Speck plague had not been a rando mcontagion but a true strike against us, as telling as any military attack .The Specks had sent “Dust Dancers” from the far eastern frontiers o f Gernia all the way to our capitol city, for the precise purpose of sowin gtheir disease among our nobility and our future military leaders. They ha dsucceeded in thinning our ranks. If not for me, their success would hav ebeen complete. Sometimes I took pride in that . 



At other times, I recalled that if not for me, they never would have beenable to attack us as they had . 



I had tried, without success, to shrug off the guilt I felt. I’d been theunwilling and unwitting partner of the Specks and Tree Woman. It wa snot my fault, I told myself, that I’d fallen into her power. Years ago, m yfather had entrusted me to a Plainsman warrior for training. Dewara ha dnearly killed me with his

“instruction.” And toward the end of my tim ewith him, he’d decided to “make me Kidona” by inducting me into th emagic of his people. Foolishly, I’d allowed him to drug me and take m einto the supernatural world of his people. He’d told me I could win hono rand glory by doing battle with the ancient enemy of his people. But wha tconfronted me at the end of a series of trials had been a fat old woma n sitting in the shade of a huge tree. I was my father’s soldier son, trained inthe chivalry of the cavalla. I could not draw sword against an old woman .Due to that misplaced gallantry, I had fallen to her. She had 



“stolen” m efrom Dewara and made me her pawn. A part of me had remained with he rin that spirit world. While I had grown and gone off to the academy an dbegun my education to be an officer in my king’s cavalla, he had becom eher acolyte. Tree Woman had made that part of me into a Speck in al l things but having speckled skin. Through him, she spied on my people , and hatched her terrible plan to destroy us with the Speck plague.Masquerading as captive dancers, her emissaries came to Old Thares a spart of the Dark Evening carnival and unleashed their disease upon us . 



My Speck self had seized control of me. I’d signaled the Dust Dancers to letthem know they had reached their goal. The carnivalgoers wh o

surrounded them thought they had come to witness an exhibition ofprimitive dance. Instead, they’d breathed in the disease with the flun gdust. When my fellow cadets and I left the carnival, we were infected. An dthe disease had spread throughout all of Old Thares . 



In my bed in the darkened dormitory, I rolled over and thumped my pillowback into shape. Stop thinking about how I betrayed my own people, Ibegged myself. Think instead of how I saved them . 



And I had. In a terrible encounter born of my Speck plague fever, I hadfinally been able to cross back into her world and challenge her. Not onl yhad I won back the piece of my soul she had stolen, but I had also slai nher, slashing her belly wide open with the cold iron of my cavalla saber. Isevered her connection to our world. Her reign over me was finished. Iattributed my complete recovery from the Speck plague to my reclaimin gthe piece of my spirit she had stolen. I had regained my health an dvitality, and even put on flesh. In a word, I had become whole again . 



In the days and nights that followed my return to the academy and theresumption of a military routine, I discovered that as I reintegrated tha tother, foreign self, I absorbed his memories as well. His recollections of th eTree Woman and her world were the source of my beautiful dreams o fwalking in untouched forest in the company of an amazing woman. I fel t as if the twin halves of my being had parted, followed differing roads, andnow had converged once more into a single self. The very fact that Iaccepted this was so, and tried to absorb those alien emotions an d opinions, was a fair indicator that my other self was having a substantia limpact on who I was becoming. 

The old Nevare, the self I knew so well ,would have rejected such a melding as blasphemous and impossible.  Ihad killed the Tree Woman, and I did not regret doing it. She ha d extinguished lives for the sake of the “magic” she could draw from theirfoundering souls. My best friend, Spink, and my Cousin Epiny had bee namong her intended victims. I had killed Tree Woman to save them. Iknew that I had also saved myself, and dozens of others. By daylight, I di dnot think of my deed at all, or if I did, I took satisfaction in knowing that Ihad triumphed and saved my friends. Yet my night thoughts were adifferent matter. When I hovered between wakefulness and sleep, aterrible sorrow and guilt would fill me. I mourned the creature I had slain ,and missed her with a sorrow that hollowed me. 

My Speck self had bee nher lover and regretted that I’d slain her. But that was he, not me. In m y 



dreams, he might briefly rule my thoughts. But by day, I was still Nevar eBurvelle, my father’s son and a future officer in the king’s cavalla. I ha d

prevailed. I would continue to prevail. And I would do all I could, every dayof my life, to make up for the traitorous deeds of my other self . 



I sighed. I knew I would not sleep again that night. I tried to salve myconscience. The plague we had endured together had strengthened us i nsome ways. It had united us as cadets. There had been little opposition t oColonel Rebin’s insistence on ending the segregation of old nobles’ an dnew nobles’ sons. 

In the last few weeks I’d come to know better the “ol dnoble” first-years and found that, generally speaking, they were littl edifferent from my old patrol. The vicious rivalry that had separated us fo rthe first part of the year had foundered and died. Now that we were trul yone academy and could socialize freely, I wondered what had made m eloathe them so. They were perhaps more sophisticated and polished tha ntheir frontier brethren, but at the end of the day they were first-years jus tlike us, groaning under the same demerits and duty. Colonel Rebin ha dtaken care to mix us well in our new patrols. 

Nonetheless, my closes tfriends were still the four surviving members of my old patrol . 



Rory had stepped up to fill the position of best friend to me when Spink’sbroken health had forced him to withdraw from the academy. Hi s

devil-may-care attitude and frontier roughness were, I felt, a goodcounterweight to stiffness and rules. 

Whenever I lapsed into moodiness o rbecame too pensive, Rory would rowdy me past it. He was the leas tchanged of my old patrol mates. Trist was no longer the tall, handsom ecadet he’d been. His brush with death had stolen his physical confidence .When he laughed now, it always had a bitter edge. Kort missed Nat eacutely. He bowed under his grief, and though he had recovered hi shealth, he was so somber and dull without his friend that he seemed to b eliving but half a life. Fat Gord was still as heavy as ever, but he seeme d

more content with his lot and also more dignified. When it looked as if theplague would doom everyone, Gord’s parents and his fiancée’s parents ha d

allowed their offspring to wed early and taste what little of life they mightbe allowed. Fortune had smiled on them, and they had come through th eplague unscathed. Although Gord was still teased by all and despised b ysome for his fat, his new status as a married man agreed with him. H eseemed to possess an inner contentment and sense of worth that childis htaunts could not disturb. He spent every day of his liberty with his wife ,and she sometimes came to visit him during the week. Cilima was a quie tlittle thing with huge black eyes and tumbling black curls. She wa scompletely infatuated with “my dear Gordy,” as she always called him, an dhe was devoted to her. His marriage separated him from the rest of us; h e now seemed much older than his fellow first-years. He went after hi sstudies with a savage determination. 

I had always known that he was goo dat math and engineering. He now revealed that in fact he was brilliant , 

and had till now merely been marking time. He no longer concealed hiskeen mind. I knew that Colonel Rebin had summoned him once to discus shis future. He had taken Gord out of the first-year math course and give nhim texts to study independently. We were still friends, but without Spin kand his need for tutoring, we did not spend much time together. Our onl ylong conversations seemed to occur when one or the other of us woul dreceive a letter from Spink. He wrote to both of us, more or less regularly . 





Spink himself had survived the plague, but his military career had not. Hi shandwriting wavered more than it had before his illness, and his letter swere not long. He did not whine or bitterly protest his fate, but the brevit yof his missives spoke to me of dashed hopes. He had constant pain in hi sjoints now, and headaches if he read or wrote for too long. Dr. Amicas ha dgiven Spink a medical discharge from the academy.  Spink had marrie dmy Cousin Epiny, who had nursed him through his illness . 



Together, they had set out for his brother’s holdings at distant BitterSprings. The sedate life of a dutiful younger son was a far cry from Spink’ sprevious dreams of military glory and swift advancement through th eranks. Epiny’s letters to me were naively revealing. Her inked word sprattled as verbosely as her tongue did. I knew the names of the flowers ,trees, and plants she had encountered on her way to Bitter Springs, ever yday’s weather, and each tiny event on her tedious journey there. Epiny ha dtraded my uncle’s wealth and sophisticated home in Old Thares for the lif eof a frontier wife. She had once told me she thought she could be a goo dsoldier’s wife, but it looked as if her final vocation would be caretaker fo rher invalid husband. Spink would have no career of his own. They woul dlive on his brother’s estate, and at his brother’s sufferance. Fond as hi selder brother was of Spink, it would still be difficult for him to stretch hi spaltry resources to care for his soldier brother and his wife . 

In the darkness, I shifted in my bunk. Trist was right, I decided. None ofus would have the lives we’d expected. I muttered a prayer to the good go dfor all of us, and closed my eyes to get what sleep I could before daw ncommanded us to rise . 



I was weary when I rose the next morning with my fellows. Rory tried tojolly me into conversation at breakfast, but my answers were brief, and n oone else at our table took up his banter. Our first class of the day wa sEngineering and Drafting. I’d enjoyed the course when Captain Ma winstructed it, despite his prejudice against new noble sons like me. But th eplague had carried Maw off, and a third-year cadet had been pressed int oduty as our temporary instructor. Cadet Sergeant Vredo seemed to thin kthat discipline was more important than information, and frequentl yissued demerits to cadets who dared to ask questions. Captain Maw’ suntidy room full of maps and models had been gutted. Rows of desks an dinterminable lectures had replaced our experimentation. I kept my hea ddown, did my work, and learned little that was new to me. In contrast ,Cadet Lieutenant Bailey was doing rather well instructing Militar yHistory, for he plainly loved his topic and had read widely beyond hi scourse materials. His lecture that day was one that engaged me. He spok eabout the impact of Gernian civilization on the Plainspeople. In m yfather’s lifetime, Landsing, our traditional enemy, had finally dealt Gerni aa sound defeat. Gernia had had to surrender our territory along th ewestern seacoast. King Troven had had no choice but to turn his eyes t othe east and the unclaimed territories there. Nomadic folk had lon groamed the wide prairies and high plateaus of the interior lands, but the ywere primitive folk with no central government, no king, and fe wpermanent settlements. When Gernia had begun to expand east, they ha d fought us, but their arrows and spears were no match for our moder nweaponry. We had defeated them. 

There was no question in anyone’ s

mind that it was for their own good. 



“Since Gernia took charge of the Plainsmen and their lands, they havebegun to put down roots, to build real towns rather than their seasona lsettlements, to pen their cattle and grow food rather than forage for it .The swift horses of great stamina that sustained the largely nomadi cpeoples have been replaced with 



sturdy oxen and plow horses. For the firs ttime, their children are experiencing the benefits of schooling and writte nlanguage. Knowledge of the good god is being imparted to them, replacin gthe fickle magic they once relied on.” Lofert waved a hand and then spok ebefore the instructor could acknowledge him. 

“But what about them, uh ,Preservationists, sir? I heard my father telling one of his friends tha tthey’d like to give all our land back to the Plainsfolk and let them go bac k to living like wild animals.” 



“Wait to be acknowledged before you ask a question, Cadet. And yourcomment wasn’t phrased as a question. But I’ll answer it. There are peopl ewho feel that we have made radical changes to the lifestyles of th ePlainsmen too swiftly for them to adapt to them. In some instances, the yare probably correct. In many others, they are, in my opinion, ignorant o fthe reality of what they suggest. But what we have to ask ourselves is ,would it be better for them if we delayed offering them the benefits o fcivilization? Or would we simply be neglecting our duty to them ? 



“Remember that the Plainspeople used to rely on their primitive magicand spells for survival. They can no longer do that. And having taken thei rmagic from them, is it not our duty to replace it with modern tools fo rliving? Iron, the backbone of our modernizing world, is anathema to thei rmagic. The iron plows we gave them to till the land negate the “findin gmagic” of their foragers. Flint and steel have become a requirement, fo rtheir mages can no longer call forth flame from wood. The Plainsmen ar esettled now and can draw water from wells. The water mages who used t olead the people to drinking places along their long migratory routes are n olonger needed. The few wind wizards who remain are solitary creatures

,seldom glimpsed. Reports of their flying rugs and their little boats tha tmoved of themselves across calm water are already scoffed at as tales. Ihave no doubt that in another generation, they’ll be the stuff of legend. ”Cadet Lieutenant Bailey’s words saddened me. My mind wandered briefly .I recalled my own brief glimpse of a wind wizard on the river during m yjourney to Old Thares. He had held his small sail wide to catch the win d

he had summoned. His little craft had moved swiftly against the current.The sight had been both moving and mystical to me. Yet I also recalle dwith wrenching regret how it had ended. Some drunken fools on ou rriverboat had shot his sail full of holes. The iron shot they had used ha ddisrupted the wizard’s spell as well. He’d been flung off his little vessel int othe river. I believed he had drowned there, victim of the young noblemen’ sjest. 



“Lead can kill a man, but it takes cold iron to defeat magic.” Myinstructor’s words jolted me from my daydream . 



“That our superior civilization replaces the primitive order of thePlainsmen is a part of the natural order,” 

he lectured. “And lest you fee ltoo superior, be mindful that we Gernians have been victims of advance d technology ourselves. When Landsing made their discovery that allowe dtheir cannon and long guns to shoot farther and more accurately tha nours, they were able to defeat us and take from us our seacoast provinces . 





Much as we resent that, it was natural that once they had achievedamilitary technology that was superior to our own, they would take wha tthey wished from us. Keep that in mind, cadets. We are entering an age o ftechnology. 



“The same principle applies to our conquest of the Plains. Shooting leadbullets at Plains warriors, we were able to maintain our borders by forc eof arms, but we could not expand them. It was only when som e

forward-thinking man realized that iron shot would destroy their magic aswell as cause injury that we were able to push back their boundaries an dimpose our will on them. The disadvantages of iron shot, that it cannot b eas easily reclaimed and remanufactured in the field as lead ball can, wer eoffset by the military advantage it gave us in defeating their warriors. Th ePlainsmen had relied on their magic to turn aside our shot, to scare ou rhorses, and generally to confound our troops. Our advance into thei r lands, gentlemen, is as inevitable as a rising tide, just as was our defeat bythe Landsingers. And, just like us, the Plainsmen will either be swept awa ybefore new technology, or they will learn to live with it. ” 



“Then you think it is our right, sir, to just run over them?” Lofert asked inhis earnest way . 



“Raise your hand and wait to be acknowledged before you speak, Cadet.You’ve been warned before. 

Three demerits. Yes. I think it is our right. Th egood god has given us the means to defeat the Plainsmen, and to prospe rwhere once only goatherds or wild beasts dwelt. We will bring civilizatio nto the Midlands, to the benefit of all. ” 



I caught myself wondering how much the fallen from both sides hadbenefited. Then I shook my head angrily, and resolutely set aside suc hcynical musings. I was a cadet in the King’s Cavalla Academy. Like an ysecond son of a nobleman, I was my father’s soldier son, and I would follo win his footsteps. I had not been born to question the ways of the world. I fthe good god had wanted me to ponder fate or question the morality o f

our eastward expansion, he would have made me a third son, born to beapriest . 



At the end of the lecture, I blew on my notes to dry them, closed up mybooks, and joined the rest of my patrol to march in formation back to th edormitory. Spring was trying to gain a hold on the academy grounds an dnot completely succeeding. There was a sharp nip of chill in the wind, ye tit was pleasant to be out in the fresh air again. I tried to push aside m y

somber musings on the fate of the Plainsmen. It was, as our instructor hadsaid, the natural order of things. Who was I to dispute it? I followed m yfriends up the stairs to our dormitory, and shelved my textbooks from m y





morning classes. The day’s mail awaited me on my bunk. There was a fatenvelope from Epiny. The other cadets left me sitting on my bunk. As the yhurried off to the noon meal, I opened her letter . 



Her letter opened with her usual queries about my health and schooling.Iquickly skimmed past that part. 

She had arrived safely in Bitter Springs .Epiny’s first letter about reaching her new home was determinedl yoptimistic, but I sensed the gap between her expectations and the realit yshe now confronted. I sat on my bunk and read it with sympathy an dbemusement . 



The women of the household work as hard as the men, rightalongside the servants. Truly, the saying that

“Men but work from sun t osun, woman’s work is never done!” is true of Lady Kester’s household. I n the hours after dinner, when the light is dim and you might think som erest was due us, one of us will read or make music for the others, allowin gour minds to drift a bit, but our ever-busy hands go on with suc h mundane tasks as shelling dried peas or using a drop-spindle to mak ethread of wool (I am proud to say I have become quite good at this chore! )or unraveling old sweaters and blankets so that the yarn can be reused t omake useful items. Lady Kester wastes nothing, not a scrap of fabric nor aminute of time . 



Spink and I have our own dear little cottage, built of stone, as that iswhat we have an abundance of here. It used to be the milk house, and ha dfallen into disrepair after the last two milk cows died. When Lady Keste rknew we were coming, she decided that we would relish a little privacy o four own, and so she had her daughters do their best to clean and tighten i tup for us before we arrived. The inside of it was freshly whitewashed, an dSpink’s sister Gera has given us the quilt that she had sewn for her ow n hope chest. There is only the one room, of course, but it is ample for th elittle furniture we have. The bedstead fills one corner, and our table wit hour own two chairs is right by the window that looks out over the ope nhillside. Spink tells me that once the late frosts have passed, we shall hav e a vista of wild flowers there. Even so, it is quite rustic and quaint, but assoon as Spink’s health has improved, he says he will put in a new floor an dfix the chimney so that it draws better, and use a spoke shave to persuad ethe door to shut tightly in the jamb. Summer approaches and with i twarmer weather, which I shall be grateful to see. I trust that by the tim ethe rains and frosts return, we shall have made our little home as cozy as abird’s nest in a hollow tree. For now, when the cold wind creeps round th edoor or the mosquitoes keen in my ear at night, I ask myself, “Am I not a shearty as the little ground squirrels that scamper about during the da y

and have no better than a hole to shelter in at night? Surely I can takealesson from them and find as much satisfaction in my simple life.” And s oI make myself content . 



“Yer cousin wants to be a ground squirrel?” Rory asked me. I turned tofind him reading over my shoulder. I glared at him. He grinned ,unabashed. “That’s rude, Rory, and you know it. ” 



“Sorry!” His grin grew wolfish. “I wouldn’t have read it, but I thought itwas from your girl and might have some intrestin’ bits in it.” He dodge dmy counterfeit swipe at him and then with false pomposity 



warned me , 

“Better not hit me, Cadet! Remember, I outrank you for now. Besides, I’m a messenger. Dr. Amicas sent word that you were to come and see him. Healso said that if you don’t think his request to visit him weekly i s

sufficient, he could make it a direct order.” 



“Oh.” My heart sank. I didn’t want to go see the academy physiciananymore, but neither did I want to annoy the irascible old man. I wa saware still of the debt that I owed him. I folded up Epiny’s letter and ros ewith a sigh. Dr. Amicas had been a friend to me, in his own brusque way .And he’d definitely behaved heroically through the plague, going withou trest to care for the dozens of cadets who fell to the disease. Without him, Iwould not have survived. I knew that the plague fascinated him, and tha the had a personal ambition to discover its method of transmission, as wel las document which techniques saved lives and which were worthless, an dwas writing a scholarly paper summing up all his observations of th e recent outbreak. He had told me that monitoring my amazing recover yfrom such a severe case of plague was a part of his research, but I wa sdismally tired of it. Every week he poked and prodded and measured me .The way he spoke to me made me feel that I had not recovered at all bu twas merely going through an extended phase of recuperation. I wished h ewould stop reminding me of my experience. I wanted to put the plagu ebehind me and stop thinking of myself as an invalid . 



“Right now?” I asked Rory. 



“Right now, Cadet,” he confirmed. He spoke as a friend, but the new stripeon his sleeve still meant that I’d best go immediately. “I’ll miss the noo nmeal,” I objected . 



“Wouldn’t hurt you to miss a meal or two,” he said meaningfully. Iscowled at his jab, but he only grinned. I nodded and set out for th einfirmary . 



In the last few balmy days, some misguided trees had flowered. They woretheir white and pink blossoms bravely despite the day’s chill. Th e

groundskeepers had been at work: all the fallen branches from the winterstorms had been tidied away and the greens manicured to velvet . 



I had to pass one very large flower bed where precisely spaced ranks ofbulb flowers had pushed up their green spikes of leaves; soon there woul dbe regiments of tulips in bloom. I looked away from them; I knew what la ybeneath those stalwart rows. They covered the pit grave that had receive dso many of 



my comrades. A single gravestone stood grayly in the middle o fthe garden. It said only, OUR

HONORED DEAD. The academy had bee nquarantined when the plague broke out. Even when it had spread throug hthe city beyond our walls, Dr. Amicas had maintained our isolation. Ou rdead had been carried out of the infirmaries and dormitories and se tdown first in rows, and then, as their numbers increased, in stacks. I ha dbeen among the ill. I had not witnessed the mounting toll, nor seen th erats that scuttled and the carrion birds that flocked, despite the icy cold ,to the feast. Dr. Amicas had been the one to order reluctantly that a grea tpit be dug and the bodies be tumbled in, along with layers of quicklim e and earth . 



Nate was down there, I knew. I tried not to think of his flesh rotting fromhis bones, or about the bodies tangled and clumped together in th eobscene impartiality of such a grave. Nate had deserved better. They ha dall deserved better. I’d heard one of the new cadets refer to the grave sit eas “the memorial to the Battle of Pukenshit.” I’d wanted to hit him. Iturned up my collar against a wind that still bit with winter’s teeth an dhurried past the groomed gardens through the late afternoon light . 



At the door of the infirmary I hesitated, and then gritted my teeth andstepped inside. The bare corridor smelled of lye soap and ammonia, but i nmy mind the miasma of sickness still clung to this place. Many of m yfriends and acquaintances had died in this building only a couple o fmonths ago. I wondered that Dr. 

Amicas could stand to keep his office shere. Had it been left to me, I would have burned the infirmary down t oscorched earth and rebuilt somewhere else . 



When I tapped on the door of his private office, the doctor peremptorilyordered me to come in. Clouds of drifting pipe smoke veiled the room an dflavored the air. “Cadet Burvelle, reporting as ordered, sir,” I announce dmyself. He pushed his chair back from his cluttered desk and rose, takin ghis spectacles off as he did so. He looked me up and down, and I felt th emeasure of his glance. “You weren’t ordered, Cadet, and you know it. Bu tthe importance of my research is such that if you don’t choose t o cooperate, I will give you such orders. Instead of coming at you rconvenience, you’ll come at mine, and then enjoy the pleasure of makin g

up missed class time. Are we clear?” His words were harsher than histone. He meant them, but he spoke almost as if we were peers. “I’l lcooperate, sir.” I was unbuttoning my uniform jacket as I spoke. 

One o fthe buttons, loosened on its thread, broke free and went flying across th eoffice. He lifted a brow at that . 



“Still gaining flesh, I see.” 



“I always put on weight right before I get taller.” I spoke a bit defensively.This was the third time he had brought up my weight gain. I thought i tunkind of him. “Surely that must be better than me being thin as a rail ,like Trist. ” 







“Cadet Wissom’s reaction to having survived the plague is the norm. Yoursis different. ‘Better’ remains to be seen,” he replied ponderously. “An y

other changes that you’ve noticed? How’s your wind?” 



“It’s fine. I had to march off six demerits yesterday, and I finished up atthe same time as the other fellows. ” 



“Hm.” He had drawn closer as I spoke. As if I were a thing rather thanaperson, he inspected my body, looking in my ears, eyes, and nose, and the nlistening to my heart and breathing. He made me run in place for a goo dfive minutes, and then listened to my heart and lungs again. He jotte ddown voluminous notes, weighed me, took my height, and then quizze d

me on all I’d eaten since yesterday. As I’d had only what the mess allottedto me, that question was quickly answered . 



“But you’ve still gained weight, even though you haven’t increased yourfood intake?” he asked me, as if questioning my honesty . 



“I’m out of spending money,” I told him. “I’m eating as I’ve eaten sinceIarrived here. The extra flesh is only because I’m about to go throug hanother growth spurt. ” 



“I see. You know that, do you?” 



I didn’t answer that. I knew it was rhetorical. He stooped to retrieve mybutton and handed it back to me. “Best sew that on good and tight ,Cadet.” He put his notes on me into a folder and then sat down at his des kwith a sigh. “You’re going home in a couple of weeks, aren’t you? For you rsister’s wedding? ” 



“For my brother’s wedding, sir. Yes, I am. I’ll leave as soon as my ticketsarrive. My father wrote to Colonel Rebin to ask that I be released for th eoccasion. The colonel told me that ordinarily he would strongly disapprov eof a cadet taking a month off from studies to attend a wedding, but tha tgiven the condition of our classes at present, he thinks I can make up th e work.” The doctor was nodding to my words. He pursed his mouth,seemed on the verge of saying something, hesitated, and then said, “ Ithink it’s for the best that you do go home for a time. Traveling by ship? ” 







“Part of the way. Then I’ll do the rest by horseback. I’ll go more swiftly byroad than on a vessel fighting the spring floods. I’ve my own horse in th eacademy stables. Sirlofty didn’t get much exercise over the winter. Thi sjourney will put both of us back into condition. ” 



He smiled wearily as he settled into his desk chair. “Well. Let’s pray that itdoes. You can go, Nevare. 

But check back with me next week, if you’re stil lhere. Don’t make me remind you. ” 



“Yes, sir.” I dared a question. “How is your research progressing?” 



“Slowly.” He scowled. “I am at odds with my fellow physicians. Most ofthem persist in looking for a cure. I tell them, we must find out wha ttriggers the disease and prevent that. Once the plague has struck, peopl ebegin to die quickly. Preventing its spread will save more lives than tryin gto cure it once it has a foothold in the population.” He sighed, and I kne whis memories haunted him. He cleared his throat and went on, “I looke dinto what you suggested about dust. I simply cannot see it being the caus eof the disease.” He seemed to forget that I was merely a cadet and, leanin gback in his chair, spoke to me as if I were a colleague. “You know that Ibelieve the onset of the plague and the swiftness of its spread mean tha tsexual contact cannot be the sole method of contracting it. I still believ ethat the most virulent cases stem from sexual contact…” He paused ,offering me yet another opportunity to admit I’d had carnal knowledge o fa Speck. I remained silent. I hadn’t, at least not physically. If cavall a soldiers could contract venereal disease from what we dreamed, none of uswould live to graduate from the academy . 



He finally continued, “Your theory that something in the dust that theSpecks fling during their Dust Dance could be a trigger appealed to me .Unfortunately, while I did my best to gather data from the sickened cadet sbefore they became too ill to respond, the disease took many of the mbefore they could be questioned. So we shall never know exactly how man yof them may have witnessed a Dust Dance and breathed in dust. However ,there are several flaws in your theory. The first is that at least one cadet , Corporal Rory Hart, witnessed the Dust Dance and had absolutely n osymptoms of plague. He’s an unusual fellow; he also admitted to, er, mor ethan casual contact with the Specks themselves, with no ill effect. But eve nif we set Rory aside as an individual with exceptionally robust health ,there are still other problems with your theory. One is that the Speck swould be exposing themselves to the illness every time they danced th e

dance. You have told me you believed that the Speck deliberately sowedthis illness among us. Would they do it at risk to themselves? I think not .And before you interrupt—” he held up a warning hand as I took breath t ospeak, “—keep in mind that this is not the first outbreak of Speck plagu ethat I’ve witnessed. As you might be pleased to know, the other outbreak Iwitnessed was close to the Barrier Mountains, and yes, the Specks ha dperformed a Dust Dance before the outbreak. But many of their ow nchildren were among those stricken that summer. I can scarcely believ ethat even primitive people 



would deliberately infect their own childre nwith a deadly disease simply to exact revenge on us. Of course, I suppos eit’s possible that the dust does spread the disease, but the Specks ar eunaware of it. 

Simple, natural peoples like the Specks are often unawar ethat all diseases have a cause and hence are preventable. ” 



“Maybe they face the disease willingly. Maybe they think that the diseaseis more like a, uh, like a magical culling. That the children who survive i tare meant to go on, and that those who die go on to a different life. ” 



Dr. Amicas sighed deeply. “Nevare, Nevare. I am a doctor. We cannot goabout imagining wild things to try to make a pet theory make sense. W ehave to fit the theory to the facts, not manufacture facts to support th etheory.” I took a breath to speak, and then once more decided to give i tup. I had only dreamed that the dust caused the disease. I had dreame dthat it was so and my “Speck self” believed it. 

But perhaps in my dream smy Speck half believed a superstition, rather than knowing the real truth . 

I gave my head a slight shake. My circling thoughts reminded me of a dogchasing its own tail. “May I be dismissed, sir? ” 



“Certainly. And thank you for coming.” He was tamping more tobacco intohis pipe as I departed. 

“Nevare!” His call stopped me at the door . 



“Sir?” 



He pointed the stem of his pipe at me. “Are you still troubled bynightmares?” I fervently wished I’d never told him of that issue . 



“Only sometimes, sir,” I hedged. “Other than that, I sleep well.” 



“Good. That’s good. I’ll see you next week, then.” 



“Yes, sir.” I left hastily before he could call me back. The spring afternoonhad faded and evening was coming on. Birds were settling in the trees fo rthe night, and lights were beginning to show in the dormitories. The win dhad turned colder. I hurried on my way. The shadow of one of the majesti coaks that graced the campus stretched across my path. I walked into it ,and in that instant felt a shiver up my spine, as if someone had strolle dover my grave. I blinked, and for a moment a remnant of my other sel f 



looked out through my eyes at the precisely groomed landscape, and foundit very strange indeed. The straight paths and careful greens suddenl ylooked stripped and barren to me, the few remaining trees a sad remnan tof a forest that had been. The landscape was devoid of the randomness o fnatural life. In true freedom, life sprawled. This vista was as lifeless and a sunlovely as a glass-eyed animal stuffed for a display case. I was suddenl yacutely homesick for the forest. In the weeks following my recovery, I ha d dreamed of the Tree Woman, and in my dreams I was my other self, an dshe was beautiful. We strolled in the dappling light that fell through th eleafy shade of her immense trees. We scrambled over fallen logs an dpushed our way through curtains of vines. Fallen leaves and forest detritu swere thick and soft beneath our bare feet. In the stray beams of sunligh tthat touched us, we both had speckled skin. She walked with th eponderous grace of a heavy woman long accustomed to managing he rweight. She did not seem awkward, but majestic in her studied progress .Just as an antlered deer turns his head to maneuver a narrow path, so di dshe sidle past a network of spiderwebs that barred our way. The untidy , unmastered, lovely sprawl of the forest put her in context. Here, she was a slarge, lush, and beautiful as the luxuriant life that surrounded us . 



In my first vision of her, when the Plainsman Dewara had told me she wasmy enemy, I had perceived her as very old and repulsively fat. But in th edreams I’d had following my recovery from the Speck plague, she seeme dageless, and the pillowed roundness of her flesh was abundant an dinviting. I had told Dr. Amicas about the occasional vivid nightmares Ihad. I had not mentioned to him that my erotic dreams of the fores tgoddess far outnumbered the horrid ones. I always awoke from thos edreams flushed with arousal that quickly became shame. It was not jus tthat I lustfully dreamed of a Speck woman, and one of voluptuou sfleshiness, but that I knew that some part of me had consorted with her, i npassion and even love. I felt guilt for that bestial coupling, even if it ha doccurred in a dream world and was without my consent. It was treasonou sas well as unnatural to mate outside my race. She had made me her love r and tried to turn me against my own people. A dark and twisted magi c had been used to convert me to her uses. The threads of it still clung to mythoughts, and that was what pulled my soul down to those dark place swhere I still desired her flesh . 



In my dreams of her, she often cautioned me that the magic now ownedme. “It will use you as it sees fit. 

Do not resist it. Put nothing you car eabout between you and the magic’s calling, for like a flood, it will swee paway all that opposes it. Ride with it, my love, or it will destroy you. Yo uwill learn to use it, but not for yourself. When you use the magic to achiev e

the ends of the magic, then its power will be at your command. But at allother times,” and here she had smiled at me and run a soft hand down m ycheek, “we are the tools of the power.” In that dream, I caught her han dand kissed the palm of it, and then nodded my head and accepted bot hher wisdom and my fate. I wanted to flow with the magic that course dthrough me. It was only natural. What else could I possibly want to d owith my life? The magic coursed through me, as essential to me as m yblood. Does a man oppose the beating of his own heart? Of course I woul ddo what it willed . 



Then I would wake and, like plunging into a cold river, my reality woulddrench me and shock me into awareness of my true self. Occasionally, a shad happened when I passed through the shade of the oak, the strange rinside me could still take control of my mind and show me his warpe dview of my world. 





Then, in a blink of my eyes, a truer perspective woul dprevail, and the illusion would fade back to nothingness . 



And occasionally there were moments when I felt that perhaps both viewsof the world were equally true and equally false. At such times, I felt tor nas to who I truly was. I tried to tell myself that my conflicting emotion swere no different from how my father felt about some of his vanquishe d Plainsmen foes.  He had fought them, killed them, or defeated them, yet hestill respected them, and in some ways regretted his role in ending thei runbound existence. At least I had finally accepted that the magic was real .I had stopped trying to deny to myself that something arcane and strang ehad happened to me. I’d reached my dormitory. I took the steps two at atime. Bringham House had its own small library and study area on th esecond floor. Most of my fellows were gathered there, heads bent ove r their books. I ascended the last flight of stairs, and allowed myself to pauseand breathe. Rory was just coming out of our bunkroom. He grinned a t

me as I stood panting. “Good to see you sweating a bit, Nevare. Betterdrop a few pounds or you’ll have to borrow Gord’s old shirts. ” 



“Funny,” I gasped, and straightened. I was puffing, but having him needleme about it didn’t improve my temper at all . 



He pointed a finger at my belly. “You popped a button there already, my friend!” 



“That happened at the doctor’s office, when he was poking and proddingat me. ” 



“Course it did!” he exclaimed with false enthusiasm. “But you’d better sewit on tonight all the same, or you’ll be marching demerits off tomorrow. ” 



“I know, I know.” 

“Can I borrow your drafting notes?” 





“I’ll get them for you.” 









Rory grinned his wide froggy smile. “Actually, I already have them. They’rewhat I came upstairs to get. 

See you in the study room. Oh! I found a

letter for you mixed in with mine. I’ve left it on your bunk.” 





“Don’t smear my notes!” I warned him as he clattered off down the stairs.Shaking my head, I went into our dormitory room. I took off my jacke tand tossed it on my bunk. I picked up the envelope. I didn’t recognize th ehandwriting, then smiled as the mystery came clear. The return addres swas a letter writer’s shop in Burvelle’s Landing, but the name on it wa sSergeant Erib Duril. I opened it quickly, wondering what he could b ewriting to me about. Or rather, having someone else write to me about .Most reading and all writing were outside the old cavalla man’s field o fexpertise. Sergeant Duril had come to my father when his soldiering day swere over, seeking a home for his declining years. He’d become my tutor ,my mentor, and toward the end of our years together, my friend. Fro mhim, I’d learned all my basic cavalla and horsemanship skills, and a grea tdeal about being a man. I read the curiously formal letter through twice .Obviously, the letter writer had chosen to put the old soldier’s words i nmore elegant form than Duril himself would have chosen. It did not soun dat all like him as he sympathized with my illness and expressed fon dwishes that I would recover well. Only the sentiment at the end, graciousl yphrased as it was, sounded like advice my old mentor would have give nme: Even after you have recovered from this dread epidemic, I fear that youwill find yourself changed. I have witnessed, with my own eyes and often ,what this devastating plague can do to a young man’s physique. 

The bod ythat you so carefully sculpted for years under my tutelage may dwindl eand serve you less well than it has in the past. Nonetheless, I counsel yo uthat it is the soul of a military man that makes him what he is, and I hav efaith that your soul will remain true to the calling of the good god . 



I glanced back at the date on the envelope, and saw that the letter hadtaken its time to reach me. I wondered if Duril had held it for some days ,debating as to whether or not to send it, or if the letter writer had simpl yoverlooked the missive and not sent it on its way. Well, soon enough I’d se eSergeant Duril. I smiled to myself, touched that he’d taken the time an dspent the coins to send me this. I folded the paper carefully and tucked i taway among my books. I picked up my jacket again. From the chest at th e foot of my bed, I took my sewing kit. Best to get it done now, and thenstudy. As I looked for the place where the button had popped off, Idiscovered they all were straining, and two others were on the point o fgiving way . 



Scowling, I cut the buttons off both my shirt and my jacket. I wasabsolutely certain that my newly gained bulk would vanish in the nex tmonth or two as I grew taller, but there was no sense in failing a ninspection in the meantime. As I refastened the buttons with carefu lstitches, I moved each one over to allow myself a bit of breathing space .When I put my shirt and jacket back on, I found them much mor ecomfortable, 



even though it still strained at my shoulders. Well, tha tcouldn’t be helped. Fixing that was beyond my limited tailoring skills. Ifrowned to myself; I didn’t want my clothing to fit me poorly at m ybrother’s wedding. Carsina, my fiancée, would be there, and she ha dparticularly asked me to wear my academy uniform for the occasion. He rdress would be a matching green. I smiled to myself; girls gave grea t thought to the silliest things. Well, doubtless my mother could make an yneeded alterations to my uniform, if the journey home did not lean m edown as I expected it to. After a moment’s hesitation, I cut the buttons of fmy trouser waistband and moved them over as well. Much eased, I too kmy books and headed down to the study room to join my fellows . 



The scene in Bringham House library was much different from our oldstudy room in Carneston Hall. 

There were no long trestle tables and har dbenches, but round tables with chairs and ample lighting. 

There wer eseveral cushioned chairs set round the fireplace for quiet conversation. Ifound a spot at a table next to Gord, set down my books, and took a seat .He glanced up, preoccupied, and then smiled. 

“A messenger came for yo uwhile you were gone. He gave me this for you.” “This” was a thick brow n envelope, from my uncle’s address. I opened it eagerly. As I ha danticipated, it contained a receipt for my shipboard passage as far a sSorton, and a voucher written against my father’s bank in Old Thares fo rfunds for my journey. The note from my uncle said that my father ha drequested he make my arrangements for me, and that he hoped to see m eagain before I left for the wedding . 



It was strange. Until I held the envelope in my hand, I had been content,even satisfied to stay at the academy. Now an encompassing wave o fhomesickness swept over me. I suddenly missed my whole family acutely .My heart clenched as I thought of my little sister Yaril and her constan tquestions, and my mother and the special plum tarts she made for m eeach spring. I missed all of them, my father, and Rosse, my older brother , 

even my older sister Elisi and her endless good advice. 



But foremost in my thoughts was Carsina. Her little letters to me hadgrown increasingly fond and flirtatious. I longed to see her, and ha dalready imagined several different ways in which I might steal some tim ealone with her. For a short time after Epiny’s wedding to Spink, I ha dentertained doubts about Carsina and myself. My parents had chosen m yfiancée. On several occasions, I’d had reason to doubt that my fathe ralways knew what was best for me. Could they truly select a woman I coul dlive with, peacefully if not happily, the rest of my life? Or had she bee nchosen more for the political alliance with a neighboring new noble, wit hthe expectation that her placid nature would give me no problems? I suddenly resolved that before I returned to the academy I would know he rfor myself. We would talk, and not just niceties about the weather and i fshe enjoyed dinner. I would discover for myself how she truly felt abou tbeing a soldier’s bride, and if she had other ambitions for her life. Epiny, Ithought with grim humor, had ruined women for me. Prior to meeting m yeccentric and modern cousin, I had never paused to wonder wha t

thoughts went through my sisters’ heads when my father was not aroundto supervise them. Having experienced Epiny’s sharp intelligence and aci dtongue, I would no longer automatically relegate women to a passive an ddocile role. It was not that I hoped Carsina secretly concealed an intellec tas piercing as Epiny’s. In truth, I did not. But I suspected there must b emore to my shy little flower than I had so far discovered. And if there was ,I was resolved to know it before we were wed and promised to one 



anothe rto the end of our days . 



“You’re a long time quiet. Bad news?” Gord asked me solemnly. 



I grinned at him. “On the contrary, brother. Good news, great news! I’mstarting for home tomorrow, to see my brother’s wedding. ” 








CHAPTER TWO

HOMEWARD BOUND


My departure from the academy was neither as swift nor as simple asIhad hoped. When I went by the commander’s office to inform him that Ihad my ticket and was ready to leave, he charged me to be sure I ha dinformed each of my instructors and taken down notes of wha tassignments I should complete before my return. I had not reckoned o nthat, but had hoped for freedom from my books for a time. It took me th ebest part of a day to gather them up, for I dared not interrupt any classes .Then my packing was more complicated than I had planned, for I had t o

take my books, and yet still travel light enough that all my provisionswould fit in Sirlofty’s saddle panniers . 



It was some months since the tall gelding had had to carry anythingbesides me, and he seemed a bit sulky when I loaded the panniers on hi mas well. In truth, I was as little pleased as he was. I was proud of my shar puniform and fine horse; it seemed a shame to ride him through Ol dThares laden as if he were a mule and I some rustic farmer taking a loa dof potatoes to market. I tried to stifle my annoyance at it, for I knew tha thalf of it was vanity. I tightened my saddle cinch, signed the ancient “hol dfast” charm over the buckle, and mounted my horse . 



My ticket told me that my jank would sail the following evening. There was no real need of haste, yet I wanted to be well aboard and settled beforethe lines were cast off. I went first to my uncle’s home to bid him farewell ,and also to see if he had any messages for my father. 

He came dow nimmediately to meet me, and invited me up to his den. He did all he coul dto make me feel welcome, and yet there was still some stiffness betwee n 



us. He looked older than he had when first I met him, and I suspected thathis wife, Daraleen, had not warmed toward him since Epiny’s wild act o fdefiance. Epiny had left their home in the midst of the plague to hurry t oSpink’s side and tend him. It was a scandalous thing for a woman of he rage and position to have done, and it completely destroyed all prospects o fher marriage to a son of the older noble houses. Epiny herself had bee nwell aware of that, of course. She had deliberately ruined herself, so tha ther mother would have no option but to accept Spink and his family’s bi dfor her hand. The prospect of a marriage connection with a new nobl efamily, one with no established estates but only raw holdings on the edg eof the borderlands, had filled Daraleen with both chagrin and horror .Epiny’s tactic had been ruthless, one that put her fate into her own hands ,but also severed the bond between mother and daughter. I had hear dEpiny’s artless little sister Purissa say that she was now her mother’s bes t daughter and jewel for the future. I was certain she was only repeatin gwords she’d heard from her mother’s lips . 



So when my uncle invited me to sit while he rang for a servant to bring upa light repast for us, I remained standing and said that I needed to be sur eof being on time for my boat’s departure. A sour smile wrinkled hi s

mouth. “Nevare. Do you forget that I purchased that ticket at yourfather’s behest? You have plenty of time to make your boat’s sailing. Th eonly thing you have to worry about is stopping at the bank to cash you rcheck and get some traveling funds. Please. Sit down. ” 



“Thank you, sir,” I said, and sat. 

He rang for a servant, spoke to him briefly, and then took his own seatwith a sigh. He looked at me and shook his head. “You act as if we ar eangry with each other. Or as if I should be angry with you. ” 



I looked down before his gaze. “You’d have every right to be, sir. I’m theone who brought Spink here. 

If I hadn’t introduced him to Epiny, none o fthis would ever have happened. ” 



He gave a brief snort of laughter. “No. Doubtless something else, equallyawkward, would have happened instead. Nevare, you forget that Epiny i smy daughter. I’ve known her all her life, and even if I didn’t quite realiz e

all she was capable of, I nevertheless knew that she had an inquiring mind,an indomitable spirit, and the will to carry out any plan she conceived . 

Her mother might hold you accountable, but then, Epiny’s mother is fondof holding people accountable for things beyond their control. I try not t odo that.” He sounded tired and sad, and despite my guilt, or perhap sbecause of it, my heart went out to him. He had treated me well, almost a sif I were his own son. 

Despite my father’s elevation to noble status, he an dhis elder brother had remained close. I knew that was not true of man yfamilies, where old noble heir sons regarded their “battle lord” younge rbrothers as rivals. Spink’s “old noble” relatives had no contact with him ,and had turned a blind eye to the needs of his widowed mother. Certainl ya great deal of my aunt’s distaste for me was that she perceived my fathe 



ras an upstart, a new noble who should have remained a simple militar yofficer. Many of the old nobility felt that King Troven had elevated hi sbattle lords as a political tactic, so that he might seed the Council of Lord swith recently elevated aristocrats who had a higher degree of loyalty t ohim and greater sympathy for his drive to expand Gernia to the east b ymilitary conquest. Possibly they were right. I settled back in my chair an dtried to smile at my uncle. “I still feel responsible,” I said quietly . 



“Yes, well, you are the sort of man who would. Let it go, Nevare. If I recallcorrectly, you did not first invite Spink to my home. Epiny did, when sh esaw him standing beside you at the academy that day we came to pick yo uup. Who knows? Perhaps that was the instant in which she decided t omarry him. I would not put it beyond her. And now, since we ar ediscussing her and Spinrek, would you tell me if you’ve heard anythin gfrom your friend? I long to know how my wayward daughter fares. ” 



“She has not written to you?” I asked, shocked. 



“Not a word,” he said sadly. “I thought we had parted on, well, if not ongood terms, at least with the understanding that I still loved her, even if Icould not agree with all her decisions. But since the day she departed fro mmy doorstep, I’ve heard nothing, from her or Spinrek.” His voice wa s steady and calm as he spoke, but the hollowness he felt came through allthe same. I felt an instant spurt of anger toward Epiny. Why was sh etreating her father so coldly ? 



“I have received letters not just from Spink, but also from Epiny. I will behappy to share them with you, sir. I have them with me, among my book sand other papers in Sirlofty’s pack. ” 



Hope lit in his eyes, but he said, “Nevare, I couldn’t ask you to betray anyconfidences Epiny has made to you. If you would just tell me that she i swell…” 



“Nonsense!” Then I remembered to whom I spoke. “Uncle Sefert, Epinyhas written me pages and pages, a veritable journal since the day she lef tyour door. I have read nothing there that I’d hesitate to tell you, so wh yshould you not read her words for yourself? Let me fetch them. It will onl y take a moment.” I saw him hesitate, but he could not resist, and at his nodI hastened down the stairs. I took the packet of letters from Sirlofty’ spanniers and hurried back up with them. By then, a tempting luncheo nhad been set out for us in the den. I ate most of it in near silence, for m yuncle could not resist his impulse to begin immediately on Epiny’s letters .It was like watching a plant revived by a rainfall after a drought to watc hhim first smile and then chuckle over her descriptions of her adventures .As he carefully folded the last page of the most recent missive, he looke d up at me. “I think she is finding life as a frontier wife rather different fromwhat she supposed it to be. ” 







“I cannot imagine a greater change in living conditions than leaving yourfamily home here in Old Thares for a poor cottage in Bitter Springs. ” 



He replied with grim satisfaction in his voice, “And yet she does notcomplain. She does not threaten to run back home to me, nor does sh ewhimper that she deserves better. She accepts the future that she mad efor herself. I am proud of her for that. Her life, indeed, is not what I woul dhave chosen for her. I would never have believed that my flighty, childis hdaughter would have the strength to confront such things. And yet sh ehas, and she flourishes. ” 



I myself thought that “flourish” was far too strong a word to apply to whatEpiny was doing, but I held my tongue. Uncle Sefert loved his unrul ydaughter. If he took pride in her ability to deal with harsh conditions, Iwould not take that from him . 



I was willing to leave Epiny’s letters with him, but he insisted I take themback. Privately, I resolved to rebuke her for making her father suffer so ;what had he done to deserve such treatment? He’d given her far mor e

freedom than most girls of her age enjoyed, and she’d used it to arrangeamarriage to her own liking. 

Even after she had publicly disgraced hersel fby fleeing his house and going to Spink’s sickbed, my uncle had no tdisowned her, but had given her a modest wedding and a nice sendoff .What more did she expect of the man? As I bade my uncle farewell, h egave me a letter to my father and some small gifts for my mother an dsisters, and I managed to find room for them in my panniers. I made abrief stop at my father’s banker in Old Thares to change my check int obanknotes, and then went immediately down to the docks. My ship wa salready loading, and I was glad I had arrived with some time to spare, fo r Sirlofty received the last decent box stall onboard the vessel. My ow ncabin, though very small, was comfortable and I was glad to settle into it . 

My upriver passage on the jankship was not nearly as exciting as our flightdownriver had been the previous fall. The current was against us, an dthough it was not yet in full spring flood, it was still formidable. The vesse lused not only oarsmen, but also a method of propulsion called cordelling ,in which a small boat rowed upstream with a line threaded through abridle and made fast to the mast. Once the small boat had tied the fre e

end of the line to a fixed object such as a large tree, the line was reeled inon a capstan on the jankship. 

While we were reeling in the first line, asecond towline was already being set in place, and in this way, we move dupriver between six and fifteen miles a day. An upstream journey on on eof the big passenger janks was more stately than swift, and more lik espending time at an elegant resort than simple travel . 



Perhaps my father had intended that part of the journey to be a treat forme, and an opportunity to mingle socially. Instead, I chafed and wondere dif I would not have made better time on Sirlofty’s back. 





Although th ejankship offered all sorts of amusements and edification, from games o fchance to poetry readings, I did not enjoy it as I had the first time I’ dtaken ship with my father. The people onboard the vessel seemed les scongenial than the passengers my father and I had met on our previou sjourney. The young ladies were especially haughty, their superciliousnes sbordering on plain rudeness. Once, thinking only to be a gentleman, I ben tdown to retrieve a pen that had fallen from one young lady’s table by he r deck chair. As I did so, one of my ill-sewn buttons popped from my jacke tand went rolling off across the deck. She and her friend burst out laughin gat me, the one pointing rudely at my rolling button while the other all bu tstuffed her handkerchief in her mouth to try to conceal her merriment .She did not even thank me for the pen that I handed back to her, bu tcontinued to giggle and indeed to snort as I left her side and went i npursuit of my wayward button. Once I had reclaimed it, I turned back t o them, thinking that they might wish to be more social, but asIapproached them they hastily rose, gathered all their items, and swep taway in a flurry of skirts and fans. Later that day, I heard giggling behin dme. A female voice said, “Never have I seen so rotund a cadet!” and a mal evoice replied, “Hush! Can’t you tell he’s with child! Don’t mock a futur emother!” I turned and looked up to find the two ladies and a couple o fyoung men standing on an upper deck and looking down at me. The yimmediately looked away, but one fellow was unable to control the grea t

“haw” of laughter that burst from him. I felt the blood rush to my face, forI was both infuriated and embarrassed that my weight was a cause of s omuch amusement . 



I went immediately back to my stateroom, and attempted to survey myselfin the tiny mirror there. It was inadequate to the task, as I could only se eabout one eighth of myself at a time. I decided that they had been amuse dby how tight my uniform jacket had become on me. Truly, it had grow nsnug, and every time I donned it after that, I feared that I cut a comica lfigure in it. It quite spoiled the rest of the voyage for me, for whenever Iattended one of the musical events or cultural lectures, I felt sure that th eladies were somewhere in the audience, staring at me. I did catc h glimpses of them, from time to time, often with the same younggentlemen. They all seemed comfortable staring at me while avoiding m ycompany. My annoyance with them grew daily, as did m y self-consciousness. 



Matters came to a head one evening when I was descending the stairsfrom one deck to the next. The stairs were spiraled to save space, an d

quite tightly engineered. My height as well as my new weight made themabit tricky for me. I had discovered that as long as I kept my elbows in an dtrusted my feet to find their footing without attempting to look down, Icould navigate them smoothly. Even for a slender passenger, the stairs di dnot allow users to pass one another. Thus, as I descended, a small group o fmy fellows were waiting at the bottom of the steps for me to clear the wa yfor them. They did not trouble to lower their voices. “Beware below!” on e fellow declared loudly as I trod the risers. I recognized his voice as th esame one that had declared me pregnant. My blood began to boil . 



I heard a woman’s shrill and nervous giggle, followed by another malevoice adding, “Ye gads, what is it? 





It’s blocking the sun! Does it wedge? N osir, it does not! Stand clear, stand clear.” I recognized that he wa simitating the stentorian tones of the sailor who took the depth reading swith a lead line and shouted them back to the captain . 



“Barry! Stop it!” A girl hissed at him, but the suppressed merriment in her voice was encouragement, not condemnation. 



“Oh, the suspense! Will he make it or will he run aground?” the youngman queried enthusiastically . 



I emerged at that point from the stairwell. My cheeks were red but notwith exertion. There I encountered the familiar foursome, in evenin gdress. One girl, still giggling, rushed past me and up the steps, her littl eslippers tapping hastily up the stairs and the skirts of her yellow gow nbrushing the sides of the stair as she went. Her tall male companio nmoved to follow her. I stepped in front of him. “Were you mocking me?” Iasked him in a level, amiable voice. I cannot say where my control cam efrom, for inside, I was seething. Anger bubbled through my blood . 



“Let me pass!” he said angrily, with no effort at replying. When I did notanswer him or move, he attempted to push by me. I stood firm, and fo ronce my extra weight was on my side . 



“It was just a bit of a joke, man. Don’t be so serious. Allow us passage,please.” This came from the other fellow, a slight young man wit hfoppishly curled hair. The girl with him had retreated behind him, on elittle gloved arm set on his shoulder, as if I were some sort o f unpredictable animal that might attack them. 



“Get out of my way,” the first one said again. He spoke the words throughgritted teeth, furious now . 



I kept my voice level with an effort. “Sir, I do not enjoy your mockery ofme. The next time I receive an ill glance from you or hear you ridicule me ,I shall demand satisfaction of you. ” 



He snorted disparagingly. “A threat! From you!” He ran his eyes over meinsultingly. His sneering smile dismissed me . 







The blood was pounding in my ears. Yet, strangely, I suddenly felt thatIwas in full control of this encounter. I cannot explain how pleasing tha tsensation was; it was rather like holding an excellent hand of cards whe neveryone else at the table assumes you are bluffing. I smiled at him. “You’ dbe wise to be thankful for this warning from me. The opportunity will no tcome again.” I’d never felt so dangerous in my life . 



He seemed to sense how I dismissed his bluster. His face flushed an uglyscarlet. “Make way!” he demanded through gritted teeth . 



“Of course,” I acceded. I not only stepped back, but also offered him myhand as if to assist him. “Be careful!” I warned him. “The stairs are steepe rthan they appear. Watch your footing. It would be a shame if yo ustumbled. ” 

“Do not speak to me!” he all but shouted. He tried to cuff my hand out ofthe way. Instead, I caught his elbow, gripped it firmly, and assisted hi mup the first step. I felt the iron of my strength as I did so; I think he did ,too. “Let go!” he snarled at me . 



“So glad to help you,” I replied sweetly as I released him. I stepped backtwo steps, and then gestured to his companions that they should follo whim. The girl rushed past me and up the steps, with her companion astride behind her. He shot me a look of alarm as he passed, as if h ethought I might suddenly attack him. I was walking away when I heard ashout above me, and then a man’s roar of pain. One of them must hav eslipped in his panic. The woman mewed sympathetically at whicheve rman had fallen. I could not make out his words, for they were choked wit hpain. I chuckled as I walked away. I was to dine at the captain’s table tha tevening, and I suddenly found that I anticipated the meal with a heartie r than usual appetite . 



The next morning, as I enjoyed a good breakfast, I overhead gossip at ourtable that a young man had slipped and fallen on the stairs. “A very ba dbreak,” an old woman with a flowered fan exclaimed to the lady besid eher. “The bone poked right out of his flesh! Can you imagine! Just from amissed step on the stair!” I felt unreasonably guilty when I heard th e

extent of the young man’s injuries, then decided that he had brought themon himself. Doubtless he’d missed a riser; if he hadn’t mocked me, h ewould not have felt obliged to use such haste in fleeing from me . 



When next I caught sight of their small party in the late afternoon, theyoung man I had “assisted” on the stairs was absent. When one of th ewomen saw me, I saw her give a gasp of dismay and immediately turn an dwalk off in the other direction. Her friend and their remaining mal ecompanion followed her just as hastily. For the rest of the voyage the yassiduously avoided me, and I overheard no more remarks or giggling. Ye tit was not the relief that I had hoped it would be. Instead, a tiny niggle o fguilt remained with 



me, as if my bad wishes for the fellow had caused hi sfall. I did not enjoy the women being fearful of me any more than I ha denjoyed their derision. Both things seemed to make me someone othe rthan who I truly was . 



I was almost relieved when our jank reached the docks at Sorton andIdisembarked. Sirlofty was restive after his days belowdecks, an ddispleased at once more having to wear his panniers. As I led him dow n the ramp to the street, I was glad to be on solid land again and dependen ton no one but myself. I wended my way deeper into the crowded street sand out of sight of the jankship. Along with my ticket and travelin g

money, there had been a letter from my father that precisely detailed howmy journey should proceed. 

He had measured my journey against hi scavalla maps, and had decided where I should stay every night and ho wmuch distance I must cover each day in order to arrive in time for Rosse’ swedding. His meticulous itinerary directed me to spend the night i nSorton, but I abruptly decided that I would push on and perhaps gai nsome time. That was a poor decision, for when night fell, I was still on th eroad, hours short of the small town my father had decreed was my nex tstop. In this settled country of farms and smallholdings, I could not simpl ycamp beside the road as I would have in the Midlands. Instead, when th enight became too dark for traveling, I begged a night’s lodging at afarmhouse. The farmer seemed a kindly man, and would not hear of m esleeping in the barn near Sirlofty, but offered me space on the kitche nfloor near the fire . 



I offered to pay for a meal as well, so he rousted out a kitchen girl.Iexpected to get the cold leavings of whatever they’d had earlier, but sh echatted to me merrily as she heated up a nice slice of mutton in som ebroth. She warmed some tubers with it, and set it out for me with brea dand butter and a large mug of buttermilk. When I thanked her, she said , 

“It’s a pleasure to cook for a man who obviously enjoys his food. It showsaman has a hearty appetite for all of life’s pleasures. ” 



I did not take her words as a criticism, for she herself was a buxom girlwith very generous hips. “A good meal and a pleasant companion can sti rany man’s appetite,” I told her. She dimpled a smile at me, seeming t otake that as flirtation. Boldly, she sat down at the table while I ate, an dtold me I was very wise to have stopped there for the night, for there ha dbeen rumors of highwaymen of late. It seemed plain to me that she ha dgone far beyond her master’s orders, and after I watched her clear up m y dishes, I offered her a small silver piece with my thanks for her kindness .She smilingly brought me two blankets and swept the area in front of th ehearth before she made up my bed for me . 



I was startled into full wakefulness about an hour after I had drowsed offwhen I felt someone lift the corner of my blanket and slide in beside me. Iam shamed to say that I thought first of my purse with my travelin gmoney in it, and I gripped it with my hand beneath my shirt. She paid n omind to that but nudged up against me, sweet as a kitten seeking warmth .I was quickly aware that she wore only a very thin nightdress . 







“What is it?” I demanded of her, rather stupidly. 



She giggled softly. “Why, sir, I don’t know. Let me feel it and see if I cantell you!” And with no more than that, she slipped her hand down betwee n

us, and when she found that she had already roused me, gripped mefirmly. I was no more prudish than any young man of my years. If I ha dbeen chaste before, it had been more from lack of opportunity than an yinclination to virtue. I’ll admit that I gave a passing thought to disease, fo rthe academy had lectured us more than once on the danger of couplin gwith cheap street whores. But I very swiftly and easily persuaded mysel fthat this girl in such an outlying farmstead had probably not known man ymen and thus had little chance of disease . 



There followed a night I have never forgotten and seldom regretted. I wasfumbling at first, but then that

“other self” seemed to awaken inside me ,and I discovered that he was not only experienced but skillful at be dgames. I knew when to tease with a tickling touch, and when my mout hshould be hard and demanding. She shivered under me, and the smal lmoans that escaped her were music to me. I did experience som eawkwardness, for although the rounded contours of her body seemed lik efamiliar territory to me, I was not accustomed to dealing with the bulk o fmy own belly. Ruefully, I had to admit to myself that my weight gain wa smore than a trifling matter, but I refused to let it become an obstacle fo rus. Toward dawn, we parted with many kisses. I fell into the sleep o fexhaustion, and morning came much too early for me. If I had been abl eto think of any excuse, I would have fabricated a reason to spend anothe rnight. As it was, the same kitchen maid offered me a huge breakfast and avery fond farewell. I did not wish to embarrass her by treating her as if sh ewere an ordinary whore, but I did slip some money under my plate wher eshe would find it when she cleared away the dishes. I bade the farmer an dhis wife farewell, and thanked then earnestly for their kind hospitality. Th efarmer repeated the kitchen maid’s warning about highwaymen. Ipromised him I’d be wary and saddled up Sirlofty and went on my wa ywith an entirely different opinion of myself than I’d had the day before. A sI made the “hold fast” sign over my cinch buckle, I suddenly felt myself a nadventurous traveler experiencing life on my own for the first time. It wa sexhilarating, and a welcome change from the self-consciousness I’d felt o n the jankship. The day passed quickly. I paid small attention to the road o rscenery, but instead pondered every moment of the night before. I confes sthat I derived as much pleasure from imagining telling Rory and th efellows about my dallying with the farm maid as I did from recalling it. I nearly afternoon, I reached the town that my father had listed as the nex tstop on my itinerary. Despite the hours of daylight left, I decided I woul dovernight there, not only because I’d had two warnings of highwaymen bu talso because I’d had no sleep the night before. I found a likely inn an dbought myself a meal, then retired to my small room and slept until earl y

evening. I occupied myself for a time with updating my journal, but whenthat was completed, I still felt restless. I longed for an adventure such a sI’d had the night before . 



I went downstairs, hoping for some company, music, and livelyconversation. Instead I found only a few fellows swilling cheap ale and agrumpy innkeeper who obviously wished his customers would either spen dmore money or take themselves elsewhere. I was half hoping that some gir lof easy virtue would be 



wiping the tables, as there always was in poo rCaleb’s lurid papers, but there was not a female anywhere in sight. When Iwent out for a stroll about the little town, I found the streets deserted. Itold myself it was probably just as well, and returned to my inn. Afte r

three beers, I went back to my bed, and fell asleep. My next few days oftraveling passed without incident. My father had very accurately judge dthe distance Sirlofty could cover in a day. One night I took lodging at ahostelry with several obvious whores ensconced in the taproom. I plucke dup my courage to approach the youngest, a slight woman with a halo o fyellow curls around her face. She was wearing a pink gown trimmed wit hplumes all around its low collar. Thinking to be clever, I opened m y conversation by asking her if the feathers tickled . 



She looked me up and down, and then said bluntly, “Two silver bits. Yourroom.” I was taken aback. In all the stories I’d heard from Trist or read i nCaleb’s magazines, whores were flirtatious and flattering. I had expecte dat least some conversation. “Right now?” I asked stupidly, and sh eimmediately stood up. 

There was little I could do then but lead the wa yup to my room. She demanded my silver in advance, tucking it down th e

front of her dress. I was unbuttoning my trousers when she took me firmlyby the upper arms and backed me toward the bed, pushing me onto m yback. I was not averse to this, even when she said, “Don’t think I plan o nbeing on the bottom side of you. A heavy bloke like you could break a girl’ sribs! ” 



With that, she bundled her skirts up around her hips to reveal hernakedness and straddled me as if I were a horse and very quickly finishe dme. Afterward, she lifted herself from my body, and shook her skirts out a sshe stood by the bed. I sat up on the bed with my trousers around m yankles. She walked to the door. “Where are you going?” I asked i nconfusion. 



She gave me a puzzled look. “Back to work. Unless you’ve another twosilvers to spend? ” 



I hesitated, and she took it as a “no.” Sneering slightly, she said, “I thoughtnot. Fat men are usually tightfisted with their money.” Without anothe r

word, she let herself out. I stared after her in shock, numbed and insultedby her words. As I fell back onto my bed, I suddenly realized I’d jus tlearned the difference between a very friendly kitchen maid and a rea lwhore. Remorse and trepidation closed in on me, and I decided I could us ea good washing. 

Before I fell asleep that night, I resolved to stay away fro mcommon prostitutes. Sternly I reminded myself that I was as good a sengaged, and had a duty to keep my body free of disease for Carsina’ s sake. Nonetheless, I was glad to have finally gained some experience inthat essential area . 



The farther east I traveled each day, the less settled the land became. Onthe last leg of my journey, I entered the true Midlands, and followed th eKing’s Road as it somewhat paralleled the river. The quality 



of the ne whigh road varied greatly from stretch to stretch. There were supposed t obe way stations at regular intervals, to offer clean water, a resting place ,and food to the king’s messengers. Some of these were small hamlets, bu t

most were meager places of doubtful shelter with little to offer an ordinarytraveler. The worst was little more than a hut swayed to one side with aroof that threatened to collapse at any moment. I learned to be sure m ywater bags were full and that I had provisions for a noon meal before Ideparted from my lodging each morning. Once I passed a long coffle o fprisoners and guards headed east. Rather than being flogged or losing ahand for their crimes, these men would become forced labor pushing th eKing’s Road ever closer to the Barrier Mountains. After a term of work ,they’d be given land and an opportunity to begin life anew. Thus, in on estroke, the king offered the felons a second chance, advanced his roa d building, and peopled the new settlements of the east. Nonetheless, th eshackled men I passed did not look as if they were anticipating a new life ,while the wives and children riding behind the coffle in mule-draw nwagons looked even more dismal. Dust coated their faces and clothing , and several babies were wailing as Sirlofty and I cantered past them. I willnever forget one small boy who sat near the tail of the wagon, his littl ehead jogging miserably with every jolt of the wheels. I thought to myself a tthe sight of his dull eyes, “That child is near death.” Then I shuddered ,wondered how I could even imagine I knew such a thing, and rode pas t them. 



My cavalla cadet uniform, I am sorry to say, suffered from constant wear.The buttons strained on my chest and the seams at the shoulders an dthighs threatened to give way. Finally I bundled it up as best I could an dpacked it away in my crowded panniers. After that, I wore my ordinar yclothes, which were actually much looser and more comfortable for such ajourney. I had to admit that I’d put on flesh, and more than I thought I

had. I was hungry as I rode, for such exercise consumes a man, and yetIwas grateful for the short rations I was on. Surely I’d be my lean and fi tself again by the time I reached home . 








CHAPTER THREE

SPINDLE DANCE


T he deeper I went into the Midlands, the more familiar the land becameto me. I knew the prairies and plateaus, the green smell of the river in th emorning, and the cry of the sage hens. I knew the name of every plant an dbird. Even the dust tasted familiar in my mouth. Sirlofty seemed to sens ethat we were nearing home, for he went more eagerly . 



One midmorning, I reined in Sirlofty and considered an unexpectedchoice. A crudely lettered sign on a 



raw plank leaned against a pile o fstacked stone by the side of the road. “SPINDLE DANCE” was spelled ou ton the coarse slab. The roughly drawn characters were the work of a han dthat copied shapes rather than wrote letters. A rough cart track led awa yfrom the well-traveled river road. It crested a slight rise; its hidde ndestination was beyond that horizon. I debated with myself. It was adiversion from my father’s carefully planned itinerary, and I did not kno whow long a detour it might prove. Yet I recalled a promise from my fathe rto show me someday the monuments of the Plainspeople. The Dancin gSpindle was one of them. I suddenly felt it was owed to me. I set the rei nagainst Sirlofty’s neck and we turned aside from the road. The trail wa snot badly rutted, but enough traffic had passed this way that it was eas y

to follow. When I reached the top of the ridge, I found myself looking downinto a pleasant little vale. 

Trees at the bottom indicated a watercourse . 

The cart track sidled down to the trees and then vanished into them.Smelling water, Sirlofty quickened his pace and I allowed him his head .When we reached the brook, I allowed him to water freely, and knelt t oquench my own thirst. Refreshed, I remounted and rode on. The cart trac kfollowed the brook for a short way and then crossed it. I resolutely pushe daside worry over how much time I was wasting. 

An inexplicabl e

excitement was building in me; I felt compelled to follow the trail. 



We followed the track as it climbed up out of the valley, over a rocky ridgeand onto a rather barren plateau. A short distance away, the plateau gav eway abruptly to a substantial canyon, as if some angry god had riven th eearth here with an immense ax. The trail plunged down sharply to th edistant floor. I reined in Sirlofty and sat looking down at a strange an dmarvelous sight. The cracked earth of the canyon walls displayed seams o fcolored stone, sparkling white and deep orange and red, and even a dusk y blue. A roofless city, the walls worn to knee-high ridges and tumbledrubble, floored the canyon. I wondered what war or long-ago disaster ha dbrought the city down. Dominating the canyon and dwarfing the city at it sbase was the Dancing Spindle of the Plainsmen. No tale could hav eprepared me for the sight. The immense pillar leaned at a sharp ,impossible angle. I shivered at the sight. The Spindle was named for th ewoman’s spinning tool, and in truth it resembled a rounded rod wit htapered ends, but of such a size that it beggared comparison. It had bee nchiseled out of red stone striated with bands of white. One end towere dhigh above the canyon floor while the other was set in a deep depression i nthe earth, as if it drilled a bed for itself in the stony ground. The spiralin gwhite stripes on the pillar and a heat shimmer rising between me and i tcreated a convincing illusion that the Spindle was truly spinning Th e monument cast a long, black shadow over the ground at its base. The lon ebuilding that had survived whatever had slain the rest of the city was atower edged with winding steps that spiraled up to almost reach the lowe rside of the tilted spindle’s topmost tip. For the life of me, I could not se ewhy the Spindle had not toppled ages ago. I sat on my horse grinning an denjoying the deception of my eyes. At any moment I expected the spinnin gSpindle to waver in its gyration and fall to the earth, spent . 



But it did not. As I started down the steep wagon track that led to thecanyon floor, I was surprised at how well the illusion held. I was so inten tin staring at it that I almost didn’t notice the ramshackle hut built in th espindle’s shadow. It hunched on the edge of the depression that cradle dthe tip of the spindle. The surrounding ruins were of stone and clay, bu tthe dilapidated cottage was more recently built of slabs of rough wood ,gone silver with weathering. It looked abandoned. I was startled when aman emerged from 



the open door, wiping his mouth on a napkin as if m yarrival had interrupted his meal. As I rode closer, he turned and tosse dthe cloth to a Plainswoman who had followed him out to stare at me. Sh ecaught it deftly, and at a sign from her master, the servant returned to th ehut’s dubious shelter. But the man came toward me, waving a large han din an overly friendly way. When I was still a good way off, he bellowed a tme, “So you’ve come to see the Spindle?” It seemed a ridiculous question .Why else would anyone have followed the track here? I didn’t respond, fo r

I did not feel like shouting a reply to him. Instead, I rode steadily forward.He was not deterred. “It’s a wonder of primitive design. For only on ehector, sir, I will show it to you and tell you its amazing history! 

From fa rand wide, from near and far, hundreds have come to behold its wonder .And today you shall join the ranks of those who can say, ‘I myself hav e

seen the Dancing Spindle and climbed the steps of the Spindle’s Tower.’” 

He sounded like a barker outside a carnival tent. Sirlofty regarded himwith suspicion. When I pulled in my horse, the man stood grinning up a tme. His clothes, though clean, were shabby. His loose trousers wer epatched at the knees, and scuffed sandals were on his large dusty feet. H ewore his shirt outside his trousers, belted with a brightly woven sash. Hi sfeatures and language were Gernian, but his garments, stance, and jewelr ywere those of a Plainsman. A half-breed, then. I felt both pity and disgus tfor him, but by far the largest measure of what I felt was annoyance. Th esheer size and unlikeliness of the Spindle moved me to awe. It wa s

majestic and unique, and I could not deny the soaring of spirit that itwoke in me. I wanted to contemplate it in peace without his jabbering t odistract me . 



I thought the man a fool when he reached for Sirlofty’s headstall to holdmy horse while I dismounted. 

Didn’t he recognize a cavalla steed when h esaw one? Sirlofty, long schooled against such a tactic, reared and wheele din one smooth motion. As he came down, he plunged half a dozen step sforward to be clear of the “enemy.” I pulled him in quickly before he coul dlaunch a savage kick at the man. 

Dismounting, I dropped his reins and h estood in obedient stillness. I looked back at the half-breed, expecting hi mto be shaken by the experience. Instead, he was grinning obsequiously. H eshrugged his shoulders and lifted his hands in an exaggerated gesture o fastonishment. “Ah, such a mount, such a proud creature! I am full of env yat your fortune in possessing him.” “Thank you,” I replied stiffly. The ma nmade me uneasy, and I wished to be away from him. His Gernian feature scontrasted with his Plainsman mannerisms. His choice of words an dvocabulary were those of an educated man, the guttural notes of a Plain saccent almost completely suppressed, and yet he stood before me in hi sworn sandals, his clothes little better than rags, while his Plains wif epeered out at both of us from the shadowed doorway of their hovel. Th econtrast made me uncomfortable. He drew closer to me, and launche d into a rehearsed monologue. 



“No doubt you have heard of the fabled Dancing Spindle, the mostenigmatic of the five great monuments of the Midlands! And at last yo uhave come to behold for yourself this marvel of ancient stonework. 

How ,you must wonder, did the forerunners of the Plainspeople, with thei rsimple tools, create such a wonder? How does it balance and never fall ?How does it create an illusion of motion when seen from a distance? An dwhat, I am sure you ask yourself, did such an amazing creation signify t othose who wrought it ? 







“Well, you are not alone in asking these questions, sir! Learned scholars and philosophers and engineers have all, in their turns, ruminated uponthese mysteries. From as far as Skay and Burry they have come, and I wh oshare the heritage of both the Plains and Gernia have been pleased t oassist them, just as I will gladly enlighten you, for the modest sum of on ehector!” His glib pitch reminded of the singsong cant of the freak sho wbarkers on Dark Evening in Old Thares. The memory of that evening an dall that followed flooded through me. I pushed aside his pleading pal mwith the back of my hand and stepped away from him. He flinched at m ytouch, although I was not rough. “I’ve come to see a rock formation tha twas doubtless mostly carved by the forces of nature, and only embellishe dby your people. I do not need to pay you to see what is right before m yeyes! Please stay out of my way.” 

For an instant, his eyes narrowed and Ithought he would snarl at me. Then his eyes widened, and to my surprise ,he mimed another of his elaborate shrugs. He gestured toward th etowering stone, making a small bow as he did so. “Do as you will, sir,” h esaid. Then he bowed again and backed away from me. I stared after him ,puzzled, for I had detected no sarcasm or rudeness in his words. But as h eturned away from me, I lifted my eyes and perceived the real reason for hi ssudden loss of interest. Creaking down the steep trail was a team an dwagon. The open wagon had been decked out as if for a holiday outing. A sunshade of bright yellow was suspended over its passengers. A banne rpainted on the side of the wagon proclaimed, “SEE THE WONDROU SSPINDLE!” Within, a dozen passengers of all ages sat on cushione dbenches, the ladies holding parasols against the spring sunshine. As m yerstwhile guide hastened toward them, I saw my error. I had stumble d

into his commercial endeavor unawares. Now that his true prey hadarrived, he was forsaking me for a richer prize. That was as well with me. Iturned my back on the tourists’ arrival and set my attention on th eSpindle. It was taller than the tallest building I’d ever seen, and far mor emassive. My eyes traveled to the towering tip, and then down the rod. I tappeared to dwindle to a single sharp point touching the ground. I walke dto the edge of the depression that cupped it and looked down. The sides o fthe bowl sloped steeply down, and the narrow point of the Spindle was los tin deep shadow, like a giant pen plunged into an inkwell. The whol estructure leaned at a sharp angle, not touching the sides of the well , apparently supported by a small joining hidden within the well. That ra ncounter to my engineer’s instincts. How could such a small anchorage o frock support that weight? Even at this closer perspective, it stil lmaintained its illusion of motion . 



For a time I stood there, my neck craned, staring down at the Spindle’s tipin the deeply shadowed bowl. What had seemed when viewed from a

distance a fine point in proportion to the gargantuan spindle was in factasubstantial girth of stone. Where it disappeared from sight in the depth sof the hole it had seemingly drilled in the earth, the cylinder’s girth wa sstill as wide as a watchtower’s base. It must have been still. If it hadn’ tbeen still, the grinding of the stone tip against the depths would have bee ndeafening, as if a giant mortar and pestle were at work. But my gullibl eeyes still insisted that the Spindle spun. I shook my head to clear it of th eoptical illusion and tried to focus my mind on the real puzzle: What kept i tin place? Given its mass and how it leaned, why hadn’t it fallen ages ago ? 



I had been certain that a closer view would reveal the trick of it. But now,standing as close to the base 



as I could get without tumbling into its well, Iwas as puzzled as ever. A lone tower edged with winding steps spiraled u pto almost reach the lower side of the tilted spindle’s topmost tip. I resolve dthat I would hike to the standing tower and climb the stairs. It looked as i fthe tower came so close to the Spindle’s tip that I could actually put m yhands on it, to prove to myself that it could not be rotating. All thoughts o f keeping this side trip to a brief detour had vanished from my mind. Iwould satisfy my curiosity at all costs. 

I lifted my eyes to pick out the bes troute over the broken land and immediately saw a faint footpath acros s

the stony earth. Obviously, I was not the first gawker to have such anambition. Confident that Sirlofty could mind himself, I left him standin gand followed the track. When my path led me directly beneath the spindl eand through its shadow, I went with trepidation. At the heart of th eshadow, the day seemed to dim. I could swear I felt a distant chill wind ,manufactured of the Spindle’s turning, brush my cheek. I felt in my ches trather than heard the deep rumbling of the Spindle’s eternal motion. Th eghost wind seemed to slide a hand across the top of my head, stirring a nuncomfortable memory of how the Tree Woman had caressed me. I wa sglad to step out of that shadow and away from those strange fancies, eve n though the day now seemed brighter and the sun too hot on my skull. M ypath was not straight, but wandered through the broken walls and sunke nroads of the fallen city that intersected my route. The stubs of the wall sgave witness to the half-breed guide’s claim that the Spindle was amanmade wonder, for some were built of the same reddish stone as th espindle and still bore odd patterns, an alteration of checkering and spirals ,at once foreign and familiar. I walked more slowly, and began to see th e suggestions of sly faces eroding from leaning slabs of wall. Hollow mouth sfanged with now dulled teeth, carved hands reduced by time to blun t

paws, and voluptuous women whittled by the wind to become sexless boysteased my eyes . 



I climbed up on one corner of wall and looked around me from that vantage point. I could almost make sense of at the tumbled walls andcollapsed roofs. I jumped down and once more began to thread my wa ythough…what? A temple town? A village? A graveyard of ancient tombs ?Whatever it was, it had fallen, leaving the spindle and its tower to lord i tover the time-gnawed remains. How could a folk with tools of stone, bone ,and bronze have shaped such a vast creation? I even considered giving th eguide a hector on my return, to see if he had a believable answer to th equestion . 



When I reached the base of the tower, I discovered two things. The firstwas that it was in much poorer condition than it had seemed from th edistance. The second was that it was not a proper building at all. I t consisted only of a spiraling stair that wound up and around a solid inne rcore. I could not enter the tower at all; I could only ascend to its peak b ythe outer stair. A crude barrier of ropes and poles had been thrown up i nfront of the tower’s first step, as it to warn people off. I paid no heed to it .The lips of the stairs were rounded. The center of each step dipped, tribut eto the passage of both feet and years. The walls of the stair’s core had onc ebeen tiled with mosaics. Glimpses of them remained: an eye and a pair o fleering lips, a paw with claws outstretched, the fat-cheeked face of a littl echild with eyes closed in bliss. Round and round I climbed, eve rascending. I felt a giddy familiarity yet could recall no similar experienc ein my life. Here, in the mosaic, the head of a red and black croaker bir dgaped its beak open wide. There a tree, arms reaching up to the sun wit hits face turned to its rays. I had passed it by a dozen steps before it cam e





to me that a tree should have neither arms nor a face. There was graffiti,too, the ever-present proclamation that someone had been here, or tha tsomeone loved someone forever. Some of it was old but most of it wa sfresh. I expected to grow weary with the climb. The day was warm, th esun determined, and I was carrying more flesh than I’d ever had in my life .Yet there was something exhilarating about being up so high with nothin gbetween me and a sheer drop to the rocky ground below the spire. Wit hevery step I took, the music of the spinning Spindle grew louder; I coul dfeel the vibration in my bones. I felt the wind of its passage on my face .There was even a peculiar scent that I knew was generated by the stone’ smovement, a warm smell, delicious, like singed spices. I stopped watchin gthe stairs and looked up to the Spindle. I could see the striated stone core .It, perhaps, was still. But there was a hazy layer of air or mist tha tsurrounded the Spindle, and it spun. I cannot explain the fascination an ddelight that this woke in me. The top of the tower culminated in aplatform the size of a small room. A low stone wall edged it, but on on eside a crack had corrupted it and the stone had eroded away to an uneve n

mound only about the height of my knee. I walked to the center of theplatform and then stood, looking straight up at the tip of the Spindl eabove me. I am a tall man, but its stony heart was still out of my reach. 

I tpuzzled me. Why had they built this spire, to bring someone so close to th ewondrous monument and still have it be out of reach? It made no sense .The wind of the spinning stuff’s passage was warm on my face an dredolent with spice . 



I took a moment and stared out at the view. The ruined city was cupped inthe canyon. The sightseers had disembarked from the wagon and stood i na respectful mob around the half-breed. I knew he was speaking to them ,but not a sound reached my ears save the soft hum of the turning Spindle .I gazed up at it. I suddenly knew I had come here for a reason. I reached aslow hand up over my head . 



Suddenly, a voice spoke nearby. 

“Don’t touch it.” 

I jumped and looked to see who had spoken. It was the Plainswoman fromthe guide’s hut, or someone very like her. She must have followed me u pthe steps. I scowled. I wanted no company. My hand still wavered abov emy head. “Why not?” I asked her . 

She came a step closer to me, cocked her head slightly, and looked at meas if she had thought I was someone she knew. She smiled as she sai djestingly, “The old people say it’s dangerous to touch the Spindle. You’ll b ecaught in the twine and carried—” My fingers brushed the spinning stuff .It was mist, said my fingers; but then the gritty stone surface swep tagainst my hand. I was snatched out of my skin and borne aloft . 



I have watched women spinning. I had seen the hanks of wool caught anddrawn out into a fine thread on a spinning wheel. That was wha thappened to me. I did not keep my man’s shape. Instead, something wa spulled out of me, some spirit or essence, and was drawn as fine as yar nand wrapped around the immense Spindle. It twisted me as it pulled m einto a taut line. Thin as string I was, and I spiraled around it like thread .My awareness was immersed in the magic of the Spindle. And in tha timmersion, I awoke to my other self. He knew the purpose of the Spindle .It pulled the widely scattered threads of magic out 



of the world an dgathered them into yarn. The spindle concentrated the magic. And h eknew the spire’s purpose. It gave access to the gathered magic. Fro mhere, a Plainsman of power, a stone mage, would work wonders. Thi sspinning spindle was the heart of Plains magic. I’d found it. This was th ewell that not only the Kidona but all the Plainspeople drew from. Th e suppressed other self inside me suddenly surged to the fore. I felt him seize the magic and glory in the richness of it. Some he took into himself, butthere was only so much this body could hold. As for the rest, well, now tha the knew the source, no Plainsman would ever unleash this magic agains tthe Specks of the mountains again. I’d see to that. All their harveste dmagic was at the tips of my fingers. I laughed aloud, triumphant. I woul ddestroy—



I strained, striving to grip what I could not see. It was too strong. I wasabruptly flung back into my body with a jolt as shocking as if I’d bee nflung to my back on paving stones . 



“…to the edges of complete power. It is not a journey for the unprepared.”The Plainswoman finished her sentence. She was smiling, sharing a sill yold superstition with me . 



I swayed and then folded onto my knees. I saved some of my dignity bycollapsing back onto my heels rather than falling on my face. My hands, Isaw, rested on faded patterns carved into the stone. She frowned at m eand then asked, more in alarm than concern, “Are you ill? ” 



“I don’t think so,” I replied. I took a deep steadying breath and becameaware of a voice lecturing. It was coming closer. I was dizzy and I did no twant to turn my head, but I did. The guide advanced slowly up the steps .He had donned a straw hat that gave him a comical dignity. Behind hi mcame a gaggle of sightseers, the hardy ones who had made the climb. On ewoman held her parasol overhead. Two others fanned themselves agains tthe day’s warmth. There were only two men in the party, and they seeme dto be escorting the young ladies rather than here by their own inclination .A dozen boys and girls traipsed along behind the adults. The girls wer etrying to imitate the ladies but the lads were exhibiting the universal sign sof bored boys, nudging one another, scuffling to be first onto the platform ,and parodying the guide’s posture and remarks behind his back . 



“I beg of you all to be most careful and to stay well away from the edge.The wall is not sound. And to answer your question, Miss, the spire ha sfour hundred and thirty-two steps. Now, please lift your eyes to th eSpindle itself. Here you will experience the clearest view of it. You can no wsee that the illusion of motion is created by the use of the striated rock. A tthis distance, of course, the illusion ceases and one can see that th e

spindle is fixed in place.” Without standing up, I turned my eyes to thespindle again. “It spins,” I said quietly, and heard, aghast, the distance i nmy own voice. “For me, it spins.” Despite my effort to clear my voice, Isounded like Epiny when she spoke through her medium’s trance. Tha tother self inside me 



struggled for ascendance. I suppressed him wit hdifficulty . 

“You are not well, sir.” The Plainswoman stated this with emphasis.Isensed that she spoke to inform the others of my situation. “You shoul dleave here.” I stared at her. I had expected her to urge me to rest or offe rme water . 



Instead, her gray gaze was narrow with distrust. I closed my eyes foramoment. “I don’t know if I can,” I said. I had been about to do something ,something of vast importance. I could not get my bearings. My pulse bea tin my ears. I staggered to my feet and then blinked at the scene aroun dme. Only a moment had seemed to pass for me, but the tourists were no tas I had last glimpsed them. The guide had concluded his lecture and wa spointing out over the valley, answering questions for an earnest youn g man. The other sightseers likewise stood beside him looking out across th ewide vista. Two of the women had opened sketchbooks. The paraso lwoman was working from an easel her male companion had carried fo rher, her watercolor already sketched and half-painted. He stood behin dher shoulder, admiring her skill. An older woman had gathered the girl saround her and was repeating the key points of their tour. One dutiful bo y

held a sheet of paper against a block of stone as a stout older woman madea charcoal rubbing of the bas-relief etched there. The guide turned awa yfrom his party and started toward me . 



The Plainswoman had remained beside me. “What’s happening to me?”Iasked her. She knit her brows and shrugged at me. She stood by me ,almost as if I were in her custody . 



The guide approached me with a sanctimonious smile. “Well? And haveyou satisfied your curiosity, sir? I am sure you must be very impresse dwith the winds that managed to sculpt these wondrous carvings.” Hi ssarcasm was justified. Possibly that was why it angered me. “I’m leaving, ”I announced. I heaved myself to my feet. I was turning away when I felt asudden wave of queasiness. The earth seemed to rock under my feet. “Is i tan earthquake?” I asked frantically, although I suspected that the unres twas within my own body. I lifted my hands to my temples and stare dbleakly at the guide and the Plainswoman. They regarded me with alarm .A terrible whine like an ungreased axle shrieked through my ears. I turne dmy head in search of the source of it. To my horror, three of the boys ha dgathered at the center of the platform. Two acted as support to hold athird aloft. Thus lifted, the middle boy could reach the stone of th e

spindle. He had taken out a sheath knife and set the blade to the stone. AsI watched, he tried to scratch a line into the ancient monument. The sel fthat the Tree Woman had tutored stabbed me with fear. There wa sdanger, vast danger, in suddenly loosing that magic. “Stop!” I shouted th e warning. Against all common sense, I expected to see the young foolsnatched up and away by the momentum of the spindle. “Don’t do that !Stop that immediately!” The iron was tearing the magic free of the spindl ein wild, flapping sheets. It could go anywhere, do anything. I was deafene dand dizzied by its buffeting, but the others apparently felt nothing. Th eboy stopped, glared at me, and said scornfully, 

“You’re not my father .Mind your own business. ” 







The moment he had lifted his knife from the stone, the screeching hadstopped. Now, as he deliberately set his blade to the monument, it bega nagain. As he bore down on the iron blade, the sound soared in volume an dpitch. I clapped my hands over my ears against the harsh shriek. A ghostl ysmoke rose from the point at which blade met stone. He seemed obliviou sto all of it. “Stop!” I roared at him. “You don’t know what you’re doing ,you idiot!” Now every member of the touring party had turned to stare a tme. 

For myself, I did not know how they could be immune to the shriekin gof the spindle as the cold iron bore into it. Wave after wave of vertig owashed through me. The humming of the Spindle, a constant that ha dbeen so uniform I had scarcely been aware of it, now warbled as th eblade’s contact slowed its turning. “Make him stop!” I shouted at them . 

“Can’t you see what he’s doing? Can’t you sense what he’s destroying?” Myhidden self warned me of magic unraveling around me. I felt the tattere dthreads of it score my skin as it dispersed into the empty air. It felt lik etiny swift cuts with a razor-sharp knife. It threatened me; it threatened t ostrip from me all the magic I had so painstakingly stored away. “Sto phim, or I shall!” I made the threat, but the wavering of the magi cunbalanced me. It wasn’t just the air; it was the reality around me tha tseemed uneven and fickle. I didn’t think I had the strength to swat a fly .Nonetheless, I moved to stop the boy . 



I must have looked like a madman as I lurched and staggered toward theyoung fool who was whetting his blade on ancient magic. The women ha dlifted their hands, covering their mouths in horror. The two boy ssupporting the vandal staggered back, one dropping the leg he ha dsupported. One young man stepped forward as if he would protect the bo yfrom me. Only one matron, the one making the rubbing, added her voic eto my protest. “Stop that, you young hooligan! I brought you here to teac hyou about primitive culture, not to have you ruin it! Stop defacing thes eancient works! Your father will hear of this!” 

She dropped her charcoa land advanced on the lad. Behind her, her assistant rolled his eyes wearily . 

With a surly snarl, the boy flung the knife down so hard it bounced. “ Iwasn’t doing anything! Just making my initials to show I’d been here, tha t

was all! What a fuss about a stupid striped rock! What’s it going to do,make it fall down?” He turned to glare at me. “Are you happy, fat man ?You’ve got your way! I never even asked to come on this stupid outing t olook at a stupid rock! ” 



“Jard? Where are your manners?” the matron snapped. “Regardless of theman’s mental condition, he is your elder. You should speak to him wit hrespect. And I have warned you before about your endless carving o nthings. It’s disrespectful. If you cannot behave any better than that, and i fRet and Breg have nothing better to do than assist you in being a fool ,then I think it is high time we all left! Boys and girls. 

Gather your thing sand follow me. This has not been the outing that I had expected it to be .Perhaps all of you prefer to sit in the classroom and study from a boo krather than see the real world. I shall remember that the next time I thin kof taking you out. ” 



There was a chorus of whines and dismayed denial from her students, butshe was adamant. The guide shot me a vicious look. Plainly I had ruine dhis trade for the day. The other tourists were folding sketchbooks an dtaking down the easel. I caught sideways, uneasy looks from them. The yseemed to think I was mad, and the guide apparently shared thei ropinion. I did not care. The boy stooped to snatch up his knife, and the n





made a rude hand gesture at me before he followed the others to the top ofthe winding stair. As before, the guide went with them, offering the mmany warnings about going carefully and staying close to the inner edge o fthe steps. After a time, I became aware that I was alone on the top of th etower, except for the Plainswoman. I felt as if I were caught betwee ndreaming and wakefulness. What had just happened

? 



“The Spindle does turn,” I said to her. I wanted her to agree with me. Herlip curled in disgust. “You are a madman,” she told me. “A fat and stupi dmadman. You have driven away our customers. Do you think we get tou rwagons every day? Once a month, perhaps, they come. And you hav espoiled their pleasure with your shouting and your threats. What do yo uthink they will tell their friends? No one will want to come and see th eSpindle. You will destroy our livelihood. Go away. Take your madnes selsewhere.” 



“But…don’t you feel it? The Spindle turns. Lift your hands. You’ll feel thewind of it. Can’t you hear it? 

Can’t you smell the magic of it?” Sh enarrowed her eyes at me suspiciously. She gave a quick, sideways glance a tthe spindle and then looked back at me. “Do I look like a foolish savage? ”she asked me bitterly. “Do you think because I am a Plainswoman that Iam stupid? The Spindle does not turn. It never turned. From a distance, i t

tricks the eye. 



But always, it has been still. Still and dead.” 



“No. It turns.” I wanted someone to confirm what I had experienced. “Itturns for me, and when I lifted my hands, it happened, as you warned m eit might. It lifted me up and—” Anger flared in her face and she lifted ahand as if she would slap me. “NO! It did not. It has never turned for me ,and it could not turn for you, Gernian! It was a legend. That was all. Thos ewho say they see it turning are fools, and those who claim to have bee nlifted by it are liars! Liars! Go away! Get out of here! How dare you say i tturns for you! It never turned for me and I am of the Plains! Liar! Liar! ” 



I had never seen a woman become so hysterical. Her hands were clenchedin fists and spittle flew from her lips as she shrieked at me. “I’m going!” Ipromised her. “I’m leaving now. ” 



The clamber down the circling steps seemed endless. My calves screamedwith cramps. Twice I nearly fell, and the second time, I bloodied the heel sof my hands when I caught myself on the wall. I felt sick and dizzied. I fel tangry, too. I was not crazy, and I resented how I had been treated. I di dnot know if I should blame the blindness of the other people or the foreig nmagic that had polluted me and taken me for its own. What was real ?What was illusion? For the moment, the battle for control that I’d ha dwith my other self had subsided. There was no comfort in that. When I’ dpreviously confronted him, I’d been 



able to set him apart from me, t ocomprehend him as “other” to myself. There was no such separation now .He permeated my being, and I recognized him as comprising the harde rparts of my soldier self. 

Had Tree Woman deliberately chosen those part swhen she had seized a lock of my hair and jerked a core out of m yawareness? I stole a cautious peek at that part of my self, as if I wer epeeking at an adder in a box. I was both fascinated and repelled by what Iglimpsed. There were the bits of myself that I’d lacked in my first year a tthe academy. He was the one who had enabled me to take my pett y vengeance on the new noble sons. He had fierce pride and recklessness anddaring. He was also ruthless and single-minded in what he would do fo r

his people. The frightening part of that was that it was not to Gernia thathe pledged his loyalty, but to the Specks. I’d been imagining that I’ dreintegrated him into myself. Now I wondered if the flow were not th eother way; was he absorbing my knowledge and memories for his ow nends? He’d had a goal up there near the Spindle, one that I still didn’ tgrasp . 



I suddenly decided it was time to leave. 

The guide seemed to have calmed his customers on the way down. AsIfollowed the path back through the ancient city, I saw that the teacher an dher charges had dispersed throughout the ruins. The easel woman wa shard at work again. One of the women with a sketchbook was drawing th eother as she sat picturesquely beside a tumbled wall. I passed them all ,enduring their glances as I did so. Something nagged at me, some tas khad been left undone, but I recognized that concern as belonging to m yother self. Nevare only wanted to be away from that place . 

As I drew near to the base of the spindle and the shabby little shack there,I saw the guide again. He leaned in the shade against the wall of hi spathetic house and watched me come. I could see him trying to decide i fhe would say anything to me or would let me pass unchallenged. Hi sfurtive glances told me that he both despised and feared me as a madman .I heard voices. As I passed the edge of the bowl in which the Spindl e

rested or spun, I glanced over the rim. The boys were there. This time, histwo companions gripped his legs while Jard lay, belly down, in th eslanting cup of the bowl. His knife was busy again. Large letter s proclaimed that Jard had been there. Ret’s name was in the process o fbeing added. All three were so intent that they didn’t see me staring a tthem. I looked at the guide and our eyes met across the distance. 

His fac epaled with fear. I smiled . 



“If my illustrious ancestors had carved this, I’d protect it from youngvandals,” I advised the half-breed sarcastically . 



He narrowed his eyes and opened his mouth to respond. But before hecould, one of the boys holding Jard’s legs yelped, “It’s that crazy fat man !Get out of there, Jard!” At the same moment, he helpfully let go of Jard’ sleg as he sprang away and fled, intent on saving himself from my suppose dinsanity. Jard, supported now only by Breg’s grip on his other leg, gave awild yell as he suddenly slid deeper into the bowl. He flailed his arm swildly, seeking a grip on the smooth surface and finding nothing. Breg ,surprised by Ret’s desertion, was himself tugged to his knees at the edge o fthe bowl. “I can’t hold him!” he 



wailed. I heard a tearing sound and sa wthe fabric of Jard’s trousers starting to give way . 



In two steps, I reached the rim of the Spindle’s bowl. I flung myself to myknees and reached to grab Jard by the knees. He screamed and kicked a tme, evidently thinking I intended to tear him from Breg’s grip and let hi mplunge headfirst into the Spindle’s well. I didn’t. I hauled him back to th elip of the bowl. 

He jabbed his knife at me, still struggling against hi srescue. My blood seethed with anger at his insolence. 

I seized his wrist an dslammed it flat against the stone of the bowl. His knife flew free. A n instant later, I had dragged him back over the edge and to safety.Ireleased him and tried to stand up. 

Magic was singing triumphantl ythrough my blood. Something was happening, something vast and not o f my volition, but of my doing all the same. The forest mage within m elaughed wildly, victoriously, and then slid back into the leafy shadows o fmy subconscious. I could not discern what his victory was, and then I did .Even as the other tourists were running toward me, and Jard fled sobbin gto his teacher, I watched his knife sliding down the bowl toward th eunseen depths at the center. As the bowl became steeper, the knife sli dfaster across the polished stone. When it entered the darkness of th ecenter, I felt my heart stand still . 



The half-breed had seized my hand and was pumping it while stutteringout his thanks and apologizing for misjudging me. The fool. I heard Re tshouting to the rapidly gathering tourists that, “No, it’s all right, he didn’ ttry to hurt Jard, he saved him! Jard nearly fell headfirst into that hole .The man pulled him out.” 

Jard was sobbing like a small boy as he clung t ohis teacher. I alone seemed to hear the terrible grinding noise at the edg eof the world. The blade of the knife had wedged beneath the Spindle’s tip .I knew that tip existed, deep inside the well the magic had drilled for al lthose years. The vast momentum of magic met the iron knife and wedge dagainst it. The Spindle ground to a halt. I felt the moving magic foul an d tangle, thwarted by a small iron blade. I sank down and pressed my bro wto the edge of the stone bowl. 

It was like the death of the wind wizard al l

over again, but this time I could not claim innocence for myself. What hadI done? What had the forest magic done through me? “Best leave hi malone!” I heard the guide say. “I think the man just wants to be left alone. ”Then all sound halted around me. Like the harsh kiss of a sandstorm, th eharnessed magic of the Plainsmen suddenly burst free and scattered. For ablink of my lifetime, I swear the world went black and still. Raw powe rabraded my senses and engulfed me. I struggled to stand, to lift my arm sto defend myself from it . 



When time started up again, I seemed again to have fallen behind the restof the world. The guide had rounded up his tourists and was herding the mback toward their wagon. Several of them glanced back at me and shoo ktheir heads, speaking quickly to one another. The knife boy was alread ysitting on a wagon seat. Ret said something to Breg and they both hoote dwith laughter. Jard’s brush with death was already a joking matter fo rthem. They had no idea of what had just happened . 



The flash of anger I felt subsided before I even felt its heat. Surely the sunhad moved in the sky? I gave my head a small shake and let my clenche d





fists fall to my sides. My arms ached. My nails had left deep redindentations in my palms. I had no idea how long I had stood there. I di dknow what my Speck self had done. The Dancing Spindle no longe r danced. The magic of the Plainspeople was broken. I found Sirlofty. It wa sall I could do to clamber onto his back. I held onto the horn of the saddl eas I kicked him into a lope and fled that place. The driver of the wago nshouted at me angrily as I passed his team on the steep trail. I paid hi mno mind . 



By the time I reached the road again, I had almost recovered. The fartherIwent from the Spindle, the clearer my head became. The forest mag einside me ceased his chortling and grew still . 



Evening fell, and I pushed Sirlofty on, journeying through the dusk tomake up the time wasted in my foolish detour. I wished I’d never left th eroad. I tried to stuff what I’d discovered back into the darkness, but i t

rode with me now. I shifted in my saddle and felt it slip under me. GentlyIreined Sirlofty in; I dismounted as if I were as fragile as an eggshell. Wit ha feeling of ineffable sadness, I tightened the cinch on my saddle . 



It was the first time in my life that I’d ever had to do that. Night was deepby the time I reached the town. 

I found an inn that would admit me .Before I fell asleep, as had become my habit, I wrote carefully of the day’ sevents. Then I scowled at the words. Did I really want these wild thought sin the first volume of my soldier son journal? Only the teaching that it wa smy duty to record what I observed each day comforted me. In the day sthat followed, I did not again diverge from my father’s itinerary for me. Ifixed my mind on my carefully planned life, on my brother’s wedding, m yreunion with Carsina, my education at the academy, my service, and m yeventual marriage. My father had mapped out my future as precisely as h e had mapped out my journey home. I had no time for illusions, no time t oquestion where my reality ended and someone else’s began. I refused t othink about the magic of the plains and a keep fast charm that no longe rseemed to work. Everyone knew that the magic of the Plainsfolk wa sfading. There was no reason to blame myself for its demise. With th edestruction of the Spindle, that other self in me seemed to subside. I dare dto hope that it was the last I would sense of him. I practiced believing tha tuntil I was able to think and live as if I were certain it was so . 



Although the Midlands are often referred to as flat, they rise and fall withsubtle grace. Thus it was that the trees and walls of my father’s home wer econcealed from me until I rode up a slight rise in a gentle bend of the roa dand suddenly perceived my home. My father’s manor was set on a gentl erise overlooking the road. I gazed up at it and thought that it looke d smaller and more rustic than when I had last seen it. Now that I knewwhat the estates and manors of the west looked like, I could see that m yfather’s house was a pale imitation of their grandeur. I could also see ho wclearly our home was modeled upon my uncle’s house. They had mad eimprovements since I’d left for the academy. River gravel had been haule dup to surface the drive, and young oak trees, each little more than a shove lhandle high, now edged it. Someday they would be tall and grand, and thi s would be a fine carriageway to our home. But for now, they looked spindl yand forlorn, exposed to prairie dust and wind. Each had a damp circle o fsoil around its base. I wondered how many years 



they’d have to be watere ddaily before their roots reached deep enough to sustain them. Thi s copying of our ancestral home suddenly seemed both sentimental andabit silly to me . 



But nonetheless, it was home. I’d arrived. For an instant, I had the foolishthought that I could pass it by and keep traveling east, on and on, all th eway to the mountains. I imagined tall trees and inviting shade and bird scalling in the shadowy thickets. Then Sirlofty took it on himself to tur nfrom the main road and break into a canter. We were home! We wok edust all up the long driveway from the King’s Road to my father’s fron tdoor. There I pulled him in with a flourish, as our family’s dogs swirle daround us in a barking, wagging pack and one of the stablehands cam eout to see what had roused them. I didn’t know the man, and so I was no toffended when he asked, “Are you lost, sir? ” 



“No, I’m Nevare Burvelle, a son of the house, just returned from theCavalla Academy. Please take Sirlofty for me and see that he is wel ltreated. We’ve come a long way, he and I. ” 



The man gaped at me, but I ignored that and handed him my reins. “Oh,and send the contents of his panniers up to my room, if you would,” Iadded, as I climbed the front steps. I let myself in, calling out, 

“Mother !Father! It’s Nevare, I’m home. Rosse, Elisi, Yaril? Is anyone home? ” 



My mother was the first to come out of her sewing room. She stared atme, her eyes growing round, and then, embroidery in hand, she hurrie ddown the hall. She embraced me, saying, “Oh, Nevare, it’s so good to se eyou. But the dust on you! I’ll have a bath drawn for you immediately. Oh ,son, I’m so glad you are home and safe again! ” 



“And I am glad beyond words to be here again, Mother!” The others hadarrived by then. Father and Rosse looked startled, even when I turned an dstrode toward them, smiling. Rosse shook my hand but my father hel dback from me, demanding, “What have you done to yourself? You look lik ea wandering peddler! Why aren’t you wearing your uniform? ” 

“It needs a bit of mending, I’m afraid. I hope Mother can have it ready intime for Rosse’s wedding. Elisi, Yaril? Am I a stranger now? Aren’t yo ugoing to say hello even? ” 



“Hello, Nevare. Welcome home.” Elisi spoke stiffly, and looked past me asif I’d done something rude and she wasn’t sure how to deal with it . 

“You’re so fat!” Yaril exclaimed, tactless as she had ever been. “What haveyou been eating at that place? Your face is round as the full moon! An dyou’re so dirty! I thought you’d ride up all glorious in your uniform. Ididn’t even recognize you at first. ” 







I chuckled weakly, and waited for my father to rebuke her. Instead, hemuttered, “Out of the mouths of babes.” Then, speaking more strongly, h esaid, “I’m sure you’ve had a long trip, Nevare. You’re a few hours earlie rthan I expected you, but I think you’ll find your room is waiting, wit hwash water. After you’ve cleaned yourself and changed, please come an dsee me in my study. ” 



I made a final effort. “I’m so glad to see you, Father. It’s good to be home.” 



“I’m sure it is, Nevare. Well. I’ll see you again in a few minutes.” There wasrestraint in his voice, and the edge of command. Plainly he wished me t oobey him immediately. And I did. The habit of not questioning hi sauthority and commands was still strong in me, but as I washed the dus tfrom my face and hands, I experienced something I hadn’t felt befor eabout my father. Resentment. It wasn’t just for the way he ordered m eabout, but for his obvious displeasure with me. I had only just arrive dhome. Could not he have suppressed whatever it was that annoyed hi mlong enough to shake my hand and welcome me back? Must I immediatel yfall completely under his domination again? I thought of his rigi d itinerary for my journey home, and suddenly saw it not as a helpful aid,but as oppression. Did he or did he not trust me to make my own way i nthe world? My anger gave way to a greater frustration as I tried to fin dsome clothing that would still fit me. When I had left for the academy, Ihad emptied my room. My mother, ever thoughtful of such things, ha dhung two of Rosse’s old shirts and a pair of his trousers in my closet, fo rmy use until my traveling clothes could be washed and pressed. When I put them on, I looked ridiculous. The trousers were too short on me as wellas far too tight. I had to let my stomach bulge out over the top of them .Both shirts strained on me. I took them off and vindictively threw them o nthe floor before putting my travel-stained clothes back on. But a glance i nmy mirror showed me that they were ill-fitting and dirty to boot. Th eseams in the seat of the trousers looked ready to part. The shirt wa salready slightly torn at both shoulders, and barely met over my middle . 

Well, I decided, if I must look silly, I would at least be clean. I retrievedRosse’s clothes, put them on, wiped the worst of the dust off my boots, an ddescended the stairs. The house was silent. My mother and sisters seeme dto have vanished completely. I did not even hear their voices in a differen troom. I tapped at the closed door to my father’s study and then walked in .My father was standing with his back to the room, staring out th e

window. My brother Rosse was there also. He glanced at me and thenaway, plainly uncomfortable. My father held his silence . 



I broke the silence at last. “Father, you wished me to come to your study?”He did not turn around. He did not immediately reply. When he di dspeak, he seemed to be addressing the trees outside the window. 

“You rbrother’s wedding is scarcely four days away,” he said heavily. “How ca nyou possibly think to undo in four days what sloth and gluttony hav eaccomplished in six months? Did you give a thought to anyone besid eyourself when you were allowing your gut to become the size of awashbasin? Do you wish to humiliate your entire family by appearing at afestive occasion in such a state? I am humiliated to think that you hav epresented yourself thus to the academy, to my brother, and to everyon ewho knew your 



name on your journey home. In the good god’s name ,Nevare, whatever were you thinking when you allowed yourself to descen dto such a state? I sent you off to the academy a fit and able young man , physically suited to be an officer and a soldier. And look what comes bac kto me less than a year later! ” 



His words rattled against me like flung stones. He gave me no opportunityto reply. When he finally turned to face me, I could see that his quie tstance had been a deception. His face was red and the veins stood out i nhis temples. I dared a glance at my brother. His face was white and he wa svery still, like a small animal that hopes not to draw the predator’ sattention to himself. I stood in the focus of my father’s anger wit habsolutely no idea of how to defend myself. I felt guilty and ashamed of m ybody, but I honestly could not recall that I had overeaten since I ha d begun my journey, nor had my pace been what I would call slothful.Ispoke the truth. “I have no explanation, sir. I don’t know why I’ve gaine dso much weight. ” 



The anger in his eyes sharpened. “You don’t? Well, perhaps a three-dayfast will refresh an elementary truth for you. If you eat too much, you ge tfat, Nevare. If you lie about like a slug, you get fat. If you don’t overea tand if you exercise your muscles, you remain trim and soldierly.” He too ka breath, obviously to master himself. When he spoke again, his tone wa scalmer. “Nevare, you disappoint me. It is not just that you have le t

yourself go; worse is that you try to shrug off the responsibility for it.Imust remind myself of your youth. 

Perhaps the fault is mine; perhaps Ishould have delayed your entry into the academy until you were mor e mature, more capable of regulating yourself. Well.” He sighed, clenche d his jaw for a moment and then went on. “That cannot be mended now. Butthe mess you’ve made of yourself is something I can remedy. We canno tundo it in four days, but we can put a dent in it. Look at me, son, when Ispeak to you. ” 



I had been avoiding his gaze. Now I brought my eyes back to meet hissquarely, trying to mask my anger. If he saw it, he ignored it. “It won’t b epleasant, Nevare. Do it willingly, and prove to me that you are still the so nI trained and sent off with such high hopes. I ask only two things of you :Restrict your food and demand performance from your body.” He pause dand seemed to be weighing his options. 

Then he nodded to himself . 

“Sergeant Duril has been supervising a crew clearing stones from the landfor a new pasture. Go and join them, right now, and I don’t mean t osupervise. Start working off that gut. Confine your appetite to water fo rthe rest of this day. Tomorrow, eat as sparingly as you can. We’ll do wha twe can to trim some of that off you before your brother’s wedding day. ”He turned his attention to my brother. “Rosse. Go out to the stables wit hhim, and find him a mule. I won’t have one of the good horses broke ndown by lugging him over broken terrain. Take him out to the new alfalf afield.” 



I spoke up. “I think I could find a mule for myself.” 







“Just do what you are told, Nevare. Trust me. I know what is best for you.”He sighed heavily, and then with the first hint of kindness I heard fro mhim, he said, “Put yourself in my hands, son. I know what I’m doing.” An dthat was my welcome home . 








CHAPTER FOUR

THE FAST


Rosse and I rode silently out to the work site. Several times I glanced atmy brother, but he was always staring ahead, his face expressionless. Isupposed he was as disappointed in me as my father was. We said aperfunctory good-bye, he rode off leading my mule, and I joined my wor kcrew. I didn’t recognize any of the four men, and we didn’t bother wit hintroductions. I simply joined them at the task . 



The future pasture was on a sunny hillside by a creek. Coarse prairie grassand buckbrush grew there now. The ground was littered with stones, som e

loose on top of the earth and others nudging up out of the soil. The largerones had to be moved before a team and plow could break the thin sod. I’ dwatched our men do this sort of work before, though I’d never bent m yback to it myself. It should have been well within my ability, but academ ylife had softened me. My first hour of prying rocks from their beds an dlifting them into a wagon first raised and then broke blisters on my hands .The work was both tedious and demanding. We used iron bars to pris ethe larger stones from the hard earth. Then each had to be lifted ,sometimes by two men, and loaded onto a buckboard wagon. When th ewagon was full we followed it as the team hauled the stone to the edge o f the field. There we unloaded it in a neat line of rock. It became a roug hstone wall to mark the edge of the sown pasture. The other men talked an dlaughed among themselves. They were not rude; they just ignored me .Doubtless they had decided I wouldn’t last long and that there was littl epoint in getting to know me. Sergeant Duril was supervising the work . 

The first time he rode by to check on our crew, I don’t think he recognizedme. I was glad to escape his notice. The second time he rode up to ask ho wmany wagonloads of stone we’d hauled since he last spoke to us, he stare dat me and then visibly startled. “You. Come here,” he commanded m eroughly. He didn’t dismount, but rode his horse a short distance while Iwalked beside him. When we were out of earshot of the work crew, h epulled in and looked down at me. “Nevare?” he asked, as if he could no t believe his eyes. 



“Yes. It’s me.” My voice came out flat and defensive. 







“What in the good god’s name have you done to yourself?” 



“I’ve got fat,” I said bluntly. I was already tired of explaining it. Or rather,I was tired of not being able to explain it. No one seemed able to believ ethat it had simply happened and that I had not brought it on myself b ysloth and greed. I was beginning to wonder about that myself. How ha dthis befallen me ? 



“So I see. But not in a way I’ve ever seen a lad put on weight! A little gutfrom too much beer, that I’ve seen on many a trooper. But you’re fat al lover! Your face, your arms, even the calves of your legs!” I hadn’t stoppe dto consider that. I wanted to look down at my body, to see if it was trul yso, but suddenly felt too ashamed. I looked away from him, across the fla tplain that soon would be a pasture. I tried to think of something to say ,but the only words that came were, “My father has sent me out here t owork. He says hard work and short rations will trim me down befor e Rosse’s wedding.” 



His silence seemed long. Then he said, “Well, a man can only do so much in a few days, but the intention is what matters. You’re stubborn, Nevare.I would never have imagined that you’d let yourself go like this, but I kno wthat if you’re determined to get back to what you were, you’ll do it.” Icouldn’t think of any response to that, and after a short time, he said , 

“Well, I have to finish my round of the crews. Your da says that a yearfrom now, this will all be alfalfa and clover. We’ll see.” Then he tapped hi shorse and rode off. I walked back to the work crew. They had bee nloitering, watching us talk. I went back to levering up stones and loadin gthem on the wagon. 

They didn’t ask any questions, and I didn’t voluntee ranything . 



We worked the rest of the day, until Duril rode past again and gave thesign for quitting time. We still had to unload the rock we had on th ewagon at the fence line. Then we all rode on the wagon back to my father’ smanor house. The other men went off to the help’s quarters. I entered th eback door of the house and went up to my room . 



I blessed my mother when I arrived there. She had left out wash water andtowels, and some of my old clothes, along with an old pair of Plain ssandals. I could see that she had hastily let out the seams of the trouser sand shirt as far as they could go. I washed. When I dressed, I found tha tmy old clothes were still snug on me, but they were bearable and far mor epresentable than Rosse’s castoffs had been . 



I had come in late and the rest of the family was already at dinner. I wasin no hurry to join them. Instead, I crept into my sister Yaril’s room. M yfather had always said that vanity was too costly a vice for any soldier t oafford. In my own room, I had a mirror large enough for shaving, and tha twas all. My sisters, 



on the other hand, were expected to be continuall yaware of their appearances. They each had full-length mirrors in thei rbedrooms. When I stood in front of Yaril’s, I had a shock . 



Duril was right. The weight I had put on was distributed all over me, likethick frosting on a cake. No wonder others had been reacting to me s ostrangely. No part of me had escaped. As I stared at my face, I was certai nthat instead of losing weight on my journey home, I’d added to it. This wa snot the face I’d seen in my shaving mirror at the academy. My cheeks wer eround and jowly, and my chin was padded. 

My eyes looked smaller, as i fthey were set closer together. My neck looked shorter . 



The rest of my body was even more distressing. My shoulders and backwere rounded with fat, to say nothing of my chest and belly. My gut wa smore than a paunch; it was starting to hang. My thighs were heavy. Eve nmy calves and ankles looked swollen. I lifted a fat hand to cover my mout hand felt cowardly tears start in my eyes. What had I done to myself, an d how? I could not grasp the changes the mirror showed me. Since I’d leftOld Thares, I’d ridden each day and my meals had been ordinary ones .How could this be happening? Prior to looking in the mirror, I ha dplanned to go down and join my family at the dinner table, if only for talk .Now I did not. I hated what I had become and heartily endorsed m yfather’s plan. I went to the kitchen, intending to get a mug of water. Akitchenmaid and a cook stared at me, surprised, and then looked aside .Neither spoke to me, and I ignored them. The sight of a bucket of fres hmilk temporarily overwhelmed my resolve to fast, and I took a mug of tha tinstead. I drank it down thirstily, and yearned for more. Instead, Icontented myself with plain water. I drank mug after mug of it, trying t oassuage the feeling of emptiness in my belly. It felt as if the liquid splashe dinto a void. At last I could drink no more, and yet felt no fuller. I left th ekitchen and went upstairs to my room . 



There, I sat on the edge of the bed. There was little else for me to do. I hademptied my room before I left for the academy. I had my schoolbooks an dmy journal from my panniers, but little else. Doggedly I sat down an dmade a complete entry in my journal. Afterward I sat with no refuge fro mmy nagging hunger or my dismal evaluation of myself . 



I could not recall that I had changed any habit that would lead to thisresult. I had eaten the same rations allotted to any man at the academ ymess, and done the same marching. How had I swollen up to this toadis hsize? Belatedly, it occurred to me that I’d never seen Gord eat more tha nwhat was portioned to us at the mess, and yet his bulk had persisted. I ha dto wonder if mine would do the same. In sudden fear, I resolved it woul dnot. I had three days before Rosse’s wedding, three days before Carsin a and her family would arrive to be guests. I had three days to do somethingabout my appearance before I was disgraced before all our friends. I firml yresolved that not a morsel of food would pass my lips for those days, an dyet oh, how I ached with hunger. I rose abruptly, determined to go for abrisk walk to distract myself. Standing up quickly woke every achin gmuscle in my back and legs. I gritted my teeth and left the room . 







I didn’t wish to face anyone. I stood silently in the hallway for a fewmoments, confirming that my father and Rosse were in his study. M yfather was talking, his words indistinguishable but his disapproval plain . 

Obviously Rosse was hearing a lecture on all the ways I had failed th efamily. I strode quickly past the door of the music room. I heard Elisi’ sharp and recalled that often my mother and sisters gathered there to pla ymusic or read poetry after dinner. I opened the front door quietly an dslipped out into the Widevale night. My father had created an oasis o f

trees around his house. It was an island of illusion, a way to pretend thatwe did not live far from civilization on the endless sweep of prairie. Ove rone hundred carefully nurtured trees cut the wind and screened a nearl yflat vista. My father had even had water piped up from the river to form alittle pond and fountain for my sisters’ pleasure in their private garden .The soft splashing drew me toward their bower. I followed a gravele dpathway through an arched gateway. The latticework I had helped to erec t years ago was now completely cloaked in vines. Small night lamps wit hglass chimneys hung from the branches of a golden willow, illuminatin gtheir silver reflections in the pond’s surface. I sat down on the edge of th estone-banked pool and peered into the dark water to see if the ornamenta lfish had survived . 



“Planning to eat one?” 



I turned in shock. I had never heard my sister Yaril sound so sarcastic andcruel. We had always been close as children. She had not only been m yfaithful correspondent while I was at school, but she had also managed t osmuggle Carsina’s letters to me, so that we might carry on a privat ecorrespondence away from our parents’ supervision. She was sitting on awrought-iron bench under a graceful trellis of pampered honeysuckle. He rdove-gray dress had blended her into the shadows when first I approache d the pond. Now she leaned out into the light, and anger hardened her face . 

“How could you do this to us? I am going to be so humiliated at Rosse’swedding. And poor Carsina! 

This is certainly not what she wa santicipating! The last two weeks, she has been so excited and happy. 

Sh eeven chose her dress color to go well with your uniform. And you com ehome looking like this! ” 



“It’s not my fault!” I retorted. 



“Oh? Then who has been stuffing food down your throat, I’d like toknow?” 



“It’s…I think it has something to do with the Speck plague.” The wordsjumped out of my mouth as quickly as the idea had suddenly come int omy mind. On the surface, it seemed a silly thing to say. 

Everyone kne wthat Speck plague was a wasting disease. But the moment I said it aloud ,odd bits of memories suddenly fell into an accusing pattern. A long-ag oconversation I’d overhead between Rosse and my father combined wit hthe dour words of the Fat Man in the carnival freak show tent in Ol d Thares. He’d claimed he’d once been a cavalla soldier until the plague ha druined him. Even Dr. 

Amicas’s fascination with my weight gain now too kon a darker significance . 





But those seemed trivial clues compared to words recalled from a dream.Tree Woman had encouraged my Speck self to gorge himself on th emagical essence of dying people. I suddenly recalled how I had seen mysel fin that dream; I’d been full-bellied and heavy-legged. Tree Woman hersel fwas an immense woman. In my dreams, my arms could not encompas sthe rich curves of her body. I felt a disturbing flash of arousal at tha t

memory and thrust it from me, but not before I heard like a whisper in myear, “Eat and grow fat with their magic.” I stood absolutely still, my ever ysense straining, but all that came to my ears was the gentle splashing o fthe water and the shivering of the leaves in the evening wind. They wer efollowed by my sister’s snort of disdain . 



“Do you think I’m a fool, Nevare? I may have had to stay here and betutored by some silly old woman from Old Thares while you were sent of fto the grand city to learn at your fine school, but I’m not stupid. 

I’ve see nmen who have had Speck plague! And one and all, they have been thin a srails. That is what the Speck plague does to a man. Not fatten him like ahog raised for bacon. ” 



“I know what I know,” I said coldly. It was a brotherly remark, one that I’doften used to end our childhood arguments. But Yaril was no longer th einnocent little golden-haired sister I’d left behind almost a year ago. Sh ewould no longer be cowed by a simple assertion of superior knowledge .She merely sniffed and replied, “And I know what I know! And that is tha tyou are as fat as a hog and you’re going to humiliate all of us at Rosse’ swedding. What will Remwar’s family think of me, having such a brother ? 

Will they fear that I, too, will inflate like a bladder? I was hoping that thi swedding might be a chance for me to make a good impression on hi sparents, so that his offer for my hand might become formal. But the ywon’t even see me. I’ll be eclipsed behind you! ” 



“I didn’t choose this, Yaril. You might stop for one moment to think of myfeelings.” All the resentment I felt at my father’s harsh treatment of m ewas blossoming into fury at Yaril’s childish concern for her dignity . 

“You’re such a selfish little girl. Every letter you sent me, you begged mefor gifts. And fool that I am, I sent them. And now that I’ve returned hom eafter nearly dying in the filthy city, you disdain me because of my physica lappearance. A fine welcome I’ve received from any of you! The only on ewho has shown one jot of sympathy for my situation is Mother! ” 



“And why shouldn’t she?” Yaril flashed back at me. “You were always herfavorite! And now that you’ve ruined yourself for being a soldier, she ca nkeep you here with her always! Carsina won’t have you, fat as a hog, an dwhen she looks around, she and her family will take Remwar away fro m me! He was her father’s first choice for her anyway. You’ve ruined it foreveryone, Nevare, you selfish pig! ” 







Before I could even reply to that, she played a woman’s trump card. Sheburst into tears and then ran off into the darkness, sobbing into he rhands. “Yaril!” I called after her. “Come back here! Yaril, come back!” Bu tshe did not, and I was left standing alone by the stupid fish pond that I’ dhelped to build. At the time it had seemed like an enchanting concept .Now I saw it for the folly it was. The fish pond and fountain wer ecompletely at odds with the land that surrounded us. To build somethin gthat could not be sustained save by daily effort was a vanity and a wast eand an insult to the beauty of the true nature that surrounded us. Wha thad seemed a shady retreat from the harsh plains that surrounded ou rhome now seemed foolish self-indulgence. I sank down onto Yaril’s benc hand considered the words she had flung at me. She’d been angry an dshe’d used her best ammunition to wound me. But how much of it wa s true? Would Carsina ask her father to break his agreement with m yfather? I tried to worry about it, but a wave of hunger washed throug hme, leaving me feeling both nauseous and hollow. I rocked forward ove rmy belly and embraced it as if it were an ally instead of my enemy . 



I was in that undignified posture when I heard a light footstep on thepathway . 



I straightened up and prepared for battle, but it wasn’t Yaril returning.Instead it was my mother, holding a lantern to guide her steps as sh ecame softly down the walk . 



“There you are,” she said when she saw me. “Why didn’t you come down to dinner?” 

Her tone was gentle. 





“I thought it better to stay away.” I tried to make my voice jovial. “As youcan see, perhaps I’ve had too many dinners of late. ” 





“Well. I won’t deny that your appearance surprised me. But I did miss you.I’ve scarcely had a chance to speak to you. And…” She hesitated a momen tand then went on delicately, “I do need you to return to the house an dcome to my sewing room with me. ” 



I stood, grateful for an ally. “Are you going to let out my cadet uniform tofit me? ” 



She smiled but shook her head. “Nevare, that is simply impossible. Thereisn’t enough fabric to let out, 



and even if I could, it would show badly. No , 

my son. But I have several folds of a very nice blue fabric, and if I put theseamstresses to work on it tonight, we should have something presentabl eby the wedding. ” 



My heart sank at the thought that I was hopelessly too large for myuniform, but I squared my shoulders to bear the truth. Presentable. M ymother would help me, and I would not look ridiculous at my brother’

swedding. “Seamstresses?” I asked, keeping my voice light. “When did w ebecome so prosperous as to employ seamstresses? ” 



“Since your brother decided to wed. The decision has little to do withprosperity and more to do with necessity. I sent for two from the west tw omonths ago. I was fortunate that I did, for between making new curtain sand hangings and bedclothes for your brother’s chambers and ensurin gthat the entire family would have wedding clothes as well as ball gowns fo ryour sisters, well! It would be impossible for your sisters and me to d othat much sewing in such a short time and still have time for all the othe r preparations.” She led the way, holding her little lantern up to guide us. Iwatched my mother’s trim figure as she stepped lightly along and Isuddenly felt monstrous and misshapen, like some great beast hulkin g after her. The house was quiet as we went down the hall to her sewin groom. I imagined that my father and Rosse had settled down to quiete rtalk and that Elisi had gone off to bed. I thought of mentioning that I’ d

spoken with Yaril and she’d run off in tears, but my old habit of protectingmy little sister was still strong. 

My mother would scold her for bein goutside at this hour on her own. Annoyed as I was at Yaril, I still had n odesire to get her in trouble. I let it go . 



I had a very uncomfortable session in the sewing room as my mothermeasured me and jotted down her notes. She frowned as she did so, and Iknew that she tried not to be shocked. As she was measuring my waist, m ystomach rumbled loudly, and she actually jumped back from me. Then sh elaughed nervously and went back to her task. When she was finished, sh esaid worriedly, “I hope I have enough blue fabric. 

” 



A pang of hunger cramped me. When it passed, I said, “Carsina wasparticularly hoping that I would wear my uniform to the wedding.” “An dhow would you know that?” my mother asked with a sly smile. 

Then sh equietly added, “Don’t even hope for that, Nevare. In truth, I think we shal lhave to have a new uniform made for you when you go back. I don’t kno whow you managed to wear the one you brought home. ” 



“It fit me when I left the academy. Well, it was tight, but I could still put iton. Mother, I truly don’t understand what is happening to me. I’v etraveled hard and eaten no more than I ordinarily would, but even since I





left the academy, I’ve put on flesh.” 



“It’s that starchy food they feed you at that school. I’ve heard about placeslike that, trying to save money by feeding the students cheap food. It’ sprobably all potatoes and bread and— ” 



“It’s not the food, Mother!” I cut in almost roughly. “I’ve only gained thisweight since I recovered from the plague. I think that somehow the tw oare connected. ” 



She stopped speaking abruptly, and I felt I had been rude to her, thoughI had not intended to. She rebuked me gently for lying. “Nevare, every young man that I’ve ever seen who has recovered from the plague has beenthin as a rack of bones. I don’t think we can blame this on your illness. I d othink that a long convalescence such as you had, with many hours in be dwith little to do save eat and read, could change a man. I said as much t oyour father, and asked him not to be so harsh with you. I cannot promis eyou that he will heed me, but I did ask. ” 



I wanted to shout that she wasn’t listening to me. With difficulty,Irestrained myself and said only, “Thank you for being my advocate.” “ Ialways have been, you know,” she said quietly. “Now when you finish you rwork tomorrow, take care to wash well and then come here for a fitting .The ladies will be here to help me then. ” 



I took a deep breath. My anger was gone, consumed in a dark tide ofdejection. “I shall take care to be clean and inoffensive,” I told her. “Goo dnight, Mother. ” 



She reached up to kiss me on the cheek. “Don’t despair, son. You haveconfronted what is wrong, accepted it, and now you can change it. Fro mthis day forth, things can only improve. ” 



“Yes, Mother,” I replied dutifully, and left her there. My stomach wasclenching so desperately with hunger pangs that I felt nauseous. I did no tgo up to my room, but went to the kitchens instead. I worked the han dpump at the sink until cooler water came, and then drank as much as Icould bear. If anything, it made me more miserable . 



I went up to my room and tried to sleep until just before dawn. I wasstanding with the rest of the crew when the wagon came for us, and wen tout for another day’s work. The catalogue of my misery: blisters, 



hunger ,aches, nausea, and, roiling beneath it all, a sense of bewilderment an doutrage at the injustice of life . 



By the second half of the day, I was staggering. When the rest of the workcrew broke out their simple packets of meat and bread for their noo n

meal, I had to walk away from them. My sense of smell had become acute,and my stomach bellowed its emptiness at me. I wanted to wrestle th efood away from them and devour it. Even after they had consumed it al land I came back for my share of the water, it was difficult to be courteous .I could smell the food on their breaths when we huffed and strained to lif tthe larger rocks, and it tormented me. When we finally received the signa lto quit, my legs were like jelly. I did not do my fair share at the fina l unloading of the wagon. I saw the other men exchange glances over it an dfelt ashamed. I staggered back to the wagon and barely managed to clim baboard . 



When the wagon dropped us off, the other men strode toward the town.Itottered up the drive and into the back door of the house. I had to pass th ekitchen. The air was thick with wonderful smells; the cook had begun t oprepare the special cakes and breads for the wedding. I hurried away fro mthat torture. My father had not told me to fast entirely. I could, I knew ,have a small meal. But that thought seemed a weakness and a betrayal o fmy determination to change. Fasting wouldn’t kill me, and I would retur nto my normal self that much sooner. The steps to my room seemed lon gand steep, and once there all I wanted to do was curl up around m ymiserable belly. Instead, I stepped into the low tub that had been left fo rme and washed myself standing. I stank. Now that I was heavier, I sweated more and the sweat lingered in every fold of my flesh. Left toolong, the perspiration made a scald mark on my skin, painful to touch .Rosse’s old clothes, freshly washed and newly let out, awaited me. They fel ttight and awkward against my damp skin. My cadet haircut had begun t ogrow out. I toweled it dry and then, mindful of embarrassing my mother , I shaved before I went down to her sewing room. 



My mother awaited me with the two seamstresses. The last time I’d beenmeasured for clothing, the tailor had done it and I had been fit and trim .It was inexpressibly humiliating to undress to my small clothes and the nhave three women hold pieces of fabric against me, pinning the part stogether around me. One seamstress glanced at my belly and rolled he reyes in disdain at the other seamstress. I went hot with a blush. The ypinned my new clothing around me, stood back, consulted like hen sclucking in a barnyard, and again surrounded me, moving pins an d

having me turn and lift my arms and raise my knees. The fabric was a verysomber dark blue, nothing at all like the brave green of my cadet uniform .By the time I retired behind a screen to get dressed again, I felt tha tnothing worse could happen to me . 



I climbed up the endless stairs to my room. With grim determination,I 



decided to avoid the dinner table entirely. I did not think I couldwithstand the wonderful aromas of cooked food. I went to bed . 



In my dream, I was my other self, and I was ravenously hungry. I recalledwith sorrow all of the magic that had been wasted at the Dancing Spindle .I was proud that I had halted the Spindle’s dance and ended th ePlainsmen’s magic, but I regretted that I had not been able to absor bmore of it into myself. It was a bizarre dream, filled with the elation o ftriumph underpinned with a grating hunger for foods that would properl ynourish my magic. I woke at dawn still feeling both hungry and vaguel y triumphant. The first I could understand; the later made me feel ashamed.I shook the cobwebs from my head and faced my day. That day was arepeat of the previous one, only more miserable. I felt dull and weak. I wa slate to meet the wagon, and it took a great effort for me to lever myself u pinto the back of it. Terrible hunger cramps wracked me. My hea d

pounded. I crossed my arms on my stomach and slumped over them.When we reached the field and the wagon stopped, I jumped down wit hthe others, only to have my legs fold under me. The rest of the cre wlaughed, and I forced myself to join in. I staggered upright and took m ylevering bar from the back of the wagon. It felt twice as heavy as it had th eday before, but I set to work. I tried to jab it into the hard soil at the edg eof an embedded stone, but it only skipped across the surface. I wanted t oshout with frustration. I felt no strength in my arms. I used my weigh tinstead, and spent a miserable morning. After a time, I got my secon d

wind. The nagging of my hunger receded slightly. My muscles warmed up,and I devoted myself to doing my share of the work. I still walked apar tfrom the men when they took out their noon packets of food. 

My sense o fsmell had become a special torment. My nose told me all that my mout hwas forbidden to taste, and my saliva ran until I thought I would drown i n it. 



I tried to remind myself that this was not the first time I had fasted, oreven the longest time. Certainly in my days with Dewara, I had eaten ver ysparsely and still retained a leathery energy in my body. I was at a loss t oexplain why I now suffered so acutely when I had previously been able t odiscipline myself and endure. I came to a reluctant conclusion. I had los tself-discipline at the academy. From there, I had to make the next logica lassumption: that I had brought this on myself. It was foolish for me to g oon insisting that since I had only eaten what had been placed before me, Ihad no culpability for what I had become. 

It did not matter that my fello wcadets had not gained weight as I had. Obviously what was enough fo r them had been too much for me. Why had I stubbornly resisted seein gthat? Hadn’t the doctor attempted to point that out to me when he s o

carefully asked me what I’d been eating and how much? Why hadn’tI taken alarm then, and cut down on my food?My father was right . 

I had only myself to blame. 

Strangely, with the guilt came an odd relief. I’d finally found a cause forwhat had befallen me, and it was myself. Suddenly, I felt I had contro lagain. Before, when I’d been unable to admit I’d been doing anythin gwrong, the fat had seemed like a curse, something that had befallen me ,an effect with no cause. I thought of how I’d wanted to blame it on th e





plague and shook my head at myself. If that were so, then every cadet whorecovered from the plague should have been affected as I had. I took adeep breath and felt the strength of my resolution surge within me. I’ dfinish out my fast today . 

Tomorrow, I’d rise and go to my brother’s wedding. I’d face thehumiliation that I’d brought upon myself, and I would practice grea t

self-discipline in what I ate, not just on that festive day, but on every daythat followed. When I returned to the academy, I intended to go back as athinner man. And I promised myself that by high summer, I’d be movin gthe buttons on my uniform back to their proper positions . 



With determination strong in me, I returned to the afternoon’s work anddrove myself relentlessly. I raised and broke new blisters on my hands, an ddidn’t care. I rejoiced at how my back and shoulders ached as I punishe dmy recalcitrant body with hard work and deprivation. I thrust my hunge rpangs out of my mind and toiled on. Toward the end of the day’s work, m ylegs literally shook with fatigue, but I felt proud of myself. I was in charge .I was changing myself . 



That was my attitude when I returned home, washed, and went down forafinal fitting. The seamstresses were both tired and frenetic as they rushe dme into my new suit. They had brought a mirror into the room, for m ysisters were likewise having the final touches put on their clothes. What i tshowed me rattled me. I did not look any thinner than I had when I

arrived home. The weight made me look older, and the sombre blue mademe look middle-aged and staid. I glanced at my mother, but she wa spreoccupied with picking stitches out of something pink. 

There was n oreassurance for me there. I could not focus on the seamstresses as the ypinched and tugged at the fabric, poked in pins and marked lines wit hbits of chalk. I stared at my own face, round as a full moon, and my stou t

body beneath it. I did not recognize the miserable man who stared back atme. Then they all but snatched the clothes off me and chased me from th eroom, ordering me to return in two hours, for Elisi was waiting her turn. I

gathered from their talk that a neckline had gone wrong and wouldrequire many tiny stitches to alter. As they turned me out of the room ,Elisi rushed in. I trudged up to my room. Only an hour ago, I had felt I’ d recovered control. Now I had to confront that the wedding was tomorrow ,and Carsina was not going to find a dashing and handsome young cade twaiting to escort her. No. She’d find me. Fat me. I thought of Gord’s girl ,and how she seemed to adore him despite his fat. Then I thought o fCarsina and didn’t even dare to hope for the same response. Gord, Isuspected, had always been fat. Cilima had probably never seen him an yother way. But Carsina had seen me fit and lean. I hated how I appeare dnow; how could she not also hate it ? 



I was light-headed with hunger. All the fasting, all the toiling of the pastthree days had done nothing. It was so unfair. I tried not to think about al lthe rich and wonderful things that were simmering in the kitchen o rstored in the pantry right now. The wedding day would be at the bride’ shome. We’d arise 



early and ride there in the carriage for the ceremony .But the festivities that followed, with dancing and eating and singing , 

were to be held here at Widevale Hall, and the food and drink necessary tosuch an occasion now awaited the guests. At the thought of it, my stomac hgrowled loudly. I had to swallow. I rolled over on my bed and stared at th ewall. At the appointed hour, I roused myself again and went back for th efinal fitting. I wished I hadn’t. In the hallway, Elisi rushed past me i n tears, calling over her shoulder, “Then I shall look like a cow! That’s allthat can be said, I shall look like a cow!” As she passed me, she snarled, “ Ihope you’re satisfied, Nevare! But for you and your stupid belly, ther ewould be plenty of time to reset the neckline of my dress!” Confused an dalarmed, I entered the sewing room. My mother was sobbing into he rhandkerchief as she stood in the corner of the room by the window. Th eseamstresses, both of them red-cheeked, were endeavoring not to notice .Their heads were bent over their tasks and their needles winked in th elamplight as they diligently sewed. I sensed that I walked into th eaftermath of a storm. “Mother? Are you all right?” I asked her gently .She wiped her eyes hastily. “Oh, weddings! My own was just such adisaster as this one is, right until the moment when it all went perfectly .I’m sure we will all be fine, Nevare. Try on your suit. ” 



“Elisi seemed quite upset. And she seemed to blame it on me.” 



“Oh. Well.” My mother sniffed and then hastily wiped her nose and eyesagain. “Well, we had assumed you would wear your uniform, so we di dnot allow time to sew clothing for you. So there has been less time to wor kon Elisi’s dress, and the pattern for the neckline was quite difficult. Tha t new fashion, with the standing ruffle, has gone all wrong. Still, evenwithout the ruffle, it looks nice. She is just upset. There will be a youn gman at the wedding, Derwith Toller. He is a guest of the Poronte family

.We don’t know the Tollers well, but his family has made an offer for Elisi ,and of course she wishes to look lovely when she meets him. ” 



I continued to nod as she unwound a long and convoluted tale aboutayoung man who might be a good match for Elisi and the difficulties of th estanding ruffle when the lace was wider than what had been ordered an dtoo soft to stand well. I fear it all seemed vapidly trivial to me, but I ha dthe sense not to say so. Privately I thought that if this young man wer egoing to make a marriage proposal based on how well the lace stood up o nElisi’s neckline, then he wasn’t much of a catch, but I forbore from sayin g it. 



At last my mother’s tongue ran down, but strange to say, she seemedrelieved to have rattled off her woes to me. I think her telling moved th eseamstresses, for one suddenly stood up and said, “Let me have one mor etry with that lace. If we back it with a piece of the dress goods and use agoodly amount of starch, it might be a pretty effect and make that dratte druffle stand.” I tried to get away with carrying my suit off to my room, bu thad no luck. I had to try it on yet again, and although I thought I looke d dreary and dull in the mirror, the three women pronounced it a

“respectable fit for such short notice” and sent me on my way with it. 












CHAPTER FIVE

ROSSE’S WEDDING

W e were all roused when the sky was barely gray. The girls ate in theirrooms from trays lest a breakfast mishap soil their traveling dresses. Ijoined my father and brothers at the table. It was the first time I’d see nVanze since I’d returned. My priest brother had journeyed home for th eceremony, only arriving last night. My father and Vanze were servin gthemselves from the sideboard when I entered the room. Vanze had sho tup while he was at seminary. Despite being the youngest, he was now th etallest of us . 



“You’ve grown!” I exclaimed in surprise. 



When he turned to greet me, his shock was evident. “And so have you, butnot taller!” he blurted out, and both my elder brother and my fathe rlaughed aloud. After a painful moment, I joined in . 



“But not for long,” I promised him. “I’ve been fasting for the last threedays. I’ve resolved to take this off as quickly as I put it on.” My fathe r

shook his head dolefully. “I doubt it, Nevare. I hate to say it, but you don’tlook a bit thinner to me. I fear it will take more than three days of fasting .Have a bite now, to get you through the start of the day. Can’t have yo ufainting at your brother’s wedding!” Again they all laughed at me. Hi sremarks stung me, for all that they were true. Nevertheless, his tone wa saffable, for the occasion had sweetened his mood. I swallowed the hurt ,resolving not to say or do anything that might reawaken his displeasur ewith me. I found eggs, meat, bread, fruit, and milk set up on th esideboard. The sight and smell of the food dizzied me. My discipline migh thave failed me if my father had not been frowning over every morsel I pu ton my plate. I felt as furtive as a wild animal stealing food. I put a piece o ftoast on my plate, glanced at my father, and added two small sausages. Itook up the spoon for the scrambled eggs. A small frown creased his brow .I took a tiny serving. I decided I would risk his wrath by adding one othe ritem . 



It was an agonizing decision. I finally settled on a serving of applecompote. The aroma of the warm, sugary fruit almost made me swoon. Ifilled a mug with hot black coffee and took my feast to the table. I wante dto fill my mouth with huge bites of food. I wanted to feel the substance o fchewing and swallowing a mouthful of eggs and spicy sausage heaped o ncrisp buttered toast. Instead, I forced myself to divide my meal into smal lbites and eat it very slowly. I filled my coffee mug twice, hoping the ho tliquid 



would help satisfy my hunger. Yet when my plate was scraped clea nof the last crumb, my body still clamored for more. I took a deep breat hand pushed my chair back from the table. I would not starve, I told mysel fseverely. This discipline of tiny meals would not last forever, only until Ihad regained my previous state. Besides, there would be a feast followin gthe wedding today, and I must partake of that to avoid giving offense t othe bride’s family. Such thoughts were consolation. I glanced up to fin dRosse and Vanze pointedly not looking at me. My father was regarding m ewith distaste. “If you are finished, Nevare, perhaps we can depart for you rbrother’s wedding? ” 



They had been waiting for me while I stretched out my meal. A flush ofshame rose to my face. “Yes. I’m finished.” I followed them from the room ,full of loathing for myself and anger at them . 



The carriage awaited us, festooned with wedding garlands. My motherand sisters were already inside. 

Blankets draped them to keep the dus taway from their carefully arranged dresses. There were seven of us in th efamily, and at any time that would have meant a crowded ride. Today ,with the voluminous gowns the women wore and my voluminous body, i t

was a hopeless fit. Before I could volunteer, my father said, “Nevare, youwill ride with the coachman.” It was humiliating to climb up to my sea twhile they watched. The seams of my new trousers strained, and I coul donly hope that the stitches would hold. The driver, dressed all in brigh tblue for the occasion, looked directly forward, as if by gazing at me h emight share my shame. My father and brothers managed to fit themselve sinto the carriage, the door was closed, and we were away at last. It was amorning’s ride to the Poronte estate. For most of the journey, we followe dthe road along the river, but for the last hour and a half the carriage jolte dand bumped along a lesser road that wound its way into the heart of th e Poronte lands. Lord Poronte had built his manor on an immense upthrus tof stone. It commanded a wide view of all the plains and reminded m emore of a citadel than a gentleman’s home. Rumor said that he was still i ndebt to the stonemasons who had come from Cartem to erect the thic krock walls of his mansion. Lord Poronte had taken the motto “Ston eEndures,” and it was etched into a stone arch that framed the entry to hi s grounds. 



When I look back at my brother’s wedding day, my memory shies likeabadly trained horse. I felt that every person who greeted me betrayed a jol tof shock at my appearance. At first sight of me, Lord Poronte pursed hi slips as if he were trying to restrain a lively goldfish in his mouth. His lad yactually lifted a hand to smother a giggle and then quickly excused herself ,saying that she must assist the bride in her final preparations. I both fel tand saw my family’s embarrassment . 



A servant led us upstairs, while others followed with the ladies’ luggage.Asuite of rooms had been set aside for my family to freshen ourselves afte rour journey and where the girls and my mother could change from thei rtraveling dresses into their wedding clothes. We men more quickly pu tourselves to rights. My father and brothers were eager to descend an djoin the festive gathering. I followed with trepidation . 







The Poronte ballroom was not as large as ours, but it was still a graciousroom, and at that moment it bustled with guests. The fashion that yea rwas for very full skirts, with layers of fabrics in different tints of the chose ncolor. From the landing at the top of the stairs, it reminded me of agarden, with the women as lovely blossoms of every hue. A few month s

ago, I’d have been eager to descend those stairs and find my Carsinaamong the bouquet. Now I dreaded the moment when she would see me .Reluctantly, I descended the steps. My father and brothers mad ethemselves convivial among the guests. I did not attempt to follow them o rto stand near them as they hailed old friends and renewed acquaintances . 

I did not blame them for disassociating themselves from me. EveryoneIgreeted reacted uncomfortably to my body’s change. Some smiled stiffl yand kept their eyes firmly on my face. Others frankly stared and seeme dhard put to find anything intelligent to say. Kase Remwar gave a hoot o fmirth and jovially asked me if the cavalla had been feeding my horse a swell as it had me. Mockery countenanced as a shared jest was mos tcommon among the males of my acquaintance. I forced myself to smil eand even to laugh along with them at first. At last, I retreated t oconcealment . 



I sought a quiet eddy in the room. Several large ornamental trellises hadbeen draped with floral garlands to frame the family altar where th ecouple would make their vows. A few chairs had been placed behind th eangle of the alcove. I quickly claimed one. No one approached me, le talone sought to converse with me. This was very different from th etriumphant homecoming I had imagined. I had dared to imagine Carsin aat my side as I cheerfully told my friends about my studies and life in Ol dThares. From my vantage I could quietly observe the gathering. My fathe rwas obviously pleased with the day; he was affable and magnanimous. H e

and Lord Poronte, arms linked, moved through the gathering, greeting theguests. They were a powerful duo, and their alliance through the marriag ewould make them even more formidable in the Midlands. 

They paraded a sif they were the happy couple rather than their offspring. Rosse was a snervous as any bridegroom, and endured the jibes and jests of his mal efriends. They had cornered him near the garden entrance, and from th eroars of laughter that burst intermittently from the group, I guessed th ecrude nature of the banter. Vanze, my priest brother, was a fish out o fwater. His time at the seminary had accustomed him to a mor esophisticated company than prevailed at this frontier manor. He carrie dhis book of Holy Writ with him, for he would assist at the oath-giving o fthe pair, clutching it like a drowning man holds to a piece of wood. H espoke little and smiled much. I imagined he was already counting the day suntil he could return to the genteel atmosphere of his school. He had live dso long at his monastery that I suspected it was more of a home to hi mthan our family abode was . 



I didn’t blame him. I strongly wished I were back at the academy. I foundmyself studying people’s bodies as I never had before. I had alway saccepted that with age, men and women became stouter. I had neve rthought less of a woman whose heavy bosom and rounded belly spoke o fyears of childbearing. Men of a certain age became portly and dignified .Now I found myself speculating on who was larger than I was and who wa ssmaller. My girth would not have been shocking in a man in hi s mid-thirties, I decided. It was the coating of fat on a young man thatmade me so offensive to their eyes A few of the younger men carrie dsubstantial bellies, but they did not sport fat on their arms and legs as I did. It made me look indolent and lazy. It was a false impression, for undermy fat, I was as muscular as 



I’d ever been. I watched the staircase that le dto the upper storeys of the house with dread. I longed to behold Carsina ,but feared what I would see in her face as she confronted my change .Despite my trepidation, when she appeared at the top of the stairs, Ilunged to my feet like a dog that has been promised a walk. She was avision. Her dress, as she had promised me, was a delicate pale green, wit h an overskirt of a richer green with trim of darker green that was the exac tshade of my academy uniform. 

It was both modest and provocative, fo r

the high collar of white lace emphasized the delicacy of her pale throat.Asmall yellow rose was pinned in her upswept hair. My sister Yaril wa sbeside her. A simple change of clothing had transformed her from girl t owoman. She wore a gown of rich turquoise, and her golden hair wa snetted up in an elaborate concoction of gold wire and turquoise ribbons . 

The cut of the dress revealed her tiny waist and the gentle swell of her hipsand bosom. Despite my recent irritation with her, I felt proud of he rbeauty. Each of the girls wore a bracelet of silver bells for the weddin gceremony. Kase Remwar appeared as if by magic at the bottom of th estair. He looked up at my sister and Carsina like a dog contemplatin gunguarded meat. Yaril had set her heart on him, but as of yet, neither o fmy parents had mentioned any formal engagement. Indignation flashed i nme that he dared look at my sister in such a way. I took two steps an dhalted, a coward. A year ago, my mere physical presence would hav ereminded him to respect our family, with no threats verbalized. Now, if Ibobbed up beside her, I feared that I would look pompous and silly rathe rthan properly protective of my sister’s honor. I halted where the trellise dflowers still screened me . 



I should have known that my sister would have warned Carsina that I wasnot the dapper trooper that she had seen off to school in the fall. The girl shalted strategically midway down the stair. Surely my sister was awar ethat Kase’s eyes devoured her. I felt she immodestly gave him th eopportunity to stare. As for Carsina, her eyes roved over the gathered folk ,looking for me. My sister leaned toward her and said something. The snee rof it twisted her pretty mouth. I guessed the nature of her remark, that Iwould not be hard to spot among the crowd. Carsina’s smile wa s

uncertain. She hoped that my sister was teasing her, and feared she wasnot. 



Hope congealed in me, replaced by harsh determination. I’d face it and get it over with. I stepped out of my concealment and made my way throughthe guests to the base of the stair. The moment Carsina saw me, her eye swidened in disbelief and horror. She clutched at my sister’s arm and sai dsomething. Yaril shook her head in disgust and sympathy. Carsina actuall yretreated a step before she mastered herself. As she and Yaril descende dthe stairs, Carsina’s face was set in a stubbornly bland expression, bu tthere was despair in her eyes. As I drew closer, I could almost feel th e anger that boiled off her. I bowed to her gravely. “Carsina. Yaril. You bot hlook lovely.” “Thank you, Nevare.” Carsina’s voice was cool and correct . 

“More than lovely, I think.” Kase circled behind me to stand next to Yaril. 

“As beauteous as blossoms. I declare, a man would be hard-pressed to saywhich of you were more gorgeous.” He included them both in his smile . 

“May I offer to escort you to the altar alcove? The ceremony is soon tobegin.” Carsina turned to him 



with a wide smile. A shadow of disconten tpassed over Yaril’s face. She shot me a look of pure fury, then hastil yclaimed Kase’s right arm. Carsina promptly stepped past me to take hi sleft. Kase laughed with delight, and Carsina tipped her face to smile up a thim. Yaril smiled grimly. “I shall be the envy of every man in the room fo rthe next few minutes,” Kase proclaimed . 



“That you shall,” I said quietly, but my hope that I would win some sort ofresponse from Carsina was a vain one. They swept off toward the altar .Most of the people in the room were moving in that direction. 

I followe ddisconsolately. When I realized I was scowling, I deliberately straightene dmy spine and put a pleasant expression on my face. Today, I reminde dmyself, was my brother’s wedding day. I would not let my persona ldisappointment spoil it for anyone. I refused to follow the threesome o rattempt to join them. Instead, I took a place sufficiently near my olde rsister Elisi to be recognized as her brother, yet not so close as t oembarrass her. She did not look at me. A young man and an older coupl ewhom I judged to be his parents stood not far from her. I wondered if h ewere the prospective suitor my mother had mentioned. We all gathere dbefore the good god’s altar. Silence descended over the assembly. Vanz e and a priest I did not know entered the room. The priest carried a lamp ,the god’s light, and Vanze carried a large, empty silver basin, the symbo lof an end to blood sacrifice. Once, I knew, a wedding would have require d

Rosse to preside over the slaughter of a bull, a goat, and a cat. Both he andthe bride would have had to endure a ritual flogging of three lashes, t osymbolize their willingness to suffer for each other. The enlightenment o fthe good god had changed all that. The old gods had demanded that bloo dor pain be the coin that paid for any oath. I was grateful such days wer egone forever. Rosse and my parents went to the altar to accept Cecile’ s

pledge. She made a grand entrance, descending the staircase to the ringing of silver bells. Her gown was blue and green, with elaborate sleevesthat nearly reached the floor and an embroidered blue train that traile dseveral steps behind her. Every single woman in the room wore a bracele tof tiny bells, and they raised them over their heads and shook the mmerrily as the bride descended. Her parents followed her down the stairs .Between them they bore a large basket. As they passed through the crowd ,people surged forward to toss in jingling handfuls of coins to wish th eyoung couple wealth in their lives. Among our class, it was merely acharming tradition. Among the lower classes, such an offering migh tfurnish the couple with a goat or a few chickens and truly become a foundation for later wealth . 



Rosse and Cecile had chosen a simple ritual for their ceremony. The daywas beginning to warm, and I’m sure I was not the only guest who wa sgrateful that we would not be required to stand in witness for too long .Their fathers exchanged pledges of friendship and loyalty first, and the ntheir mothers exchanged vows to comfort, help, and refrain from gossip. Istood stoically through them. But when Cecile and Rosse made thei rpledges of loyalty, trust, and mutual faithfulness, my throat constricte dand tears pricked my eyes. I do not know if I wanted to weep becaus eCarsina had betrayed our fledgling love or for my scratched pride. Thi smoment with Carsina should have been mine, I thought fiercely. It shoul d have been a memory that we would cherish through our years together .Instead, I would have to remember always that she had forsaken me a tthis moment. I set my teeth and forced my lips into a rubbery smile, an d

when I wiped a tear from my eye, I told myself that everyone who observedit would think it was a tear 



of joy at my brother’s good fortune. Rosse an dCecile shared the tiny cake of bitter herbs followed by the more generou shoney cake that represented the bad and the good times that they woul dshare. Then they turned from the altar and lifted their joined hands. Th egathered witnesses erupted with cries of joy and congratulations and th emusicians on the dais awoke their instruments. As lively and celebrator y music filled the ballroom, the guests cleared the floor and formed a circl efor Cecile and Rosse. My brother had never been a graceful dancer, so h emust have practiced quite a bit to perform as well as he did. Not once di dhe step on Cecile’s trailing blue train. At the end of the dance, he swep t her up in his arms and spun around and around as he held her, makingher sleeves and train fly out around them, much to the delight of th eonlookers. A single misstep would have sent bride and groom tumbling t othe floor, but he managed to set his giddy bride squarely on her feet .Flushed and laughing, they bowed to their audience. Then came the mos t

important part of the ceremony, not just for Rosse and Cecile but for bothfamilies as well. My father and Lord Poronte broke the seals on th econgratulatory scrolls that had come from King Troven. As all th e gathered folk expected, the scrolls contained a substantial land grant t oeach family to “celebrate the joyous union of two of my most loyal nobl efamilies, and with fond wishes that both your houses will continue t oflourish.” The land allotted to the Burvelle holdings increased our holding sby a third. The satisfaction on my father’s face shone. I could almost se ehim totting up how much additional acreage the king would gift him a seach of his other four children married. I suddenly realized that this wa s how King Troven encouraged alliances between the new noble houses, thuskeeping their loyalty safely in his pocket. “Please join us in dancing an dfeasting!” Cecile invited her guests, and to a loud burst of applause, all di djust that. The doors to the adjacent dining room were opened wide, t oreveal long tables. I was not near the doors, yet I was abruptly aware of th esavory aromas of the fresh breads and roasted meats and sweet fruit tarts .A wedding in our part of the country was an all-day celebration. 

When on etraveled long distances for such an event, the host endeavored to make i tmemorable. The talk and dancing and eating would continue all day at th ePorontes’ home. Servants would be kept busy constantly replenishing th etables. Many of the guests would spend the night with the Porontes, an dthen join us at our home tomorrow for a second day of socializing an dfeasting. At one time, I had anticipated a merry occasion, and ha d

planned several opportunities to be alone with Carsina. I had evenimagined stealing a kiss or two. Now I dreaded several days of torment .My stomach growled at me urgently. I listened to it in horror, as if a monster had taken up residence in my flesh and demanded sustenance. Itried to tell myself that I was too saddened to be hungry, but my bell yasserted otherwise. The sight of Kase Remwar leading Carsina to th edance floor only reinforced the emptiness I felt. I was famished, Idiscovered, and trembling with hunger. 

Never before had my sense o fsmell seemed so keen. From where I stood, I could tell that the prairie fow lhad been roasted with sage and onion, and that the lamb had bee nprepared Plainsman-fashion, rubbed with wild celery root and cooked in apot with a tight lid. I thought it the limit of my self-control that I walke daround the edge of the dance floor rather than elbowing my way throug hthe dancers to reach the food . 



Halfway around the room, I encountered my father talking to Carsina’sfather. Lord Grenalter was laughing at something my father had just said .They both seemed very jovial and convivial. I’d intended to slip past the munacknowledged. But as Grenalter drew breath from laughing, our eye s met. Courtesy forced me to greet him. I stopped, bowed to him, and then,as I advanced, he said, quite loudly, “Good god’s breath, Burvelle! Is tha tNevare?” “I’m afraid so,” my father said levelly. His look 



told me I was afool for having called attention to myself. He forced a grin to his face. “ Ithink the academy doctor went too far in putting flesh back on him afte rthe plague. He’ll soon have it off, if I have anything so say about it. ” 



And what could I do, save grin shamefacedly and agree? “Very soon, sir,”Iassured him. And then, lying through my teeth, I added, “The doctor tol dme that a temporary weight gain like this is not unknown among plagu esurvivors. He told me that I should be grateful to have gone this way ,rather than lost flesh and stamina. ” 



“Well…I’m sure the doctor would know what he is talking about. Still. It isa startling change, Nevare, as I’m sure you know.” Lord Grenalter seeme ddetermined to make me admit that the transformation was horrifying . 

“Yes, sir, it is that. Thankfully, as I’ve said, it is temporary.” 



“Well. I suppose we should thank the good god for your health, and nevermind the rest for now. ” 



“Yes, sir. I do that every morning when I awaken alive. It’s not a thingaman takes for granted, once he has experienced the plague. ” 



“Was it very bad, then, in the city?” 



And I was pathetically grateful to horrify the poor man with a lurid tellingof just how bad it had been. 

When I spoke of the dead stacked lik ecordwood on the snowy grounds, I realized that even my father wa slistening to me. So I deliberately told, with genuine sorrow, of my fellow swhose health had broken so badly that they would never soldier at all, le talone continue a career at the academy. I finished with, 

“And so, of course ,ungainly as I find myself at present, you can understand why I am gratefu lto have come through the experience with my future intact. And wit hColonel Rebin in charge of the academy once more, I anticipat e

continuing my studies with more pleasure than ever.” 



“A remarkable tale! And did they ever find what wayward son of a dogbrought plague to Old Thares?” 

Carsina’s father was completely in thral lto my tale now. I shook my head . 







“It is suspected that it came to the city with some Specks who were beingdisplayed at a Dark Evening carnival. ” 



“What?” Horrified, he turned to my father. “Had you heard of Specksbeing allowed to travel to the west? ” 



“It was inevitable that someone would try to smuggle some to the city eventually,” my father said with great resignation. “The greatest folly wasthat one of them was a female. 

From correspondence I’ve had wit hauthorities at the academy, she was the likely source of the plague. ” 



“No!” Carsina’s father was aghast. He turned to me, and suddenly a newlight kindled in his eyes, as if he had suddenly worked an equation an dwas appalled at the answer. His eyes appraised me warily. How had Icontracted the dread disease? The question was in his gaze if not on hi slips, and I answered it directly . 



“There are other ways of transmission beside sexual contact,” I hastilyinsisted. “I’ve been working with Dr. Amicas at the academy, simpl ybecause of the unique aspects of my case. Some of my fellows, I will admit ,fell to the plague after having congress with a Speck whore. I, sir, was no tone of them. Nor, for example, was the young son of the former Academ ycommander. And of course, my own girl-cousin Epiny was also a victim o fthe plague. ” 



“And did she die?” I suddenly realized that the circle of my audience hadgrown. This query came from another listener, a middle-aged woma nunwisely dressed in a virulent pink gown . 



“No, ma’am, I’m happy to say she did not. Her case was very mild and sherecovered with no side effects. Unfortunately, that was not true for th eyoung new noble cadet she married. Cadet Kester was forced to withdra wfrom the academy. He is determined that he will recover his healt hsufficiently to return, but many feel that his military career is over. ”Several of my listeners now spoke at once . 



“I served with Kester! It must be his son. That’s a damnable shame! Whoelse fell to the plague, from the new noble ranks? ” 



“What saved your cousin from the plague? What herbs did she take? MyDorota is with her husband at Gettys. She and her two little ones. The yhaven’t had it in the household yet, but she fears it’s just a 



matter o ftime!” There was great worry in that matron’s voice as she pushed close rto me. But the voice I heard most clearly was that of Carsina’s father .Grenalter said slowly to my father, “Epiny Burvelle—that would be you rbrother’s elder daughter. She married a new noble soldier son who’ll hav eno career? 

Surely you told me that your brother planned to marry her t oan old noble heir son?” My father attempted a tolerant laugh. That wa swhen I knew I’d said too much . 



“Well, you know young people today, Grenalter, especially the city-bredones. They have small respect for the plans of their parents. And in a tim eof plague, permissions are given that ordinarily would be refused. Just a s

soldiers facing battle will sometimes commit acts that they wouldotherwise recognize as foolhardy. ” 



“Foolhardy. Indeed. I’ve witnessed a few acts like that,” Grenalterconceded heavily. I could tell he was distracted, and I could almost se ehim totting up and subtracting the advantages and disadvantages of hi s marital agreement with our family as if he were an accountant. Suddenl yEpiny’s words about being sold as a bride to the highest bidder didn’ tseem so melodramatic. Obviously, my weight gain was a debit to th etransaction, but an even larger one was that the branch of the Burvell efamily in Old Thares had not sold off their daughter to an old nobilit yfamily. Did connections and marriages actually carry that much politica land social weight, I wondered, and then instantly knew that they did . 



“Well?” demanded the woman anxiously, and my mind leapt back to herquestion . 



“Lots of water and rest were the chief treatment, I’m afraid. I wish I couldtell you something more specific. Dr. Amicas is making the prevention o fthe plague his specific area of study. He’s a very dedicated man. If anyon ecan come up with solid recommendation to protect families fro mtransmission, it will be him. ” 



“And which other new nobles perished?” the other man demanded.Irecognized him but could not call up his name. He was not a new noble ,but was a very successful ranker who had followed Grenalter int o retirement much as my father’s men had congregated around him. Isuddenly realized that men like him would be pinning their hopes on th erise of the new noble class. Old nobles and heir sons would have littl erespect for a ranker like him. The new nobles who had directl ycommanded him recognized his worth. 

And if they came to power, tha trecognition might extend to his own soldier sons . 



So I recited reluctantly the names of those new noble sons who had diedfrom the plague, and those whose health had been badly compromised .When I mentioned that Trist Wissom had lost his health, I was surprise dat the collective sigh of sympathy. And I was shocked when I recounted th enames of those who had recovered well, and people exchanged gla d





glances when they heard that Rory and Gord were unscathed. They did notknow my fellow cadets, but they knew or had known of their fathers. Ther ewas a sense of connection there. The old nobles were right to fear our ris eto influence. The real power lay not in the new nobles and their sons wh owould follow wherever the king led, but in the ranks of the military wh o felt loyalty and alliance to the new nobles. 

“Damn shame what’s happened to our academy. Damn shame!” This fromthe ever-excitable Lord Blair, a little bald man who always bounced on hi stoes when he spoke. “We needed those young officers, what with th erumors of trouble on the border near Rely. Looks like we might start u pwith Landsing all over again! You’d be sorry to miss out on that, wouldn’ tyou, Cadet? Fast promotions wherever the fighting’s thick, as I’m sure yo uknow.” I was at a loss. I hadn’t heard we were skirmishing with Landsin gagain . 



“Gettys is where the real opportunity is!” This from a man I didn’trecognize. “The King’s Road has been at a standstill for damn near tw oyears. Farleyton went out there to replace Brede’s regiment, but from wha tI hear, they’ve not done well. Same problems Brede had. Disease ,desertion, and dereliction of duty! The king won’t stand for it anymore. Ihear he’s sending Cayton’s horse and Doril’s foot to reinforce them. I fee lsorry for Farleyton. They were a top-notch regiment not too many year sago. Some say that Gettys will just do that to a regiment. Disease break sdown the morale and destroys the chain of command. Haren’s got th ecommand now. A good enough man for a second, but I’m not sure he’s u pto ramrodding an operation like the King’s Road. ” 



“Colonel Haren’s a good officer!” someone else broke in sharply. “Carefulwhat you say about him, man. 

I served beside him at the Battle of Dell. ” 



“Gentlemen, gentlemen! Now is not the time for war stories.” My fatherquickly broke in on the lively conversation. “Nevare, I am sure we are al lgrateful for the information you have shared with us, but let us not forge tthat we are here to celebrate a wedding! Surely some of you would rathe rbe on the dance floor than listening to tales of disease and death? Or i sthere so little hardship in our life that we are drawn to such stories? ” 



He gained a general laugh with that gently bitter question. It was, indeed,part of our common lot that life was harder here on the edges o fcivilization. “Let us celebrate life while we can!” one of the men suggested . 

“Death and disease will always be waiting for us.” And with that darktoast, my audience began to fragment. Some moved toward the musician sand dancing, others toward the tables of food. Grenalter himself left rathe rhastily. I surreptitiously tracked his flight and saw him join his wife an dCarsina at a refreshment table. I saw him send Carsina off to join a grou pof other young women, and then take his wife’s arm and escort her to aquieter corner. I suspected I knew the topic of conversation. Withou t intending it, I sought for Kase Remwar, and found him dancing with m ysister. She looked blissful. 

Remwar, an heir son, had been the Grenalters ’first choice as a match for Carsina. Had I just gossiped 



away my marriag e

arrangement? And if I had, had I dashed Yaril’s dreams as well? I felt queasy. 



My father was not consoling. “You should talk less and listen more,Nevare. I will say no more on that topic now, but suggest that for the res tof the day, you become a very good nodder and listener. Keep your tongu efrom wagging. Why you saw fit to share such here information that yo uhad not previously divulged to me, I shall never know. For the rest of thi sday, if you must speak, speak only of your brother’s happiness and goo dfortune. If you must speak of gloom, deplore the dry weather we’ve had! ” 

With that admonition, he left my side, striding away as if I’d insulted him .Perhaps by his lights, I had. He never liked to be second to know anything .I seethed. It was his own fault. If he had given me a chance to talk to hi msince my return, he would have known all my news and could have advise dme what not to repeat. He had treated me unjustly, but worse, I ha dfoolishly blathered out my tidings without considering if it was wise to d oso. I already regretted my lie about what Dr. Amicas had said. I felt sure i twas true, but I wished I had not quoted the doctor to give greate rauthority to my belief. The lie shamed me. That bleakness of spiri tsuddenly quenched my hunger. I abruptly felt that selecting the food an d taking it to a table and making small talk with my fellow guests woul drequire more energy that I could summon. I glanced back at the danc efloor. The musicians still played, and Carsina was dancing with a youn gman I didn’t recognize. He was short, freckled, and didn’t dance well, bu t he wasn’t fat. I stood rooted, watching them and trying not to watch them.I saw her laugh at something he said. A perverse part of me dared me t ostay in the room and ask her for the next dance. Her certain refusal woul dend my hope and put me out of my misery . 



I loitered there, at the edge of the crowd, building my courage,denouncing it as foolhardy, rebuilding it, deciding that she was promise dto me and it was my right to speak to her, losing my courage again…neve rhad a dance lasted so long, it seemed. When it ended and her partne r bowed over her hand and then stepped away from her, it was all I could doto make myself walk in her direction. She saw me coming. She fled . 



And, fool that I was, I hastened after her, cutting through the crowd toclose off her retreat. When she realized she could not escape me, sh eslowed. I closed the remaining distance between us. “Carsina. I’ve bee nhoping to have a dance with you. And a chance to speak to you, an dexplain what has befallen me.” 

It was my misfortune that the musician ssuddenly struck up a lively tune rather than the stately waltz I had hope dfor. Carsina saved herself and me by saying stiffly, “I am weary of dancin g at present. Perhaps later.” 



“But perhaps we could talk now. Shall we walk in the garden?” 







“I fear it would not be proper, for we should be unchaperoned.” 

My smile at her comment was bitter. “That did not stop us the last time.”She looked away from me and gave a vexed sigh. “That was last time ,Nevare. Obviously, much has changed. ” 

Stung, I replied, “What has not changed is that we are promised to oneanother. Surely you owe me at least the opportunity to tell you what I’v ebeen through— ” 

“I owe you nothing, sir!” she flared at me. Her companion from the lastdance suddenly reappeared, carrying two glasses of wine. His eye swidened with disapproval that I had forced a lady to give me such a ster nresponse. I warned him off with a glare. “The lady and I are having aconversation.” He was a head shorter than me, but probably thought m yweight made me soft. “It did not sound like a conversation to me. I tsounded as if she wished you to leave her alone. ” 





“We are promised to one another. I have the right to—” 

“Not formally!” Carsina cut in quickly. “And I do wish you to leave mealone.” 



“You see, sir, the lady has wearied of your company. Be a gentleman, andallow her to withdraw.” He stepped bravely between us. He was all lon gneck and freckled nose. I could have snapped him like a twig. I looked ove rhis head at Carsina . 



“Perhaps she should be a lady and do me the courtesy of hearing me out,”I said levelly. 



“Do you insinuate I am not a lady?” Carsina flared at me. “Nevare Burvelle, you insult me. I shall tell my father of this!” 



Anger sang in my blood and rang in my ears. I seethed with fury. Wordsburst from me, coming from whence I knew not. “And you have ignore dme, fled from me, and thus insulted me thrice today, and this shall be th elast time. There will come a time before you die, Carsina, when you wil lcrawl on your knees and beg pardon for how you have treated me thi s day.” 



Her mouth fell open at my harsh words. She looked, in her astonishment,both childish and common. All the prettiness fled from her face as ange rflooded it. I’d said too much, spoken too rashly. I could not have done amore awkward, awful thing at my brother’s wedding . 







Carsina’s face went scarlet. In horror, I saw tears flood her eyes. Her freckled dance partner glared up at me. “Now, see here, sir, I insist—” 



“Insist to yourself, then,” I said to him, and strode away. But a fat man ishard-pressed to stride with dignity. I tried in vain to compose my face as Ideparted the scene. Not that many people, I told myself, had noticed ou rspat. Neither of us had shouted. I glanced back, but Carsina was gone. Ifelt a moment of relief, until I saw her hurrying up the stairs, both hand slifted to cover her face. Several women turned to watch her go. My ow nsister was following her. I cursed myself and wondered where that blaze o f temper and my ugly words had come from . 



I should have chosen to keep my misery and my pathetic hope, I toldmyself savagely. I left the ballroom for the terrace, and from ther edescended stone steps to the garden. It was hotter there, not cooler. Man yof the flowering bushes had gone yellow with drought; the young tree swere spindly and offered no shade. My collar choked me and my jacke twas too warm. How could I have been so stupid? Why had I forced such aconfrontation? I should have let her snub me. The next time I saw her, I’ dbe a thinner man, and there would have been no harm done. She’d hav erebuked herself for avoiding me. Now what I had said to her must alway sstand between us. Uneasily, I wondered if she had fled to her mother. Sh e was already with my sister. I wondered which would be worse for me.  Athick hedge and the sound of a fountain beyond it promised me a shadie rretreat. The garden was poorly planned, for I had to walk some distanc eand follow a turning in the hedge before I found a very small gate. It wa sclosed but not locked. I entered the second garden . 



Here, no expense had been spared. I wondered that guests were notthronging it . 

A paved walkway led me in a meandering spiral toward the heart of thegarden . 

The beds of flowers were lush, despite the heat and dryness of the lastweek. 

Bees hummed among the fairy rosebushes and battled the tall lavender fornectar. The fragrance of flowers and the aromas of herbs were heavy i nthe still air. I passed an ornamental fish pond. 

Spatterdock opened the fa tpetals of its yellow blossoms there, and fish transformed from shadow t o gleams as they moved in and out of their shelter. Beyond was a dovecote ,styled as a quaint little cottage, full of the preening, cooing creatures. Th ebirds were sunning themselves in the fly pen attached to their shelter. Istood there for some time, letting the restful sound soothe me. Then Ifollowed the winding footpath toward the decorative fountain at th e

center of the garden and the musical splashing of its waters. 

I never reached the fountain. A sudden reek hit my nostrils, a stench sobad that I nearly gagged. I turned my head at the same time I lifted m yhand to cover my nose and mouth. I could not believe what met my eyes .The altar was white marble, but the top of it was spattered with gore an dbird droppings. A brass pole arched over the altar. Suspended from th earch was something that might have been a lovely 



chandelier, save tha tthe arms of it ended in hooks, not lamps, and a dead dove was impaled o neach hook. In the center of the altar, a bird had been split open and it sentrails spread for reading. Bloody fingerprints smeared the whit efeathers. A black-and-white croaker bird was perched on top of the bras sarch, a streamer of dove gut hanging from his beak. Flies and wasp sbuzzed heavily around the dead birds. They were grotesque. One whit edove was more red than white now, its entrails hanging from its pecke danus. As I stared, dumbfounded, a slow drip of blood dropped to spatte ron the altar . 



This had been done today. 



That chilling thought was followed by another. The altar and the hookchandelier were permanent fixtures. Poronte and his family worshippe dthe old gods on a regular basis. This was a marriage offering. 

In al llikelihood, my brother’s bride and her mother and sisters had sacrifice dthese birds to celebrate Cecile’s wedding day . 



I had not thought my horror could deepen. But as I stared, transfixed, theunthinkable happened. One bird abruptly twitched on its hook. Its wing sshuddered spasmodically, causing the carousel of dead birds to tur nslightly. It unlidded a dull eye at me while its small beak opened an dclosed soundlessly. I could not stand it . 



I had to stand on tiptoe to reach him, and my stretch strained theshoulders of my jacket perilously. I made a grab at him, caught him by th ewing, and pulled the gruesome merry-go-round toward me. When I coul dget both hands on him, I lifted his body from the hook. I’d intended to en dhis misery by wringing his neck. Before I could, his body gave a fina lshudder and was still. I stepped back from the altar and looked at m ypathetic trophy. The anger I had felt at Carsina suddenly transmuted t ofury at the unfairness of it all. Why had this little creature had to die a ssacrifice to celebrate a wedding day? Why was his tiny life so insignifican tto them? It was the only life he could ever know. “You should not hav e died.” My blood pounded through me, thick with rage. “They were wicke dto kill you! What sort of a family has my brother joined to us?” The bird’ seyes opened. I was so shocked I nearly dropped it. It gave its head a shake ,and then opened its wings. I did drop it then, releasing it to a fall that i t changed into a frantic launch. One of its wings brushed my face at it tookflight. In an instant, it was gone. 

Small downy neck feathers clung to m yfingertips. I shook my hands, and they ghosted away to float eerily in th estill air. I was not sure what had happened. I looked again at the gor ycarousel of dead birds and at the smear of blood on my hand. Repulsed, Iwiped my hand clean on my dark trousers. How had the bird survived ? 



I stared too long. In the branches of a nearby bush, a croaker birdsuddenly cawed loudly. It lifted its black-and-white wings and opened it sred beak wide at me. It had orange wattles on its bare neck; they wer efleshy and wobbled cancerously at me as it cawed . 







I retreated a step, but he still challenged me with three loud caws. Thecries were immediately echoed by a couple of his fellows perched in nearb ytrees. As they raised the alarm, I turned and hastily walked away. M ythoughts were in turmoil. It was one thing to hear tales of what th eworship of the old gods had demanded; it was another thing to see acarrion tree set up for their delight. Did Rosse know of his wife’s beliefs ?Did my father? My mother ? 



I breathed through my mouth as I walked swiftly away from that place.When I reached the lavender beds and the drowsing bumblebees minin gthem, I stopped. I took deep calming breaths of their fragrance. I wa ssweating. I’d glimpsed something dark and it filled me with a sudde nforeboding. “Sir. 

This is a private garden for the family’s meditation an drepose. The wedding festivities do not extend to this area. ” 



The woman was dressed as a gardener, in rough brown tunic andpantaloons and sandals. A broad-brimmed straw hat shaded her face. Sh ecarried a little basket on one arm with a trowel in it . 



I wondered if she was in charge of burying the birds. No. From whatIknew of those rites, they had to remain as an offering until the element sand the scavengers had reduced them to bones. I met her direct look an dtried to read her eyes. She smiled at me politely . 



“I’ve lost my way, I’m afraid.” 



She pointed. “Follow the pathway to the gate. Please latch it behind you,sir.” She knew. She knew I wasn’t lost and she knew about the sacrific eand she guessed that I had seen it. Her eyes moved over me. Her gaz edisdained me. “Thank you. I’ll be glad to find my way back. ” 



“You’re welcome, sir.” 



We were so polite. She made my skin crawl. I walked away from her,trying not to hurry. When I reached the gate, I glanced back. She ha d

quietly followed me down the path to make sure that I left. I lifted myhand and flapped it at her foolishly, as if waving good-bye. She hastil yturned away from me. I left the garden, closing the gate firmly behind me .My first childish impulse was to run to my father and tell him all I’d seen .If Rosse and Cecile had not already said their vows, I might have done so .But they were already joined, and my mother and father had given oath sequally binding to Cecile’s parents. It was too late to stop them fro mjoining our good name with the heathen Poronte family. I made my slo wway back through the first garden and to the 



terrace. As I went, I decide dthat I would wait until I could privately pass my knowledge to my father . 

As the head of our family, he would decide what to do about it. Would i tbe sufficient grounds for him to contact the High Temple in Old Thare sand have the marriage voided? Cecile and the other Poronte famil ymembers had called the good god to witness their pledges. Did th esacrifice in the garden mean they did not feel bound by their oaths befor ethe good god? Had they smiled at my parents and mouthed words empt yof intent? On the terrace, people were resting and talking, the wome nfanning themselves against the rising heat of the day. I kept my smile i nplace and avoided making eye contact with anyone. No one spoke to me a sI passed. The musicians were still playing in the ballroom. Dancers stil lspun to their notes. I told myself there was no sense on dwelling on th eugliness I’d witnessed. I’d set it out of my mind until I could consign it t omy father’s judgment. The spinning dancers made a lovely picture, and I was almost calm when Carsina, apparently fully recovered from our scene ,swept by me, once more in the arms of Kase Remwar. I turned and move don to the dining room. There, the hubbub of conversation was nearly a sloud as the music in the ballroom. Servants bustled around the room ,setting out fresh platters of food, refilling glasses, serving people, clearin gaway dirty plates, and putting out fresh settings. 

The smells of foo dassaulted me. My stomach rolled over inside me and my hunger became asharp ache that reached all the way up the back of my throat. I stood stil lfor a moment, swallowing saliva. My conservative breakfast that mornin ghad not assuaged the insult done to my body by my days of fasting. I fel tthat I could have cleared one of the laden tables by myself. Guests wer ehelping themselves and chatting with others as they meandered amon gthe tables, taking a serving of fruit there, a sweet from that platter, and apastry from another. I knew I could not trust myself. I found an empt y chair at a clean setting without anyone near me. It seemed to take decadesbefore a servant noticed me. 

“May I bring you anything, sir, or would yo ucare to make your own selection? ” 



I swallowed and had to take a breath. I ached with emptiness. “Could you bring me a small portion of meat, a roll of bread, and perhaps a glass ofwine?” He startled as if I’d flung cold water at him. “And that is all, sir? ”he asked me solicitously. “Or shall I select other foods for you and brin gthem to you?” His eyes roved over my bulk as if disputing my request . 



“Just meat and bread and a glass of wine. That will be fine for me,”I assured him. 



“Well. If you are certain? Only meat, bread, and wine?” 

“I am. Thank you.” 

He hurried off, and I saw him summon an underling. The servant gesturedat me as he passed on my request to the man. The new servant met m yglance and his eyes widened. He grinned, bowed obsequiously, an d

hurried off. I realized my hands were clenched at the edge of the table andfolded them in my lap. Food. I was trembling with need for it. Th eintensity of my awareness of the smells and of my urgency frightened me .For the first time, I wondered if this was an unnatural appetite. Despit emy fast, my clothing had 



become tighter. How could I not eat and becom efatter? A frightening suspicion came to me. Magic. 

Was this the lingerin geffects of Tree Woman’s intrusion on my life? I recalled my vision of m y

“other self” in her world. He had been heavy of belly and thick-legged.When I took him back into me, had I taken those attributes into my bod yas well? It could not be. I didn’t believe in magic. I didn’t believe in magi cdesperately, in the same way that a badly wounded soldier did not believ ein amputation. 

Take it away, take it away, I prayed to the good god. If thi sbe magic, put it out of my life and save me from it . 

The Dancing Spindle had moved for me. I had ridden it and I hadwitnessed it stopping. Did I not believe that had happened? I thought o fmy cinch that had not stayed tight on Sirlofty. But the modern rationa l man in me wondered if I deceived myself. Could not my saddle’s cinc hloosening be a result of my greater weight? If the halting of the Spindl emeant that all Plains magic was failing, would not it affect every cavall aman’s cinch ? 



I thought that I could ask Sergeant Duril about his recent cinchexperiences. Then I sighed, thinking that right now I didn’t have th ecourage to seek him out for anything. I’d disappointed him, and in som eways, disappointing my old teacher was a more personal failure tha ndisappointing my father. And where was that food? The hunger boiled u pin me again, driving all other thoughts from my mind . 



Yet it was not food that came to my table next, but my father and mother.I had not noticed them enter the room, and yet there they were. My fathe rtook the chair next to me, and my mother seated herself just beyond him . 

A glance at their faces reassured me that, as yet, they had heard no gossipabout my confrontation with Carsina. A servant followed them, carryin gtheir prepared plates. As he set the food before them and the aroma of th erich foods floated toward me, I nearly swooned . 



My father leaned over to hiss at me, “Don’t take it to extremes, Nevare.You should eat at least something, to show your enjoyment of what wa sprepared for the wedding. To sit here at a wedding feast with nothing i nfront of you makes it seem you don’t approve of the joining. It’s an insul tto our host. 

And may the good god save us, here he comes with his lady. ”It could not have been worse timing. Lord and Lady Poronte had no tentered the room to dine, but were merely strolling among their guests , greeting them and accepting congratulations and compliments on th egathering. They approached us, smiling, and there I sat, literally th estarving man at the feast. I wanted to vanish . 



Lady Poronte reached us, smiled at us, and then looked puzzled at theempty place before me. As if she were talking to a child, she wheedled i ndismay, “Could not you find anything to tempt your appetite, Nevare? I sthere something I could ask our cook to prepare for you? ” 



“Oh, no, but many thanks, Lady Poronte. Everything looked and smelled sowonderful, I did not trust 



myself to make a choice. I’m sure the servin gman will be here directly. ” 



Then came the final blow to my dignity and to my father’s pride. Theserving man arrived with my food. 

He carried a filled platter on each arm .Not two plates, but two platters, and each were laden to overflowing. Mea tof every kind was heaped on one, slices of ham, half a smoked chicken ,slices of beef cut so thin that they folded into ripples, tender lamb cutlets ,each mounded with a spoonful of quivering mint jelly, and a spicy pât éensconced on a special round of bread. On the other platter was th eextreme opposite of my request for a simple roll of bread. There were tw ocroissants, a scone, two muffins, rye bread in dark rounds nestled agains tits paler wheaten cousin, and dumplings in a ladling of rich brown gravy .Grinning as if he had accomplished some marvelous feat, the serving ma nplaced both platters before me. He bowed, well pleased with himself . 

“Never fear, sir. I know how to properly serve a man like yourself. As yourequested, only meat and only bread. I shall return immediately with you rwine, sir.” He turned with a flourish and left me surrounded by food.  Istared at the wealth of bread and meat before me. I knew my father wa saghast at my wanton display of gluttony. My shocked hostess was strivin gto look pleased. Worse, I knew that I could consume every bite of it wit hrelish and pleasure. My mouth was running with so much saliva that I ha d

to swallow before I could speak. “This is far too much food. I asked forasmall portion of meat and bread. ” 



But the serving man had already hastened away. I could not stop lookingat the food, and I knew that no one at the table believed me. “But it is awedding!” Lady Poronte ventured at last. “And surely if there is a time t ocelebrate in plenty, it is at a wedding. ” 



She meant well. She probably intended to put me at my ease overpossessing such an undisciplined appetite and displaying such wanto ngreed at her table. But it put me in a very strange social situation. If I onl ysampled a tiny portion of the food now, would it appear that I ha ddisdained her hospitality, or found her cook lacking in talent? I did no tknow what to do . 



“It all looks absolutely wonderful to me, especially after the very plain foodthey serve us at the academy,” I ventured. I did not pick up my fork. Iwished they would all vanish. I could not eat with them watching me. Yet Ialso knew I could not refuse to eat, either . 



As if he could read my thoughts, my father said in a chill voice, “Please,Nevare, don’t let us inhibit you. 

Enjoy the wedding feast. ” 



“Please do,” my host echoed. I glanced at him but could not read his face. 







“Your serving staff is far too generous,” I ventured again. “He has broughtme much more than I requested.” Then, fearing that I would soun dungracious, I added, “But I am sure he meant well.” I picked up my knif eand fork. I glanced at my parents. My mother was attempting to smile a sif nothing were amiss or unusual. She cut a tiny bite from her portion o fmeat and ate it. I speared one of the dumplings swimming in gravy. I pu tit in my mouth. Ambrosia. The inner dumpling was fine-grained an d tender, the outer layer softened with the savory broth. I could taste finel ychopped celery, mellowed onion, and a careful measure of bay lea fsimmered with the thick meatiness of the gravy. Never before had I bee nso aware of the sensations of eating. It wasn’t just the aroma or flavor. I t was the sweet briny ham versus the way the spicy pâté contrasted with thetender bread beneath it. The croissant had been made with butter, an d

the layers of the light pastry were as delicate as snowflakes on my tongue.The chicken had been grain-fed and well bled before it had been carefull yroasted in a smoky fire to both flavor it and preserve the moistness of th eflesh. The rye bread was delightfully chewy. I washed it down with wine ,and a servant brought me more. I ate . 



I ate as I had never eaten before. I lost awareness of the people beside meand of the festivity that swirled around me. I gave no thought to what m y

father might be thinking or my mother feeling. I did not worry thatCarsina might chance by and be aghast at my appetite. I simply ate, an dthe intense pleasure of that exquisite meal after my long fast has never lef tme. I was a man caught up in a profoundly carnal pleasure. I felt a dee psatisfaction at replenishing my reserves, and I gave no thought to anythin gelse. I cannot even say how long it took me to consume both platters, or i fthere was any conversation around me. At some point, Lord and Lad yPoronte passed some pleasantry with my parents and then drifted away t osocialize with their other guests. I scarcely noticed. I was a soul consume dwith the simple and absolute pleasure of eating. Only when both platter s were empty did I glide back into awareness of my surroundings. My fathe rsat in stony silence. My mother was smiling and making vapid small tal k

in a hopeless effort to preserve the image of a couple havingaconversation. My belly now strained against my belt. Embarrassmen tbattled with a strong urge to rise and seek out the sweets table. Despit e what I had consumed, I was still aware of the scent of warm vanilla suga rhanging in the air, and the fragrance of tart strawberries packed int osweet little pastries. “Are you quite finished, Nevare?” My father aske dthe question so softly that someone else might have thought him a kin d man. 



“I don’t know what came over me,” I said contritely. 



“It’s called gluttony,” he callously replied. He had excellent control over hisfeatures. As he spoke so quietly to me, his eyes roved around the room. H enodded to someone he saw there. He smiled as he said, “I have never bee nso ashamed of you. Do you hate your brother? Do you seek to humiliat eme? 

What motivates you, Nevare? Do you think to avoid you militar yduty? You will not. One way or 



another, I’ll see you do you serve you rfate.” He turned his head, waved at another acquaintance. “I warn you. I fyou will not maintain your body and your dignity and earn a commissio n at the academy and win a noble lady as your wife, why, then, you can go asa common foot soldier. But go you shall, boy. Go you shall. ” 



Only my mother and I could hear the venom in his questions. Her eyeswere very wide and her face pale. 

I suddenly realized that she feared m yfather, and that right now her fear was extreme. He flicked a glance at her . 

“Excuse yourself, my lady, and flee this scene if it distresses you. I give youpermission.” With an apologetic look to me, she did. Her eyes wer eanxious, but she put a bright smile on her face, rose, and gave us a tin ywave of farewell as if she regretted having to leave us for a time. Then sh efled across the room and out of the hall . 



I glued a smile on my lips and cursed my own creeping fear of him. “I spoke the truth to you, Father. I told the servant to bring me a smallserving of meat and bread. Once that quantity had arrived and Lad yPoronte had witnessed it, what was I to do? Waste the abundance the yshared with us? Claim the food did not suit me and turn it away? Th eservant placed me in a bad position. I made the best of it that I could. Tel lme. What should I have done? ” 



“If you had served yourself a simple meal, instead of waiting to beattended like an old noble’s heir son, none of this would have happened. ” 



“And if I had been born with prescience, that is precisely what I wouldhave done,” I retorted tightly. 

Where, I wondered in the shocked silenc ethat followed my words, had that retort come from ? 



Astonishment that I would stand up to him jolted my father’s smile off hisface. I was tempted to believe that I had seen a brief flash of respect in hi seyes before he narrowed them at me. He took a short sharp breath as if t ospeak, and then snorted it out in disdain. “This is not the place nor th etime, but I promise you, I will have a reckoning with you over this. For th erest of the day, say little and eat nothing. That isn’t a request, Nevare. It’ san order. Do you understand me? ” 



I thought of a dozen things I could say. But that was after I had given hima tight nod, and he had pushed his chair back and left me. The two larg eempty platters on the table rebuked me. There was a swallow of wine lef tin my glass. I reflected bitterly that he had said nothing about drinkin gand drank it down. By the time evening arrived and I again mounted t othe top of the carriage for the journey home, I was more sodden wit hbrandy than a well-soaked fruitcake. But that, of course, was civilized an dacceptable 



behavior for a soldier son. No one ever rebuked me for that . 








CHAPTER SIX

A DAY OF LETTERS


I did my best to be invisible during the following days of festivities at myhome. It was not easy. I had to be present at the dinners, and with a hous efull of guests, it was difficult to avoid socializing completely. 

Mos tunpleasant of all for me was that the Grenalters had been invited to sta ywith us. Carsina and my sister Yaril snubbed me at every opportunity. I fby chance I entered a room they were in, they would immediately swee pdisdainfully from it. It maddened me with frustration, the more so in tha tnever once did they enter a room and allow me the chance to vacate it a ssoon as I saw them. I told myself it was juvenile to long for the chance t oshow Carsina just how uninterested I was in her, but in my heart I burne d

to hurt her pride as she had injured mine. I contented myself with makingsavagely accurate accounts of all my interactions with her in my soldie r son journal. 



Rosse and Cecile had departed on their wedding trip. They intended totravel downriver to Old Thares, where my uncle would host a reception fo rthem. Cecile had two aunts and three uncles in the capitol, so Rosse woul dbe exhibited and inspected for several weeks before they returned home t osettle into the rooms prepared for the new couple. I pitied them, having t obegin a new life under my father’s roof. My father, I was sure, would gran tthem little privacy and even less autonomy . 



My father and I were at war now. He was courteous to me whilehouseguests were present, but once they all had departed, he made hi sdispleasure clear. That evening, just as the house should have bee n peaceful, he verbally flogged me with all my shortcomings as a son, neve rgiving me an opportunity to reply. After a time, from some depth I didn’ tknow I possessed, I found an icy calm and refused to give him an yresponse. When he angrily dismissed me, I went directly to my room an dto bed and spent most of that night staring up at the darkened ceiling an dseething. He sought to bring me to heel like a whipped puppy. He care d

for nothing I might say in my defense. Fine. Then he would hear absolutelynothing from me . 



After that, our conflict was conducted in silence. I avoided my father’scompany. When my mother sought conversation with me I spoke abou tthe academy, my teachers and friends, and my uncle’s family. 

Of m yweight gain and my war with my father, I did not speak. When I was no t 



with her, I rediscovered my boyhood haunts along the river. I went fishing.I counted the days until this

“holiday” would be over and I could return t othe academy. My cold conflict with my father made him irritable with th eentire family. Elisi retreated to her music and books. Yaril often appeare dwith her eyes red from weeping. My father had chastised her severely fo rher “shameless flirtation’ with Kase Remwar. 

Plainly, there had been n omarriage offer between the families. As an uncommitted first son, Kas ehad danced, dined, and chatted with any number of eligible youn gmaidens at Rosse’s wedding. I suspected it was simply his nature, bu t

Yaril blamed me. I could have taken vengeance on her by telling my fatherthat I’d seen her kiss Remwar before I’d even departed for the academy .But even in my anger and hurt, I knew that the consequences that woul dfall on her would be far heavier than her foolishness merited. And keepin gthat secret from my father was one more bit of damage I dealt him. H ethought he knew so much about his household and how to run the lives o f

his children? He knew us not at all. 



Vanze busied himself with visiting friends in the area before departing forthe seminary. I found a quiet moment to bid him farewell privately, an dtold him that I wished him every success. We’d already spent so much o four lives apart that I had little else to say to my younger brother. We wer estrangers joined only by our bloodlines . 



My mother had hoped I would spend at least another week at home, butby the third day after the wedding guests departed, I was eager to leave .She had found the leftover fabric from my original uniforms, and wit hgreat effort had managed to put eases into my trousers and jacket .Cleaned and brushed, my uniform looked nearly as good as it ever had .She carefully wrapped it up in heavy paper and tied it with string ,cautioning me not to wear it on my journey back, but to keep it clean, s othat I’d have clothing that fitted me on my first day back at my classes .Her concern touched me. As I took the package from her, I was bracin gmyself to tell her that I planned to leave the next morning when one of m yfather’s men came up from the Landing with a larger than usual bundle o fmail for him. My mother sorted through it as she always did. I watche dher, waiting to have a quiet moment to speak with her . 



“Here’s something from the academy for your father. Probably anotherinvitation to lecture. Oh. Here are two, no, three notes for you. Someon ehas scratched out the academy address and sent them on to you her einstead of holding them for you. How peculiar. These will be invitation sfor Rosse and Cecile to visit when they return from their trip. Oh, an dhere’s one for Yaril from Carsina. They’ve become quite th e correspondents in the last few months.” I scarcely heard her words afte rshe handed me my envelopes. 

The first one was in a dove-gray envelope, avery heavy paper, but the return address was what shocked me. Caulde rStiet was writing to me from Newton. So he had gone to live with hi s scholar uncle after all. His proud father had wanted nothing to do with hissoldier son after the plague had wasted him away to a shadow and broke nhis spirit. The boy had been a nuisance and a pest to all the new nobl e

first-years at the academy, and to me in particular. Still, I despisedColonel Stiet for what he had done. 





He’d literally given his son to hi syounger brother, to raise as a scholar instead of a soldier. Immoral. I shook my head and looked at my other two letters . 



One was from Epiny and the other from Spink. It seemed odd that eachwould write to me. Usually Epiny penned me a lengthy epistle and Spin kjust added a postscript. I studied the envelopes. All three had been sent t omy academy address, but forwarded to me at home. I scowled at that . 

What was Rory thinking to send my mail trailing after me? I’d be backsoon. Curiosity made me open the letter from Caulder first. Hi spenmanship had not improved. His very short and polite note said that hi s uncle studied rocks and was very interested in the one I had given Caulder .Would I be so kind as to send them a detailed map that showed where Ihad found it? He would be ever indebted to me if I could, and remained ,my friend, Caulder Stiet. I scowled over it and wondered what sort o fmischief or game this was. Although we had parted on decent terms, I di dnot trust the little weasel and had little inclination to do him this favor. Iwould have set it aside, but it contained a second note from his uncle ,carefully penned onto very expensive paper, noting that geology and th estudy of minerals was his area of scholarship, and my rock was quite a ninteresting mix. He would greatly appreciate my time and effort to compl ywith Caulder’s request. I set it aside with a growl of irritation. I owe dCaulder nothing and his uncle even less. The only reason I did not discar dit was that I knew Caulder’s father and my Aunt Daraleen were friends .Any rudeness I committed might find its way back to my Uncle Sefert’ sdoorstep. 

And I did owe debts of courtesy to him. I would reply to this .Later. Next I opened the letter from Spink. The first few lines made m ybreath catch. The Speck plague has come to Bitter Springs. Epiny ha sbecome very ill and I fear for her life . 

The pages fluttered from my hand to the floor. Heart hammering,Isnatched up the envelope from Epiny and opened it immediately. Ther ewas her familiar handwriting, perhaps a bit more scrawling than usual , and the first line read, I do hope that Spink’s letter did not overly alar myou. The spring water treatment proved nothing less than amazing .Heart still pounding, I gathered up the scattered pages of Spink’s lette r

and took all of my mail into the parlor. I opened the curtains to let in morelight, and sat down on a cushioned chair. I spread out my mail on a lo wtable and pieced together the puzzle. Spink’s letter had arrived at th eAcademy days before Epiny’s had, but they had been sent on together .Relieved of the worst of my fears, I sat down to read the missives in order .Spink’s letter was wrenching, and not even Epiny’s letter that proved he rsurvival could eliminate all his bad news. He had no idea how the plagu e had come to their little settlement at Bitter Springs. No one had reporte dseeing any Specks, or even any ill persons. He himself had continued t omake a slow but steady recovery from the illness, despite occasional bout sof night fever and sweats. He had thought he had left the dread disease fa rbehind in Old Thares. A small group of Plainsmen who lived near Bitte rSprings had succumbed to it first. It had devastated their little settlement , 

swiftly reducing it from seventeen families to seven. Before anyone hadrealized they were dealing with Speck plague, it had spread. Two o fSpink’s sisters had caught it. Epiny had insisted on nursing them, sayin gthat as she survived the plague once, she was probably immune to it. Sh ehad been wrong. When Spink had mailed his letter to me, both his sister sand Epiny were severely ill and not expected to recover. His mother wa sstruggling to care for them with Spink’s help, but he feared that she woul d exhaust herself and also fall to the sickness. He strove to nurse Epiny jus tas faithfully as she had cared for him in his time of sickness. It is aterrible irony that the disease that helped bring us together may now par tus forever. It was so hard to write to her father and warn him of he rdecline. I tell you truthfully, Nevare, that if she dies, the better part of m ewill die with her. I do not think I will have the courage to go 



on. In a las teffort to save them, we will resort to practices that my mother deem s

“little better than superstition.” I will take her and my sisters to Bitter Springs and their supposedly healing waters. Pray for us.So his letter ended . 



I set his heartbroken letter aside and eagerly took up Epiny’s missive. Itwas written in her usual rambling style, very frustrating to someone wh osimply wanted to know how everyone fared there. Nevertheless, I force dmyself to read it slowly and carefully . 



My dear cousin Nevare, 

I do hope that Spink’s letter did not overly alarm you. The springwater treatment proved nothing less than amazing. Having had the plagu ebefore, albeit in a much milder form, I was perhaps more aware tha nanyone else of how severely it had stricken me this time. My cousin, I di dnot expect to survive! I do not even remember the wagon journey to th esprings, nor even the first time they immersed me. I am told that Spin kcarried me bodily into the water, and putting his hand over my nose an dmouth, pinched them firmly shut, and then carried me under with him ,where we remained for as long as he could hold his breath. When w eemerged, he gave a similar treatment to each of his sisters. Others fro mthe family settlement had journeyed with us and were similarly treated .Then they set up a camp for us, unfolding cots under the wide blue sk y

and making of the meadow near the springs an open-air infirmary. On thefirst evening I awoke there, I already felt a lessening in my disease .Nonetheless, I was quite willful and difficult, and poor Spink was oblige dto hold me down and force me to drink a large quantity of the sprin gwater. Oh, it tasted foul and smelled worse! My fever was not entirel yabated, and I called him names and scratched his poor dear face for hi s

troubles with me. Then I fell again into a sleep, but it was a deeper, truersleep, and when I awoke, feeling ever so much better, the first thing Idemanded to know was who had scratched him so, that I could tak erevenge on her! I was so abashed to be told I had done it! We remaine dencamped by the springs for almost a week, and every day we force dourselves to drink that noxious water, and most of our food was cooke dwith it. When I realized how much I was recovering, and how swiftly, Idemanded that Spink join me in this water cure. Nevare, you canno timagine the change it has wrought in him! I will not say he is his old self ,but he has begun to eat more heartily, to walk with more confidence, an dmost important to me, the light is back in his eyes and he laughs often .Already he speaks of returning to the academy and his studies and career .Oh, if only that dream can come true for him ! 



And now I must tell you—



“What is the meaning of this?” My father’s roar of fury and anguish toremy attention from Epiny’s letter. 

Loose pages in my hand, I looked up t ofind him glaring from the parlor door. He bore down on me like a cavall acharge. In one hand he held the large envelope from the academy. In th eother were several 



sheets of paper. He shook them at me. His face was red ,the veins standing out on his temples, and I would not have been surprise dto see froth fly from his jaws, so wroth was he. “Explain this!” he roare d again. “Account for this, you young scoundrel! ” 



“If you would let me see what it is, perhaps I could,” I said to him. I didnot mean to sound impertinent, but of course I did . 



In fury, my father lifted his hand as to cuff me. I forced myself to stand uptall, meet his eyes and await his blow. Instead, with a snarl of frustration ,he thrust a letter at me. I managed to catch it before it fluttered to th efloor between us. It was on academy letterhead, but it was not fro mColonel Rebin. Instead, I recognized Dr. Amicas’s handwriting. In a bol dhand at the top, centred on the line, he had written Honorable Medica lDischarge. I gaped at it. “What did you do? All the years I educated you ,with the finest teachers I could procure! All the years of trying to instil lvalues and honor into you! Why, Nevare? 

Why? Where did I fail wit hyou?” 



It was difficult to read while he ranted at me. My eyes skittered over thepage, and phrases leapt out at me: A post-recovery condition…unlikely t orespond to any treatment…may worsen with time…impossible to carry ou tthe normal duties of a cavalla officer…dismissed from King’s Cavall a Academy…unlikely to be able to serve in a satisfactory manner in an ybranch of the military at any level… And at the bottom, the signature I

knew so well, damning me to a useless life living on my brother’s charitybeneath the weight of my father’s contempt. I slowly sank back into m yseat, the page still clutched in my hands. There was a humming in m years, and stupidly I thought of the Spindle and its endless dance. M ymouth felt dry and I could not form any words. My father had no suc hproblem. He continued castigating me for my irresponsible , 

self-indulgent, foolish, selfish, senseless ways. I finally found a breath andremembered how to move my mouth . 



“I don’t know what this is about, Father. Truly, I don’t.” 



“It’s about the end of your career, you fool. It’s about no future for you,and shame for your family. A medical discharge for being too fat! That’ swhat it’s about! Damn you, boy. Damn you. You couldn’t even fail wit h

dignity. To lose your career because you couldn’t refrain from stuffing foodin your mouth. What have you done to us? What will my old comrade sthink of me, sending them such a soldier son? ” 







His voice ran down. His hands, still clutching additional papers, wereshaking. He felt this as his personal failure. His shame. His dignity. Th ehonor of his family. Never had he considered how this might feel to me .My father had gone to stand by the window. He read through his handfu lof papers with his back to me, the writing tilted toward the light. I hear dhim give a small grunt, as if he’d been struck. A moment later, I heard th egasp of an indrawn breath. He turned to look at me, the papers still hel dout before him. 

“Filth,” he said with great feeling. “Of all the disgustin gbehaviors I might fear a son of mine might indulge in, this! This! ” 



“I don’t know what you are talking about,” I said again, stupidly.Iwondered why the doctor hadn’t spoken to me before I left. I knew a wil dmoment of hope in which I wondered if it were all a mistake, if thi sdischarge had been written when I was still terribly ill. A glance at th e date on the paper ended that dream. The good doctor had signed it severaldays after I’d left the academy. “I don’t understand,” I said, more to mysel fthan my father. “Don’t you? It’s here in black and white. Read it fo ryourself.” He left the window and as he angrily strode from the room, h ehurled the papers at me. It was not a satisfactory gesture. Not one eve nreached me. They fluttered out around him and settled on the floor. Whe nhe slammed the door behind him, that brief gust of wind stirred the m again. I bent over to pick them up, grunting as I did so. My belly got in th eway, and the waistband of my pants seemed too tight. I scowled as Ipainstakingly gathered up what proved to be my transcript and all m yrecords, including my medical file . 



I took them to the table and sorted them. Strange. All these papers were about me, and yet I’d never seen most of them before. Here wasasecretary’s copy of the accusing letter that Colonel Stiet had sent to m yfather over the incident with Cadet Lieutenant Tiber. Here was , surprisingly, a letter of commendation from Captain Maw, saying that Ihad shown extraordinary ability as an independent thinker in hi sengineering and drafting class, and suggesting that I might best serve th e King’s Cavalla as a scout on the frontier. Was that what had so upset m yfather? I sorted more paper. 

There were tallies of my test scores for m yvarious classes. My grades were all exemplary. Surely they had been up t ohis expectations, not that I’d ever expected him to acknowledge it. Th emedical file on me was thick. I had not realized that Dr. Amicas had kep tsuch complete records. There was a log of my illness. It began with grea tdetail, but by the fourth day, when cadets were dropping like flies with th e plague, the entries were abbreviated to “Fever continues. Tried giving hi mmint in his water to cool his systems.” Toward the end of the file, I foun dnotes on my recovery, and then more notes that tracked my increasin gweight and girth. He’d graphed it. The continuing climb of the line wa sundeniable. Had that angered my father? He now knew that I had lie dwhen I said the doctor had expected my weight gain to be temporary .Looking at the evidence, I felt a sudden sinking of heart. The line did no tfalter. It had risen every day since my fever had subsided. Was that wha tthe doctor expected it to do? How long would it continue? How long coul dsuch a trend continue? Toward the bottom of the stack, I found what ha d damned me in my father’s eyes. This document was not in the doctor’ shandwriting. My name was marked on the top of the sheet, and a date .Below it was a set of questions, questions that rang oddly familiar in m ymind. An aide’s notes below each one recorded my answer. Did you go t oDark Evening in Old Thares ? 



Yes. 





Did you eat or drink there?Yes. 

What did you eat? What did you drink? 

Potatoes, chestnuts, meat skewer. Cadet denies drinking anything.Did you encounter any Specks there ? 

Yes. 

Cadet specifically mentions a female Speck. “Beautiful.”Did you have any contact with any Speck that evening ?Cadet evasive . 

Did your contact include sexual congress? 

Cadet denied. Continued questioning. Cadet evasive. Cadet eventuallyadmitted sexual contact . 

I stared at the damning words. But I had not. I did not. I hadn’t hadsexual contact with a Speck on Dark Evening, and I certainly hadn’ tconfessed that I had to the aide. I remembered him now, vaguely, as adark shape silhouetted against a window that was too bright with light. Iremembered him badgering me for an answer when my mouth was dr y

and sticky and my head pounded with pain. “Yes or no, Cadet. Answer yesor no. Did you have sexual contact with a Speck?” I had told hi msomething to make him go away. I didn’t remember what. But I’d neve rhad sexual contact with a Speck. At least, not in real life. Only in my feve rdreams had I lain with Tree Woman. And that had been only a dream .Hadn’t it ? 



I shook my head at myself. It was becoming more and more difficult forme to draw a firm line between my real life and the strange experience sthat had befallen me ever since the Kidona Dewara had exposed me t oPlains magic. In her medium’s trance, Epiny had confirmed that I ha dindeed been split into two persons, and one of me had sojourned i nanother world. I had been willing to accept that. I’d been able to accept i tbecause I thought it was over. I’d recovered the lost part of my self an dmade it mine again. I had believed that my Speck self would merge wit hmy real self, and the contradictions would cease troubling me . 



Yet time after time, that strange other self intruded into my life, in waysthat were becoming more and more destructive to me. I recognized hi mwhen I’d lain beside the farm girl, and he’d triumphed at Dancing Spindle .That Nevare, I felt, that “Soldier’s Boy” had been the one to spout anger s odrastically at Carsina. I’d known him by the anger pulsing in my blood .He’d had the courage to free the dove from the sacrificial hook. I’d felt hi magain whenever I’d found words to confront my father in the days sinc e the wedding. He wasn’t a wise influence on me. But he could rally mycourage and foolhardiness and suddenly push me to assert myself. H erelished confrontation in a way I did not. I shook my head. In that, he wa sa truer son to my father than this Nevare was. Yet I had to admit ther ehad been times when I’d valued his insight. He had been with me the firs ttime I glimpsed a true forest on my river journey to Old Thares, and it ha dbeen his anger I’d felt over the slain birds at Rosse’s wedding. In quiete rmoments, his vision of the natural world replaced mine. I would see a tre esway or hear the call of a bird, and for the passing instant of his influence ,those things would mesh with my being in a way my father’s son woul d 



not understand. I no longer denied the existence of my Speck self, butI did all I could to prevent him controlling my day-to-day existence. But this change to my body was something I could not ignore nor exclude frommy daily reality. As part of my “real” life, it made no sense. The rigors o f

my journey home and my fast should have made me lose weight. Instead,I’d grown fatter. Had I caught the plague because I’d dreamed of congres swith a Speck woman? Was my fat a consequence of the plague? If so, the nI could no longer deny that the magic permeated every part of my life now .For a dizzying instant, I perceived that the magic was completely i ncontrol of my life now. I snatched my thoughts back from that precipice .It was too terrifying to consider. Why had this befallen me? As logically a sa mathematical proof, I perceived the beginning of these changes in me ,the place where my path had diverged from the future I had bee npromised and into this nightmarish present. I knew when my life ha dbeen snatched out of my control. An instant later, I knew whom to blam efor it . 



My father. 



At that thought, I felt the milling guilt in me stop just as the DancingSpindle had ground to a halt. That single thought, that pinning of blame ,made all events since my experience with Dewara fall into a new order. “I twasn’t my fault,” I said quietly, and the words were like cool balm on aburning wound. I looked at the door to the parlor. It was closed, my fathe rno longer there. Childishly, I still addressed him. “It was never my fault .You did it. You put me on this path, Father. ” 



My satisfaction in finding someone to blame was very short-lived. Blaminghim solved nothing. Dejected, I leaned back in my chair. It didn’t matte rwho had put me in this situation. Here I was. I looked down at m yungainly body. I filled the chair. The waistband of my trousers dug int ome. With a grunt and a sigh, I shoved at it, easing it down under my belly .I’d seen fat old soldiers hang their beer guts out over their trouser top s

this way. Now I understood why. It was more comfortable. 



I sat up in my chair and gathered my papers together. When I tried to fitthem all back into the envelope I discovered another letter among them. Itugged it out . 



This last enclosure was addressed to me in the doctor’s hand. I threw it onthe floor in childish pique. 

What worse thing could he send to me tha nwhat he already had ? 







But after a few moments of looking at it there, I bent down laboriously,picked it up, and opened it . 



“Dear Nevare,” he had written. Not Cadet Nevare. Simply Nevare.I clenched my teeth for a moment and then read on. 



With great regret, I have done what was necessary. Please remember thatyour discharge from the Academy is an honorable one, without stigma . 

Nonetheless, I imagine you hate me at this moment. Or perhaps, in theweeks since I have seen you, you have finally come to accept tha tsomething is terribly wrong with your body, and that it is a crippling fla w that you will have to learn to manage. It is, unfortunately, a flaw tha trenders you completely unfit for the military. You were able to accept tha tthose of your fellows whose health was broken by the plague had to give u ptheir hopes of being active cavalla officers. I now ask you to see your ow naffliction in the same light. You are just as physically unfit for duty a sSpinrek Kester . 



You may feel that your life is over at this moment, or no longer worthliving. I pray to the good god that you will have the strength to see tha tthere are other worthwhile paths that you can tread. I have seen that yo uhave a bright mind. The exercise of that intelligence does not alway sdemand a fit body to support it. 

Turn your thoughts to how you can stil llead a useful life, and focus your will toward it . 



It has not been easy for me to reach this decision. I hope you appreciatethat I delayed it as long as I possibly could, hoping against hope that I wa swrong. My research and reading have led me to discover at least thre eother cases, which, although poorly documented, indicate that you rreaction to the plague is a rare but not unique phenomenon . 



Although I am sure you are little inclined to do so at this time, I urge youto remain in contact with me. 

You have the opportunity to turn you rmisfortune into a benefit for the medical profession. If you will continue t ochart weekly your increases in weight and girth, while keeping a record o fyour consumption of food, and if you will send me that information ever ytwo months, it would be of great benefit to my study of the plague and it smanifestations after the disease stage has passed. In this, you could serv eyour king and the military, for I am certain that every bit of informatio nwe gather about this pestilence will eventually become the ammunition w euse to defeat it . 



In the good god’s light,Dr. Jakib Amica s

I folded his letter carefully, though my strongest impulse was to rip it topieces. The gall of the man, to dash my hopes and then suggest that I pas smy idle time in helping him to further his ambitions by graphing an dcharting my misfortune! I moved very slowly as I put all the document sand letters back in 



meticulous order and slid them back in the envelope .When it was done, I looked at it. A coffin for my dreams . 



I could not finish reading Epiny’s letter. I tried, but it was all prattle abouther new life with Spink. She liked taking care of the chickens an d

gathering the eggs warm from the nests. Good. I was glad for her. At leastsomeone was still contemplating a future, even if it was one that involve dchickens. I gathered my papers, left the parlor, and slowly climbed th estairs to my room. In the days that followed, I moved like a ghost in m yold home. I had entered an endless tunnel of black despair. Thi s day-to-day existence of meaningless tasks was my future. I had nothingbeyond this to anticipate. I hid from my father, and my sister sscrupulously aided me in avoiding them. Once, when I encountered Yari l in the hallway, an expression of disgust contorted her face and anger fille dher eyes. Never before had she looked so much like my father. I stared a ther, horrified. She made a great show of holding her skirts away from m eas she hurried past me and into the music room. She closed the doo rloudly. I considered cornering her and demanding to know when she ha dbecome such a foul little chit. Growing up, I had indulged her, and ofte nshielded her from my father’s wrath. Her betrayal stung me as no other. Itook two strides after her. “Nevare. ” 



My mother’s soft voice came from behind me. Surprised, I spun around. 

“Let her go, Nevare,” my mother suggested softly. 

Irrationally, I turned my anger on her. “She behaves as if my weight isapersonal insult to her, with no thought of how it affects my life or what I’v elost as a consequence of what has befallen me. Does she think I did thi sdeliberately? Do you think I want to look like this?” My voice had risen t o a shout. 





Nevertheless, my mother answered me softly. “No, Nevare. I don’t thinkyou do.” Her gray eyes met mine steadily. She stood before me, small an darrow-straight, just as she stood when confronting my father. At tha tthought, my anger trickled out of me like liquid from a punctured wate rskin. I felt worse than emptied. Impotent. Humiliated by my show o ftemper. I hung my head and shame washed through me . 

I think my mother knew it. 

“Come, Nevare. Let us find a quiet place and talk for a bit.”I nodded heavily and followed her . 

We avoided the music room, and the parlor where Elisi sat reading poetry.Instead, she led me down the hall to a small prayer room adjacent to th ewomen’s portion of our household chapel. I remembered the room well ,though I had not entered it since I was a child and in my mother’s dail ycare. The room had 



not changed. A half-circle of stone bench faced th emeditation wall. At one end of the bench a small, well-tended brazie rburned smokelessly. At the other end, a stone bowl held a pool of placi dwater. A mural of the good god’s blessings covered the meditation wall , with niches in the art where offerings of incense could be set. Two alcovesalready held glowing bars of incense. A dark green mint-scented ba rburned low in a niche painted like a harvest basket, an offering for goo dcrops. A fat black wedge released the scent of anise into the air as i tglimmered, nearly spent, in the niche for good health that hovered over acherubic child’s head . 

With housewifely efficiency, my mother removed the anise incense withapair of black tongs reserved for that task. She carried it to the smal lworship pool; it hissed as she dunked it in, and she stood a moment i nreverent silence as the remains of the anise brick settled to the bottom .She took a clean white cloth from a stack of carefully folded linens an dcarefully wiped the alcove clean. “Choose the next offering, Nevare,” sh einvited me over her shoulder. She smiled as she said those words, and Ialmost smiled back. 

As a child, I had always vied with my sisters for th e

privilege of choosing. I had forgotten how important that had once been tome. 



There was a special cabinet with one hundred small drawers, each holdinga different scent of incense. I stood before the intricately carved front ,considering all my choices, and then asked, “Why are you sacrificing fo rhealth? Who is ill? ” 



She looked surprised. “Why—I burn it for you, of course. That you mayrecover from what you have—what has befallen you. ” 



I stared at her, torn between being touched by her concern and beingannoyed that she thought her prayers and silly scented offerings coul dhelp me. An instant later I recognized that I did think her incens esacrifices were silly. They were playacting, religion by rote, an offerin gthat cost us so little as to be insignificant. How, I suddenly wanted t oknow, did burning a brick of leaves and oil benefit the good god? Wha tsort of a foolish merchant god did we worship, that he dispensed blessing sin exchange for smoke? I felt suddenly that my life teetered on an erode dfoundation. I did not even know when I had stopped having confidence i nsuch things. I only knew it was gone. The protection of the good god ha d once stood between all darkness and me. I had thought it a fortress wall; ithad been a lace curtain . 



The elaborately carved, gilded, and lacquered cabinet before me had onceseemed a gleaming casket of mystery. “It’s just furniture,” I said aloud. “ Achest of drawers full of incense blocks. Mother, nothing in here is going t osave me. I don’t know what will. If I did, I wouldn’t hesitate to do it. I’ deven be willing to offer blood sacrifice to the old gods if I thought it woul dwork. Cecile Poronte’s family does.” It was the first time I’d mentione d

that to anyone. In the days since the wedding, I’d felt no inclination toshare any conversation at all with my father . 







My mother paled at my words. Then she carefully corrected me. “Cecile isa Burvelle now, Nevare. 

Cecile Burvelle.” She stepped past me and opene dthe sage drawer of the cabinet. Sage for wisdom. 

She took out a fist-size dgreenish brick of incense and carried it to the worship brazier. Wit hgilded tongs, she held it to the slumbering coals, stooping to blow throug hpursed lips to wake their ashed red to glowing scarlet. A slender tendril o fsmoke rose to scent the room, and one corner of the sage brick caught th echarcoal’s red kiss. She did not look at me as she bore the sage incense t othe alcove for health and tucked it safely inside . 



She stood for a moment in silent prayer. Habit urged me to join her thereand I suddenly wished I could. 

But my soul felt dry and bereft of faith. N owords of praise or entreaty welled in me, only hopelessness. 

When m ymother turned aside from the mural, I said, “You knew the Poronte sworship the old gods, didn’t you? Does Father know? ” 



She shook her head impatiently. I don’t know if she was answering myquestion or dismissing it. “Cecile is a Burvelle now,” she insisted. “It n olonger matters what she did in the past. She will worship the good go dalongside us every Sixday, and her children will be raised to do the same. ” 



“Did you see the dead birds?” I asked her abruptly. “Did you see thatghastly little carousel in their garden? ” 



She pursed her lips as she came to take a seat on the bench. She pattedaspace beside her and I sat down reluctantly. She spoke softly. “The yinvited me to witness it. Cecile’s mother sent an invitation to your sister sand me. The words were cloaked but I understood what it was about. W e arrived too late. Deliberately.” She paused for a moment and then advisedme sincerely, “Nevare, let this go. I don’t think that they truly worship th eold gods. It is more a tradition, a form to be observed, rather than an y

true belief. The women of their family have always made such offerings.Cecile made the Bride’s Gift to Orandula, the old god of balances. Th eslain birds are a gift to the carrion bird incarnation of Orandula. 

His ow ncreatures are killed and then offered back to him to feed his own. It’s a balance. The hope is that the woman offering the sacrifice will not lose anychildren to stillbirth or cradle death. ” 



“Does trading dead birds for live children make any sense to you?”Idemanded. And then, rudely, I added, “Do you really find any sense i nburning a block of leaves to make the good god give us what we ask? ”She looked at me strangely. “That’s an odd question to be troubling a 



soldier son, Nevare. But perhaps it is because you were born to beasoldier that you ask it. You are applying the logic of man to a god. Th egood god is not bound by our human logic or measurements, son. 

On th econtrary, we are bound by his. We are not gods, to know what pleases agod. We were given the Holy Writ so that we might worship the good go das will please him, rather than offering him things that might please aman. I, for one, am very grateful. Imagine a god who dealt as men do :what would he demand of a bride in exchange for future children? Wha tmight such a god ask of you as recompense to restore your lost beauty ?Would you want to pay it? ” 



She was trying to make me think, but her last words stung me. “Beauty?Lost beauty? This is not a matter of vanity, Mother! I am trapped in thi sbulky body and nothing I do seems to change it. I cannot put on my boot sor get out of bed without being bound by it. How can you assume you ca neven imagine what it is like for me to be a prisoner in my own flesh? ” 



She looked at me silently for a few moments. Than a small smile passedher lips. “You were too small to remember my pregnancies with Vanz eand Yaril. Perhaps you cannot even remember what I looked like befor emy last two children were born.” She lifted her arms as if inviting me t oconsider it. I glanced at her and away. Time and childbearing ha dthickened her body, but she was my mother. She was supposed to loo kthat way. I could, vaguely, recall a younger, slender mother who ha dchased me laughing through the freshly planted garden in our early year sat Widevale. And I did recall her last pregnancy with Yaril. I most recalle dhow she had lumbered through the rooms of the house on her painfull yswollen feet. “But that’s not the same thing at all,” I retorted. “Th e changes then and now, those are natural changes. What has befallen me iscompletely unnatural. I feel as if I am trapped in some Dark Evenin gcostume that I cannot shed. You are so caught up in looking at my bod ythat all of you, Father, Yaril, and even you, cannot perceive that within Iam still Nevare! The only thing that has changed is my body. But I a mtreated as if I am these walls of fat rather than the person trapped behin dthem. ” 



My mother allowed a small silence to settle between us before sheobserved, “You seem very angry at us, Nevare. ” 



“Well, of course I am! Who would not be, in these circumstances?” Againshe made that quiet space before suggesting in a reasonable voice , 

“Perhaps you should direct that anger against your real enemy, to addgreater strength to your will to change yourself. ” 



“My will?” My anger surged again. “Mother, it has nothing to do with my will. My discipline has not failed. I work from dawn to dusk. I eat less thanI did as a child. And still, I 



continue to grow heavier. Did not Father spea kto you about Dr. Amicas’s letter? The doctor thinks that this unnatura lweight gain is a result of the plague. If it is, what can I do about it? If I had survived a pox, no one would fault me for a scarred face. If the Speckplague had left me trembling and thin, people would offer me sympathy .This is exactly the same, yet I am despised for it.” It was horribl ydepressing to know that not even my mother understood what I was goin gthrough. I had hoped that my father would have explained my fat as amedical condition to my family and to Carsina’s parents. 

But he had tol dno one. No wonder Yaril had no sympathy for me. If my mother, my oldes tand staunchest ally, deserted me, I would be completely alone in facing m y fate. 



She pulled out the last block of support, speaking to me as if I were sevenand caught in an obvious falsehood . 



“Nevare. I watched you eat at Rosse’s wedding. How can you say that youeat less than you did as a child? You devoured enough food to sustain aman for a week. ” 



“But—” I felt as if she had knocked the breath from my lungs. Her calmeyes so gently pierced me as she met my gaze . 



“I don’t know what happened to you at the academy, my son. But youcannot hide from it behind a wall of fat. I know nothing of the doctor’ sletter to your father. But I do know that what I have seen of how you ea tnow would cause this change in any man. ” 



“You can’t believe I eat like that at every meal!” 



She kept her calm. “Do not shout at me, Nevare. I am still your mother.And why else would you hide from your family at every meal if not becaus eyour gluttony shamed you? As it should. That shame is a positive sign. Bu tinstead of concealing your weakness, you must control it, my dear.” I ros eabruptly. I towered over her, and for the first time in my life, I saw alar mcross my mother’s face as she looked up at me. She knew that I could hav ecrushed her . 



I spoke carefully, biting off each word. “I am not a glutton, Mother. I didnothing to deserve this fate. It’s a medical condition. You wrong me t othink so poorly of me. I am insulted. ” 



With what dignity I could muster, I turned and walked away from her. 





“Nevare.” 

It had been years since I had heard her speak my name in that tone. It wasto my anger as iron was to magic. Despite my inclination, I turned back t o

her. Her eyes were bright with both tears and anger. 

“A moment ago, you said that nothing in this room could save you. Youare wrong. You are my son, and I will save you. Whatever it is that ha scaused such a change in you, I will oppose it. I will not back down, I wil lnot flee, and I will not give up on you. I am your mother, and for as long a swe both live, that is so. Believe in me, son. I believe in you. And I will no tlet you ruin your life. No matter how often you turn away from me, I wil lstill be here. I will not fail you. Believe that, son. ” 



I looked at her. She held herself straight as a sword, and despite the tearsthat now tracked down her cheeks, her strength radiated from her. Iwanted to believe that she could save me. So often when I was small, sh ehad swept in and stood between my father’s wrath and me. So often sh ehad been the steadying influence, the true compass for me. There was onl yone answer I could give her. “I will try, Mother.” I turned and left he rthere, with her incense and her smoke and her good god . 



As I left the room, I knew I was as alone as I had ever been. Regardless ofmy mother’s good intentions, my battle to regain my life would be asolitary one. She was my mother and she was strong, but the magic wa slike an infection in my blood. Oppose it however she might, she could no tcure me. The magic had taken me, and I would have to battle it alone. Isought my room. I found no solace there. The neglected letters still reste don the desk. I longed to sit down at my desk and immerse myself in them ,but I had no heart to answer them just now. My bed complained as I la ydown on it. I stared around at the bare walls and simple furnishings an dthe single window. It had always been a severe room, a place of minima l comfort, a room that would train a boy to embrace a soldier’s life. Now i twas a bare cell. In this room, I would live out the rest of my days. Ever ynight I would lie down here alone to sleep. Every morning, I would rise t odo my father’s bidding, and when he was gone, I would have to accep tRosse’s authority over me. What else was there for me? For a flashin gmoment, I thought of running away. I had a childish image of mysel fgalloping away on Sirlofty, going east toward the end of the King’s Roa dand the mountains beyond. The thought lifted me, and for an instant, Iactually considered rising from my bed and leaving that night. My hear traced at the wild plan. Then I came to my senses and marveled at m yfoolish impulse. No. I was not going to give up my dream just yet. As lon gas I had my mother’s belief to sustain me, I would stay here. I would resis tthe magic and try to reclaim my life. I closed my eyes to that thought and ,without intending to, drifted off into a deep sleep . 



I did not dream. The awareness that flowed through me was as unlike dreaming as waking is to sleeping. Magic worked in me, like yeast workingin bread dough. I felt it quicken and grow, swelling in my veins. I t

gathered strength from my body, roiling through my flesh, drawing on theresources it had gathered against this necessity. With growin gtrepidation, I recognized that I had felt this sensation before. The 



magi chad moved in me before, and it had acted. What had it done, without m yknowledge or consent? I recalled the young man on the jankship, and ho w

he had fallen after my angry words with him. That was one time, but therehad been others . 



The massed magic did something. 



The languages I knew did not have words to express it. Could my fleshshout out a word, voicelessly, soundlessly? Could the magic, a thing tha tresided elsewhere than the physical world, speak a command through me ,so that somewhere, something it desired happened? That was what it fel tlike. Dimly I sensed that something had begun. The first event that woul dtrigger a chain reaction of responses had occurred. Finished, the magi cpooled to stillness in me. Weariness washed through my body. I sank int o an exhausted sleep. When I awoke, the sun had gone down. I’d slept th erest of the day away. I got up quietly and crept down the stairs. At th ebottom, I paused to listen. I heard my father’s strident voice in his study .Rosse was gone; I wondered whom he was lecturing. After a moment, Iheard my mother’s soft response. Ah. I walked quickly past that door, an dpast the music room where Elisi drew a melancholy melody from her harp .The young fellow at Rosse’s wedding had made no offer for her. Was tha tmy fault? The house was a pool of unhappiness and I was the source of it. Ireached the door and strode out into the night. I wandered through th edark familiar garden and sat down on a bench. I tried to grasp that m yfuture was gone. I could think of nowhere to go tonight and nothing to do .The ferry stopped at night, so I couldn’t cross the river to Burvelle’ sLanding. I’d long ago read most of the books in our family library. I had n oprojects. I had no friends to visit. This was a foretaste of the rest of my life .I could do manual labor on the holdings and then wander aimlessly abou tat night. I’d be a shadow in my old home, a useless extra son and nothin gmore. I gave myself a shake to rid my head of melancholy foolishness. I hitched up my trousers, left the garden, and walked over to th emenservants’ quarters. My father had built them as a structure separat efrom the house, and my mother still complained that it looked more like amilitary barracks than servants’ quarters. She was right, and I was sur ethat it was deliberately so. One door led into a long open bunkroom fo rseasonal workers. At the other end of the structure, there were privat eapartments for married servants and rooms for our permanent help. I went to Sergeant Duril’s door. Strange to say, in all the years he’d taughtme, I’d only rapped on it half a dozen times. For a moment I hesitate dbefore it. For all I knew of the man who had taught me, there was much Ididn’t know. I wondered if he was even awake or if he was off at th eLanding. At last I damned myself for a foolish coward, and knocked firml yon the door . 



Silence from within. Then I heard the scrape of a chair and footsteps. Thedoor opened to me, spilling lamplight into the night. Duril’s eyebrows sho tup at the sight of me. “Nevare, is it? What brings you here? ” 



He was in his undershirt and trousers, with no boots on. I’d caught himgetting ready for bed. I realized that I’d grown taller than Sergeant Duril. Iwas so accustomed to him in his boots or on horseback. He had no hat on ;the substantial bald spot on his pate surprised me. I tried not to stare at i twhile he tried not to stare at my stomach. I groped for something to sa yother than that I was horribly lonely and would 



never be able to go back t othe academy. “Has your saddle cinch been coming loose lately?” I aske d him. He squinted at me for a second, and then I saw his jaw loosen, as i fhe’d just realized something. 

“Come in, Nevare,” he invited me, and stoo dback from the door . 



His room revealed him. There was a potbellied stove in one corner of theroom, but no fire at this time of year. A disassembled long gun dominate dthe table in the room. He had shelves, but instead of books they held th eclutter of his life. Interesting rocks were mixed with cheap medica lremedies for backache and sore feet, a good-luck carving of a frog jostle dup against a large seashell and a stuffed owl, and a wadded shirt awaite dmending next to a spool of thread. Through an open door, I glimpsed hi sneatly made-up bed in the next room. A bare room for a bare life, Ithought to myself, and then grimaced as I realized that his room had mor echaracter than mine did. I imagined myself as Sergeant Duril years fro m now, no wife or children of my own, teaching a soldier son not mine, asolitary man . 



The two of us filled the small room, and I felt more uncomfortable with mybulk than ever. “Sit down,” he invited me, drawing out one of his chairs. Iplaced myself carefully on it, testing my weight against it. He pulled ou tthe other chair and sat down. With no awkwardness at all, he launche dinto talk. “My cinch has come loose three times in the last month. An dyesterday, when I was helping the crew jerk some big rocks out, a line Iknew I’d tied and made the ‘hold fast’ sign over came loose. Now, I can’ tremember that ever happening to me before. I’m getting old, and though tmaybe I wasn’t making the sign or maybe I was making it sloppy. Not a

big thing to worry about, I told myself. But you seem to think it is. Why?Has your cinch been coming loose lately? ” 



I nodded. “Ever since the Dancing Spindle stopped dancing. I think thePlains magic is failing, Sergeant. 

But I also think that,” and here Istopped, to slap my chest and then gestured at my belly, “that someho w this is a result of it.” He knit his brow. “You’re fat because of magic.” H eenunciated the words as if to be sure that he hadn’t mistaken what I’ d said. 



Stated baldly, it sounded worse than silly. It sounded like a child’s feebleexcuse, a cry of “look what you made me do!” when a stack of block stoppled. I looked down at the edge of his table and wished I hadn’t com eand asked my foolish question. “Never mind,” I said quickly, and stood t ogo. “Sit down.” 

He didn’t speak the words as a command, but they wer estronger than an invitation. His gaze met my eyes squarely. “An yexplanation might be better than none, which is what I’ve got right now .And I’d like to know what you mean when you say the Spindle stoppe ddancing. ” 



Slowly I took my seat again. That story was as good a place to begin asany. 

“Have you ever seen the Dancing Spindle?” 

He shrugged as he took his seat across the table from me. He picked uparag and started cleaning gun 



parts. “Twice. It’s impressive, isn’t it? ” 

“Did you think it moved when you saw it?” 

“Oh, yes. Well, no, I mean, I didn’t believe it was moving when I saw it, butit sure looked like it was, from a distance. ” 



“I got up close to it and it still seemed to me like it was moving. And thensome idiot with a knife and a desire to carve his initials on somethin gstopped it. ” 



I expected him to snort in disbelief, or laugh. Instead he nodded. “Iron.Cold iron could stop it. But what’s that got to do with my cinch comin gundone?” 



“I don’t know, exactly. It seemed to me that…well, I guessed that maybe ifiron stopped the Spindle, the Plains magic might all go away, too.” H etook a little breath of dismay. After a moment, he wet his lips and the nasked me carefully, “Nevare. What do you know? ” 



I sat for a time and didn’t say anything. Then I said, “It started with Dewara.” 



He nodded to himself. “I’m not surprised. Go on.” And so, for the firsttime, I told someone the whole tale of how I’d been captured by the Plain s

magic, and how it had affected me at the academy, and the plague, andhow I thought I had freed myself, and then how the Spindle had swept m eup and showed me the power it held before a boy’s mischief and an othe rself I could not control had stopped the Spindle’s dancing . 



Duril was a good listener. He didn’t ask questions, but he grunted in theright places and looked properly impressed when I told him about Epiny’ sséance. Most important to me, as I told my story, he never once looked a sif he thought I was lying . 



He only stopped me once in my telling, and that was when I spoke of theDust Dance at the Dark Evening carnival. “Your hand lifted and gave th esignal? You were the one who told them to start? ” 







I hung my head in shame, but I didn’t lie. “Yes. I did. Or the Speck part ofme did. It’s hard to explain. ” 



“Oh, Nevare. To be used against your own folk like that. This is bad, boy,much worse than I’d feared. 

If you’ve got the right of it at all, it has to b estopped. Or you could be the downfall of us all. ” 



To hear him speak the true magnitude of what I’d done froze me. I sat,staring through him, to a horrible future in which everyone knew I’ dbetrayed Gernia. Wittingly or unwittingly didn’t matter when on e contemplated that sort of treachery . 



Duril leaned forward and jabbed me lightly with his finger. “Finish thestory, Nevare. Then we’ll think what we can do. ” 



When I had finished the whole telling, he nodded sagely and leaned backin his chair. “Actually, I’ve heard about those Speck wizards, the big fa tones. They call them Great Men. Or Great Women, I guess, though I neve rheard of a female one. Fellow that spent most of his soldiering days out a tGettys told me. He claimed he’d seen one, and to hear him tell it, the ma nwas the size of a horse, and proud as could be of it. That soldier told m ethat a Great Man is supposed to be all filled up with magic, and that’s wh yhe’s so big.” I thought that over. “The Fat Man in the freak show claime dhe got so fat because he’d had Speck plague. And the doctor at th eacademy, Dr. Amicas, said that putting on weight like this is a very rar eside effect from the plague, but not completely unknown. So how coul dthat have anything to do with magic?” Sergeant Duril shrugged. “What i smagic anyway? Do you understand it? I don’t. I know I’ve seen a fe w

things that I can’t explain in any way that makes sense or can be proved.And maybe that’s why I say that they were magic. Look at the ‘keep fast ’charm. I don’t know how it works or why it should work. 

All I know is tha tfor a lot of years, it worked and it worked well. And lately it doesn’t see m to work as well. So, maybe that magic is broken now. Maybe. Or maybeI’m not as strong as I used to be when I tighten a cinch, or maybe m ycinch strap is getting old and worn. You could explain it away a thousan d

ways, Nevare. Or maybe you can just say, ‘it was magic and it doesn’t workanymore.’ Or maybe you could go to someone who believes in magic an dthinks he knows how it works and ask him. ” 



That last seemed a real proposal from him. “Who?” I asked him. 



He crossed his arms on the table. “It all started with Dewara, didn’t it?” 







“Ah, well.” I leaned back in his chair; it creaked a warning at me. I sat upstraight. “It’s useless to try and find him. My father tried for months, righ tafter he sent me home in shreds. Either none of his people knew where h ewas, or they weren’t telling. My father offered rewards and made threats .No one told him anything. ” 



“Maybe I know a different way of asking,” Duril suggested. “Sometimescoin isn’t the best way to buy something. Sometimes you have to offe r more.” 



“Such as what?” I demanded, but he shook his head and grinned, enjoyingthat he knew more than I did. 

Looking back on it, I suspect the old soldie rhad enjoyed being my teacher. Supervising men clearing a field of rock swas no task for an old trooper like him. “Let me try a few things, Nevare .I’ll let you know if I have any success. ” 



I nodded, refusing to hope. “Thanks for listening to me, Sergeant Duril.I don’t think anyone else would have believed me.” 



“Well, sometimes it’s flattering to have someone want to tell yousomething. And you know, Nevare, I haven’t said I believed a word of an yof this. You have to admit it’s pretty far-fetched. ” 



“But—” 



“And I haven’t said I disbelieve any of it, either.” He shook his head,smiling at my confusion. “Nevare, I’ll tell you something. There’s mor ethan one way to look at the world. That’s what I was getting at, about th emagic. To us, it’s magic. Maybe to someone else, it’s as natural as rai nfalling from clouds. And maybe to them, some of what we do is magi cbecause it doesn’t make reasonable sense in their world. 

Do you get wha tI’m trying to tell you?” “Not really. But I’m trying.” I attempted a smile . 

“I’m ready to try anything. 



My only other idea was to run away east on Sirlofty. To the mountains.” 

He snorted a laugh. “Run away to the mountains. And then what? Don’t bea fool, Nevare. You stay here and you keep on trying. And let me try a fe w

things, too. Meanwhile, I suggest you do things your da’s way. Get out andmove. Show him you’re still 



Nevare, if you can. Don’t make him angrie rthan he already is. In his own way, he’s a fair man. Try it his way, and if i tdoesn’t work, maybe he’ll concede it’s not your fault. ” 



“I suppose you’re right.” 

“You know I am.” 

I looked at him and nodded slowly. A spark had come back into his eyes.Purpose burned there. 

Perhaps I had done as much for him by coming t ohim as he had done for me by simply listening . 

I thanked him, and there we left it for that night. 








CHAPTER SEVEN DEWARA

I knew when my father decided to inform everyone of my utter failure.When I descended the stairs the next morning and went to the kitchen fo ra quick bite of food, the servants already knew of my disgrace. 

Previousl ythey had treated me with a puzzled deference. I was a son of th ehousehold, and if I chose to eat in the kitchen instead of with my family, i twas my own business. Now I sensed my diminished status, as if they ha dbeen given permission to disdain me. I felt like a stray dog that had crep tin and was hoping to snare a few bites of stolen food. No one offered t oserve my meal to me; I was reduced to helping myself to whatever wa sthere and ready, and all the while stepping back and out of the way o fservants who suddenly found me invisible . 

The gossip of the servants revealed that my brother and his new bridewould be returning that evening. 

There would be a welcoming dinne rtonight, and perhaps guests on the morrow. No one had bothered to tel lme any of this. The exclusion from the family news was as sharp as a knif ecut . 



I left the house as soon as I could, taking a fishing pole from the shed andgoing down to the river. I baited for the big river carp, some the size of ahog, and each time I caught one, I battled it to the river’s edge and the ncut it free. I wasn’t after fish that day, but after something I coul dphysically challenge and defeat. After a time, even that ceased to occup yme. The heat of the sun beat down on me and I started to get hungry. Iwent back to my father’s manor . 



I tried to go in quietly. I’m sure my father was laying in wait for me. Themoment I was through the entry, he appeared in the door of his study . 

“Nevare. A word with you,” he said sternly. 



I knew he expected me to follow him into the study. My Speck obstinacy 



surfaced. 



I stood where I was. “Yes, Father. What do you want of me?” He tightenedhis lips and anger flared in his eyes “Very well, Nevare. It can as well b esaid here. Your mother shared with me the wild tale you told her.” H eshook his head. “Was that the best excuse you could manufacture ?Mocking our god because you ruined your future? Now that you hav edestroyed all your prospects and cannot return to the academy, you thin kthat we must support you for the rest of your days. I warn you, I will no tshelter and feed a lazy leech. In the doctor’s opinion, you are incapable o fsoldiering for the king in your present condition. But I intend to chang eyour condition, while wringing some worthwhile work out of you, an d eventually I intend to send you off to enlist as a foot soldier. You will neve rbe an officer, but I will not support you in thwarting the good god’s pla n for you.” 



I held up my hand, palm toward him. I met his gaze in a forthrightmanner. “Simply tell me what tasks you want me to do. Spare me alecture I’ve already heard from you. ” 



His surprise only lasted for a moment. Then he gave me his list of dirtytasks. All involved heavy labor and most had something to do with dirt ,excrement, or blood. A manor is like a farm, and tasks of those sor tabounded, but always before, he had assigned them to hirelings. Now h echose them for me, and I was well aware it wasn’t because he thought Icould do them well but because he found them distasteful and therefor eassumed that I would. I lost most of the remaining respect I had for hi mthen. All the education he had poured into me, and in a fit of pique, h ewould waste it. I did not let my thoughts show. 

I nodded to him gravel yand promised to begin my work. It involved a shovel and a lot of manur eand a farm wagon. Actually, it was fine with me, and in accord with wha tSergeant Duril had suggested, that was how I spent my afternoon. When Ijudged I’d put in a fair day’s work, I left my task and walked down to ashoal water of the river. Thick brush guarded the riverbank, but there wa sa deer trail through it. The slower water in the shallows was sun-warmed .I stripped and waded out and washed away the sweat and grime of m ywork. I’d often swum here as a boy, but now it felt strange to stand nake dunder the sun, even in such an isolated place. I was ashamed of my bod yand afraid I’d be seen, I realized. The increased weight I carried brough tmore problems than simply ill-fitting clothes. My feet ached just fro m carrying my weight. I sweated more and smelled stronger after a day’ slabor. My clothing often chafed me. Nevertheless, after I’d sloshed wate rover myself, it was restful to lie in the shallows and feel the contras t

between the warm sun on my skin and the cooler water flowing past me.When I finally came out, I sat on a large rock and let the sun dry me befor edressing again. I’d regained a small measure of peace. I stole an evenin gmeal from the kitchen, much to the annoyance of the cooking staff. The ywere overtaxed that night, serving an elaborate meal to my family and th enew daughter of the house. I wondered how my father would react if Iwalked into the room in my rough, ill-fitting clothes and took a seat at th etable. 

There was probably no place set for me there. I ate a modest mea lsitting in a corner of the kitchen, and left . 



That became the pattern of my days. I arose, chose a task from my father’slist, and worked all day at it. 





He intended such work to humiliate me, but Ifound it strangely satisfying. By my labor, I would either prove to m y

father that my fat was a magical result of the plague, or I would regain myformer condition and perhaps be able to reclaim my place at the academy .I pushed myself each day, deliberately striving to tax my body even beyon dthe chores my father had given me. When frustration or humiliatio ngnawed at me, I shoved them resolutely aside. This, I told myself, wa sexactly what I needed to be doing. I ate frugally and worked my bod ysteadily. And it responded, though not as I had hoped. Beneath the fat, m yarms and legs bulked with new muscle. I gained stamina. I could lift mor eweight than I’d ever been able to lift in my life. It was not easy. My heav ybody was unwieldy for a man accustomed to being lithe and limber. 

I ha dto plan how I moved, and likewise plan my tasks. Strange to say, that, too ,was satisfying. I applied what I’d learned in my engineering. When m yfather set me to building a stone wall to enclose a hog sty, I went at it as i fI were establishing a fortification, laying it out to grade, leveling the firs trun of stone, making it wide at the base and less so at the top. I woul d have felt more satisfaction if it had won approval from anyone besidesmyself and the croaker bird that watched me all day. My father seldo mbothered to view what I accomplished every day. He had written me off a sa bad investment, like the peach trees that had gone to leaf curl an dinsects. Rosse made no effort to see me, and I responded in kind. I becam einvisible to my family. I still gave my mother “good day” if I saw her i npassing. I did not bother speaking to my sisters, and they were likewis esilent to me. I resolved that it did not bother me . 



A simple life of arising, working, and going to bed held its own sort ofpeace. The physical labor of each day was not nearly as demanding as m ystudies at the academy. I wondered if other men lived this way, rising ,working, eating, and sleeping with barely a thought beyond doing th esame thing the next day. I’ll confess that I felt a strange attraction to suc ha simple life. When a week had passed by and I’d heard nothing fro m

Sergeant Duril, I sought him out one afternoon. When he opened his doorto my knock, the first words he said were, “You didn’t tell me you’d bee nkicked out of the academy for being fat!” I couldn’t tell if he was outrage don my behalf or angry with me for holding back information . 



I spoke evenly, without anger. “That’s because it isn’t true.”He stared at me, waiting . 





“Dr. Amicas gave me a medical discharge from the academy. I wasn’tkicked out. He felt I couldn’t serve as a cavalla officer as I am. If I manag eto regain my old shape, I’ll be able to continue my studies.” 

I wasn’t sure o fthat, but I had to hold onto the hope or sink into despair . 





Duril stood back from his door and motioned me in. His apartments werestuffy after the sunny day, even 



with the door left ajar. I took a seat at hi stable. Slowly he sat down across from me and admitted, “I took a lot o fpride in your being at the academy. It meant a lot to me to think of yo ubeing there and being one of them, and knowing just as much as any o fthem fancy city boys, thanks to what I’d taught you. ” 



That took me by surprise. I’d never paused to consider that my successmight mean a personal triumph to Sergeant Duril. “I’m sorry,” I sai dquietly. “I was doing well until this befell me. And once I’ve straightened i tout and returned to the academy, I’ll do you proud. I promise. ” 



As if his first admission had opened a door, he suddenly added, “You neverwrote to me. I had sort of hoped for a letter from you. ” 



That surprised me even more. “I thought you couldn’t read!” I said, andthen flinched at how blunt my words were . 



“I could have had someone read it to me,” he retorted testily. After a pausehe added, “I sent you a letter. When I heard you’d been sick and nearl y died.” 



“I know. It reached me right before I came home. Thank you.” 



“You’re welcome,” he said stiffly. He looked away from me as he added, 

“I’m not an educated man, Nevare. I’m not even, as you well know,aproper soldier son, born to the career. What I know about soldiering, Itaught myself or learned the hard way. And I did my best to pass it on t oyou. I wanted you to be an officer that, well, understood what it was t oreally be a soldier. Not the kind of man who sits in his tent and order smen to go out and do what he couldn’t or wouldn’t do himself. Someon ewho knew what it was like to have to go a couple of days with no water fo ryourself or your horse, someone who knew about the salt and sweat o f

soldiering for himself. So you could be a good officer.” 



And here was another man I’d failed. My heart sank, but I tried not to letit show. “You didn’t waste your time, Sergeant Duril. I’ve no intention o fgiving up my career. Even if I have to enlist as a common soldier and ris eas a ranker, I’m determined to do it.” As I said those words, I was a bi tsurprised to find how deeply I meant them . 







He cocked his head at me. “Well. I guess I can’t ask more of you than that,Nevare.” He smiled suddenly, pleased with himself. “And I think you can’ task more of me than what I have for you. Fancy an evening ride? ” 



“I’m not averse to it,” I replied. “Where are we going?” 



His smiled broadened. “You’ll see.” He went back into his apartments, andthen emerged with a fat set of saddlebags slung over his shoulder. Iwanted to ask what was in them, but I knew he was enjoying making hi srevelations as we went along. I held my tongue . 



It had been some days since I’d ridden Sirlofty. Ever a willing mount, hereached for the bit, eager to go. 

Duril had the use of a clay-colored gelding .As we stood together in the paddock, saddling our mounts, we bot hglanced at each other. Then, as one, we made the “keep fast” sign over th ecinches. I feared it would soon be an empty ritual, with no more tru epower than the acorns that some troopers carried for luck in finding shad eat the day’s end. We mounted, he took the lead, and I followed . 



We struck the river road and traveled east for a short way before Durilturned his horse away from the river to follow a dusty, rutted trail. W etopped a small rise, and in the distance I saw the Bejawi village. A nupthrust of stone granted it some respite from the endless sweep of th eprairie winds. Brush grew in the shelter of the stone barrier, and even afew trees. My father had chosen the location for it and laid out the origina lvillage for them. My father’s men had built the dozen houses that stood i ntwo neat rows. At least twice that number of traditional Bejawi tent ssurrounded the houses. “Is that where we’re going? The Bejawi village? ”Duril gave a nod, silently watching me . 

“Why?” 

“Talk to some Kidona there.” 

“In the Bejawi village? What are they doing there? Kidona and Bejawi aretraditional enemies. And the Kidona don’t have villages. The only reaso nthe Bejawi live here is that my father built it for them and they ha dnowhere else to go. ” 

“And wasn’t that a rousing success?” Duril asked with quiet sarcasm. I knew what he meant, but I was still a bit shocked to hear him say something even mildly negative about my father. 



In the era before the Gernian expansion the Plainspeople had been nomads. 







Different tribes followed different livelihoods. Some herded sheep or goats.Others followed the migrations of the herd deer that roamed the plain sand plateaus, supplementing that meat with the seasonal gardens the yplanted in one season and harvested in another. Some of them buil ttemporary mud huts along the river, little caring that they did not las tlong. The Plainspeople had few towns or what we Gernians woul drecognize as one. They built a few monuments, such as the Dancin gSpindle. They kept rendezvous points where they came together each yea rto trade and negotiate marriages and truces, but for the most part the ywandered. To a Gernian eye, it meant that the plains remained an empt yplace, unclaimed and scarcely used by the migratory folk wh o

criss-crossed it in patterns that were generations old. Such land was ripefor settling, awaiting development of its full potential. The Plainsmen, Isuspected, saw it differently . 



Our “tame” Bejawi, as my father referred to them, were an experimentthat had largely failed. He went into it with good intentions. When he se tout to save them, the Bejawi had been reduced to mostly women, children ,and old men. The Bejawi had been herders; killing their herds and ageneration of their men had been the fastest way to subdue them .Deprived of their livelihood, the Bejawi were reduced to being thieves an dbeggars. My father took them in. Not all of them were willing to surrende rtheir old ways in exchange for what he offered. My father bribed the mwith his promise that he would not let them starve. He had a village buil tfor them, two rows of simple sturdy cottages. He gave them two teams o f oxen, a plow, and seed for a crop . 



Within two weeks, they had eaten the oxen and most of the seed grain. Hethen gave them goats, with far better success. Perhaps the goats reminde dthem of the woolly antelope they had once tended. Those creatures wer eextinct now, slaughtered during our running battles with the Bejawi. Th eboys took the goats to pasture each day and brought them back. Th eanimals yielded meat, hides, and milk. When last I had discussed the mwith my father, he admitted that he still had to supplement their foo dsupplies, but that some of the women were learning to make a cheese tha the hoped they would be able to market. 

But in other areas, his success wa smore tarnished. A people who had no traditions of living in a settle d village, they were used to moving on when a piece of land became tired o f them. 

The “village” stank. The smell of it hung on the still summer air. The tidylittle cottages my father had erected with such pride were now derelic tshacks. The Bejawi had no concept of how to maintain them. 

After severa lseasons of hard use had ruined the cottages, they had returned to thei rtents and set up a secondary settlement around the row of cottages. Offa land garbage, a problem that nomads left behind for the elements an dscavengers to deal with, were heaped between the moldering cottages o rpiled into noxious waste pits. The children played in the garbage-strew nstreet, tangle-haired moppets with scabby faces and dirty hands. Few o fthe young men stayed once they became adults. Too many of the girls wen tto Franner’s Bend to work as whores as soon as they were develope denough to pass themselves off as women. They returned to the village wit htheir half-blood offspring when their brief blossoming of beauty had bee neroded by the hard life of a post whore. The village my father had buil tnever developed beyond houses to live in. There was no store, no school ,nothing that offered the people anything beyond eating and sleepin gindoors. It was a place where people waited, but did not know what the ywere waiting for. Yet the Bejawi were not a foolish people, nor were the ystupid. They were not even a dirty people when they followed their ow nways. They had been dealt a hard blow by fate, and had not, as yet

,discovered how to recover. I wondered if they ever would, or if they woul dvanish, leaving only a legend 



of what they had once been. Once they ha dbeen a proud folk, renowned for their beauty and handiwork

. 



I had read accounts of them written by Darsio, a merchant trader whohad bartered with the Plainspeople in the old days before the Gernia nexpansion. His writing always made me wish I had been alive then. Th edescriptions of the Bejawi men in their flowing white robes mounted o ntheir swift horses leading their people, while the women, the children, an d

the elderly followed, some shepherding the animals and others on the sandsleds pulled by their sturdier draft animals, were the stuff of epic poetry .The women manufactured beads from a certain petrified tree stone, an dthis jewelry had been the trade good that Darsio had sought from them .They made delicate ornaments from bird bone and feathers, charmed t obring good luck to the owner. Every woman of marriageable age wore averitable cloak of beads and ornaments and bells. Some of the cloaks ,Darsio wrote, were passed down for generations. The children, he wrote ,were exceptionally beautiful, open-faced and bold, easily laughing, th etreasure of their people. The Bejawi flocks were a peculiar heavy-bodie dantelope, prized for the thick undercoat they grew for the winter and she din spring. This lightweight, warm wool was the basis of Bejawi textiles a tthe time of Darsio’s writings. The first time I had visited the Bejawi villag e

with my father, that romantic image was what I had expected to see. I hadcome away disappointed and oddly shamed. I had no wish to visit th evillage again, but my curiosity was piqued by Sergeant Duril’s assertio nthat Kidona were there. I knew the Bejawi hated the Kidona with aloathing that went back generations. Every creature has a predator tha tpreys on it. The Bejawi had the Kidona. The Kidona did not herd o rharvest or hunt. They raided. They had always been raiders, descending o ntrading caravans or summer villages, or they stole, creeping up on herds ,flocks, and tents to take whatever they needed. 

By their tradition, it wa stheir right to do so. They traveled constantly on their potbellie d striped-legged taldi, creatures that had little of a horse’s beauty, but even less of a horse’s weaknesses. 



Dewara had been Kidona. I touched the double ridges on my ear, thehealed scars from the notches he’d cut there when I’d disobeyed him. Th eman had starved and brutalized me, and then, in a turnabout that stil lbaffled me, he had befriended me and attempted to induct me into hi speople’s culture and religion. 

He’d drugged me into a shamanic trance ,and in that trance I had first encountered Tree Woman. That spiri tjourney had changed my life and warped my concept of reality. All of i thad been my father’s doing. 

He hadn’t really wanted me to be Dewara’ sstudent so much as he’d hoped Dewara’s harsh treatment of me woul dfinally force me to make my own decisions and stand on my own two feet .Well, I supposed it had, but not in the way my father had hoped, nor i nany way that had brought me confidence or satisfaction in my life. I ha dcome to a deep understanding of Kidona ways before Dewara and I ha d parted. Theirs was a strange morality, in which the clever thief was held inhigh esteem, and the clumsy one could claim no protection from anyone’ svengeance. Dewara paid great respect to any man who could beat him , 

and disdained any fellow he could dominate. Prosperity was the equivalentof the blessing of his strange gods, and thus the opinion of a wealthy ma nwas not to be disputed, while a poor man, no matter how experienced o rkindly, was seen as a fool, unloved by the gods. Despite their skewe dbeliefs, or perhaps because of them, the Kidona were a tough, resourceful ,and savagely efficient people. Even though 



Dewara had damaged my life, Igrudgingly admired him, in the same way that one might admire an y exceptionally competent predator, without any element of fondness o rtrust . 



Sergeant Duril hadn’t answered my most important question. I asked itagain . 

“Why are Kidona in the Bejawi village?” 

Sergeant Duril cleared his throat. “I suppose your father didn’t write to you about it. It was an ugly incident, while you were away at school. Nottoo long after you’d left, farms around here began to lose stock. At first w ethought it was wolves returning to this territory. Then someone pointe dout that wolves leave carcasses, and we hadn’t found any. The Bejawi wer eblamed at first, because of some trouble awhile back, but there was n osign of them having more meat than they should . 

“Well, when the dust settled, it turned out that Kidona were up to their oldtricks. A band of them camping mostly out of sight of settled places ha dbeen raiding flocks and herds and gardens. They got bold and took a doze nyearlings from a herd that belonged to the garrison at Franner’s Bend. Th e commander there didn’t take kindly to it and sent some of the fellows ou tto track down the raiders and teach them a lesson.” Sergeant Duril’s ton ewas light, but his face was grim. “The soldiers at Franner’s Bend…well, yo uknow how it is; you’ve seen the place. Those troopers never see any rea laction. It’s a soft post. And in a way that makes the recruits antsy for it ,and when they do have a reason to crack down on something, they ge tcarried away, as if they have to prove they’re as tough as real soldiers ou t on the border. Well, they got carried away with the Kidona raiding part ythey tracked down. Killed them all, and that was just about every mal e

that wasn’t still sucking on a titty. Well, that stirred up trouble with theother Kidona groups that were in the area. Especially when it come ou tthat the group our troopers had slaughtered hadn’t stolen the cow s themselves. They’d traded for them with the thieves. So we had trooper sslaughtering ‘innocent’

Kidonas, and the other Kidona in the area on th everge of an uprising. ” 



“Why didn’t they just buy them off? The Kidona feel no shame abouttaking blood money. ” 



He nodded. “That’s what we did. But that left the women and tykes fromthe dead raiders to provide for. 

You know the Kidona. Practical and har das stone. The survivors had nothing left in the way of resources. No taldi ,no sheep, tents burned. The other groups of Kidona saw them as aliability. They didn’t want to take them in, but they didn’t want to se ethem starve, either. So this was the compromise. 

Your father said th eFranner’s Bend commander could settle them here, as long as he supplie dshelters, food, and a pair of taldi for them to get started with again.” H eshook his head. “Putting Kidona in a village. That’s like putting your foo tin a hat. ” 



I could easily distinguish the cottages and tents of the Bejawi from theshelters of the Kidona newcomers. 

There was not one village but two ,forced into proximity. A line had literally been drawn, a row of stones 



an d

trash set as a boundary between the Bejawi area and the four militarytents given to the Kidona survivors. 

As we approached, a Bejawi yout hcame to his feet. He appeared to be about fourteen and wore what looke dlike a dirty nightshirt and a drooping hat felted from goat hair. His pal eeyes fixed on us accusingly as we approached. He leaned on a stave ,watching us silently, no sign of welcome on his face. When Duril reined hi shorse toward the Kidona area, the young man sat back down an d pointedly ignored us. 



“Have they always kept a sentry like that?” I asked Duril. “Doubt it.Ithink he’s there to keep an eye on the Kidona, not us. But I could b ewrong. I don’t come here unless I have to. It’s depressing.” It was. 

We rod epast the wall of garbage that fenced the Kidona from the Bejaw isettlement. The insult was obvious. Equally obvious was the misery of th eKidona tent village. The thin wailing of children was as pervasive as th eripe smell of the rubbish. The tents were pitched with military precision ,so the troopers had at least set up the shelters for the widows an dorphans. There were two cook fires, one burning and one a nest of banke dcoals. Sticks had been wedged against boulders to form a sort of dryin grack, and two blankets festooned the ramshackle invention. About te n women, all middle-aged, sat on makeshift benches in front of the tent. Onesat and rocked from side to side, droning a song under her breath. Thre eof them were employed in tearing old rags into long strips that one o f

them was braiding. I surmised they were making rag rugs to soften thetent floor. The others sat, empty-handed and still. Several taldi, one apregnant mare, grazed on whatever they could find at the edge of th ecampsite. A scatter of children idled in the area around the cook fires .Two were toddlers who sat bawling near a granny’s feet. She did no tappear to be paying any attention to their cries. Three girls of seven o reight years of age were playing a game with pebbles and lines drawn in th edirt. Their faces were dirty, and their braids looked like fuzzy blond ropes .A single boy of thirteen sat by himself and glared at us as we approached . 

I wondered how he had survived and what would become of him in thissettlement of old women and children. When we dismounted, all activit yceased. Duril took his saddlebags from his horse’s back and slung the mover his shoulder. “Follow me and be quiet,” Sergeant Duril instructed me . 

“Don’t look at anyone.” I did as he told me. They stared at my body andaslow flush crept up my cheeks, but I didn’t make eye contact with any o fthem. Duril walked up to the granny and her howling charges. He spok eJindobe, the trade language of the plains. “I bring you fat meat.” H elowered the saddlebags to the ground and opened them. He took out a sid eof bacon wrapped in cheesecloth and offered it to her. Her mout h

twitched, carrying her chin with it. Then she lifted her old blue eyes to hisand said, “I have nothing to cut it with. ” 



He didn’t pause. He unhooked his belt and slid both knife and sheath fromit. He offered them to her. 

She stared long at the proffered gift, as i fweighing what she lost by taking it against what she gained. The boy ha ddrawn closer and was watching the exchange intently. He said somethin gin rapid Kidona. In 



response, she made a quick flipping gesture with he rhand, as if throwing something aside. His face set in an expression o fanger, but he made not a sound as she took the knife and sheath from th esergeant. 

Turning, she handed it immediately to the woman next to her . 

“Cut meat to cook for the children,” she said. Then she stood up, gruntingwith the effort. She stepped over the small children, who had never cease dtheir wailing, turned, and went into the tent behind her. 

We followed. I twas a gray canvas barracks tent, long and wide, with side walls. It was di mand stuffy inside the tent. To one side, there was a row of army blanket sarranged as pallets. On the other side, there were several casks o f

hardtack, a tub of dried corn, and a wooden crate of withered andsprouted potatoes. Neatly arranged beside these donations were th eremnants of their former lives. Tin and copper cooking pots were stacke dbeside a row of baked clay jars and plates next to folded bedding with th echaracteristic Kidona stripes. They had cut a flap in the side wall of th etent. She unpegged the sewn strips that had fastened it shut, and sat dow nbeside the small rectangle of light and fresh air it admitted. After amoment, Sergeant Duril sat down facing her and I took my place besid ehim. “Did you bring it?” she asked him. I thought the bacon had been hi sbribe, but evidently that had only been for show. He reached into his shir tand took out his wallet. He opened it, and took out something I recognize dfrom my childhood. I’d only seen it once before, but it was not a thing t oforget. He held out the darkened and shriveled ear on his palm. 

Withou thesitation, she took it . 



She held it to the light, and then brought it close to her eyes, examining itclosely. I was surprised when she sniffed it, but tried not to show m ydisgust. I knew the tale. In a moment of youthful rage, Sergeant Duril ha dtaken the ear as a trophy from the body of a warrior he’d killed. In th esame fracas, he’d gained the scar that had severed part of his own ear .He’d once told me that he was ashamed of cutting off the dead warrior’ sear, and would have undone the deed if he could. But he couldn’t return i tto the body for decent burial, and he’d felt it would be wrong to discard it .Perhaps he’d finally found a way to be rid of it. She held it in her hand ,looking down at it with a contemplative air. Then she nodded decisively .She rose and went to the tent door. She shouted something, a name, I guessed, and when the boy came, she spoke to him rapidly. He arguedback, and she slapped him. That seemed to settle his disagreement. H elooked past her at us . 



“I’ll take you now,” he said in Jindobe. And that was all he said. By thetime we were mounted, he was on a taldi stallion and riding out of th ecamp. We had to hurry the horses to catch up with him. He didn’t loo kback to see if we followed him, and never spoke another word to us .Instead he rode inland, away from the camp and toward the broken land swhere the plains gave way to the plateaus. He kneed his taldi into a gallop .If he followed a trail or path, I could not see it, but he never hesitated a s he led us on. As the shadows grew longer, I began to question the wisdomof what we were doing. 

“Where are we going?” I finally asked Sergean tDuril. 



“To see Dewara,” he said curtly. 







It hit me like one of Duril’s ambush rocks when I was a boy. “We can’t be.My father did everything he could to find Dewara after he dragged m ehome. There was no sign of him, and the Kidona said they didn’t kno wwhere he went or what became of him. ” 



Sergeant Duril shrugged. “They lied. Back then, Dewara was something ofa hero for what he’d done to your father’s son. But petty glory is faded, an dDewara has fallen on hard times. That woman back there believed m ewhen I said I’d give her brother’s ear back to her if she’d give us Dewara. ” 

I rode for a time in shocked silence. Then, “How did you know it was herbrother’s ear? ” 



“I don’t. But it could have been. I left it up to her to decide.” We followedthe boy into a narrow, steep-sided canyon. It was a perfect site for a nambush, and I rode with a chilly spot on my back. The boy’s taldi still ha da good lead on us. He started up a narrow path across a rock face and Ihad to rein Sirlofty back to follow Duril’s horse up the treacherous way. Iwas becoming more and more dubious of our mission. If the boy wa sleading us to another Kidona encampment, I didn’t like the odds. Bu t Sergeant Duril appeared calm, if watchful. I tried to emulate him . 



There was another switchback in the trail, very tight for our horses, andthen the ground suddenly leveled out. We had reached a long, narro wledge that jutted out from the rock face. As soon as Duril and I were out o fthe way, the boy turned his taldi and silently started back down the path .Before us was a patched tent set up with a neat stack of firewood beside it .A blackened kettle hung from a tripod over a small smokeless fire. Ismelled simmering rabbit. Dewara stood looking at us with no trace o f surprise on his face. He had seen us coming. No one could approach thisaerie without his being aware of it. He was a changed man from th etough warrior I’d known. His clothing was worn and rumpled; dust stoo din the ridges of the fabric. His dingy long-sleeved robe reached just pas this hips and was belted with a plain strip of leather. The brown trouser she wore beneath it were faded to white at the knees and frayed at th ecuffs. His swanneck hung at his hip, but the hair sheath looked dirty an dfrayed. The man himself had aged, and not well. Four years had passe dsince I had last seen him, but to look at him, it had been twenty. His gra y

eyes, once so keen, had begun to cloud with cataract. He had a stoop in hisback. He had allowed his hair to grow, and it hung in a thi n

yellowish-white fringe to his shoulders. He licked his lips, giving us a briefglimpse of his filed teeth. No fear showed in his face as he greeted me . 

“Well. Soldier’s son. You come back to me. You want a new notch in yourear, maybe?” His bravado did not fool me. Even his voice had aged, an dthe bitterness in it surprised me. Sergeant Duril had not dismounted, an dhe did not speak. I sensed he deferred to me, but I didn’t know what to sa yor do. The old Kidona warrior looked shriveled and small. I remembere dbelatedly that when I first met him, he had been shorter than I, and I ha dgrown since then. But that was my “real-life” memory of him. In the fa r more vivid dream memory, he had been much taller than I, and had th ehead of a hawk and feathered arms. I struggled to reconcile thos ememories with the withered man who stood squinting up at me. I thin 



kthat puzzle kept me from feeling any one emotion clearly . 



I dismounted and walked up to him. Behind me, I heard Sergeant Duril dothe same. He stood behind my shoulder when I halted, allowing me thi sbattle. Dewara had to look up at me. Good. I stared down at him an dspoke sternly. “I want to know what you did to me, Dewara. Tell me now ,without riddles or mockery. What happened to me that night when yo usaid you would make me Kidona?” My Jindobe had come back to m ewithout hesitation. I felt as if I had leapfrogged back through the years t oconfront the man who had abused, befriended, and then nearly killed me .He grinned, his pointed teeth shiny with saliva. “Oh, look at you, fat man .So brave now. So big. Still knowing nothing. Still wishing you wer e Kidona. Eh?” I towered over him, dwarfing him in girth as well as height .Still he did not fear me. I summoned all my disdain. “If you are Kidona ,then I do not wish to be Kidona.” I drew on all my knowledge of his peopl eto make my insults sting. “Look at you. You are poor! I see no wome nhere, no taldi, no smoke rack of meat. The gods despise you. ” 



I saw my words hit him like flung stones. Shame tried to stir in me, thatI would attack someone in his situation, but I held it down. He was notbeaten. If I wanted to wring answers from him, I must first dominate him .From some depth of courage in his soul, he summoned a grin an d

retorted, “Yet I am still Kidona. And you, you are still her plaything. Lookat you, all swollen up with her magic like a sore toe full of pus. The fat ol dwoman claimed you, and made you her puppet. ” 



His words jabbed me and I retorted without thinking, “Her puppet? Herplaything? I think not. I did what you could not do. I crossed the bridge ,and with the iron magic of my people, I laid her belly open. I defeated her ,old man. What you could not do, even using me as your tool, I did alone.” Istruck a pose I remembered from our days together. I threw out my ches tand lifted my head high, the same posture he had held whenever h e

wished to express how far above me he was. “I have always been strongerthan you, Dewara. Even when I lay unconscious before you, you still dare dnot kill me. ” 



I watched him, trying to gauge his weakness in this battle of exchangedbrags. To the west of us, the sun was dying in a welter of reds and purples .It was hard to read his features in the fading light. Perhaps a shadow o fdoubt brushed Dewara’s eyes, but he brazened it out. “I could have kille dyou if I wished,” he said disdainfully. “It would have been like crushing ahatchling in the nest. I thought of it. You were useless to me. You claim t ohave killed her? Well, where is your proof? You brag like a child. When Isent you against her, you fell like a child. I witnessed that! The weakness o fyour people made you fail, not my Kidona magic. You were not strong o fheart; you did not have the will to do what you should have done. 

If yo uhad not spoken to the guardian, if you had rushed forward and killed he ras I commanded, then all of our lives would be better now. But no! You ar eso wise, soldier’s boy, you think you know more than a Kidona warrior . 





You look, you think, Oh, just an old woman, so you talk, talk, talk, and allthe while her wormy white roots sink into you. Look at you now, like a fa tgrub from under a rotting log. You will never be a warrior. And you wil lever belong to her. She will puff you up full with her magic, and when yo uare full, you will do whatever her magic makes you do. Or maybe you hav ealready done it. Has the magic turned you against your own people?” H elaughed triumphantly and pointed a crooked finger at me. “Look at you! Ididn’t need to kill you. Better to leave you alive. Think. Is there a bette rrevenge on your father? 

Fat one! You belong to the Dappled People now .You’ll never be a soldier. Your father put iron in me to kill my magic. But Ihad enough magic left in me to give his son to my other enemy. I ha denough magic to make my enemies become the enemies of each other .Long after I am dead, you will fight and kill one another. The corpses yo u

make will pile up at my feet in whatever afterlife I am banished to.”I cannot describe how his words affected me. I had expected him t o

profess ignorance of everything I said. I hadn’t wanted him to admit thatsomehow we had shared that dream, and that he recalled as clearly as Idid what the Tree Woman had done to me. He had just confirmed m yworst fears. A terrible cold welled up inside me. I crossed my arms on m ychest and held myself tightly, afraid I would start shivering. The last wall s inside me were breaking; it felt as if cold blood were leaking inside my gut.I gritted my teeth to keep them from chattering. My heart thundered i nmy chest. Then, out of that turmoil, a terrible black calm emerged in me. Ispoke in a soft voice I scarcely recognized . 



“You still lost, Kidona. You lost to her and you lost to me. I went to yourDancing Spindle. I am the one who put the iron in the Spindle’s path. I a mthe one who destroyed the Plains magic. You can no longer draw on it sstrength. I made you an old man. It is done, Kidona. Done forever. Yo ucling to shreds and threads, but the fabric is gone. And I come her e

tonight to tell you, I am the one who tore it from your people and left youcold and shivering in the dark. 

I, Soldier’s Boy of the People. Look at me ,Dewara. Look at the end of your magic and your folk. ” 



There paraded across his face such a progression of emotions that theywere almost laughable. He did not comprehend what I said, and the nsuddenly he did. Disbelief dawned on his face, and then I saw him admi tthe truth of what I’d told him. I’d killed his magic, and the knowledge o fthat was killing him. His face turned a terrible color and he made astrangling noise. I never even saw him draw his swanneck. 

Foolish me, Ihad never thought it would come to blows. Aged he might be, but fur yrenewed his strength and speed. The curved blade swept through the ai rtoward me, the bronze catching the red of the firelight and the sunset, a sif it were already bloodied. I skipped back, feeling the wind of its passag ein front of my face. As I drew my own sword, Dewara, his face purplin gwith effort, leapt forward. All the weight of his hatred was behind th esharpened blade. I had scarcely cleared my own sword of its scabbar dbefore the tip of his swanneck sank into my belly. I felt the sharp bite of it ,felt the ripping of my shirt as the fabric gave way to the metal and then ,oddly, nothing. I grunted and my sword fell from my hands as I clutche dat my gut as he pulled his weapon free of me. I stood there, my hand sclutched over my wound, feeling blood seep out through my shirt an dbetween my fingers. Shock stilled me. What a stupid way to die, I though tas he swept his blade back for the strike that would behead me. His lip swere pulled back from his pointed teeth and his eyes bulged out of hi s





head. I thought how disgusted my father would be with his soldier son fordying in such an ignominious fashion. The explosion behind me jolted m ewith a shock of light and sound. The impact of multiple balls strikin gDewara’s chest stopped him in midlunge. For an instant, he hun gsuspended, caught between his momentum and the stopping power of th elead. Then he fell like a puppet with his strings cut, his swannec k

bouncing free of his nerveless hand as he struck the earth. I knew he wasdead before his body even fell to the ground . 



There was a moment that seemed to last as long as a whole day. Thesulfurous stench of black powder hung in the air. The magnitude of s omany things happening at once paralyzed me. I stood, clutching my belly ,knowing that a gut wound could fester and kill me as surely as bein gbeheaded. I could not comprehend my injury, any more than I could gras pthat Dewara sprawled dead at my feet. I’d never seen a man shot to death .Instantaneous death was shocking enough, but Dewara had been mor ethan just a man to me. He’d figured in my most horrendous nightmares .He’d nearly killed me, but he had also taught me and shared food an dwater with me. He had been an important figure in my life, and when h e died, a significant part of my experiences died with him. Of all that w e had experienced together, I alone remained to recall it. And I might die.My own blood sang in my ears . 



As if from the distance, I heard Sergeant Duril say, “Well, I didn’t thinkmuch of this at first, but now I’m glad I bought it. The shopkeeper called i ta pepperpot. Guess I peppered him, didn’t I? ” 



He stepped past me to crouch over Dewara’s body. Then he stood up witha grunt and came toward me. “He’s dead. Are you all right, Nevare? H edidn’t get you, did he? ” 



Duril still held a small, multiple-barreled gun in his hand. I’d heard ofthem, but I’d never seen one before. 

They were good only at short range ,but fired several balls at once, making it more likely that even without achance to aim, you’d hit your target somewhere. My father had spoken o fthem as a coward’s weapon, something that a high-priced whore or a tabl egambler might carry concealed in a sleeve. I was surprised that Sergean tDuril would carry such a weapon. Surprised, and very glad . 



“I’m not sure,” I said. There wasn’t much pain. But I’d heard that theshock of a wound could keep a man from feeling pain at first. I turne d

away from Duril and staggered a few steps toward the fire, fumbling at thefront of my shirt as I went. It seemed a private thing; I wanted to be alon ewhen I discovered how bad it was. I managed to unbutton my shirt an dpull it open just as he caught up with me . 

“Good god, help us!” he muttered, and it was a prayer the way he said it.Before I could stop him, he leaned forward to probe the injury with hi sfingers. “Oh, thank all that’s holy. It’s just a jab, Nevare. 





You’re hardl yhurt at all. A flesh wound. And there was a lot of flesh there to wound ,begging your pardon. Oh, thank the good god! What would I have said t oyour da before he killed me?” His knees seemed to give out on him and h esank down to sit beside Dewara’s fire. I turned a bit away from him , strangely embarrassed that I was not hurt more severely. I wiped m ybloodied hands on my shirt and then gritted my teeth as I prodded at th e

cut on my belly. The sergeant was right. It was scarcely bleeding now. I felthumiliated that such a minor injury could have stopped me in my track sand made me drop my own sword. A fine soldier son I was! 

The first time Iactually faced an enemy in combat, the old man had disarmed me with aminor poke in the gut. The thought of my own proud sword lying in th edust shamed me. I went to retrieve it . 



The light was going rapidly. I found my blade by touch, sheathed it, andthen stooped to pick up Dewara’s swanneck. For one boyish instant, Ithought of keeping it as a trophy. In the next, I felt repulsed by such avainglorious thought. I hadn’t even killed the man who’d wielded it. Ishifted it in the firelight, and watched as it illuminated the gleamin gbronze blade. Then I went queasy at what I saw. A full four fingers of th eblade’s tip was bloodied. It had gone that deep. With my free hand, Igroped at my injury. No. 

There was almost no pain . 



It made no sense. 



I carried the swanneck back to the fire where I could look at it moreclearly. Sergeant Duril was recovering from his fright at my injury. H estood up as I approached the fire. “Leave that!” he ordered me harshly . 

“Leave everything, just as it is. We need to get down that trail before itgets any darker.” He walked away from me. I stood alone in the fireligh tand stared at my blood on the blade. I lied to myself, pretending tha tperhaps it had run there. I knew it hadn’t. The swanneck had pierced me ,had gone right into my gut. And my flesh had simply closed itself when h epulled it free. The blade fell from my hand and landed in the flames. Iturned and walked away from it. I didn’t look at Dewara’s body as Ipassed. When Duril announced, “We’re leading the horses down the trail ,at least as far as the switchback,” I didn’t argue with him. Instead, Ifollowed him just as trustingly as I had always followed him when I was aboy. 



I didn’t dwell on what we left behind us. I doubted that either the boy orthe old woman would admit to anyone that they had betrayed Dewara’ s

hiding place. Even if they did, even if we were connected to his death, hehad attacked me, and Duril had saved my life. It felt strange to leave hi mlying where he had fallen, but it would have felt even more wrong to tak ehis body and bury it elsewhere . 



Darkness filled the narrow canyon like water fills a bucket. “Can youride? ” 





Sergeant Duril asked me gruffly. 

“I’ll be fine. It wasn’t much more than a scratch.” I hesitated, and thenasked him, “Are you going to report this to my father? ” 





“I’m not going to report this to anyone. Neither are you.” 



“Yes sir,” I said, relieved to have that decision taken from me so firmly.We mounted our horses and he led the way back toward home. We rod e

without speaking through the deeply shadowed canyon. When we emergedonto the plain, we came back out of night into evening. The last light o f

the setting sun still washed red across the flatlands. Duril stirred hismount to a faster pace and I pushed Sirlofty up alongside him. He didn’ tturn to look at me when he spoke . 



“Well. You got what you were after?” 



“I did and I didn’t. Dewara’s dead. I wasn’t after that, not really. ButIdon’t think he would have let it end any other way, once he knew what I’ ddone. But I don’t think I solved anything tonight. I’m still fat. 

According t oDewara, I’m still in Tree Woman’s power.” I shook my head wildly. “And i tall sounds like a strange old tale told by a fireside. How can I believ eanything so bizarre?” He didn’t say anything. I kept my eyes straigh tahead as I pondered everything that had happened. “He knew,” I said a tlast. 

“Dewara knew what had happened in my dream. And he couldn’ tpossibly know that unless he was there. And to him, it was just as real a sour visit today. According to what he believed, the Tree Woman someho wenslaved me with her magic and doomed me to be, to be—this!” I coul dscarcely contain my disgust. “If I believe him, I’m doomed to be this fo r

the rest of my life, and perhaps worse things will befall me. Maybe I will goon to betray all of Gernia! ” 



“Easy, boy. Don’t give yourself too much importance,” Duril warned me,asour touch of humor in his voice. It jabbed me . 



“But if I don’t believe him, if I say magic doesn’t exist or has no power overme, well, then, none of it makes sense. Then there’s no reason for me bein gfat, and that makes it even harder for me to know what I’m going to d oabout it. How do I manage it, Sergeant? What do I do? Believe Dewara’ s 



truth, and give up because the magic will use me as it wills, or believe inmy father’s world, where I don’t know why I got fat and nothing I do seem sto change it? ” 



“Hold up a minute,” he suggested. He reined his horse in and I pulled Sirlofty to a halt beside him. He dismounted and tightened his cinch. 

“Came loose coming down that trail,” he observed. Then he looked up atme, squinting his eyes against the fading sunset. “Never used to do that ,Nevare. The ‘keep fast’ charm held it tight. And now it doesn’t. That’ sproof enough for me. The Plains magic is fading. Will you think me a foo lif I say I’m sorry to see it go? ” 



“I’ll never think you a fool, Sergeant Duril. But are you saying that youbelieve in magic? You believe I went somewhere with Dewara and tha tTree Woman stole part of my soul, and that I took it back and killed her ?And you believe that my being fat is not my fault but the magic affectin gme?” Duril mounted his horse again. He didn’t say anything as he kicke dhim to a trot. I started Sirlofty after him, and in a few moments we wer ecantering. Before full night fell, we were back on the river road. We wen tmore slowly in the dark, and finally he answered me . 



“Nevare, I don’t know how to tell you what to believe. On the Sixday,Iworship the good god, same as you. But every time I saddled my horse fo rthe past thirty years, I’ve made the ‘keep fast’ sign over my cinch. I’ve see na wind wizard, and I’ve seen gunpowder send a bullet on its way. I don’ treally understand how either one worked. I guess what I believe in i swhatever works best for me at that time. I think most men are like that. ” 



“What am I going to do, Sergeant?” I didn’t expect him to have an answer.I was shocked when he did. 

His voice was grim . 



“We both have to pray to the good god that you can find a way to turn themagic against itself, I suppose. ” 






CHAPTER EIGHTJUDGMEN T

It was past full dark before Sergeant Duril and I reached home. We putour own horses up and said a subdued good night outside the stable . 

“Clean up that gash before you go to bed,” he warned me, and I promisedIwould. A gash. I knew Dewara had thrust his swanneck into me. It stil lhurt, but less than my arse and back hurt from the long ride. I went i nthrough the servants’ entrance and stopped at the kitchen . 





A single lamp was burning there, the wick turned low. The usually bustlingroom was deserted and quiet. 

The kneading table was wiped clean of flou rand the food all stored away in crocks or covered with clean cloths. Th e

room was still uncomfortably warm from the day’s cooking. The week’sbaking of bread was set out in fragrant round-topped loaves on th ecounter. The smell was heavenly. It was my father’s pride that our hom ehad water piped right into it. A large elevated cistern was regularl yreplenished from the river, and the gravity flow system supplied all ou rdrinking and bathing water. The thick stone walls of the cistern kept th ewater cool even in summer. I drank three tall mugs of it, one after another ,and then slowly drank a fourth. I damped a kitchen cloth and wiped th esweat and dust from my face and the back of my neck. It had been a ver y long day. 



I wet the cloth well and gingerly opened my shirt. I had bled. I turned thewick for better light. Blood soaked the front of my shirt. The waistband o fmy trousers was stiff with it. Cautiously, I washed the blood from my gut ,wiping it carefully away until a fine seam as long as my forefinger showe don my belly. I gritted my teeth against expected pain and prodded at it .It didn’t hurt. I couldn’t even make it bleed. The blade of the swannec khad sunk into me, but this wound was no deeper than a bad cat scratch .Had I imagined it? No. There was too much blood. I traced the puckere dseam with my finger. 

The scratch closed up behind my touch like magic . 

Like magic. A wave of vertigo washed over me. I held on to the edge of thesink until it passed. Then, very carefully, I rinsed my blood out of the clot hand watched the dark water trickle down the drain. I wrung the water ou tand hung the rag to dry. My wound had healed. Like magic. Because i t was magic. Magic inside me. I suddenly thought of Dewara’s purpling faceand bared teeth. Had Duril’s lead shot killed the old man? Or had he bee ndying even as he attacked me? I recalled again the thundering of my hear tand the seething of my blood. I poked at the idea that I had killed Dewar awith magic. I didn’t much like it. I took a deep and steadying breath . 



The evening’s ride and the weight of the revelations I had received had leftme ravenous. I took a loaf of the still-warm bread and a small crock o fbutter to the table. I filled a mug with the cheap ale that my father kep tfor the servants. Then I pulled out a chair and sat down with a sigh. For a short time, I just sat in the dim stillness, trying to come to grips with what I had learned. 



There was nothing new in what Dewara had told me. His words confirmedthe fears that had grown in me for the last four years. I had not previousl yseen the truth because it was not a Gernian truth. To someone like m yfather, the things I had experienced were simply not real. If I tried t oexplain them to him, he would think me a liar or a madman. What had Igained tonight? What had Dewara’s death bought me? Duril ha d

overheard what Dewara had said. Duril believed me. At least I had that.I sliced off the crusty heel of the 



loaf, spread it with butter, and took abite. The simple, familiar food was comfort to me in a time when m yworld seemed to be distorted beyond recognition. I chewed slowly. Iswallowed and took a deep draught of the ale. The mug made a small ,comfortable thunk as I set it back on the table in the dimly lit kitchen .Magic was the province of the uncivilized world. It was the feeble an duntrustworthy weapon of folk too primitive to create the technology t omaster the natural world with engineering and science. 

Magic, I ha dalways believed, was suitable for trickery or small conveniences, bu t useless on a large scale. The little spells and charms I’d known about werehandy but scarcely necessary. 

The “keep fast” charm was an example: i tcould save a man from having to stop and tighten his cinch. 

That was no tto be confused with a true invention or real technology. Something a ssimple as a pulley or as sophisticated as a system of pipes that fed wate rinto our house were genuine human innovation. 

Those were the thing sthat lifted mankind from the squalor and sweat of daily toil. Thoughtfully ,I cut another slice from the loaf and buttered it slowly. Over and over, I’ dseen technology defeat magic. Iron could destroy magic just by it s

presence. Iron pellets killed the wind wizard. Dewara blamed the weaknessin his magic on having been shot by my father with an iron bullet. I’ dwitnessed a small steel blade bringing the Dancing Spindle to a sudde nhalt. So how could magic do this to me ? 



I touched iron every day of my life. Magic should have no power over me.Iwas a Gernian, a follower of the good god, and a damn good engineer .Magic was for ignorant tent-dwelling nomads. I picked up the bread knif eand studied the blade. Then I set it, flat-sided, against my arm. I fel tnothing. No burn, no freezing cold, no antipathy to the metal at all .Disgusted with myself for even trying the experiment, I put the blade to it sproper use, carving off another slice of bread. My ale mug was empty. Irefilled it. For the first time in my life, I wanted to sit down and talk wit ha priest. Most of them, I knew, dismissed magic entirely. It was not one o fthe gifts the good god extended to his followers, and therefore not th eprovince of just men. They didn’t deny it existed. It just wasn’t allotted t ome. I knew that from the Holy Writ. But what about what was happenin g

to me? I didn’t desire it, so how could magic reach out and take hold of methis way ? 



In the next instant, I admitted to myself that perhaps I had desired it.What else had I intended that long-ago night when I had followed Dewar aover the cliff? He had made me want to be Kidona, enough that I had bee n

blindly willing to risk my life. Had that been an offense to the good god?Had that been when I had literally fallen into the powers of magic ?Unbidden, the image of the sacrificed birds came to my mind. 

The ol dgods had been willing to grant magic to those willing to make suc hofferings, or so the old tales said. I shivered, and the warm and friendl ykitchen suddenly seemed darker and more ominous. As a child, I’d bee ntaught that followers of the good god were immune to the horrors an dbrutality of the old gods. Had I lost that protection when I stepped ove rthe cliff’s edge? An image of a croaker bird came to my mind, wing sextended and neck shot out as it cawed at me. I’d interfered with th e sacrifice to Orandula, the old god of balances. He controlled death and life,fortune and misfortune. Had I offended him? Was I vulnerable to hi mnow? Superstition stood all the hair up on my arms, and I nearly leapt ou tof my skin when a harsh voice spoke suddenly behind me . 







“What are you doing?” 



I jumped guiltily and turned. “Just having a quick bite to eat, sir. I camein late and didn’t want to wake anyone. ” 



My father crossed the kitchen with quick strides. I suddenly saw myself ashe must see me: a fat boor, hunched over food in the dark, gobbling i tdown out of sight of others. The half loaf of bread, the greasy knife, th eplundered crock of butter, and the ale mug all spoke of furtive gluttony . 

“You pig. You lying pig. You avoid your family and refuse to eat with us soyou can do what? Creep down here in the dark and stuff yourself wit hfood?” 



“I didn’t eat that much, sir.” I came to my feet. I stepped in front of thecrumb-strewn table like a guilty child concealing a broken vase. “I ate onl ya few slices of bread and butter. Sergeant Duril and I went out for a rid eand were out much longer than we intended. I came in hungry. ” 



“You’re supposed to be hungry, you fat idiot! That’s the purpose of thework I gave you, to whittle the fat from your lazy back. I can’t believe wha tI’m seeing, Nevare! I can’t understand when or why your changed int othis…greedy, gluttonous liar! Oh, you had me fooled these last few days .You made such a show of staying away from the family table. I’ve talked t othe cooks. They say you eat only one plate of food and then leave. Ithought, ‘Well, the boy is trying, he’s recovered some of his self-disciplin eand he’s saving us having to watch him eat. He’s working hard and eatin glittle and soon enough he’ll put himself right.’ I could not understand wh ythe weight was not falling away from you, but I thought perhaps I wa s being impatient. I was even, may the good god help me, thinking of usin gmy influence to get you back into the academy once you’d shown you ha d

the backbone to change yourself. But what do I find tonight? The truth!You put on a show for us, with your hard work and small meals, but in th edark of night, you creep down here and stuff yourself! Why? 

Didn’t yo uthink I’d work it out eventually? Do you think I’m a fool, Nevare? ” 



I was standing at attention now. I reined in my anger. “No, sir. Never, sir.” 



“Then what, Nevare? What? Have you heard the reports of freshskirmishes with the Landsingers and renewed clashes with some of th ePlainsmen? They’re blaming us for the damn Speck plague and rising up .In times like these, a good officer can make his career. But you seem to b erunning away from all your opportunities! Are you a coward? Are you to oafraid to serve your king as a soldier? You’re not lazy; I’ve had reports, yo udo your work each day. What? What is it?” His bafflement was drivin ghim to 



rage. “Why do you want to bring shame on us all this way?” M yfather advanced on me, his eyes never leaving mine as he came on. H ereminded me of a stiff-legged circling dog, selecting his position before h eattacked. My thoughts ran in tiny circles. He was my father. He was bein gunjust. Most of this was his fault, not mine. I was transfixed by a questio nI could not answer: if he struck me, did I accept it, or did I strike back ?Perhaps he saw that uncertainty in my eyes, or sensed that I held fury i ncheck. Whatever the reason, he stopped where he was. I heard his teet hgrind, and then he spoke. “Discipline should come from within a man. Yo ushould have learned it by now. But as you have not, I will impose it upo n you, as if you were a spoiled child. You will go to your room tonight ,Nevare, and you will stay there. 

You will not leave it again until I give yo upermission to do so. I will regulate what you eat. Before the good god, Ivow I will take that fat off of you. ” 



“We can try that,” I agreed, my voice flat. “But I don’t think it will work,Father. ” 



He snorted in disdain. “It will work. You’ve never seen a prisoner kept onbread and water for two months. You’d be amazed how fast a man ca ndwindle away. ” 



“Probably I would, Father. And if this fat were because I’d been greedy orslothful, such a cure would probably work. But it isn’t.” The truth was all Ihad to offer him. With no forethought, I went on, “I’ve explained this t oMother. I know she told you. I know you believe I lied to her. I didn’t. I’v eput on this weight because of a curse from a Speck wizard-woman. Or agoddess. I don’t know exactly what she was. But she is the one who ha sdone this to me, by claiming me for her magic. And she was able to clai m

me because you put me in harm’s way when you fostered me out toDewara the Kidona for training when I was fifteen. He ‘trained’ me, al lright. He starved and abused me, and eventually he convinced me that th eonly way to be a true warrior was to become as Kidona as he was.” M yvoice rang with accusation. My father stared at me, his mouth slightl yajar . 



“I was drugged with something he put on our campfire one night. Thesmoke was sweet and very thick. 

And when he told me to follow him, I did .I jumped off a cliff after him, and I found myself in a different world. W etraveled in that world for days, perhaps weeks. We reached a dangerou s bridge and he commanded me to do battle with its guardian. And that was where I encountered the Tree Woman. But I could not bring myself tofight a woman; I underestimated the sort of enemy she could be. And so Ifell to her, and came under her control. And this, this body that looks s ofat, this is what she did to me. Inside this body, I’m the same person I’v ealways been, with the same dreams and ambitions. I’ve never stoppe dwanting to be a soldier. I’m trying to undo what happened to me . 

Tonight, I went to a Kidona encampment, to try to find a way to break freeof her magic. But there isn’t, or at least that’s what— ” 







“Silence!” My father roared the word. His face had grown starker andwhiter with every detail of my story. I had thought it filled him wit hhorror for what he had unwittingly done to me. For an instant, his mout htrembled, and then he demanded, “Are you mad? Is that what ails you ?Insanity? What is all this talk of magic and Dewara? You are going t oblame your gluttony on something that happened years ago, and make i tmy fault? Nevare! Look at yourself! Look at your belly, look at the mes syou’ve left on that table, and then tell me you haven’t done this to yourself ! 

Magic! What idiocy! Or have you somehow gulled yourself into believing ithas power over you and thus it does? I’ve heard of such things, me nconvinced they were under a curse and dying from it because they believe din it. Is that your problem, Nevare? Truly, you think magic did this t oyou?” He laded the word with scorn . 



I took a deep breath and clenched my hands, but my voice still shook. 

“Magic is real, Father. We’ve both seen it; we’ve both used it! The ‘keepfast’ charm over our saddle cinches, and the wind wizard flying his boa tupstream despite the river’s current, and— ” 



“Nevare! Shut up! ‘Keep fast’ is just a soldier’s superstition, one of thesillier bits of our traditions. 

You’ve believed it, all these days, even whe nyou are a man grown? And that wind wizard was a Plainsman, so, yes, h ecould work his pathetic little magic. In the end, it couldn’t save him, coul d it? Because what we have, our technology and our faith in the good god, ismuch stronger. Son. Listen to me. Magic didn’t make you fat. It has n opower over you. You listen to me and do as I say, and I’ll prove it to you. ”His voice had gone gentler, ever since he had said the word “son.” I s owanted to simply agree with him, to put him back in charge of my life an dlet there be some sort of peace between us, even if it was a peace born o fdeception. I couldn’t do it. Was I finally finding what he had once sent m eout with Dewara to seek, the courage to make my own decisions when Iknew my commander was less informed than I was ? 



“I’ll do as you say, Father. I’ll confine myself to my room and subsist onwhatever you judge is right for me. If that is what it takes to prove to yo uthat I am correct and you are wrong, I will do it. But in the end, I think w ewill both have to admit that when you entrusted me to Dewara, you bega nthe chain of events that did this to me. If anyone bears the fault for what Ihave become, Father, it is you, not me. ” 



He slapped me. He didn’t hit me with his fist. I think if he had, I wouldhave struck him back. He slapped me as if I were an upstart child, and Iknew I was not that, and so I let him. I felt it as a small triumph when h eshakily told me, “Yes. We will prove which one of us is right. Go to you rroom and stay there, Nevare, until I myself come to your door. And that i san order.” I went, but not in obedience. I went with defiance, determine dto let him regulate me as he wished and so prove to him that I was correct .I went to my room and shut the door firmly behind me. I seethed as Istripped off my bloodied clothes. I should have shown them to him, Ithought furiously, and then realized that the dried blood on the dar kfabrics 



could have been nearly any dark liquid. I lifted the side of my bell yand pulled hard at where the wound had been, halfway hoping that i twould suddenly open and gush blood that I could present to him a s evidence of the night’s adventures. It didn’t. There wasn’t even a mar kthere. I prodded it with my fingers and woke only a vague pain inside me .My body told me that nothing had happened tonight. I thought of gettin gup and going to Duril, but suspected that if I stirred out of my room, m ywakeful father would descend, accusing me of more deceptions. The onl ything that would possibly convince my father was allowing him to contro lmy life and seeing that not even he could take the fat from me. I was no t resigned to it. I was eager for it, in the way a warlike man is hungry for aconfrontation. I lay down to sleep on my bed. As I closed my eyes, I tol dmyself that only the outside of my body had changed, that within I wa s

still Nevare, and if my father could not see that, then he was both blindand stupid. But before I drifted off to sleep, I finally admitted that I ha dchanged. My body had healed itself tonight of a potentially fatal wound . 

The fat and the shape of my body were an external change, but internally,I had changed also. The Nevare he had sent away to the academy woul dnever have stood up to him as I had tonight. It was ironic that my fathe rhad finally got what he wanted out of me. He was not enjoying it ver ymuch . 



And so began our battle of wills. The next morning, I awoke early, asIalways did, and dressed and sat down on my bed wondering what the da ywould bring. Several hours later, my father entered my room, a very burl yman at his heels. He didn’t address me, but spoke to the servant. “He’s t ochop wood all day. 

He can have three water breaks. No food. At the end o fthe day, you’re to bring him back up here. 

That’s all. ” 



The man knit his brows. “That’s all I’m supposed to do? Watch him andmake sure he chops wood and only drinks three times and doesn’t ea tanything?” My father spoke in a flat voice. “If you don’t think that will ta xyour abilities too much, Narl. ” 



The servant scowled. “I can do that. Just seems like you’d want me to do more.” 





“No. That’s all.” My father turned on his heel and left the room. 





I pulled on my boots and stood up. “Let’s go chop wood,” I suggested. Theman scowled so that his forehead stood up on ridges. “You want to go? Idon’t have to force you or nothing? ” 









“I assure you, I’m as eager to do this as my father is. Let’s go.” 





“He’s your father?” 





I gave up trying to converse with Narl. “I’m going downstairs and outsideto chop wood now,” I told him. I started out the door and he followed m elike an obedient dog . 

I chopped wood all that day. No one spoke to me or paid me muchattention. Once, Sergeant Duril wandered casually by and then walke daway again. I suspected he had some thought or news he wanted to shar ewith me, but I wouldn’t acknowledge him in front of my guard. Blister scame up and broke on my hands and were torn away. Knowing that Icould only ask for water three times, I schooled myself to wait until m ybody demanded it. Then I drank deeply. Evidently my father had not give nthe man any limit for how much water I could have. It must have bee n

boring duty for Narl. He sat on a section of log and watched me. He worea floppy brimmed hat, and as the shade of the woodshed moved, he scootedhis log section along to stay within it. Most of our wood was either skinn ypole wood that I could chop with almost one blow or long heavy logs o fspond wood salvaged from the river . 



At the end of the day, Narl escorted me back to my room. As I entered,Inoticed that a large, new hasp had been fitted to the outside of my door .So I was to be locked in at night, to prevent any midnight kitchen visits .Thank you, Father. My room was stuffy when I entered it. The windo wwas shut, and a quick glance showed me that it, too, had been fastene dclosed from outside. My father wasn’t taking any chances, not even that Iwould risk a drop from my upstairs window to the gardens below. I coul dvividly imagine what that would do to my knees and ankles . 



My guard shut the door behind me, and I sat down on my bed. I waited tohear the hasp secured in some way, but all I heard was the guard’ sdeparting footfalls. The maid had refilled my water ewer. I noticed wit hdistaste that a chamber pot had been added to my room. The wash wate rwas welcome, though I would have preferred a bath or even a dip in th eriver shallows. I did not wait long until I heard a different step on th estair. There was a tap on my door, and when I opened it, my father himsel fentered with a covered tray. He didn’t look at me. I think even he wa ssomewhat embarrassed by what he was doing to me. “This is your food, ”he announced, as if I could have mistaken it for something else. I coul d smell meat, and instantly my mouth began to water. My hunger, which Icould somewhat ignore in the absence of food, became an obsession th emoment I could smell or see anything edible. I was glad that 



he set th e

tray down without uncovering it. I feared that if he had shown me what hecarried, I could not have focused on his words . 



He spoke stiffly. “I hope you realize that I’m doing this for your own good,Nevare. Trust me, and I promise you that by the end of the week, thos eclothes will be hanging on you. I will prove to you that your fat is a resul tof your greed, not some ‘magic spell.’ ” 



“Sir,” I said, confirming that I’d heard his words but offering no commenton what I thought of them. He decided that was rude, and left my room .He shut the door smartly and this time I did hear him fasten the has pshut. Fine. I wasted no time in sitting down to my meal . 



In a way, he was fair. I suppose he could have fed me bread and water.Instead, there was a meager portion of everything that my family wa senjoying downstairs, even half a glass of wine. The cloth that had covere dthe tray became my napkin. I did not allow myself a morsel until I ha ddivided every food on my plate into meticulously carved small bites. Then I

began, eating each bite as if it were my last and trying to savor the taste inan attempt to make the small quantity satisfying. I had cut the meat s ofine that I had reduced it to tiny bundles of fibers. I ground them betwee nmy back teeth and let them linger in my mouth until the flavor faded. I at ethe peas individually, squeezing the tender insides out of their tiny jacket sand savoring the difference in texture. I chewed the bread endlessly ,delighted to discover that each tiny square somehow became sweet whe n it lingered on my tongue. 



My father, perhaps from some sense of fairness, had even provided mewith a tiny portion of a sweet pudding with three tart cherries in it. This Iate in bits that scarcely covered the tips of the fork’s tines. 

Had I eve rbefore been so aware of the sharp contrast between sweet and sour, eve rmapped so clearly what portions of my tongue responded to each? M ydeprivation became an exercise in sensory exploration . 



And when the last trace of stickiness had been scraped from the dish,Isavored the half glass of wine. I wet my lips with it and then ran m ytongue over them. I breathed the taste and then, drop by drop, consume dthe rest of the glass. A meal I would have devoured in a few minutes at th eacademy lasted more than an hour in the privacy of my room . 



Do not mistake me. I was not satisfied. Hunger opened its maw androared within me, demanding more. 

If there had been anything remotel yedible in my room, I would have eaten it. I longed for bulk, for larg e 



mouthfuls of food that I could masticate and swallow in huge gulps. If Ihad allowed myself to dwell on my hunger, I would have gone mad .Instead, I reminded myself that I had gone for days on far less in the tim ewhen I had traveled with Dewara. I was deprived but not starving. I se teach dish back on the tray and covered it with my napkin. I took out m y neglected schoolbooks. 



I set myself a lesson from each text and doggedly completed it. I read andtook notes from Gernia’s military history. I studied a chapter of math ,working each exercise and diligently checking my answers. I translate dseveral pages of Varnian from Bellock’s Warfare . 



And when I was finished, I took out my soldier’s journal and madeacomplete and unvarnished entry about the entire day. Afterward, I put ou tmy lamp and went to bed in my stuffy little room . 



The next morning I was awake and dressed when my guard unlocked mydoor. That day I worked on whitewashing several outbuildings. The wor kwas not heavy, but it was constant. My shoulders ached and my raw hand scould scarcely close around the brush. Nevertheless, I set my teeth an d toiled on. I saw my mother once. She came out and stood silently atadistance, watching my toil. When she saw she had caught my eye, sh elifted her hand, as if she pleaded with me to understand there was nothin gshe could do. I nodded to her and turned away. I did not wish her t ointerfere. This was between my father and me. My guard allowed me t obathe that day before returning me to my cell. My room was stuffier tha never, for all the smells of my occupation of it were trapped inside it. M yevening was a repetition of the previous one. My father himself brough tme a small meal that I savored obsessively, and I set myself another nigh tof lessons. If, against all my expectations, my father’s plan worked and I managed to return to the academy, I did not intend to be behind m yclassmates. My hopes were torn. I desperately wanted to return to my ol dlife. But I was equally obsessed with finally proving to my father that h ewas wrong and I was right. I tried to tell myself that either outcome woul dhave its reward, but I found I longed for the former rather than the latter .I don’t recall how many days I passed with that routine. Every Sixday, Ihad a small reprieve. My father released me to attend his prayers with m yelder brother, and then returned me to my solitude for an afternoon o fmeditation. But every other day followed the pattern of the first. I rose, Iworked all day, I returned to my confinement and my meal and m ylessons. My father shifted me from task to task. I gained muscle in m yarms, so that my shirt strained more than ever at my shoulders. If my bel tnotch was any indication, I lost no girth. My guard was a man of fe wwords, and I had even less to say to him. There were few events of an ynote during those days of my life. One evening I asked my father for mor epaper and ink. I think he was shocked to discover that I was continuin gmy education. He brought me paper and ink, and, as a reward I think, aletter that had come from Epiny and Spink . 



It was a welcome distraction. In her letter, my cousin told me that she andSpink were both recovered well from their most recent bout with th eplague. Spink in particular showed marked improvement from when the yhad last seen me. He was much more like his old self, full of energy an dideas. Unfortunately, she wrote, it made him restless and more prone t obeing dissatisfied with living as a dependent on his brother’s goodwill. H ehad too many ideas about how the family holding could be improved, an dhow tasks should be done. He and his older brother often quarreled, whic hmade everyone miserable. Epiny 



wished there was some way Spink coul dreturn to the academy, but the expense was presently too great, especiall ysince she would also need to be housed in the city while Spink was a tschool. 



She thanked me belatedly for sharing her letters to me with her father. 

After a dearth of communication for several months, they were nowcorresponding regularly. Without stating it plainly, she implied tha tperhaps her mother had somehow blocked earlier letters between them . 

Lady Burvelle seemed to have lost all interest in Epiny and was focusin gher efforts on grooming Purissa to be a consort fit for the very youn gprince. Epiny thought it disgraceful and heartless. But she also believe dthat her father was now far less disappointed in her than she had feared. Isensed a great relief in her penned words. I wrote her a long reply i nwhich I told her all that had befallen me, including my meeting wit hDewara. Then, as I decided it was extremely likely my father would rea dall my mail before he posted it, I tore that letter up. The next one was ver y circumspect. I said only that my return to the academy was delayed due tosome health difficulties that I hoped to resolve soon. I filled up the rest o ftwo pages with generalities about life at home and best wishes for her an d Spink. 



Having started writing letters, I decided I would also answer the missivefrom Caulder and his uncle. I tried to describe the area in which I’ d

“found” the stone that Caulder had stolen from me. I recalled only too wellhow I’d come by that rock. It had dug its way into my flesh when Dewar ahad dragged me home. I even made a rough sketch that didn’t merit bein gdignified with the name “map” and sent it with my letter. With that final ,grudging courtesy, I resolved that I was now finished with Caulder and al lhis kin forever. My days continued to be full of menial and backbreakin gtasks, which didn’t bother me. It left my mind free to ponder other things .I thought through, from beginning to end, my “love affair” with Carsina. Ithought of how abruptly it had begun: I’d become infatuated with her th enight my father told me that she was going to be given to me. And sinc ethe day when I had seen her at Rosse’s wedding and she had so completel ydisdained me, I could think of her only with anger . 



I am human. I had my boyish revenge fantasies about her. I would regainmy formerly trim body, and then I would disdain her. I would do som emagnificent and heroic act for her family, perhaps saving her mother fro mcertain death when she was attacked by a prairie cat, and then when he rfather offered me anything that I could desire as a reward for my heroism ,I would coldly ask only that he release me from my promise to marry hi sheartless and shallow daughter. I played such scenarios over and over i nmy mind, until I was forced to admit that they would not have given m esuch pleasure if I were not still fixed on possessing Carsina. It was not, Irealized one day between shovels of manure, that I loved her. It was simpl ythat she had been part of the perfect future I’d envisioned for myself. I nthat golden fancy, I completed the academy, gained a good post as a youn g

lieutenant, moved up in rank quickly, and then claimed the young womanof good family who had been promised to me. Any modification to tha tfuture somehow lessened it. I could no more imagine substituting anothe rwoman for Carsina than I could imagine following a different professio nthan soldiering. And anytime I imagined that Carsina’s father migh tcancel his understanding with my father 



and bestow Carsina on Remwa rinstead, my blood seethed. I could not tolerate the idea that they migh t speak of me with laughter, or that Carsina might thank Remwar fo rrescuing her from the dismal fate of being my wife. The blow to my prid ehad quenched any love or affection I might have had for Carsina, but i thad only sharpened my sense of possession of her. Sometimes I wondere dwhat my Cousin Epiny would have said to me about such an attitude . 



It bothered me that my mother and siblings never sought me out at all.Isupposed that my father had forbidden the contact lest they be moved t obring me food. I don’t know how many days I was into my ordeal when m yguard asked me, “So your Pa is trying to make you lose some weight ,right? ” 



“So it seems,” I grunted. Narl was watching me load rocks onto a wagon,to be hauled off to build a stone wall . 



“You don’t look any thinner since you started.” 



I heaved a particularly large rock onto the wagon. I caught my breath. Mymouth was dry, but I didn’t want to use up one of my precious wate rbreaks yet. “Yes,” I agreed. I walked back to the pile to pick up anothe r rock. 



“So, you can tell me. Where and when do you get the food?” 



“My father gives me one meal a day.” I wondered if my father had directedhim to ask me that question. 

Did he set a spy upon me now? I squatte ddown and maneuvered another rock up onto its side and then into m yarms. I grunted as I stood up, crab-walked with it to the back of th ewagon, and heaved it in. 

“That’s a load,” I gasped . 



“Reckon it is. Follow ’long, now.” In his wisdom, the guard had decidedthat I would benefit more from staggering along behind the wagon tha nriding on it to our unloading site. I hadn’t argued. Perhaps some part o fme now hated my body as much as my father did, and desired to punish i tas severely as possible. 

“Then why aren’t you getting skinny? ” 



He stood with one leg up on the wagon, ready to mount to the seat. Onawhim, I told him the truth. “I’m under a curse. It’s magic. I’m doomed t obe fat forever. ” 

“Huh,” he said. And that was all. Narl didn’t talk to me much more thatday, but almost every day after 



that, he ventured some conversationa lgambit. I learned that he was an orphan and abandoned and had no ide awhose son he was or what he was supposed to be. So he’d come east ,looking for a life, and found Burvelle’s Landing and a job with my father .He’d been a pig tender before my father chose him for this task. H echuckled as he said it, and I suppose to him there was some humor in it .He had a girl across the river. She was a shopkeeper’s daughter, and h ehoped that when he got enough money, her father would let him marr yher. Her father had no sons, so maybe any sons they had could b e shopkeepers and have a real place in the world. He envied sons who kne wwhat they were born to be . 



He was good for bits and pieces of news from time to time. From him,Ilearned that the Kidona had simply vanished from the Bejawi village. On eday they’d been there; the next time someone had visited the village t odeliver supplies, they were gone. They hadn’t even taken the tents o rsupplies that the troops at Franner’s Bend had given them. Ungratefu lsavages. He told me, too, that the reinforcements for the fort at Getty swere due to pass the Landing any day now. For a moment my heart leap tas I recalled how I’d used to sit Sirlofty on the hill overlooking the roa d and watch the passing of the regiments on their way to assignments in thewild east. The rows of horse, the marching men, the wagons decked ou twith their regimental colors were as much pomp and heraldry as our par tof the world ever witnessed. But I wouldn’t even get to see Cayton’s Hors eand Doril’s Foot as they passed, let alone have dinner with the officers i fthey paused at the Landing. It was likely my father would do all he coul d

to keep me out of their sight. 



And from Narl, I learned that there was sickness in Franner’s Bend. Somepoor families, half-breeds most likely, had come down with it first. Rumo rwas that they’d recently arrived at Franner’s Bend. Dirty folk, was wha the’d heard. And they’d brought a sickness to Franner’s Bend, and rumo rhad it that those who caught it were dropping like flies from it. Fever, h etold me, and vomiting. Diarrhea, too. That’s what came of living dirty lik ethat. A chill went up my spine. “Does my father know about it? Tha tthere’s disease in Franner’s Bend? ” 



My guard shrugged. Narl hadn’t supposed that my father took an interestin such things . 



That night, when I was returned to my room, I paced it until my fatherarrived at my door with dinner. 

When he finally opened the lock and cam ein, I greeted him with, “Speck plague is spreading through Franner’ s

Bend. I fear Burvelle Landing will be next.” 



“What?” He set my dinner tray down with an angry clack. He neverreceived bad news graciously . 







Tersely, I told him what I knew. 



He shook his head at me. “That could be any of a dozen maladies, Nevare.When did you become such a nervous Nellie? Those people could hav edrunk bad water, or eaten spoiled meat. You’d do better to be focusing o nwhat we’re trying to accomplish here instead of imagining death an ddisaster on your doorstep. Speck plague. How would Speck plague com ehere?” 



Then he added, coldly, “Stand straight. I want to look at you.” I made noverbal response. I stood as if at attention while he walked a slow circl earound me. When he came back to face me, the color in his face wa shigher. “You haven’t lost a pound that I can see. You’ve corrupted you rguard, haven’t you? 

He’s bringing you food. That’s the only possibility .What are you bribing him with, Nevare? Promises of money to be given t ohim later? Or do you have resources that I don’t know about? ” 



Rage roared up in me, stronger than the hunger that still clawed at myinner ribs. “I’ve done no such thing! I’ve held myself exactly to ou r

bargain. I’ve worked each day as you commanded me, and eaten only whatyou’ve brought to me with your own hands, Father. It’s as I’ve tried to tel lyou; my weight has nothing to do with greed or lack of self-discipline. It’ smagic. What will it take to convince you of that? Or is it impossible fo r you to ever admit that not only are you wrong, but that your actions areresponsible for how I look? ” 



His face contorted with rage. “You superstitious ignoramus!” He snatchedup my food tray so hastily that the wine glass fell over. I smelled the shar pscent of the spilled wine. Against my will, my hands flew out to clutch a tthe tray and keep him from dumping the precious food. With a roar o ffury, he snatched it away from me. It tipped and he deliberately swung th etray to dash the contents against the wall. I stared in horror at th esplattered food and broken crockery. A large piece of the wine glass ha dstuck in the thick gravy of the meat pie. As I stared, its weight pulled i tfree and it fell to the floor with the rest of the mess. I turned my aghas tgaze on my father . 



His face twitched. For a moment, he struggled for control and then hereleased his temper. “There’s your dinner, Nevare! Enjoy it! It’s the las tmorsel of food you’ll see for a time.” He drew in a sharp breath through hi snose. “I thought I could trust you to adhere to our agreement! Will I neve r learn? You haven’t a scrap of honor left, have you? You’ll lie, you’ll cheat,and you’ll steal in whatever way you must in some idiotic effort to prov eyour ridiculous claims! And why? Because you are so desperate to mak eyour failure my fault! Because you can’t accept responsibility for your ow nmistakes. 

You always have wanted someone else to be in charge of you an dI fear you always will! You will never lead, Nevare, because you canno tcommand yourself ! 







“But I will show you what it is a true officer does, and that is, he does whatmust be done to keep his troops prepared. There will be no more trus tbetween us. You will stay here in this room, and I will supervise your fast .You will see that no magic is at work here, only your own sloth and greed. ”He’d run out of breath. I remained standing and staring at him. May th egood god help me as I recall that it was all I could do not to fling myself o nmy knees and snatch at the spilled food that was seeping across the floor

.As if he knew the true focus of my attention, he pointed at it and snarled , 

“And clean that up!” 



He turned on his heel and left me, shutting the door sharply. I heard himsnap the lock into place. And the moment I knew it was latched and h ecould not surprise me, I dropped down to right the remainder of the glas sthat still cradled a mouthful of wine. The plate had not broken and part o fmy meal had sheltered beneath it. I cut my finger on the broken wine glas sas I snatched up the spoon and carefully scooped as much of the meat pi eas I could back onto the plate. Luckily, the flaky crust had kept most of it sshape. I was able to gently slip my hand under it and lever it back onto th eplate. The crusty seed roll was not damaged at all. The dish that had hel dmy small serving of fruit compote had broken. I studied it, weighing th edangers of eating broken glass against the fragrance and flavor of the lus hpieces of plump fruit gleaming with spiced syrup. Trembling wit h

self-restraint, for the tantalizing aromas of the spilled food were all aroundme now, I forced myself to very carefully inspect each piece of fruit befor e

I salvaged it. I placed my rescued meal back onto the tray and took it tomy desk. The sight of the spilled and ruined food on the floor was almos tmore than I could stand. I draped the soiled napkin over it, and the nhurried to my broken meal. When, an hour later, I had finished the las ttiny morsel of bread, I sighed and set myself to the task of cleaning up th e spilled mess. 



It was only as I knelt like a penitent before the glass-strewn remnants ofwhat should have been my meal that I forced myself to admit that m yincreased weight was not the only way the magic had changed me. 

Once Iwould have been too proud to salvage a meal that had fallen on the floor . 

Now the importance of food went far beyond its ability to nourish me.Even the pleasure I felt in the sensation of eating was secondary t oanother, deeper change in me. I built my new body to house my magic .The moment I framed the thought, I felt the rightness of it. Yes, I was fat .But I was strong now, stronger than I had ever been. And over the days o fforced privation and heavy labor, I had noticed changes in myself. M ybody produced very little waste now. The despised chamber pot had gon elargely unused. I noticed a stillness to my body that seemed new to me, i nthat when I sat still and studied, I felt my body sink into a greater state o frest. It reminded me of being suspended in water, or of awarenes s hovering in that nether place between sleep and wakefulness. I suspecte dthat my internal workings had become terribly, terribly efficient, and tha twhenever I was not using my arm or my leg, it went into a suspensio nbeyond simple rest . 



I used what was left of the wash water in my basin to wet the napkin andclean my floor. I put the wet 



napkin and dishes and broken crockery o nthe tray and set it aside . 



It took every bit of self-discipline I had to follow my routine that evening.Istudied the lessons I’d set for myself, and faithfully entered the whol eincident into my journal. I did not write there the questions that swarme dthrough my brain. How far would my father go in his quest to prov ehimself right? Would he let me die of starvation? I did not think so, but Iwas no longer certain . 






CHAPTER NINEPLAGUE

I came to awareness the next morning when the early summer sunlightreached through the window and touched my skin. It was simple comfort ,one blessing that never changed. I closed my eyes and steeped my soul i n

it. I arose at my usual time. As always, I washed and dressed and made upmy bed . 

Then I sat down on the edge of it to await what the day might bring. Isthere anything so tedious as waiting? I tried to occupy my mind, first wit hmy history book, and then by placing my chair near the window an dwatching the activities in the courtyard below . 



At first, there was little to distract me. I saw a man ride in, a messengerfrom the town council in Burvelle’s Landing by the armband he wore. H ehurried up the steps, but his horse was not led away . 



A short time later, my father and brother emerged with the messenger. 

My father was still putting on his coat. Two more horses were brought and they all rode away at a gallop. That effectively dashed my hopes of seeingmy father that morning. I sat for a time longer, wondering if my keepe rwould come for me, even though the hour for that was some time past. Bu tno one came. After a time, suspense gave way to boredom. Hunger, m yever-present companion, tormented me. The intensity of the pangs alway sseemed greatest when I had nothing else to occupy my mind. I lay on m ybed and tried to read the next chapter in Bellock’s Warfare. The Varnia n tangled in my mind, Bellock’s prose seeming stilted and pompous, an dafter a time I lowered my book to my chest and closed my eyes . 



I tried to think my situation through. Was there an alternative to thisfutile pissing match? I was virtually my father’s prisoner. I could brea kdown the door now, while he was gone, and then I could run away. 

No tonly did the cowardice of that act repell me, but also the thought that i twould confirm my father’s poor opinion of me and dash even my tiny hop eof returning to the academy and the future that I had always expected . 







I took a deep breath, and as I sighed it out, I felt a sharp resolution formin me. Keen and hard as a sword’s edge it was. I would persevere. I woul dnot be the one to blink first. I slowly sighed out the air in my lungs ,relaxing as I did so, and sank into a stillness deeper than sleep. I woul descape hunger there. 

For a time, I hovered in a place that was quiet, dark ,and empty. For a time, I waited, feeling a slow peace seep into me. I fel t

that other me, quiescent for weeks, stir in me again. He was unalarmed byall that had befallen me. He accepted the changes, the thickening fles hthat enfolded me, not placidly but with a lucid joy. As I took in anothe rslow breath, I felt him unfold himself like a shadow filling my body. H estretched out into my arms and settled into my legs. He mourned m yempty belly but joined me in my resolve. We would wait . 



I felt a shiver of unease at his contentment, and then I accepted him asapassive part of myself. What harm could he do me? I sighed and agai nsank into his stillness. I dreamed of a forest, peaceful under the summe rsunlight. When next I became aware of myself, the sun had moved pas tmy window. It was not dark by any means, but the golden square o fsunlight that had soaked me had moved. I opened my eyes, blinkin gslowly. No one had come to my room. My nose told me there was no foo dto be had, only water. I rose and drank all that was left in my pitcher .Then, moved by an impulse I did not understand, I pushed my bed acros sthe room into the slowly moving rectangle of sunlight from my window.  Itook off my shirt and lay down again, basking in the warm light on m yskin. I breathed out again and once more sank my consciousness to th edim and comfortable place where my other self reigned. He took me i n and sheltered me with dreams of deep-reaching roots questing for water.Idreamed of flowers turning toward the sun and of leaves absorbing light ,their stoma shut tight to conserve moisture. The forest waited for me. I tcalled me to become one with it. My breathing became an occasiona lwind that barely stirred the reaching leaves . 



My heartbeat was a distant, random drumbeat. 



I awoke to darkness and the rattling of the hasp that secured my door.Isat up immediately, swinging my feet to the floor, and then felt a sudde nwave of vertigo. Before it could pass, a kitchen servant entered bearing atray. He lifted the branch of candles he bore, scowling round my dar kroom. He set down his candles and his tray on my desk. “Your dinner, sir. ”The simple words could barely contain the contempt he filled them with . 



“Thank you. Where is my father?” 



He stooped, full of disapproval, to lift the tray of soiled and broken dishesthat I had left by the door on the floor. He was a tall fellow, pale as amushroom, an unmuscled house servant. He sniffed loudly as if the smel lof the stale food scraps disgusted him . 







“Lord Burvelle has a guest this evening. He directed me to deliver this trayto you.” He turned away, dismissing me as beneath his notice. I steppe dbetween him and the door. He recoiled from me as if I were a threatenin gbear. At least my bulk was good for something, if only intimidatin gservants. “Who is my father’s guest?” I asked him . 



“Well, I scarcely think—” 



“Who is my father’s guest?” I repeated, taking a step closer to him. Hebacked away, now holding the tray of broken dishes as if it were a shield . 

“Dr. Reynolds from the Landing has come to call today,” he said hastily.The mention of the doctor and my recall of the messenger I had glimpse dearly in the day mingled and awoke an urgent fear in me. “Is ther esickness in the Landing? Is that why the doctor is here? ” 



“Why, I’m sure I don’t know! It’s hardly my business to question why Lord Burvelle has a guest at his table.” 



“What did they talk about?” 



“I do not eavesdrop on my betters!” He seemed incensed that I had evensuggested such a thing and poked the tray toward me as it he were tryin gto intimidate a dog. “Out of my way. I have my work to do. ” 



I stared at him, slowly realizing that he spoke to me as if I were nobody, anunderling, a beggar. Not as if I were a son of the household. Would a tim ecome when everyone treated me with such disregard ? 

“Say, ‘please, sir,’” I instructed him softly. 



He glared at me and then I think that something in my face persuadedhim that was an error. He licked his narrow lips nervously and then fle dback to formality. He spoke stiffly. “If you would please to step out of m yway, sir, I’ll be about my proper work. ” 







I nodded to him. “You may go.” I stepped aside. He hurried to the doorand scuttled through it like a fleeing rat. An instant later, he slammed i tbehind him and I heard him clack the lock shut on the hasp. 

“Tell m yfather I need to speak with him tonight!” I shouted through the door. Th e only response I received was the sound of his footsteps retreating. I groundmy teeth, almost certain that my message would not be delivered. Was Iimagining a danger? It could all be coincidence, my guard mentionin gsickness in Franner’s Bend, the messenger this morning, the visit from th eLanding’s only doctor. I tried to dismiss my worry, but could not . 



But before my frustration could become anger, I was distracted from it.My nose had picked up a scent, and like a dog on a trail, I followed it t othe tray on my desk. I lifted the napkin that covered my plate . 



Bread. A single rounded loaf, a cross scored in the top of it, the size of mytwo fists put together. And next to it, a carafe of water. For a moment, Ifelt dismayed, but then my senses seized on what was there rather than o nwhat I lacked. The loaf was a golden-topped mound. When I lifted it, I fel tthe slight grease on the bottom of it where it had kissed the hot pan. Ibroke it in my hands and tore it apart. The top was crusty, the insid eslightly stretchy and tender. I smelled the summer wheat . 



I filled my mouth with a bite. The flavor overwhelmed any other thoughtImight have framed. I tasted every element of the bread, the grain that ha dgrown tall in our Widevale sunshine, the hint of salt, the yeast that ha dleavened it, the richness of the butter that had gentled the crust. I savore dit all and it filled my senses. I ate without haste, taking bite after bite, onl ypausing to drink the cool, clear water. I felt the food enter my body— Iswear I could feel it becoming part of me . 



Plain bread and cold water. My father had threatened me with this asahardship, but while I consumed my loaf and the flagon of water tha taccompanied it, I felt I truly had all that any man could need. When I drank the last of my water and set my mug down, I felt a wave o fcontentment come over me. I tidied away my tray and set out my journa land my schoolbooks, resolved to follow my now too-familiar routine. M yfather, I decided, would or would not come to me, as he was inclined .There was nothing I could do about it. It was harder than usual to kee p

my mind on my work. Doggedly, I forced myself to complete the lessons I’dset. Despite my day’s rest, sleepiness kept creeping up on me. Only th estrictest self-discipline kept me to my routine. I followed my book wor kwith an honest entry in my journal, confiding to that page my fear tha tdisease might be threatening Widevale. When I closed my journal, I gav ein to sleepiness and immediately went to my bed. 

I knelt and more by rot ethan by faith said my evening prayers. I prayed for Burvelle’s Landin grather than myself, no longer certain that I believed in the strength an dpower of the good god so much as hoped that he existed and would hea rmy pleas for mercy. As I pulled up my blanket and closed my eyes, Iwondered what I truly believed now. I thought of the Poronte family an dtheir ghastly chandelier of dead and dying birds. Could their older god shave protected me from this fate? At what price would such protectio ncome? Despite these thoughts, sleep reached up and pulled me swiftl yunder its waves. I did not dream . 







When light first crept in my window, I came to awareness of it. I did notbother to dress. If anyone came to my door, that would be soon enough t orise. Instead, I got up only long enough to push my bed across the room t owhere the first rays of light illuminated it. Then I lay down again and onc emore plunged into something that was not sleep. I could feel how my bod ynow conserved all things—water, food, and even the energy I used t obreathe or move. I was like a mighty tree, standing silent and bare of leaf ,life seemingly suspended until spring might come again . 



That day, I arose only at intervals to move my bed to keep it alwayscentred under the light. When the light finally faded from the sky an ddarkness poured into my room, the same servant once more tapped at m ydoor, opened it, and brought me my loaf and water. “What tidings fro mthe Landing?” I demanded of him as I sat up on my bed . 



“Sickness,” he said brusquely. Before I could rise, he was out the door,shutting it firmly behind him. For a moment, dread paralyzed me. Wer emy worst fears coming to pass? Or, as my father had said, was it merel ysome lesser illness that would pass like a summer squall? I rose, I ate, an dI returned to my bed. I slept again . 



The next day was identical, save for one thing. The evening passed with noservant and no food. The hour for it passed, and then another. At last, Iswallowed my dignity and pounded on my door and shouted. After som etime had passed, I heard a maidservant’s voice outside my door. “Sir ,please! 

People are trying to take their rest. ” 



“I’ve had no food or water today! Bring me something, and I’ll be quiet.”Silence. Then, “I’ll try to find someone who has the key, sir. Your fathe r

was away all the day and gave no orders about you. And your mother is ill,so I cannot ask her. I’ll go tap on your father’s study door, to see what h esays. Be patient, please, and quiet. I’ll see what I can do. 

” 



“Thank you. My mother is ill?” 



There was no reply. I shouted “Miss!” but got no response. I sat down andwaited as the night deepened. She did not return. I tried to imagine wha tmight be happening in the rest of the house. If my mother were ill an dresting in the other wing, the majority of the servants would be tending t oher and her needs. I wondered where Rosse was, and Elisi and Yaril. Wer ethey also ill? Worry for my mother replaced my concern about food an dwater. My hunger became a still emptiness inside me. With no othe rrecourse, I returned to my bed and slept again. That deeper stillnes sreached up and claimed me. 





Another day passed slowly. No one came t omy door. I moved my bed to keep the sunlight on it. 

Several times, Ipounded on the door and shouted, but no one came. I felt a curious lack o fenergy. It was hard to rouse myself, and harder still to force myself to tak eaction. Rest seemed my wisest course. 

On my fourth day withou tsustenance of any kind, I roused myself. A dull alarm motivated me; woul dmy father truly allow me to starve to death? I shouted through the door. Idid not hear even a footstep. I lay down and pressed my ear to the floor b ythe door. I heard faint voices from somewhere in the house. I put m ymouth to the crack under the door. “Mother? Rosse? Anyone?” There wa sno response. I pounded on my floor, first with my fists and then with m ychair. Nothing. Three times I slammed my still considerable bulk agains tthe door. It did not give. Even that minor activity after days without foo d exhausted me. I drank what had been my washing water and slept again .On the fifth day, I tried first my fists and shoulder against the door, an dthen broke my chair against it. It did not budge. It was made from a goo dslab of spond wood, the heraldic symbol of the Burvelles of the East, and i tproved true to what it symbolized. It was hard and impervious to m yblows and shouts. With a leg from my shattered chair, I broke a pane ou tof my window. I shouted again, but no one stirred in the courtyard below .It was a clear summer day out there; the lack of activity made the hai rstand up on the back of my neck. 

What had become of everyone ? 



My mind conjured up all sorts of possibilities. My father was sick and noone had thought to check on me. Or my family had left on a visit an dabandoned me to the servants, who had forgotten me. A darker though tkept pressing against my mind: every soul in the household was dead o fthe plague. It was terrifyingly possible. I thought of breaking out th eremaining panes of glass and the framework of my window and jumpin g

out, but it was a sheer drop to the paving stones below. If it did not kill meoutright, I suspected I would die a lingering death from broken legs o rback. I was trapped, like a rat in a box. I wondered how long it would tak eme to die . 



The morning breeze through my broken window carried a bit of moisture.I opened my shirt to it and felt my skin take it in. I sat down and in awavering hand made what I feared would be among the final entries in m ysoldier’s journal. Then I lay back down on my bed and closed my eyes t omy fate. At least two more days passed. Time lost much of its meaning fo rme. My Speck self had merged more deeply with my being than eve rbefore, and I paid more attention to the cycling of daylight to dusk than Idid to the passing hours. The pangs of hunger had become such aconstant that it seemed a normal state. I ignored them. My skin seeme dthicker when I touched it, more like the rind of a tough fruit than the ski nof a man. There was little moisture in my mouth and less in my nose an deyes. It was easier not to open them. 

I became slowly aware of the sound o fsomeone rattling the lock on my door. Had I heard my name called? Wa sthat what had roused me? By the time I rallied my consciousness enoug hto turn my head, whoever had been in the hall had gone away. I thought o fshouting, but my throat and mouth were too dry. I could scarcely pry m ysticky lips apart. My body forbade me wasting energy on an effort tha t might prove futile . 



A time passed. Then I heard slow footfalls that stopped outside my door.Something scraped on wood, and then there was a creak followed by th esounds of wood rending. I heard the hasp and lock fall to the floor outsid emy door. I stared at the door passively. It seemed a miracle when i topened inward. 

Framed in the entry was a thin and haggard Sergean tDuril. He held a pry bar in one hand. “Nevare?” he 



asked me hoarsely. “I sit possible you are still alive?” Ponderously, I raised myself up in my bed .Duril’s eyes widened. I mouthed the word “water,” feeling my lips crack a sI did so. He nodded his understanding. “Let’s go to the kitchen,” h esuggested. I rose and followed him stiffly, walking like a wooden man. As Istalked through the hall behind him, I began to smell the stench of illness .A terrible premonition welled up in me. Neither of us spoke. Duri ltottered along as if at the end of his stamina. I forced my knees t o

remember how to bend. My feet felt stiff as roots and even my hips workedgrudgingly. When we reached the kitchen, I went directly to the sink ,scarcely noting the untidy clutter that littered the tables. 

Dirty cups an dplates filled the washing tubs. I ignored them and drank directly from th espigot, stooping and turning my head to suck in the cool water as i tflowed. When I could drink no more, I filled my hands with water an d

splashed it over my face. I ducked my head under it and let it run over myneck and through my hair. I scrubbed my hands together in the wate rand rubbed it over my forearms. Dry skin sloughed off in the water as if Iwere a snake shedding an old skin. I cupped my hands and rubbed wate rinto my eyes, only now realizing how crusted my eyelids had been. When Ihad finally had enough moisture, I shut off the spigot and turned t oSergeant Duril . 



“It was the plague, wasn’t it?” 



He nodded, staring at me in amazement. “I never saw a man drink likethat. But then, I never expected you to be alive. Been sick as a dog myself ,Nevare, or I’d have come for you sooner. When I dragged myself up to th emain house to check on your da, I asked about you right away. He jus tstared at me. 

I’m afraid grief has turned his mind, lad. ” 



“Where is he?” I rummaged through the pantry as we spoke. Anythingfresh had been consumed or gone bad. The bread cupboard was empty .For the first time in my life, the big baking ovens were cold. Only the stal esmells of cooking lingered in the air. I desperately wanted and neede dfood. Ever since my father had built this house, the kitchen had been ful lof food. There had always been bread, always been a simmering stockpo ton the back of the stove, its steamy aroma mingling with the smells of ho tcoffee and sizzling meat. Quiet had replaced the chatter of the kitche nstaff, the crisp chopping of their knives against the block, the rhythmi cthudding of busy hands pushing and turning pale bread dough . 



I did not know where anything was. Always, the food had been preparedfor me and brought to the table, or I had discovered it cooling on the rack sand shelves there. I opened drawers and cupboards randomly, findin gcutlery and mixing bowls and folded towels. A terrible frustration began t obuild in me. 

Where was the food ? 



I found the barrels of flour, meal, and cut oats. They infuriated me, forIcould not eat them as they were, and I did not have the time to cook. M ybody demanded sustenance now. At last I found some turnips in 



one of th eroot bins. They had withered, but I was not fussy. I bit into the purple an dwhite root. As I bit into the tough vegetable, Duril spoke . 



“I found your da sitting outside your brother’s door. Rosse is dead, Nevare.So is your mother and your elder sister. ” 



I stood before him, chewing, hearing his words, and sensations tore at me.In my heart, the sudden gulf of grief that opened was beyond anything I’ dever felt. I’d lost comrades when the plague swept through the academy ,and teachers I had respected. Those deaths had shocked and hurt me. Bu t the news that my mother, Rosse, and Elisi were all vanished from my life,seemingly in one instant, paralyzed my mind. I had expected to share th erest of my life with them. When I was old and unfit to serve my king an ylonger, I had expected to return to Rosse’s estate and make my home wit hhim. I had anticipated helping him raise his own soldier son, as well a sseeing Elisi become a mother and wife. Gone was my own gentle mother ,always a force in my life, always my advocate with my father. Gone, al lgone. 



Yet the food I chewed flooded my mouth with keen pleasure. Thestarchiness of the core became a mild sweetness in contrast to the pepper yskin. There were two textures—the fibrous skin and the crisper inne rvegetable. The sensation of swallowing a bulky mouthful of food after m ylong deprivation was an ecstasy in itself. The taking in of food, I suddenl yknew, was not only my consumption of life but a victory of th econtinuation of life. I had once more survived, and my physical bod yrejoiced in that even as tears filled my eyes at my loss. Duril was starin g

at me. “Aren’t you going to go to him?” he asked me at last. I shook myhead slowly. My voice creaked when I spoke. “Give me some time ,Sergeant. I’ve been days with no food or water. Let me eat and regai nsome strength before I have to face him. ” 



A shadow of disapproval passed across his face, but he did not argue withme. Instead he waited as I ate all the turnips. I offered him some, but h eshook his head wordlessly. When the turnips were gone, I found a crock o fraisins and sat down to devour them one sticky, chewy handful afte ranother. They tasted wonderful. Yet the more food filled me, the keene rbecame my awareness of my loss . 



That sensation of duality flooded me again. There was the Speck me whogloried in survival, and there was Nevare who had just lost most of hi sworld. I looked up at Duril. “Please tell me all you know. I’ve been isolate dfor days. No food or water, no news. ” 



“So I see,” he said gravely. “It’s soon told, for all that has happened. Thesickness came from Franner’s Bend. So I think, anyway. It happened s ofast. Your da and brother went to investigate when Doc Reynolds first sen tthem a message about a dying family. It alarmed your da enough that h eand Rosse 



came back here to plan the quarantine. But by the nex tmorning, it was too late.” He shook his head. “It spread through th eLanding like a wildfire. Somehow it jumped the river. Your brother Ross ecame down with it the next day. Your mother caught it nursing him. B ythen, anyone who could still move was running away from it. I done th ebest I could, Nevare. I turned out the stock to graze and put the stabl e beasts out in the fields. It was the most I could do for them. I got sick rightafter your mother did, so I don’t know too much else until today. I finall ydecided I was going to live and crawled out of bed and staggered up here. Isaw four covered corpses in the yard outside—I don’t know whose, or eve nhow long they’ve been there. Stink is something terrible. Most everyon eseems to be gone; at least, I hope they are, and not dead in their beds o rsomething. I haven’t gone room to room—I came to find you first. 

Had n oidea your da had locked you up like that, lad. It’s a miracle you survived. Amiracle. What did you eat or drink up there? ” 



“Nothing.” 

He looked at me skeptically. 

“Nothing. I’ve had nothing to eat or drink for days!” I shook my head at his doubts and gave it up. “I’ve no time to convince you of it, Duril. But it’strue. Whatever magic Dewara exposed me to is strong. I slept a lot. An ddeeply, like a bear hibernating, I suppose. And I still feel hungry enough t oeat a horse. But— ” 





“But you haven’t got any thinner. Your skin’s strange, though. Dusky.Dusky as a dead man’s. ” 





“I know.” I hadn’t, but I’d suspected it. I rubbed at my forearm. It felt oddto my touch, thick and rubbery. I shook my head, pushing the strangenes saway. “I have to go to my father, Duril. Then I have to do what yo usaid—go room to room and see what I find. ” 



I still cringe when I recall my father’s first words on seeing me. He wassitting on a straight-backed chair outside Rosse’s door. He turned hi shead at the sound of my footsteps . 



“You,” he said. “Still alive. Still fat as a hog. And my son Rosse dead. Why?Why would the good god spare you and take Rosse? Why would he serv eme so?” I had no answer for him then or now. He looked terrible, thin ,haggard, and unkempt. I set his words aside . 







“Have you had the sickness?” I asked him stiffly. He slowly shook his head. 

“What should I do now, Father?” 

He bit his lower lip. Then as he stood, his mouth worked suddenly, hislower lip trembling like a frightened baby’s. “They’re all dead! All o fthem!” He suddenly wailed. He staggered forward a few steps, but it wa s

Duril he sought for comfort, not me. The old sergeant caught him and heldhim as he sobbed. I stood alone, excluded even from his grief . 

“Yaril?” I asked him when he took a breath and seemed to be easing. “I don’t know!” He cried out the words as if I had inflicted a fresh wound on him. “When Elisi sickened, I feared I would lose all my children. I sentYaril and Cecile away. I told them to ride to Poronte’s holdings. I sent m ylittle girl away, all but alone. There were no servants left who would com eto the bell. I had to send them off alone. The good god alone knows wha thas become of her. All sorts of folk are on the road. I pray she reache dthere safely, I pray the Porontes took them in.” 

He burst into open sobs ,and then, to my horror, he sank slowly to the floor and collapsed there .When I first tried to raise him up, he slapped at me feebly as if he coul dnot abide my loathsome touch. I exchanged glances with Duril, and gav emy father time to keen and moan. When he had exhausted his hoarde dstrength, I again stooped to take him up. I had to go down awkwardly o none knee, and my own belly was a barrier to picking him up. I wa ssurprised to find myself strong enough to lift him easily . 



Duril followed me as I carried him to the parlor. I put him on a cushionedsettee there, and told the sergeant, “Go to the kitchen. Get the cook fir estarted and put on a big pot of porridge. My father needs food, as do you ,and simple food will do him best at first, if my own experience of th eplague is any guide. ” 



“What are you going to do?” Duril asked me. My father had closed his eyesand sunk into stillness. I think Duril already knew the answer. “I have t ogo to my mother’s chamber. And Elisi’s. ” 



Duril looked guiltily relieved. We parted there. 



The rest of that day comes back to me sometimes in my nightmares. Thathouse had always been my home, a refuge to me. The large pleasan trooms, decorated to my mother’s tastes, had always seemed an oasis o fcalm and respite from the larger world. Now it was filled with death . 



My family had been dead for days. Rosse was stiff in his bed, andIsuspected he had been the last to die. 





My father had tried to tend him. Aheap of soiled linens was at the foot of his bed. A clean blanket had bee ntucked around his body, and a napkin covered his face. My elder brothe rwho had always gone before me in life had also gone before me into death .My father’s heir son was dead. I refused to consider the full magnitude o fthat loss. I left his room quietly. Someone, probably Elisi, had sewn ahasty shroud for my mother. I had thought to bid her farewell with a las tkiss, but the smell was so thick in the stuffy room that I could barely forc emyself to enter. Fat flies were bumping and buzzing against the windo wglass. I resolved to leave her covered and keep my last memory of he rstrong beauty intact. I thought of how I had nodded to her and the nturned away, as if she were already a ghost. I regretted it as I regret fe w

things in my life. I left her swaddled body without touching it and went onto Elisi’s bedchamber . 



She and I had never been close. When I was born, I was not only the newbaby in the family, but a son and a soldier son. I had displaced her i nmany ways, and that had always colored our relationship. Now she wa sgone, and that gap would never be mended. The last time I had been i nher room, it had been a little girl’s room, with dolls on shelves next t oexpensive picture books with tinted illustrations. The years had change d

it. Some of Elisi’s own watercolors of wildflowers were framed on the walls.The dolls were long gone. 

The fresh flowers had rotted in their gracefu lvases, and Elisi herself was a contorted corpse on the bed. 

A lovel ycomforter embroidered with birds was rucked all around her as if she ha dstruggled free of it. 

She lay on her side, mouth gaping horribly, he rclawlike hands reaching toward an empty pitcher on her nightstand. Th efragments of a broken cup crunched under my feet. I left her room, unabl eat that moment to deal with her horrid death . 



I forced myself to check every other bedchamber in the house. In the newlyredone servants’ wing, I found two more bodies, and one thin, frai lmaidservant. “They all ran off,” she told me in a shaky voice. 

“The maste rordered them to stay, but they crept away in the dark. I stayed, and I di dmy best, sir. I helped Mistress Elisi tend her mother to the end. We wer esewing her shroud when the fever come over me. Mistress Elisi told me t oget to bed, she’d finish it herself and then come to me. She said to jus t take care of myself. So I did. And she never came.” 



“It’s all right,” I said dully. “You couldn’t have saved her. You did all youcould, and the family is grateful to you. You will be rewarded for you rfaithfulness. Go to the kitchen. Sergeant Duril is cooking food there. Ea tsomething, and then do whatever you can to restore the household.” Ihesitated and then added, “Care for Lord Burvelle as best you can. He i sovercome by grief. ” 



“Yes, sir. Thank you, sir.” She seemed pathetically relieved that I had notcondemned her as she shuffled off to the task I had given her. The rest o fthe bedchambers showed the signs of hasty departure. I wondered if thos ewho had fled had saved their lives or only spread the plague further. M yfather himself had laid out our mansion and estate. He had forgotte nnothing in plotting out a home that he intended would serve the family fo rgenerations. Thus there was even a stone-walled cemetery with a nadjacent 



chapel with shade trees, and beds of flowers. Niches in the ston ewall held symbols of the good god: the pomegranate tree, the ever-pourin gpitcher, and the ring of keys. I had seen them so often that I no longe r

noticed them. The walled cemetery was a very pleasant place, really, ascarefully maintained as my mother’s garden. There, my father had onc etold me, “All of our bones will someday rest.” He had never expected tha tday to come so soon, nor that his children would die before him. For mos tof my life, there had been only five graves in it, simply marked with stone ,markers for the retainers who had followed my father, serving him first a ssoldiers and later as servants, and finally dying in his employ. All the res tof that day, I dug graves. Nine graves. Four for the poor souls who’d bee nleft in the courtyard. Two for the bodies I’d found in the servants ’quarters. Three for my family . 



It was not easy work. I was surprised I could do it, given the privationIhad endured. The top layer of soil was cultivated turf, but only a fe winches below it I struck the rocky soil that was more characteristic of ou rlands. I set aside my spade and took up a pickax to break through tha tlayer, and eventually into the claylike soil beneath it. It was a relief t o

focus my mind on this simple task. I made the sides of each grave straight,and threw the soil where it could not slide back onto me. The holes wer ewider, perhaps, than another digger would have made; I had t oaccommodate my own girth. My arms and back were stiff at first, bu t soon warmed to my work. My body complained far less than I hadexpected. It was good to be out in the fresh air and sunlight again. After atime, I stripped off my shirt and worked more freely, though not withou tsome worry that someone might see me . 



The hard physical labor kept my thoughts at bay. I toiled like themuddy-boots engineer I had once planned to be. I aligned my grave s

precisely, leaving uniform walking spaces between them. When my mindbegan to work again, I walked the edges of my grief, pushing away the ful lrealization of what had befallen me. I did not think of my dead, bu twondered where the servants had fled to and if they would return, or i fthey had carried their own deaths with them and perished alongside th eroad. From there, I had to wonder how Burvelle’s Landing had fared. Tha tsmall community on the other side of the road was my father’s pride an djoy. He had laid out the streets and persuaded an innkeeper and a smit hand a mercantile owner to come there long before anyone else had see npotential for a settlement there. His men operated the ferry to it, and th elittle town council reported directly to my father for his final say on al ltheir decisions. The existence of that town and our comfortable life in th emanor house were tightly linked. I wondered if the streets of Burvelle’ sLanding were still and quiet, if the dead lay rotting in their homes. I shie daway from that image, but then found myself thinking about our lande dneighbors and how they had fared. Some lived in relative isolation. I

hoped that our folk fleeing the plague had not visited it upon them. Then,like a willful horse on a lunge line, I came round at last to wondering i fCecile and Yaril had safely reached the Poronte manor, and if they ha descaped the plague or borne it thither . 







I had been so angered with and distanced from my little sister. Now, whenI thought of her, I could only recall how wide and trusting her eyes ha dalways seemed when she was a child. I discovered an odd thing. I had onl ybeen able to be so angry with her because I had believed that one day w ewould apologize to one another and resume our close relationship. It ha dfelt safe to be furious with her, because in my deepest soul, I had bee nutterly confident that she still loved me, as I did her. Now I wondered wit ha terrible lurch of sorrow if she had gone to her death neither forgiving m enor knowing that I would forgive her. And with that last terrible though tin my mind, I flung the final shovel full of earth out of the ninth grave .Alone, I carried the bodies of the servants, one by one, to their restin gplaces, setting them beside the holes where they would lie. I put my shir ton over my dirty body, and went quietly to the kitchens. The wonderfu lsmell of simmering porridge and baking bread filled the air. I foun d Sergeant Duril and the maidservant there, talking quietly. Her name, Idiscovered, was Nita. Nita had set out salt and molasses on the tabl ealongside a slab of butter from a cold cellar I’d been unaware existed. 

Sh ehad put several loaves of bread to bake in the reawakened ovens. She tol dme that they had given my father food and several very strong drink sbefore steering him into a clean bed in one of the guest rooms. They’d lef thim there, sleeping the sleep of exhaustion . 



At my request, they went out to the four bodies I’d moved, to look on thema last time and to tell me what their names had been. The moment the yleft the kitchen, I could restrain myself no longer. I dished myself a nimmense tureen of porridge. I put several hunks of butter to melt in it , and then poured molasses over the top of it. I sat down and devoured it inhuge spoonfuls. It was hot to the point of scalding, but that did no tdiscourage me. I stirred it to cool it, melting the glorious yellow butte rinto the oaty porridge and mingling the rich brown threads of molasses i nswirls. As fast as it cooled, I ate it, savoring the subtle flavors and th esensation of swallowing large bites of nourishing food. 

I served mysel fanother bowlful from the pot, scraping it clean. I was generous with bot hbutter and molasses. I devoured it. They’d left a pot of tea on the table. Ipoured myself a cup, sweetened it to soupiness with more of the molasses ,and drank it down. I could feel life and strength resurging in me with th econsumption of the sweet stuff. I poured another cup, draining the pot. Iput more water in the kettle and set it to boil again. The smell of th e

baking bread almost made me wild. I was startled when Duril and Nitacame back. In glorying in the food, I’d almost forgotten them and m ygrisly task. I hastily drained off the last of my cup of tea. Duril was lookin gat me in a sort of frozen dismay. I suddenly realized how I must appear ,my face and shirt smudged with dirt and sweat, my nails and hands filthy ,and supporting it all, my immense body. The sticky tureen was still on th etable before me, the ewer of molasses almost empty beside it. I bowed m y shoulders reflexively, trying to seem smaller. “I have their names, if yo uwant to write them down,” Duril said heavily. “Yes. Thank you. I do. W ewill have to have stones carved for them later, but for now, well, it is bes tthat I put them in the earth.” Duril nodded solemnly. I went to my father’ sstudy for paper and a pencil. When I returned, Nita was washing up th eporridge pot. “I’ll go with you,” Duril announced, and followed me out o fthe kitchen . 



He said little, but I could feel his disapproval hovering over me. When wereached the bodies, he listed their names for me and I wrote them dow ncarefully, along with whatever he knew about each of them. 

Then, as if Iwere planting tulip bulbs, I set one man and three women into the earth .Duril helped me as much as he could, but his strength was gone, and I fea rwe were not as gentle with those mortal remains as we would have been i nbetter times. When they were in their graves, we returned to the house ,and one at a time, I carried out the two dead servants I had discovered i ntheir rooms. Their soiled bedding 



became their shrouds. Flies had foun dthe one, and the hatching maggots worked in his nostrils and at th ecorners of his mouth. Even hardened old Sergeant Duril turned aside fro mthat sight, and I repressed a gag as I covered the dead man with hi sbedding and wrapped it firmly around him. As I carried him out of th ehouse, I wondered if we would ever get the stench of death out of th e place. 



Duril had known them both. I noted down their names and set them eachin a grave. Then we covered them, with me doing the lion’s share of th ework, and Duril manning a shovel more for the sake of his self-respec tthan for any real help he could give me. The long summer day had foun d dusk before we were through. We stood by the six mounds of pale soil, and Duril, who had buried many a comrade, offered a simple soldier’s prayerto the good god. When we were finished, he looked askance at me . 



“Tomorrow is soon enough,” I said quietly. “They’ve lain in their roomsthis long. One more day will not hurt. And perhaps by tomorrow my fathe rwill be recovered enough to help me give them a more formal burial.” Isighed. “I’m going down to the river to wash. ” 

He nodded, and I left him there. 



But the next morning, my father was little better than he had been. Hemade no response when I tried to speak to him. Unshaven, his hair wild ,dressed in his nightshirt, he would not even sit up in his bed. 

Severa ltimes I told him that I had to bury Mother, Rosse, and Elisi, that it wa snot fitting to leave them dead in their beds. He did not even turn his eye s

to look at me, and at last I despaired of his help, and took on the mournfultask myself. Duril helped me, but still it was a sad and messy duty. I foun drope in the stable, and at least we were able to lower them into thei rgraves with a bit more dignity. I wished for fine caskets or even simpl eboxes, but the stench and the rot persuaded me that it was best to ac tquickly instead. The trees surrounding our little graveyard were full o fhopeful croaker birds before I was through. They sat watching me, jaunt yin their black-and-white feathers, the wattles around their greedy beak sred as blood. I knew that the smell of carrion had attracted them. The ywere only animals, and they did not care whether it was beast flesh o r human that they scented. Even so, I could not look at them withou trecalling the Porontes’ wedding sacrifice to Orandula, the old god o fbalances. I wondered grimly what all these deaths balanced, and if i tpleased him. I put my family in the earth, and covered them, and said th eprayers that I could summon to my mind. They were the childish prayer sof comfort that my mother had taught me when I was just a boy. 

Sergean tDuril came out to stand beside me and witness that feeble ceremony .Afterward, I took my shovel and pickax back to the toolshed and hun gthem on the wall before I went to wash the grave dirt from my hands . 



And that was how my old life ended forever. 












CHAPTER TENFLIGHT

My father’s recovery was agonizingly slow. In the first week that followedthe burials, he was almost completely unresponsive to me. I went daily t ohis bedside, to speak to him and report what was going on, but he looke daway from me. After several experiences of moving to try to meet his gaz eand having him simply turn his head away, I gave up. I stood at the foot o fhis bed each morning and each evening and gave him a report of all I’ ddone, as well as presenting the problems that awaited me on the morrow

.Each time, I stood quietly when I finished speaking and waited for aresponse. Silence was always his reply. I tried to take it in stride and kee pon functioning. The terrible tragedy that had befallen our family ha dended, I felt, our battle of wills. There were more immediate things t oworry about than why I was fat or if I would ever be a soldier . 

Nita fared better with my father than I did. She took his meals to him,persuaded him to shave and bathe, and eventually moved him back int ohis own chambers. In retrospect, I believe he was suffering not just fro mhis grief but also from a mild form of the plague. In later years, I woul dcome to find that most people seldom fell victim to severe bouts of th eplague twice, but that some sufferers would catch a milder form and the nendure recurrent bouts in the years that followed . 



Whatever the cause, my father was incapacitated for a month, and despitemy own burden of grief, the tasks of running the estate fell upon me. Wha ta whirlwind of work that time was. Everything demanded my attention a tonce, and I had few resources at first to apply to them. The servants ha dnot fled far. 

Some had gone to neighboring landowners, who had eithe rtaken them in or afforded them refuge in rudimentary shelters on th eoutskirts of their holdings. Others had been living rough. They trickle dback, shamefaced, a few each day, until we had about three-quarters o four former staff. What had become of the rest of them, death or simpl ythat they had abandoned us, I was never to know. I wrote to Dr. Amica sabout my experience, for I knew he was still gathering all information h ecould on the disease. I speculated that the people scattering had perhap scut down on the spread of the disease, but also that the swifter deaths w ehad experienced were due to the sick being left without caretakers. I coul dnot tell if that had led to a lower percentage of deaths, and added that Idid not suggest it as a routine response to the disease, as it seemed likel yto me that if the servants had had other towns to flee to the chance o f spreading the plague to large population centers would have been muc hgreater. It was not just people that I had to care for. At the same time ,there were cattle, sheep, pigs, and chickens to be thought of. 

Most of ou rlivestock had done well enough foraging, thanks to Sergeant Duril’ sforesight in turning them loose, but some of our crops had suffered fro mtheir attentions. Every creature had to be gathered up and restored to it sproper pen or paddock. Yaril was foremost in my thoughts in thos eharried days. I longed to ride to Lord Poronte’s manor myself to see wha thad become of Cecile and my dear little sister, but I dared not leave m y

father. In the end, I dispatched Sergeant Duril as soon as he could ride. Hetook a messenger bird with him, and before the day was out, it returne dwith a green band on its leg to let me know my sister was alive . 







The worst news came from beyond Franner’s Bend. Cayton’s Horse andDoril’s Foot were dead to a man. Two days past the Bend, they had begu nto sicken. The officers had ordered a halt and set up an encampment. I tbecame their graveyard. Franner’s Bend had been too deep in its ow n troubles to lend them any aid, and other travelers fled when they saw theyellow banners that warned of sickness in the camp. By the time anyon ecame to their aid, there was no one left to save. The commander had die dat his field desk, a neat tally of his men’s death in his soldier son journa lunder his elbow. They’d managed to bury some of their dead; the rest o fthe bodies were burned in a funeral pyre. 

“If Gettys was hoping for mor emanpower this summer, well, they’ll have to do without it,” Duril observe dgrimly. “It looks like the King’s Road won’t be pushed forward much thi syear.” I pitied them, but my heart was more beset with my own problems .True to my worries, the Landing had been devastated by the plague. A ssoon as I could, I ventured a visit there, and found a state of chaos. Man yhad died, and the town council had let the rabble take it over. There ha dbeen looting, and violence against the people suspected of bringing th eplague to town. Entire families had perished, and in that dire situation ,even good men had resorted to pilfering food, blankets, and valuables fro mthe houses of the dead. I was at first at a loss as to what to do to restor eorder. 



Sergeant Duril, who had become my de facto adviser, shrugged andsuggested, “In hard times, folks are comforted by what they’re used to .Doesn’t matter if it’s porridge for breakfast or the same prayer each night .More than half that town was soldiers at one time or another. Put the mback under military command until they remember how to run their ow nlives.” 



I decided he was right. I told him to choose his men. That afternoon, wecrossed to the Landing with Duril at my side and his men behind him. W erode our horses into the center of town. There, in as commanding amanner as I could muster, I called what was left of the town council t oorder in front of me in the street. In no uncertain terms, I told them m yfather had empowered Duril to select a dozen men he judged trustworth yto represent order. I told them that under my father’s authority, he woul dbe using that patrol to impose martial law on the town, setting a curfew ,boarding up unoccupied houses, commandeering and rationing supplies ,and pressing a number of the more troublesome young men into service a sgravediggers. Duril supplied the muscle; I kept the records, for I promise dthem that when the dust settled, people who cooperated would b ereimbursed for whatever necessary supplies were seized. 

Despite m yungainly body, I did my best to strike a martial posture and suggest a nauthority that was mostly imaginary. I was a presence. I implied tha t

Duril would report to me, and I would report to my father. This was true.What they didn’t know was that my father continued to stare at the wal lsilently while I made my reports.  It worked. It took only ten days of suc h

tactics before the townspeople recovered their sense of lawfulness, andproved ready to resume running their own affairs. I let the survivin gmembers of the town council know that they could report to me, and tha tif necessary, I would have Sergeant Duril and his patrol enforce whateve rrules they thought needed for the town’s recovery. I took a great deal o fsatisfaction from that. I knew that the idea had been Duril’s and that h ehad supplied most of the discipline at the lowest level. But I ha dconducted myself as an officer and a gentleman, and it had worked. I wa sproud of myself, and imagined that when my father came back to himself ,he would share that pride and sense of accomplishment . 







That was but one of the tasks that busied me from morning to night, andevery day there were dozens of others that scarcely seem wort hmentioning, but demanded my immediate attention and a solution. I ha d thought I knew a great deal about the running of the manor. Only whe nthe cistern went dry did I recall that keeping it full required several men, awagon, a team of horses, and water casks filled from the river to replenis hit on a weekly basis. Dozens of young fruit trees in the orchard had gon eunwatered during the plague, but I swiftly restored boys to that task, an dwas able to save more than half of what my father had planted that year .Fences the cattle had broken down had to be mended . 



To me fell the grim task of notifying friends and family of our losses.Iwrote to my uncle, to Epiny and Spink, and to other relatives, and sen tmessages also to neighboring farms and holdings. I wrote to the head o fVanze’s order, telling him what had befallen our family and enclosing apersonal letter to Vanze. I received in response a starchy response tha tVanze was in meditation and isolation for a month, and that the new swould be given to him when he returned. I sighed for my little brother ,and then the other demands on my time claimed me. A brief letter fro mDr. Amicas arrived, offering his condolences and suggesting strongly that Ihave any bedding and hangings in plague chambers burned, for fear tha tthey might hold contagion. After I had carried out his order, I looked a t my mother’s stripped room and my heart misgave me. The smell of deathlingered elsewhere in the house, so I ordered a thorough cleaning of ever yroom. 



Although most of our servants and hired folk had wandered back to us,certain key people had disappeared, and it fell to me to decide who woul dtake on those tasks. Some of our people had suffered through the plague ,and though they were recovering, they were scarcely ready to take up th efull burdens of their usual chores. Impulsively, I moved Nita up to be th ehead of our housekeeping, and quickly discovered that although she wa s

loyal and intelligent, it did not make her adept at making everythingfunction smoothly. But I did not know how to demote her withou tinsulting her, nor who I could put in her place if I did. So we limped alon g under her haphazard supervision . 



I found my father’s ledger books and his keys and did the best that I couldto keep records up to date and to spend only what we needed. It was no teasy, and I often wondered how he, a soldier, had so effortlessly manage dall this business of being a noble. I had never imagined that it required s omuch accounting, let alone such a plethora of managing people. Daily Iprayed to the good god that my father would recover and take thes eburdens from my shoulders. Two weeks after I had buried my dead, I decided that the household was close enough to normalcy that I woul dfetch my sister Yaril home from the Poronte manor. I ordered up th ecarriage, and made the same trip that only a few months ago had taken u sto my brother’s wedding. Now I went to visit his widow. I wore my bes tclothing, the suit that my mother had made for me for Rosse’s wedding. I twas now uncomfortably tight on me . 



The plague had passed the Poronte estates by. It was strange to see anaspect of normality when I arrived. Men were working in the fields, cattl egrazed peacefully, and the liveried servant who opened the 



door smiled agracious welcome. Even so, when I entered the chambers that had been s ofull of flowers and music at my last visit, I found them decked fo rmourning. Cecile’s parents came to meet me in their parlor. I formall ythanked Lord and Lady Poronte for taking in my sister. They replie dawkwardly that it was the least they could do for Yaril at such a dreadfu ltime . 



I had expected to bring both Cecile and Yaril home with me. But Cecile’smother begged me to allow her daughter to stay until the greates tblackness of her grief had passed. She said that the shock of passing fro mthe joys of being newly wed to the horrors of disease and widowhood ha dbeen too much for Cecile’s gentle spirit. She had been bedridden for day safter she arrived there, and even now only rose for a few hours each day .She needed time, her mother said, time to recover and find her way int o her sad new life. I wondered uneasily if they intended to let Cecile retur n at all. It was Cecile’s duty to return to her husband’s home and take up themanagement of it, but I did not have the heart to demand that. Instead Isaid that when my father was better, they could all take counsel togethe rto decide what was best . 



I was disappointed that Yaril had not come to greet me, but Cecile’smother told me they had asked her to wait in the garden until “thing s

were settled.” With the matter of Cecile decided, they released me to findher. When I saw Yaril walking alone on the sandy path between th emeticulously tended herb knots, my heart went out to her. She looked s osmall and so young in her deep blue mourning dress. “Yaril?” I said softly ,prepared to discover that she was still disgusted with me . 



At my voice, she whirled about. There were dark circles under her eyesand she had lost flesh, but even so her face lit up and she ran toward me. Iwanted to catch her up and whirl her about as I used to do when she wa smuch younger. Instead she crashed into me and then clung to the front o fmy shirt with both hands, rather like a little squirrel trying to climb th etrunk of a massive tree. I hugged her awkwardly, and for a moment w edidn’t speak at all. I stroked her hair and patted her back, and after amoment, she lifted a tearstained face to me. “Elisi didn’t die, did she ?That was a mistake, wasn’t it?” “Oh, Yaril,” I said, and that was all Ineeded to say. She put her face against my chest again, her fists tightene don my shirt, and her shoulders heaved. After an endless time, she said , 

“We’re all alone now, Nevare. Just you and me.” 



“We still have father,” I pointed out to her. “And Vanze.” 



Her voice was full of bitterness. “Vanze belongs to the priests now. Ourfamily gave him away. I never had Father. You did, for a time, while yo uwere a good little soldier boy. But now you are worthless to him. You hav eeven less value than I do. No, Nevare. We are alone. And I’m sorry for ho wI treated you. I’m sorry. It just seemed that Carsina and Remwar woul dnot like me if I sided with you. And so I 



abandoned you, my own brother .And then, at home, if anyone said one good thing about you, Fathe r became furious. He and Mother fought so much about that…she’s gone .They’ll never fight about anything again.” I wanted to tell her tha tsomehow we would find a way through the difficulties we now faced. Iknew that someday we would again have a life that seemed normal an droutine, even boring. 

Boredom sounded so attractive to me now. I tried t oimagine a day when a dozen problems didn’t confront me and sorrow di dnot weight my every breath. I could not conceive of it . 



“Come,” I finally said with a sigh. “Let’s go home.” I took her small hand inmine and led her to say our farewells to the Porontes. Our lives di dresume. Young as she was, Yaril still knew more about the interna lworkings of the household than I did, and proved to be effective a tundertaking dire reforms when needed. She removed Nita as head o fhousekeeping by deftly putting her in sole charge of my father’s well-being ,and replaced her with a woman who had been a maid with the family fo ryears and knew what was required to run the household. I suspected tha t she also took the private opportunity to reward those servants who hadbefriended her over the years and rebuke those who had treated her a sinsignificant within the family. I let her do as she saw fit. I was only to ohappy to allow Yaril to assume responsibility for the household, for no tonly did she make things run more smoothly, but also it kept her fro mdwelling on all we had lost . 



Yaril grasped that a return to schedules would be best for us. Sheimmediately reinstated regular meal served at the table, and assumed th erole of leading Sixday worship for the women. I followed her exampl eguiltily; I had not even considered assuming that responsibility, and ou rworship had become a very slipshod observation of the forms. I realize dhow important it was for us to offer thanks to the good god for ou rsurvival when I heard the women and men of our household let loose th etears they had restrained until then. Ceremony and form, I reminde d

myself, gave shape and meaning to our lives. I resolved never to forget thatagain . 



As for the meals, Yaril’s insistence on a return to normality there wasadelight to me. It seemed like years since I’d had the pleasure of sittin gdown to a carefully planned meal in which the flavors and texture s complemented each other. My deprivation had schooled me to a far mor esophisticated appreciation of food than I’d ever had before. Havin grealized that even foods as simple as bread and water could be enjoyed ,well-prepared food now nearly paralyzed me with delight. A sauce coul dsend shivers up my spine. A contrast in flavors in a simple salad coul dplunge me into a sudden, rapt reverie. Unless I concentrated on keepin gpace with Yaril, a meal could take me three times as long to consume as i tdid her. Sometimes I would look up from my soup to find her regardin gme with a mixture of amusement and worry. At such moments, I fel tashamed of letting my senses carry me into a world of my own. Yaril and Iwere in this predicament together, and it was up to us to create a nongoing life for ourselves . 



There were times when it felt like an elaborate pretense. Each evening,Iescorted her into dinner. I would seat Yaril at the table and then move t omy accustomed place. Around us, the empty chairs gaped at us. 

I felt as i fwe had returned to our days of tea parties in the garden, when Yaril an dElisi had always pretended to be great ladies and welcomed me solemnl y





to their gatherings. Could this really be all that was left of my family? Afterdinner, when we would seek refuge in the music room, Elisi’s harp stoo dsilent and watching us. In the parlor, my mother’s chair was empty. Ther eseemed no room where the absent did not outnumber the living people . 

Then, one evening, Yaril instituted a change. I was shocked when our soupwas a cream one, a type my father had always despised. Yaril eliminate dthe fish course, something she had always dreaded. When we rose fro mour meal, she announced calmly that we would be having our coffee in th egarden. When I followed her there, I noted with approval that she had ha da net pavilion erected to frustrate the mosquitoes that the little glas slamps would attract. Within the pavilion was a table with only two chairs . 

A flower arrangement and a deck of cards and a pot of markers wer ealready set out for us. As I stared, a servant brought the coffee service ou tto us on a small side table. Yaril smiled at my astonishment. 

“Shall w eplay?” she asked me . 



And for the first time since the plague had passed us, we sharedapastime, and made wagers and even laughed a bit . 



And so the days passed, one after another. I controlled the estate and Yarilran the household. I realized how completely Yaril had stepped into m ymother’s position when she informed me one night over dinner that sh ehad sent for a seamstress and that tomorrow I was to be measured for ne wclothing. I didn’t know what to say for a moment. I blushed hot. Ever ygarment I had was stretched and strained at the seams. It was not a trivia lmatter for me; in some places I was chafed raw, and yet it had happene dso gradually that I had not taken any steps to correct it . 



She shook her head at my humiliation. “Nevare, you have no idea howuncomfortable you look. Just looking at how your clothing binds yo udistresses me. You can’t walk around looking like that in front of the hire dmen, let alone when company comes. We have to do something about it .That’s all there is to it. 

” 



I looked at my plate in front of me. I had just eaten a large meal, but notoutrageously large. Still, stupidly, I said, “I’ve been putting it off. Ne wclothing, I mean. I keep hoping I’ll regain my shape and be able to fit int omy old garments again.” And the words that I had intended as an excus ewere, I suddenly recognized, the absolute truth. I was still waiting fo rsomething that would restore me to the way I had been. A miracle wa srequired, and I suddenly knew I was not going to get one . 



“I am glad that you intend that,” my sister said quietly. “And if you wouldtry harder to do so, I’d be ever so proud of you. Not that I think you, well ,not that I think you eat like a pig. I see you each day, Nevare. You wor khard. And I don’t see you eating gluttonously. Well…that is, your meals ar e generous, but Mother always said that you boys would eat more than w ewomen did, and even more so when you were working. But, of course, yo ushould strive to regain your physique. But in the meantime,” 

she went o n





very seriously, “you must look presentable. So. Please come to the sewingroom tomorrow at ten o’clock.” And that was that . 



My new suits were all in the deep blues and blacks of mourning, but thatwas only fitting. It was such a relief to put on a shirt that didn’t strain a tthe collar and would reach around my belly to button. Of my own volition ,I sent for the cobbler from the Landing, and had myself fitted for ne wshoes and a pair of boots. Having clothing that fit made me look muc hbetter. The fabric straining across my ample flesh had made me loo kfatter. I did not enjoy the work of running the manor, but there wa ssatisfaction in doing it well. I sketched out the plans for new ferry landing sand entrusted them to men capable of following them. I worked hard, at ewell, and slept deeply at night. There was meaning in my life once more ,and the companionship of my sister. For a time, I was content, and di d not think beyond having the hay cut and stacked, and deciding how manypigs should be slaughtered for the winter’s bacon . 



When the ferry landings were completed, I made a trip across, to be surethey functioned as I had intended. I was well pleased, for my design ha deliminated the muddy track that had once led down to the boats and m ynew floating dock facilitated the loading and unloading of the vessels .Once on the town side, I decided to visit the council. I found the Landin grunning smoothly and beginning to recover its prosperity and hope for th efuture. The keenest pleasure of that evening came when the counci lmembers thanked me for my intervention and commended Sergeant Duri lfor doing an excellent job in a difficult situation. The old sergeant, wh ooften accompanied me on my rounds, blushed like a boy. The imprompt u

meeting turned into a meal together at the largest inn in Burvelle Landing,simply called the Landing Inn. 

The meal stretched into an evening o fdrinking, at which a number of townsfolk and several of Duril’s patro ljoined us as the night progressed . 



We drank too much, of course. For me it was the first time to unleash myrestraint and talk, as a man among men, about all that had befallen bot hmanor and town. As the hours trickled by, both jackets and tongues wer eloosened. It was not the first time I had ever been drunk, but it certainl ybecame the drunkest I had ever been. Perhaps the company of relativ estrangers was what made it so easy. The talk wandered from the plagu eand the aftermath to talk of beautiful women, and drinking, and eas ywomen, and my academy experience and gambling and fickle women an dtrue women. My rotundity was the object of not only curiosity but als ojesting, some of it pointed but most of it good-natured. I had had enoug hto drink that none of it seemed too important. To the ones who seeme d intent on needling me, I responded with what seemed at the time acid witand endless good nature. 

Everyone laughed with me. For that night m yfate did not seem so hard. It almost seemed that I received double credi tfor having stepped in and restored order to the town, for not only had Idone it while being young but I’d done it while being fat. We drank unti llong past midnight, and I only set down my mug when Sergeant Duril wa stipsily insisting that we had to return to the manor for the night. Arm sabout each other, we left the last tavern, and grandly commandeered th eferry for an unscheduled crossing to our side of the river. We had a lon gwalk home from the ferry landing, and by the time we reached the 



manor ,I felt nearly sober. Such was not the case for Duril, and I actually put th egood sergeant into his bed before retiring to my own. He awoke the nex tmorning with a terrible hangover, but to my amazement, I slept well, an dwhen I rose I seemed none the worse for wear. After that, at least once a week I would go into town to speak with the council and to have a fe wbeers at one of the taverns afterward. It was very pleasant to socialize, an dthough I didn’t patronize the tavern whores, it was flattering to be th esubject of their flirtatious attentions. I might have been more tempted t o indulge myself except that Sergeant Duril inevitably accompanied me, andthe habit of behaving myself in his presence was still strong. At th emanor, things were much quieter. Yaril refused all invitations sent to us .Looking back on it, I realize now that we isolated ourselves, retreating int oa world we could control. 

Eventually, there was a letter from Vanze, bu t

his grief seemed almost abstract, as he saw it through the focus of religionand philosophy. Yaril was angry and hurt when she read it, but I think Iunderstood his reaction. He’d been born to be a priest, and a priest’ sbusiness was to find the good god’s will and wisdom in everything. If h ecould apply it to what had befallen our family and take comfort from it ,then I would not begrudge it to him . 



The most annoying piece of correspondence I received was an arrogantnote from Caulder Stiet’s uncle, addressed to my father, blithely informin gus that he and Caulder would be visiting us in the spring. He wa sconfident that we would be glad to welcome them as houseguests an dlooked forward to studying the geology of Widevale. As he did not thin ktheir blooded saddle horses would be appropriate for cross-countr yterrain, he would be obliged to borrow some rougher mounts for thei rexpedition. The man’s assumptions grated on me, and I fired off a lette rthat mentioned our family losses and implied that plague was rampant i nour area. I suggested he should find another location for his holiday. M ymissive was courteous, but barely so . 



My father received letters from my Uncle Sefert. I longed to read them, but they were addressed only to my father and I had them taken directlyup to him. If he replied, I never saw the outgoing posts . 



There was another long letter from Spink and Epiny, written in her hand.Her condolences on my losses were heartfelt. The rest of her note was ful lof news, incredibly good news that filled me with jealousy and frustration .My uncle had decided that Spink deserved a second chance at his caree ras a soldier son. Epiny did not write that her father was trying to buy abetter life for her, but I was certain that was the case. My uncle had bee nimpressed with the devotion Spink had shown in nursing Epiny throug hher illness and so he had purchased a commission for Spink. It was not a nexcellent one; it was with the Farleyton regiment, currently stationed o nthe border at Gettys. Spink and Epiny would travel there by wagon, an donce there, Spink would become Second Lieutenant Kester. They had bee nwarned that he would most likely be assigned to Supply, but Epiny wa salready certain that his commander would immediately recognize Spink’ spotential and soon transfer him to interesting tasks. Her letter was on e long dither about packing, what to take, what to leave, how she must learnto behave as an officer’s wife, how overjoyed Spink was, and yet he fel thumbly indebted to her father, and her worry that in his drive to impres shis superiors Spink might jeopardize his recovered health. She confided t ome that she was 



convinced now of the healing properties of Bitter Springs ,and had spent a good portion of their savings on blue glass bottles an dstoppers, for she intended to take a gross of dosages of spring water wit hher. 

The folk of Gettys suffered much from the plague and she was mos tanxious to see if the bottled water could relieve or perhaps prevent th edisease. She went on for pages on what she hoped their quarters would b elike and whether there would be other young wives to socialize with, an dperhaps families so that when the good god finally blessed her wit hpregnancy she would be around women experienced in births and babies . 



I tried to smile over her pages, but all I could think was that Spink hadbeen given a second chance, one that I would have given my eyeteeth for .For the very first time, it occurred to me that I could take money from m yfather’s account and do the same for myself. The dishonorable temptatio nlasted only for one sharp moment, and yet envy would nag at me for day safterward. Spink’s part of the letter was more restrained than Epiny’s .Farleyton had once been a crack regiment, renowned for their valor i nnumerous campaigns. Since they’d been posted to Gettys, their star ha ddimmed substantially. Rumor said that numerous desertions an ddereliction of duty had tarnished the regiment’s reputation. Still, he wa sglad to accept his commission there. “Beggars can’t be choosers,” he wrot eme. “I always dreamed that I’d join a regiment where I could rise swiftly . 

Farleyton’s Horse may well be it. Wish me luck and say a prayer for me.” 



I did both, and tried to do them without an envious heart. Every evening,Yaril had a place set for my father at the dinner table, always in the hop e

(or dread) that he might deign to join us. As the harvest progressed, myfather improved but still kept to his room. When I tapped at his door eac hday and then entered, I usually found him sitting in a chair by th ewindow, staring out over his lands. He still refused to look at me, and Istill persisted in giving him my daily reports. Once he had confined me t omy room to try to break me; now he confined himself to his room, but Ifelt his intention was the same. I felt that his grief over his losses had bee nconsumed by his anger at his fate . 



He did not treat Yaril so coldly. Her lot was harder. When she firstreturned to Widevale, she had gone to see him, and he had burst into tear sat the sight of her, safe and healthy. But his tears of joy at receiving th edaughter who was left to him soon turned to tears of anguish over all h ehad lost. She sat with him daily, and daily he would recount his miser y

and despair. All he had striven for his entire life had been snatched awayfrom him. She would emerge from her sessions with him pale and drained .Sometimes, she told me, he would rant against fate; at other times, h e

bade her pray with him, that the good god might show him a paththrough his misfortune . 



My father’s life had come to a dead end. His heir was gone, his soldier sona failure, his wife dead, his elder daughter gone. His game board had bee nswept clean of all powerful pieces, leaving him only 



pawns to manipulate .He agonized over who would inherit his estate, and endlessly dreaded alonely dotage. He considered petitioning the king to allow him to mov eVanze up from priest son to heir. But he was too much of a traditionalis tto relish that idea. The next day would find him declaring that he woul d look among my cousins for a likely heir, a young man he could bring t oWidevale and raise as a fit heir. In between such ranting, he woul dfashion various fates for Yaril. His only daughter was precious to him now ,he told her, for whoever wed her would be his sole ally. He would find a nheir son for her, perhaps even an old noble’s son. Then the next night h ewould tearfully say she was all he had left, and that he could never allo wher to wed for she must look after him in his failing years. One evenin gafter a late game of cards she confided to me that she was weary to deat hof those discussions. I shrugged my shoulders. “Well, in all rightness ,Cecile still has a duty to our family. She should come back here, and tak ethe burden of running the household off your shoulders. ” 



Yaril looked at me as if I were mad. “You aren’t serious?” 

“She is Rosse’s widow. We made a bride-gift to her family. She isa Burvelle now.” 



“Well, she can just be a Burvelle in her mother’s house! Prissy, primpyCecile in charge of my life and our home? Afraid-of-her-shadow Cecile ,always wanting to chop off some poor bird’s head so her scary old god swon’t do something awful to her? It was bad enough when Mother wa salive to keep her in check. But to have her put over me, in my own home ?No. No, Nevare. Leave her where she is, and good riddance. ” 



I’d had no idea that Yaril had felt such animosity toward Cecile. I’m afraidit amused me. I grinned as I said, “So. I see now why Carsina was chose nfor me; she was someone you are already friends with. 

Less potential fo rfireworks in the family. ” 



I had meant it as a jest, but it was the first time Carsina’s name had beenmentioned between us. Yaril narrowed her eyes at me. “That bitch!” sh esaid with great feeling . 



I was shocked. “Carsina? I thought you were friends.” 



She scowled. “As did I. I thought keeping her friendship was the mostimportant thing in the world, more important than my brother, even. Iturned my back on you, to commiserate with her about how you ha d embarrassed her at Rosse’s wedding. I supported her in insisting that you rmarriage agreement be dissolved. I was so shallow, Nevare. But sh e

served me as I deserved. No sooner was her family free of theircommitment to you than she set her 



sights on Remwar! She knew how Ifelt about him! She knew that he had promised me that he’d ask his fathe rto talk to our father as soon as he could get him into a good mood! But th elast I heard, he was finding every excuse to visit her family as often as h ecould.” 



My mind had snagged on her earlier words. I scarcely noticed what shesaid about Remwar. “Our marriage agreement is dissolved? How long ag odid that happen? ” 



She looked at me with sudden pity. “Didn’t Father speak to you about it?He told the family at dinner one night, soon after Rosse’s wedding. He wa sstiff with fury, but said he could not blame them. He’d said you’d eate nyourself out of a career and a marriage…Oh, Nevare, I’m sorry. I didn’ tmean to speak of it that way. I just wish that, well, that you’d never le tyourself go this way. Why did you do it? The cavalla was what you wante dmore than anything else. ” 



“I didn’t do it.” I looked at her. We sat in the netted darkness of ourpavilion. The oil lamp on the table made a small orb of light around us. A

light breeze carried the scent of the night-blooming flowers in the gardenand the greener smell of the pond. It suddenly seemed that we two wer ealone in the whole wide world, and perhaps we were. I began talking, an dfound myself telling my little sister the entire tale. She listened in rap twonder, her eyes wide, and when I reached the moment where I steppe doff the cliff’s edge at Dewara’s urging, she shivered and reached across th etable to take my hand. By the time I finished the account, she had move dto sit close beside me as if I were telling ghost stories. She heard of m ydual days at the academy, about Epiny’s séance and her concerns for me ,and of Dark Evening and the Specks’ Dust Dance. I told her of my fina lbattle with Tree Woman, and how the Spindle had stopped dancing an deven how I had found Dewara and how he had died . 



She listened with rapt attention. In the silence that followed, as frogs andcrickets creaked and peeped, she took a breath. “Are you making this up ,Nevare?” she asked me. “Are you teasing me? ” 



“Yaril, I swear I am not,” I said with great feeling. “As I have said, so it hasbeen. The changes in my body are not my fault, and I do not believe ther eis anything I can do to change myself back, unless I resort to seeking out amagic user. And so far, that has availed me little. ” 



Her reaction completely surprised me. “I must meet our Cousin Epiny!She sounds amazing. May I write to her? ” 



“I’m sure she’d be delighted to hear from you,” I said weakly. “I’ll give youher address tonight. ” 







Yaril seemed much more entranced with Epiny’s role and adventurousspirit than with what had befallen me. Yet it comforted me that she ha dcompletely become my ally again. I think that Yaril and I could have gon eon like that indefinitely. I could have immersed myself in the running o fthe estate and forgotten my military ambitions. Yaril was both competen tand content in her position. We had not forgotten our sorrows and loss ,but we were healing, we two. But one night, without warning, my fathe rdescended to join us at dinner. He came alone, pushing open the heav ywooden door to the dining room and clinging to it as he tottered in. For al lthe weakness that showed in his bearing, he had still prepared for thi smoment. 

He was immaculately dressed and shaved, with his hair carefull ycombed. Strange that it was only when he entered the dining room ,properly attired for the evening meal, that I suddenly saw that the plagu ehad aged him. He was thinner than he had been and his hair had gon egrayer. As he approached the table, Yaril and I were as guiltily silent a schildren caught in mischief. He dragged out his chair at the head of th etable, scraping it across the polished floor with obvious effort, and the n seated himself at the place that Yaril had always had set for him. 



Yaril was the first to recover. She took up the small bell beside her plate. 

“Father! I’m so glad to see you well enough to join us. Shall I ring for soup for you?” 



He had been staring at me in a flat, ominous way. Now he turned his gazeon her. “That is what one usually does when one comes to table. One eats .Yes, dear daughter, by all means, send for some soup for the old, useles sman.” Yaril’s mouth hung open. The color drained from her face. Then sh etook an audible breath and rang her bell. When the servant came in, sh esaid calmly, “My father has come down to dinner. Please find him a sou pto begin with; he will not enjoy the cream one. ” 



The man bobbed a bow to her. “I have a beef stock simmering.” 





“That would be fine. Thank you.” 





My father was silent through this interchange, and held his peace until thedoor had swung shut behind the serving man. Then he glared at us. “Well .Isn’t this a pretty picture? Playing lord and lady of the manor, are we? ” 









I kept my cowardly mouth shut. Yaril didn’t. Color came back to her faceas two spots of pink on her cheeks. “We have done our best to go on ,Father, yes. Does that offend you? We thought that you would be please dthat we had kept the estate operating and the household functionin gduring your convalescence. ” 





“While the cat’s away, the mice will play,” he replied heavily. As if he hadsaid something of great import, he nodded around the table, surveying u sand then each of the empty chairs in turn. Then he pierced me with astare. “I know more than you think I do, Nevare, you great fat slug. Do yo uthink I’ve lain idle in my bed up there, day after day, while you trotte dabout playing the great man, giving orders, writing notes on my money ,and changing things without my permission? No. I have not! I’ve been ou tand about, in the wee hours of the dawn when sleep runs away from an ol dman such as I. A few of the servants retain their loyalty to me. They’ve tol dme all your mischief. I’ve seen your fancy ferry docks. 

And I’ve marke d

how you put your mother and my heir and your older sister in the ground,right next to the common servants! I’ve seen your little party tent in th egarden. I know what you’ve been up to, and I see the path that you’r etrying to lead Yaril down . 

“The city corrupted you. I sent them an honest soldier son, well schooledand ready to serve the king. 

And what do they send back to me? A swine ,bursting out of his uniform, corrupt to the spine! I had the bad conduc treports from Colonel Stiet. He saw you as a coward and a sneak. Fool tha tI was, I was outraged that he could suggest such a thing.” He shook hi shead. “Colonel Stiet was right. The city tempted you and you fell. Stuffin g

your body with food. Fornicating with savages. Eschewing the role that thegood god had given you. And why? I could not fathom why. I had raise dyou well. I had believed that you’d set your heart on the same lofty goals Ihad for you. But now I know. I’ve had plenty of time to puzzle it out, lyin gin my bed and staring at the wall. The corruption runs deep, doesn’t it ,Nevare? Corruption, greed, and jealousy. “You saw those desperate noble sflaunt the will of the good god. When their heirs died, they raised thei rsoldier sons to that position. You became jealous of Rosse, jealous of you rbrother and his place. You wanted to be the heir! So you made yoursel funfit to soldier, came home, and waited, hoping for just such a disaster a sbefell us. And now you think you will dump his body in the ground an d rise up to take his place. Don’t you? Don’t you?” His diatribe took mybreath away. I looked at Yaril to see what she thought. Her face was whit ewith shock. Another mistake . 



“See how deep the corruption runs! Your father asks you a question, andinstead of replying honestly, you secretly confer with each other. How lon ghave you plotted against me, Nevare? For months? Or for years? How dee phave you pulled Yaril into your schemes? ” 







“He’s mad,” I said softly. I honestly believed that he was. Yaril’s eyeswidened and she shook her head, a wordless warning. I should have bowe dmy head and apologized to my father. Instead, I met his eyes. 

They wer efairly bulging from his head with outrage . 



“I loved Rosse, Father. I have never plotted against you. I have neverwanted any future save the one that the good god decreed, to be you rsoldier son. All I have done since Rosse’s death, I have done as a placeholder, a steward of estates that will never belong to me. Is that no tthe duty of a soldier son, Father, as you taught it to me? That in times o fdisaster, he comes home from serving the king to protect his father’s o rhis brother’s holdings? I have made no claim of ownership or authority .All that I ordered, I did in your name. If you review the ledgers and spea k

to your overseers, you will find that I have run the estate exactly accordingto the example you set me.” A servant, silent as a ghost, flowed into th eroom, set a bowl of steaming soup before my father, and drifted out again .The silence held until the door swung shut behind him. Then I spoke agai n before my father could. “As for the graves of Mother and Rosse andElisi…yes. It is as you say. If you had given me other orders, I would hav edone differently, according to your will. I did seek you out, I did speak t oyou, but you did not reply. And so I buried them simply. I did not think t oseparate them from the humble folk who had served them so well in life .That I buried them quickly was not lack of respect but necessity. Thei rbodies were…Father, I had to bury them immediately. By the time Duri lfreed me from my locked room, they were…well, you were there. Yo uknow.” I glanced at Yaril, imploring her silence. I had kept from her tha ther mother’s body had lain unburied for days, decomposing into he r bedding. She did not need to hear that Elisi had died reaching for water ,unattended by family or servant. 

It was hard enough for me to know thos ethings. I would not inflict them on my sister. I looked at him evenly , 

waiting for him to admit that what I said was true. 



He stared flatly back at me. “I was ill. You didn’t say a word to me aboutthe graves. I trusted you, Nevare. I trusted you to do what was right. ” 



“I did my best, Father! The servants had fled. Those who remained wereweak or still sick. I did my best to step up and take command of th esituation. ” 



“You wrapped them in blankets and tumbled them into their graves. Youdidn’t even trouble with coffins. 

You gave your mother’s body to th eworms, as if she were some pauper found in the gutter. You held n oprayers, you made no offerings. They don’t even have stones to mark them ! 

“You shoved them in the earth to be forgotten. And then you and yoursister proceeded to enjoy yourselves, to take for yourselves what ha dbelonged to your betters. ” 







I glanced at Yaril. I had heard her gasp for breath several times as myfather painted his ugly images into her mind. She was shaking. Ange rflooded me at what he was doing to her. “Trusted me? Trusted me? 

Yo uleft me locked in my room to starve! I went days without food or water ,and no one gave a thought to me. If Sergeant Duril hadn’t come lookin gfor my body, I’d be dead, too. Would that have pleased you? ” 



He looked back at me, his eyes as flat as a fish’s. Then he turned to Yariland said, “He’s lying. He’s obviously lying. Does he look to you as if he ha sbeen starved? He’s trying to turn you against me, Yaril. 

He wants you t oagree with him, to say I’m mad. Then he could petition the king to tak econtrol of the estate. And then he’d find a way to have himself declare d heir.” 



Yaril had bunched her napkin up in her hands. With both hands, she held it up before her mouth. She was shaking as if we’d doused her with coldwater. I could barely understand her words. “Stop this. Stop!” Sh e

sounded as if she couldn’t catch her breath. “I don’t know anything. I don’twant anything except for this to stop. Stop fighting!” She leapt up fro mher chair, took two steps toward the door, and then collapsed, weeping, o nthe floor. I was shocked. She had seemed so strong, so recovered of late. Ihad not guessed how close she was to breaking. She tried to rise as I stoo dup. When she could not stand, she tried futilely to escape by crawlin gtoward the door . 



I hurried to her. Awkwardly, I went down on one knee and then, with aneffort, raised us both. She trembled in my grasp, and sobs shook her wit heach breath she took. Her eyes were closed. Her hands still gripped he rnapkin convulsively. My arm around her shoulders held her upright. Ispoke flatly. “I am taking my sister to her room. She is overcome. You hav ejudged me wrongly, Father, and judged Yaril even more unjustly. We hav ebeen nothing but loyal and devoted to our family throughout the hardship . 

We are all you have left. Why do you want to turn us against each other? ”We were nearly at the dining room door when he let fly his last volley o fbarbed words . 



“I know why you want her good favor, Nevare. I know why you coddle thesister you earlier ignored. 

You know that the man she marries may ver ywell be your last refuge when you are old and need a shelter for your fa tand doddering years. You know you won’t find it with me, don’t you ?Because I disown you. I know everything you’ve done, every disgracefu ldeed: posturing about my Landing, pretending to be a proper soldier ,giving orders, and swaggering about. Do you think I haven’t heard of you rdrunken carousing in my Landing? I know how you shamed my nam ethere, drinking with peasants and whores! You ruined my dreams for you !You are nothing to me. Nothing! Nothing! ” 



At his words, Yaril broke free from my grasp. She fled from the room.I turned to face him. I drew myself up tall and straight and met his gaze. 





“As you command me, sir,” I said coldly. Deliberately, I saluted him. Itthrew him into frenzy. “You great sack of blubber! How dare you salut eme! You’ll never be a soldier. You’ll never be anything. You’re nothing !Nothing! I take back my name from you! I take back from you your righ tto say you’re my son. 

” 



His words should have horrified me and frozen me with terror. InsteadIwas flooded with a sensation that was now becoming too familiar. Th emagic roiled in my blood and rejoiced as it spoke. “Take it all back an dwelcome to it, old man. It has been years since I belonged to you. Tak e care of yourself. I won’t be around to do that anymore. I’ve a destiny tofulfill, and it isn’t here.” I cannot explain the sense of destiny I felt when Isaid those words. I felt power shimmer all around me. No task was beyon dmy ability to do. There was no anger in my voice. I stated my thought scalmly, and when I looked at the gaunt old man at the head of the table, h ewas suddenly no longer my father. He was thin and querulous and entirel ybereft of authority over me. All this time, I’d thought I’d needed him. Bu tthe opposite was true. He’d needed me to fulfill his dreams, and when I had grown fat, I’d taken that from him. I didn’t need him. I had a life ofmy own, and it called to me . 



As I turned to leave the room, he lifted his soup bowl and banged it on thetable at me, like a thwarted child. “Get out of my house! Get out! Get out! ”He was still shouting those words, over and over, when I let the door clos ebehind me. Yaril was standing frozen outside the dining room, her hand sknotted into fists and curled against her chest. She looked as if she coul dnot breathe. “Come with me,” I said, and when she did not move, Istooped and lifted her bodily. She whimpered like a baby and curled up i nmy arms. It was awkward to carry her because of my own bulk, but a t least I did not lack for strength. Her weight was nothing to me as I boreher up the stairs and to her room. I managed to get the door open, an donly bumped her head lightly on the door frame as I carried her in. I se ther down on her bed. She curled into a tighter ball there, and sobbe dharder than ever . 



I looked around the room. I pulled her dainty white-painted chair outfrom her secretary, and then knew it would never hold my weight .Gingerly, I sat down on the foot of her bed. It creaked in response. “Yaril

.Yaril? Listen to me. You and I know what is true. We have done nothin gshameful. We have both done the best we could, while that hateful ol dman huddled in his bed and did nothing. He has no right to rebuke us .None at all. ” 



She only sobbed harder. I didn’t know what to do. Just an hour ago, shehad been a strong young woman defying disaster with spirit and courage .Had that all been a show for me? It horrified me that my father could s oquickly reduce her to a shambles. It was a double horror that he would d oso. I recalled my earlier skepticism when my Cousin Epiny had told m ethat a woman’s life was very different from my own, that in many ways sh ewas a valuable asset to be bartered off to the highest bidder. I had scoffe dat her, but tonight, witnessing the horrible power my father had ove r 



Yaril, I had a glimmer of understanding. I sighed and helplessly patted mysister’s shoulder until she had sobbed herself out . 

Eventually, she quieted. My belly betrayed me by growling softly. For aninstant I thought of the lovely dinner we had abandoned: prairie fowl wit han onion stuffing was to have been the main course. 

Vindictively, I hope dmy father would choke on it. My belly growled again, more loudly, and t omy surprise, Yaril gave a stifled laugh. Her shoulder muscles relaxed, sh egave a great sigh, and sat up on the bed next to me. “He’s a vile man.” Sh espoke the accusation hopelessly. “He’s our father,” I said reflexively. Iwondered if he was that to me anymore . 



Probably not. 



“He’s our father,” she said, accepting the correction. “And he’s a vile manand still I love him, and long to have his regard and approval. Can yo uunderstand that, Nevare? ” 



“I can. Because I feel much the same way about him.” 



“Oh, I don’t think so. Not like I have.” She pushed her hair back from herwet face. I offered her my handkerchief. She took it and matter-of-factl ydried her face. As she gave it back to me, she shook her head wearily. “I’v ealways been the ‘extra’ daughter, Nevare. Always striving for any crumb o fapproval I could win from him. When he turned on you, I joined him .Some part of me even felt glad that you had finally done somethin gdisgraceful and fallen out of his favor. Because your failure gave me abetter chance with Father. There. Now you know what a coward and aweakling I am. ” 



A year ago, her words would have shocked me. Now I understood them. “Ialways took his favor for granted,” I admitted. “Not that I didn’t wor khard to be exactly what he expected me to be. I did. And I worried, often ,that he was secretly disappointed in me. But for all that, I still alway sbelieved he loved me. I never thought that he would—” And to my horror ,my throat closed up on my words. Yaril’s distress had distracted me. No wthe impact of my father disowning me hit me like a musket ball. I wante dto run back down the stairs, fall on my knees before him, and implore hi mto change his mind . 



Yaril looked at me as if she heard my thoughts. “He’ll never change hismind. He’s too proud. He’ll stand by what he’s said, even when he know sit’s stupid and wrong. He’s broken it all, for all of us. What are we going t odo, Nevare? Whatever are we going to do? ” 



The words came to me slowly and fell from my lips like stones. “I’ll have toleave. There is nothing else I can do.” I swallowed past a sudden lump i nmy throat. Other words came out before I even thought to 



say them. “ Ishould have left a long time ago, and then none of this would hav e happened. When I first found out I was dismissed from the academy,I should have run away east. To the forest, where I belong.” 



“What?” Yaril demanded, distraught. 



“I meant the frontier. Where I could make a new life for myself.” But thatwasn’t what I had meant at all. 

Like a shadow unfurling, for a moment m ySpeck self had seized my tongue and spoken to her. I could not imagine aworse time for him to assert his presence. A fresh wave of misery washe dover me as I tried to comprehend the full disaster of my father turning m eout. Yaril made it worse. “I have to go with you, Nevare. No matter wher eyou go. You can’t leave me here. You can’t. I’ll die. ” 



“Don’t say that! You know I can’t take you with me. I don’t even knowwhere I’m going or what I’m going to do. I can’t take you into a situatio nlike that.” As I said the words, I knew what I had to do. I must obey th egood god’s will. I had to enlist as a soldier. Franner’s Bend was the closes tmilitary post. I could start there, and build a new life. I instantly rejecte dthat idea. I would go as far away from my father as I could and build anew life where if I failed or disgraced myself, only I would bear the shame . 



“If you leave me, I’ll die, Nevare. Or I’ll go mad. Don’t go off and leave mealone with that crazy, vile man. ” 



The first thought that came to me was that she had to stay, becauseotherwise our father would be left all alone. Despite all, I thought that to ocruel to consider. “He isn’t himself,” I said instead. “Grief has turned hi smind. In time, he may recover. And when he does, he will need you. ” 



“Perhaps after he has driven me as mad as he is? Nevare, try to imaginewhat my life will be here. I will have no one to turn to. No one.” I sough tmy mind for something to offer her, some shelter or friendship that coul dsustain her. Carsina came to mind, and then I remembered thei r falling-out over Remwar. Our family had other friends and neighbors.True, ever since the plague, there had been little socializing. The news w ehad received from other households was sparse and often somber. Bu tonce the rains of fall and the snows of winter were past and the roads wer egood again, surely people would resume their old patterns of visits an dinvitations. In the meantime…well, at least she would be safe. I said a smuch . 







“Safe. Safe to be belittled and ordered about every day. Safe to be marriedoff to some man Father chooses, who will belittle and order me about i nhis home. You have a peculiar idea of safe, Nevare. The safest I’ve eve rbeen has been since you brought me home from the Porontes and put m ein charge of the household. Nevare, other than my grief, these have bee n

the best days of my life. Oh, I know how shallow that sounds!” she criedout before I could reply to her strange remark. “But please, try t ounderstand. For once I felt like I could relax and be myself. I could reques tmeals of food that I enjoyed, and move the furniture as suited me and no tbe required each evening to give an accounting of what I ha daccomplished each day. And as a result, I actually did things that Ithought needed doing, without fearing that they would not be approved .My life became more than matching buttons on my frock or learning anew piece of music. ” 



I didn’t know what to say to her. Words came out of my mouth. “This isajourney I must make. 

Whatever I need to make this journey will b eprovided to me.” I felt my blood roil in me as I spoke. I shook it off. Thi swas between my sister and me. It had nothing to do with the Tre eWoman’s curse. I tried to think of some way to comfort Yaril. I said th eworst possible thing I could have said. “I’ll send for you. When I’ve made aplace for myself, I’ll send for you. I promise. ” 



“Will it be long?” she instantly demanded, and then, in the next breath, “Iwon’t be able to stand it here alone. What if he marries me off before yo usend for me? Then I’ll be trapped forever. Where are you going? How ar eyou going to manage on your own? Where are we going to live? ” 



My heart sank. “I don’t know. I don’t have answers to any of yourquestions. But I promise that I’ll send for you as soon as I have any sort o fa situation. And if you are unhappy with where you are, no matter wher eyou are, you’ll still come to me. I promise. Keep in touch with Epiny. I’ll b eable to find you through her, when the time comes. I’ll send for you, Yaril. ”Yaril followed me to my room. She looked around it, at the bare walls, th esimple desk, and my scant possessions. Her eyes lingered on the broke n hasp that dangled still from my ripped door. “He did keep you here an dstarve you,” she said quietly . 



“Yes. He did.” And our admission of that suddenly made it easier for me toleave. 



I had little to pack. The only clothes that still fit me were the ones Yarilhad had made for me. I took my cadet cloak, for I knew the autumn rain sand winds were not far away. I packed a basic medical kit of bandages ,healing salts, and salve, and a fine needle and silk thread for stitchin gwounds. I hoped I’d never have to use it. I took my beautiful soldier so njournal because I could not bear to leave it. It was hard to leave m yschoolbooks behind and admit that a fine education was no longer part o fmy future . 

I did not sleep that night. At dawn, I rose. I washed myself, shaved, andcombed my hair. I dressed in the clothing that fitted me best, and mad esure my boots were well blacked. When I went to get my sword and pistol ,I discovered my father’s final blow against me. They were gone. I stood amoment, staring at the empty spot on the wall where they were usuall yracked with the other weapons of the 



household. Very briefly, I considere dtaking Rosse’s weapons. Then I hardened myself against such a bas etemptation. I would give my father no excuse to label me thief as well a sfailure. He was driving me out of the family unarmed. Very well . 



I walked quietly down the hallway and entered my mother’s room. I hadintended to make a sort of final farewell. The stripped bed and bar ewindows made the room skeletal and cold. Little remained of the woma nwho had raised me. There were a few pots of her cosmetics at her dressin gstation, and her heavy silver-backed brush with its matching comb besid eit. I walked to her dressing table, thinking to find a few strands of her hai rto take with me. Instead, I caught my reflection in her mirror. I froze ,staring at a man I didn’t recognize . 



I’d been carrying my mental image of who I’d always been. I’d beenremembering that I had a sculpted face, high cheekbones, and short blon dhair. I remembered a tall man who stood erect, with delineated muscles i nhis arms and chest. When I thought of myself, despite knowing I’d gotte nfat, I still pictured myself that way. That man was gone . 



My cheekbones and jaw were lost in the softness of my rounded face. I’dbegun a double chin. I stood as straight as I could and vainly attempted t osuck in my gut. It availed me nothing. My belly was a bulging sack. M yshoulders were rounded with fat, my neck lost in them. My arms looke dshorter, pushed away from my sides. My longer hair looked lank an dgreasy. I had dressed in my best, hoping to look like a cavalla trooper as Irode away. Instead, I finally saw myself as others did. I was fatter tha n ever. The extra flesh was like a badly fitting garment that I’d slung on ove rmy real body. I could grab handfuls of flesh on my ribs, on my thighs, an deven on my chest. The features of my face were sinking in doughy flesh. Iturned from that nightmare image and walked sharply from my mother’ sroom, closing the door firmly behind me. I was not surprised to find Yari lwaiting for me at the bottom of the stairs. I managed a smile for her. Sh ehad packed food for me, a generous packet. I thanked her and hugged he r one last time. She leaned against my belly to reach me for a kiss on m ycheek. I felt my body as a wall around me that held my loved ones at adistance. Fort Nevare . 



“Don’t you forget your promise!” she hissed fiercely in my ear. “Don’t abandon me here, thinking that I’ll be safe. Send for me as soon as you aresettled anywhere, no matter how rough. I’ll come. ” 



I bade her farewell at the door, and turned away from the house whereI had grown up. 



In the stables, I saddled Sirlofty and loaded my possessions into my saddlepanniers. When I led him out 



of the stables, Sergeant Duril was waiting t osay good-bye. The old soldier looked grim and tired. He already knew tha tI’d been disowned. Very little of what happened in any noble famil yremained private for long. I shook his hand . 



He wished me well. “Write to me,” he said, his voice going husky. “I know,I can’t read, but if you write to me, I’ll find someone who can read it t ome. Let me know what happens to you, lad. Don’t leave me wondering.” Ipromised him I would. I mounted, levering my weight up onto my saddl ewith difficulty. 

Sirlofty shifted under me as if startled by the load. M ybuttocks settled onto my saddle in a new and disconcerting way. I took abreath. I hadn’t ridden in quite a while, but I’d soon be back in condition . 

The next few days would be uncomfortable, but I’d survive. As I rode away,I glanced back at the windows of my former home. Yaril was framed i nhers, watching me ride away. She lifted her hand in farewell. I waved i nresponse. 

There was a twitch of the curtains in my father’s room. That was all. WhenI reached the end of the drive and looked back a final time, I saw a croake rbird lift from the chimney pot. He circled my old home once, and then fle woff ahead of me. He seemed an ill omen to follow, but follow I did . CHAPTER

ELEVEN

FRANNER’S BEND

It was midmorning before I felt I had truly left my home behind. I knewthe lands around my father’s holding so well and he made such extensiv euse of them for running cattle and sheep that they felt as if they, too ,belonged to him. I rode in a daze, my mind occupied with my own inne rturmoil. My father had disowned me. I was free. Those two thought sseesawed in my mind. Free to wander, to give a different name whe npeople asked me. No one would rebuke me if I abandoned the destiny th egood god had set upon me and became something other than a soldier. Iwas also free to starve, to fall victim to robbers, to suffer the misfortune sthat befell those who challenged the good god’s will. Free to struggle t ofind a place for myself in a world that largely disdained or ignored m ebecause of my size . 

The day was warm, but I already saw the early signs of the season’schange. The tall grasses were turning gold and nodded, their heads heav y

with seed. The cooler nights meant that more moisture condensed on theground, and I could see the green fronds unfurling at the base of th ewinter-growing prairie fern. The tiny purplish flowers of th e ground-hugging birdbrush on the gentle hills were giving way to the littleblack berries that birds and rabbits so loved. The land would give fort hone final burst of generosity to all the life that teemed over it before i tsubsided into the cold hostility of winter. I had not ridden Sirlofty for an ygreat distance since I’d returned from my useless visit to Dewara. He wa srestive and willful, and I soon felt all the aches of a man who has been ou tof a saddle for too long. I gritted my teeth, knowing it would pass in th enext few days. Until then, it simply had to be endured. My greater weigh tamplified every twinge and ache, and by midafternoon my lower bac kthrobbed with every step my mount took. Sirlofty had become lazy as well . 

His pace was not what it should have been. Toward noon, I noticed aslight hitch in his stride . 



I began to watch anxiously for the silhouette of the Franner’s Bendstockade wall against the horizon. I had not made good time, I realized. Ikicked Sirlofty up into a trot, but he soon lapsed back into a walk, 



and I le thim. When he trotted, my body shook all around me as if I were encase din a pudding . 



It was a horrid feeling. 



My world had changed. I remembered the long ride to Franner’s Bend asajourney through wild lands, with nowhere to stop for refreshment, and n oscenery other than the natural vegetation on the rolling plains. That wa sno longer so. The Midlands were becoming settled. There was sporadi ctraffic on the King’s Road that paralleled the river, wagons and people o nhorseback and families traveling on foot or with donkeys heaped high wit hpossessions. There was habitation, too. I passed several cotton fields , fringed with cottages for the workers. Just beyond them, I came to a long ,low building immediately alongside the road. The outside of it was freshl yplastered and painted a pale blue that was a shocking contrast to the ser eland around it. The new signboard that swung from its post proclaimed i twas The Last Bale, and it offered beer, food, and rooms for travelers. Imarvelled at the thought of a real inn along this road. Farther along m yway, a Plainsman herder in a conical hat and his two dogs shepherded aflock of flat-tailed sheep past me. I passed a little landing on the river wit ha cluster of buildings around it, the seed of an as-yet-nameless town. Jus tpast it, a boy on a donkey watched over a grazing flock of goats. 

H ewatched me pass as if I were the intruder . 



I had always thought of my family as living on the edge of the wild lands. 

Clearly, that was no longer so. Civilization had crept up and flowed aroundto encompass us. The land was becoming settled. I didn’t like it. I ha dtaken pride in growing up on the far reaches of the civilized world, toug hand schooled in survival in a land that offered no refuge to the weak. Al lthat was changing now . 



I reached the outskirts of Franner’s Bend as the sun was venturing towardthe horizon. The Bend had changed even more than the countryside. Whe nI’d visited it as a boy, the old fort had crouched in the bend of the rive ramid a hodgepodge of huts and a rudimentary market. Now ranks o fbaked-brick houses clustered on either side of the road as I approache d the fort. The mud swallows that yearly invaded our barns and plasteredtheir homes into the eaves were more competent builders. The roofs wer eroughly thatched with broom from the surrounding prairie . 



Handcarts and foot traffic meandered along the road and down the alleys.Busy people still stopped and stared at me. One small boy shouted into th eopen door of a house, “Come see the fat man on a horse!” 

and a gaggle o fchildren rushed to the threshold to watch me pass. The boy trotted alon gbehind me for some way, gawking at me in amazement. I tried to ignor ehim. I’d have skirted this warren if I could, but the King’s Road went righ tthrough the mongrel settlement. The road passed a roughly paved squar e centered on a well and bustling with commerce. The buildings tha t fronted it were painted ochre and white and yellow-brown, with roofs ofbaked tile. In an open-fronted 



building, workers were lifting long swathe sof fabric from dyeing vats. Men were unloading sacks of grain from aheavy wagon and carrying them into the warehouse like a trail of ants. Idismounted to allow Sirlofty to water at the animal trough by the well .Almost immediately, I drew attention. Two women who had been fillin gtheir water jugs homes giggled and stared at me, whispering like girls .One gangly old man from the grain warehouse was even ruder . 



“How many?” he shouted at me as he approached. I suspected he shoutedbecause he himself was deaf . 



“How many what?” I asked him as Sirlofty lifted his muzzle from thewater . 



“How many stone, my man? How many stone do you weigh?” 



“I’m sure I don’t know,” I replied stiffly. I tugged at Sirlofty’s bridle,intending to lead him away. But the old man seized my sleeve. “Come t omy warehouse. I’ve a grain scale there. Come on. This way. This way. ” 



I tugged my arm free of him. “Leave me alone.” 



He laughed loudly, pleased at my reaction. Workers gawked at us. “Look at him!” he invited them loudly. “Don’t you think he ought to come to mygrain scales for a weigh?” One woman grinned and nodded widely .Another looked away, embarrassed for me, while two young men laughe dheartlessly. I could feel the heat rising in my cheeks. As I set my foot i nSirlofty’s stirrup, it felt higher than it had that morning, and every achin gmuscle in my body screamed at the prospect of remounting . 



One of the young men guffawed. “Look! His horse doesn’t even want tostand for being mounted by him. ” 



And it was true. The ever-mannered and deeply trained Sirlofty shiftedaway from me. He was clearly favoring one leg now . 



“Ye’re goina lame him!” the other young man warned me in a sneering,city accent I recognized from Old 



Thares. “Pity the poor beast. You shoul dcarry him for a ways, gutbag. ” 



His warning was a true one. The only reason that Sirlofty would behave insuch a way was if he were in pain. I stubbornly mounted him anyway. Irode away from the well and the square, ignoring the catcalls that followe dme. As soon as I was out of sight, I dismounted and led my horse. He wa snot limping yet, but he was moving gingerly. My horse, my fine cavall asteed, could no longer bear my weight for a full day’s ride. If I rode hi magain tomorrow, he’d be lame before the day was out. And then wha twould I do? What was I going to do now? I was scarcely a day’s ride fro mmy father’s estate and already into problems. The hopelessness of m ysituation suddenly crashed in on me. I was pretending that all would b ewell, that I could provide for myself away from my father’s largesse. Yet i nreality, I’d never done that . 



What were my options? Enlist in the military? I no longer had a horse thatcould bear me, one of the requirements to join the cavalla as an enliste dman. No foot regiment would consider me. I’d always thought that, if nee dbe, I could live as the Plainsmen once had, taking what they needed fro mthe land. In the last day, I’d discovered what the Plainsmen already knew :the open wild lands were vanishing. I doubted a cotton farmer woul dappreciate me camping in his field, and I knew that wild game retreate d from areas where people kept cattle and sheep. It suddenly seemed tha tthere was no place left in the world for me. I recalled Yaril’s wailed word sfrom the night before: “What are we going to do?” The answer seeme dmore elusive now than it had then. The growing town had all bu t obscured the stockade of the old fort. The cannons were still outside thegate but could not have been fired. Flimsy market stalls selling warm grai nbeer and pepperpot soups and bread were set up all around them. I had t olook twice to see the sentries. Two stood to each side of the open gates . 

The rubbish heaped up around the gates proved that they had been closedfor months. Two of the sentries were talking and laughing together as astream of people wandered past them into the fort. The other two wer ebartering with a half-breed woman over a tray of sweet-blossom pastries. Istood watching them for a time, wondering why I had even come to th egates of the fort. Habit, I supposed. 

My father and I had always stopped t opay our respects to the commander of the keep whenever we passed thi sway. 



I led Sirlofty away from the gates, down a side street, ignoring the stareswe attracted . 



“You stole him, right? Want to sell him? I can get you the best price,Iknow all the horse dealers.” A ragamuffin girl hurried up to trot alongsid eme. Her hair hung in two tattered braids down her back, and her dres swas made from dyed sacking. Her feet were bare. It took me a moment t ounderstand she’d insulted me . 



“I didn’t steal him. I am not a horse thief. This is my horse. Go away.” 







“No, he’s not. Don’t take me for a fool. That’s a cavalla horse. Anybodycould tell that. And you aren’t a soldier, that’s plain. That tack, that’ scavalla tack. Good panniers. I know a man who will buy it all from you ,and give you the best price. Come on. I’ll help you sell him. Keep him to olong, someone will track you down, and you know what happens to hors ethieves in this town!” She rolled her brown eyes expressively as she hoiste dtight an imaginary noose around her neck . 



“Go away. No. Wait.” She’d spun aside from me, but halted at my call. 

“You know so much, missy. Where’s a cheap inn?” 



“Cheap? You want cheap? I can show you cheap, but first it will cost you.Not much, not much at all, and what you pay me will be far less than wha tyou’ll save by letting me show you the cheapest inn I know.” She instantl yshifted her tactic, grinning up at me. One of her front teeth was missing .She was younger than I had thought . 



I did not have much money. My father had not given me any sinceIreached home, and though tempted, I had not taken any cash when Ideparted. So my funds were limited to what I’d had left from the mone y he’d sent me to travel from Old Thares to home. I had seven hectors ,fifteen talleys, and six pewters. I took two pewt from my pocket an drattled them in my hand. She looked interested. “It can’t be some dum pwith moldy hay for my horse and a fleabag for me to sleep in. It has to b edecent. ” 



She feigned astonishment. “I thought you said cheap.” 

“Cheap but decent.” 

She rolled her eyes as if I were asking for the moon, and then held out herhand. I put one coin into her palm. She cocked her head at me an dfrowned. “The other if I like the place you show me. ” 

She sighed theatrically. “Follow me,” she said in an exasperated voice. Sheled me around a corner and down a side street toward the river. As w epassed through a narrow alley, she asked without malice, 

“How did yo uget to be so fat? ” 



“It’s a curse,” I said. 



“Oh.” She nodded sagely. “My mother gets that, too. But when she gets fat,she has a baby. ” 







“I’m not going to have a baby.” I discovered it was possible to feel offendedand amused at the same time . 



“I know that. I’m not stupid. Here. This is the place.” She’d stoppedoutside a large house that fronted onto the river. The fenced yard an dseveral outbuildings within its enclosure looked maintained but not wel ltended. “This isn’t an inn. ” 



“I know that, too. That’s why it will be cheaper and not have fleas. Guff!I’ve brought you a paying guest! ” 



She sang it out before I could say anything. In response, an old man stuckhis head out the window. 

“Who’s there? ” 



“Farvi. And I’ve brought you a man who needs a bed for himself and a stallfor his horse tonight. He wants cheap with no fleas. I thought of yo uimmediately. ” 



“Did you? Well, aren’t I lucky?” He looked at me skeptically for a moment,and then his glance fell on Sirlofty. “I’ll be right out.” He popped out th edoor seconds later. He reached eagerly for Sirlofty’s reins

. 



“I’ll put him in back where he won’t be seen. Isn’t he a fine one!” 



“Leave off, sir! He’s battle-trained.” Sirlofty had instantly reacted toastranger trying to seize his headstall. I put a hand on my horse to cal mhim, and then said coldly, “I’ve no need to hide what is mine. 

All I’m nee dis a place to sleep for the night, and a stall for my horse.” The man looke dat me, glanced back at the child, and then looked at me again. “Very well .But the only place I can put him is around the back. I’ve a paddock there .Shall I take him there? ” 



“I’ll bring him.” I was already feeling dubious about the man. But he ledand I followed to a shed and small paddock behind his home. Two mil kgoats were the only occupants; there was plenty of room for Sirlofty. It wa s

relatively clean, and the hay looked decent. I nodded my approval and putmy horse up. The man fetched a bucket of clean water for him and I gav ehim a good feed of hay. While he was eating, I went down on one knee t ocheck his hooves and legs. His left foreleg was warmer than the others bu tnot 



badly swollen. I grunted my dismay, and hauled myself to my feet . 



“Are you going to stay here?” the girl asked pointedly, holding out her palm. 

I flipped her other pewter into the air. She snatched it and was gone. 





“Precocious little wench,” I observed to the man. 





He shrugged. “Most convicts’ get are. Or they don’t survive.” 





“Her father’s in prison?” 





“He was. Then he came out here, working off his sentence on the King’sRoad. When his stint was done, he got his land allotment. And like a lot o fthe convicts, he had no idea what to do with it. They send thieves an drapists out here from Old Thares and say, ‘Here you go, be a farmer.’ The ydon’t know how to milk a goat or plant a seed in the ground. Farvi’s fathe rwasn’t a bad fellow, but stealing was the only way he knew to make aliving. So someone killed him. Franner’s Bend is full of men like him, an dtheir half-wild children. Farvi’s a smart little girl, but when she’s ol denough to turn to picking pockets or whoring, she will. There isn’t muc helse for girls like her. Now. You wanted a room? ” 

The bluntness of his words took my breath away. I just nodded. I followedhim through the yard where a young woman gaped at me, and the nquickly resumed sweeping the flagstones. My host showed me to the bac kdoor of his house, and then to a very small room, not much bigger tha nthe cot it held. I nodded it would do. “How much?” I asked warily . 



“Six talleys.” 



At the look on my face, he added, “And I’ll throw in your horse’s food andameal tonight and breakfast tomorrow for you.” He cleared his throat. “No tlarge meals, mind, but enough to keep you going. ” 







It was still more than I wanted to pay, but I nodded sourly. “I’m going outto walk about town a bit. 

Franner’s Bend has changed a lot since I was las there.” 



“Oh, I’ll wager that’s true. It’s changed since the beginning of summer,and not just from the plague sweeping through here. Keep your hand o nyour purse, that’s my advice. Half the whores in this town will rob yo u

blind. The other half have friends who will kill you and strip your body ofeverything you’ve got.” I wondered if he’d known I’d had a stray though tabout that possibility. I shook my head at both of us. 

“Where would I fin dthe horse dealers in town?” The man squinted his eyes at me. “You want t osell that horse, I’ll give you a fair price for him. Like I said before, yo uwon’t get far with him. It’s too obvious that he’s not yours. ” 



“But he is.” I spoke each word deliberately. “And I’m not interested inselling him. I want to buy a horse for my journey. A large sturdy one .Where would I look?” I knew what I had to do and was already steelin gmyself for the task. “Big horses? Down near the Rivergate. There’s usuall ya good selection there, because of the canal boats. Look for a man name dJirry and tell him Guff sent you. ” 



“And he’ll give me a better bargain.” 



Guff grinned. “No. But he’ll know that he owes me a favor if you do buy ananimal from him. And he’s a competitive trader. He isn’t the cheapes tdown there, but that’s because he doesn’t deal in worked-out animals. Tr yhim, at least. ” 



I promised I would and set out on foot for the Rivergate. Franner’s Bendhad become a sprawling warren of little mud-brick houses. The huts an dcottages contrasted sharply with one another. Some were plain and other shad been slapped with a lime whitewash. Miniuscule gardens gre wvegetables and a few flowers. Dogs and children ran loose in the streets. Afew people looked prosperous, but a far greater proportion of the resident swere ragged and scrawny folk. The streets wound and wandered an d abruptly ended or became so narrow that a single horseman could barel ypass. In a few places, folk had dug shallow wells. With no planning fo rrainwater runoff or for foul water, I suspected that this was a miserable ,fetid place during the rainy season. I thought of what I’d learned in th eacademy about engineering a sanitary, defendable fortification an dwondered why the commander of Franner’s Bend had allowed this slum t odevelop around the fort. If the Plainspeople did rise up against us, only afraction of these folk could take refuge behind the stockade walls.  Istepped over a shallow, foul ditch and then found that my path woul dfollow it down to the river. The reek from it was obscene and the objects i nit were very recognizable. I walked as far to one side of it as I could ,subduing my gag reflex. The passersby seemed immune to the stench . 







My path led me through a section of Franner’s Bend that seemedpopulated mostly by Plainspeople or half-breeds. The difference, oddl yenough, was that the bricks of their houses were better formed, and thei rmud-plastered outer walls were decorated with images of deer, flowers , and fish. One structure with open sides sheltered several large ovens andbrick cook stoves surrounding a large central table. In this communit ykitchen, people kneaded bread, stirred pots, and talked. The smells tha twafted out reminded me of my childhood visits to the marketplace outsid eFranner’s Bend. 

My stomach rumbled lovingly. I hastened my steps ,detouring down an alley that I thought would lead to the riverbank. Tha twas a mistake. I ducked under twine strung between the cottages tha tsupported fillets of fish or twists of meat or laundry hanging to dry. Mil kgoats hobbled with string pulled forage down from dried bundles tied t othe cottage eaves . 



Gernians obviously did not belong in this part of the Bend. Plainswomen,their hair bundled into bright scarves, sat on benches outside their huts ,smoking long pipes as they worked their odd one-handed looms. As Ipassed, one stopped, nudged the woman next to her, and then turned t ocall something in her own language through the open window behind her .In an instant, two men crowded one another in the narrow door frame an dstared at me as I passed. I kept my eyes straight ahead and strode on. On e called out something to me, but I ignored it. I turned a corner at rando mto escape their lingering gazes and finally emerged onto a wider roa dparalleling the river. Rivergate was merely the gate in the stockade wal lthat was closest to the docks. Beyond a district of warehouses an d wharves, I found the stockyard. Corrals full of dray horses belonged to oneof the canal boat companies. 

Past them, some horse traders had stake dout their wares along the riverbank, their asking prices chalked onto thei rhorses’ haunches. As Guff had warned me, I saw plenty of worn-out nags .Pulling laden barges against the river’s current was heavy work for abeast. The freight companies worked their animals to the last shred o fstrength. Some of the poor creatures on display had obviously bee ntreated with drugs to make them look livelier. Others wer eunapologetically labeled as meat animals. After several queries, I foun dJirry. To give Guff credit, his animals were in better condition than mos tI’d seen, but they were also priced accordingly. Jirry was not what I’ d

expected, either. He was a large man, yet not so when he stood next to me.His loose white shirt was soiled at the cuffs and collar, and he wore a nornately embroidered purple vest that only emphasized the swell of hi sbelly. He wore the waistband of his trousers under his gut. His blond hai rwas almost to his shoulders, and elaborately curled. Looking at him wa slike looking at a mockery of myself. I didn’t want to do business with him ,but he had the best stock. Jirry appraised my purse while I looked over hi s horses. When I asked him if any of them had ever been ridden, he nodde dsagely to himself. He had a booming voice that made my business know n

to everyone in the street. “I thought you might be looking for a mount.Well, that narrows it down fast, doesn’t it, my friend? Men like us, we nee dmore than a pony! Let me show you the two I’d recommend. Clove there ,he’s carried a man before. And Sassy I bought from a farmer. She know show to do just about anything you could ask of a horse. Gentle as a kitten ,too.” 



His idea of a gentle kitten and mine were at odds. I narrowly missedhaving the dull imprints of Sassy’s 



teeth in my forearm. I do not think sh ewas placid so much as disinclined to move any part of her body to pleas eanyone else. I settled on Clove. The dark brown horse was larger an dheavier than Sirlofty, probably a cross between a draft horse and a ridin ghorse. He was too small to be harnessed with other dray animals, and to oheavy to keep up with a good saddle horse. But for me, he might b eperfect. I inspected him as carefully as I knew how. I was horribly aware o fhow little cash I had and that I’d never bought a horse before. Always m yfather and brother had done the inspection, the selection, and th e decision-making. I had no idea what the customs were, or even how muchsuch an animal should cost. I did know Clove was sound, and better suite dto my present weight than Sirlofty was. “Does he come with any tack?” Iasked him . 



“I’ll toss in the halter he’s wearing. That’s about it.” 

“How much do you want for him?” 

“Ten hectors.” 

My jaw dropped. I shrugged. “Sorry to have wasted your time.” Goodhorses were a lot more expensive than I’d thought, but the plugs up th estreet looked like they’d die in the next fortnight . 

A dire thought came to me. Perhaps I’d have to stay in Franner’s Bend andtake whatever work I could find. Perhaps this was my journey’s end.  Iclenched my jaw, shocked at how my whole soul revolted at the idea. Ididn’t want to stay anyplace where I might be recognized as Nevar eBurvelle. I had to go on, I had to go east to the new life I would build. But Icouldn’t without a horse. My blood bubbled with frustration, an dsomething more. I spoke my thought aloud. “I cannot pay that much. But Imust have this horse to go on. Can’t you make me a better price? ” 



The man’s jaw dropped at my bold words. He literally goggled at me, as ifI’d hit him with a club rather than baldly stated my need. Plainly I’ dinsulted him by speaking the truth. Before he could rant at me, I turne daway. “Hey! ” 



I turned back to Jirry’s shout. He looked upset. I braced myself foratirade, but he looked more confused than angry. “I thought we wer e

striking a bargain here. Don’t walk away from me.” 



I lifted my hands and let them fall. “You’re asking far more than I can pay.” 



“So. What would you pay for him?” He had his fists on his hips, leaningtoward me as if I’d already insulted him. “What’s he worth to you?” Ispoke carefully. “I won’t presume to tell you the value of your stock. You’v enamed your price, sir. Frankly, I don’t have it. Even if I did, I couldn’ tafford to spend 



that much on a horse without tack. I’ve a long way to go. ”He got that addled look again, and then said reluctantly. “I might have aPlains saddle that would fit him. ” 



“It’s still more than I can afford. I’m sorry.” I turned again. The manactually stepped in front of me. His face was reddened. “Make me an offer ,before you walk away,” he growled . 



It offended me to the roots of my soul. I’d been raised as the son ofanobleman. I was not a traveling tinker, to stand in the street and haggl eprice. A flush of shame spread up my cheeks. Was this what I had com eto? Nevertheless, I steeled myself and revealed the extent of my finances . 

“The most I could give for any horse right now is five hectors.” 



“Oh! You’re robbing me! You can’t imagine I’d sell that animal for halfwhat he’s worth!” The volume of his outraged shout turned heads towar dus. I spoke stiffly. “Of course I don’t expect you to sell him for half you rasking price. But five hectors is the most I can offer. Good day.” Before Icould turn away, he’d seized the sleeve of my shirt . 



“Surely you’ve got something else you could throw in to sweeten the pot?Come on, man, in the spirit of the trade, at least offer me something, t osalve my pride if nothing else. ” 



Mentally, I squirmed. I thought through my paltry possessions. Was thereanything I was willing to part with? I had so little. I could feel hi mwatching me. “I have nothing else,” I said at last. “I’m sure he’s wort hmore than five hectors, but that’s the best I can do. ” 



“May the good god witness that you are robbing me!” he shouted. We’dacquired an audience. I was sure they stared at the fat man. I resente dJirry making me into a spectacle . 



“Have done, sir,” I said with what dignity I could muster. “I must go.” 



“Give me the money, then, for I’ve a family to feed! And when people askyou where you got such a fine beast, be sure to tell them you stole hi mfrom poor Jirry! ” 



I took the coins carefully from my pouch, striving that he should not see 



how many more I actually had. I felt shamed at having driven his pricedown so far. I felt worse when he dragged out a very worn but serviceabl ePlains saddle. It was a rudimentary thing, a cross between a real saddl eand the dab of padding used by the nomads. The tree was not a good fi tfor Clove’s back, but it would have to do for now. Jirry helpfully offered asmall cask as a mounting block. It gave way under me when I attempte dit. I thanked him stiffly and led my new purchase away from the grinnin gbystanders. I glanced back as I left, still puzzled at how easy it had been t obargain the man down. Jirry was looking after me incredulously. I sa w

him glance down at the coins in his hand and then back at me as if he, toowondered at the deal . 



Out of sight of my circle of gawkers, I climbed a low stone wall to get ontop of my new horse. Clove seemed startled to find that such a load coul dbe a living thing. I kicked him several times before he understood I wante dhim to move. Then he went forward at his own pace, turning his hea d from side to side at every distraction, and once craning his head back atme as if he couldn’t quite believe I was riding him. I suspected that h ehadn’t truly been ridden but perhaps had tolerated people sitting on hi sback. I rebuked myself for not trying to ride him before buying him, for Inow saw that a rein against his neck meant little to him. I literally had t opull his head in the direction I meant him to go . 



By the time we reached Guff’s house, Clove was reacting reasonably well tomy kicks and knee presses. 

He was not anyone’s ideal mount, but he wa snot stupid and seemed like a willing beast. My dismount was more of aslide from his back. It was not graceful, and I was disgruntled to hea rsomeone muffle a laugh. I turned, but Guff’s daughter was alread yretreating into the house. Red-faced, I led Clove to the water trough an dthen put him in with Sirlofty. Then I stood looking at the two animals i nthe paddock. 

Sirlofty was tall and rangy, straight-legged, and black as coa lfrom his nose to the tip of his tail. He wasn’t young, but he had many goo dyears left in him. He lifted his head and looked over at me, his small ear sflicking forward as if asking why my attention was so intent. There was n odoubting the intelligence in his eyes, or the years of schooling that m yfather had put into him. The horse had taught me almost everything Iknew about riding like a cavalla man. He was the best and most valuabl e possession I’d ever owned. 



Next to him, Clove was a clod. He was big. Everywhere. His head was big,his neck was thick, and his haunches were wide and round. His hoove slooked the size of dinner plates next to Sirlofty’s trim feet. At some time ,his tail had been bobbed, badly. The hair that dangled from the shortene d stub looked stringy. He was a clownish-looking horse, a fit mount for a fatman like me. My horse came over to me, to sniff my chest and then pus hhis head against me. I finally voiced the decision that I had already made . 

“I can’t keep you, Sirlofty. If I do, I’ll ruin you. You’ll end up lamed in themiddle of nowhere. You deserve better than that. ” 







With many regrets, I separated my panniers from my saddle. It wasacavalla saddle, a relic of a lost dream, and my father’s spond tree crest wa sembossed into the leather. I didn’t want to carry that forward into my ne wlife. I kept the bridle. It was well made and I thought could adapt it to m ynew mount. I set the saddle onto Sirlofty’s back. As I made the “keep fast ”sign over the cinch, tears gathered in my eyes and then spilled down m ycheeks. I wiped them away with the back of my hand. Useless, senseles sthings. Evening was deepening into night. It seemed a fit time for my las thours with Sirlofty. I led him through the wandering streets of Franner’ sBend. The cool night was moister than the day had been, enriching th esmells of that rancid city. Sirlofty’s sore leg had stiffened, and he no wwalked with a marked hitch to his gait. I didn’t hurry him. As we walked, Itold myself that he was only a horse, and that a cavalla man change dmounts any number of times in his career. The best I could offer Sirloft ywas constant travel on an injured leg and short rations. Besides, I looke dridiculous on him. Better to part with him while he had some value, befor eI had ruined him. Clove would serve me well enough. When I got t owherever I was going, then I could see about getting a better mount, if m ylife demanded it. That wasn’t likely. If I managed to enlist, it woul dprobably be as a foot soldier, not cavalla. Likely I’d be relegated to cookin gor totting up numbers or some similar task . 



Outside the gates of the fortifications, I stopped for a moment. I dried myface of the tears that had run unashamedly as we walked together in th edarkness. Then, like a boy, I leaned against my horse’s shoulder and trie dto hug him good-bye. Sirlofty put up with it . 



I held to my purpose. I led Sirlofty through the gates. Even this late in theevening, the so-called sentries allowed us to pass unchallenged. I wen tdirectly to the commander’s headquarters. I was fortunate to arrive befor ethe commander had left. I passed myself off as a servant, and lied to hi sadjutant to see him. 

I told him that Nevare Burvelle’s horse had come u plame, and he’d had to find a fresh one to continue his travels. I said tha tboth Nevare and his father, Lord Burvelle, would be indebted to th ecommander if he would have the regimental veterinarian look at th eanimal, and then arrange for him to be taken back to Widevale as soon a she could make the journey without further injury. As I had expected, th e man was happy to oblige. “Anything for Lord Burvelle,” he assured me,and I bowed gravely and said that when I caught up with my master, I’ dbe sure to let Nevare know that his mount was in capable hands an dwould be awaiting him when he returned home . 



On the way back to my rented room, I stopped at a tavern, got drunk, andpaid a yellow-haired whore three times her usual rate to bed her. If I ha dthought to make myself feel better, I failed. I spent money I could ill affor dto discover that intercourse had become a challenge. When the jut of aman’s belly exceeds the length of his member, coupling with a woma nrequires imaginative positioning and a cooperative partner. The whor ewas barely that, and only did what she must to earn her coins . 



“You see,” she said righteously as I stepped away from the edge of the bedwhere I had knelt, “why I had to charge you more. That wasn’t easy for me .You fair disjointed my hips!” She lay as I had left her on the edge of th ebed, skirts dragged up to her waist and her legs spraddled wide t oaccommodate me. 

I recall thinking that it was the least alluring postur ethat I could have imagined a woman assuming . 







“I’m finished,” I told her abruptly. 

“That’s obvious,” she drawled sarcastically.I dressed and left . 

My knees were sore as I walked back to my rented room. Pleasure wasaword that didn’t apply to what I’d done. The physical release I ha dexperienced was inextricably mixed with the humiliation she had deal tme. Rather than taking comfort in the woman, I had completely proven t omyself how much my life had changed in a few short months . 





CHAPTER TWELVETHE KING’S ROA D

“The good god never intended for people to live here.” The woman’s wordswere to stay long in my mind. Her house was one of six inhabite dstructures in a ramshackle settlement near the second rise of the foothill sbefore the mountains. There was little there save misery. Stumps dotte dthe sloping fields behind the town. The constant wind, heavy with we tchill, warned of winter. Dead Town was a “road town,” a temporar ysettlement thrown together to house the penal workers and their familie sas the King’s Road was pushed ever eastward . 

Once I had believed in King Troven’s dream of a wide road that led acrossthe plains, over the mountains, and to the sea beyond, a road that woul drestore Gernia’s power as a seagoing and trading nation. The farther east Iwent, the harder it was to sustain that vision . 

Calling the structure she lived in a “house” was charity on my part. It wasbuilt of large stones and roughly skinned logs. The badly warped logs wer esmaller in diameter than anything I would have used for a structure. Th egaps between the corkscrewed logs were chinked with wadded reeds an dmoss, with plastered mud over it. I judged the coming rains of winte rwould soon melt that chinking away. She had three small children, but i fshe had a husband, he was not to be seen . 



My food had run out and I’d stopped to see what I could buy. Theinhabitants of two other houses had already turned me away. They ha dlittle enough for themselves and no use for my coins. The irony was tha tI’d discovered, too late, that I was not as poor as I’d thought. When Irepacked my panniers as I left Franner’s Bend, I discovered a little yello wpurse tucked in among my shirts. When Yaril had slipped it in, I didn’ tknow. It contained fifteen hectors, a very substantial sum coming from ayoung woman. I resolved to use it well, and to pay it back to her when w e were reunited. The extra money could not restore my battered self-respect,but it did shore up my sagging confidence. I invested some of my windfal lin a battered draft saddle with a tree that fit Clove’s back and a seat tha tdidn’t insult my own. After several fruitless efforts, I admitted tha tSirlofty’s bridle and bit would never adjust to Clove. I traded them awa yfor a bridle that fit my plug horse, some straps to adapt my cavall apanniers, and a couple of heavy blankets in case I had to sleep outside. I nthe market, I stocked my panniers with hard bread, smoked meat, raisins ,tea, and charily, a Plains food of meat and fruit ground together into a





sort of sausage bound with sweetened suet. I bought tools for rough travel:a small hatchet, sulfur matches dipped in wax, and some strips of leathe rto make a sling. I wanted a firearm, but that was beyond the reach of m ycoins. The sword I bought was not well balanced and the blade was pitte dfrom poor care. It was better than nothing. When I rode away fro mFranner’s Bend, I felt I was as well supplied for the road as a man of m ymeans could be. In return, the road offered me next to nothing. 

Wate r

was not a problem while my trail followed the river. Heat, flies, andboredom were my chief irritations by day, cold and mosquitoes by night .Clove ambled along. For my first day’s travel from Franner’s Bend, th eroad was good. I passed several small villages huddled on the riverbank .They seemed prosperous, feeding off both the river and the road trade .They were older than the explosive growth of town around Franner’s Bend ,but in some ways they still exuded the rough, raw aspect of a frontie rsettlement. All the buildings were constructed from river offerings: ston erounded by the passage of water, mortar speckled with the tiny pebble sone always found in the river sand, and an occasional embellishment o f wood. There was little real timber on the plains or plateaus, but rafts ofimmense spond logs from the wilderness passed by on the river. Spon dtimber was far too dear for these townspeople to afford; the wooden part sof their houses came from river driftwood largesse or salvage from broke nlog rafts. 

Despite their humble roots, these settlements were growing int oorganized towns. The road between the towns was better maintained, a swere the way stations for the king’s couriers. Between the towns, fields ha dbeen cleared and the discarded stones used for rough fences. The brus hthat had sprouted among those stones had grown into hedgerows. Most o fthe outbuildings were still of mud brick, but the farmhouses were o fworked stone. Gernian settlers were making their tenuous grip on the lan dmore certain. Those households would stay. On the evening of the secon dnight, I came to a well-maintained farm with a signboard that showed adangling cup and a handful of feathers, the old symbols for board an dlodging. I stopped there for the night, and discovered that it meant a col dmeal and a blanket spread over straw in the barn. Still, I’d slept in wors eplaces, and I rose the next day better rested than if I’d slept by the side o fthe road . 



The draft horse was not a bad mount, for what he was. Clove was big-boned and ponderous. I put him through his paces on our third day oftravel. By then, he was answering the bridle and my heels, though no tsharply. He didn’t seem to mind being ridden, but he was not my partne rin it as Sirlofty had been. He made no effort to stay under me. His tro trattled my teeth. 

His canter was actually rather smooth, once I finall ypersuaded him to that pace, but he could not sustain it for long, and I ha dno fixed destination or schedule. I followed the road, hoping that one o fthe fortifications along the way would take in a stray recruit . 



My body was more at fault than my horse’s for the discomforts of thatjourney. 



As an engineer, I could see that I was like an overburdened suspensionbridge. Too much flesh was heaped around my bones and dependent o nmy muscles. My body no longer worked as it had been designed to do .Flexibility had been lost. Strength had been gained in my major muscles ,but my back complained constantly. Clove’s bone-shaking trot was also afat-wobbling quake for me. My cheeks shook, my belly jounced, and th eflesh along my arms and legs jostled in syncopation to his hooves. At th 



eend of each day’s ride, my ass hurt more than it had the day before. M yexpectation that I would soon toughen up and regain my ability to ride afull day without soreness was a vain hope. There was simply too much o fme pressing my buttocks against the saddle, with the predictabl e consequences of developing sores. I tried to be grateful that they were onmy flesh rather than my horse’s, but that was grim comfort. I steeled m ywill and went on, wondering how long my determination would last .Three days past Franner’s Bend, I passed the site where Cayton’s Hors eand Doril’s Foot had met their end. Someone had put up a wooden sign . 

The crude letters read “SITE OF THE SPECK PLAGUE BATTLE.” If it wasmeant to be humor, it left me cold. Beyond it, row upon row of shallo wdepressions in the earth showed where the ground had sunk on the hastil yburied bodies. Beyond them, a large ominous scorch mark on the eart hwas gradually giving way to encroaching grasses. I fancied that a smell o fdeath lingered there; Clove and I hastened past it . 



The first time the sun began to set with no shelter of any sort in sight,Iturned Clove from the road and followed a tiny trickle of a stream up agentle hill and into the brush. The faint trail I followed and a blackene dring of fire stones at the end showed I was not the first traveler to cam phere. Hopeful, I lifted my eyes and soon found the sign that Sergeant Duri lhad taught me to look for so many years ago. 

Carved into a tree trunk wa sthe outline of two crossed sabres. Wedged into a crotch of branches wel l above it was a bundle of dry firewood. Farther out on the branch dangle dthe bag that would hold kindling and emergency food. The courtes y

among scouts and cavalla troopers was to take what one needed from suchcaches and replace it with whatever one could spare. The smoked fish Icould smell was far more appetizing than the travel bread in my pack .Hunger was a constant companion that rode heavily in the pit of my belly .It hurt, but less than my saddle sores. I could, by an act of will an dintellect, ignore it. Despite its pangs, I knew I was not starving, and for th emost part, I pitted my will against the magic’s outrageous demands fo rfood with determination. I knew that my rations were sufficient to m yneeds, and by that logic I could ignore my hunger pangs until I saw o rsmelled food. Then my appetite awoke, a ravening bear roused out o f hibernation and commanding all my attention . 



The smell of the savory smoked fish overpowered me. To scent it was totaste it, smoke, salt, and oil rich flesh upon my tongue. I had to have it. M ybody demanded it . 



I was too fat to climb the tree. I broke branches and scraped my knees andbelly trying. I threw stones at the food, trying to knock it free. I stood an dshook the tree like a bear, hoping to make it fall. I even tried, futilely, th eedge of my small firewood hatchet against the tree’s thick trunk. In short , I exhausted myself trying to get at a bit of smoked fish. It was full darkbefore I came to my senses. It was like waking from a dream. I suddenl y

decided that the food in my pannier would have to suffice. With a startlingabruptness, my obsession with the fish departed. I used some of th ebranches I’d broken to start a small fire . 







I made a very rudimentary camp beside my little fire, ate cold food withhot tea, and rolled myself in a blanket to sleep. The ground was hard and Iwas cold. Toward dawn, the mosquitoes came out and discovered me .Even pulling my blanket up over my head did not discourage them, and Irose earlier than I was inclined to and traveled on my way. My only act o fvirtue was to cut the broken branches into firewood and leave them at th ebase of the supply tree. As I traveled on, towns became less frequent an dhouses more scattered. Traffic dwindled. Every day, two couriers woul dride past me, one headed east and one headed west, usually at a canter o ra gallop. They carried the king’s dispatches and, if there was room in thei rpouches, high-ranking officers’ letters home. They did not acknowledg eme at all as they passed. Some credited Gernia’s expansion to the king’ sdedication to regular communication with even his most distant forts .Daily reports were sent on their way to Old Thares. Some of the courie rstations rented space for profit-making messenger services as well. The ywere becoming more popular as Gernia’s boundary and far-flun gpopulation expanded, but they were still an expensive service, patronize donly by the wealthy. I did not see their riders as often . 



One windy morning, I passed a place where a spring freshet had washedthe road out. It had been repaired, but badly, with a stream still tricklin gthrough a wide dip in the road. I could see the remains of the ston eculvert; the mortar had failed, I judged, and I suspected that next sprin gwould see the road cut through when the waters ran high again . 



It was not a real challenge for Clove and I, but the deep muddy wagonwheel ruts testified that it was an unpleasant passage for any wheele dvehicle. I saw few other travelers that day, and began to understand wh ysome of the king’s nobles in the west mocked this project and called it th eKing’s Road to Nowhere. Early in the day, I passed a relay station for th eking’s couriers. As there were no towns nearby, a small contingent o fsoldiers were stationed there to protect and maintain the station. Ther ewas little there except a stable for the post horses, a small storehouse, an da barracks. The buildings were set up in a defensible square with astockade wall closing the gaps. The tall gates stood open, and coars e grasses grew along the bottoms of them. Months had passed since they’ dlast been closed. The surly soldier on watch eyed me unenthusiastically .Not an exciting post, I surmised. I wondered if being stationed here wa sregarded as punishment . 

I rode Clove in and dismounted. As I let him water from the horse troughalongside their well, I looked around. The barracks and mess were painte din Gernia’s standard green and white. I estimated their strength at abou ta dozen men. There was a watchtower at one corner of the fortification; auniformed soldier ostensibly kept watch there for approachin gmessengers. A couple of men leaned in the open door of the barracks ,smoking. Only one courier was currently in residence, lounging on atipped-back chair on the long porch that ran across the front barracks .The young, skinny rider seemed very full of himself, openly rolling his eye s

at my girth and making faces and gestures when he thought I wouldn’t seehim. I took some satisfaction in seeing that the men who kept up th estation seemed to regard him as a jackanapes. When I mounted the step sto the barracks’ porch, an older man in shirtsleeves came out to meet me . 

“Do you need something?” he asked me brusquely. 







“News of the road ahead would be welcome. And I thought I’d report thatthere’s a culvert washed out, about an hour’s ride back.” Militar yregulations stated that the courier stations were to aid travelers, monito rthe road, and report conditions to the proper authority. I considered it m yduty, still, to apprise them of the road’s condition . 



The man scowled at me. It had been at least three days since he’d shaved.The only clean spot on his cheek was an old knife scar. Even without hi sjacket and stripes, I could tell he was in charge here. “I’ve been reportin gthat for two months. They keep saying they’ll send a road crew, but th eplague hit everybody hard. They don’t have the men to spare. Nothin g happens.” 



“And the road east of here?” I pressed him. 



“It’s no better. It was built fast with unskilled men, and the need formaintenance was underestimated. 

It’s passable for a man on horseback ,and there are only a few places that would give a wagon serious trouble .But once the rains start again, that story will change quickly.” He spoke a sif it were my fault . 



Intending it more as a pleasantry than as a true query, I asked where theircommand was, and if their regiment had any openings for recruits. Th eold veteran looked me up and down and gave a contemptuous snort. “No .We’ve plenty of our own youngsters to sign up when we need more men .No need for outsiders.” I took that rebuff in stride . 



“Well. Any chance I can replenish my supplies here? Any food you couldsell me?” 



The courier had been listening in on our exchange. He interrupted mockingly with “You need to buy food? It doesn’t look to me as if you’vebeen going without! Or are you fattening up before you hibernate for th ewinter? ” 



It was a feeble jest, but the other man laughed at it. I forced myself tosmile. “I’ve a way to travel. I’d buy whatever you could spare—flour, grain ,travel bread, bacon?” I could smell stew simmering and longed to beg for ahot bowl. As always, any aroma of food roused a ravenous hunger in me . 



“We’ve nothing to spare,” the sergeant decided abruptly. “This is a waystation for couriers, not an inn. 

The supply wagons haven’t been as regula ras they should. I’m saving what I’ve got for my own men 



here. ” 



“Of course. But could I at least buy some oats for my horse?” Clove was notthe forager that Sirlofty was. The constant travel and sparse grazing wer estarting to show on him. Because my father was responsible for the king’ scourier station closest to Widevale, I knew they were required to keep wel l stocked with feed for the horses . 



The men exchanged glances with each other. Then the sergeant spokeagain. “No. I’ve told you. We’ve nothing to spare. Best you be on you rway.” 



“I see,” I said, though I didn’t. Plainly he was lying. I could not discernwhy, but I suspected it was simply because I was fat. I think he perceive dme as self-indulgent and felt justified, even righteous, in denying me food .I looked at the circle of faces around me. Every one of them evinced som elevel of satisfaction in my disappointment. They put me in mind of ho wTrist had rejected Gord from the first moment he’d met the fat cadet .Gord hadn’t had to say or do anything. Just being fat had made Tris t despise him and seek to thwart him at every opportunity . 



I needed supplies. My horse needed something more than grass. Myexperience with Jirry flashed back through my mind. On some level, I’ dalready accepted that the magic that had so cursed me could also work i nmy favor. I tried it. “I really need fresh supplies to continue on m yjourney.” It was my first effort to bend the magic to my will. I pushe dinsistence through my words and deliberately sought to bend their wills t omine. 



A few of the idle men got the same poleaxed look that Jirry had worn. Butthe old sergeant was made of sterner stuff. His eyes widened, and then, a sif he sensed what I was trying to do, his face reddened with anger. “I sai dno!” he barked. He came to his feet and pointed commandingly at m ymount. I’d failed. I turned away from him, trying to keep my dignity. Bu tanger at their self-satisfaction seethed through me. I mounted Clove an d

then looked back at them. My own anger suddenly rose to meet thesergeant’s, as if they were two swords clashing . 



“As you have seen to the needs of the stranger, so may your own wants bemet in your time of need.” It was a verse from the Holy Writ, and I’d hear dit most often used as a formal thanks at dinner parties. I’d never said i twith such vehemence, nor had I ever moved my hand in such a stron ggesture of dismissal as I said it. I had deliberately sought the magic’ sintervention, but now as I felt it rattle through my blood like pebble stumbled in a torrent, I feared it. The gesture meant something, and th ewords I had uttered in a mockery of thanks now bristled like a curse. I sa wone man startle, as if I’d dashed him with cold water, and the rider’s chai rtipped over under him, dumping him to the porch with a crash. Th esergeant was 



transfixed for a moment, and then he charged at me with a nangry shout. I kicked Clove hard, and for once he surged immediately int oa canter that carried us away from their stronghold and back out onto th e road. 



I leaned forward on my big horse and urged him to run until his sideswere heaving and sweat runneled the sides of his neck. When I pulled hi min and let him walk, the courier’s station was lost behind us. No rider sswarmed out to pursue me, as I had half-feared they might. I knotted m yfists and shivered suddenly. I’d done magic. I had felt the power surg ethrough me and pass out of me. But exactly what I had done, I did no tknow. I passed a patch of brush by the riverbank, and a flock o f black-and-white croaker birds flew up screaming, angry that I hadfrightened them off whatever carrion they had found. They seemed an il lomen, a sign from an elder god that he would take my blackened soul i fthe good god would no longer have me. I rode grimly on. My meals for th enext few days consisted of whatever game I could bring down with m y

sling. It wasn’t much. In the short time between stopping for the night andfalling asleep, I hunted what I could, and if I got a rabbit or a bird ever yother day, I thought myself fortunate. I still had a good supply of tea ,sugar, salt, and oil, but a man cannot make a meal from those thing salone. The lean meat of hares did not satisfy me, and if my clothes hung abit looser on me for a few days, I attributed it to my diet . 



For several long days, the scenery did not change. It seemed as if Clove andI followed an endless circular path, with the river always to the right of us ,wide and gray between its brushy, gravelly banks, and to the left of us, th egentle rise of the rolling prairie. The hills were ahead of us. Their flank swere gray-green or purplish with gorse, and in the higher regions, clump sof buckbrush and nettleme grew. 

Regularly spaced towns and real inn s

were left far behind me. 



The next courier station I passed was larger and better fortified. They soldme oats and journey bread, but other than that, they seemed as unfriendl yas the last station had been. A full troop of foot soldiers was statione dthere, with a score of cavalla. A small village of former penal laborer sflanked the station, and were engaged in making more formidable the wal land ditch defenses that surrounded both station and village. If an yengineering had been applied to the enterprise, it was well concealed fro mmy eyes. 



I gathered my courage and then asked for a meeting with the commander,and was shown into the offices of a very young captain. When I told him Iwas a second son and interested in becoming a soldier, he looke dincredulous. I’ll give him credit for attempting to be tactful. He leane dback in his chair, looked at me, and then said in measured tones, “Sir ,despite your birth order, I do not think the life of a military man in ou rregion would suit you. Here, we endeavor to recruit our men at an earl yage, the better to shape them to the lives they will lead. Perhaps you woul dfare better in the west. ” 







“I am still short of my twentieth birthday, sir. And I know I do not look fitor able, yet if you will try me, I’m sure you’ll find me more capable tha nyou might think.” Those words consumed all of my humility. 

My cheek sburned with shame . 



“I see. Well. You look older than your years.” He cleared his throat. “Ourresources here are limited, and right now our supplies must stretch t osupport the road workers the king has lent us for the fortification of thi splace. Much as I would like to take your oath and find you a place wher eyou could serve both your king and the good god, I must turn you away. Ido think you would fare better applying to one of the regiments in th ewest. In the more settled areas, a man may still serve his king and obey th e will of the good god in less strenuous ways than the borderlands deman d of a soldier.” I heard the finality in his words. I knew he was attempting tolet me leave with my pride and dignity intact. It was more than most folk shad done for me on my journey. So I thanked him, and Clove and I wen ton. But as always, we rode toward the east and the mountains . 



I came to a decision point when we reached the fork where the MendesRiver joins the Tefa. I rode north for half a day, following both the roa dand the river. When I came to a new town with the ambitious name o fKingsbridge, I crossed the Mendes on the town’s namesake, and the nhalted, considering my options. If I followed the Mendy trail north, I’ dhave several options for enlistment. There was Mendy itself, a substantia l

bastion and one of our earliest strongholds on the plains. In its earliestincarnations, before we had come to open strife with them, Mendy ha dbeen a place for Gernian merchants to enjoy commerce with th e Plainspeople. Traditionally, the Third, Seventh, and Eighth Regiment o ffoot called Mendy home, as well as Hoskin’s Horse. There was opportunit yfor me there . 



My most sensible choice would have been to follow the river to Trade Post,or cross it and try to enlist at Lakegard or Laston. North offered me mor eopportunities. And yet, when Clove tossed his head and tugged at his bi t

in annoyance at standing so long, I did not follow the Mendy Trail. Gettyswas the only Gernian outpost in our new direction. With the loss o fCayton’s Horse and Doril’s Foot, Gettys would be severely undermanned .Their misfortune might be to my benefit . 



I did not allow myself to think that Gettys was in the foothills before theBarrier Mountains, the home territory of the Specks. As each day passed ,the land slowly changed. Trees began to appear, as scattered thickets an dthen as a solid forest that covered the hillsides. The quality of the roa ddeclined as it climbed higher into the foothills. The Tefa River was to m yleft now, and half the size it would be when it passed my old home i nWidevale. I became resigned to sleeping outside each night an dsupplementing my rations with wild plants and whatever small game Icould hunt as I traveled. The road was an anomaly here, a man-mad ething that ran through a land that didn’t seem to recognize humanity’ sreign. My journey seemed endless. At intervals I would see derelict wagon sand other broken and abandoned equipment at the side of the road, th edetritus of the road’s continuing growth. Several times I passed larg 



ecleared areas, where rags of canvas and other garbage spoke of a larg eencampment of men, probably for the penal crews building the road. Th efew other travelers I encountered were brusque, hurrying past me as if Iwere a threat. I encountered a train of supply wagons, returning empt yfrom the farthermost road construction camp. The dust they raised wa sswept away by the endless wind. The quiet that flowed back after thei rpassage seemed final. Winter and the snows it would bring had slowed al ltrade by road or water to a trickle . 



I could scarcely believe my eyes when I topped a rise one afternoon andsaw a small town in the distance. The land had been cleared around th esettlement; it crouched on a steep hillside dotted with stumps. My hear tlifted at the thought of an inn, an opportunity to resupply, to eat a ho tmeal, to sleep under a roof. But the closer we came, the more my hope ssagged. Chimney smoke rose in only a few places. The first structure I

passed might once have been a house. It had slipped to one side and thencollapsed. Beyond it there was a rail-fenced area. A double row o fdepressions in the earth were the only indications that it was a graveyard .I rode on, passing other empty houses. The houses, both fallen an dstanding, had been built of logs rather than plank. The town wa sabandoned, or nearly so. When I finally sighted a house with a trickle o fsmoke rising from its chimney, I halted and dismounted. I approached th edoor cautiously, knocked, and then stood back from it. Some moment spassed, then a very old man opened the door slowly. Before I could offe rany greeting or even ask to buy food and a night’s lodging, a woman’ s voice shrieked from inside. “Close it! Close that door, you old fool! Why doyou think I barred it? He’s here to murder us and rob us. Shut the door! ” 



“I’ve money to pay for a meal!” I shouted hastily, but the old man onlylooked at me with pale, rheumy eyes and then obediently but gently shu tthe door in my face. “I can pay!” I shouted at the closed door. 

There wa sno response. I shook my head in frustration and walked on, leading Clove . 

I passed five shells of houses and then stopped outside a fenced area wherea man was digging potatoes. 

His cottage looked well-tended, as did th elittle garden that surrounded him. At sight of me, he stopped his digging .He switched his grip on the shovel, holding it as if it were a pike. “Goo dday, sir,” I offered him . 



“Keep on your way,” he advised me gruffly. 



“I’d like to buy a meal and a night’s lodging from you. I can pay. I canshow you the coin. ” 



He shook his head. “I’ve no use for coins. What would I do with them?Make soup?” He looked at me more sharply, and then, perhaps deciding afat man was not much of a threat, asked shrewdly, “Got anything t obarter?” I shook my head slowly. I had nothing I could afford to part with ,nothing I could give up that would not leave me in worse need. “Well ,we’ve nothing to spare for beggars. Be on your 



way.” I opened my mout hto say that I had not begged. I could feel my resentment rising in me. I thought of the soldiers and how the magic had boiled with my anger. No.Iwould not do that again. I would not loose that which I did no tunderstand. I turned away from him and led Clove on. I was hungry, cold ,and weary. Thick clouds had been gathering all day and were starting t odarken, promising rain by nightfall. If it had been otherwise, I think Iwould have mounted up and ridden off. The rising wind tugged at m ycloak. If all I could buy myself was a dry night’s sleep, I was resolved t ohave it. At the next cottage with chimney smoke rising from its stack, Igathered up my courage and knocked at a rough wooden door . 

It was slow to open. I stood still before it, smiling, for I suspected thatsomeone was peering out at me through one of the numerous chinks in th ewall. The small woman who finally opened the door held a large pistol i nboth her hands. I stepped back. The muzzle of it pointed squarely at m ymidsection. She could not possibly miss me at this range. I lifted m y

hands to show they were empty. “I’d just like to buy a night’s lodging andfood, ma’am,” I said with great respect . 



A small towheaded boy suddenly shoved his head out past his mother’s skirts. 



“Who’s that?” he demanded. And then, almost with admiration, “He’sreally fat!” “Hush, Sem. Get back inside.” She looked at me speculatively. Icould almost see her decide that I wasn’t much of a threat. She was smal lbut stocky. She had to use both hands to steady the pistol. She lowered th eheavy gun, but now the barrel menaced my legs. “I don’t have much t o spare.” 



“I’d be content with anything hot, and a dry place to spend the night,”I said humbly. “I can pay.” 



She laughed in a sour way. “And where would I spend it? I’ve got no usefor money. Can’t eat it. Can’t burn it.” Her blue eyes were hard. I didn’ t

doubt the truth of her words. She looked as worn as her clothing. Her darkhair was knotted back in a no-nonsense way that spoke only o f

practicality, not attractiveness or even neatness. The skin of her hands wasrough. The boy’s eyes looked too large in his thin face . 



I could think of nothing else to offer. “Please,” I begged. She tightened hermouth and narrowed her eyes. It made her look like a thoughtful cat. Istood humbly before her, hoping. Two more children peeped out aroun dthe door frame. One was an older girl of about five, the other a 



curly-headed toddler. The woman shooed them back, then looked me upand down skeptically. “Can you work?” she asked me coldly . 



“That I can,” I promised her. “What do you need done?” Her smile wastight. “What don’t I need done? 

Winter’s coming. Look at this place! I’ll b elucky if it stands through the first storm.” She sighed and then said, “Yo ucan put your horse in that house over there. We use it for a shed. The roo fdoesn’t leak much. 

” 



“Thank you, ma’am.” 



She almost winced. “I’m not ma’am. I’m not that old. I’m Amzil.” I spentthe rest of the afternoon and early evening chopping wood. She had an ol dax with a splintery handle. I put an edge on it with a stone. 

She had bee nturning the adjacent buildings into firewood, but the ax was big for he r and the house timbers too heavy. She’d been limited by the size of log shecould chop through. “The little ones burn up too fast. I can’t build a fir ethat lasts the night,” she told me . 



I worked steadily in the chill wind. I selected a small house that wasmostly collapsed, and worked at turning it into firewood, cutting th etimbers into chunks and then splitting them. One at a time, her scattere dneighbors made excuses to drop by. I felt their eyes on me, but as none o fthem spoke to me, I ignored them and labored on. Their attempts a tconversation with Amzil were brief. I heard one man say to her, 

“I onl ycome to see if he had something to trade. It’s nothing to do with you at all ,woman!” I sensed no community there, only a sour rivalry for th ediminishing resources of the failed settlement. The old woman did no tcome to Amzil’s door but grimly eyed me from a distance, scowling as Ipulled logs free and then chopped them into firewood. I had been awar e

of Amzil’s children spying on me all day. The muffled giggles of the oldertwo had betrayed them as they hid around the corner of her house an dtook turns peeking at me. Only the smallest child, a tiny girl, was honest i nher complete curiosity. She stood squarely in the open doorway to gawk a tme. I had not thought I remembered much of Yaril’s babyhood. Bu tlooking at the child, I found I did. Yaril had stood like that, her babyis htummy thrust out before her. Yaril had turned her head and smiled shyl ylike that. 

When I stopped to wipe sweat from my neck, I smiled back a ther. She squeaked and darted out of sight around the door. A momen tlater, she emerged again. I waved at her, winning a high-pitched giggle. 

A sthe sun was setting, the first threatened drops of rain came pelting down .Amzil emerged suddenly from her house, scooping the baby up in passing .She called out stiffly to me, “The food is ready.” It was the first time I’ dbeen inside her home. There wasn’t much to it. It was a single room, wit hlog walls and a dirt floor. The hearth was rock plastered together wit h

river clay. Their bed was a shelf across one side of the room. Other thanthe door, there was a single window with a crude wooden shutter. N oglass. The only freestanding furniture was a bench by the hearth. The onl ytable was a shelf in the corner with a washbasin on top of it and a wate rpitcher beside it. Clothing hung from pegs in the wall. Sacks on hooks an da few rough shelves held the food stores. 





There wasn’t much . 



I ate standing. The children sat on the floor, and Amzil sat on the bench.She ladled thin soup from a kettle hung over the fire. She served me first ,the thin broth off the top and a single scoop of vegetables from the depth sof the pot. She served herself the same, and then measured out a scoop fo reach child that left the ladle scraping the bottom of the kettle. Th e children got most of the bits of food; I didn’t complain. She had a single mound of hearth bread. She broke it into five equal pieces and handed meone. We ate. I savored the first spoonful of the warm broth. I taste dpotatoes, cabbage, onion, and little else. As I had schooled myself to do, Iate slowly and enjoyed what I had. The bread was coarse, but good, for th eflavor of the badly ground grain was stronger than if it had been mad efrom fine flour. The texture was a good contrast to the thin soup. I save dthe last bit of bread to wipe the final trace of soup from my bowl. Empty. I sighed and looked up to find Amzil regarding me curiously . 



“Is something wrong?” I asked her. I was not unaware that her pistolrested on the bench beside her hip . 



Her brow furrowed. “You’re smiling.” 





I gave a small shrug. “Good food.” 





She scowled at me as if I were mocking her. “It wasn’t good soup beforeIadded enough water to stretch it for five.” Little spots of anger danced i nher brown eyes . 

“Any food is better than none. And any food tastes good after a time ofprivation. ” 



“Privation?” 





“Hard times,” I clarified. 









Her eyes narrowed again. “You don’t look like you’ve ever known

‘privation.’” 





“You’d be surprised,” I said gently. 





“Maybe. Here, we’ve eaten the same thing for so long, I don’t even taste itanymore.” She rose abruptly, picking up the pistol as she did so . 

“Children, stack your bowls. You, you can sleep in the shed with yourhorse. The roof doesn’t leak much.” It was a clear request that I now leav eher house. I cast my thoughts desperately for an excuse to stay a bi tlonger in the light and warmth of the small home. “I’ve no real food t oshare. But I still have tea left in my panniers. ” 





“Tea?” Her eyes were distant. “I haven’t tasted tea since…well, since we left Old Thares to follow Rig’s coffle.” 



“I’ll get it,” I offered instantly. I rose, moving my bulk carefully through theflimsy furnishings of the small room and out the rattly door into the chil l

night. 



I’d left Clove picketed in an alley to get whatever graze he could on thecoarse grass and weeds there. 

Now I moved him into what had once bee nsomeone’s home. He barely fit through the door, but he seemed gratefu lto be out of the wind and rain. I’d stowed my panniers and tack ther eearlier. Now, considering the desperate poverty of Amzil’s neighbors, Idecided to take my panniers with me into the house . 







I set them on the floor in the middle of her room, and knelt down besidethem. Her children crowded close as I opened them and rummage dinside. Amzil stood back but looked no less curious. I found the block o fblack tea. As I opened its wrapper, Amzil caught her breath as if I wer eunveiling treasure. She had already put a kettle of water to heat, and i tseemed a year before the water bubbled to a boil. She had no teapot, so w eused my own small kettle to brew the tea. The children huddled around i tas if they were worshipping it as Amzil poured the boiling water over th eshriveled leaves. The delightful aroma of brewing tea blossomed with th esteam. “The leaves are unrolling!” her son, Sem, exclaimed in wonder. 

W ewaited in silent anticipation for the tea to brew. Then Amzil ladled ou tbowls for each of us. I lowered myself carefully to the dirt floor, to join th echildren in their half-circle around the fire. I cupped the bowl in m yhands, feeling the warmth of the liquid though the rough pottery. Eve nthe baby, Dia, had a small bowl of tea. She sampled it, scowled at its dar ktaste, and then watched the rest of us sipping. 

She sipped again, pursin gpink baby lips over its bitterness. I smiled at her solemn expression as sh e imitated us. The child wore a simple robe, obviously sewn from th eremnants of an adult’s garment. It was well made, but the rough clot hlooked more suited to a man’s trousers than a little girl’s robe. Amzi l cleared her throat. I looked away from her baby to find Amzil frowning a tme warily . 



“So. You came here from Old Thares,” I said, when the silence began tofeel awkward . 



“That we did.” She didn’t sound inclined to talk. 



“You’re a long way from home, then. It must be very different for youhere.” I prodded her with words, trying to start a conversation. She turne dthe tactic against me . 



“Have you ever been to Old Thares?” 





“I have. I went to school there for a season.” I would not mention theacademy . 

I had no desire to tell the long tale of why I was no longer there. 

“School. Ah. Never been myself. And if you were in a school, you never sawmy city.” She was adamant

. 





“I didn’t?” I asked cautiously. 







“Do you know the part of town down by the river docks? Some folk call itthe Rats’ Nests? ” 



I shook my head, inviting her to go on. 



“Well, that’s where I come from. I lived all my life there, until I come here.My father was a ragpicker. 

My mother sewed. She could take old rags m yfather gathered, wash and press them, and turn them into the best thing syou ever saw. She taught me. A lot of folks throw away stuff that jus tneeds a good washing and a bit of mending to be fine again. Some wil lthrow out a whole shirt for a stain down the sleeve, as if you couldn’t mak esomething nice out of the part that was good. Rich people waste a lot o f things.” She said it self-righteously, as if challenging me to disagree. I sai dnothing . 



She sipped from her tea, then admitted, “My husband was a thief.” Hermouth twisted on the word. “He was a thief like his father and grandfathe rbefore him. He used to laugh and say that it was the good god’s will tha the follow in his father’s footsteps. When our boy was born, he even talke dabout how he would teach him to cut purses when he was older. But the nRig was caught and the choice was put to him—lose his hand or come eas tto work on the King’s Road.” She sighed. “It’s my fault we’re here. I talke dhim into coming east. They made it sound so good. Hard work for m yhusband for two years, but then our own home in the town that they’ dbuild along the King’s Road. They made it sound so good. 

We’d have ow nlittle house and garden in town, and land of our own outside of town. The ytold us any man could learn to hunt and that made meat free, and wit hwhat we’d grow in our garden, we’d never be short of food again. And the ysaid the King’s Road would flow golden with travelers and trade, right pas tour door. I imagined that we would have a wonderful new life.” Sh e pursed her lips and stared into the fire. For a moment, caught in that olddream, she looked much younger, and with a jolt I realized she probabl ywasn’t much older than I was. Her musing look changed to a scowl. “It’ sgetting late,” she warned me without looking at me . 



It wasn’t just that I feared she would send me away from the fireside.Itruly wanted to hear the rest of her tale. I steeled myself to the loss an dthen said, “I’ve a tiny bit of sugar left in my panniers. Shall we have on e

last cup of sweet tea to end the night?” 



“Sugar!” the elder girl said in wonder. The other two children lookedpuzzled. Thus I bought myself a longer stay by the fire. Amzil pulled he rchair closer to the hearth and told out her sad tale: the long miserabl ejourney east, camping each night by the road, the callousness of th eguards who forced them on each day, the primitive conditions in th ecamps. I’d seen the shackled lines of prisoners moved past our home i nWidevale. Summer after summer, the coffles of convict workers and thei rmilitary guards had passed my home. I’d always suspected it was a





miserable journey, but Amzil’s tale of hardship made it real. As she spoke,her elder daughter’s face grew grave, obviously reliving those memorie swith her mother . 



“We traveled to the end of the road. There was just a work camp here,with other men working off their crimes. There was no town with littl ehouses and gardens for us! Just canvas stretched over boards and roug hhuts and dirt and work. Tents to sleep in, ditches to piss in, and the rive rfor hauling water. Some new life! But they told us we were ‘home’ now ,that it was up to us to make it into a town. They gave each househol dsome canvas and some basic food and tools, and my husband and I put u p what shelter we could. And the next morning, they put the men to work onthe King’s Road, and left the families to cope as best we could. ” 



By day, the men left their families to go to work on the road. By night, theyreturned, too tired to do anything more than sleep. “Or curse,” Amzil sai dwearily. “My husband often cursed the liars who’d brought us here .Toward the end, Rig cursed me, too, for believing their lies and wanting t ocome. It was all my fault, he said. He said that even with one hand, h ecould have provided better for us in Old Thares

. 



“While they were building this stretch of road, it wasn’t too bad. It wasnoisy and dusty, of course. 

Heavy wagons and big horses everywhere. The ydug and scraped and leveled and measured the land over and over. I tseemed silly to me, the way they dug down into the earth to set down bi gstones, and then filled up between them with smaller stuff. And th eamount of time they spent tamping it down! Why the road couldn’t just b ea wide path, I don’t know. But they built it up in what everyone starte dcalling an agger, with a lot of gravel, and all sorts of men with measurin gsticks, always worrying about leveling things and making drains. I neve rknew what all went into a road before then.” Amzil’s dark hair had pulle dfree of the string she used to tie it back. It was feathering around her face ,blending her features with the shadows behind her. “But at least ther ewere lots of folks here then. There was a big kitchen set up to fee d

everyone, and we could all go there for a meal once a day. The food wasplain and not very good, but as you said, any food is better than none. An dthere were more people here, families as well as the other workers and th eguards. There were other women to talk to while I did the wash at th eriver, and other women to help me when my baby came. The women wh owere already here when we arrived had learned a bit of how to manage ,and they taught us. But most of us didn’t know a thing about how to liv e outside a city. We tried. Most of the houses you see around here, wome nbuilt. And some fell down faster than we put them up, but we had eac hother to help.” She shook her head and closed her eyes for a moment . 

“Then it all went bad at once.” 



Without asking her I added the last of the hot water to the uncoiled tealeaves in the bottom of the pot. It made a final pale tea. I divided wha tremained of my sugar equally among the five bowls and carefully dippere dthe weak tea over it. The children watched me as if I were stirring molte ngold. “What 



happened?” I asked as I put Amzil’s cup into her hands. “Ri ghad an accident. A heavy stone fell off a wagon and crushed his foot. H ecouldn’t work anymore. So even though his time wasn’t up, they let hi m stay at home here with us all day. I was glad to have him here at first. Ithought he could help me a bit, could mind the children while I tried t omake things better for us. But he didn’t know how to do anything aroun d

a house and his foot wouldn’t heal. It only got more painful, and he hadafever that came and went. The pain made him mean, and not just wit hme.” She glanced at her elder daughter and old anger flashed in her eyes .She shook her head. “I didn’t know what to do for him. And he hated m eby then anyway.” 

Her eyes went past me to the fire and all feeling emptie dout of them . 



“Two days before he died, the guards said it was time to move camp. Theprisoners who had worked off their time and their families could stay her eand build a new life, they said. A lot of them decided to move on with th ework crew anyway. But those who stayed got a shovel, an ax, a saw, an d six bags of different kinds of seed. And they gave us what they said wastwo months of flour, oil, and oats. But it didn’t last our family more tha ntwenty days.” She shook her head again . 



“I did my best. I dug holes and planted those seeds. But maybe it was thewrong time or maybe the seed was bad or maybe I did something wrong .Not many plants came up, and a lot of the ones that grew got eaten b yrabbits or just died off. I wasn’t the only one who didn’t know how t o grow vegetables. Before too long, people just started to leave. Nothing hereto hold them, I guess. Some of them lasted the first winter. Others didn’t , 

and we buried them. When spring came, pretty much everyone who couldgot up and left, heading back west, trying to get back to a place where the yknew how to live. Some of us couldn’t go. Kara might be able to walk a ful lday, but Sem and Dia are too small to walk that far, and I couldn’t carr ythem both. I knew that if I started walking, at least one of them would di eon the way. But maybe that would have been better than staying here .Here we are, winter’s closing in again, and we have even less this tim e than we had last year.” 



A long silence fell and then she said, “I fear we’re going to die here. Andmy biggest dread is that I’ll die before my children do. And there will b eno one left to protect them from whatever comes next. ” 



I had never heard such black despair. Worse was to see in the children’seyes that they fully understood what their mother said. My heart spoke . 

“I’ll stay a day or two, if you want. I can at least help you make this placetight for the winter. ” 







She looked at me flatly and then asked with acid sweetness, “And what willyou want from me in exchange?” Her eyes traveled over me disdainfully. Iknew what she thought I would ask of her, and that it disgusted her. I als oread in her eyes that if that were what I demanded, she’d give it to me, fo rthe sake of her children. She made me feel like a monster . 



I spoke slowly. “I’d like to sleep in here, near the fire instead of out in theshed. And I’d like a day or two of rest and grazing for my horse, and som etime out of the saddle. That’s all. ” 



“Is it?” She was skeptical. Her mouth pinched again, bringing out the catin her again. “If that’s all, I’ll say yes to that, then. ” 



“That’s all,” I said quietly, and she nodded sharply to the deal we hadstruck. She and her children slept in the only bed, across the room fro mthe fire. She put herself between me and her children, and her pisto lbetween her and me. I slept on the floor by the fire . 



The next day, I built a wood crib for the firewood, so I could stack it so itwould stay dry. It was crudely built from salvaged wood and nails, but i tworked. I put a roof over it to keep the snow off the firewood. 

Amzil an dKara stacked the wood between the supports as I showed them while th eother children played nearby. I found good thick logs and cut them int ostout chunks. “These will burn a long time, once you’ve got a bed of coal sgoing,” I told her. “Save them for the worst nights, when the snow is dee pand the cold hard. Until then, use up the small stuff, and whatever else yo ucan forage for yourself.” “I’ve had one winter here. I think I know how t omanage,” Amzil said stiffly. “Probably better than I do,” I concede d

grumpily. I’d worked all morning. My shirt was stuck to me with sweatdespite a chill wind blowing off the rain-soaked hills. Hunger gnawed a tmy guts. I couldn’t stand it anymore. I rolled my shoulders and stretched. Ileaned the ax up against my chopping block. “Where are you going? ”Amzil demanded suspiciously . 



“Hunting,” I decided abruptly. 

“With what?” she asked. “For what?” 

“With a sling, for whatever I can get,” I replied. “Rabbits, birds, smallgame.” She shook her head and folded her lips, obviously thinking I wa swasting time when I could be cutting more wood. But the morning’s wor khad already convinced me that I’d need a more substantial meal tha nwatery soup. I’d begun thinking of food, against my will, and had suddenl ybecome aware of the birds calling to one another . 

“Can you do that?” she asked me suddenly. “Kill birds with a sling?” 





“We’ll see,” I said. “I used to be able to.” 

I was fatter than I’d been as a boy, and out of my territory. Dawn and duskwere the best times to hunt, and this was neither. I tried the woods first ,where tree trunks that spoiled my swing and tiny branches that deflecte dmy missiles frustrated me. From there, I moved to the logged-off hillsid ebehind the town, and there I did better, braining a rabbit that foolishl ystood up on its hind legs to see what I was . 

It wasn’t much of a hunter’s bag, but Amzil seemed delighted with it. Sheand the children gathered round me as I gutted and skinned it and cut i tup for the pot. While she took it inside to start it cooking, I scraped th eskin and stretched it as tightly as I could before tacking it, skin side up, o na board to dry. 

“You’ll need to keep this out of the weather,” I told her . 

“Once it’s dried, it will be hard and stiff. You’ll have to work it, rolling itslowly until it softens up again. 

But it will give you a rabbitskin with th efur on.  Four or five of these sewn together would make a blanket for th elittle one.” I’d kept back the sinew from the rabbit’s hind legs. I showed i tto her. “This makes the best snares. There was a lot of rabbit sign ou tthere. If you set two or three snares each evening, you’d have a fair chanc eof having some meat in your diet on a regular basis. ” 



She shook her head. “They’re too smart. I’ve seen rabbits out there, atdawn and in the evening. But I’ve never been able to catch one, and th etraps I’ve made don’t hold them. ” 



“What kind of traps?” 



“I dug holes for them to fall into. I caught a couple of babies like that inthe spring. But the others soon learned to go around them.” My amuse dsmile offended her. I quickly wiped it from my face. She knows nothing o f

rabbits, or of hunting, I thought to myself. Her skills from her life in thecity were useless here. That wasn’t her fault, and I shouldn’t look down o nher for trying. At the same time, I could not help feeling a bit superior . 

“We’ll make the snare lines very fine, so they’re almost invisible. And I’llshow you how to know where the rabbit will lift its head as it comes dow nthe trail and out of the brush. That’s the best place to hang a snare, t omake sure you get a quick, clean kill. ” 



“The young ones I caught were alive. I wanted to try to cage them andbreed them, like people do pigeons and doves in the city. But…” Sh eglanced at the children. “Sometimes meat today is more important tha nsaving for a tomorrow.” I found myself nodding. She was right. With th eright kind of trap, live rabbits would provide her with a ready source o fmeat. “I might be able to come up with a pit trap that would work, then, ”I offered. 







“We’ll set some of both,” she decided firmly. 



I was feeling rather satisfied with myself as I followed her and the childreninto the little house. The rabbit was simmering with onion and potato in apot near the edge of the fire. The aroma of the cooking meat assaulted m ysenses. I almost lost myself in it. Then I saw my panniers open on the floor .All my possessions were stacked around them. I could not keep the chil lfrom my voice as I asked her, “Did you find what you were looking for? ”She met my gaze, and her cheeks went a bit pink. But she did not loo kguilty. Instead, her chin came up. “Yes. Your washing and mending. Tha tseemed a fair trade to me for the work you’ve done with the wood and th ehunting. And when I found you had salt in there, I took some for cookin gthe meat. As you were going to be eating it alongside us, I thought nothin gof it. Do you find fault with it? ” 



I didn’t like it. Everything I had in the world was in those panniers,including my journal and what money I had. A sneaking part of m eresolved that at my earliest opportunity, I’d make certain it was still there . 

She was meeting my eyes in a very direct way. I took a breath. She’ d meant well and she was honest about it. Traveling can make a personsuspicious. “It took me aback, yes. 

” 



“It was something I was willing to do for you.” From the emphasis she puton the words, she made it clear that there were other things she’d b eunwilling to do for me. “My mother was a good seamstress and she taugh tme well. She sewed for some of the best families in Old Thares. She kne whow to make clothing fit a…portly man. And I learned it at her knee. I ca nmake your garments more comfortable on you. So you can chop woo dwithout straining the seams. ” 

Why was it so hard to say, “Thank you. I’d welcome that”? I suppose it wasbecause I wished she could see me as something other than a fat strange rwho wanted to lie with her. I had to admit that in many ways, it was a fai rappraisal of me. It wasn’t that I was infatuated with her or wished her t olike me. She was pretty enough, in a weary way, and she was a woman , 

and the first woman other than my sister I’d spent any appreciable timewith in weeks. That was all, I told myself. It was simple proximity an dhonest lust. A man didn’t have to be ashamed of that, as long as he didn’ tforce himself on a woman. It was just the way a man was made . 



That evening was both more comfortable and less easy. The food was moresubstantial, and once again we had tea to finish with, even if there was n osugar. But she had told me her story the night before, and I had no wish t otell her mine, so talk was scarce. Firelight was the only light in the room .We sought our beds early. I lay on the floor, rolled in my blanket. I trie dnot to think of her, soft and warm and only a few steps away. For all m yharsh training to be a soldier, I thought to myself, this family lived i nharder circumstances than anything I’d ever experienced. There were n oevening pastimes for the children, no storybooks or music, no toys sav ewhat they had invented for themselves. Amzil had little education; I doubted she could read. Whatever culture she had absorbed growing up i nthe grand city of Old Thares would be denied to her children, growing u pin poverty in this wilderness. It was grim to speculate on 



their future, no tjust during the harshness of the coming winter but for all the years afte rthat . 



I closed my eyes, but I couldn’t shut down my thoughts. She’d as much asadmitted that she’d whored for passing travelers last winter to get food fo rherself and the children. With such an example before them, what woul dKara and little Dia expect of life? What sort of a man would Sem grow t obe, watching his mother sell herself to support him? It was tawdry an ddisgusting. Yet when she looked at her children, her gaze was familiar, fo rit was the same way my mother had always looked at us. In the last year ,I’d had my eyes opened to my mother’s place in our world, and had com eto realize that in many ways she had sacrificed her own interests to ours .The seeds of thought that Epiny had sown in my mind were growing i nuncomfortable ways. My mother had always been my mother and m yfather’s wife. 

I don’t think I’d ever stopped to wonder who else she migh thave wanted to be, outside of those roles. 

Now I’d glimpsed, several times ,how she had had to bow her head to my father’s decisions for her children ,and witnessed more clearly how she had battled him for a say in our lives .She’d never expected to be a nobleman’s wife; she’d been married off t othe soldier son of a good family, with no higher expectation than that h e

would advance in his career as an officer. When she’d left her father’shouse, she would have believed that eventually, when my father retire dfrom the military, she would return to Old Thares, to live at the Burvell emansion there, to visit her childhood friends, to go to the theater an denjoy the cultural and social events of her home city. Instead, my father’ selevated status had meant that she lived far from the capital city and tha ther social friendships were limited to women similarly uplifted. She ha dtraveled to visit her family in the city perhaps once every five years, an donly after we children had become mostly self-sufficient. Until then, sh ehad not left us for a single day. Was that what it meant to be a mother ? 



I shifted uncomfortably on the packed earth floor. The cold from it seepedup through my blankets and made me ache. I tried to fall asleep, but m yeyes kept opening, to stare around the dismal little room. I didn’t want t othink about my mother and how life had trapped her in a similar way t ohow life had trapped Amzil. That led to wondering how deep of a trap Ihad fallen into myself. Here I lay, the son of a nobleman, a soldier so ndestined to be an officer, and I’d begged shelter and food from an ignoran t seamstress, the widow of a thief. And I’d been grateful for what I’ d received. 



Clove had had a couple of days’ rest and some grazing. The days weregetting cold and the nights even colder. It was stupid to linger here. Th esooner I reached my journey’s end at Gettys, the sooner I would kno wwhat awaited me there. There was a danger to waiting too long. If th ecommander there didn’t accept me for enlistment, I’d probably have t owinter there, and then ride out in spring to try my luck at other citadel sand forts. There was no guarantee that any regiment would have me. M ythoughts spiraled into darker speculation. If no regiment would have me ,what then? What if I had to face being a soldier son who could not be a

soldier, a noble’s son who had been disowned? A brother who had not kepthis word to send for his sister? A fat man who begged shelter and food o fstrangers? A man who looked at a woman with interest, only to have he rturn away in disgust ? 







I didn’t much like any of my possible new identities. I made an abrupt decision. 

I would leave at first light tomorrow. 








CHAPTER THIRTEENBUEL HITCH

I stayed with Amzil nearly a month. I think that almost every night I madea resolution to leave in the morning. But every morning brought som esmall task that I thought I could do before I left. And somehow each o f

those tasks led to others. It was always the task of the day that I stayed for;I never allowed myself to think how pleasant it was to have the company o fthis woman, how enjoyable I found it to be the one who could provide. M yfather had rubbed my nose in my failures for so long that even I wa sastonished at how much I could do for this orphaned and destitute family .It felt good. It began with keeping my promise to show her how to snar erabbits. I convinced myself that I had to stay an extra day to be sure tha tthe snares were working and that she knew how to reset them. I spent th eafternoon of that day cutting more wood and mending the roof of the she dthat Clove had been using as a stable. Midway through that task, the ma nwho had turned me away from his door only a few days before came to as kif he could barter with us for a few days of Clove’s labor. The man ha ddevised a sort of plow and hoped that with the use of Clove’s strength, h ecould plow a much larger garden area for the next spring. I pointed out t ohim that it was the wrong season for plowing. He retorted that he was no tstupid, but that breaking the soil now might make it easier for him t oplant a larger area next spring . 

Fabricating a harness for Clove proved to be the trickiest part of theproject. Yet by evening’s end, and with a lot of sweat, Merkus and I ha dmanaged to break the sod on a quarter-acre of land. It was rocky soil ,threaded through with old roots. A good part of our toil went to choppin gside roots so that Clove could jerk old stumps free of the earth. Merku straded us a sack of potatoes and half a day of his labor the next day . 



So I had little choice but to decide to stay for another day. Our eveningrepast seemed very rich, for in a surge of optimism, Amzil had used th emeat from two rabbits and five whole potatoes to make the meal. 

We ha dcaught a total of three rabbits, so I showed her how to hang the extr ameat in the chimney to smoke it and preserve it. The three rabbitskin sjoined the first one to dry. The extra food seemed to give the childre n

more energy. They were not as willing to go to bed that night, so we sat upfor some time by the fire. 

Amzil surprised me by telling the childre nseveral stories to pass the time. Then, after she had settled them into bed ,we sat up a short time longer talking about what projects were mos tcrucial for the coming winter . 



When Merkus arrived the next morning to work off his debt, he andItightened the roof and door of Amzil’s house before moving on to make th eroof of the shed sound. Long before noon, I had earned his grudgin grespect. Over the next few days, Clove’s great strength made short work o ftugging down 



several ramshackle structures so that we could reduce the mto usable timbers. Once I had stockpiled the lumber that I thought I coul duse for Amzil’s dwelling and the adjacent shed, I put Merkus in our deb t once more by using Clove to haul a number of heavy timbers down towhere he wished to use them . 



All this activity roused the curiosity of the other scattered dwellers. Theold man and his nagging wife came to the door of their hut to watch Clov epass. I discovered there was one other family in the otherwise deserte dtown, a man and a woman of middle years with two half-grown childre nand a baby. 

They watched us from afar, but did not speak to us that day .Amzil and I checked the snares together that evening. We had only caugh tone rabbit, but she still seemed very pleased with it. Under my guidance ,she moved the snares to fresh locations on some of the many rabbit trail sthroughout the stump field . 



“If the game becomes scarce here, then you can always set snares alongthe river, especially in the wintertime.” I told her. “Watch for the path swhere animals go to water. Set them there. ” 



“The river freezes along its bank in winter,” she told me. 





“There will still be tracks to it. You’ll see.” 





Kara had tagged along with us, and to my surprise Amzil had the child setthe final snare. She seemed very young to me to be doing such a task .Nonetheless, I held my tongue, suspecting that in this, Amzil probabl yknew best. Small as she was, the sooner Kara stepped up to help provid efor her family, the better they would do . 

The cottage became a snugger place as each day passed. We mixed grass,moss, and mud, and chinked the gaps between the logs. With our salvage dwood, we put a floor in the cabin. I hunted each morning with my sling .My best day was when a lucky shot brought down a goose that I’d startle doff the river. It was fat. Grease had never tasted so good to me. Amzi lcaught every drop of it before it could drip into the fire and saved it t oflavor the lean rabbit that made up most of our meals . 



Our days began to have a pattern. Each morning I hunted. I brought mykills home to Amzil, and she cooked them. In the afternoons, I di dwhatever I thought best to improve her cottage. It was rough, crude wor kfor the most part, but even so, it made a difference. A slab of wood an dthree stick legs made a stool. I longed for an awl, but managed to bore an dwhittle the leg holes with my knife. I made a 



low table so that the childre ncould sit on the floor in front of the fire and have their meals mor e comfortably. Every day, Amzil set aside a part of my catch to either smok eor dry as jerked meat. It pleased me to watch her little larder grow full. Ibuilt her another shelf . 

Three times in that period, I saw travelers pass. The couriers who servedthe king passed every day, but other than them there was little traffic o nthe road this time of year. Once it was a train of wagons pulled by oxen ,heading toward Gettys. The men driving them were hard-eyed, and bot hthe first and the last wagon had guards perched on the wagon seats, lon gguns slung across their knees. Plainly they wanted nothing to do wit hanyone. We stared at one another, but no one called out a greeting .Another day, it was a man riding a horse and leading two mules lade nwith furs. He was headed west on the road. He nodded to my “Good day ”but kept on his way. And the other traveler I saw was a tinker with awagon pulled by a mismatched team. The wagon was painted wit hpictures of his wares, but the bright panels were thick with dust and th etall yellow wheels of his wagon were crusted with mud. I was on the edg eof the stump field. I waved my arms at him, hoping he’d stop. I wanted t osee what tools he had for sale. 

He waved back at me, but then stirred u phis team to a trot, plainly disinclined to pause. I shouted after him, but h ewas gone, leaving only dust hanging over the road in his wake . 



Often the children would come out to watch me at my tasks. I began toteach them the nursery rhymes I knew, the counting songs and memor ygames. They liked the one about the farmer calling his five goats. 

Kar awanted to learn how my sling worked. I made her a smaller one, and se ther targets. She became a fair shot, but Amzil seemed reluctant to let m etake her out to hunt. I could not decide if she did not trust me alone wit hthe child or did not think it a proper task for her . 



I cut firewood every day. It became a wall between Amzil’s cottage and thehut where the old man lived. 

At night, our fire was more generous and i tfilled the small space with both warmth and light. One night I took it upo nmyself to be the storyteller, and it flattered me that Amzil listened a sattentively as her three small children. I told them two tales that m ymother had told me when I was a boy, and then I found myself telling astory that I did not remember hearing, yet I knew I was not making up. I twas the tale of a young man who sought to avoid doing a task that hi smother had given him, and of all the misfortunes that befell him as a

result of his attempt to ignore his duty. The ending was, in a way, quitecomical, for when the boy finally surrendered and went to do his task, h efound that his mother had already done it. The children seemed to enjo ythe story, but after Amzil had put them to bed she said to me, “That was arather strange story.” 

Her tone made it clear that she did not quit eapprove of it . 



“It’s a story that the Speck tell to their children,” I said, and then wondered how I had come by such knowledge. “I think it’s to teach themthat some tasks are so important, they cannot be ignored. Someone will d othem.” Amzil raised her eyebrows me. “And your telling it makes it all th estranger,” she said with even greater disapproval. A short time later, sh esought her bed with the children, and I rolled myself in my blankets t osleep before the fire. That night I dreamed of the Tree Woman’s forest. Iwalked alone down paths where once we had walked as a couple. It wa s autumn in the forest and the leaves on the deciduous trees were turning. Ihad never seen such a spectacle. In the area of the plains where I ha dgrown up, there were groves of trees along the river or 



following th estreambeds. In autumn, their leaves turned a soggy brown and hung o n the branches until the frost and falls of snow took them down. Neverbefore had I experienced walking in a forest where the leaves had gon eyellow and gold and scarlet. When I lifted my eyes, the brilliance of thei rcolor against the bright blue autumn sky was shocking. The leaves ha dalready begun to forsake the trees; there were drifts of them across th epath, and as I waded through them they rustled around my feet. Ther ewas an incredible smell in the air, a rich odor of decomposing leaves an dfresh rain and the promise of a sharp frost in the night to come. I fel t

alive, and in the strange clarity of that dream I felt that this life was largerand brighter and sharper-edged than in my waking world. I was goin gsomewhere. I could not have said where, and yet I was hurrying to ge tthere, eager to arrive. I went down a hillside through a forest o f white-trunked birches with golden leaves fluttering in the autumn breeze.At the bottom, I came to a swampy place where high-bush cranberrie sdandled their translucent scarlet fruit below palm-sized leaves that ha dgone red with the frost. Willows grew there, and their long narrow leave shad gone a different shade of red. I cupped a scant handful of the fruit an dtasted it. The berries burst in my mouth with the sweet of summer endin gand the sharp tang of winter yet to come. I chewed the seeds as I walke don, deeper into her world. Her world it was. I came to her at last, supin eon the earth. My sword had bitten deep into her trunk, and she had fallen ,just as a tree would have crashed to earth if most of the trunk had bee nsevered. The stump of her body stood and her torso had fallen beside it ,but that torso was still connected to the stump by a thick bend of bark. B ythat, she lived. She was somehow a great tree and she was an immens ewoman, with all the attributes of both. She had stretched her length ou t on the forest floor when she fell, a glorious statue toppled from itspedestal. Her torso and head melded with the fallen portion of the tree .The mass of her hair ranged from glossy curls around her face to flowin gtresses that merged with the rough bark of the trunk beyond her head . 

Like a nursery log, a sapling was sprouting from her, a slender treegrowing up from between her breasts. 

The felling of her tree had created aclearing in the forest canopy. Light spilled from above to warm the earth .A host of plant life had sprung up around her. I knelt beside her, knee scushioned by moss and leaves. I took her hand. “So I didn’t kill you. Yo udidn’t die,” I said with gladness . 



She smiled up at me. “I told you. Such as I do not die in that way. We goon.” Cautiously, I set a hand to the smooth bark of the slender sapling . 

“This is you?” I asked her. 



She put her hand over mine, closing my fingers around the growing trunk. 

“It is me.” 



Wonder caught me. Life pulsed in the sapling. Skin to bark, I could feelher magic at work as she transferred her power into the new life springin gup from her bosom. Even in that place, a shiver of awe ran over me. Sh e





had shifted her gaze to speak to me. Now she looked up at the infinite bluesky above us. Her long hair coiled and looped around her head like acorona. “Soldier’s Boy, you know you have a task. It was given to you b ythe magic. I know what the task is. You are to save us. But only you kno whow you are to accomplish that. That was why the magic was given to you .Not so that you might amuse yourself, but because you are the one wh owould know what you must do to accomplish your task. With power come sresponsibility. You understand this.” Her voice was gentle but her word swere absolute . 



“Of course I do,” I said readily, though until that moment, I do not thinkthat I had . 



“You must come to where the destruction is. See it for yourself. Then tellme how you will defeat it. It is my weakness that I hunger to know thes ethings. When I walked in the world that you now tread, I was a curiou swoman. Even here, even now, that curiosity remains. I know the magic, Itrust the magic, and still I want to know. Will not you tell me? ” 



“When I know for myself what it is that I must do to defeat the end of ourworld, then I will tell you. I promise you that. ” 



She relaxed more deeply into her mossy couch. Ferns had sprouted aroundher where she had fallen. 

The fallen leaves of autumn had drifted aroun dher supine form, cushioning her curves with their gold. I cannot describ ehow glorious she was. When I looked on her, I saw her as a Speck would .She was not fleshy, but lush; her rounded belly, her voluptuous breasts, th esoftness of her face all spoke of a time of plenty, of fruition and harvest. “ Ihold you to your promise, Soldier’s Boy. Do not tarry. There are others

, 

less patient than I, who think that a swifter solution must be reached.Ihave told them of you, in dreams and visions. Nonetheless, they will soo ntake steps of their own to rid our lands of the invaders. They say that th edance has failed. They say it is time to use the intruders’ own ways agains tthem. ” 



A deep foreboding rose in me, tainting my dream. I smelled smoke, andthe fallen leaves suddenly became sodden and black and rotting. I san kinto them. All around me, the forest became a cemetery of snaggle dstumps and bare, oozing earth. The tree woman sagged into a rottin gcorpse. Her lips, mottled with mold, tore as she spoke her last words t ome. “The magic was not given to you to use for yourself. 

Be wary of tha ttemptation. Tarry no longer, but come to us. Our need is great. ” 



And then she was gone, flesh and bones sinking into a swamp of rot thatwas not the healthy compost of a living forest but the stink of too man ydead things left heaped in a pile. I tried to get away, but my feet and leg ssank into the muck. I struggled wildly, wallowing deeper. It reached m ythighs, and with infinite loathing I felt it close around my loins and la pagainst my belly. I tried to open my eyes, knowing that I 



dreamed, but n omatter how I contorted my face, I could not waken myself. I gave a sudde nwild cry of absolute despair. I think my own shout awakened me. It wa ssmall comfort at first, for I was sprawled in mud and leaves an dsurrounded by ghostly stumps. Rain was falling all around me. I was wet ,cold, and completely disoriented. How had I got here? The moon glide dbriefly from the shelter of the clouds and granted me a gray wash of light .I staggered to my feet and wrapped my arms around myself, shivering. I was barefoot, and my clothes were coated with mud and dead leaves. M yhair, long grown out of a soldier’s cut, dangled wet on my brow an ddripped into my eyes. When I pushed it back from my face, I smeared m y

forehead with muck from my wet, gritty hands. I cursed myself for an idiotfor making it worse. I stumbled back through the storm and th etreacherous stump field to Amzil’s door. It was closed tight, with the latc hstring pulled inside; I wondered if I’d shut it behind me when I went slee pwalking, or if Amzil had wakened to a draft and closed it . 



I wanted to pound on it and gain swift admission to the dry fireside. Thethought of waking not only Amzil but also her children dissuaded me .Reluctantly, I sought the shed. I was glad we’d tightened up the roof. 

I twas dry inside, and Clove’s huge body radiated warmth into the smal lspace. In the darkness, I found the saddle blanket and made a rough be dfor myself until dawn. Then I rose, cold and stiff. I took Clove out an dhobbled him in deep grass near the river’s edge so he could graze. I wen t for a walk along the riverbank until I was sure that Amzil would be awake.Then I returned to her cottage. “You’re up early,” she observed softly. Th echildren were still sleeping. “Fish are jumping after mosquitoes in th eshallows of the river. If we had fishing tackle, you could have a nic ebreakfast on mornings like this. ” 



She smiled sourly. “If I had fishing tackle. If I had a net. If I had seed, oraloom, or yarn, or fabric. There are so many ways I could better our lot, if Ihad even the most basic tools to begin. But I don’t, and I’ve nothing t otrade or sell, and even if I had something to trade, it would take me day sto walk to a marketplace, and I’d have to take the children with me. I’v ehad months to think my situation through, over and over. There’s n oreason for a town to be here. There’s nothing to make people come here . 

It’s just a place to pass by on your way to somewhere else. I have no way toacquire even the most basic things I’d need to make a life here. Perhaps i fmy husband had lived, we could have managed, for one of us could mak ethe long trip to Gettys while the other stayed here with the children. But Icannot take them so far alone. Sometimes I think that was what the kin gintended. He took all the poor folk who broke the laws to live, and sent u sout here to die. ” 



Her words nudged my dormant loyalty to the king. “I don’t think that washis intent. I believe he truly thought you could make a new beginning here .He spoke of the road becoming a great river of trade between west an deast, and of towns springing up along it and becoming centers o fcommerce. When more people begin to travel the road, there will be trad eopportunities. Even as it is now, any sort of an inn here would be welcom eby travelers, I’m sure.” “An inn.” She looked at me with tried patience . 

“That’s an old idea. There was an inn here, for a very short time. You’llfind the burned timbers at the east end of town. ” 







“What happened to it?” 



She sighed with exasperation. “It was burned down by angry patrons whoclaimed they had been robbed while they slept. ” 



“Were they?” 



She shrugged one shoulder and looked almost guilty. “I don’t know.Perhaps. Probably.” She poked at the fire angrily, stirring the coals t oflame as she added a small piece of wood. “Do you forget who we are here ?Do you forget why the king chased us out of Old Thares? When you make atown of pickpockets, thieves, murderers, and rapists, what do you thin kwill happen? What happens when a family of thieves opens an inn? ” 



That silenced me for a time. I had not stopped to think about what it would be like to settle in a town where the entire population consisted ofcriminals and their families. 

Unwillingly I asked, “Your neighbors. Wer ethey…?” “Of course. Why do you think I live apart from them? That ol dman Reeves? He was sent from the city for raping young girls. His wife wil ltell you they all tempted him, if you let her speak to you for more than fiv eminutes. He strangled the last one; that was how they caught him . 

Merkus, who you plowed for? He murdered a man in a tavern fight. Temeand Roya, up the hill with their youngsters? They were both in the jail. H estole from the old woman he worked for, and Roya helped him sell her fur sand jewelry. ” 



“But you are not a criminal. And travelers do pass this way. Merchants,new recruits for Gettys, the soldiers, and the prisoner workers they escort .Even if there is not yet much traffic, there are enough people going by fo ryou to make something from their passage. ” 



She glanced at me. “Pretend, for a moment, that you are a woman alonewith three small children. Some travelers might be glad of a clean bed an da warm room, even if I have no food to sell them. Some would pay for it ,with coin or barter. But others would simply take whatever they wante dfrom me and be on their way. If I was lucky. Don’t you see that I’d b etempting danger by opening my door to strangers? 

When the soldiers an dthe long prisoner trains pass, do you know what we do? We run down t othe river and hide there until they have gone by. The soldiers who guar dthe prisoners know that this was a town made for criminals. They don’ ttrust anyone who lives here, and they don’t respect the lives of anyone wh 



o lives here.” 



“You have a gun,” I pointed out. 



She hesitated, opened her mouth to speak, closed it, and then saidabruptly, “And they have many guns, and far more ammunition than I do .How do you imagine they would treat us if I killed one of them trying t odefend what we have from them? Would any of my children survive? Idoubt I would, and I don’t like to think what their suffering would be afte rI’d died.” I had no reply to the grim picture she painted. She seemed t otake angry satisfaction in my silence. She mixed two handfuls of coars emeal into a pot of cold water and set it over the wakened fire. Breakfas twould be the same thin porridge she had cooked every morning since Iarrived. I’d been intending to tell her that I’d be leaving that day .Suddenly, it seemed that I couldn’t just yet, that there had to b esomething I could do for them before I went. I went out to check th esnares. 



We had one rabbit. But one of the other snares looked odd to me.A moment of considering it proved all Amzil’s suspicions of her neighbors’were correct. The thrashed ground around the snare showed me that arabbit had been caught there. Someone had come, taken it, an dawkwardly reset the snare. Anger flamed through me. I wondered wh owould stoop so low as to steal from a woman and three small children. Th eanswer came to me: anyone who was hungry enough. I moved the snare ,and took our catch back to Amzil’s cottage . 



As I skinned it, my mind was spinning with thoughts. There was so muchIcould do if I stayed here. I could teach her to use a sling. That would wor kon birds as well as rabbits. I could make a fish spear and show her how t ouse that. I was far from the wide plains where I had grown up, and I di dnot know as many of the plants here as I would have at home. But ther ewere still some I knew. The roots of the cattails along the river; did sh eknow she could dig them and grind them into a sort of meal? And th e cottage next to her shed was not in terrible shape; I could patch the roof o fit and tighten the walls. It would not be an inn, but it would be shelter sh ecould rent to travelers in need, without bringing them under her own roof .I suddenly understood my friend Spink’s restlessness when he watched hi selder brother run the family holdings and suspected that he could make abetter job of it. I looked at Amzil and her children and her situation, an dknew that with time and the strength of my hands, I could better thing s for all of them. I wanted to do that, in the same way that one wants toright a crooked picture on a wall, or smooth the upturned corner of a rug .To me, the tasks were relatively simple, and the benefits to Amzil and he rchildren might be the difference between starvation and well, no tprosperity, but at least less want. For the first time in my life, I felt Imight be free of the fate that the good god had decreed for me. I felt sinfu leven to consider that idea, and yet there it was. If, through no fault of m y own, I could not find a place for myself in military service, then what wasIto do? Become a beggar on the streets? Or make a place for mysel fsomewhere, a place where I could be useful to others and take som esatisfaction in my own achievements? The children were awake. Kar acame out and squealed gleefully at the sight of the skinned rabbit. I gave i tto her to take to her mother. Little Sem stood under 



my elbow and nearl ygot nicked by my knife as I scraped the hide clean and then added it to th eother skins. He followed me as I walked past the shed to the next cottage .It was as poorly built as Amzil’s, and had a decided lean to it. I walked al lthe way around it, the little boy at my heels. There was another cottag ebuilt just off the corner of the first one; it would be fairly simple to build aroom to connect them into one, larger structure. The idea of an inn ha dtaken hold in my mind, and it now seemed the inevitable answer t o

Amzil’s situation. It was easy to dismiss her naysaying. She was a womanalone, and thus it had all appeared impossible to her. But if I stayed on, Icould show her how it could be done. And with a man in charge, othe rmen would be less prone to attempt to take advantage of her. I could do it .I could become her protector . 



I pushed away the thought that tried to creep to the forefront of my mind:that once she had seen that I could both provide and protect, she migh tlook on me with a more favorable glance . 



I looked at the cottages with an engineer’s eye, and shook my head. Theywere pathetic. Yet they could be made to serve, at least for now. Wit htimbers and logs from the nearby abandoned huts, I could shore them u pto make them last the winter. Surely winter travelers on this road woul dwelcome any sort of a shelter for the night. And the room I would build t oconnect them would be level and strong, the heart of a new structure tha twould eventually rise in place of the old. Sem was at my heels as I entere dthe second cottage. I was pleased to find it had a very functional-lookin gfireplace and chimney. Like Amzil’s home, the floor was of earth. A tabl ewith two broken legs leaned against a bed frame full of rotting straw an dbugs. The table was beyond repair, but the bedframe was salvageable. Ichecked the inside walls of the cabin, testing the wood with my knife .Some rot, but not much. This structure was in much better condition tha nthe first cottage, and I immediately decided I would begin my renovatio nhere. “Sem! 

Sem, where are you?” There was a frantic note to Amzil’s cry . 

“He’s here with me! We’re coming!” I called back to her, and Sem pipedup, “We’re coming!” in such an obvious imitation of me that I had t olaugh. As we made our way through the weedy space between the huts, avery familiar smell suddenly rose to my nostrils. Looking down, I foun dthat I was standing on the crushed remains of a small cabbage. I blinked ,and recognized the top of a carrot, and there the rounded purple shoulder sof a turnip pushing up from the weedy earth. We were standing in th eremains of a badly choked vegetable garden. It looked as if the seeds ha dbeen randomly thrown on the soil and had sprouted haphazardly. I foun danother cabbage, not much bigger than my fist but sound. I gave it to Se mto carry, and pulled up both the turnip and the carrot. The carrot was along, dark-orange root, gone woody in its second year of growth, and roo tmaggots had left a trail on the turnip, but for all that, the good parts coul dbe cut off and stewed down. I felt I had discovered treasure rather tha nsome old and wormy vegetables . 



I looked up from my knees to find an angry-looking Amzil bearing downon us. 

“What are you doing out here with my son?” she demanded. “Seeing howsound this building is. Watch where you step! There’s a vegetable garde ngone wild here. ” 







“You have no right…what?” 



“We’re standing in a grown-over vegetable patch. I stepped on onecabbage before I realized it. But Sem has another, and I found a carro tand a turnip, too.” Her eyes darted from her son holding the cabbage t ome and back again. Conflicting emotions flashed across her face. “This i swonderful—but never again take my boy out of my sight without m ypermission. ” 



The vehemence in her voice shocked me, and I realized that howevercomfortable I had become here, she still regarded me as a stranger. An ddangerous. “Sem followed me,” I said quietly. I knew it was unreasonabl eto feel hurt or angry, yet in truth, I felt both . 



“I’m…I’m sure he did. But I don’t like any of my children to wander out ofmy sight. There are many dangers here in the wild country.” It sounde dlike an excuse, not an apology . 



“And you think I’m one of those dangers.” I spoke flatly. 





“You might be,” she replied frankly. 





“I’m not. Not to you or to your children. I thought I’d been helping you.” 





“You have. You did.” She looked down at the small boy. He was frowningas he tried to follow our conversation, looking back and forth between us . 

“Sem, go home. There’s porridge on the table for you. Eat it up.” Themention of food was enough to send the boy flying. He scampered off, stil lclutching the cabbage in his arms. When he was out of earshot, she looke dback at me. Her expression was not unfriendly, but neither was it kindly .She spoke bluntly. “You have helped us. And in return, I’ve sewn you rclothes for you, and allowed you to share our roof and fire, and whateve rfood we had. And I admit that it’s thanks to you that we’ve had more foo din the last few weeks than we’ve had for some time. But—well, but I don’ twish to be in your debt. 

I don’t want you to start thinking that becaus eyou’ve done things for us, we owe you something. Well, I 



mean, I kno w

that I do, but I won’t…that is—” 





“I don’t think you’re a whore, Amzil. I won’t try to buy you with coin orfood. Nor would I do any harm to any of your children. You seem to thin kme some sort of a monster, capable of anything!” Then the hurt did brea k

into my voice, despite my best efforts. She looked startled. I feltembarrassed. I looked away from her. I tried desperately to think o fsomething to say that would change the topic. I cleared my throat . 

“Someone stole from us last night. They took a rabbit from one of oursnares. They reset it, but poorly. I could tell what had been done. ” 





“I’m not surprised.” She spoke quickly, as if glad to talk of something new. 

“It was bound to happen.” Then anger flared again in her voice. “But whatcan I do? If I stay up all night to watch the snares in the stump field, th erabbits won’t come. And I’ll be too tired to take care of the children b y day. It’s hopeless.” 



“Have you ever thought of trying to form an alliance with some of yourneighbors? ” 



She gave me an incredulous glance. She began to walk back to her cottageand I followed her. “I told you what they are. Murderers, thieves, an drapists. I don’t trust them. ” 



“But your husband was a thief.” I tried to speak the words gently, but theystill sounded like an accusation. “Oh, look there,” I added before she coul dreply. “Lettuce. ” 



“It doesn’t look like lettuce. It’s tall with little leaves.” 



“It’s gone to seed.” I went down heavily on one knee in the sodden weeds.Ibroke the top off the plant and lifted it carefully, my hand cupped unde rthe seed head. “You can save these and plant them next spring. Or you ca ndig up the ground and plant them now. The plants here either wintere dover or 



reseeded themselves, so it didn’t get cold enough here to kill the mcompletely. Actually, if you plant some now, you might get an early crop i nspring. And then plant the rest of the seed after that, for more lettuc e later. But always leave a few plants in the garden to go to seed, so you’l lhave seed for the next season. ” 



“Oh,” she said faintly. She stopped walking and looked back at theovergrown garden. “I feel so stupid. 

It makes sense now. ” 



“What?” 



“That they gave us seed, and told us it should be enough to last us. I hadnothing to plant this spring. I was lucky enough to find some onions an dpotatoes growing where I’d planted them last year. I thought I’d jus tmissed them when I harvested them. ” 



“It was a cruel thing they did, putting you out here without teaching youfirst how to grow a garden or catch a rabbit. ” 

“They did give us some chickens. For a short time, we had eggs. Thensomeone stole them and ate them, I suppose. That happened soon after w efirst arrived, when more people lived here.” She gave me a ver yuncomfortable glance. “Thank you. What’s your name? ” 



I realized she’d never asked me and I hadn’t told her. “Nevare Bur—”Istopped short. My father no longer claimed me. Did I wish to claim hi sname ? 



“Nevare Burr. Thank you, Nevare.” 



She said my name, and for a moment I felt an odd thrill, similar to thefirst time that Carsina had touched my hand. She was walking in front o fme and could not see my cynical smile. Of course, Nevare. Fall in love wit hthe first woman you befriend, simply because she is willing to say you rname. Ignore how she looks at you; ignore how frightened she was just afew moments ago when she thought you had lured her child away. I force dmyself to confront how desperately lonely I’d become. I was so alone. A salone, I reminded myself, as Yaril. I did not need to fall to a wild schoolbo yinfatuation with Amzil. I had my sister and her affection to sustain me .Instead of thinking how I could change Amzil’s life if she allowed me to, I knew I should focus my efforts on creating a life for myself, one that woul deventually allow me to send for Yaril . 







Amzil hurried ahead of me; I walked more slowly. I stopped. I turned tolook back at the two cottages that had, for a few moments, been in m yimagination an inn. Yet, why not here? I asked myself. Why should I no tbuild the inn, just as I had imagined it, but for myself and eventually fo rYaril? And if my efforts here produced benefits for Amzil and her childre nas well, that would simply be an additional good. “I could stay here an dbuild a life for myself,” I said softly . 



At my words, lightning flashed through me. I remembered my dream, allin that instant. In the next moment, I stood trembling in full daylight ,possessed of a knowledge I did not want. I could not stay here. I couldn’ tbuild an inn or make a place for Yaril. I was supposed to go on, to the lan dof the Specks. If I did not, evil would befall me. No. Not just me. Evi l would befall any who held me back from that quest. 



The corollary to that axiom fell into place for me. Misfortune had befallenmy home and family in Widevale because they had sought to keep m ethere. The plague had come to Widevale, and scoured me of my famil ybecause I had defied the magic. The magic had cut me free of my old life. Ishook my head. It could not be true. It was a stupid uncivilize dsuperstition, something an ignorant man or a savage might believe . 

My gut cramped with guilt and pain. 



I bent over, clasping my great wobbly belly in my hands, sickened with theknowledge that filled me as much as by the emptiness of the hunger tha tsuddenly assailed me. It was not a hunger for simple sustenance. I neede dto eat to feed the magic that dwelt in me. It demanded food, and i tdemanded that I continue on my way to Gettys, to the territory of th e Specks. 



“You. You! Help me! In the name of the king. Help me.” The voice wasfaint, both from distance and weakness in the man who called. I looke daround me, and then lifted my eyes to look up the hillside, past the stum pfield to where the uncut trees began. A man stood there, leaning heavily o na tough little horse beside him. He was bearded and without a hat , 

dressed in rough, ragged clothing. His head wobbled on his shoulders.When he saw me looking at him, he took two steps toward me, and the ncollapsed. He rolled a short way and then lay still . 



I ran toward him. For a very short way. Then I stopped, caught my breath,and hurried on as best I could, through the crooked lanes between th eramshackle houses and across the stump field and then up the steep ris e

of the hill. In all that time, the man did not move. When I reached himand knelt beside him, I saw he was a larger man than I’d thought. He’ dfinished his tumble flat on his back. His eyes were closed. His clothin gwas not ragged from long use, but hung in tatters where something ha dattacked him and torn his 



garments with its claws. His cavalla trouser swere stained with blood and dirt. He’d bound rags from his shirt acros shis chest and his upper right arm. Lesser gashes scored his belly, an dshowed on his legs through his torn trousers. The cuts were crusted dar kwith scabs and soiled with leaves and dirt. It was hard to guess his ag ethrough his whiskers and shaggy hair, but I thought him a man of middl eyears. “Sir! 

Wake up! ” 



He groaned, his chest rising and falling with it. His eyes fluttered a bit andthen opened. “Big cat got me,” 

he said, as if I’d asked him. “I’d jus tdowned a fat grouse. I was plucking it. Cat decided that me and the bir dwould make a nice meal for him. ” 



“Let’s get you down the hill and into the house.” 



“I got to get to Gettys. I was due there today. Supposed to report in.”Itook his shoulders and raised him to a sitting position. He silently snarle dhis pain as I did so. “You’re a scout? ” 



He caught a ragged breath. “Lieutenant Buel Hitch.” He grunted withpain, and then found breath to speak again. “And by the king’s authority, I

can order you to help me. I got to get to Gettys.” 



“You don’t have to order me. I’d help you anyway.” 



“I’m sure you would,” he replied with tight sarcasm. “You just love theking and his soldiers, don’t you? ” 



“I am loyal to my king. And as a second son, it is my fate to be a soldier.Not that I’ve had much success at it. But if you have finished insulting me ,I’ll take you down to where your injuries can be cleaned and properl ytended.” He looked at me for a few moments. His hoarse breath sawed i nand out of him . 



Then he said, “You’re no convict. What are you doing in Dead Town?” 



“I was passing through on my way to Gettys. I ran out of supplies. SoI stopped for a few days, to barter work for food.” 







“This town, I’m surprised you got anything at all for your trouble, otherthan a rock behind the ear. Stoop down and let me get my arm across you rshoulders. You’re a big one, aren’t you? ” 



There seemed little need to reply to that observation. I did as he asked,and once he had his grip, I grasped his belt and raised him to his feet. H eswayed against me. I carried most of his weight, but he tried to walk. H egasped and groaned as we tottered along. It was slow progress down th ehill. I glanced back to see his horse following us . 



Halfway across the stump field, I shouted for Amzil to put water on to boil.I called twice before she came to the door of the cottage. Her eye s

widened, and she darted back inside. When we approached the door, I wasshocked to see her standing in it, her huge gun once more leveled at m ymidsection. “What?” I asked her . 



“You’re not bringing him in here.” She spoke the words flatly. 





“But he’s hurt.” 





“This is my home. I’ve my children to protect. You’re not bringing thatstranger in here. ” 





I just shook my head at her. Then I turned and started limping himtoward the other hut I’d inspected that morning. “Put my pannier soutside your door, then,” I said, and did not bother to hide the disgust i nmy voice. Behind me, I heard the door of her cottage slam shut . 



I took Lieutenant Hitch into the cottage that had the sound fireplace.I eased him down, and then went to the shed for Clove’s saddle blanket.I 



made it into a flat pallet and then fetched kindling and firewood from thepile I’d made for Amzil. My panniers were outside her closed door, alon gwith a tumble of my other possessions I’d left inside her home. Th emessage was plain. I carried them all back to the hut where the soldie rwaited . 



“Looks like you pissed her off right good,” he observed. I couldn’t tell if hewas grinning or gritting his teeth with pain . 



“It’s a talent I have with women,” I told him. 





He hissed through his teeth and then fell silent. 





I made a fire, and then fetched water and set my small pan over theflames. When the fire had warmed the room a little and the water was hot ,I helped him undress . 

I tended the minor wounds first, washing the ragged scratches as bestIcould. Every one of them was warm to the touch and suppurating. H ehissed and swore as I washed them clean. The deeper ones bled a bit .When I reached to undo the bandage on his chest, he stopped my han dwith his. “Got anything to eat or drink?” he asked me shakily. “I could d owith a bit of fortifying before we take this on. ” 



“I think I have a little bit of tea left. That’s about it out of what I can call mine.” 



“That would be good, then. There’s some dried meat in my saddlebags.Could you bring them in? ” 



I took the saddlebags from his horse’s back, and then slipped his bit so hecould graze easily on the weeds between the huts, carefully moving hi maway from the half-choked vegetable garden. As I passed the garden again ,I found two overgrown carrots and tugged them from the ground. When Icarried them into the cabin, the lieutenant looked at me curiously. “Soup, ”I explained. “They’re too tough to eat any other way. With the dried mea ttossed in, they ought to stew up fine. ” 



That was easier said then done. They were so woody I had to chop themup with my hatchet. I cut them fine and tossed them in a pot of hot water .I then went into Hitch’s saddlebag. He watched me, and as I 



took out alarge packet tightly wrapped in several layers of oilcloth, he said, “No. No t that one. Put that one back.” The second packet, wrapped in greasy brownpaper, proved to be the smoked meat. I took a slab of it the size of m yhand, chopped it fine, and added it to my carrots. By then my kettle wa sboiling. I made the lieutenant a cup of hot tea and waited while he dran k it. When he set down the empty mug, he nodded to me. “Let’s get at it,” hesaid grimly . 



I took out my untouched medical kit. Hitch’s eyes widened at the sight ofit. He clenched his teeth as he watched me dissolve the healing salts in th ehot water; he knew how they would burn and sting, but also knew the ywere necessary. The bandaged claw slash across his chest was a nasty one .The cat’s claws had gone deep and the wound, unbandaged, gaped open .It, too, was festering. I washed it out with the warm salted water, a noperation that left Hitch hammering his fist against the dirt floor. H eswore, but did not cry out with the pain . 



“It should have been stitched,” I said. “I think it’s too late to do it now.” 



“I know that. Do you think I’m an idiot? Or that I could have stitchedmyself up one-handed out there in the dark? ” 



I bit my tongue and made no reply. Instead I smeared the edges with salveand rebandaged it more firmly, strapping the flesh back in place an dhoping it would find a way to heal together. The gash on his arm wa ssimilar, deep and gaping and oozing pus. The smell was foul; my gorg erose. Breathing through my mouth didn’t help. I gritted my teeth agains tmy nausea and treated the arm wound as I had his chest. 

It used up th elast of my bandaging and salve from home. “You’re a well-prepare dtraveler,” Hitch said tightly. Sweat beaded on his face from the pain he’ d endured. 



“I was,” I said with scant humor. 



“Don’t worry. When we get to Gettys, I’ll see that everything you used forme is replaced. ” 



“When we get to Gettys?” 



“You said you’d help me. Even if I didn’t demand it of you. Well, I’ve got toget to Gettys. And I know damn well that I won’t get there on my own .You’ll have to go with me. ” 







The soup was beginning to bubble. I could smell the dried smoked meatand the carrots simmering. I stirred it a bit. I looked around the room. Icould still see the possibilities there. I knew they didn’t belong to me. “I’l ltake you. ” 



He gave a short nod. “I want to rest for the rest of the day and the night.And then we’ll start at dawn. 

You’ve done a good job on me, but I kno wthese things will pus up again in no time. There’s a doctor at the fort. He’ smy best chance. Is that soup done yet? ” 



“How good are your teeth?” 

“Good enough. I’m famished.” 





I gave him my bowl. I ate from the pot. The carrots were hard and stringy,but they still tasted good to me. I ate as my habit prompted me, carefully ,savoring every bit. I drank the hot broth slowly, closing my eyes as i tpassed over my tongue and down my throat. I felt the warmth of it reac hmy belly. I opened my eyes and saw the bottom of the pot. I lowered it t ofind Hitch staring at me. I wiped my mouth on the back of my hand . 

“Where did you come from?” he asked me, and it seemed like more thanarequest for my hometown . 



“Back west,” I told him, and found I didn’t want to tell him even thatmuch. I used my favorite trick to shift his thoughts away from me. “Wha thappened to the cat that attacked you? ” 



He grinned humorlessly. “It won. I broke free of it and ran. Luckily, it letme go. I suppose it decided the dead bird was enough. When I got back t omy camp and my horse, I fixed myself up as best as I could, and the nheaded back toward the road. That was four days ago. No, five. Four ?Four, I think.” He pursed his lips for a moment and continued to regar dme steadily. I stood up . 



He asked, “Can you get my sleeping roll for me? I’m going to rest now.” 









“Good plan. I’ll build up the fire for you.” 





“Thanks.” 





I got him settled, built up the fire, and then left, shutting the door behindme. Outside the cabin, I wiped my hands down the front of my trouser sand heaved a huge sigh. My feet had carried me to Amzil’s door. I didn’ tknock on it or try to open it. I stood outside and announced, “I’m leavin gtomorrow morning. I have to get that man to Gettys so his wounds can b etreated by a doctor.” She didn’t reply. I could hear the children inside ,their higher voices raised querulously. I turned to walk away. Behind me, I heard the door open a crack. “You think I’m a terrible person,” sh eaccused me . 





I thought and then replied, “I think you’re very afraid. And that makes youhard. ” 



“Hard is better than dead, or raped and left for dead.” 

“That man was injured. He was no threat to you.” 





“He was a soldier, a scout. I’ve seen him before. And I know that whereone soldier is, others follow. If I’d let him in and he died, I’d have bee nblamed. Better to have nothing to do with him. ” 





“He’s a human being in need, Amzil. How can you just turn your back onthat? ” 



“Just like they done it to me. That’s how. How many times have soldiersridden through here? At first, when my husband was dying, I asked fo rhelp. They told me I’d brought my own troubles on myself, marrying aconvict and having his babies. Well, that’s what I say to that soldier now .Whatever happened to him, he brought it on himself, by riding abou tbeing a soldier. ” 







It was true, so I couldn’t argue with her. I no longer saw the point ofarguing with her at all. “I’ll be taking him on to Gettys tomorro wmorning,” I said. Her mouth went sullen. Almost angrily, she asked, “An d what about all your fine talk of building an inn here, and taking trad e from the road and all that? What about that?” 



I was startled. “You told me it wouldn’t work. You gave me a dozenreasons why it was a stupid idea. ” 



“If I was trying to do it alone, then, yes. But if a man were running it, evena man like you, travelers might respect it. It might work then.” Even aman like me. A fat man like me, that was what she meant. Scarcely a ma nat all in her eyes, but big enough to be scary. I looked away from her. “ Ihave to take him to Gettys. If I don’t, he’ll die from infection. He migh tstill die. ” 



“Then why bother?” 





“Because he’s a soldier. And I’m a second son. I’m meant to be a soldier.” 





“You never told me that.” She spoke as if I had lied to her. I felt her eyesrun over me, and knew how unlikely she thought it that I’d ever b eanything of the kind. I admitted it. “Well, I’m not exactly what an y commander wants when he thinks of a recruit. Nonetheless, the good go dmade me a second son. My plan was always to go to Gettys, to see if they’ daccept me as a recruit. If I can serve as a soldier, I will. 

” 





“So you’ll just ride off and leave tomorrow.” 

I wanted her to ask me to stay. Or at least, invite me to come back. I stoodstraight before her, meeting her eyes as I looked down at her, an dwondered if she even guessed at what I hoped. “I have to take him t oGettys. ” 







She looked away from me, as if there were something important on thehillside behind me. I knew there wasn’t. “You’ve helped me a lot in th etime you’ve been here.” She paused, wet her lips, and then said, 

“Th echildren will miss you. ” 



“I’ll miss them,” I said sadly, and found it was not just a nicety. I wouldmiss them. But Amzil would not say she would miss me, nor ask me to sta yor if I might come back . 



“Thank you,” she called to my back when I had gone a dozen steps. “Forthe meat, you know. And the firewood. ” 



“You’re welcome.” I shifted one shoulder in a shrug. “Thanks for the roofand the fireplace. And for sewing my clothes. ” 



“They look much better on you now.” She called the words after me. 



“Thanks,” I said, not calling the word out, but loud enough that she wouldknow I had said it. I walked back to the cottage that might have made agood common room for an inn. Hitch was still sleeping. His face was slack ,his mouth ajar. I put water within easy reach of him, took my sling, an dwent out and up the hill. I hunted until dusk. “I owe her,” I said aloud t othe magic. “If she hadn’t let me rest here, do you think my horse woul dhave lasted? If I hadn’t taken the time here to rest myself, and ea t decently, do you think I’d be on my way to Gettys now? No. I’d be dead bythe road somewhere. I owe her and I want to pay her. ” 



I waited to feel something, that tingling stir of my blood that came whenthe magic moved through me. 

Nothing happened. I hunted anyway. Imissed the first rabbit I saw, and a tree trunk deflected my missile fro mthe second. It was not the right time of day for hunting. And I’d been afool to think I could wield the magic. An hour later, I decided I’d been afool to believe in it at all. There had been coincidences and I’d ha dnightmares. My faith and my rationality chased one another in circle suntil I was certain that I was a fool to attempt to know the truth o fanything . 



When I saw the deer, I cursed the fate that had made my father withholdmy weapons from me. He was not a large animal; probably he was ayearling. I looked away from him, recalling that Dewara had told me tha tany prey could feel the stare of a hunter’s eyes. I mouthed my new word ssilently. “I need food for my journey to the territory of the Specks. ” 

There was a rock in my sling, smooth and hefty. It would easily havestunned a rabbit or a bird. It would 



not kill a deer. When I moved my ar mto wind up momentum for the sling, the deer would startle and be gone. Iknew there was no magic in me, no magic anywhere. I was merely a fa tman, my body the freakishly rare result of my exposure to Speck plague .My heart thundered in my chest as I let the stone fly . 



It hit the young buck just above his left eye. I heard the crack of stoneagainst bone. The animal started, and a tremor ran through him. He too ktwo steps. His front legs folded under him as if he were going to bed dow nfor the night. He sank down. With a heavier crash, his hind legs teetere dunder him and he fell. 

His entire body gave a jerk . 



I did not wait. I rushed forward, running down the hill at him, drawingmy sheath knife as I ran. I turned one ankle slightly, hit a sapling with m y

shoulder, and plunged on. When I finally reached him, he was trying to getup. I fell on him. Using every bit of my strength, I punched my knife int ohis throat just behind the curve of his jawbone. He gave a wild leap and a ninhuman cry of pain. I threw my weight on him then, and held him dow nas I sawed with my knife, groping for some vital artery. He tossed his hea dwildly, crashing his skull into mine. I shouted wordlessly and worked th eknife in him. A leap of bright red blood rewarded me. Still, his hind leg s kicked and it was some moments before he subsided into death . 



Panting, I rolled off him, feeling shaken and bruised. For a time, I lay onmy back next to the dead yearling, staring up at a blue sky through yello wleaves. I tried to decide if I’d been lucky, or if magic had prevailed. Idecided that as long as it came down to having meat, I didn’t care .Dragging the dead deer through the forest was a trial that I shall neve rforget. It would have been a task even if I’d been my old fit self. It had n oantlers to drag it by, only nubby spikes. I tried hauling it by the hind feet ,but the grain of its hair created more drag than I would have though tpossible. I ended up gripping the front feet and dragging it that way, wit hthe head flopping about and snagging on every imaginable obstacle. A ssoon as I had it to the edge of the stump field, I left it and went back to th edoor of Amzil’s house. “I’ve killed a deer,” I said to the closed door. “If yo uhelp me butcher it, I’ll leave you a goodly share. But some I’ve got to tak ewith me, to travel on.” “A deer?” The door all but flew open. “How did yo ukill a deer? ” 



“With a rock,” I replied. 





“That’s impossible,” she said. 

“I used my magic to help me,” I answered, and she took that for a joke. Igutted the deer and cut its head off. I gave the liver, heart, kidneys, an dtongue over to Amzil, since they were best used fresh. With the hide stil lon to keep flies off it, I hung the animal, head down, in the shed to bleed .Even with a small deer, it was a lot of work. I left it with the dark bloo ddripping onto the earth floor. I got my extra set of 



clothing from m ypanniers. Hitch slept on. I went down to the river to wash . 

I was sweating and sticky with blood. I gritted my teeth against the chill,stripped, and waded out into the river to wash myself. It was a nunpleasant experience. I realized that it had been some time since I’ d washed myself, not because I enjoyed being dirty but because I’d bee navoiding my own body. I used sand from the riverbank to scrub myself. I nsome places, I had to lift my flesh to wash in the deep fold beneath it .There were sweat scalds under my arms and starting between my thighs ,the result of the afternoon’s endeavors. My navel had retreated into a dee pdent in my belly. A second pouch of fat beneath my belly had formed ove rmy genitals. My buttocks sagged, and my chest was fleshy with breast fat .The experience of washing my own body shamed away any triumph Imight have felt in taking the deer. If this sagging fleshy body was the pric eof having magic, I didn’t want it. It was small good to me. 

It only answere dat its own fickle will, and then only if what I was attempting benefited it scommand for me. This magic offered me no power, only a tether to peopl eand forces that I did not understand . 



And tomorrow morning, I would leave Amzil and her children and go on toGettys. The part of me that persisted in being my father’s son said that Iwould once again attempt to enlist. If the commander at the stronghol dthere took me, then I could write to Yaril and tell her that soon I’d have aplace for her. I wondered what the magic would think of that . 



On the heels of that thought, I wondered what I would do if thecommander turned me away. I could come back here. I wasn’t sure that Ishould, but I could. I waded out to the bank and dashed the water fro mmy body. I dried myself on my dirty shirt, dressed, and then spent som etime scrubbing the worst of the dirt from the clothing I’d been wearing. Iwrung out my laundry and carried it back to the cabin where Lieutenan tHitch slept. I built up the fire and then stretched my wet clothes over th ebroken table. I hoped they’d be dry by morning . 



With the next day’s journey in mind, I emptied out my panniers andrepacked them. When I came to the pouch of my remaining coin, I smiled ,thinking how little good it had done me. I stowed it carefully. There wa svery little to pack in the way of food. I glanced at the scout. Hitch mus t have wakened at some point, for the water I’d left him was gone.Iwondered how well supplied he was; in his condition, I judged it best tha twe push for Gettys with all possible speed. Stopping each evening earl yenough to hunt was not going to be an option. Sheepishly, I wondered i fAmzil would let me take some of the smoked rabbit with me. I could take aday or two of venison, but the uncured meat would not travel as well a sdried or smoked would . 



I was just marshaling my courage to go back to her cabin when the dooropened. Amzil was preceded by an amazing smell: fresh deer liver sizzle din goose grease and flavored with onions. My body came to alertness like ahunting dog pointing out a bird. She halted just inside the door; she wa scarrying the hot pan in her heavily padded hands. Her gaze didn’t quit emeet mine. “I thought you might be hungry. ” 







“I’m ravenous, and that smells wonderful.” 



“There should be enough for the hurt fellow. My mother always said thatliver was wondrously healing food. ” 



The smell alone seemed to be working wonders. Lieutenant Hitch stirredin his pallet and then opened his eyes. “What’s that?” he asked groggily . 



“Fresh deer liver cooked in goose fat with onion,” I told him. 



“Help me sit up. Please.” 



The eagerness in his voice even woke a smile from Amzil. She set the pandown near our fire. “I have to get back to my children,” she sai dawkwardly to me . 



“I know. Thank you.” 



“It was the least I could do. Nevare, I’m…I’m sorry I can’t bemore…welcoming to strangers. But I have my children to protect. Yo uknow that. ” 



“I do know that. And you do a good job of it. Before you go, I’ve anotherfavor to ask. Can I beg some of the smoked rabbit from you? We’ve a wa yto go, and fresh venison won’t travel as well. ” 



“Of course. It’s your meat. You killed it and smoked it.” Despite her words,her voice was stiff with dismay . 



“And I gave it to you. Do you mind if we take some? I’ll be leaving almost all the venison.” 



“Of course it’s fine. I’ll be grateful for whatever you leave me. My childrenhave eaten well in the time 



you’ve been here, hunting for us. I’m gratefu lfor that. ” 

“The venison. You should let it hang for a few days before you skin it out.Let it bleed well. It will be more tender that way. You can use it fresh, bu tyou’ll want to smoke or dry most of it.” It suddenly seemed to me that Iwas leaving her an immense task . 



“I have to get back to my children,” she said again, and I realized howuncomfortable she felt without quite understanding why. “Of course,” Isaid. “I’ll bring your pan back to you tonight. ” 



“Thank you.” And with that she was gone as abruptly as she’d come. BuelHitch had levered himself up onto his elbows. He looked toward the pa nlongingly. “Coffee and some of that meat, and I’ll feel like I’m alive again, ”he said . 



“No coffee, I’m afraid. But we have water and fresh-cooked liver, andthat’s not bad at all, really. ” 



“That’s true. But there should be some coffee in my saddlebags, if you want to brew some up for us. It would go a long way toward putting me onmy feet again.” The mere thought of coffee set my mouth watering. I pu twater to boil and then served up the meat for us. Hitch’s mess kit was o fbattered tin, a pan and bowl and an enameled mug. The precious horde o fcoffee was packed inside it. The aroma of the beans dizzied me . 



We ate in silence. I gave my complete attention to my meal, only pausingto add the coffee to the water when it boiled and then set the pot where i twould stay hot while it steeped. The smell of the brewing coffee enhance dmy appreciation for the meat . 



She’d cooked the liver perfectly. It was moist and tender still; I could cut itwith the side of my fork. She hadn’t used much onion, but what she’d use dwas evident in tender translucent pieces of the vegetable and its affabl eflavor throughout the goose grease. The meat was the most alive thing I’ deaten in a long time. I can think of no other way to express it. Liver i salways rich and flavorful, but that evening I was suddenly aware that I ha dtransferred life from the deer’s body to my own. There was something s o essential in that meat; I had no name for it, and yet I felt it replenishin gme as I chewed and swallowed. 

The taste was so thick and strong, th egoose grease so satisfying that when I scraped the last sheen of it from m yplate, I felt more satisfied than I had in days. I looked up to find Hitc hstaring at me . 



As I returned his stare, he grinned honestly at me. “Can’t say that I’ve everseen a man enjoy his meal as much as you do. That coffee done yet?” H ehad wolfed down his portion of the meat. I doubt that he’d 



even tasted it ,and somehow that seemed a shame, that he did not realize as I did tha t the life I’d taken from the deer had passed into us with this meal. Itdiminished what I’d done in taking the deer’s life. I felt oddly disgruntled ,as if his gobbling of the meat were disrespectful of something. But I sai dnothing of that, only poured coffee for both of us. He gulped his down an dhad a second mug-full. I drank mine in long, lingering sips, and then pu tmore water onto the grounds to try to get a second brew out of them .While it simmered, I took Amzil’s pan outside, cleaned it, and the nreturned it to her. When I tapped on her door, she opened it a crack. Sh etook the pan from me with a quiet “thank you.” She didn’t invite me i nand I didn’t try to intrude . 



When I returned to Hitch, he was pouring some of the re-brewed coffeeinto his mug. He hunched near the fire on his blanket, looking miserabl ebut alive. “Well, that was quick,” he said . 



“I was just returning her pan.” 



He smiled knowingly. “She’s a difficult one, isn’t she? Sometimes she will,sometimes she won’t. ” 



Dismay mingled with anger and churned in me. I tried to keep anythingfrom showing on my face. 

“Meaning?” I asked him . 



He shifted slightly, his brow furrowing deeper. Obviously the move hadn’teased his pain. He rubbed at his face. “Meaning only that, for a whore ,she’s an odd one. Sometimes a man can buy a night inside and a bit o fcomfort from her. Other times, she’s either boarded the door up tight o rthere’s no one there. 

She’s moody. But good when you can get her, is wha tI heard.” “Then you’ve never had her? ” 



A small smile crooked his mouth. “Old son, I never pay for it. Not Buel.Idon’t have to.” He drank the last of the coffee in his mug and tossed th edregs into the fire. He grinned. “Guess that means you ain’t had muc hluck with her. ” 



“I didn’t try,” I said. “Didn’t think she was that sort of a woman, withthree children around her and all. ” 



He gave a choked laugh. “What? You think whores don’t have kids? Well,Isuppose they don’t, if they can help it, but most can’t. That woman there ,she’s been there, oh, a year I guess. Used to have a husband, but he’s gon enow. Probably up and left. But it’s known a man can buy her. Not for coin ;she’s got no use for that. No, she only barters it for food, and only whe nshe’s in the mood for it. ” 







I could not begin to sort the emotions running through me. I felt stupidand used; Amzil was only a whore, and even though I’d paid her fee i n

food, day after day, she’d never allowed me to so much as touch her hand.That wasn’t a fair judgment and I knew it. She’d as much as told me tha tshe’d sold herself for food when she’d had to. Doing what she must to fee dher children; did that make her a whore? I didn’t know. I only knew tha thearing another man talk of it so bluntly made me intensely unhappy. I’ dknown what she was, I admitted. But until Buel Hitch had come here, Ihadn’t had to face that a lot of other men knew it, too, and far mor e intimately than I did. I had pretended she was something else, an dpretended all sorts of other things about her as well. That she had a heart Icould win. That she would be worth winning. That my protecting her an dhunting food for her might make her something other than what she reall ywas. 



“You still up to traveling tomorrow?” I asked Hitch. 





“You bet,” he replied. CHAPTER FOURTEENJOURNEY TO GETTY S

I did one final task before I left the next morning. I got up at dawn andslipped out of the house before Buel was stirring. I needn’t have been s oquiet. His cheeks were red, and he slept the slumber of an ill man. But Iwent like a creeping mouse, for I wanted no witnesses . 

I went to the abandoned vegetable patch. I stooped down and set myhands on the earth. I closed my eyes. I pressed my palms firmly agains t

the wet and matted vegetation and the soil beneath it. I spoke aloud, moreto focus myself than because I thought it necessary. “I will travel bette rand more swiftly if I know that Amzil and her children are provided for .Grow.” After a time, I opened my eyes. A fine misty rain was falling al laround me. It beaded in tiny droplets on my shirtsleeves and clung to m yeyelashes. My gut was in my way. It was hard to crouch low and touch th eground. I felt like I was folding myself. I couldn’t take a full breath. An d nothing had happened. But I hadn’t really expected anything to happen ,had I? Revelation. How could anyone do a magic that he didn’t believe in ?I gave up my crouch. I knelt on the wet earth. I pressed my hands firmly t othe soil. I took a deep breath, and discarded both my disbelief and m ydeep-seated fear that the magic was real and I could do this. I mad emyself recall the sense of power I’d felt when I’d clasped the saplin ggrowing from Tree Woman’s breast. That power. That flowin gtransference of being. 

That was what I wanted. I took a deep breath. The nI clenched my fingers in the gritty soil and breathed out, breathed ou tuntil there was no air left in my lungs, and still I forced something out o f myself, not from my hands but from my gut and through my arms anddown and out of my fingers. Colors danced at the edges of my vision .Something was happening. I watched it. The ragged grasses and jagge dleaved weeds dwindled, sinking back into the earth. The vegetables Iblessed swelled and grew. Turnips shouldered purple tops above the soil. Ayellowing stalk of a potato plant went green, lifted from the ground, an dthrust up buds that opened to small white flowers. The fronds of carrot slifted above the brown soil, stood tall and dark green. I held the flex o fwhatever it was I strained, held it until spots 



danced before my eyes . 



I opened my eyes, lost my balance as the world spun around me, and rolledover on my side in the soil. I breathed, deep gasping breaths. My arms an dlegs tingled as if they’d fallen asleep. I worked my aching hands, flexin gthem, trying to get the blood flowing through my numbed limbs. When Icould, I sat up. I had expected the vision to pass. It had not. All aroun dme, in a perfect circle, the weeds had vanished. 

My chosen vegetable sremained, crisp and tall, ready for harvest. There were round heads o fcabbage set in wide-leafed cups of foliage and the tall feather fronds o fcarrots, there were turnip leaves and red-stemmed beet tops and a patc hof potatoes gone to bloom. It took me three efforts to push away from th eground and stand up. Then I teetered on my legs like a new colt. I wa sgiddy, not just with what I had achieved, but from the effort I’d spen tachieving it. It took me a few moments to realize another, even mor eamazing change . 



My clothing hung almost loose on me. 



It was a minor change, or would have been to anyone else but me. Theuncomfortable binding of my trouser waistband, the way my shirt cut int ome under my arms, the tightness of my collar—in short, in every plac ewhere a moment ago my garments had been uncomfortably tight, the ynow rode looser. To prove it to myself, I seized the waistband of m ytrousers and shifted them around my waist. They moved freely. I was stil l

a fat man. But I was marginally less fat than I’d been a few momentsbefore. 



And I was ravenously hungry. 



With that realization, my senses woke to the bounty all around me. Anoverpowering drive to replenish what I had lost drove all awe from m ymind. I tugged a carrot from the earth. It was long and a deep orange-red .The end of it broke off in the soil. I forced my fingers through the packe dearth, seized the broken piece, and pulled it up. I wiped the loose dam psoil from the pieces and then crunched into the carrot. The grit on i tground between my back teeth as I chewed it, adding its own earthy not e to the flavor. I ground the orange root to juicy sweetness in my mouth.Never had I tasted such a remarkable vegetable. The innermost core of i twas sweet, and the whole of it was crisp, not tough at all. 

I chewed on th ethick end of the green, curiously tasting the feathery tops of the carrot. M yglance fell on a turnip. The leafy top came off in my hand when I tried t opull it. No matter. I stuffed the greens into my mouth and chewed them a sI dug my fingers into the earth around the purple-and-white root. I pulle dit up in one try. Smaller roots like seeking tendrils hung from it, cruste dwith dirt. I shook it and then wiped it on my trouser leg. The skin wa sfibrous and peppery. I peeled it away in a layer and ate it before I went o nto the shiny inside of it. My fingers left muddy prints. No matter. Ifinished it and then stood tall, looking for what I wanted to devour next. Iwiped my mouth on the back of my hand. My lips left a mucky smear. Ifrowned at it, trying to recall something . 







And in that moment, Nevare the soldier son came to the fore again.Iscrabbled backward from the now thriving vegetable garden into the dan kweeds that ringed it. Despite the haphazard placement of the plants, i tlooked as if someone had tended it, watering and weeding it, and now, a tfull peak, it awaited harvest. I had been the center of the circle of tende dearth. Heart pounding, I stepped away from the garden and back into th ereal world. Almost, I expected it to have vanished when I glanced back , but no, it remained, as real as the misting rain falling all around me.I fled. I brought in both horses that I had picketed for the night, fo rneither had wanted to enter the shed with the hanging deer in it . 

Feverishly, I readied everything for our journey. I moved like a huntedman, darting in and out of the cabin with my arms full of Hitch’s gear an dmy own. I went to the hanging deer and peeled back enough hide to cu tstrips of journey meat for Hitch and me, packing as much as my cookin gpot would hold . 



When all else was loaded on the two animals, I went and tapped on Amzil’sdoor. She opened it, her hair still tousled from sleep. “Is somethin gwrong?” she asked me anxiously. I suppose my shock at the proof of m ymagic still showed in my face . 



“No,” I lied. “I just have to make an early start to use the daylight as bestwe may. I’ve come to ask if I can take some of the smoked meat away wit hme. I took some of the venison already, but I left all the rest of it for you. ” 

“Of course,” she said distantly. She turned from me, and I left her door togo back to the other cottage and awaken Hitch . 



He jerked awake at my touch, and then slowly sat up, shivering. “Is it timeto go?” he asked me miserably, knowing full well it was . 

“Yes. If we leave now, we can put a good distance behind us. How far doyou think it is to Gettys from here? ” 



He knew I did not mean in miles. “If it were just Renegade and I, andI were myself, we could cover it in four days. But that isn’t the case, is it?” 



“No. But I think we’ll still make good time.” I tried to be reassuring. Thecockiness the man had exhibited yesterday was gone. I wondered if it wer ebecause the infection was gaining on him, or if he could simply let hi sguard down now, knowing there was someone to offer him aid . 







“Well, then. Let’s go.” He wobbled to his feet and walked the few steps tothe hearth. He leaned there, taking in the fire’s warmth, while I packed th efew items that remained. When it was time to leave, I avoided the garde npatch. He leaned on his horse for a few moments before he mounted, bu the did that on his own. “I’ll just be a moment,” I told him, and turned t o go back to Amzil’s cabin for the meat she’d said we could have. But asIlooked up, she was coming toward me. She chose to walk down the road i nfront of the houses. I breathed a sigh of relief. She wouldn’t yet have see nthe change in the garden. I didn’t want to answer any questions. Sh ecarried a canvas sack in her arms. As I took it from her, she said, “You’v egot two rabbits in there. ” 



“Thank you. That should get us there.” 

“And you’ve got my best sack.” 

I frantically racked my brains for something else I could put the rabbits in.They’d have to be packed loose in my panniers. But when I started to ope nthe bag, she said quietly, “No. You can use it. But I expect to get it back. ” 





“I’ll make sure you do.” I was a bit startled by her demand. “I’ll hold youto that,” she said. She was standing very straight. She looked almos tangry. I didn’t know what to say to her. She had very few possessions. T otrust me with this simple sack was evidently difficult for her. “Good-bye ,Amzil. Tell the children I said good-bye. ” 

“I will.” She kept looking at me, as if she were waiting for something. 





“Will you be all right on your own?” 





Then the anger did glint plain in her eyes. “I’ve been so before. Whywouldn’t I be again?” she asked me tartly. She turned away from us an dwalked back toward her house . 





I wanted to just let her go, but I also wanted to be sure that she was theone who had the advantage of 



what I had done that morning. “Harves t

those vegetables as soon as you can,” I called after her. “Before someoneelse discovers them and takes them.” She didn’t turn. “Good-bye,” I sai dmore quietly. Lieutenant Hitch coughed and then spat to one side. “Yo usure stepped on that cat’s tail,” he observed mildly . 



“Let’s go,” I responded. I mounted Clove. From the draft horse’s back,Itowered over my companion. I felt foolish. We followed the road and i ttook us out of the dilapidated ruins of the failed town. I glanced back onc eat the rising chimney smoke thinking, Almost. Back there I’d almost take ncontrol of my own life. Now I was back to duty . 



The misty rain lasted all day. I’ll say this of Buel Hitch: he wasn’t a whiner.He rode beside me and didn’t say much. Now and then he coughed an dspat. He drank frequently from his water skin. When we came to the river ,I halted and refilled both our water bottles. Before we went on, we ate hal fof one of the rabbits. It wasn’t enough for me, but Hitch looked as if h e had to force down every bite. 



“Are you ready to go on?” I asked him when he cast the last of his bonesaside. “Do I have a choice? I know what’s happening to me. Cat claws ar edirty. The infection will spread.” He touched his chest gingerly. “I can fee lit. The heat. Let’s go. ” 



So on we went that day. Early in the afternoon, a couple of traders’ wagonspassed us going west. The men were crouched on their seats, hats pulle dlow and shoulders hunched against the rain. I called a greeting, bu treceived only a sullen nod from one of them. I decided there was no poin tin asking them for help. I glanced at Hitch. He made a scornful face ,evidently sharing my opinion. As we continued on our own way, I foun dmyself wondering if the carters would stop in the abandoned town, an dthen tormented myself with wondering if Amzil would make the mwelcome. It was stupid. I had no claim on her and she had made it clea rshe had no interest in me. I should not care what she did, if she whore dherself out to strange men or not. She was out of my life, merely a woma nI’d met as I stopped on my way east. I’d forget her. I’d find someone t o

take her stupid canvas sack back to her, and I’d put her out of my mind.I wouldn’t think about her anymore. 



The wet penetrated our clothes and soaked the horses’ coats into runnels.Ibegan looking for a likely place to camp before dark. I saw the stacks o frocks, three and then two on top of each other, and turned our horses of fthe road and into the brush. The trail was narrow, winding uphill throug hthe trees, but as the scout’s sign had promised, it led me to a cleare dcampsite with a covered supply of firewood . 





I dismounted. Hitch sat his horse a few moments longer. “So,” he observedgruffly as he swung himself stiffly down, “maybe you are a soldier son .What branch was your da? ” 



“Cavalla,” I said briefly. I had no wish to discuss my father or family withhim. I took firewood from the stack and dug in my panniers for m yhatchet to reduce some of it to kindling. The wind gusted and the tree sreleased a shower of raindrops and wet leaves on us. It was going to be anasty night. “Let me get a fire started, and then I’ll rig a shelter for us.” H enodded, grimly silent. I could only guess at his level of pain. He stoo dstiffly, his arms crossed as if to hold something in. He didn’t offer me an yhelp; I hadn’t expected any. His roll of canvas was designed to shelter on eman, not two, but I managed to rig it to the tree trunks in such a way tha tit cut most of the wind and shed rain. It was not perfect. Errant gusts stil l drove rain and wet leaves in at us, but it was far better than simply sittin gin the storm. The half-naked trees provided little shelter from th eincessant rain. I picketed our horses, got water from a nearby streamlet ,and brought it back to the fire, putting it on to heat while I took out th evenison. I cut it in strips, poked holes in the strips, and then threaded th emeat onto some skinny branches. I toasted them over the fire, and w edidn’t much care that the meat stayed bloody in the middle. We mad ecoffee from Hitch’s supply and ate the hot dripping meat from th e

skewers. 



I’d spent far worse nights on the road, but not as a fat man. My weightand size made every small task of sharing a camp more difficult. Th eshelter belonged to Hitch and he was injured. It was only fair that he ge tthe most benefit from it, but my bulk meant that part of me was alway sout in the storm. Rising to bring more firewood, bending over the fire t o

set the coffee in the coals, cleaning the pot and cups afterward: every smalltask was made more onerous by the weight of flesh I carried. Even jus trising and then sitting down on the ground again was more of a chor e

than it had been when I was fit. I told myself that it was my imaginationthat Lieutenant Hitch watched every move I made. I angrily decided it wa swhat I must expect. People had paid to see the Fat Man in the carnival a tOld Thares. I was not as large as he had been, but a man of my bulk wa sstill a noteworthy sight anywhere. Once I arrived at Gettys, people woul dstare. I’d best get used to it . 



“You ain’t always been fat,” Hitch said suddenly. 





I gave a snort of amusement. “How would you know?” 









“The way you move. You act like a packhorse who’s carrying more than his fair share, or one that’s been badly loaded. If you’d carried that fat all yourlife, you’d be used to it by now. But I been watching you, and how you se tyour feet before you try to sit down, and how it takes you two tries to ge tup.” 





I shrugged. “You’re right. This time last year, I was leaner than you.” 





“What happened?” 



Hitch’s eyes were a bit too bright. Fever burned in him. “If you want,Icould go back to those willows and shave off some bark. Willow bark tea i ssupposed to lower a fever. ” 



“It’s supposed to, yes. It tastes awful. But actually, I’d rather you answeredmy question. What happened to you? ” 



I tried to find a comfortable way to sit. My arse was sore from a day in thesaddle, and there was nothing to lean back against except an uneven tre etrunk. “I got Speck fever. Everyone else either died or came out of it like arack of bones. But I got better. Then I started to gain weight. The docto rat the academy knew what was coming. He said that this is a rare sid eeffect of the plague. And they gave me a medical discharge. ” 



“Academy boy. Should have known,” Hitch muttered. He smiled derisively. 

“So that makes you Lord Grand Somebody’s son, right?” 



“No. I’m nobody’s son anymore. My father disowned me. I failed him.Idisgraced myself. I didn’t get through the academy to be a cavalla officer ,and he reckoned that I’d never be a soldier of any kind. ” 



“Probably reckoned right. Most regiments won’t take you in like that, noteven as a foot soldier.” He tossed his empty toasting stick into the fire . 





“But if you wanted, I could put in a word with Colonel Rabbit for you.” 



“Colonel Rabbit? Does he command Gettys?” 



He laughed out loud. “Yes, he does. But his real name is Colonel Haren.The other name is a bit more apt. He spends all his time hiding in hi shole. But you probably shouldn’t call him that if you’re trying to get o nwith him.” His voice was wandering . 



“I think your fever’s coming up. I’m going after some willow bark whileI still have light to see by.” 



“Suit yourself.” He leaned his head back against a tree trunk. I took mykettle with me, and went back to the streamlet. I knew little other tha nthat willow bark tea was supposed to be good for a fever. I scraped som efrom the trunk of the tree there, and some from the more supple branches . 

I filled the kettle half-full of tree shavings and then topped it off withwater. I took it back to the campfire, added a few more bits of the dr ywood, and left it to heat. The light was fading. As much to warm myself a sto be a good soldier, I took my hatchet and went looking for more wood .Most of what I found was soaked by the rain, but I cut it into lengths an dstacked it for the next traveler who might come this way and read th e

sign. By the time the willow bark tea was steaming, Hitch was shivering.The tea didn’t smell appetizing, but it was hot and he drank two full mug sof it. Then he abruptly closed his eyes and slumped down in his blankets. Idashed the dregs from his mug and made myself as comfortable as I could .It was a long night. 

Hitch moaned and twitched his way through it. Th ewind finally blew the clouds on their way, but as the night cleared, it go tcolder. I was awake and waiting for the dawn when it came, my body tigh twith chill. 

Hitch was the opposite. He burned with fever . 



I woke the fire and warmed the willow bark tea for him. I had to help himsit up. He drank the first few sips while I held the mug for him. Then h etook it in both hands and nodded at me that he could manage on his own .While he drank, I brought the horses up and saddled them. He had a har dtime standing up, but once he was on his feet, he moved around a bi twhile I loaded our gear. I had to pack the blankets wet. I grimaced t o

myself, thinking of how unpleasant it would be to sleep in them that night.Before we mounted up, Hitch had me bind his injured arm across hi schest. “It’ll joggle less,” was all he said. I did as he asked, trying not t owrinkle my nose at the smell . 







“Maybe we should wash it out again,” I suggested. 



“With no clean bandages, there’s no point to that,” he replied. I helpedhim into his saddle and we set off again. He was quieter, giving all hi sattention to sitting his horse. The day was a repetition of our first da y together, save that we left the river behind and began a steeper climb int othe foothills. About midday, the quality of the road sharply declined. A fe whours later, it had degenerated to a rutted wagon track, deeply muddy an dvery unpleasant for the horses. Riding to one side of it was nearly as bad . 

“Shouldn’t there be a crew at work along here, extending the road?”I asked Hitch. 



He lifted his head suddenly, as if I’d awakened him. “What?” 



“Where are the road crews, the prisoners building the King’s Road?” “Oh.”He looked vaguely around him. “They’ll have taken them on to the prisone rcamp outside Getty. The weather is starting to turn. 

They won’t get an ymore miles of road until spring comes again. Not that they got many whil e the weather was good. Can we stop for food and water?” 



I wasn’t sure that stopping was a good idea. I was afraid that if he got offhis horse, I wouldn’t get him back on it. But I’d underestimated hi stoughness. He dismounted and stood by Renegade, holding onto his saddl ewhile he drank deeply from his water skin. I took out the other half of th esmoked rabbit, and we made short work of it standing there. Lieutenan tHitch sucked a stubborn bit of meat from a bone and then gestured at th elow hills to our left. “If we left the road and cut across those hills, we coul dsave half a day’s travel time.” I looked at him and then spoke frankly. “ Ithink I should stay to the road. It’s plainly marked and takes the easies tpath there. If I get you up in those hills and you reach a point where yo u can’t tell me where I’m going, we’re both going to be lost. And you’ll pa y for it with your life.” 



He set his hand briefly to his chest, winced, and then said, “We’re racingagainst time now. Half a day might mean I live. I’m willing to gamble it .Are you? ” 



I thought for a few moments. “It’s your life,” I said reluctantly. I didn’twant to take a relative stranger into unknown territory and have him di eon me. But it did seem to me that he had the right to make the decision . 







“That’s right. It is,” he said. 



When we were mounted again, he turned Renegade’s head away from theroad. I followed him. He cleared his throat. “Renegade knows the wa yhome. If I die, you sling me across his saddle, and let him lead. Don’t yo uleave me in the woods to rot. ” 



“Of course not. One way or the other, I’ll take you to Gettys.” 





“Good. Now talk to me, Never. Keep me awake.” 





“My name’s Nevare, not Never. What do you want me to talk about?” 





“Anything. Women. Talk to me about women you’ve had.” 





I thought back. “Only one worth mentioning,” I said, thinking of thewarm-hearted farm maid . 





“Only one? You poor bastard! Well, tell me about her.” So I did, and thenhe told me a rambling and feverish tale of a Speck maiden who chose hi mas her own and fought two other women over him, and how she ha dridden him “like a lord riding to the hunt” for fifteen nights in a row. I t seemed wildly improbable to me, and yet parts of his tale rang true withsome hidden truth within me. 

Somehow I knew it was the custom of Spec kwomen to be the instigators of such a relationship, and that they jealousl ypossessed the men they chose. He talked until his mouth was dry, and the ndrank all the water that remained in his bottle, and most of what I had. Al lthe while, he, or perhaps Renegade, led us further and further from th eroad, up into rolling hills. The lower slopes were thick with bracken an d 



buckbrush, but as we went higher, we entered an open forest of deciduou strees. We crested the first row of hills, descended into a shallow valley, an dthen began a second, steeper ascent. The vistas were astonishing. Some o fthe bracken had gone scarlet with early frost. The buckbrush was thic kwith its seasonal white berries, while the leaves of the alders and birch o fthe open forest were scarlet and gold. 

The day had stayed clear but the ai rwas moist, and the smell of the forest with rich and gentle. Somethin ginside me relaxed and felt a sense of homecoming. I said as much t o Hitch. 



He was swaying in his saddle as he rode now, holding unabashedly to thehorn with his one good hand. 

A smile crossed his pained face. “Some me nfeel it. Others don’t. Me, once I got away from houses and streets an dbricks and noise, I suddenly knew that I’d never belonged there in the firs tplace. There’s men that need that, you know. They need the shouting an dthe crowds. They get two nights away from an alehouse, and think they’l ldie of boredom. They need other people to make them think they’re alive . 

They only feel like they’re important if someone else tells them they are. ”He snorted out a laugh. “You can always tell who they are. They aren’ thappy just living their own lives. They want to control yours, too. Yo uknow the men I mean… ” 



I smiled stiffly. “My father.” 



“Your father. You don’t even have to tell me, Never. He’s still got his booton your neck. I can just about see it if I squint. ” 



“Explain yourself.” I spoke abruptly, stung by his words. He laughed at me. 





“I don’t have to, Never. You feel it yourself, don’t you?” 





“I left my father’s home. And when I did, I left him behind as well.” 





“Sure you did.” His tone was mocking. 









I reminded myself that he was a very sick man. But in the depths of mysoul, I suspected that Hitch had always been a needler and a digger , 

always a man who took pleasure in provoking others. I made no response.The silence lasted a bit. Then he laughed oddly, long and low. In a reedy ,childish voice he said, “I know you. I see you, Never. You can’t hide fro mBuel Hitch. He’s been too long in the forest. You can’t hide behind th e trees.” 





“I think your mind is wandering from the fever,” I said reasonably. “No.Ican see a part of you that ain’t no soldier son. I see something stronge rthan your pa’s boot on your neck. You’re going to the Specks, ain’t you ?You got the call to be a Great Man. ” 





I knew it was a sick man’s rambling thoughts. Nonetheless, it stood thehair up on the back of my neck and on my arms. “We’d best start lookin gfor a place to camp tonight,” I said uneasily . 



“Very well,” Hitch replied agreeably. For a time we rode in almostcompanionable silence. Renegade moved steadily along, and the hors etruly seemed to know where he was going. There was no true trail; instea dwe had followed a deer track up a hill, diverged to follow a stream as i twound down the next slope, traversed a valley beside it, and then climbe dthe next hill on a game trail. We had been following a ridge as the su nmoved ever closer to the horizon. Now, as we descended again, the shado wof the hill falling across us made evening seem much closer . 



“You don’t much like it, do you?” he asked me. Then, before I could askhim what he meant, he gestured at a stand of mixed trees. “There’s a goo dplace. There’s a spring down in those rocks beyond the trees. You don’ tmuch like the magic telling you what to do. ” 



“We’ll camp there, then,” I said, ignoring the words I didn’t want to hearfrom this stranger . 



“It’s a good spot. The evergreen trees break the wind. You don’t need to beashamed. I don’t like it, either. It was a poor bargain. Not that I had muc hsay in the terms of the bargain. You decide you want to live, and then it’ sgot you. One way or another. I was sent to fetch you. I said no. But yo udon’t say no to the magic, do you? ” 







“You’re raving, Hitch. Ride quiet. Save your strength.” He coughed, and itwas too weak a sound for a grown man. “I don’t have any strength left ,Never. Save what the magic gives me. I said, ‘No, I don’t have time.’ An dthe magic sent me the cat, and I knew that if I wanted to live, I had to d owhat it wanted. And I always want to live. Looks like you do, too. But Ithink you got a dirtier shake of it than I did. Them Specks and thei r

diseases. You know, they don’t call them diseases. Or even sicknesses. No.To them, they’re magic spells. Well, that’s not quite the way they’d cal lthem. The word doesn’t translate. But it means like a gate or a funnel. Th emagic sends it, and the people go through it, and they come out dead o rchanged. 

Even fevers from wounds, like I got. Even this fever now, they’ dsay it’s a melting. A burning to purify the body and the spirit. If a Spec kdoes something really bad, they’ll put a fever in him to cure him. 

Scratc h

him with something that makes him sick, or put him in a hut with a firein the middle and build fires all around, to fever the wickedness out o fhim. You got any more water, Never? I’ve talked myself dry. ” 



We’d reached the campsite. The ring of fire-blackened stones said theplace had been used before, and the grass growing against the stone sai dthat it had been at least a season since it had last seen use. There was n oready-cut supply of firewood, but the trees around the spring had she ddead branches. I gathered what I needed and soon had a fire going. Hitc hjust sat on the ground, his blanket around his shoulders, staring at th efire. I was pretty sure I was looking at a dead man, and he knew it . 



My mind had been sifting his ravings and finding far too much that madesense, if the crooked logic of Speck magic could be said to make sense. Ifelt caught in the middle of a bridge. On one side was the insanity o f

believing that magic had made me fat, and that the magic had a plan forme. On the other side was my faith in the good god, my destiny of being asoldier son, and all the logic and science of Gernia. Somehow it seeme dthat neither one worked for me, but that trying to weave them together i nthe middle worked worst of all. I could disregard Lieutenant Buel Hitc hand his wild talk. I could put it down to a fever and ignore it. Or I coul dencourage him to talk and try to find some sort of handle on whatever Iwas battling . 



I did my camp chores while I pondered it. I fetched water and set it toheat, and cut toasting sticks for the venison. I was filling our water skin sat the spring when I noticed a water plant I didn’t recognize. Its leave swere wide and a few were green, but most had gone spotty and pale wit hthe threat of winter. I stared at them. I was sure I’d never seen it before ,but it was uncannily familiar. I gave in to the impulse and reached int o

the water to pull one up. It came up reluctantly, a thick white root suckingout of the mud as I dragged on it. I rinsed it off and took it with me when Iwent back to our campsite. Hitch had made an effort to be useful. He’ dscraped together a couple of mounds of fallen leaves and pine needles . 





One-handed, he was trying to put my blanket on mine. 



“In the good god’s name, Hitch, just rest. I can take care of that ina moment.” He turned his whole head to look at me. “I hate being useless.”Nonetheless, he sank down to sit on his own leafy bed. “I hate owin ganybody anything. ” 



“You don’t owe me anything. Stop worrying about it.” I handed him hiswater bottle . 



“What’s that you’ve got there?” 



“These? Some kind of water plant. It looked vaguely familiar. You knowit?” He leaned closer, peering at it, and nearly fell over. He swayed bac kinto place, chuckling grimly. “Yes. I do. The Specks use it. 

They call i tdrawroot. ” 



“How do you cook it?” 



“You don’t. It’s medicinal. For a fouled wound.” With his good hand, hefumbled at the buttons of his shirt. “You cut the fresh root and put it, cu tside down, on the wound. It sucks the foulness out.” He gave a nexclamation of disgust as his opened shirt permitted a wave of stench t owaft from his chest injury. 

“Damn magic seems to be working again. A tleast this time it’s to my good.” I helped him get his shirt open, tugging i tgently free from his injured arm. He gritted his teeth so hard I heard the mgrind. He directed me as I cut the root and placed it. I had to go back t othe spring for more of it. Luckily, it seemed plentiful, so I harvested a goo dsupply. He lay back on his bed near the fire, sections of cut root arrange dover his pus-oozing wounds. I had small faith in their efficacy. He close dhis eyes and dozed as I finished the camp chores and arranged our veniso nto cook over the fire. The fresh meat was starting to sour, so I decided I’ dcook it all. It made a fine, toothsome smell as it sizzled over the fire. Ilooked up at the deep blue of the evening sky. Scudding clouds obscure dthe early stars. I hoped we’d have no more rain. “Food’s done,” Iannounced, and he opened his eyes. He didn’t sit up at first. Instead, on eby one, he peeled the slices of root off his arm and chest. They came fre estickily, with sucking noises. He shied each one off into the woods as h eloosened it. Where the roots had rested, the angry wounds had calme dfrom red to pink, and the swelling was substantially reduced. “That’ samazing,” I said . 



“That’s why they call it magic,” he replied. 







I handed him a stick laden with dripping meat and took one for myselffrom the fire’s edge. “How did you get caught by it?” I asked him quietly .He smiled slightly in the firelight. “A woman. Of course. ” 



I was quiet, waiting. 

He took a bite of the venison, holding the meat on the stick to rip it free.The meat was good, juicy and flavorful, but not very tender. I was chewin ga mouthful myself when he added, “I wanted her. Not that it would hav emattered if I didn’t. She’d made up her mind to have me and with a Spec kwoman, what she wants is what she gets. But there was a sort of initiatio nshe put me through. The first time it was a holy smoke she made on a fir einside a small hut. We sat there, breathing it. And the second time, it wa sa tree resin that she made me chew. I…traveled. I saw things and I wa stested.” He stopped speaking for a few moments and then said, “I don’ treally want to talk about that part of it. Does any man want to admit h efound the limits of his courage? When they asked me if I wanted to live, Isaid yes. And they let me. As a servant of the magic.” I swallowed my mea tand took another skewer from the fire . 



“You know how it is,” he said, and it wasn’t a question. We talked thatnight. At first, we feinted and dodged, but slowly our two stories wer espilled to one another. They were in some ways similar and in other swildly different. I told him how my father had given me to Dewara, an dhow the Plainsman had sent me up against the Tree Woman. I spoke o fmy other self, the one who lived and learned in a dream world. There wer etwo places where I faltered and nearly lied to him. I didn’t want to admi tthat I had loved the Tree Woman. That I still did love her. And I didn’ twant to confess that I was the one who had given the signal to the dancer sshe had sent to Old Thares. With a motion of my hand, I had bid them d o their Dust Dance, and in that motion, I had betrayed all of Old Thares .Hundreds of people had died because of me. I confessed that guilt t oLieutenant Hitch. He shrugged his shoulders to it. “It wasn’t you, Never . 

It was the magic. You can’t hold yourself responsible for what it makes youdo.” 



I winced. He had confided much to me. He had done things that shamedhim, though nothing so foul as what I had done. Nevertheless, although Idid not utter the thought aloud, I thought his sentiment a cowardly one. “ Ithink I have a duty to my own people to resist it,” was all I said . 



“Do you?” he asked me quietly. “Do you believe that Gernians are the mostimportant people in the world? Or do you think so only because you wer eborn one? If you’d been born anywhere else, would you still think that yo uhad a duty to protect the interest of Gernia, no matter what it cost othe rpeople?” 



“I don’t see anything wrong with being a patriot. I love my country andIrespect my king. As soldiers, should we do less?” I felt pushed by hi s words. 

“As soldiers, that is very admirable. It’s only when we are being more thansoldiers that it comes into question. ” 







I let a silence fall. I considered all he had said. Realization dawned on me. 





“You pretend to be common-bred. But you’re not.” 





“I never said I was.” 





“But you talk like it. Sometimes you sound like an ill-bred, ignorant man,but I think you do that on purpose. There are moments when you rthoughts are too exact, too concisely phrased. I believe you were nobl y born.” 





“And?” 





“So why do you deceive people?” 



He lifted one shoulder. He didn’t look at me. “Isn’t that what we scouts aresupposed to do? We blend. 

We cross borders. We live in the space betwee npeoples.” 



“Did you want to be a scout? It doesn’t sound as if you admire what youdo.” 



“Did you want to be a soldier? Pass me more meat, please.” 







I did as he asked. “I had no choice in being a soldier. I’m a second son. It’swhat I am destined to be.” I took another skewer of meat off the fire fo rmyself. “But that doesn’t mean I’m opposed to being a soldier. On th econtrary. It’s what I always dreamed of doing. ” 



“You took your father’s ambition for you and made it your own.” 



“No. I think that my father’s ambition for me and my ambition for myselfhappened to be the same thing.” 

I said the words firmly, perhaps to cove rthat I suddenly wondered if they were true . 



“So you did consider other careers. Poet, engineer, potter?” 





“Nothing else appealed to me,” I replied staunchly. 





“Of course it didn’t,” he replied agreeably. 





Stung, I demanded, “What do you want of me, Hitch?” 





“Me? Nothing at all. But I’m not what you have to worry about.” He shifted, grunting as he did so. His injuries were improved, but they stillpained him. “I don’t know why I’m even badgering you about it. Listen ,Never. I know a bit about this, but not everything. And maybe all I’ mtrying to do is offer you my knowledge in exchange for yours. So I’ll g ofirst, and you tell me if anything I say goes counter to what you know. ” 









I nodded tersely, and tossed my toasting stick into the fire. “Very well,then.” He cleared his throat, paused, and then laughed. It was the firs thonest laugh I’d heard from him. “Damn. I still feel like a boy, telling ghos tstories by the fire. There’s a part of me that can’t let go of everything Ilearned growing up, a part of me that just can’t believe this is real, le talone happening to me.” I suddenly felt a loosening in my shoulders .Quietly I said, “That lines up exactly with what has bothered me the mos tabout this. When I try to talk about it, people think I’m crazy. My fathe rwas furious with me. He just about starved me to death, trying to prove Iwas lying about it. ” 



“I’m surprised you even tried to tell him. Did anyone believe you?” 



“My cousin. And Sergeant Duril, an old fellow who was my tutor. And Dewara. He believed me.” 



He squinted his eyes at me. “I’m not sure you should have told him. Itseems dangerous to me. ” 



“How?” I hadn’t told him Dewara was dead. 



“I’m not certain. It just does.” He smiled grimly. “The magic has had mefor a long time, Never. A good ten years. I’ve grown accustomed to it, jus tas a horse learns to wear his harness, no matter how much he migh tresent it at first. And I’ve come to have a feel for it. I know a little of wha tit can do for me. But I know a lot of what it can make me do. It’s ruthless .Always remember that. Always remember that you are just a tool to it. ”His words put a chill in me. “I’ve used it,” I admitted. “At first I didn’ tknow what I was doing. But in the last few days, I’ve used it twice ,knowing that I did so. Yet each time I was shocked when it worked. ” 



He raised an eyebrow. “What did you do?” 



I told him first about the deer. He nodded slowly. “But that could havebeen sheer dumb luck. You know how it is. You believe you can do a thing ,and then you actually do it. ” 



I nodded. “That’s what I thought. So I decided to prove to myself I wasn’timagining things.” And I told him about the vegetables. He whistled lo wand shook his head. “That’s more than I’ve ever done. More than I’ve eve r





seen done, even by the Speck village mages. I think you’d best tread morecarefully, my man. What you did was like flinging down a challenge to th emagic. You may think you mastered it and made it do as you wished. But Ithink that sooner or later, it will demand payment of you for that. ” 



“What can it ask of me?” I demanded with a bravado I didn’t feel. 



“Anything, brother. Anything at all.” 








CHAPTER FIFTEENGETTY S

Three days later, we finally rode into Gettys. We made an odd sight, I’msure. I sat on big Clove while Hitch rode hunched beside me on Renegade .The drawroot had doubtless saved his life by sucking much of the toxi cinfection from his flesh, but that did not mean he was a well man. Hi sfever had not abated. 

By night, it rose and tormented him. It had burne dthe flesh from his bones. I took him straight to his regiment’s doctor . 





That morning we had descended from the hills into a wide, shallow valley.As we finally broke clear of the cover of the trees, I reined in, startled a twhat I saw . 



I’d always had a clear image of Gettys in my mind. I’d pictured it like thegreat stone citadels of the west. 

It would have watchtowers on its hig hwalls, and secondary earthworks surrounding it. There would be banner sflying from its ramparts, and it would bristle with soldiers and artillery .The flags would snap smartly in the breeze on that last fortification of th eGernian kingdom. Savage wilderness would surround it . 



What I saw was a cruel joke on my boyhood vision. On the hillside on theother side of the valley, commanding a view of the valley, was a woode npalisade that boasted a mere four watchtowers, one at each corner. In th evalley below us, we could see the King’s Road, cutting a straight lin etoward the stronghold and continuing past it up the hills and toward th emountains. Behind the fort, the land rose abruptly in steep foothills tha twere the final line of defense before the Barrier Mountains. Th emountains, which loomed above them, were steep and tall and thickl yforested. 



On the north side of the fortress, there was a compound with several long,low buildings that reminded 



me of barracks surrounded by a lowe rpalisade, with two watchtowers looking over them. On the opposite side, aneat town had been laid out, with straight wide streets and sturd ystructures. But outside that tidy heart a hodgepodge of makeshift cottage sand houses scabbed the valley floor. Smoke from several hundre d

chimneys smudged the clear autumn air. The streets straggled andwandered among the houses like a child’s scribble on rough paper. Th evalley trapped the smoke, the smells, and the distant sounds of th e disorderly settlement below us. What struck me the most about th esprawling community was that so much of it was made of wood. Ol dThares had been brick and stone, and Franner’s Bend had bee n constructed of mud brick. I had grown up on the plains, where lumber wa sused to decorate stone buildings. Never before had I seen so man ystructures in one place all built entirely of wood. On the valley floor ,between the settlement and us, farms had been claimed. Few looke dprosperous. Rail fences had fallen, and in some fields the weeds stood tal land brown. In others, the stumps of trees still stood where some ambitiou ssettler had logged off a pasture but gone no further with it. The whol epanorama of fortress, town, and surrounding farmlands spoke of a nendeavor begun with energy and order that had wavered and fallen int odisrepair and despair . 



“There it is,” Lieutenant Hitch said without enthusiasm. “Gettys. Yournew home. My old home. ” 



“It’s bigger than I expected,” I said when I had recovered somewhat. 



“Regiment’s about six hundred strong. It was almost a thousand in ourpeak days, but with plague and desertion, it’s all the colonel can do to kee pus above five hundred men. We were supposed to get reinforcements thi ssummer, but the plague got them first . 



“Thanks for getting me here. Let’s go down and see if one of the Gettysdoctors can mend me. And if they can’t mend me, let’s hope they’ll hav eenough laudanum that I won’t care. ” 



We rode across the brushy plateau to the King’s Road, and followed itdown toward the city . 



I’ve come to the conclusion that the only thing dirtier than a very old cityis a rather new one. In an old city, people have established where th egarbage and waste of all kinds will go. It’s not that there is less of it, bu tthat it has been channeled to one place, preferably in a less desirable are a of the town. Gettys had no such protocol. Nor had it grown naturally, withfarms supporting a growing population and a pleasant setting tha tattracted more settlers that in turn stimulated more commerce. 

Instead ,there had been a military occupation inside a fortification, followed by apopulation of deportees that had scant skills for settling a wilderness . 





Their failed efforts were manifest. Fields had been plowed and perhapsplanted once, but now were a rumpled tapestry of stones, broken earth , 

and weeds. Drunken fences wandered across the land. Feral chickensscratched in the earth and fled at our approach. We passed open wast epits just off the side of the road. A flock of croaker birds hopped an dsquabbled on one fresh rubbish heap. They did not flee us, but opene dtheir black-and-white wings and squawked menacingly to warn us of ftheir feast. I could not repress a shiver as we passed them. 

Always, the yreminded me of that dreadful wedding offering. We saw some scattere dcattle and one small flock of eight sheep with a little boy watching ove rthem. But for every sign we saw of industry and effort, a dozen failure sflanked them . 



The outer town around the fort was a mixture of old shacks and hasty newconstruction, interspersed with collapsed remnants of earlier efforts a thousing. The smells and sounds of dense human population surrounde dus. Cart and foot traffic vied with one another at the intersections of th erutted, mucky roads. 

A bony woman in a faded dress and a tattered shaw lgripped two small children by the hands as she hurried along the wind ystreet. The children wore no shoes. One was bawling loudly. Hitch nodde dhis head at them. “Prisoner’s family. Free workers live in this part of town .Poorer than dirt, for the most part. ” 



At the next corner, I was shocked to see two Speck men sitting cross-legged. They wore wide brimmed hats of woven bark and castoffrags. The begging hands they reached out to passersby were disfigure dwith peeling blisters. “Tobacco addicts,” Hitch told me. “That’s about th eonly thing that makes a Speck leave the forest. They can’t take direc tsunlight, you know. Used to be a lot more of them, but a lot of the mcaught a cough and died last winter. We’re not supposed to sell or trad etobacco to Specks, but everyone does. You can get just about an y Speck-made thing you want for tobacco.” 



“This place is even worse of a slum than Franner’s Bend,” I observed. “Allof this will need to be razed if Gettys is ever to become a proper city. ” 



“Gettys will never be a city. None of this will last,” Hitch pronounced. “The Specks resist it with every bit of magic they can muster. That’s why itcan’t prosper. The Specks dance to make it fail. For five years now, the yhave danced. No town can stand against that. It will wither and die an dgo back to the earth. Wait a day or two. You’ll start to feel it, too. ” 



His words were no stranger than many of the things he had told me overthe last couple of days. I only wished I knew how many to give credence to .The tales and admonitions he offered me were sometimes so far-fetched, i tseemed it must be the fever talking rather than a rational man. I now fel tthat he knew 



more of me than I’d ever shared with anyone, and that I

knew far more of him than I was comfortable with. Even so, he remainedastranger to me, for I wondered who he would be if I removed the fever tha tboth clouded and colored his thoughts. We drew curious glances from th epeople in the streets. Their attention lingered on Hitch slouching in hi ssaddle as much as they did the fat man on the big horse. I soon discovere done advantage to Clove and that was that people gave way to him. Even i nthe crowded marketplace, the gathered folk parted to let us pass . 

Renegade and his burden followed in our wake. 



We came to the older, more prosperous section of Gettys. The main streetwas lined with stores and warehouses. Their proprietors had smelled aprofit to be made off this ragtag town, and come east to take advantage o fit. Their dwellings were neatly maintained and tightly roofed, with glas swindows and rain gutters and sheltered porches. The side streets wer estraight, and I glimpsed well-built if poorly maintained houses. “Th ecavalla families live here,” Hitch told me. “This part of town was built along time ago. Before the Specks turned against us.” Outside a tavern fou rmen in cavalla uniforms sat on a bench, smoking and talking. They wer eall thin and hollow-eyed. I stared at them for a moment, and then graspe dthe reality of something I’d known for years. Plague regularly swep tthrough this town. Most of the regiment would be plague survivors. W erode past a bake house, the clay ovens bulging from the side of th estructure out into the street. For a few moments we were warmer as w epassed. The aroma of fresh bread assailed me so strongly I nearly tumble dfrom Clove’s back. I imagined it so strongly that I could feel the chew ytexture on my tongue, taste the golden butter that would melt as Itroweled it onto the bread, even the rasp of the crust against my teeth. Igritted my teeth and rode on. Later, I promised my rumbling gut. Later .We reached the wooden palisade. The skinned logs had been set verticall yin the ground. Weathering had silvered them, and bits of moss and tin yplants had found purchase in the cracks. 

In a few places, ivylike vines wer etwining up the logs as if they were a trellis. The plants, I thought to myself ,would devour those walls. Whoever had let them get started near the for twas a fool. The gates stood open, but the sentries on duty there possesse d

a military bearing that those at Franner’s Bend had lacked. I pulled inClove, but Hitch lifted his head and rode around me. “Let us through,” h esaid gruffly. “I’m in a bad way and I need the doctor. And he’s with me. ”To my surprise, that was all that was needed. They did not salute th elieutenant or ask him any questions, but mutely nodded and let us pass .Renegade and Hitch had taken the lead and we followed. 

A few head sturned to mark our passage, but no one impeded us. They seeme d unsurprised to see Lt. Hitch in such dismal condition. I merited longerstares than he got . 



The inner Gettys disappointed me as much as the outside had. Instead ofcrack soldiers, I saw men who wore their uniforms with days of dus tsettled in the wrinkles, and frayed cuffs and stained shirtfronts. 

Some o fthem wore their hair longer than mine. I saw no one walking wit hpurposefulness, no troops drilling, and felt no sense of militar ypreparedness. The men on the streets looked listless and unhealthy. I ha dexpected to endure the avid curiosity of their stares. Instead they regarde dme with an almost bovine acceptance. Lieutenant Hitch kept up hi sfaçade until we reached the doors of the infirmary. This structur eappeared to be better maintained than the rest of the buildings inside th efort. I dismounted, exchanging the discomfort of riding for the new ache sof standing on my own feet, and went to help Hitch. “I can do it myself, ”he said, and then fell off his horse. With difficulty, I kept him from hittin gthe street. He gave a soft caw of pain as I hauled his good arm over m yshoulder and walked him into the infirmary. The front 



room wa swhitewashed with a single desk in it and a bench along the wall. A pal eyoung soldier looked up at me in surprise. His uniform was badly fitted ;his jacket, cut for a man with broad shoulders, drooped oddly over hi sconcave chest. He did not look competent to be left in charge, but ther ewas no one else there. “Lieutenant Buel Hitch has been mauled by a wil dcat. The wounds are badly infected. He needs a doctor’s skills right away. ”The boy’s eyes grew very wide. He looked down at the logbook and the tw opens and inkwell carefully arranged on the bare desktop as if hoping t ofind some advice there. 

After a moment, he seemed to make a decision . 

“Follow me,” he said. He opened a door opposite the one I had entered by,and I found myself in a wardroom. There was a long row of beds along on ewall. Only two were occupied. In one, a man was sleeping. In another, aman with his jaw bandaged stared disconsolately at the wall. “Put him o nan empty bed,” my guide instructed me. “I’ll go fetch the doctor. ” 



Hitch roused himself slightly. “Get me Dowder. I’d rather have a drunkwho knows what he’s doing than old Poker-up-his-ass , 

I’m-a-doctor-because-I-read-a-book Frye.” 



“Yes, sir,” the boy replied, unsurprised, and hurried off to do as he wasbid . 



I sat him down on a tautly made bed. “You seem very familiar with this place.” 



Hitch began fumbling with the buttons of his shirt. “Too familiar,” he agreed, but did not elaborate. As he worked his slow way down the row ofbuttons, he asked me, “Do you have a pen and paper? ” 



“Do I have what?” 



He ignored my incredulous question. “Go borrow some from the desk. I’llgive you a note to the colonel. 

There’s no sense you waiting on me. They’l lbe keeping me here a few days, I imagine. ” 



“Longer than that, I’m guessing.” 



“Go get the paper and pen. I’m hanging on by my teeth, Never. Wait toolong, and I’ll be no good for 



you. ” 



“Nevare,” I said, and went out to the boy’s desk to borrow the requesteditems . 

He was not there, and after a moment’s indecision, I simply took whatI needed. 

I carried them back to Hitch. 





He took them with a sigh. There was a small table by each bed in theward. He grunted as he leaned over it to write . 





“What shall I do with your horse and gear?” 



“Oh. Bring my saddlebags in here. Tell the boy to make sure Renegade iscared for properly. He’ll call someone to take care of it.” By the time Ireturned with his saddlebags, which he had me put under the bed, th enote was finished. He blew on it carefully and then handed it to me ,unfolded, so that I might read what he had written. “Take it to th ecolonel.” 



“Are you sure you don’t want me to stay here with you until the doctor comes?” 



“There’s no point to it. The boy will find Dowder, they’ll sober him up witha cup of coffee or two, and then he’ll do what he can for me. You got m ehere alive, Never. That was more than I thought anyone could do. ” 



“It was the magic, not me,” I replied jokingly. 



A ghost of a smile touched his mouth. “You only laugh because you don’tknow how true that is. Get out of here. I’m going to sleep until Dowde rcomes. Pull my boots off for me. ” 







I performed that service for him, and then helped him swing his feet uponto the bed. He hissed out a stream of quiet curses as he eased himsel fback onto the bed. In contrast to the clean blanket and muslin-covere d

pillow, his filthiness was shocking. He closed his eyes and his breathingdeepened. “I’ll come by and see you later,” I told his still form . 



I put the pen and ink back as I had found them. I walked outdoors into thesunlight before I allowed myself to look at what he had written. The letter sstraggled over the page, the scrawl of a very ill man. It wasn’t the kindes tletter of recommendation I’d ever seen . 



“This is Never. He doesn’t look like much, but you should let him enlist.He’s got a spine, and he sees things through. If he hadn’t come willing an dhelped me, I’d be dead now, and you know how much that would anno ymy dear father, not to mention inconvenience you. ” 



That was it. No date, no greeting the colonel by title, not even Hitch’s ownsignature. I stood staring at it, wondering if it were some sort of a terribl ejoke on me. If I dared show this to the colonel commanding Gettys, woul dI immediately be thrown out of his office? I was reading it over agai nwhen I saw the boy soldier hurrying back. A tall, dapper man with acaptain’s insignia on his collar followed him. The boy stopped at the sigh tof me. “What did you do with the scout?” he asked me worriedly . 



“I left him on a bed in the ward, as you suggested. He asked me to ask youto look after his horse. ” 



The boy scratched his nose. “I’ll get someone to do it.” 





I turned to the captain. “Do I have the pleasure of addressing Captain Dowder?” 





“I’m Captain Frye. Doctor Frye to almost everyone. Who are you?” Hisquestion was both brusque and rude. I kept my temper. I knew I did no tpresent a respectable appearance. No doubt I was nearly as 



filthy as Bue lHitch . 





“I’m Nevare Burv—” I fell over my own surname. I let it go. “I broughtLieutenant Hitch in. A wildcat has mauled him badly. He asked that Dr .Dowder be fetched for him. I’m sorry you were bothered. ” 





“So am I. But I’m sober enough to walk, and Dowder, as usual, is not. Nordoes Lieutenant Hitch command this entire post, though he seems t othink he does. Good day, sir. ” 



“Sir? If I might ask a favor?” 



He turned back to me irritably. The young soldier had already vanishedinside. “Could you tell me where I might find the commanding officer ? 

And where, prior to that, I might find a bathhouse?” 



He looked even more annoyed. “There’s a barber just outside the gate.I think he has a bath in the back.” 



“And the commanding officer’s headquarters?” I felt stubborn now,determined to wring the requested information from him . 



“You’ll find Colonel Haren in that building over there. The writing over thedoor says, ‘Headquarters.’” 

He stabbed a finger in the direction of a tal lstructure just down the street from us, and then turned on his heel an dwent into the infirmary . 



I took a breath and blew it out. Well. I’d asked for that, I supposed. Thefaded lettering was almost legible from where I stood. I simply hadn’ tnoticed it. With a sigh, I led Clove away . 







I found the barber with little difficulty. It was a bit harder to get him totake me seriously when I requested a bath, a shave, and a haircut. H edemanded my money first, and took it before he would even heat th ewater. He had several tubs in the back room of his shop. I was glad to fin dthem all empty. It was not modesty, but shame that made me relieved n oone would witness my ablutions. None of his tubs were large enough fo rme to bathe comfortably, and he was remarkably chary with the hot wate rand soap. Nevertheless, I managed to get cleaner than I’d been in many aday, and even to soak away some of my aches. I emerged from th elukewarm water feeling more like myself than I had in a long time. When Iwas dry, I dressed in my cleanest clothing and went out for my shave. H ewas good at his trade, I’ll give him that. His tools were sharp and shining .He gave me a soldier’s haircut. As he shaved me, he handled my fac efamiliarly, pulling skin tight as he worked and pushing my nose to on eside. “How many of these chins would you like me to shave?” he asked m eonce, and I forced myself to laugh at his jest and told him, “All of them. ”Like most men in his trade, he was garrulous, asking questions of m ewhen it would have been very hazardous for me to attempt to speak, an dtelling me all the gossip of the fort as he worked. I soon knew that he’ dbeen there six years, and that he’d come east with his soldier cousin , reasoning that wherever there were soldiers, a good barber could fin dwork. Brede Regiment had been holding Gettys then. Brede had been agood regiment before it came to Gettys. But everyone said that abou tFarleyton Regiment, too, and look at it now. He hated Gettys, but woul d never have the money to move back west, so he tried to make the best of it.Everyone hated Gettys. 

He’d had a wife once; she’d run off with a soldier ,and when he left her, she’d turned to whoring. I could probably buy her fo r

less than what I’d paid for my bath and haircut, if I fancied heartless sluts.I’d soon discover that I hated Gettys, too, he predicted. He asked m e

where I was from and accepted a mumbled answer from me as he scrapedbusily at my throat. While he was cleaning his blade, I told him that I’ dbrought Lieutenant Hitch back to Gettys after he’d had a run-in with awildcat. “Hitch, eh? I’d probably have helped the cat myself,” he told me ,and then went on with a long tale of a very complicated brawl in a taver nin which Hitch had distinguished himself by ending up fighting both o fthe men who had originally been combatants. He seemed to find it ver yamusing . 



“So. You’ll be heading back home now,” he asked me when he’d finishedand offered me a towel to wipe my face on . 



“Actually, I thought I’d try to see Colonel Haren and enlist,” I told him. Hetook that as a knee-slapping joke. He was still roaring with laughter whe nI handed his towel back to him and took my leave . 



The sentries on the gate likewise found it amusing. Getting entry to thefort was not as easy without Hitch, I discovered. After they had dismisse dmy first request as a joke, I reminded them that they had admitted me i nHitch’s company only a couple of hours ago. “Oh, yes. Now that yo umention it, I remember your great big…horse!” one exclaimed. Afte rseveral more jests of that subtlety, they consented to let me pass. Ireentered Gettys and went directly to Colonel Haren’s headquarters .Colonel Haren’s headquarters were constructed entirely of sawn lumbe rand once had been painted. Flakes of green paint clung to the weathere dtimber. The splintery planks that made up its porch were uneven an dwarping away from one another . 







The slum that had sprung up around the fort, the lethargic air of the sicklysoldiery, and this final evidence of a commander without ambition fille dme with trepidation. Did I want to enlist with such a regiment, under suc ha command? The rumors I had heard about Farleyton Regiment cam eback to haunt me: once a top outfit, now fallen on hard times. Desertio nand dereliction of duty were rampant here . 



What other regiment would take someone like me? 



I ascended the two steps, crossed the rough porch, and entered. A sergeantin a faded uniform sat behind the desk. The walls of the room were line dwith wooden shelves jumbled with books and stacks of paper at all angles .A gun rack in the corner held two long guns and an empty stock. A nunsheathed sword kept them company. The sergeant had taken a sabe r

cut down the face in some distant past. It had healed into a fine seam that pulled down at his left eye and the corner of his mouth. His eyes werea very pale blue, so pale that at first I wondered if he were blinded b ycataracts. Gray hair in a wild fringe stuck out around his bald pate. As Ientered, he looked up from some bit of sewing. When he set it aside on th ecorner of his desk to greet me, I saw he was darning a black sock wit hwhite yarn . 



“Good morning, Sergeant,” I greeted him when he just stared at me. 





“You want something?” 





I controled my disdain of his sloppy manners. “Yes, Sergeant. I’d like tomeet with Colonel Haren. ” 





“Oh. He’s in there.” He tilted his head toward the single door behind him. 









“I see. May I go in?” 





“Maybe. Try knocking. If he’s not busy, he’ll answer.” 





“Very well. Thank you, Sergeant.” 





“Yeah.” 





He took up his sock and bent over his work again. I tugged my shirt asstraight as it would go, crossed the room, and rapped sharply at the door . 

“Come in. Is my sock mended yet?” 





I opened the door to a dim room, lit by the fire in an open hearth in thecorner. A wave of heat rolled out to greet me as I opened the door. I stoo da moment, letting my eyes adjust . 



“Well, come in, man! Don’t stand there letting the cold get in. Sergeant! Ismy sock mended yet? ” 



The sergeant called the answer over his shoulder. “I’m working on it!” 



“Very well.” He answered as if the delay were anything but “very well.”Then he transferred his gaze to me and said irritably, “Come in, I said ,and close the door. ” 







I did as he bade me. The room confounded me. It was dimly lit and stuffywith heat. I felt as if in one stride, I’d covered hundreds of miles and wa sback west in Old Thares. Fine carpets covered the floors, and tapestrie s

hid the planks of the wall. An immense desk of polished wood dominatedthe center of the room. Oak bookcases filled with leather-bound volume slined one entire wall, floor to ceiling. A marble pedestal supported a statu eof a maiden with a basket of flowers. Even the ceiling had been covere dwith plates of hammered tin. The shock of contrast between this inne rsanctuary and the rough building that housed it nearly made me forge twhy I was there . 



The reason for his query about the sock was abundantly clear. One of hisfeet was bare. The other wore a dark sock and a lambskin slipper. I coul dsee the cuffs of his cavalla trousers. Over them he wore an elaborate sil ksmoking jacket, belted with a tasseled length of the same fabric. The sil kskullcap on his head also had a tassel. He was a pale, bony man, taller tha nme, with long feet and hands. What hair he had was blond, but hi smagnificent mustache looked rusty. The ends of it were waxed to points .He looked like a caricature of a country gentlemen rather than th ecommander of the king’s last outpost. 

There was a well-cushioned chai rwith a footstool before the fire. Colonel Haren ensconced himself there an dthen demanded of me, “What do you want, then?” “I wished to speak t oyou, sir.” I kept my tone extremely civil despite his brusqueness . 



“Well, you are. State your master’s business and be quick about it. I’veother things to do today. ” 



Two ideas fought to be first out of my mouth. At my realization that hethought I was a servant, I longed to tell him in no uncertain words that Ihad no master. The second was that I doubted he had anything else to d otoday. I closed my teeth against expressing either and then replied tightly , 

“I do not come as a servant with a message from his master. I come asasoldier son, hoping to enlist with your regiment. ” 



“Then what’s that in your hand, man?” he demanded, pointing to Hitch’sroughly worded letter of recommendation. I understood now, I thought ,why Hitch had phrased it so crudely. Even so, I did not want to present it ,lest he think the rough sentiments were my own. I kept a firm grip on it ,despite his open and waiting palm . 



“It’s a recommendation from Lieutenant Buel Hitch. But before I presentit, I’d like to tell you a bit about myself and my— ” 



“Hitch!” He sat up straight in his chair, letting his unshod feet fly off thefootstool and slap onto the floor. 





“He was due back days ago. I could no timagine what detained him! But he’s back at the fort now? ” 



“Yes, sir, he is. He was badly injured when a big cat attacked him. WhenI met up with him, he was feverish and weak from blood loss. I’ve been traveling with him for the last five days or so, to be sure that he arrivedhere safely. I took him straight to the doctors when we arrived. ” 



He looked agitated at my news. “But…he was carrying a package for me.Did he say nothing of it? ” 



I instantly recalled the oilskin-wrapped package in Hitch’s saddlebags. 

“He said nothing of it to me, sir. But his saddlebags are intact. I put themunder his bunk in the infirmary. 

When I came away, Dr. Frye was going i nto see him. I have high hopes for his full recovery. ” 



I could have saved my breath. As soon as Colonel Haren heard that Hitchwas in the infirmary, he strode to the door of his office and flung it open . 

“Sergeant. Stop whatever you’re doing. Go directly to the infirmary. ScoutHitch is there. His saddlebags are under his bed. Bring them directl yhere.” The sergeant moved with surprising alacrity to his command

.Shutting the door, the commander turned back to me. “Well done, man .Thank you for letting me know Hitch had returned. You have m ygratitude. ” 



The way he spoke and the way he returned to his chair before the fireindicated that our interview was at an end. When I continued to stan dthere, he glanced back at me, nodded emphatically, and repeated, 

“Than kyou.” 



“Sir, letting you know that Lieutenant Hitch had returned to Gettys wasnot my sole reason for coming here. As I was telling you, I’m a soldier son .I’m interested in enlisting in your regiment. ” 



He raised one eyebrow. I noticed it had a sort of a tufty twirl. “Impossible,man. Don’t deceive yourself. 

You’re not fit to be a soldier.” He spoke th e words bluntly. 



I advanced to him, desperately holding out Hitch’s recommendation. “Sir,you’re my last hope,” I said 



bluntly. “If you will not take me, I do not kno whow I will fulfill the good god’s destiny for me. I beg you to consider me .Use me in any capacity. I will take the humblest assignment. All I wish t obe able to say is that I serve my king as a soldier. ” 



He seemed surprised at my vehemence. He took the piece of paperIoffered him, and while he read it, either slowly or several times, Iconsidered the offer I’d just made him. Did I mean it? Could I humbl e myself to serve in any capacity? Was it still so essential to my pride that Ibe able to call myself a soldier? 

A few short days ago, I’d been willing t oput all that behind me and begin a new life as an innkeeper in a ghos t

town. Yet here I stood with my pride abandoned and my heart beating likea drum as I hoped by all I held holy that the eccentric man before m e

would accept me into his dispirited, sloppy regiment. He looked up at lastfrom the piece of paper. Then he leaned forward carefully and set it on th eflames of the fire. My heart sank. As he straightened up, he said, “Yo useem to have made a good impression on my scout. Few people manage t odo that. Myself included. ” 



“Sir,” I said, neither agreeing nor disagreeing. 



He leaned back in his chair and breathed out through his nose. Hiswriggled his feet, one slippered and one bare, on the hassock before him . 

“It’s not easy to keep men at this post. A lot of them die of the plague.Those that survive are sickly, and often die of something else. Some desert .Others prove unsatisfactory in an extreme enough way that I am forced t odismiss them. Even so, I try to hold to a certain standard for choosin gthose who will serve under me. Under ordinary circumstances, I would no tchoose you. I’m sure I don’t need to elaborate on why. ” 



“Sir,” I managed to say again, keeping my tone even. 



He did not look at me, but only at his own feet. He touched their toestogether. “But the circumstances are not ordinary.” He cleared his throat . 

“My scout makes few requests of me. I make many of him. Most of them,he fulfills for me. I am inclined to grant him this request.” As I caught m ybreath in hope, he finally turned his head to look at me. “How do you fee labout cemeteries?” he asked me. He asked in a pleasant and engagin gway, as if he had asked a little girl her favorite color at a tea party . 







“Cemeteries, sir?” 



“We have one here at Gettys. Two, actually. The old one is just outside thewalls of the fort. That one doesn’t concern me. It’s the new one, an hour’ sride from here, that is the problem. When plague first struck here, severa lyears ago, my predecessor had a new cemetery established some distanc efrom the fort. Because of the smell of all the dead bodies, don’t you know ?He’s buried there himself, as a matter of fact. That’s why I’m th ecommander now. It passed me by.” He paused a moment and smiled atight and toothy smile, as if very pleased with his own cleverness at no tdying of the plague. I wasn’t sure what response to make, and when I wa s silent, he spoke on. 



“The cemetery is rather large considering the size of our living population,and that it is only recently established. And Colonel Lope gave no thought ,when they started burying people there, that it might be a hard location t odefend. Four times now I have requested a budget and artisans so tha t our cemetery might be properly protected with a stout stone wall, andperhaps a watchtower. Four times now, I have been ignored. The road i s

all our king can think of. His road. And when I ask for supplies andfunding to wall the cemetery, he always responds by asking me how man ymiles of road I’ve built in the last season. As if the two were connected! ”He paused for my reaction. When it became clear that I didn’t have one ,he harrumphed and continued. “I’ve assigned men to guard the cemetery .They don’t last long at the duty. Cowards. 

And as a consequence, th edepredations against our beloved dead continue. ” 



“Depredations, sir?” 



“Yes. Depredations. Insults. Ignominy. Blasphemous disrespect. Call itwhat you will. They continue. 

Can you stop them?” He gravely tugged a tthe ends of his moustache as he spoke . 



I had no clear idea what he was asking of me. But I did comprehend thatit was my sole opportunity. I rose to the occasion. “Sir. If I cannot, I wil ldie trying. ” 



“Oh, please don’t. It would just be another grave to dig. Well. That’ssettled then. And just in time, it appears! ” 



He spoke the last words as he leapt from his seat, for there had beenaknock on the door. Even before he reached it, the sergeant had opened it .He entered, bearing Hitch’s saddlebags. The colonel seized them greedil yand dug though them to resurrect the same oilskin-wrapped packet tha tHitch had guarded 



so assiduously. “Oh, thank the good god, it’s not bee nharmed or stolen!” he exclaimed. He carried it directly to a small tabl enear the fire’s light. I stood, feeling awkward, unsure if he intended me t owitness this act or not. I felt I should go, but feared that if I left, no on eelse would recognize that I’d been accepted into the regiment. I needed t oknow where to go to sign my papers and assume my duties. So I quietl yremained. The sergeant departed as quickly as he had entered . 



Colonel Haren carefully untied the string that had bound the packet shut.When the last fold of oilskin was carefully laid back to reveal the contents ,he gave a huge sigh of contentment. “Oh. Beautiful,” he exclaimed. M ynose had already told me what he had unwrapped. Smoked fish. I coul dsmell it, and my day’s hunger clawed at me with frantic desire. My mout hwatered, but my brain wondered how smoked fish could be so important . 

“Alder-smoked river salmon. It’s glazed with honey. There is only onesmall group of tribesmen who still prepare their fish this way. And the ywill only trade with Scout Hitch. Now, I suppose, you see why a word fro mhim is held in such high esteem by me. Only he could obtain this for me ,and only at this time of year. Ah. ” 



As I watched in consternation, he pinched off a tiny morsel of shining, dark red fish and lifted it to his lips. He set it on his tongue and then,without closing his mouth, breathed in past it. Eyes closed, he finall yclosed his mouth. I could have sworn that his mustache quivered wit h delight. He moved the food about on his tongue like a wine connoisseu rsavoring a vintage. His throat moved very slowly as he swallowed. Whe nhe opened his eyes and looked at me, his face held a look of daze dsatiation. “Are you still here?” he asked me vaguely . 



“You didn’t dismiss me, sir. And I have not yet signed my papers.” 



“Oh. Well. Dismissed! The man at the desk out there will help you withyour papers. Just make your mark where he shows you. You can trus thim.” And with that, he turned back to his fish. As I opened the door, h eadded, “Take Hitch’s saddlebags back to him, would you? Nothing else i nthere for me, I’m sure.” I picked up the worn leather bags and slung the mover my shoulder. I shut the door quietly as I left, wondering if the ma nwas completely mad or just so eccentric that I couldn’t tell the difference .Then I decided that it didn’t matter. I wouldn’t question my luck i nfinding someone who had allowed me to enlist . 



The sergeant put his darning aside with a sigh when I stood in front of hisdesk. “What is it? ” 



“Colonel Haren said I should see you about my enlistment papers.” 









“What?” He grinned, certain I was joking. 





“My enlistment papers,” I said flatly. 





The smile faded slowly from his face. “I’ll draw them up for you,” he saidwith obvious reluctance. “It may take a little while. ” 





“I’ll wait,” I told him, and did so. 








CHAPTER SIXTEEN THE CEMETERY

The sergeant took some time to draw up my papers. On purpose,Ithought. I signed promptly, as Nevare Burve, and then annoyed hi mfurther by insisting that I would wait there until Colonel Haren had signe d my copy. When he came out of the colonel’s office, I asked him to whom Ishould report. He vanished back into the office and reappeared quickly . 

“You’ll be loosely attached. Rather like a scout. If you have any difficulties,come here, and I should be able to get them sorted out for you. ” 

“Isn’t that rather irregular?” 



He laughed. “The whole regiment is rather irregular just at present. Noneof us expected to be here for another winter. We thought we’d be replace dand sent off in disgrace by midsummer. Given that we are here and hav eone more chance, as it were, to prove ourselves while we are mor eundermanned than we have ever been before, irregular is about the bes twe can do. Don’t worry; you’ll become accustomed to it. I know I have.” H epaused, then asked almost paternally, “Has anyone told you that yo ushould ride out to the end of the road, first thing? We recommend it to al lour new recruits. It helps them understand our mission here. ” 







“Thank you, Sergeant. I’ll make a point of it.” 





“You do that, trooper. You do. You’re one of us now.” 





His words warmed me, and he actually stepped around his desk to shakemy hand. Once that was settled, he sent me off to a supply sergeant. Anote from the colonel’s desk sergeant informed him of my

“cemeter yguard” assignment. He laughed at me, and then diffidently gave me a ki tthat included no uniform parts that fit me save a hat . 





“Best I can do for you,” he dismissed that issue. The long gun they gave mehad seen hard use and little care. The outside of the barrel was badl ypitted, and the stock had cracked, but been repaired with brass tacks an dstring wound tightly around it and coated with varnish. The butt plat e was missing entirely, and the saddle scabbard needed restitching. 

“Probably wouldn’t be much good to you anyway,” the supply sergeantanswered my scowl. “Out where you are, if the Speck ever got serious, on erifle wouldn’t hold them back. But chances are you’ll never see one doin gany mischief to take a shot at him. Don’t worry about it, sojer.” I accepte dmy “weapon” 

with a frown, resolving to inspect it thoroughly for mysel fbefore firing it. “You riding out to the end of the road today?” he aske dme as I turned to go. I turned back to him . 





“Sergeant Gafney in Colonel Haren’s office did recommend it to me.” 





He nodded sagely. “He’s wise to do so. ’Twill give you a much better graspof what we’re all about. 

Good luck, trooper. ” 



I had not been assigned to any patrol. I had no corporal, no sergeant, noofficer at all to report to. Like 



the scouts I had once disdained, I wa sloosely connected to the regiment, given a task, and would be, I suspected , 

ignored unless I failed. When I went to the infirmary to return Hitch’ssaddlebags, he gave me a dazed smile when I outlined my enlistment. Th elaudanum the doctor had given him for his pain had made him ver ygenial. “So you’re off to the cemetery, are you, then? Better and better ,Never. You’ll have one of the more lively commands around here. It’s th ebest I could have hoped for, for you and for me. Rest in peace!” He lolle dhis head on his pillow. “Laudanum. Ever had laudanum, Nevare? It make sgetting hurt worth it.” He sighed, and his eyes started to sag shut. The nthey abruptly flew open, and he said with sudden command, “Before yo ugo to the cemetery, ride to the end of the King’s Road. It won’t take yo umore than a couple of hours. Do it today. Very educational.” He flun ghimself back onto his pillows as if he had told me something of grea timport. And on such a note, I left him there, glassy-eyed and slack-jawed . 

I made a final stop at a general store to buy food with some of my hoardedcoins. I was not sure how regular the pay would be in such a remot elocation. I’d been told that I could ride into town each day to eat in th emess, but thought it would be nice if I had food available at my lodgings a tthe cemetery. No one escorted me to my new assignment, or even gave m ea list of expectations. The sentry at the east gate of the fort pointed ou t

my road to me. “Just ride that way, toward the mountains. You’ll see it.”And that was that. The cemetery was more than an hour’s ride from th egates of Gettys. The road got progressively worse the further Clove and Iwent, while houses and other signs of settlement dwindled almos timmediately. Soon I had left all signs of successful settlement behind .Occasionally I would see an overgrown cart track that led to an aborte dfarm, but no one lived out this way. It seemed very peculiar to me tha tevery single farm east of the fort had been abandoned. As the road becam esteeper, winding ever upward into the foothills, all attempts at settlemen tvanished. The forest drew closer to both sides of the road, dark an dmenacing. 

I caught myself riding as warily as if I knew I were bein gstalked, but saw no one . 



I came finally to a rough sign by the side of the road. “GETTYSCEMETERY,” it read, and an arrow pointed to a narrower road that led u pa bare hill. The hill had been logged off; in some places, stumps still dotte dit, while beyond the cleared zone, the ranked trees of a deciduous fores tstood in a straight row where the logging had stopped. I started to tur nClove’s head toward it, and then recalled Hitch’s words. “Ride to the end o fthe King’s Road.” I glanced back at the sun, wondered how far it was, an d then decided that I’d find out. If I didn’t come to it by nightfall, I’d simpl yturn back. I soon began to doubt that decision. The road led ever uphill. I twas poorly engineered; there were washouts down the center of it, and i n

one place a stream had eaten a gully across it. It had been repaired badlywith coarse stone. I wondered at how shoddily the King’s Road was bein gbuilt. Was not this the king’s great work, the project on which he pinne dso many hopes? What ailed the men overseeing its construction? I coul dunderstand that common criminals were not the best workers for such aproject, but surely competent engineers oversaw them ? 



The road narrowed, and the forest grew ever closer. Twice I startled atmotion, just at the corner of my peripheral vision. In each case, I turne dmy head and saw nothing. Later, I caught a glimpse of the largest croake rbird I had ever seen. It perched in a tree that was half dead, on a bar ebranch that almost 



overhung the road. I marveled at the size of it, for i tlooked like a black-and-white man perched up there. 

Then, just as I rod ealongside it, it suddenly separated into three birds that took flight. Iwatched them go, wondering how I could have mistaken three for a singl eentity, and wondering, too, what a scavenger such as a croaker bird wa swatching for beside the road. I began to see signs of ongoing work. A n empty wagon rattled down the hill toward me. Clove and I gave way an dallowed the team to pass. The driver did not so much as turn his head o rnod at me. His gaze was set, and he hurried his team at a dangerous pac efor such a heavy vehicle going downhill. I began to hear sounds in th edistance and soon passed a rough work camp by the side of the road. In asmall clearing there were five crude shelters, a corral holding a doze nhorses, and an open-sided barn. Two wagons sagged on broken axle sbeside the barn. It looked desolate and, except for the penned horses ,deserted. I had never seen a drearier place. 

Hopelessness wafted from i tlike a bad smell. I suddenly did not want to go any further. I’d see nenough. 

It was all adding up to something I didn’t want to admit. The ol dnobles had been right. This was a futile, senseless project. It would neve rbe completed, no matter how long we worked on it or how much the kin gspent. It was wasteful, stupid, and cruel to the men dragged from thei rcity lives to toil in a foreign wilderness. I wanted to turn Clove around an dgo back. But in the distance, I could hear men’s voices raised in comman dand the creak of heavy wagons. Hitch had told me to see the end, and Iresolved that I would, if only to satisfy my curiosity as to why he woul dgive me such a strange command. It did not take me much longer to com eto the work site . 



I’d seen my father’s much smaller road crew at work and knew how it wassupposed to operate. There was a rhythm and order to good road building .The best route should have been marked out, the trees taken down, an d

the ground surveyed to grade. In some places, earth would have to bescraped away and in others, wagons would dump the excess to build u p

the roadbed. Rock and gravel would be brought in, to lift the roadbedabove the lie of the land. Done right, the operation was almost like a danc eas some men prepared the way and other workers followed. 

The operatio nbefore me was chaos. The overseers were either ineffectual or did not care .I saw a wagon driver shouting at men who were digging in the path tha this laden wagon must traverse. Further on, two groups of workers ha dpaused to watch their foremen come to blows. The men were fightin g doggedly, trading heavy blows in a sullen, mindless way. No one tried t ostop them. The convicts in their ragged shirts and trousers leaned on thei rshovels and picks and watched the fistfight with dull satisfaction. Th eworkers wore leg irons that limited them to a short stride. It struck me a sbarbaric . 



Discord and disorder surrounded me. Weeds and brush grew on heapedfill dirt beside the road. An overturned wagon, its load spilled beside it ,had simply been abandoned where it fell. I came at last to where the roa dwas only a raw scar in the earth, with stumps of trees sticking up to sho wwhere it was supposed to go. The stumps were silvery, and on some mos shad started to grow. These trees had been logged at least a year ago an dmore likely three. It made no sense to me. The road should have bee n growing much more swiftly than that. A uniformed guard oversaw a coffl eof convicts ineffectually grubbing up the stumps. He waved an arm at m eas I rode through. He wore a corporal’s stripe on his sleeve. “Hey! Hold up !Where do you think you’re going?” he demanded of me. I reined Clove in . 

“Just to the end of the road.” 







“The end?” He gave a great haw of laughter, and around him his fetteredprison crew joined in. It took him several moments to get his merrimen tunder control. “Is there a problem?” I asked him. I cringed as I realize dthat I’d addressed him as a noble son would address a common worke rlike himself. That was a reflex I’d best learn to control. Once I’d donne dthe uniform of a common trooper, I doubted it would be tolerated. But h edidn’t appear to notice. “A problem? Oh, no, none at all. You just go you rmerry way. Usually we only get new recruits visiting it, but for myself, Ithink every visitor to Gettys should go out to the end of the road. It reall ytakes you to the heart of our mission.” He grinned broadly as he looke daround at his work crew, and I saw his dispirited workforce nodding an dsmirking sourly among themselves, doubtless over my fat. I nudged Clove ,and we passed through the midst of their work. 

Beyond them, all wor kseemed to have come to a complete halt. The road ended in a tangle o fthree fallen trees. I had never seen logs so large, nor stumps so wide. The ymust have been cut years before. 

The dead bare limbs and the stumps o fthe trees had gone gray. Their giant bodies were a barricade of deat h

against the road’s progress. The standing trees beyond them were evenbigger. No wonder the logging crews had given up. No one could cut aroad through trees that size. It was an insane task. This was the king’ sgreat vision? Anger was growing in me beside a sudden self-loathing. I tsuddenly seemed that everything I had been taught, all my pride in bein ga soldier son, was a part of this fallen ambition. Stupid. 

I was stupid, th eking was stupid, and the road was a folly . 



I sat on Clove’s broad back, disillusioned and discouraged, staring up intothe ancient forest. Then I dismounted and walked forward, trying to se ebeyond the fallen giants. The ground was uneven, and underbrush o fthistles and thorns had grown up swiftly when the ground was grante dsunlight. The bushes were so dense and evenly spaced, they almost seeme da deliberately planted hedge against intruders. 

These brambles ha d

sharp-tipped leaves as well as thorns all down their flexible canes. I madea halfhearted attempt to push into the thicket, but soon tangled in thei rbarbed branches like an insect in a spider’s web. Withdrawing cost m esnags in my trousers and long bleeding scratches on my arms. I’ dwakened a horde of tiny stinging gnats and they swarmed about me. Iwaved at them wildly and retreated to the road . 



The gnats continued to hum about me, trying to settle and sting asIclimbed up onto one of the huge stumps. I could have hosted a dinne rparty for twelve on top of it. The additional height gave me just enough o fa vantage to see into the forest beyond the barrier of brambles . 



Only in my dreams had I seen such a place. The trees on the hill above memade the stump I stood on seem a sapling. The trunks of some of the tree swere as big around as watchtowers, and like watchtowers, they soare dtoward the sky. Their lower trunks were straight and limbless, and th ebark was rumpled and fissured. High over my head, the bark looke dsmoother, and that was where the branches began. The smoother bar kwas not rough and brown, but a softly mottled blend of greens, hazels, an dred-brown splotches. The leaves were immense, at least the size of dinne rplatters. The branches of each tree interlaced and meshed with others ,forming a dense mat of foliage overhead. 

Beneath those trees, there wa slittle underbrush, only deep carpets of leaf mold and a silence that seeme dpart of the permanent twilight under those behemoths . 







Never in my life had I seen such trees.Yet I had . 

Not in this flesh, but as my other self. I knew it, and then the knowledgeflickered away from me. I reached after it, knowing it was immensel yimportant, but again it was concealed. I took a deep breath and sat ver y

still. I closed my eyes for a moment, focusing my concentration. He waspart of me; we were one. What he knew, I could know. What was th esignificance of the trees ? 

My eyes flew open. 



The trees were alive. They loomed over me. There were faces in theirrumpled bark, not faces such as men had, but the faces of the tree sthemselves. They looked down upon me, and I cowered. They were so ful lof knowing. They knew everything about me. Everything. Every despicabl ethought or deed I’d ever committed, they knew. And it was within thei rpower to judge me and punish me. And they would. 

Now . 



I literally felt terror flow up inside me. Like an engulfing flood, it rosethrough my body. My feet and legs felt nerveless. I sagged and staggere dwhere I stood. When I was a boy, I had experienced nightmares in whic hmy legs turned to jelly and I could not stand. Now, as I collapsed, Idiscovered that it could happen in real life. The fear that washed throug hme loosened every joint in my body. I barely managed to crawl to the edg eof the stump, dragging my useless legs after me. I fell from the stump t othe thorn-choked earth. The thorns tore the flesh of my hands; their tin yteeth snagged in my clothes and tried to hold me back. I sobbed an dwallowed toward Clove. My horse stood regarding me with distrust, hi s ears folded back at my odd behavior . 



More than anything, I feared my horse would abandon me here. “Clove.Good boy. Good horse. Stand, Clove. Stand.” My words came out in ahoarse, shaky whisper. I wanted to weep with terror; it was all I could d oto control myself. I managed to get to my knees. Then, with a huge effort, Isurged to my feet. 

My quaking legs would not take my weight, but I wa sclose enough that I fell forward against Clove’s side. My nerveless hand sgripped feebly at my saddle. “Oh, good god, please help me!” I moaned ,and somehow found the strength to drag myself upright. I got a foot in astirrup and, while I was only half in the saddle, urged Clove to move. H edid, meandering confusedly while I clung, shaking and sobbing, to hi ssaddle. I was inexpressibly grateful that he moved in the correct direction ,away from the end of the road and the hideous, crouching forest tha twaited there. Waves of blackness threatened my consciousness. I wa sashamed of what a coward I was, but could not help it. I focused all m ythoughts, all my efforts, on getting my leg the rest of the way over th esaddle, and when I did and hauled my weight up onto Clove’s back, th efirst thing I did was urge him to a gallop, heedless of the uneven surfac eand how my panniers jolted behind me. Up ahead of me, standing acros sthe road like a barrier, I suddenly saw a group of road workers gathered i n

mass. They stood like a wall, whooping and laughing. Clove’s good sensemore than my direction made 



him slow his pace and then halt before w eoverran them. It was all I could do to hold onto the horn of my saddle. M ybreath still rattled in and out of me. Tears of terror had left tracks dow nmy cheeks. I opened my mouth to shout a warning to them, and the ncould not think what to warn them about. The fellow who had spoken t ome earlier asked with false solicitude, “So, did you find the end of ou rroad? Did you like it? ” 



I had the barest edge of control of myself. Shame warred with the lastfading shreds of panic. What had frightened me so badly? Why had I fled ?I suddenly had no idea. I only knew that my throat was parched and tha tmy shirt stuck to my back with fear sweat. I looked around at them ,confused by what I had felt and done and deeply insulted by their grinnin gfaces. One of the guards took pity on me . 



“Hey, big man, don’t you know we’ve all felt it? That’s what the ‘end of theroad’ means here. Sheer shit-your-pants terror. Hey, don’t feel bad ,trooper. It gets done to all of us. Initiation, you might say. 

And now you’r eone of us. Gettys-sweated. That’s what we call it. You got a proper Getty ssweat worked up. ” 



A roar of laughter went up as he approached me and offered me his owncanteen. I reached down, drank from it, and as I handed it back, Imanaged a completely insincere smile and a weak laugh. “It happens t oeveryone that way?” I managed to ask. “The terror? ” 



“Oh, yeah, that it do. Count yourself a tough nut. There’s no piss runninginto your boot. Most of us here can’t brag about that.” The fellow slappe dme companionably on the leg, and strange to say, I felt better. 

“Does th eking know about this?” I blurted out, and then felt a fool when my word swoke another general laugh . 



“If it hadn’t happened to you, would you have believed it?” drawled thefellow who had befriended me . 



I shook my head slowly. “No. Like as not, I wouldn’t.” I paused, then asked, 

“What is it?” 



“Nobody believes it until it happens to him,” he agreed with me. “Andnobody can say exactly what it is. 

Only that it happens. And that we can’ tthink of a way to get past it. ” 



“Can’t we go around it?” 







He smiled tolerantly, and I almost blushed. Of course not. If they couldhave, they would have. He gave me a nod and a smile. “Go on back t o

Gettys. If you go into Rollo’s Tavern and tell them that a Gettys sweatrequires a Gettys beer to quench it, he’ll give you a free one. It’s a traditio nfor new recruits, but I think they’ll extend it to you. ” 



“I am a new recruit,” I told him. “Colonel Haren just signed me on. Looselyattached me, that is. I’m the new cemetery guard. ” 



He looked up at me, and the smile faded from his face. Around him, theother men were exchanging glances. “You poor bastard,” he said wit hfeeling. And then they opened their ranks and motioned me to ride back t oGettys. The notion of a free beer at a friendly tavern was a powerful draw .I considered it carefully as I rode back toward Gettys. I still couldn’ t

decide if I felt insulted or hurt by the prank that had been played on me,or relieved that they’d all seen fit to initiate me. In the end, I decided tha tHitch’s remark had been the most accurate one. It had been ver yeducational. And I was in no position to resent it, I reminded myself. Iwasn’t a junior officer and the son of a battle lord. I was a new recruit, a tthe very bottom of the social order. I should probably have thanked m ystars that my initiation was no rougher than it had been . 



Now that I was well away from the end of the road, I could ponder whathad overcome me. I didn’t want to try to remember that fear too clearly ,nor to dwell on it. A comforting thought came to me suddenly. It wasn’ treally my problem. I wasn’t building the road. All I had to do, simpl esoldier that I was, was guard the cemetery. I heaved a sign of relief at tha tthought and rode on. But when I reached the sign that pointed the way t othe cemetery, I decided that my visit to the tavern could wait fo r tomorrow. Evening was coming on, and I wanted to see what my ne w billet looked like. 



A cart track wound up the hillside. Clove and I followed it. I soon reachedthe first rows of rough headboards, for such they were, grave marker smade of wood, not stone. To come on such a sprawling cemetery so fa rfrom any domiciles, was a very strange sensation. The graveyard was in a nopen meadow on a gentle roll of hilltop. Tall grass surrounded it, and th einevitable tree stumps. After the immense trees I had seen that afternoon ,these seemed quite small and ordinary. I reined in Clove and sat on hi sback, enjoying that vantage of height. The only sound was the sweep o fwind across the grasses, and the calls of the birds in the nearby forest. Th ecemetery told its own sad tale. There was a row of individual markers, an dthen what I could only describe as a filled-in trench. The hummock o fearth over it showed that the dead had not been buried deeply. Beyond it ,the individual graves resumed, but soon enough, those tidy rows wer eagain interrupted by a long hummock of grass-grown earth. The farther I went, the newer the grave markers became. 







It was an efficient cemetery, without thought for sentiment or beauty. Thegrass growing in it had been scythed, but not recently. There were n oplantings, no walkways wandering among the graves, and not even a fenc eto indicate the boundaries of it. I rode Clove along a narrow track throug hthe graves until I reached my destination: three wooden structures on th efar eastern edge of the graveyard. As I approached the buildings, I foun dthem better constructed than I had dared hope. They were tidy and tight ,built of squared-off logs and well-caulked with clay. Grass had crept int othe walkway along with weeds. It had been weeks, at least, since anyon ehad trodden them on a regular basis. I dismounted, slipped Clove’s bit s ohe could graze, and set out to tour my new domain. The first shed held th etools of my new profession. Shovels, rakes, a pickax, and several axes wer eneatly hung on one wall. Four plank coffins, plain as dirt, were stacke dready in the back for whoever might die next in Gettys. A supply of plank sfor making markers leaned beside them. The very small building betwee nthe other two was a necessary. A small paper-wasp nest on the eave by th edoor showed it had not been used in some time. 

The other structur eproved to be my new home . 



The single room held a bed built into a corner, a table likewise attached tothe wall under the sole window, and a hearth that would both supply m ywarmth for the winter and cook my food. Three pots of various sizes hun gon hooks above it. A cupboard fastened to the wall would be my pantry .There was a chair, but a single glance told me it would not hold m yweight. There was little else of note there. An enameled washbasin on ashelf next to the hearth held a motley assortment of dishes and utensils. Ifelt vaguely grateful that the previous occupant had at least washed the m before he left. 



Dust and spiderwebs coated every surface. It did not look as if the cottagehad been occupied for months. Well, I’d have some washing and dustin gto do before I settled into my new abode. I went outside to see to Clov e

first. I picketed him where he could graze the deep grass, and took his tackto my tool shed before I returned to my cabin . 



The straw tick on the bed was musty. I opened a seam and shook out theold straw onto the earth. 

Tomorrow, I would cut fresh grass with m yscythe and put it to dry before I stuffed the mattress again. 

For tonight ,the bare bed would serve me . 



There was a tidy rick of firewood outside the door. I started a fire in thehearth and was pleased to find that the chimney drew well. I had to fre ethe broom from its cobwebs in the corner before I could put it to use. I

propped the door open and swept a cloud of dust, dirt, and spidersoutside. The work wakened my suppressed appetite to new fury. I found awooden bucket in the corner, and took it with me while I followed a fain ttrack from the door to the edge of the woods. There I found a sullen sprin gseeping water up into a greenish pond. I scowled at the thought of usin gsuch water for drinking or cooking. 

When I knelt down to fill my bucket, Isaw a wooden box peeping from the nearby reeds. I pulled off the 



clingin ggrasses that had overgrown it, to find that someone had carefully set a bo xinto the spring and filled the bottom with sand and gravel. The wate rstanding in it was much clearer than the rest of the pond. As I sank m ybucket into it to fill it, a movement in the woods across the pond startle dme. I lifted my eyes, but saw nothing. My heart began to beat fast. Th e fear the end of the road had wakened in me was still fresh in my mind. Agame trail led from the forest’s edge to the water. Doubtless the motio nhad been a deer, or even the flicker of a bird’s wings. I seized the handle o fthe bucket and heaved myself to my feet. As I did so, I heard a gasp, an dthen the unmistakable sound of someone fleeing on two legs. I had aglimpse of a bush shaking, but did not see the intruder. For a momen tlonger I stood frightened. Then I sighed and shook my head at myself an dmy fears; I had thought I was far enough away from the town that I woul dbe spared people peering at me. 

Perhaps with time they would becom eaccustomed to me, and the stares would stop. I took my bucket of wate rback to my new home. As I returned to my cottage, I considered ho wsquarely and snugly it was built. Whoever had built it had put time an dthought into it. I suspected that Gettys had not always been the haphazar dplace it was now. Once a real officer had commanded it; I judged that th e caretaker’s cottage had been built during his time. I was fairly occupie dfor the next few hours. The simple work calmed me, and I was able to se tthe last of my fears aside. I put water to boil on my freshly swept hearth ,and proceeded to put my food supplies away on the pantry shelves. As Iopened my panniers to do so, I rediscovered Amzil’s bag. I’d promised t oreturn it to her. I decided to ask Hitch when next I saw him if he knew o fanyone heading in that direction. A pleasing fancy came to me, that I would put in a few things for her and her children. In the next moment, Iwondered if she would think me fatuous for doing so. She had made he rlack of interest in me plain. Even so, imagining the surprise and delight o fthe three youngsters made me smile, and I decided that I didn’t care i fAmzil thought me foolish. I hung the bag on one of the hooks on the wal l

so that I would not forget. When I opened the pantry doors, a pleasantsurprise awaited me. The previous inhabitant had departed but left agoodly store of dried lentils and beans in two fat crocks with heav y

stoppers. Neither damp nor insects had reached them. I immediately putsome to soak for cooking. I had spent some of my remaining coin o ncoffee, tea, sugar, and salt, along with four measures of meal and a rashe rof bacon. My biggest indulgence had been a loaf of freshly baked bread . 

My days of travel had taught me a great deal about my new body. Limitingmy food intake did not dwindle me, but I did become more lethargic, an din extreme cases very irritable. I had continued my habit of savoring food ,and I fancied that I better understood now how my body had changed .Almost all that I took in as sustenance, my body retained. I produced ver ylittle waste, a fact that had been rather disconcerting to me at first. Whe nI could not find as much food as I wished, I began to crave quantities o fwater, which, thankfully, had been plentiful through most of my journey .My hunger was a constant. I had come to accept it as a companion to m ylife, just as some men had to deal with poor eyesight or deafness. Th ecramp in my gut was always there, but I had learned to master it. Ther ewere still moments when my hunger could seize my attention, as it ha dnear the bakery that morning, and in severe cases, it could distract m euntil nothing would do until I had found something to put in my mouth. Ihad learned to set aside a bit of food against moments such as that, fo rwhen such hunger overtook me, I became almost irrational. It was aterrible thing to fear that I might slip into such a frame of mind, almos tlike dreading a bout of madness . 



But tonight I had no such fears. I allowed myself a very hearty meal ofcoffee, bread, and bacon. The drippings from the bacon made a wonderfu lspread for the fresh bread. By the time I was finished eating, 



I felt mor esatisfied than I had in weeks. I tidied up my pan and plate; checked on m yhorse, which seemed as contented with his lush grazing as I had been wit hmy meal; and then resolved to walk the perimeter of my new domain . 



I returned from that walk a sobered man. Grass grew past my kneesthroughout most of the cemetery. 

The trench graves I had noted earlie rbetrayed the regular waves of plague that had swept through Gettys. Th emarkers for individual graves, mostly made from slabs of wood, wer erapidly losing the painted or carved epitaphs they had once held, but the yretained enough information to be heart-rending. 

The cemetery ha dbegun in an orderly fashion. In the oldest section, officers and their famil ymembers were grouped together, as were enlisted men. But after the firs ttrench grave, the burying ground had become a much more egalitaria nplace. Infants reposed alongside captains, and humble nameless private srested next to colonels. I had thought every grave untended. That was no tso. True, wild grasses dominated the area, but here and there I woul d

literally stumble across a marker standing sentinel above a groomed gravesite. On a few, flowers grew. 

On one, perhaps a child’s, a simple string o fwooden beads, their paint fading in the weather, festooned the marker .When I came to the most recent section of the graveyard, the change wa sremarkable. Here, only a season had passed since the last wave o finterments. The last mass grave was a weed-covered hummock crawlin gacross the hillside. A row of individual graves marked the first rank o fthose who had fallen to the plague. A second row after the trench grav emarked, perhaps, those who had lingered before they succumbed, or th enatural deaths that had occurred since the last wave of plague. Th e markers were newer and easier to read. To my horror, I discovered tha tsome kind of animal had burrowed into one of the most recent graves. Amostly decomposed hand had been brought to the surface and feaste dupon. It was a man’s hand by the size of it, shriveled and dark. The anima lhad gnawed at the fleshy palm and mostly ignored the curled fingers wit htheir yellowed nails. I looked away from it firmly. The size of the burro wmade me think the scavenger was a fairly small creature. I wondered i fthese were the depredations that Colonel Haren had been lamenting. I fthey were, then a good watchdog might be my best assistant. Jaw trap smight also help me find a solution. But surely a sturdy coffin would hav ebeen the best preventive of such incursions . 



I performed my first act of duty, though I will admit that it made me feelnot just edgy but queasy. There were no sticks close at hand. With the to eof my boot, I nudged the hand back into the creature’s excavation wishin gI had a stick to poke it farther in. Again with my boot, I scraped an dkicked soil back into the hole, and finished up by firmly plugging it wit hseveral rocks of the right diameter. It did not seem a very respectful wa yfor me to deal with it, but I judged that in this case, promptness exceede dthe need for reverence. I patrolled the rest of the line of recent graves, an dfound three other places where wildlife was intruding on the resting place sof the dead. I repeated my rock- and earth-scuffing at each site, resolvin gthat after this, I’d always take a shovel with me when I made my dail ycircuit of the graveyard. 

The high clouds and fresh wind of the day ha dthickened to dark overcast and bluster. The first heavy drops began to fall .The moisture in the air made it hard to continue ignoring the clingin gsmell of the place. Nothing smells quite like rotting human flesh, and m yexperience at Widevale had forever associated that terrible stench wit h

my own stunning losses. It horrified me that such a foul smell carried mymind immediately to thoughts of my mother. Worse were the menta limages of Elisi that came with it. Try as I might, I could not recall m y elder sister at her harp or sewing, but only as that perpetually sprawle d 



and futilely grasping corpse. The thought ambushed me that I had doneno better by my family with their hasty burials than Gettys had done wit htheirs. It both shamed me and woke kinship in me . 



This duty that had been given to me, however lowly anyone else mightregard it, was a trust. In life, these men had served their king as best the ymight. They and their families deserved respectful rest. I saw now th ewisdom of the stored coffins in the shed. There were not enough of them. Iwondered if I could persuade my commander that we needed a warehous efull. I grimaced as I imagined how that would affect morale at the fort .Planning to be decimated by disease was scarcely optimistic. But Ithought I could convince him it was better than being overwhelmed wit hdead bodies when the annual onslaught of Speck plague began . 



I thought of the anonymous trench graves. Well, that was within my powerto correct or at least lessen. 

I’d proven myself as a gravedigger. If I dug agrave daily and left it open and waiting, would I stay ahead of the plagu evictims when the hot dusty days of summer brought the sickness again? Iwas not sure, but it was worth trying . 



The rain began to fall in earnest, a driving curtain of water. As I cut shortmy tour of the graves and cut across their lines in my trek back to m ycottage, I resolved that I would remember that every body buried here ha dbeen beloved by somebody. I passed Clove, hobbled in the tall standin ggrass. He’d turned his big rump to the wind and had his head down. H ewas already drenched, and I pitied him. I led him to the lee of the shed. I fwinters here were as harsh as I’d heard, I’d need to put up some sort o f shelter for him. I’d forgotten to request his corn and oats; a cavalla man’ shorse received his own rations from the regiment. Tomorrow, I promise dmyself. Winter was just around the corner, and I still had much to do t omake myself ready for it. The downpour firmed my decision that I woul dnot return to town this evening. I found I rather looked forward to my firs tnight in my own residence. Once inside my cottage, I shut the door firml ybehind me. I was pleased to find that the roof was tight, and that th ehearth was sufficient to warm the room to a comfortable temperature. Itook off my wet cloak and hung it on a peg by the door, and pulled off m yboots and stood them under it. And there I stood, suddenly safe withi n doors in my own little place, with more comforts than I’d enjoyed in week sand with remarkably little to do . 



I busied myself as best I could. The beans had begun to swell in the water.I added more liquid to them and set the kettle at the edge of the hearth .By tomorrow they would be softened. I would add salt and the last of th ebacon to them, and let them cook all day. Contemplating that gave me s o much satisfaction that I was rather shocked at myself. Surely I wantedmore out of life than to simply have my next meal secured and a tight roo fover my head. But did I ? 



It was strange to look around my little cottage and realize that I’d fulfilledmy ambition for myself. I was, technically, a soldier. I had a post and atask. If I saved enough of my pay to afford it, I could have a uniform mad ethat would fit me and I could wear it. I doubted that my father would eve rbe proud of me, 



but at some point I was sure that I’d let him know tha tdespite his lack of faith in me, I’d achieved what the good god had decree dfor me. And did I want no more than that out of life ? 



I was irritated with myself. I took the spindly chair and set it by the hearthand cautiously perched in it. 

I’d come all this way to do this, and now tha tI’d done it, the first thing I did was question the value of it. 

Could not Itake even one night of satisfaction in my accomplishment? What wa swrong with me? I added a bit more wood to the fire and stared at it for atime. Yaril came to mind. I had said that I would provide for her, that Iwould send for her as soon as I was able. In the next few days, I shoul dwrite to her and tell her where I was and that I was, indeed, a soldier. Ilooked around my snug little cabin. Then I tried to picture my sister there .My heart sank. Yaril had said that she would manage anywhere I did, bu t I could not imagine my pretty pampered sister coping here. She hadalways lived in privilege and comfort. Could she adapt to life here? Iwould have to add another room onto the cabin. How long would she b econtent, sleeping on a sack of straw, cooking on an open hearth, fetchin gher own water to bathe in a pan? Gettys would offer her little in the way o famusement or company. How soon would she become bored and bitter ?How could I offer this to Yaril as an escape ? 



I sat down with my journal. I took paper from my extra leaves, and wroteYaril a letter telling her briefly of my adventures on the road and that Iwas now at Gettys and an enlisted man. It was hard to tell her that m ysituation was such that I could not welcome her yet. I tried to make th ewords gentle and affectionate, but feared that no matter what or how Iwrote, she would feel abandoned. I sealed the note, resolving to send it th enext day. My thoughts had spiraled downward. I suddenly saw that all m ylife, I’d been shallow and without ambition, content to take my birth orde rdestiny and make it the sole focus of my life. I made my nightly entry i n

my journal. I recounted how I’d finally enlisted, but also included myterror at nothing and my final image of myself at the end of the day, alowly soldier unable to keep his promise to his sister. It was a savag e denunciation of myself. The tidy little cabin I had so enjoyed earlier in th e day now seemed an empty little shell that I had moved myself into,something that would permit me no growth, nothing but existence . 



My hearth fire was the only light in the cabin. I banked it, undressed, andlay down on my hard bunk. I listened to the wind howl, pitied poor Clov estanding in it, and then fell into a deep sleep . 



I dreamed of a smell, rich and spicy. It took me some time to identify it,and then I recalled it. It was the smell of magic, the same aroma I’ dinhaled when I stood on the pinnacle of the spire and plunged my hand sinto the magic of the Dancing Spindle. But in my dream, the scent o fmagic became instead the perfume of a woman’s body. She stood nake dbefore me, perfectly comfortable in her speckled skin. 

Her nakednes srevealed the pattern of her markings. They were much like a tabby cat’ sstippling, suggestive of stripes. Like a curious cat, she moved soft-foote dand wary around my cabin . 







I watched her. The palest parts of her skin were lighter than mine, thedarkest a smooth velvet black. She explored my cabin and my possessions .She lifted my shirt, fingering the fabric, and then raised it to her face ,where she sniffed it with flared nostrils and half-open mouth. I caught aglimpse of her white teeth and dark tongue as she tasted my scent. Whe nshe set down my shirt and moved again, I could see the darker streak tha tran down her spine. The speckles that were almost stripes radiated ou tfrom that streak. The nails of her hands and feet were dark. Once sh estopped her prowling and stared long at me. 

I looked back at her frankly .Her belly was paler than the rest of her, but still speckled. The nipples o f her breasts were dark. Her hair was long and coarse and as streaked as th erest of her. The rain had washed her, and her hair clung flat to her skul land was a soaked veil down her back. Streaks of rain glistened on her ski nand small jewels of it sparkled in her pubic hair. She was not the firs tSpeck I’d seen, nor even the first Speck woman. But this time there wer eno cage bars between her and me, and I felt her feral grace as a mute dthreat. Her body was strong, her legs muscled, her thighs and haunche s powerful. She was easily as tall as I was. Her breasts were heavy, swayin gwith her walk, and her belly curved frankly above the furred moun dbetween her legs. There was nothing delicate about her. She was as unlik ea Gernian woman as a wolf is unlike a lapdog. I watched her scoop tw ofingers full of beans from my pot and taste them, frowning. She pulled he rfingers from her mouth and shook them disdainfully. Then she move dagain, and came to stand over me in my bed. She leaned down close t o me, so close I could feel her breath on my cheek. I smelled her. Arousalshocked through me with an insistence I’d never felt before. I lunged fo r

her. 



I awoke on the floor with skinned knees. I was shivering with cold, and stilldesperately kindled. But there was no woman, not a scent or sight of her .The cold wind and driving rain were coming in through the open door .There were wet leaves tracked across my floor. I wanted most to believ ethat there had been a woman there, but knew the more logical explanatio nwas that I had been sleepwalking again. The rain had chilled me and a fe wwet leaves were still plastered to my feet and calves. I stumbled across t o the door, shut it firmly, and made sure of the latch. I added wood to m yfire and then crawled back into my bed . 



I tried to find sleep again, but could only skim the surface of it formoments, like a thrown stone skipping across a river. I listened to th estorm rant and rave outside, and toward dawn I heard it finally give up , more from weariness than satisfaction . 



I arose to a world washed clean, to blue skies and a fresh, cold windsweeping the world. Such mornings usually energized me, but today I fel told and stiff and hampered by my weight. I was hungry, yet too bleak t owant to prepare food for myself. The swollen beans had burst thei rwrinkled skins; they looked disgusting. I nudged them closer to the coal sand covered them to continue their slow cooking. I hated myself for bein gtoo stupid and greedy to save some of yesterday’s loaf to break my fast. Itoasted the remaining bacon on a skewer over the fire, ate some, an ddropped the rest into the bean pot When I went for water, the tal lstanding grass soaked me to the knees. When I stood up from dipping u pa bucketful, I looked up at the forest on the hillside above me. I felt a necho of the wonder I’d felt once before at such a sight. But in the nex t





instant, a wash of fear swept through me. I imagined slogging through wetleaves while water dripped down on me and tangled roots tripped me .Buzzing insects would sting me, to say nothing of the threat of poisonou ssnakes and the larger predators of the forestlands. No. I wanted nothing t odo with the forest. 

I turned away from that gloomy, dangerous place ,wishing my cabin were not so close to it. I hurried away with my bucket . 



I made a morning of heating water, washing my clothes and myself, andstringing a clothesline inside my cabin to dry my clothing. I put on m ycavalla hat, a jacket that would not button, and a shirt and a pair o f trousers still damp from washing. I built up the fire in the vain hope tha tthe rest of my clothing would be dry when I returned, saddled up adisgruntled Clove, and rode back to Gettys. My cavalla hat was m y admission though the gates. I went back to Colonel Haren’s office. I had n osuccess in getting in to see him. When I told his desk sergeant that I

wanted to request supplies to build a shelter for my horse, he seemedshocked that I’d have the ambition for such a task. He filled out arequisition form for me, acquiescing to everything I asked him for, bu t taking such a long time to do it that I felt I’d spent half my life in the offic ebefore he gave it to me. I told him that I wished to speak to the colone labout creating a supply of coffins against the projected need in plagu etime, and that I wished to discuss the wisdom of digging grave s beforehand. 



His smile might have been a grimace. “Well, aren’t you the ambitious one?Do what you think needs doing, soldier. Either no one will notice it, o rsomeone will complain about it.” He smiled at his own jest and sent me o nmy way. The supply sergeant took the requisition form from me, glance dat it, and then told me to help myself to what I needed in the warehouse .When I asked for the use of a wagon to haul it, he shrugged and told m eagain to take what I needed. The warehouse was worse. I finally found th e men on duty behind the warehouse, leaning against the back wall an dsmoking. Three of the four were bony plague survivors. I doubted they ha dthe muscle to lift a hammer. I showed them my form, and they told me, a sthe sergeant had, that I might take what I needed. In the end, that wa swhat I did. I found a cart and a heavy harness, stiff with disuse. I pu tpatient Clove between the traces. The lumber was of poor quality, the nai lkegs were jumbled together, and there was no order to any of it. I too kwhat I wanted, including corn, oats, a sack of hay, and a currying brus h for Clove, and loaded it all myself. When I was finished, I found thewarehouse sergeant out at the back with his men. I asked him if he’d lik eto inventory what I’d taken. “I’ll trust you,” he replied, and did not eve nwalk around to look at the laden wagon. It seemed to tax his ambition t owalk as far as his untidy office, where he put a sloppy signature on m yform and thrust it back at me. I left there feeling vaguely insulted by th ewhole procedure. Before I left town, I took my letter to the dispatch offic eand paid a breathtaking fee to have it delivered. Then I went to th einfirmary to visit Hitch again. He was much as he had been the da ybefore. When I complained about how slack discipline seemed at Getty sand the apathetic warehouse men, he grinned lazily. He motioned m ecloser to his bedside, as if to tell me a secret, and then said softly, “The ydanced it out of us, lad. You went to the end of the road, didn’t you? ” 



“Yes, I did. I didn’t find it humorous, Hitch.” 







“That’s Lieutenant Hitch, soldier!” he said sharply, and when I flinched, helaughed softly. “You should see what happens every time they try to send aroad work crew into the forest. Half of them can’t remember their ow n

names by the day’s end, and in a week, you might get a day’s worth ofwork done. Try it sometime yourself. Go walking into the forest. You’ll fee lit. You feel it already, I’ll wager. I’m surprised you had the sand to get thi sfar.” He lay back in his bed and let his eyes droop closed. “Don’t fight it ,Never. 

There’s no point in fighting it. Your pay’s the same whether yo uwork or slack. Relax, trooper. ” 



I put it down to the laudanum. As I stood up to leave, he reminded me, 

“Hey. You didn’t salute me when you came in.” 





I could not tell if his words were a rebuke or a jest. I stood and gave himmy best salute. He rewarded me with a faint laugh and a feeble wave of hi shand. I pulled my coat tighter around me as I emerged onto th ewindswept street. If this were a foretaste of winter, I’d soon need to d osomething about my wardrobe. The bleakness of Gettys struck me all ove ragain. Everywhere I looked, neglect met my eyes. 

Weeds straggled alon gthe sides of the street. The paint was peeling from the fronts of th ebuildings, and shutters hung crookedly. Although people moved on th estreets, there was no bustle. A young soldier, his shirt stained with ol dgravy, walked past me, his eyes on the ground. I wondered if morale wa salways so low at this post, or if the stormy weather were to blame . 



The lone exception was a young woman in a blue gown with voluminousskirts. The wind had pressed her skirts against her legs, effectivel yhobbling her. She wore a heavy black cloak as well, and this the win dwhipped wildly. She was struggling with it and a market basket sh ecarried, and did not notice my scrutiny. “Drat!” she exclaimed sharpl ywhen the wind wrenched the garment free of her. It took flight down th estreet like a crippled blackbird, and she raced after it and captured it b ymaking a wild leap and landing on it with both feet. As she picked up th eflapping cloak from the muddy ground, I suddenly recognized her. Epiny .My cousin was older than when I had last seen her. A moment later, Irevised that. 

No. She was dressing as a woman now, but if she ha dmatured in any way, it did not show . 



As I stared at her, a sergeant hurrying out the door of the store bumpedinto me. “Stop blocking the door,” he barked at me. Then as he caugh tsight of Epiny in the street, he glared at me. “Oaf. You’d rather stand an dleer at a woman than offer her help. Get out of my way. ” 



He hurried across the street to offer his aid. She thrust the heavy basket athim and then spun in a circle, letting the wind lift the muddied cloa k





wide, before she sort of danced herself into it, finally trapping it aroundher. There was a large dirty patch on the back of it now. I blushed for ho w

foolish she looked as I heard her thanking the man for his help. I thinkshe felt my stare. They both glanced toward me, and I found mysel f

lowering my head and turning to one side. She did not know me. The brimof my cavalla hat hid my face, and there was nothing about my body tha tshe could possibly recognize. I walked quickly around the wagon an dclimbed up onto the seat. I could not find a clear thought for why I wa savoiding her. “I’m not ready,” I muttered to myself. “Not yet. Let me ge tsettled, and then I’ll make myself known to them.” I took the wheel brak eoff and shook the reins, and Clove leaned into his harness. I think he wa sgrateful to be back to pulling rather than being ridden. The ride hom etook longer than when I’d ridden horseback. The road had been soaked b ythe rain, leaving the ruts full of standing water. As I let Clove pick his way ,I tried to sort out my thoughts and feelings on seeing Epiny. I’d felt tha tlift of anticipation at the sight of a familiar face, followed by my surpris ethat she and undoubtedly Spink were here and settled in already. Fo r

some reason, I thought it would take them far longer to transfer theirhome. I thought of how pleasant it would be to call on them, to sit down t oa meal and talk of people we knew. And then I laid my own dread bare t omyself: that would never happen now. Cousin or not, Epiny was a n officer’s wife. Spink was no longer Spink to me: he was Lieutenant Kester.By now they probably had their own circle of friends among the othe ryoung officers stationed at Gettys. What could I be to them, save a nembarrassment? Yet even as such a thought came to me, I knew tha tEpiny and Spink would both stand by me, whatever my rank or physica lcondition . 



Yet it was not their reaction but my own that concerned me. Could I salutemy best friend and stand before him and wish him well, without spoilin g

it with the greenest of envy? Could either Spink or I make Epinyunderstand that no matter what had gone before, Spink was now a nofficer and I merely an enlisted man, and thus could not fraternize wit h any comfort? All I could see would be discomfort, embarrassment, an dshame on my part. I felt the greatest wave of revulsion that I had ever fel tfor my body at that moment. It surrounded and engulfed me in a wall o fyielding flesh. I felt it with every jounce of the cart, how my thighs me tand my elbows rested against the roll of fat that masked my ribs. I felt th eheaviness of my jowls and cheeks. It was even in how my hat sat upon m yhead. My soldier’s hat, the sole symbol that I was a soldier son. When I reached home, I turned to what I always could rely on to empty my mind.Iworked. The sack of hay became stuffing for my mattress. It was clean an dfragrant, and Clove would not miss it. I unloaded my building supplies , 

and put the harness in my storage shed. I’d take the cart back to Gettys tomorrow, I decided. I doubted anyone would miss it. 



It was a chill day, but I was soon sweating. I’d decided that Clove’s shelterwould be attached to the toolshed, to save myself constructing one wall. Iworked with shovel and pickax to level an area next to it 



that would mak ea generous box stall for the big horse. Setting the two uprights made m ewish I had another set of hands and eyes to help me. I felt it even mor ekeenly when putting up the supports for the roof. The carpentry was adifferent sort of work than I’d done in months, and I lost myself in th esimple pleasure of working steadily and watching what I had imagine dtake shape. The smell of the sawdust, the rhythm and sound of a nai lsquarely driven, the satisfaction that comes when the final plank fits snu gand true in a wall: there is a lot to be said for honest work and the eas ethat it can bring to a troubled heart. 

The dimness of the early night ha dcrept up on me before I was finished. I felt more satisfaction over that stal lthan I had over signing my enlistment papers. When I poured the cor ninto the grain box, Clove came gratefully into his new shelter. I went int omy little cabin, taking my mucky boots off by the door. I built up the fir eagain and lifted the lid off my bean pot. Fragrant steam rose gratifyingly. Ihung up my cloak, and then dismantled my makeshift clothesline an dfolded or hung my extra clothing. As I put it all neatly away, I tried t oretain the sense of satisfaction I’d felt earlier. I set my little table with m ycutlery and bowl, and ladled myself a generous helping of the baked beans .I had tea to go with it, and sugar. I ate my meal with pleasure, perche dcarefully on my rickety chair. Tomorrow, I resolved, I’d remedy that. 

I’ d

make myself something that not only could accept my weight but would becomfortable to sit on . 



As night lowered outside and the world grew chill and black, I was safeand warm within my shelter. I had much to be grateful for, and very littl eto complain about, I told myself. Nevertheless, when I sought m y

now-softened bed that night, a bleakness of heart settled on me oncemore. 






CHAPTER SEVENTEENROUTINE DUT Y

I began each day with a patrol of the cemetery, shovel in hand. DiligentlyIrepaired animal damage to any grave. I made notes of headboards tha twould soon need replacing, jotting down information that migh t otherwise be lost. I maintained the paths and improved them, evening ou tthe ruts and adding drainage. 

And every day, I dug a fresh grave. Imeasured them precisely, and dug them deep and straight-edged. I mounded the soil so it would not fall back into my excavations. I did thi spast the time when the frosts came and froze the ground. I stopped onl y

when the snows began. My diligence was the only reason that when Narina Geddo died from pleurisy at six years, three months, and five days,an open grave was waiting . 

I knew Narina Geddo’s age to the day because I was informed that one ofmy duties as cemetery guard was to carve the grave markers. I did hers i nmy cabin one long evening. I put the plank on my table and puzzled ou thow to engrave the letters and numbers into the wood with the few tools Ihad. I’d never been a whittler, but I fancy that I did well enough. I thre wthe chips and shavings into my fire as I worked, and when I was finished ,for good measure, I heated the poker and burned black each letter an dnumber in the hopes they would remain legible a bit longer . 



The next day I drove to town with a coffin in the back of my cart. Clovesnorted and steamed as the cart 



jolted along over the frozen ruts of th eroad. When I stopped outside the small house that belonged to Corpora lGeddo, his older daughter opened the door, looked out, and gave a wil dshriek of fear. “It’s a croaker-bird man, come for little Narrie! Papa, don’ tlet him eat her!” I heard later that the tale of her words scampere d

through the town and brought laughter to those untouched by the tragedy.But that day, no one laughed at her words. I bowed my head and held m ytongue. I suppose that with my cold-reddened face and flapping blac kcloak, I did look like one of Orandula’s carrion birds.  The little girl’ ssolemn father came to my cart and wordlessly took the coffin from it. I sa tand waited in the biting wind. A time passed, and then he and anothe rman carried it back and loaded it. It weighed very little. I wondered if I’ dbeen thoughtless, bringing such a large box for such a small body. Iwondered if a man so gripped by grief could care about such things. Clov eand I led, and the small funeral procession of men and women on foot an d horseback followed. 



I had cleared the grave cavity of fallen snow the night before, so there wasa trodden path for the mourners to follow. I did not stand with th eattendees. Instead, I watched from a distance as the family lowered thei rchild into the frozen earth, and Gettys’ sole priest, a thin, pale plagu esurvivor, said words over her. When they were gone, I went back with m ypickax and shovel to break the frozen mound of snowy soil into lumps tha tthundered down on her coffin as I shoveled them in. It seemed a harsh an d cruel sound, and heartless somehow to bury a little girl beneath froze nclods of earth. Yet, in a way, I was proud of myself. Without my foresigh t

to dig a grave, I was told, her little body would have been stored in thecoffin and toolshed until spring softened the earth and she could b edecently buried. So they had done in years past. Putting such a youn gchild to rest put me in mind of Amzil and her brood. I had not thought o f her in weeks, and her carry sack that I had borrowed still hung on my wall.That day I resolved I would make good on my promise to myself, and als oattempt again to win an audience with the colonel. I saddled Clove in th edim afternoon, and rode to town . 



I was less of a spectacle than I had been when I first arrived. I still heardthe occasional sniggering remark as I passed, but fewer folks stopped an dstared. They’d probably had their fill of doing it. Now that I lived amon gthem, I’d lost my novelty. I came to town several times a week to take ameal in the mess hall with the other troopers. I’d found Rollo’s Tavern an dclaimed my beer and admitted my Gettys sweat. People knew me a sNevare the cemetery guard, and some I called friend. It did not mean , however, that everyone regarded me kindly or even neutrally. It stil lunnerved me to find that my size stirred feelings of extreme dislike i npeople, even when I had given them no other cause to take offense . 



My pay as a common soldier was not generous, but I had relatively fewwants, and I’d been very stingy with the money that Yaril had slipped int omy pack, so I still had a small cache of funds. I took my saved money t otown and tried to be wise in the gifts I bought for Amzil and her children .In the mercantile, I bought red woolen fabric, four loaves of barley suga rshaped like flowers, a box of tea, and a small round cheese. I’d alread yspent more than I’d intended when I saw the book of nursery tales wit h hand-colored pictures in it. It would be a foolish gift, I told myself. None o fthem could read it, and the price was very dear. Nonetheless, I foun dmyself giving over the money for it and sliding it into the worn 



rucksac kwith the other items. “That’s more than I meant to spend,” I observe dinnocuously as I counted out the scrip on the counter. “What you want i tfor, anyway? Going to read stories to the dead?” The young son of th estoreowner had been waiting on me. He looked as if he were about twelve ,or perhaps a very unhealthy fourteen. Since I’d walked in, he’d regarde dme with the same disdain he exhibited to me every time I came in fo rsupplies. I was weary of him, but his father’s store had the best supplies i n Gettys. Nowhere else could I have found a picture book, let alone barle ysugar shaped like flowers . 



“It’s a present,” I said gruffly. 

“For who?” he demanded, as if he had the right. 

“Some children I know. Good day.” I turned to leave. 

“A bit early for Dark Eve gifts,” he observed to my back. I shrugged oneshoulder by way of response. I was nearly out the door when another voic espoke behind me. “Nevare? ” 

Despite myself, I turned to my name. A young man in a lieutenant’s uniform had stepped out from behind a tall rack of tools. The momentIrecognized Spink, I turned away again. I headed for the door as if I’d neve rpaused. “Wait!” I heard Spink exclaim. I didn’t. I was out the door an dmounting Clove before he caught up with me . 



“Nevare! It is you! It’s me, Spink! Don’t you know me?” 



“Excuse me, sir. I believe you’re mistaken, sir.” I was shocked he knew me.I scarcely would have recognized myself as the trim academy cadet I’ donce been. I avoided looking at him . 



Spink looked up at me incredulously. “Are you saying that I don’t knowwho I am, or that I don’t recognize you? ” 



“Sir, I don’t think you know me. Sir.” 



“Nevare, this is ridiculous! I can’t believe you’re going to insist on thisbizarre charade. ” 



“Yes, sir, I am. May I be dismissed, sir?” 









“Huh.” He breathed out in a harsh sound of disbelief. “Yes. Dismissed,soldier. 

Whatever is the matter with you? What’s become of you?” If he expectedan answer, he didn’t get one. I rode away from him. The afternoon wa salready dark, the yellow lights of Gettys leaking out from the small house sand businesses. The streets were all dirty churned snow over hard ice ruts .Clove’s big round hooves threw up chunks of frozen muck as I urged hi minto a ponderous trot. I rode him toward the gates, but when I judged tha tSpink would no longer be staring after me, I turned him aside to go t o Colonel Haren’s headquarters I resolved that I would not let my encounte rwith Spink rattle me from my course. I told myself that I’d done what wa sbest for both of us. Spink was a lowly lieutenant, still new to Gettys, a nofficer with no years of experience behind him nor good socia lconnections. It would not do him any good to admit that he was related b ymarriage to the fat gravedigger. No. It was best to leave everything as i twas. My life served a useful purpose. Actually, I was more than useful. Iwas succeeding at a task where all others had failed. Perhaps I was no tserving my king as an illustrious officer; perhaps I would never lead abattle charge or win the day for Gernia. But then, neither would Spink, i nhis role overseeing food supplies and deliveries for the fort. In reality, ho wmany soldiers ever did win a burst of glory? Even if I’d completed th eacademy, like as not I’d have ended up doing some mindless task, much a sSpink had. It was not so bad, what I did. It was necessary. Even Colone lHaren said as much. That day, I finally managed to get in to see him. Ithink it was more his sergeant’s decision than his. I’d been coming i n

every third day, and each day been turned away. When I’d tried to voicemy concerns to his sergeant, he’d gravely informed me that as I wa soutside the chain of command, reporting directly to the colonel, he coul dnot help me. That afternoon when I walked into his room, the sergean thad sighed heavily, flipped a hand at the door, and suggested sourly, “G oahead. Try your luck. Don’t blame me if it’s all bad. ” 





“Thank you.” I’d immediately crossed to the door and knocked briskly.When the colonel barked irritably, “What is it?” I’d taken advantage of th equery to enter and present myself . 



Colonel Haren did not look surprised to see me. He was exactly as I’d seenhim weeks before, as if he hadn’t moved the whole time. He still wore hi ssmoking jacket and cavalla trousers. This time, at least, he had tw oslippers on his feet. As before, the warmth in his room was overpowering .After a glance at me, he went back to staring at his roaring fire. “Well. Iknew you’d be back, trying to go back on your word. 

‘I’ll do anything,’ yo usaid, didn’t you? Now I know what you’ll say. Can’t cut it, can you? Di dyou come to me to beg me to reassign you, or threaten to desert? Or wil lyou say you’re ill? I’ve seen better men than you fail at this assignment . 

‘He won’t last,’ I told myself when I gave it to you. And here you are.”I was startled. “Sir? ” 



“Now you’re going to tell me all the same stories I’ve heard before. Hauntsand ghosties wafting out of 



the trees at night. Loneliness that cuts to th ebone. Strange chill winds when you walk through the cemetery, even on asunny day. Odd scratching sounds at night, and an utter discouragemen twith your life that you cannot shake. Thoughts of suicide. I’m right, aren’ tI?” Although all of those things sounded somewhat familiar, I shook m yhead. “No, sir. I’m here to discuss gravedigging, coffins, and what I a m allowed to do about renewing the markers on the old graves. Some ar escarcely legible anymore. Were any written records kept of who wa sburied where? ” 



His eyes widened at me. “Well, what would be the sense in that?” 



“For their relatives, sir. So they might know where their sons are buried.In case they came to Gettys to visit the grave. ” 



He shrugged that off. “The ones that really care about such things pay tohave them carted home. The others…well. If you’ve the time and it give syou comfort, repair the markers as best you can. Dismissed. 

” 



“Sir, that isn’t the only reason I came.” 

He compressed his lips and knotted his fists. Then he swung his feet off hishassock and sat up straight to face me. “Do your duty, soldier! If grave s

are being desecrated, then it’s your own fault for not guarding them wellenough! If a body is taken, it’s up to you to track it down, untangle it fro mthe tree, bring it back, and rebury it. Quietly. And I for one do not car ehow many times you have to do it! So do it and don’t complain. ” 



I was shocked, stunned to silence. I finally had a complete description ofwhat my job was to entail. “No bodies have been stolen, sir,” I managed t osay. “But I would like to talk to you about coffins, sir. I think a read ysupply of sturdy coffins might be good planning. To prevent the very sor tof desecration you’ve spoken about. ” 



He seemed very relieved that I was neither trying to quit nor reportingstolen bodies. “What do you want, man? ” 



“I’ve looked at the cemetery and how it has been filled. It’s obvious to methat at regular intervals, such as every summer, we are overwhelmed wit hSpeck plague victims. Bodies are buried in one communal trench, withou tcoffins. I’d like to remedy that, sir. I’ve begun by digging surplus graves .Now I’d like to suggest that we warehouse coffins. If we built them no wand set them by, any man who died would at 



least be assured of th edignity of a proper burial. ” 



“Oh, and that would be a real morale booster, wouldn’t it, trooper? I couldaddress the whole regiment, 

‘Well, fellows, seeing as how the foul weathe rand utter lack of anything of cultural significance in this godforsake nposting has left you idle, I propose that you each build at least one coffi neach, so that when summer arrives with the heat, dust, and plague to en dyour miserable existence here, you’ll be assured of a nice burial.’ ” 



I was aghast. “I didn’t mean it like that, sir. Only that, well, prudencedictates that recognizing that a problem exists and taking measure sagainst it is…” I faltered to a halt. That bit of wisdom had come from a nengineering instructor at the academy . 



“Quite so. But a warehouse full of coffins might not create the bestimpression on visiting dignitaries the next time…if there is a next time… ”Now his voice dwindled away. I read in his silence thwarted ambition an ddreams gone awry. “This is a dreadful post,” he said quietly. “I was a nambitious man when I arrived here. Now look at me. I can’t get out of m yown path. Something about this place sucks the heart out of a man ,trooper. The rate of desertion, suicide, and plain dereliction of duty defie sall common sense.” He stopped, and suddenly seemed to realize that h ewas talking to someone so far his subordinate that we could have nothin g

in common. He sighed. 



“Very well. You are correct. We would be prudent to take measuresagainst the inevitable. But I shall not order the building of coffins. I shal lauthorize the men to acquire a supply of wood, saw it into lumber, an dkeep a supply of the needed dimensions to build coffins. Acquiring th ewood will be a difficult enough task. Are you satisfied? I’ll issue the order sthat will ready planks for our yearly devastation. ” 



“I’m sorry that it was necessary for me to ask, sir,” I said quietly. “AndIthank you for granting my request.” I longed to know more about th eother things he had mentioned, but there was no acceptable way for me t oask those questions. I turned to go . 



“Burvelle.” 





I turned back to him. “Yes, sir?” 









“You’re not very good at deception, are you?” 





I stared at him, flummoxed. He said nothing. I think it took over a minutefor me to comprehend what I’d done. He’d called me by my proper nam eand I’d responded. I looked down at the floor. “No, sir. I suppose I’m not. ” 





He sighed. “Neither am I. Your father would prefer that you not know he’saware you are here. But I’m in command of this fort, not him. And I’m no tgoing to play cat-and-mouse with any of my troopers.” He turned an dlooked back at the fire. “He must have sent the dispatches out the sam eday you left. I suspect he sent them to every place he thought it likely you’ dtry to enlist. He stated, quite coldly, that you had no right to call yoursel fhis son or to use his name anymore. ” 





I felt like someone had fisted me in the gut and driven all the air from mylungs. I hadn’t thought my father’s ire would push him so far. “That’s m yfather,” I said quietly. “Always smoothing the path for me. 

” 



“Indeed,” Colonel Haren replied grimly. “But I should let you know that healso wrote that you were a soldier son, destined by the good god to serve a sa soldier, and that if any of us saw fit to sign you on, wretchedly unfit a syou were, we had his blessing to do whatever we thought best, no matte rhow harsh, to hammer some sort of a soldier out of you. Even so, when Ifirst set eyes on you, I didn’t want to take you in. He’d made you sound lik ea whining spoiled rich man’s son, hiding from his duty. You impressed m ewhen you said you’d take any post, no matter how dirty. So I signed yo u on. Today you’ve surprised me. In a good way, I’ll add. I don’t regretletting you enlist with my regiment.” There was an awkward paus ebetween us . 



Then I said quietly, “Thank you, sir.” 



“Don’t thank me. It’s not a favor to you. It’s a matter of my own ethics.”Ahint of steel was shining 



through the rust on the officer. Truth to tell, I wa sglad to see it. I remained at attention, looking straight ahead at the di mtapestry on the wall. I wondered if he’d report back to my father. Did Iwant him to? I kept my mouth shut. He’d tell me what he wanted me t oknow. He took a breath and then let it out rapidly, as if he’d decide dsomething. He changed the topic abruptly. “Burvelle, I deplore th e

‘initiation’ that most of our recruits are put through. But I assume youendured it. What did you think of it? Speak freely. ” 



“It was horrible, sir. But it did do what everyone told me it would do.I now understand our mission. And how hopeless it is.” 



“I was afraid you’d come to that conclusion. Far too many of my officersand men have. I sit here, day after day, and ponder my dilemma. I’ve aroad to build. But no one can get close enough to the end of it to push i tany further. We can’t even seem to finish the approach to it. You’r eacademy-trained, in leadership as well as engineering, I assume. So wit hall that fancy schooling, I’d hope that you’d have an insight for me ,perhaps. ” 



I didn’t, but I didn’t want to state it that baldly. “I only went for a year, sir.And it was interrupted by the plague. ” 



“Nonetheless, you come from a good bloodline. New noble’s son or not, theblood of the old Burvelle line runs through you. Continue as you’ve begun ,and I’ll see that you get a chance to rise through the ranks. You’ll have t oearn it, but I want you to know that I’ll not hold you down because of you rfather’s ire. Nor raise you because of your name. ” 



“Thank you, sir.” His words kindled something in me, a hope that I’dthought had died. I suddenly burned with the need to distinguish mysel fbefore this man, as more than just a cemetery guard. “Sir, I see three way sto approach the dilemma of the road. ” 



“Well. Let’s have them.” 



“The first is obvious and I’m sure it has been tried. Go around whatever itis.” 



He shook his head. “The road’s development follows the old trading trailsthat go up and eventually 



through the mountains. There is one good pas s

fit for the King’s Road. Unless we intend to level hills and fill in valleys formiles, this is the best and only approach. What are your other tw othoughts, trooper? ” 



I’d heard as much from the other men. There was seldom a night that thedilemma of the road was not discussed in every tavern. Farleyto nRegiment had fallen on hard times, but they still had their pride. If ther ewas a way to succeed at this damnable mission, they wanted to find it . 



“Find a way to shield the men from the terror.” 



He furrowed his brow. “Do you have any practical suggestions for doingthat? Are you saying you think armor would stop it? ” 



“No, sir. But it’s well known that sometimes drink will make a cautiousman foolishly bold. Can a man be numbed to the terror, yet still aler tenough to carry on his work? ” 



“You’re suggesting liquor. Or a drug?” 



“Laudanum seemed to set Scout Hitch’s mind at ease over his injuries.”He gave a short sharp nod to himself. “That’s a new suggestion. I’ll spea kto the post doctors and see if there’s any value in it. And your thir dthought? ” 



“Find what causes the terror, sir, and stop it. From the talk I’ve heard, theold trading trail was used for generations. Now no one can pass that way ,and the Specks have to come down to trade. So I speculate that somethin gcaused that fear to, well, to start. It wasn’t always there. And if somethin gcan be made to start, perhaps it can be made to stop. ” 



He pursed his lips and then sucked them in as if he’d forgotten his mouthwasn’t holding a pipe. “That’s an…unusual way to see it. But sometime sthat’s how you get around a problem. Looking it at from a new angle.” H enodded to himself and for a short time stared at the lampshade. I hope dhe was pondering some new thought rather than completely forgettin gthat I was still standing there. I summoned up all my nerve. “Sir. May Iask a question? ” 







“You may.” 



“Does the king know what we face here? Does General Brodg?” 



“Attempts have been made to explain it to the king. He did not accept theexplanation. As for General Brodg, he has, as have the rest of us ,experienced a Gettys sweat. Often, when I hear him criticized as havin gtoo much sympathy for the common soldier, I think that perhaps that is a tthe base of it. He has come to Gettys; he has seen what we face here, no t

just the terror, but the plague.” He suddenly cleared his throat, perhapsfeeling he’d said too much to a common soldier. “You’re dismissed ,trooper. Back to your duties. Tell the sergeant to write up the orders t ohave the carpentry shop turn out planks of a proper length for fifty coffins ,but not to phrase it that way. I’m sure he can deal with that. And b eassured that I’ll be watching you, Burvelle. Burve. 

Dismissed. ” 



I about-faced smartly and left the room. After a brief conference with thesergeant, during which I wondered if he were also aware of my secret, Ileft the headquarters and went back out in the street . 

I’d left the colonel’s office with more questions than I’d come with.Icouldn’t decide if our commander were mildly insane or a damn goo dofficer. The chance that he might be both was particularly unsettling . 

The colonel’s unpredictable mood and my chance encounter with Spin khad disturbed me. I decided that rather than go back to my cabin an d

dwell on those things, I’d take my meal at the mess with the other enlistedmen. It was something I did occasionally, when I was in a mood to endur egibes and mockery for the sake of some socializing. Some of the men wer ealmost my friends. The mess was in a long, two-storey building. The lowe rroom was for the enlisted men; the officers always went up the stairs to amore genteel atmosphere. At one end of the big open room, there was akitchen, with three large hearths for cooking and big ovens built abov ethem for turning out enough bread to feed everyone. It was probabl yhellishly hot in summer, but in winter the heat from the cooking and th esmells of the food made it a welcome oasis. The ceiling was low an d darkened with smoke. In the enlisted men’s mess, the floor was made o frough timber and permanently filthy. The tables were battered wood, an dthe long benches were uncomfortable and awkward for me, but I’d com e

to like the noisiness of the place. I missed the sounds of people talking,laughing, and eating almost as much as I missed my books and lessons .My glimpse of Spink had brought all those memories back afresh . 



Ebrooks and Kesey were seated when I came in. I picked up a large bowl ofsteaming mutton stew and four fresh rolls of bread and went to join them .They were not the brightest of fellows. Their summer duty was to keep th egrass in the cemetery mowed down. In winter, they shoveled snow o rcleared ice from the walkways. In the plague season, they dug graves . 







“Hey, Fats,” Ebrooks greeted me without malice. He called Kesey “Curly.”The man was nearly bald. 

“How’s the gravedigging business these days? ” 



“Cold,” I told him, and he laughed as if it were funny. Then Ebrookslowered his face to his soup bowl to spoon up more food. He always at e

like that. His spoon never had to travel more than a couple of inches.I sampled mine. It tasted like wet sheep smelled. 



“What brings you to town?” Kesey asked. He was an older man and hadlost several teeth in the front of his mouth, but I didn’t know if it were t ofighting or rot. He made a lot of sucking noises at meals as he freed th efood trapped in his mouth . 



“I had some questions for the colonel. And I wanted to do some shopping.Do either of you know anyone who’s headed west on the road soon? I’v egot a package I’d like delivered.” I stirred the stew in my bowl. A quarte rof an onion, three carrots, and some crumbling lumps of potato. Ther e were two gristly lumps of meat coiled defensively in the bottom of the bowland little slivers of meat in the flour-thickened broth. And pepper. Lots o fpepper. I think it was the only spice they used. I chose the carrot first. I thad been cooked too long; its texture was gone. But the flavor had lingere dand I savored it . 



“Delivered where?” Kesey demanded, breaking into my food reverie. 

“Dead Town. There’s a woman named Amzil there, with three kids. Sheput me up for a while and loaned me a rucksack. It’s time to send it bac kto her. ” 



“Oooooh, Amzil. Yessir. That’s a nice bit, when you can get it. I’msurprised you don’t want to ‘deliver’

that yourself.” Ebrooks waggled hi stongue appreciatively . 



“It’s nothing like that. Just a return for hospitality.” I tried not to let myannoyance show . 



“You’re out of luck, Fats. All the carters have stopped for the winter. Ifawinter storm catches you on the 



road this time of year, you’re a dead man .Snow comes down, wind blows it smooth, and whoops, where did tha troad go? Most of them won’t chance it. There won’t be much traffic unti l spring. You might find a scout heading out that way, but good luck gettinga favor from any of them. You might have to make the trip yourself if yo uwant it delivered. Just go. Who’s to know? ” 



“I might,” I lied. My feelings about Amzil were decidedly mixed. I wantedto send her the gifts, not just for the children’s joy but to make her thin kwell of me. At the same time, I wasn’t sure I wanted to see her again. I’ dheard too many men casually refer to her as the Dead Town whore. Iwasn’t sure I could visit her without her seeing that in my eyes . 



“I think that one of the scouts might take it for you. Hitch, or that newfellow, Tibber, Tiber, whatever his name is. ” 



“Lieutenant Tiber? He’s here?” 

“You know him?” Ebrooks looked surprised. 





“Not really. I’ve heard of him.” 





“What did you hear?” 





“Oh, just rumors. He’s a noble’s son, isn’t he? Didn’t he go to theacademy? ” 





“Who cares? Jumped-up bastards.” Kesey sounded disgusted that I’d evengive it a thought. As far as they knew, I was a common soldier’s son, a sthey were. They expected me to share their disdain for officers who wer eborn to that calling. That stung, but I nodded and went back to my food .The potatoes were as overcooked at the carrots. The bread was good ,though. I tore the bread and used the pieces to mop up the peppery broth .I thought about the food, not about Tiber and the ambitions we had onc e 



shared. The jealousy of the old nobles’ sons had dashed his hopes. M ybrush with Speck magic had stolen mine. Ebrooks broke into my thought sagain. “What’d you ask the colonel? ” 





“I asked him if we could stockpile more coffins. We know the plague isgoing to come again. It comes every summer. And from what I can see ,every summer, we run out of graves and coffins and the time to mak emore, and end up burying our dead in a trench. I just thought we coul dadmit what happens, and have coffins ready. I’ve been doing my part. Idig a new grave every day. ” 





“Aye. See. I told you he wasn’t going to go off like Rheims did.” Ebrooksaddressed this to Kesey . 





“Who’s Rheims?” I demanded. 



“Last fellow who had your job.” Kesey paused to suck noisily at the gaps inhis teeth. “He come to town three times, begging the colonel to pu tsomeone else out there. Then he killed himself. Or so some say. 

Som efellows said they saw him dead over his gun, then come to town to repor tit. When they sent us out there to see, there wasn’t anything there. N ogun, no body. ” 



“No blood?” I asked them. 



They looked at one another and shrugged. They didn’t know. They probably hadn’t looked for it. I suspected they’d felt only relief at nothaving a body to bury. They weren’t curious in that way, I suppose. I’ dmet them the second time I’d come to the mess hall to eat. 

They’d sa tdown beside me and introduced themselves as gravediggers an dcaretakers of the cemetery in summer. The graveyard was the commo nbond that made us friends . 



“Was his body ever found?” I asked. I expected that to be a negative.Again, they exchanged a glance. 

“We found it. Finally. And we brough thim back and buried him. ” 







“Where did you find it?” I felt resigned to having to pull the story fromthem a bit at a time . 



Kesey ran his tongue over his teeth, then opened his mouth withapopping sound . 





“The usual place. In a tree.” 





“Someone stole his body and left it in a tree?” 





“’Course in a tree. Where else?” 





I was bewildered. “Why a tree? Did an animal drag him up there?” 





“You might say that,” Kesey snickered. 





But Ebrooks was incredulous. “You don’t know about the bodies in thetrees? I thought sure they would have told you that when you took th e job.” 





I shook my head. “All I know is that I’m a soldier son, I needed to enlist,and after I helped Scout Hitch, Colonel Haren said he’d have me. And h eassigned me to guard the cemetery.” I knew a bit more, but I though tfeigning ignorance might encourage them to talk . 









Again, they shared a look. “And you said he had to be some kind of braveto take the job.” Ebrooks scoffed at Kesey. “Damn fool didn’t know a thin gabout what he was getting into! ” 



Their grins were wide but also uneasy when I said, “So why don’t you tellme, then? What about the fellows who have guarded the cemetery befor eme? What about the stolen bodies? ” 

“Well, ain’t all that much to tell,” Kesey said cheerily. “Sometimes ithappens, sometimes it doesn’t. You bury somebody, and poof, the next da ythe grave’s dug up and the body’s gone. Then you got to go into the fores tand look till you find it. And that’s damn hard, you know, cause one da ythe forest will be full of spooky noises and the next you’ll go in there an dunder the trees it’s so thick with weariness and discouragement, a ma ncan’t hardly keep his eyes open. But anyway, you find the body, tear i tfree, and bring it back and bury it again. Sometimes, if you’re lucky, i tstays buried. Sometimes you got to go get it again the next day. Easier th esecond time, because it will be in the same tree. But it will be worse fo r dragging it around, because the bodies go bad so fast, after a tree ha s been at it, you know.” 



They spoke so calmly, and I found myself nodding. A long-ago memorysurfaced, of words overheard in the night outside my father’s study. “Th eSpecks do it?” I asked . 



“Well, sure. Who else?” 





“Why?” 





“Because they’re savages, with no proper respect for the dead. They do itto mock us!” Ebrooks was adamant . 





“I don’t know about that,” Kesey said. “Some folks think they do it like it’sa sacrifice to their gods. ” 







“No. It’s to make fun of us, to force us to go into their damned forest. Thatplace is enough to drive a man mad. But we know we’ve got to go in there ,to get our own dead back. ” 



“Why is it so difficult to go into the forest?” I asked. “I live right near theedge of it. It’s not like the end of the road is. ” 



They looked at one another again, sharing their conviction of my idiocy.Idecided if they did it one more time, I might try knocking their head stogether. “Don’t you talk to anyone?” Ebrooks demanded. “Don’t yo uknow anything about the Specks? ” 



I fancied I knew a great deal more about the Specks than they did. BeforeI could phrase a more tactful thought, Kesey grinned and challenged me, 

“Why don’t you just try going into the forest, Nevare? Find out foryourself.” 



“I probably will, but I’d like to know—” My request was cut short byasergeant bellowing their names. 

They both rose hastily and followed him . 

The sergeant gave me a disdainful glare before he turned and led themaway. I knew the man slightly. His name was Hoster, and he was the ma nwho had helped Epiny with her cloak that windy day. He’d formed a ba dopinion of me that day and had never troubled to change it. He seemed t ofind my fat a personal affront. Today his harassment was veiled, limited t osending away my dining companions on some trivial task . 



I sat by myself, finishing my cooling stew and savoring the fresh bread.Ilet myself focus on the bread, how it tore between my fingers, on th edifference between the brown crust and the softer interior. I felt my teet hbreak it down with my chewing, the satisfaction of swallowing. This, Icould always rely on. 

Food never failed me . 



I cleared my place at the table. Most of the men were dispersing. As I wasleaving, Lieutenant Tiber entered. He let the door bang shut behind hi mand stepped to one side to unwind a long muffler from around his face an dthroat before taking off the heavy woolen cloak he wore . 



I had not seen him since he’d left the academy to become a scout. I stillcould not look at him without 



feeling a measure of guilt. If I had spoke nup sooner about what I’d seen the night he was beaten and left for dead ,perhaps scandal would not have stained him. Winter aged him as it doe ssome men: he looked bitter, and the lines in his face were deepened by th eredness of his cheeks. The mud-spattered edge of his cloak seemed t oattest to a journey just completed. He glanced at me, grimaced wit hdistaste at my portliness, and then his eyes slid away, dismissing me a sbeing of no consequence. I watched him strip the gloves from his hands ;despite their protection, his hands were red with chilblains. I challenge dmyself to approach him and ask if he could carry my gifts to Amzil on hi snext mission in that direction. But he was an officer, and obviously tired ,cold, and in a hurry to get to hot food. I halted and he strode past m ewithout a glance. I left the mess hall. The ride home in the dark seeme dlonger than usual. The rucksack hung at my saddle, a bag full of goo dintentions. I idly wondered if Colonel Haren would grant me leave t odeliver my gifts myself. He’d probably think I was trying to desert. Then Iwondered if anyone would notice if I took half a dozen days to ride out t oDead Town and back. Would Amzil be glad to see me? 

Or would she thin kthat I’d heard of her reputation and come to try my luck with gifts? Iclenched my teeth. I had no time for a schoolboy’s infatuation based on awoman being civil to me . 



The year was coming to an end and the night seemed darker and the starscloser. Moonlight made the road a dirty streak between th e

snow-mounded fields. I trusted Clove to find his way home. The thoughts I’d been avoiding all evening occupied me. Was this duty my destiny, thesummit of my life’s ambition? 

Did my father know I was here? Did I hat ehim more for how he’d sought to be sure I couldn’t use his name to gai nfavor? I shook my head to clear it of thoughts of him. Almost immediately ,Spink came to mind. How long could I avoid him and my Cousin Epiny? I fSpink told Epiny he had seen me, I doubted it would be long. And the nwhat? She’d want to know every detail of my life and I didn’t think I coul d stomach a long confession, let alone her misguided good intentions to hel pme. Better for all of us if she never knew I was in Gettys. I offered a vai nprayer to the good god I had once so trusted that Spink would have th ecommon sense to hold his tongue and say nothing to Epiny . 



My spirits sank deeper when I perceived that the single window of mylittle cabin leaked yellow light into the night. I had left the fire banked o nthe hearth. For light to spill out from the closed shutters meant tha t someone had lit the lamp. I dismounted from Clove and dropped his reins ,creeping toward my dwelling cautiously. Who had intruded and what di dthey intend? Strangely, I did not fear robbers so much as I dreaded tha tSpink might have tracked me down. Then I recognized Renegad e standing outside my door. I advanced, relieved it was not Spink, butpuzzled as to why would Hitch visit me. I’d called on him several time swhile he was recovering from his cat attack, but each time, the difference sin our ranks had become more awkward. It had been some weeks since I’ dlast seen him. As I set my hand to the latch, I wondered how I should gree thim. I was annoyed that he would so freely enter my dwelling place; on th eother hand, on a night such as this, I could scarcely have expected him t o wait outside for me. Curiosity finally overwhelmed all else and I opene d the door. My cabin had undergone several changes since I’d first movedin. I’d built myself an ample chair, uglier but much sturdier than th eoriginal. I’d also reinforced the table and widened and strengthened th ebed. Hitch sat in the original spindly chair by the hearth. He didn’t startl ewhen I opened the door, but merely turned his face toward me with a slo wgrin. The aroma of fresh coffee filled my cabin . 







“Put the wood in the hole, boy. It’s cold out there.” I shut the door as hebade me. Hitch had shed his wet outer garments in an untidy heap on th efloor. 



“It’s pleasant to see you, sir,” I said stiffly. The smell of the hot coffeebeckoned me . 



“I left my ‘sir’ on the other side of your door. Pardon me if I don’t get up tofetch it.” He nodded at my pot full of his coffee. “Hope you don’t mind tha tI extended your hospitality to myself. It’s a black, cold night out there, an d

a man has to take comfort where he can.” He looked around my smallhome. “So. It looks like you’ve done well for yourself. ” 



I wasn’t sure if he meant to be sarcastic or not. “It’s better than someplaces I’ve been,” I said guardedly

. 



He laughed at my cautious tone. “Never, come on in and get comfortable.Pull up a chair, have a cup of coffee. After all, it’s your house. Your life. ” 



“That’s true,” I said pointedly. “Back in a moment, after I put up myhorse.” 



When I returned from seeing to Clove, Hitch had poured me a mug ofcoffee. Several apples sat on the table next to the mug. As I hung up m ycloak and muffler, I asked him, “How on earth did you get apples at thi stime of year? ” 



“I’m an officer. We have access to the better supplies.” He laughed at theexpression on my face. 

“You’re torn between ‘It’s not fair’ and ‘I shoul dhave been an officer, too, so I could have those unfair apples more often.’ ” 



“I think both statements are true,” I said with mangled dignity. 







“True has nothing to do with what is,” he said blithely. “Sit down, Never.Drink your coffee and eat an apple. Let us discuss our lives with on eanother. ” 



“Let’s not,” I said succinctly, but I took an apple and the mug from thetable and moved my chair to join him by the stove. “What really bring syou to visit me?” I asked after my first sip . 



“Renegade,” he said, and laughed at his own feeble joke. Then he clearedhis throat. “I don’t know, Never. I just had an impulse. Do you ever ge timpulses like that? You suddenly feel like you ought to do a thing withou tknowing why? ” 



“Not really,” I said. 



“Really?” he asked conversationally. “Let me rephrase that. Have you everdone something impulsively, and suddenly felt that your careless words o rpassing touch would have far greater significance than you’d intended? ” 



A creeping dread invaded my bones. “No, I don’t think so.” 



“I see. So you never attempted to enlist at a small courier station? And asyou left, you never departed with a quote from the Holy Writ? Somethin glike, ‘As you have seen to the needs of the stranger, so may your own want sbe met in your time of need?’ ” 



I sat very still, looking at him. He smiled mirthlessly. “I range a bit.Sometimes I go a bit beyond the scouting missions I’m sent on . 

Sometimes I’ve a mission of my own. Such as when I’m sent out to setsomething to rights after someone else has unbalanced it. ” 



“Do you do that often?” I managed to ask. The apple sat round,smooth-skinned, and untasted in my hand. I could smell it s

end-of-summer fragrance. It spoke of sweet juice and tart flesh just underthe red-streaked skin . 







“Not before you came along.” He shifted in his chair, stretching hisstockinged feet closer to the fire. 

“Things are pretty strange at that courie rstation, Never, my lad. Think about it. I’m guessing you wanted food an dthey sent you away empty-handed. They remember you quite well, by th eway. It was the day after you passed through that the first supply wago narrived empty. No one had any explanation. The wagon pulled in, th etroopies came out to unload, and the crates were empty. ” 



“Bizarre,” I managed to say. A stillness was growing inside me. 



“Once would be bizarre. The second supply wagon never arrived. Nor thethird. Well, let me make the tale short. In an incredible string of bad luc kand odd mishaps and inexplicable events, that particular courier stop ha sgone unsupplied since you—or someone very like you—passed through an dcursed it. 

At least, that’s how the tale is being told.” He paused for amoment and then added, “They’re not starving, exactly. They can go ou tand hunt for themselves. But it’s been very disruptive. A lot of people hav eheard about it and are paying attention to it. That could be bad for you , Never.” 



He was no longer asking if I’d done it, and I saw no point in denying it. 

“The words just came out of my mouth,” I said. “I just meant to besarcastic. Not to curse them. ” 



He sank a bit deeper into his chair. “Speck magic has a life of its own,Never. You might think you’re using it, but it’s always using you. Always. Iwarned you to be careful of it. ” 



“That happened before I ever met you,” I retorted, and then felt childishfor needing to make the excuse. 

I took a bite out of the apple. The taste o fit overwhelmed me for a few moments. My head reeled with sweet an dsour, with the crisp texture of the flesh and the sturdy flap of apple ski nthat I ground between my teeth . 



“There he goes again,” Hitch muttered to himself. “You don’t listen toaword I say. The more you use it, the more power it has over you. There. I sthat plain enough for you? The magic isn’t yours, Nevare. You belong to it .And the more you use it, the more hold it has on you. ” 

“Like the ‘keep fast’ charm,” I said slowly. “Only it doesn’t seem to work anymore.” 



He shot me a look. “Yes. I was coming to that. You do seem to get around,and to do a lot of damage in the process. ” 







Uneasiness ran over me with cold, wet little feet. “I don’t believe thatyou’ve gone as far as the Dancing Spindle on a scouting expedition. ” 



“Me personally? No. But there were witnesses. And information like thattravels. If a person wants to hear about it, he only has to listen. And som epeople very much wanted to hear what had suddenly impacted the whol esystem of Plains magic. You’re fair on your way to being a legend in you rown time, Never. ” 



“Just who do you ‘scout’ for, Hitch? The information you’re gatheringdoesn’t sound like something Colonel Haren sent you after.” I wa sbeginning to feel angry, the kind of anger that comes when fear threaten sand one doesn’t know the exact source . 



“Damn you, Never. You sit there and I talk to you and you hear the words,but it’s like you don’t listen to what they mean. It’s Speck magic, old son .It’s got you. I told you before, it’s got me, too. It uses me. 

It uses you. Th escary part is that you seem to be using it and I don’t think you have an yconcept of what you are doing. Or how heavily in debt you are to it. Whe nit demands to be paid back, you’re going to have to give it more than jus tyourself. You’re going to have to give it things that don’t belong to you , things I care about. I’m here to tell you that you have to draw a line with i tand fight. Be a Gernian, man, at least a little. ” 



“It seems to me that a few weeks back, you didn’t think so highly of mypatriotism. If I recall correctly, you mocked me for it. ” 



“I mock anyone who does things without thinking for himself why he doesthem. And that is what you’re doing with your magic. You took out th eDancing Spindle. And when you did, I think that what the Plains magi clost, Speck magic gained. And certainly you seemed to have gained. Yo udo things I’ve never seen anyone do, and I’ve seen quite a bit of Spec kmagic in my wandering. Last time I went through Dead Town, I saw you rlittle vegetable garden. You told it to grow. It’s still growing. Just as th epeople at the courier station are still not receiving supplies, just as the ydenied them to you. You’re setting things in motion, Never, with no hee das to the ultimate consequences. You stopped the Spindle turning, bu t you’ve set all sorts of little things spinning for you. ” 



“Look,” I said bluntly. “I did those things. Well, I guess I did them. You sayso, and I’m going to believe you. But I don’t know how I did them. And I

don’t know how to undo them. If anyone is at fault here, it’s the damnmagic, not me. It came into my life and took it over. I never sought it out .It’s ruined everything for me. It’s taken my body, my career, my fiancée ,my family, even my name. I’ve lost everything to it. And I still don’t kno whow it works or why it 



works or what it wants of me. But with all th ethings it has done to me, why can’t I use it to do a little good? Amzil an dher children were starving. Was it so bad, what I did? ” 



He huffed out his breath in a blast of disbelief. “Damn me. You did do it.You really did!” He took a breath as if to restore him steadiness. “Was it s obad? You ask that as if you think I know the full answer. All I can tell yo uis that this magic gets into you, like ivy putting roots into a tree trunk . 

And it climbs up you and it steals your light and sucks out yoursustenance. It uses you, Never. And every time you use it, you give more o fyourself to it. Do you understand me? Tell me that you know what I’ mtalking about. ” 



“I don’t! That is, I do and I don’t. How do you know so much about it, anyway?” 



“I told you. There was a woman, a Speck woman. She wanted me, andwhat a Speck woman wants, she takes. And a Speck woman is just lik etheir magic. She makes you her own, and that’s it.” He stood up s osuddenly his chair nearly fell over. With lightninglike reflexes, he caugh tit and then stepped clear of it. He walked a turn around my small house ,staring at the walls as if he could see through them. “Never met a woma nlike her before. Once you start going among them, you’ll see what I mean .They got a whole different way of seeing the world, a whole different ide a of how life works. And once they take you in, suddenly it seems that it’s theonly way to see things. They just accept the magic. They don’t go aroun dthinking that they’re going to decide how their lives go. They laugh at u sfor that. Once, that woman showed me a little plant growing by a stream .She said, ‘You see that little plant, all by itself, having its own life?’ And Isaid, ‘Yes, I see it.’ And she said, ‘That’s you. And you see that other littl eplant over there, on the other side of the stream? You see it, all by itsel fover there? That’s me. ’



“So I thought she was trying to tell me something, about how the streamseparated us, about how different we were. But then she went over an dgrabbed the plant that was me and she pulled it up out of the ground. Bu tits tough little roots came with it. And she started following that root ,lifting it up out of the ground, and that root went from my plant t oanother to another and to another and finally it went right under th estream and come up on the other side and she pulled it up and it went t o the plant she said was her. And she stood there, holding up all thisnetwork of roots, and she said, ‘See. 

There isn’t one little plant growin g alone. It’s all of us.’” 



He fell silent, palm up and empty, reached out toward me, waiting foraresponse. He seemed terribly moved by what he had told me. “It’s a nic estory,” I said at last. “But I don’t see how it helps me understand whateve rit is you’re trying to say. ” 







He shook his head at me in disgust and went back to sit in his chair. “Forher, it’s not a metaphor. It’s reality. She truly believes that we ar econnected to one another and that in some way we are all part of on ebig…something. ” 



“Some big what?” 



“We don’t have a word for it. She’s told me about it a hundred times, buther truth is in a place where our words don’t reach. It’s like disease. Ou rchildren get sick, we try to find out why, and we try to make them better .We cover them up with blankets to try to sweat the fever out or we giv ethem willow bark tea. Because we think sickness means something i swrong with a child. ” 



“And Specks don’t think something is wrong when a child gets sick?” 



“No. Do you think something is wrong when a boy’s voice changes or hesprouts whiskers out of his face? They think children are supposed to ge tsick. Some get better and live, and that’s fine with them. 

And some die ,and that’s fine with them in a different way. ” 



“Do you see her often?” 





“Who? 





“Your Speck woman!” 





“Yes. In a way.” 









“I’d like to meet her,” I said quietly. 





He seemed to think about that for a long time. “Maybe you can, if shewants. In spring. ” 





“Why not sooner?” 





“Because it’s winter. No one sees Specks in the winter.” 

“Why not?” 





“Are you playing with me, Never? You are so damn frustrating. How canyou have Speck magic all through you and not know a thing about them ?Specks don’t come around in winter. They just don’t. ” 





“Why not?” 



“Well—I don’t know. They just don’t. They’re gone in winter.” 



“Where? Do they migrate? Do they hibernate?” I was getting as impatientwith Hitch as he was with me. 

He’d come here, full of mystical hints an dwarnings, and told me next to nothing . 



“I just told you, I don’t know. They keep to themselves in winter. No onewill see a Speck around here until spring. ” 







“I saw a Speck woman here, but it was only a dream.” I think I threw thewords out just to see what he would say . 



He gave a huff of displeasure. “I like how you say ‘only,’ Never. Are youthat comfortable with it? 

Speck comes walking around in my dreams, i tstill puts the wind up my back. Of course, to them it’s nothing; they g ojourneying by dream all the time. Noselaca, she can’t understand why Imake such a fuss about it. ” 



“So you dream of your woman—Noselaca?” 



“She’s not my woman, Never.” He spoke quietly, as if sharing a dangeroussecret with me. “Never talk about a Speck woman that way. She could pu tyou in a bad way over something like that. And I don’t dream about her .She comes into my dreams. ” 



“What’s the difference?” 



“In the world you and I grew up in, nothing at all. In her world, well, in herworld she walks into a dream like you walk into a different room. ” 



I’d almost forgotten the apple in my hand. I took another bite of it andchewed it slowly, thinking. “She believes that she can visit you in you rdreams. ” 



“She not only believes it, she does it.” 



“How?” 



“Are you asking how I experience what she does, or how she does it? Theanswer to the first is that I fall asleep, and I think I’m having an ordinar ydream, and then Noselaca comes into it. As to how she does it, I’ve n o

idea. Maybe you should be telling me. You seem to be the one using a lotof magic. ” 







The apple was down to a stem and the core. I looked at it for a fewmoments, then put the core in my mouth and chewed it up. I tossed th estem in the fire. “A year ago, I would have thought this whol e conversation was utter nonsense. Now half the time I don’t know what Ithink. A dream is just something that happens in your mind at night .Except when a Speck woman walks into it and starts teaching you things .Hitch, I can’t make sense of my life anymore. Once, it was all laid out fo rme so clearly. I’d go to the academy, graduate with honors, and I’d get agood commission with a top-notch regiment. I’d move up fast as a nofficer, I’d marry Carsina, the girl my father had chosen for me, and we’ dhave children, and eventually, when I was old, I’d retire from the militar yand go back to Widevale and live under my brother’s roof until I died. ” 



“Well, who wouldn’t dream of such a life?” Hitch asked with falseenthusiasm . 



“You can mock me if you like,” I replied grumpily. “It wasn’t a bad dream.If I’d been posted to the right regiment, I’d have had a chance fo radventure and glory. And I don’t see anything wrong with looking forwar dto a well-bred wife, and quiet waters and a snug home at the end of one’ sdays. What do I have to look forward to now? If I get really good a t

burying bodies, perhaps I’ll earn a corporal’s stripes. And when I’m too oldto dig graves, what then? 

What then? ” 



“You can’t really believe that you’re stuck here the rest of your life?” 



“Well, I don’t really see what else there is for me!” I retorted. Saying italoud made it more real. Maybe I’d be promoted. Maybe I’d get a fe wstripes on my sleeve, but I’d still be fat and alone and digging graves. An dwhen I couldn’t do that anymore, when my body gave out under the strai nof carrying all this extra flesh, then I’d be one of those ex-soldier beggar sin some dingy town. I sat back in my chair. I couldn’t catch my breath . 



“Take it easy, Never. You’ve got all this magic running through you. Andyou’re worried that you’ll have a boring life. Actually, you should b epraying for that. Boredom is vastly underrated. Boredom means tha tnothing is trying to kill you every day.” He smiled grimly at his own wit . 



“I almost wish—” I began, but stopped at a sharp motion from Hitch. 



“You, of all people, should be very careful what you wish for. If you haven’theard a word I’ve said all 



evening, then listen to me now. Your wishes hav ean uncanny habit of coming true. Be careful where you bend your will .Magic seems to go with it. ” 

“Perhaps once or twice,” I began, but again he cut me off impatiently. 



“You wished to enlist here. And because it served the magic’s purpose, youwere allowed to. This duty you’ve been given—do you think this was arandom choice by our colonel? I venture to say there is Speckish benefi tsomewhere here. ” 



“How could my guarding the cemetery be of any benefit to the Specks?” 



“I don’t know,” he finally retorted in a low voice. “But it’s something you’dbest think about, Never. 

Why would they want you here? What do the ywant you to do? ” 



“I don’t know. But whatever it is, I won’t do it. I won’t betray my people.”Ithought I knew what he feared. “I won’t be lax at my guardianship. I won’ tallow them to mock and desecrate our dead. ” 



“Mocking the dead would be very un-Speck-like.” Hitch said quietly. “Theyshow their own dead vast respect. They claim that wisdom gained neve rpasses away, not even with death. Did you know that? ” 



I shook my head. “This part of me that is here and speaks to you knowsvery little about the Specks. But there is another part of me that I fea rknows too much and too well. ” 



He allowed himself a smile. “That you know that part exists and that youadmit it to me shows me that you are gaining wisdom, Never.” He heave da sudden sigh and stood up. “It’s late. I’m going back to town. There’s anew whore at Sarla Moggam’s brothel. I plan to sample her before she’ sworn out. ” 



“But you said you had a Speck woman.” 



He lifted one shoulder and gave a smile both sheepish and defiant. “Oncein a while, a man likes to be in charge of things. Speck women don’t giv eyou much chance of that. They do things their own way and expect you t o follow meekly along.” 







For some reason, that put me in mind of Amzil. “You’ve reminded me. I’vestill got Amzil’s carry sack. 

Next time you go by Dead Town, would yo utake it back for me? ” 



“I could,” he conceded. “If you think you must. Nevare, it’s justarucksack . 

Don’t put too much importance on it.” 





“I promised her that I’d return it. My promise is worth more to me thanthe rucksack. Besides, I’ve put in a few gifts. For the children. ” 

He shook his head at me. “I’ve warned you, old son. Amzil’s a hard nut tocrack. I don’t think you’ll get to her through the children. Save your tim eand effort. Come to Sarla Moggam’s with me. ” 





The invitation was more tempting that I wanted to admit. “Another time,”I said regretfully. “When I’ve got more money. Will you take the carry sac kto Amzil? ” 





“I said I would,” he agreed. “And will you be more careful in how youspend your magic? ” 





“I would if I knew how. I wish I could undo what I did to the men at thecourier station. It was only their sergeant who was so hard-hearted to me .I’d no wish to curse them all. ” 



“All the more reason for you to be careful. If that’s what you do when youdon’t mean to harm anyone, what would happen if you really intende dit? ” 



It was a sobering thought. “I’d undo it if I could. I don’t know how.”He was standing by the door, the laden rucksack in his hand. “That’s afeeble excuse, Never, and you know it. You said you did it withou t 



knowing how. If I were you, I’d be trying to undo it.” He shook his head atmy expression. “Don’t be stubborn. This isn’t something you wan tconnected to you. You’re a dangerous man, Never. The fewer people wh oknow that, the safer you are. Good night. ” 



And so he left me to what was not a good night at all. I didn’t like that hethought I was “dangerous,” and I liked it even less that, on consideration, Iconcluded that I was. I was like a foolish boy with a loaded gun. It didn’ tmatter if I knew how the gun worked; I’d fired it, and someone ha dsuffered the consequences. Was I so different from the two young fools o nthe riverboat who had felled a wind wizard with iron shot? They’ d

probably had no real notion of the harm iron could do him. I’d despisedthem for it. But here I was, spraying magic out just as carelessly .According to Hitch . 



I lay in my bed and stared up at my shadowed ceiling. I wanted sodesperately to be able to go back to where magic was the stuff of tales, no tsomething that affected my life every day. I didn’t want it to be a power Ihad, with no concept of how it worked or was controlled. The light dance dwith the flames in my hearth and I decided I should try to undo whatever Ihad done to the courier station. It wasn’t easy. In the moment I’d sai d

those words, I’d wholeheartedly desired that they suffer exactly as I didfrom their lack of charity. There was still a hard part of me that though tthey deserved what had happened. I discovered that I would need t oforgive them before I could truly wish to undo what I had done to them .That forgiveness was an easy thing to say, but a harder thing to feel in m yheart . 



I groped toward an understanding of the magic I had done. It had gonebeyond what I’d said to what I’d felt toward them. Feelings, I discovered ,did not yield to logic or even to ethics. Why should everyone at the rela ystation suffer because their sergeant had been so stiff-necked? Why shoul dany of them suffer at all, at my say-so? Who was I to judge them? I chase dmy morality in circles that night, trying to find it. 

When it came t oactually living as an upright man, I discovered that I was no more trul ytolerant and forgiving than any worshipper of the old gods. The momen tthat I realized I was no better than the men who had turned me awa ywhen I begged their help, I was able to forgive. I felt something mov ethrough me, a prickling in my blood, followed by a stillness and a sense o feffort expended. Had I worked magic? 

I couldn’t tell. I had no way o fknowing, no way of proving that I had or had not. Perhaps all of this was asilly illusion, a game that Hitch and I played, pretending to powers tha tdidn’t exist. My refusal to surrender and completely believe in magic wa smy final defense that enabled me to live in a world that made sense to me .The early morning was a pearly darkness of falling snow. I burrowe ddeeper into my blankets and finally slept . 






CHAPTER EIGHTEENVISITOR

I tried to find the rhythm of my days again, but it was broken. The snowwas too deep and the ground too frozen for me to dig graves, and ther ewas very little else for me to do. I missed my schoolbooks. 

Writing in m yjournal almost made things worse. I had far too much time to think .Magic, my father’s 



opinion of me, Spink’s knowledge that I was in Gettys ,Colonel Haren asking my opinion on the road dilemma: I had too much t oponder. 





I tempted myself to go into town, thinking that any sort of company mightbe a welcome distraction, but I felt an almost irrational fear that I woul dencounter someone who knew me from my academy days. I isolated mysel fat the graveyard until a rider came out one day to fetch me. An old ma nhad died. I hitched Clove to the wagon and went to town for the coffin an dcorpse. The old man had been an ex-soldier and a drunk who had died i n

debt to everyone who had tried to befriend him. The poor fellow had nomourners to follow me out to the grave site . 



Once I had him loaded, I steeled my heart to my own callousness andcompleted my own necessary errands. I picked up hay and grain for Clov eand some basic food supplies for myself. I forced myself to take my noo nmeal in the mess hall. Ebrooks was at table, shoveling his food into hi smouth as if it were a competitive sport. From him I learned that Kese y

was sick in bed with a toothache, but hadn’t the courage to have the molarpulled. “That side of his face is swollen like a melon, and so tender h e

can’t eat a bite. Even drinking water hurts him. I told him, go have itpulled and be done with it. How could the pain be any worse? He stil lhopes it will go down by itself. But he almost counts himself lucky to hav ebeen sick in bed last night after what happened in the streets. ” 



“Why? What happened?” 



He shook his head and then lowered his face to his plate to shovel inanother large spoonful of beans. He spoke around them, muffled. “Ain’ tsposed to talk about it. Gonna be hushed up and smoothed over, like the y allus do.” 



“What?” 



He swallowed noisily and gulped coffee to be sure the food had gone down.He glanced around the mess and then leaned closer to me. “Murder las tnight. I heard something ’bout a whore, an officer, and some soldiers .What I heard was the officer fancied the bit and got mad when th esoldiers had her first. He shot one of the boys. Something like that. ” 







“That’s ugly,” I said, leaning away from his breath. 



“Life’s ugly,” he agreed, and went back to his food. I turned my attentionto my own plate, and a short time after that, Ebrooks pushed back fro mthe table and left. My meal was four rashers of bacon and a steaming se aof brown beans with biscuits. I enjoyed it more than the food merited ,until I noticed Sergeant Hoster at a nearby table with a couple of hi scronies. His friends were grinning broadly as they watched me eat, bu tHoster was regarding me with a stare of flat dislike. One of Hoster’ sfriends rolled his eyes and muttered something to Hoster. The other ma nsnorted wildly into his cup of coffee, spattering liquid all over their tabl ewhile the first one leaned back, choking with juvenile laughter. Hoster’

sexpression didn’t change. He rose slowly and approached my table. I kep tmy eyes on my plate, pretending I didn’t know he was coming. I refused t olook up until he addressed me directly. “You look tired, Burv. Keepin gsome late hours? ” 

I had to swallow before I could reply. “No, Sergeant.” 





“You sure about that? You didn’t come to town last night for a bit of fun?” 





“No, Sergeant. I stayed home last night.” 





“Did you?” He didn’t wait for a response. “Must get lonely out there.Aman lives alone all the time, he can get real hungry for the company of awoman. Isn’t that so? ” 





“I suppose.” I suspected he was setting me up for mockery. I was tryingnot to rise to the bait . 



He leaned very close to me and spoke softly. “Did you hear the news, Burv?She didn’t die. In a few days, the doctors think she’ll feel well enough t otalk. She’ll be able to describe who attacked her. And I’d say you’re a har dman to mistake. ” 







He was accusing me of being one of the rapists. Outrage vied with shock.Ikept calm with difficulty. “I was at my cabin all last night, Sergeant. I’v eheard about the attack on the woman. It’s a terrible thing. 

But I ha dnothing to do with it. ” 



He straightened up. “Well. We’ll see, won’t we? Don’t think about runningoff. 

You wouldn’t get far.” 





All around the mess hall, men had stopped eating to stare at us. Theycontinued to stare even when Hoster sauntered away to rejoin his friends .I glanced around at the speculation on their faces and then back at m yfood. All pleasure in my meal vanished. I kept my eyes on my plate as Ifinished eating, ignoring the sergeant and his friends even when the ywalked out right behind my seat. The company of others, I reflected hotl yto myself, had done little to distract me from my own dark thoughts. I lef tthe mess and walked out into what was left of the cold day, I buried th e old soldier as the last of the day’s light fled, and I’m afraid the only wordsIsaid over his body were a feeble prayer to the good god that I would no tend up just like him. The day was unpleasantly cold, the kind of cold tha tcracks lips and numbs fingers even when a man is working hard. The hai rinside my nose froze and prickled me, while the muffler over my mout hgrew frosty from my breath. The soil that I threw down on the coffin wa sas much ice and snow as earth. I mounded it well over the grave and the n trampled it down as tightly as I could. By the time I sought my fireside , afternoon was darkening into evening. 





I divested myself of my chilled garments, built up my fire, and swung thepot on its hook over the awakening flames. This week’s stock was a goo done, with barley and a meaty beef bone as the base for it. I had taugh tmyself, via trial and error, to make hearth cakes using saleratus a sleavening. They were not bread, but my recent efforts had been palatable .I stirred up some to go with my soup. Bending over my belly to crouc hdown by the hearth to watch them and then turn them wa suncomfortable. Some days, I scarcely noticed the inconvenience an dsimply accepted my body. At times like tonight, I felt as if like I wer ebound up in someone else’s garments. I could recall so clearly how m y body used to work. I felt I should still be able to crouch low and jump high,to chin myself or reach down and tie my shoe without holding my breath .But every time I forgot the flesh that enclosed me and attempted such amovement, I paid with a twinge or a cramp or failure . 



When all my hearth cakes were browned, I stacked them on my plate andwith a grunt heaved myself to my feet. I set them on my table and the nladled a generous helping of soup into my bowl. By virtue of 



grea t

self-control, I still had one of Hitch’s apples left to accompany my meal.Isat down to my repast with anticipation. Food always worked. No matte rhow distressing the rest of my life might become, food and the sensation sof eating it were always pleasant. Food had become my comforter and m ycompanion. I refused to dwell on what Hoster had implied. As he had said ,we would see. When the woman recovered enough to describe he rattackers, my name would be cleared of the sergeant’s foul accusation. 

Iwas an innocent man with nothing to fear. Just as I sat down, I heard asound outside. I froze, listening. 

There were the small sounds of a ma ndismounting from a horse, and then the squeak-crush of boots on packe dsnow. I expected a knock at the door. Instead I heard a voice say firmly , 

“Nevare, let me in.” 



I had an almost overwhelming urge to sit silently where I was. I didn’tanswer. But after a moment I went to the door and lifted the latch. Spin kstood on my doorstep. The cold had pinched his face white, save for hi sred nose and the tops of his cheeks. Steam came out of his muffled mout has he asked, “Can I put my horse in with yours? It’s cold out here an dgetting colder. ” 



“If you want,” I said, for there seemed nothing else to say. 



“I’ll be right back,” he told me, and turned to lead his horse off to Clove’slean-to. I shut the door to hold both the cold and my past at bay. And the n

I did something that was probably childish. I went to my table and drankdown my hot soup as fast as I could, and gobbled down as many of m yhearth cakes as I could manage, listening always for the sound of Spink’ sboots outside. It was not greed. I was hungry, and I did not want to b ethinking about food while Spink was there, nor did I want to watch hi mwatching me eat. It was going to be hard enough to sit across from hi mand try to ignore how his eyes would wander from mine to the rest of m ybody, wondering and speculating on how I could have changed so much .When I heard his footsteps outside, I went to the door and opened it . 

“Thanks!” he exclaimed and came quickly in, immediately opening hiscoat and moving closer to the fire. 

“That’s the coldest I’ve ever been in m ylife, and I’m afraid the ride back to town will be worse. It’s absolutely clea routside; the stars seem like you could reach up and pick them out of th esky.” He drew off a set of heavy mittens, and then awkwardly peeled off hi sgloves before thrusting his hands toward my fire. His fingers were nearl ywhite. His breath came in shuddering sighs . 



“Spink, why did you come out here tonight?” I asked him sadly. I dreadedthe confrontation that I knew must follow this meeting. Why couldn’t h ejust have let things alone ? 



He mistook my meaning. “Tonight was the first chance I’ve had to slipaway without Epiny demanding to 



know where I was going and why. She’ shaving some kind of meeting at our house tonight, with women from al lover Gettys. All sorts of talk about bettering their lot and providing mor eopportunities for soldiers’ widows and daughters. We don’t have a larg ehouse; in fact it’s quite small, even by Gettys standards. Fill it full o fwomen who all seem to be talking at once and it gets even smaller. When Itold Epiny quietly that I simply must leave for a time, she scowled at me ,but let me go. And here I am.” He smiled sheepishly, as if loath to admi tthat Epiny had so much management of his time. I had to smile back. I’ dnever imagined it would be any other way. The moment I smiled, Spin kburst into a grin like a sunrise. He came quickly to me and seized my righ thand in both his icy ones and shook it, saying, 

“Nevare, I’m so glad to se eyou alive! Everyone thought you were dead!” He let go my hand and flun g himself into my spindly chair by the fire. “Even Yaril has given you up fo rdead,” he went on, “for she said you had promised to write to her, and tha tit was a promise you would not break. Your father told her your hors ecame home riderless. That made her nearly certain. Epiny has she dbuckets of tears over you. 

When I saw you in the mercantile, I could no tbelieve my eyes. Then, when you refused to admit it was you, it wa sso…peculiar! I didn’t know what to think. I nearly told Epiny but then I decided that before I allowed her to leap blindly into this, I’d find outexactly what was going on. It’s just so hard to get a few hours awa ywithout having to explain to her where I’ve been every moment that I’ m gone. But here I am, blathering on, when what I really want to hear is ,what has happened to you?” I tried to consider my response. As I took abreath to speak, Spink broke forth again. I stared at him, somewha tastounded. I supposed that living with Epiny, he had had to learn to spea kall his thoughts whenever he had the chance, or forever give up th eopportunity. “We had your letters from Widevale, of course. Then the yjust stopped, but after a time, we began to receive letters from Yaril. The nthey stopped. That really worried us, but finally we had a stern letter fro myour father, returning a letter that Epiny had sent to Yaril and telling he rthat he would not brook anyone interfering with his daughter’s prope rupbringing. Epiny had only said that we’d welcome a long visit from Yari lif she felt she needed some time away from home. Well…I’m making i tmuch milder than what Epiny actually wrote, to be honest . 



“She actually wrote that if Yaril felt she could no longer tolerate livingunder your father’s roof, she could come and live with us.” Spink sighe dabruptly and then drew a breath. He shook his head. “My dear wife i ssometimes a bit too frank, I suppose. Not that I’m telling you anything yo udon’t already know. Her exhortations to Yaril to think for herself offende dyour father. He wrote that Epiny’s letters were unwelcome, that Yari lwould not receive them, and that he was going to be sure his brother kne whow far his daughter had strayed from her upbringing.” The lines aroun dhis mouth deepened as added. “You can imagine the sort of storm tha tprovoked in our home. ” 



“Yes, I can,” I said quietly. My father was still a good soldier. Heunerringly aimed for the weakest point in the enemy’s defences. Divertin gEpiny’s attack on him to make it a battle between her and her own fathe rwas a brilliant tactic. I could imagine how he would sit, pipe lit, eye snarrowed, smiling and nodding to himself over it. Telling Yaril tha tSirlofty had come back without me was the perfect way to end her hopes . 



“I did write to Yaril,” I told Spink. “Several times. The news wouldn’t bewhat she hoped for, for I told her of my situation here and pointed ou tthat it was impossible for her to come and stay with me as we’d discussed .I assumed she didn’t write back because she was angry or disappointed .Obviously, she 



never received them. Since my father has disowned me, h ewill not feel I deserve the courtesy of a reply from him. Very neatly done. Iimagine he’s letting Yaril expend a lot of energy writing letters to Epiny , which he then diverts. If Yaril thinks that I am dead and that Epiny n o longer replies to her letters, she will become very discouraged. Andprobably much more tractable. ” 



“So what are you going to do about it?” Spink asked me. 



I looked at him in surprise. “Do? What can I do? Nothing.” 



His manner toward me stiffened slightly. “You didn’t give up so easilywhen you were a cadet. I recall how you stood up to the old nobl esecond-years when they persecuted us. And how you solved the bridg eproblem in engineering. ” 



I shook my head at him. “Those were schoolboy solutions to schoolboyproblems. And all of that happened before I was the size of a barn door ,and when I still had the prospect of a good commission and a real lif ebefore me.” All my bleakness came flowing back. “You shouldn’t be here ,Spink. You’ll only damage your career by associating with me. I’m a fa tcemetery soldier, an enlisted man with no prospects save grinding towar da stripe or two. The last thing I want is for people to know that we ar e related, even if it’s only by marriage. ” 



He looked at me for a time in utter discouragement. Then he shook hishead and said quietly, “I should have known it would get to you, too. I tweighs us all down, but I thought you would see through it. Th e discouragement you feel isn’t natural, Nevare. I’m not sure that I agre eentirely with Epiny’s analysis of it, but one can’t argue at all with the en dproduct. ” 



I sat like a sack of oats, refusing to be prodded by my curiosity. Spink gavein before I did . 



“Morale here is terrible. It isn’t just the prisoner-workers or the soldierswho guard them, though they have the worst problems. Did you know, i nthe last two years, there has been no substantial progress made o npushing the road up into the Barrier Mountains? ” 



I looked at him. “I was initiated,” I said. “I’ve broken a Gettys sweat.Iknow about the terror at the end of the road. I’m not surprised that we’v emade no progress. But what does that have to do with me? ” 







“The discouragement you feel, the horrible depression, it’s not just you.It’s every man who is assigned here. How much of Gettys history do yo uknow?” 



I smiled sourly. “We didn’t get that far before I was pushed out of theacademy. ” 



“It’s not funny, Nevare, not when you know it. Gettys was a trade outpostalong time before it was a Gernian fort. There was good fur trade with th e

Minda folk, but none of them live around here these days. Traders came inthe summer to go up into the mountains and trade with the Specks . 



“Then came the plains wars and the push east. King Troven decided thatthis would be the eastern boundary and his soldiers made it so. Th efortress was built and the basic buildings, and the town was laid ou taround it. You can tell just by looking at it what was done back then. It’ sall sound. And after the skirmishing was over, things pretty much went o nas they always had, with traders coming and going. But then came th eking’s idea for a road going up into the mountains, through the pass an ddown to the sea on the other side. Survey crews came and marked out th elikeliest path. The Specks didn’t seem to care. 

Then the road starte dgetting built. Progress was rapid at first. Mostly it involved makin gimprovements to established trails. Then it reached the foothills an dstarted snaking up toward the mountains. And the pass. Right throug hthe forest. ” 



He paused in his telling and looked at me significantly. 



I lifted a hand for him to proceed. I didn’t know what he was getting at. 

“Nevare, the summer the road crews began clearing for the road toventure up into the forest was the first summer that we ever had a blood yclash with the Specks. They didn’t do well against our firearms, of course .They retreated to the mountain forests for a time, and we pushed the roa don. We began to have trouble with morale at Gettys that year, and wit hthe prisoner-workers. They became lethargic; some would fall aslee p

standing. Or there would be days when all the crews felt frightened of theirown shadows. It came and went, and it was put down to laziness o rcowardice . 



“Eventually the Specks returned, and even came out of their forest totrade. That had never happened before. It was hailed as progress, an dthere were hopes that the road construction could proceed without an ymore bloodshed. But that same summer, those three trees were felled a tthe end of the road, the fear 



came, and work stopped. Before summer’ send, we had the first outbreak of Speck plague. The fear has been at th eend of the road ever since then.” Spink’s voice had spelled me like afireside storyteller’s. I hung on his words. “Morale here plummeted. It go tso bad that General Brodg decided to do a complete changeover in th etroops here. The fellows here had lost all heart. They blamed it on th eplague coming, year after year, with no relief and heavy losses. Desertio n and suicide were taking as many soldiers as the plague was. Brede and hiscrack regiment came in here to take things over and put Gettys back o nthe map . 

“They got here just in time for the plague season. They dropped like flies.After that, everything went to the dogs. Desertion, dereliction of duty ,suicide, rapes, and murders. Good solid officers turned into drunkards .The worst was a captain who came home and strangled his wife and the ndrowned their two children before shooting himself. It was hushed up her eand the tale never went west, but there isn’t an officer in Gettys wh odoesn’t know what happened.” He paused, his eyes looking far . 



“That sounds awful,” I said faintly. I couldn’t even imagine it. Spink nodded vaguely. 



“Everyone thought so. That was two years ago. General Brodg reassignedBrede to the Fort in disgrace. 

The Fort is the only outpost more desolat ethan Gettys. He rebuked them for slovenliness, dereliction of duty, an deven cowardice because other officers had known the captain was losin ghis mind and did nothing. General Brodg even confiscated their colors .Then he assigned the Farleyton Regiment to replace them. Can you believ eour regiment were the golden boys at the time, the soldiers General Brod gwould send into any desperate situation when he needed real action ?Farleyton was a great regiment three years ago. We put down the uprisin gat Hotchkiss Springs and lost only three of our own men in the process .Two years before that, when some Plains warriors formed an alliance an dtried to overrun Mendy, Brodg sent Farleyton in and we not only brok etheir siege, we ran them off completely.” He shook his head sadly. “I’v eheard all the old glory tales from the senior officers, usually when they’r e drunk. It’s all about what used to be. None of them can really say wha thappened. The regiment was assigned to Gettys, and ever since then, it’ s gone downhill. 



“This meeting that Epiny is holding tonight, for the women? She said shehad to do it. Wives are fleeing back west and taking their children wit hthem. Married men are turning to whores for comfort here, and th ehonest women who do remain are often treated like whores. There was arape last night, rape of an honest woman; she was Lieutenant Garver’ ssister, come to take care of his children because his wife died of th eplague. Some enlisted men caught her on the streets and, well, they lef ther for dead afterward. Garver hunted one down and killed him, an dwants to kill the others when he finds them. 

They’ll hang, most likely, bu tkilling them won’t repair the insult to his family or the injuries to hi ssister. 

Or the damage to our regiment’s reputation. None of the wome nfeel safe anymore. Not even Epiny. The very men who should be willing t odie to protect them are preying on them. ” 



I almost told him that Hoster had accused me of being one of the rapists.I decided it would serve no purpose. Spink’s face had gone pale with histelling. His fists were clenched 



with his anger. Slowly it came to me tha tthis wasn’t just his regiment he was talking about. It was mine, too. I’ denlisted with Farleyton when I signed with Colonel Haren. Funny. I’d neve rhave said “my regiment” as Spink did when he was speaking of their pas tglories. They were just the outfit that had finally let me sign papers. Ithought of how my father had always puffed up with pride when he spok eof his old regiment. He lionized them as heroes, one and all. And wha twere mine? Drunks, murderers, and layabouts. I still made excuses fo r them. 



“We’re isolated out here, Spink. Everyone knows that’s bad for morale.Maybe Brodg should rotate his troops more often. ” 



“That’s not it,” Spink said gruffly. “And you know it. There’s a feel to thisplace, Nevare. You come in through those gates, and you can smell th edespair. Everything is grimy and shoddy. The only people who stay i nGettys are the ones who have to.” He met my eyes suddenly and said in achallenging voice, 

“Epiny says the place is under a curse. Or a spell. Sh eclaims there’s an aura to the whole town, a darkness that eyes can’t see. I thangs in the air. We breathe it in, and it drowns all happiness. She says i t comes from the Speck. She said it’s the same sort of magic that held yo uwhen first she met you. ” 



I plastered a cynical smile on my face. I felt queasy. “So Epiny is stillplaying the medium, is she? I had hoped that being a married woma nwould settle her down a bit. ” 



Spink didn’t smile back at me. “She’s not playing, as you very well know,Nevare. I was there, remember? Why do you do that? Why do you preten dnot to believe things you’ve actually experienced? 

” 



I’d made him angry. I looked away from him and tried to formulate a replywhen I scarcely knew the answer myself. “Sometimes, Spink, when all th ethings in my life seem to collide and contradict each other, I pick one se t

of facts and believe those, no matter what.” I lifted my eyes and met his as I asked him, “Do you blame me?” 



“I suppose not,” he said in a lowered voice. “But,” and here his voice roseagain, “don’t mock Epiny. 

She may be your cousin, but she is my wife .Give her credit where it is due, Nevare. She saved both of our lives, Ibelieve, when she took care of us during the plague days. She defied he rfamily and society to make herself my wife. Her life since then has no tbeen easy, nor has it been at all what she supposed it would be. But sh ehasn’t left me. A lot of the married men here in Gettys wish they could sa y the same. They were soldier sons and they married women they thoughtcould be good cavalla wives. 





But the women couldn’t take what Getty sserved them, and they’ve left. Epiny looks it in the face for what it is, an d stays on.” 



“And Epiny believes it’s Speck magic that is undermining morale at Gettys.” 



Spink didn’t flinch at my blunt assertion. “That’s right,” he said levelly. 

“She does.” 



I leaned back in my big chair. It creaked slightly as it gave to my weight. 

“Tell me what she says,” I requested softly. I knew I wasn’t going to like it.I knew I already believed Epiny . 



“She’s very sensitive. You know that. The night before we reached Gettys,when we were traveling here, she had her first nightmare. She wok ewailing, but couldn’t say what had scared her. Her dream was full o fmacabre images with no sense to them. Jaws with rotting teeth. Babie scovered with mud, sitting alone in a swamp, endlessly crying. A dog with abroken back dragging itself in circles. She couldn’t go back to sleep tha tnight, and the next day she was nervous and distraught. I thought she wa sexhausted from travel. When we reached Gettys, I thought our problem swere over. Epiny could get some rest, have hot food, and sleep in a rea lbed. We were both dismayed by the quarters we were assigned. They wer e dirty. No, not just dirty, filthy, as if whoever lived there before us ha dnever cleaned at all. Everything was in bad repair, and I had to leave he r

to it, for Colonel Haren put me to my new duties immediately. She was leftto cope while I was put to inventorying a warehouse full of dusty supplies .The men they gave me were surly and lazy and incompetent.” H epractically spat out the last words and rose abruptly from his chair by th efire. “But I don’t think they were always that way. I think it’s the haze tha toverhangs Gettys. I believe it’s the Speck magic, Nevare. Ask yourself ho wyou’ve felt about your life since you came here. Do you feel drained of hop eand ambition? Does all of it seem pointless and drab? When was the las ttime you awoke in the morning and actually wanted to get out of bed? ”He’d come closer to me as he asked each question, as if the answers migh tprove something. I gestured at my swollen body. “If you were trappe dinside this, would you feel hope or ambition, or look forward to hauling i tout of bed each day?” A sudden thought came to me. “You haven’t eve nasked what happened to me. You don’t seem shocked to see me this way. ”He tilted his head and smiled sourly. “Did you forget that Epiny and Yari lhave exchanged letters? 

If there is anything you told your sister, be sure i t

has been shared.” He shook his head. “And I’m sorry about all of it,Nevare. Losing your mother. 

Carsina’s faithlessness. And what the Tre e

Woman’s magic has done to you. Unlike you, I don’t regard any of that talewith any skepticism. I’ve 



seen the power of Speck magic too close.” Hi svoice had become very dark . 



“What do you mean?” I asked softly. 



“Epiny tried to take her life a couple of weeks after we arrived here.” 





“What?” 





“She tried to hang herself in the middle of our bedroom. If I hadn’tforgotten my penknife and come back to get it, she would have succeeded .I was barely in time, Nevare. I cut her down and pried the rope out of it sgroove around her neck. I wasn’t gentle; I didn’t have time to be. But Ithink the shaking around actually brought her back to the world of th eliving. “I was so angry with her, so furious that she could even think o fleaving me that way. She said she didn’t even recall it as something sh edecided to do. She only remembers odd bits of it, going to the stables t oget the rope, and then standing on a chair to get it over the rafter. An dtying the knot. She told me she particularly remembered tying the kno tbecause she had the most peculiar sensation of doing something sh ehadn’t done before, but knew how to do. ” 





Ice was creeping through my heart. My mind raced and I asked the onlyquestion that came to me. “How do you dare to leave her alone? Couldn’ tshe be overcome again, at any time? ” 





Pride and trepidation warred in his expression. “She told me, ‘Fool meonce, shame on you. Fool me twice, shame on me! I won’t let the magi ccreep over me like that again. Never.’ And she battles it. As do I. As doe severy officer and soldier in Gettys who’s worth anything. You can tel lwhich ones fight daily to go on being who they once were, and which one shave given up and sunk down to the lowest level. ” 



When he said that, I wondered which he thought I was. But he did notpause nor look at me accusingly. 

He continued, “We do all we can to shor eeach other up, Epiny and I. Your sister’s letters were a great source o fstrength to her, until they stopped coming. So now you can see that th eloss of that 



correspondence and your father’s threat to tell Lord Burvelle o fher waywardness were heavier blows than you might have imagined. Oh! ”He darted back to his chair and thrust his hand into the pocket of hi s

heavy cloak he’d slung over the back of it. “Your sister’s letters. I broughtthem with me. I came here thinking you a heartless wretch to leave her i nsuch cruel suspense. I thought if you read how she has suffered, wonderin gwhat has become of you, that you would be moved to write to her. Now ,knowing that your letters have no better chance of reaching her than our sdo, perhaps it is cruel of me to let you read these. Still, I think it is you rright to know what goes on at Widevale in your absence.” He tugged a substantial packet of letters, bound together with a ribbon, from hi spocket. I recognized Yaril’s sprawling handwriting with a sharp pang .When I’d seen that penmanship on letters sent to me at the academy, i thad always sent a thrill through me, for I knew she would have found a way to smuggle me a note from Carsina. Now it was my own little sisterwhom I missed with sudden and heartbreaking strength. I reached fo r them. 



Spink handed them to me, but with a warning. “I cannot let you keepthem long . 

Epiny will surely miss them.” 





I lifted my eyes to his. “Then you haven’t told my cousin that I’m here.” 





“I wanted to offer you the chance to do that yourself.” 





I shook my head. “I cannot, Spink. I’ve told you why.” 





“And if you’ve listened to me, then you know why it is more important thatshe does know you are alive and well. We three, we can be a strength fo reach other, as we were before. Please, Nevare. I’ll let you think about it , 

but not for long. I’ve held your secret from Epiny, and already that shamesand disturbs me. We do not keep secrets from one another, nor deceiv eeach other. Don’t put me in that position. It’s a shameful thing for on efriend to do to another. ” 









“Spink, I can’t truly be anything to you, or Epiny. I’m an enlisted man anda fat gravedigger. We cannot socialize with one another. You know that .And you know full well that Epiny will not recognize that, and it will mak edifficulties for both of us. Do you wish to be mocked as the gravedigger’ scousin? To have people sneer at your wife because of our relationship ?How can we be a strength for one another when I can only be a source o fshame to you?” I softened my tone at the look on his face. “I am humble dand grateful that you’d want to continue being my friend under th ecircumstances. And I am doubly grateful that you have offered to shar e

Yaril’s letters with me. As things stand, they are likely to be the last newsfrom home that I’ll have for a long time. If you don’t mind, I will kee pthem, just for a night or so, to read them. I’ll find a way to quietly retur nthem to you. ” 





Sparks of anger lit in his eyes. “That’s the dulling magic of this placetalking, not the Nevare I knew. ” 



“Spink. Please. Just let me borrow my sister’s letters.” 



He appeared to relent. “Do you think you can get them back to me with noone the wiser? ” 



I thought. “If we decide on a place and meet by night, it should be possible.” 



He grinned. “So it should be equally possible for us to meet in such a wayfor friendship, as well as the passing of letters between us.” He wa sincorrigible . 



I had to smile, but I did not share his optimism. “So it might seem, foratime. But sooner or later, we’d be noticed. And then it would all com eunraveled. We are not talking about a pretence that must be kept fo rweeks or even months, Spink. We are talking about years. For as long a swe both belong to the same regiment. To my death, most likely. ” 



“Well, aren’t you a cheerful, optimistic soul? The Nevare I knew had a lotmore spine! What happened to you, Nevare? Where did you go? ” 







“This isn’t school anymore, Spink. This is life. As to where I went, well,behind this wall of fat. And I can’t get out. ” 



“Are you sure of that?” The way he asked it made it a genuine question. 



“I’ve tried everything. Working hard, fasting…my father took me to theedge of starvation, Spink. ” 



“I know,” he broke in quietly. “Yaril told us, in her letters. It’s still hard forme to imagine that any man could treat his own son like that. ” 



“It’s true,” I said defensively. 



“I believe it. But I think you’re overlooking the obvious.” 





“Which is?” 





“That magic brought this on. You have defeated that magic before, withEpiny’s help. We have. Don’t you think Epiny would come to your ai dagain? She’s already immersed herself in studying Speck magic, not just t odiscover what is behind the miasma of depression that afflicts Gettys, bu t also to research your condition. It’s not unique, Nevare. You must knowthat. ” 





“I’d guessed it,” I replied grudgingly. “Dr. Amicas said as much.” I almostfeared to let him see how much he piqued my interest . 









“Epiny has researched it as much as our rather paltry resources haveallowed. Most of what she knows is hearsay. There isn’t much writte nabout the Specks. They are a people who prefer to keep to themselves

.One of the doctors here in Gettys has quite an interest in the nativ epeople. Unfortunately, he has quite an interest in drinking, also. Trying t oget information from him is like trying to squeeze it out of a wet sponge ;you get as much of the liquor as you do the facts. But according to him ,the Speck wise folk or holy folk are referred to as Great Ones and not jus tbecause of their wisdom. According to Dr. Dowder, the Great Ones ar eimmense in size, so big that they hardly ever leave their homes high up i nthe mountain forests. Their size reflects their power and their magic; th ebigger the man, the more important he is, and the more dominant. ” 





“And the women,” I said quietly. 





He took it as a question. “Well…possibly. I’d never considered thatpossibility. Oh. Of course. The Tree Woman. Well, she’s dead. What I’ mtrying to say, Nevare, is that if this, er, fat is a consequence of Spec kmagic, then perhaps it can be undone. The three of us, perhaps, coul dbreak it, and loosen the gloom and fear of this place. We’d begin b ygetting you back to who you were. ” 



I wanted so badly to hope and didn’t dare. “I don’t think so. I’ve felt thechanges, Spink. My body works differently than it did before. That’s a ninadequate way to express it, but it’s the best I can do. I don’t think I ca ngo back to what I was. ” 



“But you don’t know that,” he said triumphantly. “We should let Epinyknow you are here, and then see what can be done. And of course, a wa ymust be found to let your sister know that you are alive, and that if sh ewishes to defy your father, she is welcome to join us here. ” 



I nearly told him that was not his task. She was my sister; I wanted to bethe one to protect her. Instead I said simply, “I’ll find a way to get a lette rto Yaril. Never fear. ” 



“I shall leave that in your hands, then. Well. It’s late. It’s been good to seeyou, Nevare, but if I’m to keep your confidence for now, I’ll have to ge t

back to town before all Epiny’s company leaves and she starts to wonderwhere I’ve been. I’ll find a 



way to come back this way next Sixday. Captai nOford’s wife has invited all the officers’ wives to join her for a late lunc hand some inspirational readings. Epiny dreads it, but she knows that ajunior officer’s wife cannot shun her social duties. I’ll ride out this wa yagain, shall I? ” 



“If you can without anyone noticing you. If not?” 



“If not, I’ll find an excuse for another late-night visit. I trust I’ll find youin?” 



“Small danger that I’d be elsewhere.” 



“Until then. Nevare, you have no idea how pleasant it has been to talk tosomeone simply as a friend, not as a fellow officer or a superior or a ssomeone under my command. I’ve missed you sorely. Epiny must kno wyou are here. Then we three shall find some better way to gather fo rconversation than this! ” 



“Let me think about it, Spink, I beg you. And in the meantime, do becautious. ” 



“Oh, I shall be.” He’d already risen from his chair. He picked up his outerclothes with distaste. “Brrr. I dread going back out into the cold. It bite sdown to my very bones. ” 



As he was drawing them on, I noted something that had escaped mebefore. “You’ve recovered well from the plague, Spink. In fact, I don’t thin kI’ve ever seen any plague survivor who looked so much like his former sel fas you do. ” 



He grinned unexpectedly. “I wrote to you about it, but I suppose youdidn’t credit it any more than I did at first. The water from Bitter Spring scured me, Nevare. And Epiny. She’s as feisty as ever. The plague victim swho were able to get to the spring promptly survived, and many recovere dcompletely. It’s not a complete cure for everyone, perhaps, but it is bette rthan anything I’ve heard of yet. ” 



“They all survived? But that’s miraculous. Spink, you haven’t kept thisknowledge to yourself, have you? 

” 







“Of course not! But it’s difficult to make anyone believe me who hasn’tseen it for himself. Epiny brought a number of small bottles of Bitte rSprings water with us. I warned her that it might be less than useful ; we’ve no idea how much it takes to effect a cure such as we’ve enjoyed. W eused complete submersion and drank only that water for days . 

Nonetheless, she told me she could not come to such a plague-ridden place as Gettys without bringing the water in hopes of saving some poor soulswhen next the plague strikes. I hope it does not make me sound cruel t osay that I almost look forward to the next outbreak so that our water ca nbe tested against it. ” 



A chill ran through me. “Don’t even say such things,” I begged him. “Iknow the next plague season must come. And I dread it. I’ve made suc hpreparations as I can, but— ” 



“Your pardon, Nevare. I had not paused to think how gruesome your taskswould be at that time. But if the good god wills it, our water may prov eeffective, and it may be less horrendous than you fear. ” 



He was dressed again for the outside by the time he finished speaking. 

“May the good god will it,” I agreed with him, with small faith that suchathing would be. I’d come to wonder just how much power the good go dhad against magic as old as the Specks’ . 



“Spink. You recall Dr. Amicas from the academy. Have you written to himabout this water cure? Dare I ask if you could send him a sample of you rwater? ” 



“Getting it to him would be a fair trick. Have you any idea what it costs tosend a simple letter? But you are right, we can at least write to him, an dtell him about the Bitter Springs cure. ” 



I hastily donned my own cloak and boots, and carried my lantern to walkSpeck out to his horse. The gelding was a sorry mount for any cavalla man ,let alone a lieutenant. I said not a word of that, but only waited until h emounted the shaggy beast and then bade him farewell. I watched him rid eoff into the cold night and then hurried back to my cabin. I read all o fYaril’s letters that night. There were only six of them, and in truth ther ewas not much of real news in them. Mostly she recounted, in excruciatin gdetail, all she and I had gone through when the plague struck our home ,and afterward. Spink had warned me, but I was still shocked at ho wintimately she had written of my problem to Epiny. And Spink had rea d these letters as well! Yaril’s description of the weight I had gained and ho wit hindered me were far more accurate than flattering. When I’d set dow nthe last page, I tried to be grateful that my friends completely understoo dmy situation, without my having to explain it all. It was a very thi ncomfort. There were a few other items of interest in there. Carsina ha dattempted to renew her friendship with Yaril, but my sister 



had repulse dher. Remwar’s family had engaged him to the eldest daughter of an ol dnoble family in Old Thares. Carsina’s father had found her a promisin gyoung captain for her, and she would be traveling east in the spring t o

meet her future husband. Odd how such news could still pierce me. 



My father had received a letter from Vanze’s monastery. It commiseratedwith him on his recent losses, and proposed that Vanze could be partiall yreleased from his priesthood if my father wished to name him as his hei rson. Gar Sunwer, Vanze’s superior, recognized that it was a very unusua loffer for them to make, but said that in such times, it was only sensible t obe sure that the noble names of the king’s lords were carried on. Yaril’ stone was cynical as she wrote of it. Father had received a note o fsympathy from Caulder Stiet and his uncle. They had taken my advice no tto visit while the family was in the first throes of grief, but would b epleased to come in the spring. The uncle had been almost ‘obseequious’ i nhis phrasing (here I paused, and wondered how Yaril would know that .Was she sneaking into our father’s study and reading his letters?), an dYaril feared that my father had fallen victim to his fawning style. He ha dwritten back to say that they would be welcome and that he would find aman to interpret the map I had sent them and help them to find th elocations where the interesting mineral sampling had come from. Yari lhad heard of Caulder from me and did not look forward to the visit. Yaril’ sfinal letter revealed that the estate was not prospering. My father ha ddismissed many of the men I had put in positions of authority, includin gSergeant Duril, and his health was not good enough that he could teac hhis new foremen their duties, let alone check on them properly. Sh ethought that some of them were dishonest, and said that if her father di dnot soon take them in hand, she might do so herself. Such a though t shocked me. In that same letter she mentioned twice that she feared I wasdead because she had not heard from me, and my horse had come bac kriderless. That mention, along with the news that Duril had been cast ou tfor “conspiring” with me, were what cut me most deeply. I’d treasured abrief hope that perhaps I could send a note to Duril and he could hav esomeone read it to him and then share the news with Yaril. To hear tha tmy old mentor had been so harshly rewarded for his years of loyalty to th efamily sickened me. Where would he go and what would he do? I could no tfind a way to get a letter to Yaril; I would have to beg leave of Colone lHaren and return myself to rescue her and find out what had become o fSergeant Duril . 



As I refolded the last letter into its envelope, I felt both lonely and yetcomforted. I was alone, and yet there were still people in this world wh ocared deeply about me. That night I did as I had not in some time, an dthat was to go down on my knees by my bed and pray to the good god t oprotect those I loved . 






CHAPTER NINETEEN

WINTER


Spink and I met twice more during that long winter. The first time wasonly a handful of days after the first meeting, when I returned the letter sto him. He could not stay long, and I scarcely had time to do more tha nthank him and beg him not to betray me to Epiny just yet . 





I am sure he intended to get out to see me again, but fate intervened. Wewere given the news that the king was severely disappointed in us, an dthat a contingent of highly ranked officers and several nobles wer escheduled to visit Gettys to inspect our regiment and review us befor eoffering their advice regarding us to the king. Depending on how w eshowed, General Brodg might be replaced as commander of the easter ndivisions. This news did nothing to lift our morale, and everything t opanic our officers into an irrational frenzy of discipline and inspections. Icould guess at the pressure Spink was under, as a junior officer, to whi phis men into line. The higher officers would be counting on him to mak ethem look competent. I did not envy him his task. Even I, isolated as Iwas, was not completely immune to the sudden rush to bring all of Getty sup to a spit-and-polish standard. Sergeant Hoster made a trip out on eafternoon, for a “surprise” inspection of my quarters. I could tell he wa squite disappointed that I was not living in squalor. He still managed t ofind a substantial list of things he wished corrected, one that include deverything from cutting my firewood to more uniform lengths befor eracking it to acquiring a proper uniform for myself. His mockery was ver yinsulting as he stated that last requirement. I applied myself to meetin ghis expectations, cursing him for every wasted moment of my time, bu twhen the day for his promised second visit passed, I decided that his firs tinspection had simply been opportunistic harassment. I kept my quarter s

tidy, in case he decided to descend on me again, but refused to dread him.I buried four more soldiers that winter. One had cut his foot with an a xwhile chopping firewood and bled to death. Two others died o fpneumonia, and a fourth had got drunk, passed out in the street, an dfrozen to death in the dark. The last one was one of Spink’s men, an dSpink accompanied the five other mourners to the graveyard to see hi mlaid to rest. He lingered for a short time afterward, but could not sta y long. I begged him to let me borrow any books he might have, for my mindwas atrophying from boredom. He promised he’d do his best, and agai nasked if he could not let Epiny know I was there. 

Once more, I held hi m

off, but he told me sternly that if I did not soon capitulate, he would haveto tell her anyway, for he could not bear how she would look at him if sh eknew how long he had deceived her . 



I promised myself I would think about it, and then procrastinated. The long dark days of winter dragged on. Dark Evening came and wascelebrated by the enlisted men with an orgy of drunkenness, fights, an dthe arson of one officer’s house. I had avoided the town that night, an d only heard of the ruckus the next day. The general misbehavior of th etroops brought more reprisals. 

Morale was no longer low; it was los tcompletely in a simmering hostility toward the officers. I feared th e regiment was on the edge of general insubordination and avoided Getty sas much as I could. I went only for essentials and stayed as short a time a spossible. 



Despite that, I was in one of the mercantiles, buying some thread to mendmy trousers, when I caught a glimpse of Epiny just as she came in th edoor. I stepped away from the counter and immersed myself in studying arow of axes behind a tall stack of blankets. Hidden there, I listened to he rask the man for her whistles. He told her that he had none in stock. Sh ethen complained that she had requested he order fifty brass whistles fo rher two months ago, and she considered it unreasonable that they had no tyet arrived. 

He explained rather impatiently that Gettys did not enjo yregular delivery service from anywhere, and that doubtless her orde rwould arrive when spring made travel less arduous. She pointed out tha tthe whistles would make only a small packet, something a king’s courie rcould easily bring, and asked him if he did 



not care about the safety of th ewomen and girls of Gettys. I wanted to step out of the corner and hit hi m when he told her that their safety was up to their husbands and brothers ,and if she hadn’t noticed, he wasn’t the king and did not have the king’ scouriers at his disposal. His words were sensible enough; it was hi ssneering tone that angered me. She departed in high dudgeon, observin gas she left that perhaps she would make her concerns and efforts known t oColonel Haren, and perhaps he could arrange a swifter delivery of suc hessential items. Despite my irritation with the shop owner, I rather pitie dColonel Haren at that moment. I wondered what on earth she wanted s omany whistles for and what they had to do with the safety of the femal epopulation of Gettys, but had no one to ask. I paid for my thread and lef ttown. 



Day after drab winter day dripped by, slow as cold molasses. The generousfirewood stack that had come with my home began to dwindle. One clea rwinter day, I took an ax, some rope, and Clove and headed for the fores tbehind the cemetery. I wanted to find dead wood, either standing o rfallen. I’d cut the log to a manageable length, have Clove drag it home fo rme, and then chop it into firewood . 



Clove and I followed my footpath to the spring and then broke a snowy trail into the woods beyond. Here I found giant cedars, towering andstout, their needled branches heavy with snow. Most of them were scarre dveterans of a fire many years ago. Around and between those survivors ,the younger forest was deciduous, birches and cottonwood and alder, an dmost of these no bigger around than a child’s embrace. Their bare limb ssupported wandering walls of snow. Frozen drops of water hung from th etips of their branches. It was a beautiful snowy scene, yet ethereall yforeign to a Plains-bred man like myself. A dozen steps into the shelter o fthe trees, I began to feel uneasy. I stopped and stood very still, listening. Agood soldier develops a sixth sense for when he is being watched. I

listened, I looked carefully around, and I even flared my nostrils and tookadeep breath of the air. 

Carrion eaters like bears have a distinctive stench .But my physical senses detected nothing that I should fear. Small bird sflitted through the trees. Occasionally the weight of one would dislodge apouf of snow that would fall in a crystalline shower of tiny flakes. Othe rthan that, I detected nothing, not even a winter breeze moving in th eupper branches . 



Clove was waiting passively for me to decide what it was I wanted to dohere. His calmness decided me; if his senses gave him no cause for alar mor interest, then mine were probably at fault. I tugged at his lead rope an dwe walked deeper into the forest . 



All seemed peaceful. The snow was uneven around us, pocked with fallsfrom overhead, crossed with rabbit trails or smoothly hummocked ove rthe forest floor. Clove and I forged uphill, wading through snow tha tvaried from knee- to thigh-deep. Other than birds overhead, I saw n o creatures moving in the woods, but I could not shake the feeling that I wasbeing watched. More than once I halted and looked back the way we ha dcome. I wished I had a better weapon than the ancient gun that had bee nissued to me. I’d cleaned it, the rod waking clouds of rust from inside it ,but I still had 



no confidence that it would either fire well or hit accurately .I finally spotted a standing snag. It was uphill from us, and more massiv ethan I’d sought, but I resolved I would have it down and drag at least hal fof it home with me. The tree was obviously dead. It looked as if a rando mlighting strike had blackened one side of it. Great scabs of bark had falle naway to reveal silvery-gray wood beneath. It was more than enough t oreplenish my firewood supply, and dry wood would burn well with littl efouling of my chimney. 

I pushed aside my feelings of unease and labore dup the hill toward it. Clove docilely followed me . 



When I finally reached my dead tree, I paused to breathe, leaning againstit. My heart hammered in my chest, and despite the chill of the day, swea t

coursed down my back. I scooped up a handful of clean snow and ate itfrom my mittened hand to ease my thirst. But all the while, I kep tscanning the woods around me for any sign of an intruder. I moved Clov ewell out of the way of my operation and took up a stance where I could fel lthe tree downhill of us. 

The first blow brought down an icy shower of dr ysnow on me. It fell again on the second and third chops, and then th ebranches had lost their loads. I’d sharpened my ax that morning, and i tbit deep into the dry wood. I tugged the blade loose, set my feet firmly ,and swung again. The blade struck at an angle to the first cut. Tug, swing .The first chips flew out onto the trampled snow. I poised my axe for th enext blow and clearly felt the presence of someone behind me. M yperipheral vision caught motion, and I felt the air of his passage. I turne dquickly. No one was there. I spun the other way. There was nothing, n o bird on the wing, no random fall of snow load from a tree. Nothing. Clov estood, wearily patient, betraying no interest in anything. I’d imagined it .Imagination or not, my heart still thudded in my chest. I took severa lcalming breaths and took up my ax again. I put the energy from my frigh tinto my swing, and the ax bit so deeply I had to wrench it loose. A

half-dozen blows later, chips littered the snow and my own sweat warmedme. I labored on, trying to ignore my growing conviction that someon ewas watching me. “Trust your gut,” Sergeant Duril had always told me. I twas getting harder and harder to ignore my instincts. A dozen ax swing slater, I straightened up and spun around, my ax at the defensive. “I kno wyou’re there!” I roared at the surrounding woods. “Show yourself! ” 



Clove lifted his head and gave a startled snort. I stood, chest heaving,staring wildly all around me. My blood was thundering in my ears. I sa wabsolutely nothing that could be considered threatening. My hors eregarded me with mild concern. I glared at the tree. I was not eve nhalfway through the trunk. I set my teeth, steeled my mind, and pu tmyself to chopping. I threw my not inconsiderable weight behind eac h blow. The sound of my ax rang defiantly through the woods. “I refuse to beafraid,” I said to myself, and then on my next blows, I began my gruntin gchant . 



“I’m.” 

“Not.” 

“Running.” 

“Away!” 





The ax bit deep and the chips flew. On my next four strokes, I said thewords louder, and soon I was shouting with every blow, putting all m ystrength into each strike of the blade. The tree shuddered. I struck again ,and again, and then as it groaned, I jumped back out of range, for th e trunk seemed to literally jump from the stump as if fell with an explosivecrack that echoed through the frozen woods. It came down with a crash ,falling through the frozen branches of the adjacent living trees, injurin gthem as it fell, shattering the stiff branches or leaving them to dangl ebrokenly. For a brief moment, the falling snag jammed against the trun kof a live tree, and then it fell with a resounding crash to the snowy fores tfloor. I stood blinking in the hanging mist of crystalline flakes that th efalling snag had released. They stung my face like a cold rebuking sla pfrom the forest . 

I had underestimated the task I’d taken on. After the tree had fallen, I hadto divest the trunk of all its branches. This included the ones that la yunderneath the fallen snag. The early evening of winter was threatenin gme before I finally had a section of trunk cut that I thought Clove coul dmanage. I put a rope on it and fastened it to Clove’s harness . 



I had never been so glad to put a place behind me. I wanted to hurry, butdragging the log downhill through the snowy forest was not as simple as i thad seemed it would be. I put a rope on it so I could guide it to keep i tfrom running up on Clove or snagging on trees. I could not focus on th etask. The sensation of being watched blazed up in my mind, and I kep tglancing back over my shoulder at nearly every step. The sweat tha t

soaked and then chilled me was as much from fear as exertion. I could justglimpse the open area beyond the outskirts of the forest’s edge by th espring as the bluish shadows of the trees on the snow were turning t o black. 



In Widevale, evening and night had always fallen slowly, with twilightalong process of losing the sun to the flat horizon. Here on the edge of th emountains, night came like the drawing of a curtain as rumpled hill sswiftly devoured the pallid sun. I felt the darkness coming on, an dsuddenly I could no longer control my terror. I ran forward, flounderin gheavily through the deepening snow, startling Clove by seizing hi s headstall and tugging him along, urging him to haste . 



We must have made a comical sight, the fat man and his heavy horse,floundering through deep snow, encumbered by the tree trunk that Clov edragged. I was making small sounds of terror, my panting becomin ghigher-pitched. I tried to swallow my fear and could not; the more I gav ein to it, the greater it became, like the boy who gives way to shrieks o fhysteria when night terrors convince him that he cannot escape into th esafe world of day. There were no sounds in that darkening world save th eones we made: the thud-crunch of Clove’s hooves through the dry, crust ysnow, my terrified panting, and the slow whoosh of the timber as it cut a

trough through the snow behind us. No sound at all, save a single peal oflaughter, clear and pure as any birdsong that rang out in the forest as w eleft it behind us . 







It was the final spur to my fear. Dignity abandoned, I ran, outstripping myplacid horse. I ran all the way to my own front door and burst into my tin ycabin as if all the nightshades of the old gods were in pursuit of me. Islammed the door behind me and stood panting and shaking. My hear thammered in my chest, and my ears rang with it. The fire was blazing i nthe hearth and the kettle singing next to it. I smelled hot coffee. Scou tHitch was ensconced in my big chair by the fire. He looked up at me an dsmiled. 



“I see the forest is breathing terror today.” He rose slowly from my chair,and sauntered to the door I had slammed shut behind myself as I entered .He opened it and looked out over the dimming landscape. 

He whistle dsoftly, as if in admiration, while I stood burning with shame. But when h eglanced back at me over his shoulder, the wonder on his face seeme dgenuine. “It’s later than I thought. I must have taken a nap while I wa swaiting for you. Have you been in the forest all this time? ” 



I gave a stiff nod. My terror had fled, cast out by my embarrassment, butmy heart still pounded and my throat was parched too dry to speak. Ibegan to peel off my outer garments. Opening my coat released the stenc hof my own fear-sweat. Never had I been so ashamed . 



Hitch had continued to stare out of the door. “And you plundered a log foryourself as well. Damn. 

Nevare, you never cease to amaze me. No, you tak eyour things off and get settled. I’ll put your horse up. I want to talk wit hyou.” By the time Hitch came back from seeing to Clove, I’d changed into adry shirt and felt a bit more like myself. He’d made free with m y hospitality but also contributed, I saw. He’d brought the coffee, and therewere another three apples on my pantry shelf. The crowning gift was a loa fof bread that had been kneaded full of raisins and cinnamon. A dusting o fsparkling sugar crowned the round loaf. It sat amid its wrappings like aking on a throne. I didn’t touch any of it. Instead, I drank three dipper sfull of water from my water cask, and then washed my face and combe dmy unruly hair back into order. I was mortified by my terror an dhumiliated that he had seen it. And try as I might, I could not forget tha tclear peal of mocking laughter . 



Hitch opened my door, stamped the loose snow off his feet, and came in,shutting the door firmly behind him. It was full dark outside now. “Ain’ tyou cut up that bread yet? It’s best toasted,” he greeted me, as if he ha dnot seen me quaking like a coward . 

I was grateful that he’d turned the subject aside and yet shamed evenmore that he did. “I’ll do it now,” I said humbly . 



I cut thick slices of the fragrant bread, and we improvised toasting forksto warm it by my fire. The heat released the scent and flavor into th e

room. We both ate it greedily, dunking the slices in the hot coffee and thendevouring the dripping edges. 

As I ate, I could almost feel my courag ecoming back to me, as if I sated something more than hunger. 





Hitc hwatched me knowingly, and after a time, I could not stand it . 



“So. What brings you to visit me?” I asked him. 



He grinned. “Told you before. Renegade.” He snorted a laugh at his tiredjoke, and then said, “You were probably asking me why I come here ,right?” I nodded and tried not to scowl. It irritated me when he use dlanguage that made him sound like an ignorant fool. I knew it was amasquerade. Why did he continue to mask himself before me ? 



A second smile flitted across his face, and I suddenly knew why he did it.To needle me. To remind me that I, too, pretended that I was not th esoldier son of a noble family . 



“I come to let you know that I delivered your little present bag to Amzil.” 





My interest leapt. “Did she like it?” 





“Can’t say. She made me leave it on her doorstep; said she’d take it in afterI rode away.” He shook his head. “She’s cut a new hole by her door. Ahorizontal slot that she can poke that old gun out of and threaten peopl ewithout opening the door. ” 





Unease replaced my anticipation of pleasure. “That doesn’t sound good.” 



“No, it doesn’t. And it isn’t good.” He watched my face as he said, 

“Probably the only thing more unlucky than being the poorest family inapoor town is being the richest family in a poor town. ” 







“What do you mean? I didn’t send her that much; certainly nothing thatcould be considered riches. ” 



“Well, it doesn’t take much to be the richest family in a poor town. A fewbulging sacks of potatoes, a cold bin full of cabbages and carrots, and th elike…that might wake the avarice in your neighbors. Folk have bee nknown to kill over a lot less than food. ” 



If he had hit me in the belly, the spreading pain could not have beenworse. I felt my heart lurch and then thud on unevenly. “What have I

done?” I asked myself softly. The vegetable garden intended to tide herover through a harsh winter had made her a target among her neighbors .Why could I not foresee that would happen ? 



“You used the magic for your own ends, and it hit back at you. I warnedyou about that. ’Course, I warned you about that after you’d done it, so Ican’t really say, ‘I told you so.’ Only, learn from it, old son, and don’t let i thappen again. ” 



“How bad is it for her? Is she all right?” 



“All I saw of her was the business end of her gun, and it seemed just fine tome. Ever noticed how much bigger the muzzle of a gun looks when it’ spointed at you? I swear, she stuck that thing out the hole, and it looke djust like a cannon to me. She’s smart. She cut that hole at gut level . 

Biggest target on a man, and the worst way to die that I know.” 



My question had gone unanswered, but my imagination was glad tosupply a hundred dark possibilities. I wondered if my good deed had ha dthe worst possible consequences for her and her children. Did she slee palways with one eye open, afraid to leave her children for even a fe wmoments? The cynical side of my mind asked me if she had not alway sdone that . 



I couldn’t bear to think about it anymore. My mind leapt sideways andIfound myself asking, “What did you mean when you said the fores tbreathed terror today? ” 



He looked at me curiously. “How is it possible you don’t know? You liveright on the edge of it here, where most men can’t stand to be for long .Except for people like us, of course.” He suddenly dropped his voice a not eand looked at me with sadness in his eyes. “The magic owns us, Nevare. Ican warn you 



not to do foolish things with it. But nothing I can say wil lsave you from the things it can make you do. I can’t even save myself fro mthat.” I couldn’t decide if he was being dramatic or deeply sincere. I leane d back in my chair and balanced my coffee cup on top of the swell of m ybelly. “Hitch, I’m not going to drag it out of you. Either you explain it o ryou don’t.” He leaned forward for the pot, poured himself more coffee, an dthen settled back in his chair with a groan. “Spoil all my fun,” h ecomplained. “Oh, very well. I know you’ve been to the end of the road, s oyou know the terror that’s there. It’s worst there, and always there. Th erest of the forest isn’t so bad. Sometimes the forest breathes terror. Othe rtimes, it’s utter weariness. And over all, always there is discouragemen tand despair. That flows over all the land surrounding the King’s Road. Yo uhave to ride for at least two days before you get away from it. 

Three i f

you’re following the road itself. Some people are more vulnerable to it thanothers, but no one, not even us, is completely immune. ” 



I tried Epiny’s theory on him. “That’s what is wrong with the morale atGettys. That’s why top regiments come here and within a year becom eslovenly and prey to desertion. ” 



He opened his hands wide, as if acknowledging the obvious. “Prey todesertion is an understatement.” he added quietly. “And things will onl yget worse after our ‘visiting dignitaries’ see how we’ve lost our shine. 

” 



“Do you think they’ll rotate us out of Gettys?” I asked him, and felt a vaguestirring of hope . 



He looked at me flatly. “Never, never, Nevare.” He smiled at his ownwords. “They may rotate the regiment out, but you and I, we shall neve rleave this place. The magic lives here, and the magic owns us. 

” 



“Speak for yourself,” I told him irritably. I was getting more than a bittired of being told I was a puppet plaything. “Where my regiment goes, Ifollow. I’m at least that much of a soldier still. ” 



He smiled a different kind of smile. “Well. I’m sure there’s no arguing withyou. When the time comes, we’ll see who stays or goes. Right now, I’m th eone to go. I’ve a dark cold ride ahead of me, and a warmer one after that. ” 



“What do you mean?” 







“I’m off to the whorehouse, man.” He looked at me consideringly. “Whydon’t you join me? Probably do you good. ” 



“Thought you said you never paid for it.” 



“You know any man who admits that he does? Why don’t you come withme, and you can pay for both of us? ” 



“Another time,” I said reflexively. 



“Pining away for Amzil? Put her out of your mind, man. No one rides thatmare, save that she want to carry him. ” 



“I’m not pining for Amzil. I just owed her a favor in return for herhospitality. That was all. ” 



“I’m sure it was. So. The whores, then?” 



It was a cold dark ride to town, and all the way there, I questioned my ownwisdom. But there are times in the heart of winter when a man doesn’ twant to be wise, only satiated. If Hitch hadn’t brought up the idea to me, Idoubt that I’d have gone. But once it was presented, I couldn’t think of an ygood reason to turn it down. I was tired of being alone and cold, and I

needed something to scrub the shame of cowardice from my soul. SoIwent. We rode up to a long low building on the edge of Gettys Town. Th esnow was well trampled outside it, and six saddled horses waited sullenl yin the cold. There were no windows . 



I suggested that we enter separately. Hitch told me he didn’t particularlycare who knew that we knew one another, but he gave way to my request .So, some moments after he had thumped on the rough wooden door an dbeen admitted, I knocked. They let me stand outside in the dark for a fe wmore moments. The man who opened the door was a big, burly fellow. H ewore a white shirt, a bit grimy at the collars and cuffs, and made-ove rcavalla trousers. He was thick-necked and solidly muscled and scowling .Yet as he ran his eyes over me, his scowl gave way to a delighted grin . 

“Hey, Glory-girl!” he shouted over his shoulder. “I got a fellow here who’llmatch you pound for pound. 





Here’s finally a man you’ll notice when he’ sbetween your thighs. ” 



“Clamp your jaws, Stiddick. You know I’m not working tonight. My AuntieFlo’s come calling. Less that’s something you prefer, big man?” A large ,heavy woman in a very tight pink gown loomed up from the dimnes sbehind the man. Tall as he was, she looked over his shoulder easily; I’ dnever seen a woman so tall. She raised the corner of her upper lip at me i na crooked cat smile. “Well. Look at you. Let him by, Stiddick. Mam aMoggam, come take a look at this one!” Sarla Moggam stepped up, seize dmy wrist, and dragged me past both of them. With both Stiddick an dGlory no longer blocking my view, I was finally free to peruse the room .Erotic tapestries draped the walls. Several scantily clad women lounged o nchairs scattered throughout the room. The lamps on the low tables ha dtheir wicks turned down, and their glass shades were pink or violet. As m yeyes adjusted to the dimness and my nose took in the smells of the place ,my expectations dropped. I was still in Gettys. The trappings of th e brothel were tired and worn. Smoke had dimmed the florid pink flesh ofthe preposterous nude in the painting over the fireplace. The dingy carpe tthat floored the room needed beating. A huge fire roared in the big heart hat the end of the room, but its warmth was feeble where I stood. Ther ewere three tables with chairs around them, mostly unoccupied. At one aman sprawled, facedown on the table. His lax hands still clutched at a nemptied bottle. Hitch was nowhere to be seen. There were four othe rwomen in the room besides Glory. Sarla Moggam was the one wh ocommanded my attention. She was a small woman, well past her middl eyears, with unlikely yellow hair that fell in loose ringlets to her bar e shoulders. I don’t know what to call the garment she wore. It had a blac k lace skirt that barely brushed the tops of her knees and a beribboned topthat held her breasts up as if they were in goblets. The brazenness of i twould have been shocking on any woman; on someone of her years, it wa sappalling. The flesh of her throat was lined with wrinkles. Even in the di mlight, I could see how her rouge was caught deeper in the lines of her face .She held me firmly by the wrist, as if I were a petty thief she’d caught an dcackled as she turned to her girls. “Look at this one, sweeties! Who’ll hav e him? ” 



“Don’t even look at me,” a raven-haired woman warned me in a fakedLandsing accent. She rolled her eyes in disgust that I’d even consider her ,and I felt a tingle of both anger and desire at how she disdained me, for i ntruth she had been the first to catch my eye. I considered the othe rwoman. She was either drunk or exceptionally tired. She couldn’t seem t omake her eyes focus on me. One sleeve of her green dress was torn free o fthe bodice and dangled at her side, unnoticed. She gave a few blinks an dthen forced a sloppy smile onto her face. She muttered some sort o fgreeting, but it was so slurred I couldn’t make out what she said . 



“I’ll take him, Mama.” 

I turned my head to see who had spoken. 

I saw a woman about my own age, but only a third of my size. Her brownhair hung loose to her shoulders in waves. Despite the chill of the room ,she was barefoot. She wore a simple blue shift, and I realized that I ha dseen her, but had immediately classified her as a maidservant rather tha none of the prostitutes. She walked toward me with the assured arroganc eof a house cat. “I’ll take him,” she 



repeated . 

Sarla Moggam had never relinquished her grip on my wrist. “Fala, yougreedy girl!” she rebuked her with a smile. Now she put my hand out t othe girl as if I had absolutely no say in the matter, and at that moment, Ididn’t. Fala smiled at me as she took my hand in hers; the simple warmt hof her touch inflamed me, and the light in her eyes grew knowing, as if sh esensed my immediate response to her. “Come with me, big man,” she said ,and led me away from the hearth, toward a long hallway that ran dow n the center of the building. I followed her, docile as a lamb. 



The brothel’s doorman stepped suddenly between us. “Pay first,” hegrowled at me. Then, grinning at Fala, he asked her, “Aren’t you afraid o fbiting off more than you can chew?” This provoked a round of genera llaughter from the room. His manner was offensive and I felt a flash o fanger. But the girl ignored him, smiling at me so beguilingly that I hande dover to Stiddick more than twice what Hitch had told me a whore cos there. I didn’t even quibble, and Fala laughed delightedly as Stiddic k stepped out of my way and I lumbered down the hallway behind her. Heleered after us, and chuckled knowingly. I ignored him. Doors opened of fthe dim hall at regular intervals. Grunts and rhythmic thudding left n oroom for doubt about what went on in the rooms. I heard a muffled yel lfrom one, of anger or ecstasy, I could not tell. My guide had taken m yhand again and she tugged me on. “The last door,” she told m ebreathlessly, “is mine. ” 



She halted outside it and turned to face me. I could not help myself.Ipressed close to her. She set her small hands against my chest and laughe dup at me. “You like me already, don’t you, big man? ” 



“That I do,” I breathed down at her. I reached past her for the doorknob.Her hand was there first, stopping mine . 



“I’m going to do you special,” she said quietly. “Trust me. I know whatyou’ll like.” 



She turned from me to face the door, and as she did, she let her breasts,free beneath her simple shift, brush against me. Was it deliberate that he rbuttocks rested lightly against my thighs before she opened the door an ddrew me into the small room ? 



A single candle, a tall fresh taper, burned in a clay holder besidearumpled bed. The room smelled of sex and other men, and at any othe rtime, I think I would have found it a repulsive odor. Tonight, it was a n aphrodisiac. I followed her in, shutting the door behind me. “Sit down, ”she bade me, and when I started for the bed, she caught at me and said , 





“No, not there. In my chair. Sit down. Lean back. Be comfortable. I wantto show you something.” It had begun to seem to me that she was muc hmore like the friendly little kitchenmaid of my first experience than th ewhores I’d known since then. I could not take the foolish smile from m yface. I sat down in a chair in the corner of the room. “Watch me!” sh ebade me, as if I could have stopped myself from doing so. She reache ddown and took the hem of her shift in both her hands, and then, in on e smooth movement, she lifted it up and over her head and then tossed it t oone side. She shook her tousled hair free, and her breasts moved with th egesture. She was completely, smoothly naked. She danced toward me . 

“Let’s not hurry. Touch me first. However you want. Then I’ll touch you.”She halted before me, feet a little apart and eyes closed, inviting me.  Ileaned forward in my chair and ran my hands over her warm, soft flesh. Itouched as I pleased, hefting the weight of her soft breasts, discovering th ewarmth between her thighs. She gave a sudden shiver as I did so. I tried t opull her to me, but she jumped back and then said suddenly, “My turn .Lean back. Shut your eyes. ” 

I did as she bade me, lost in delight at her playfulness. I felt her tug at mybelt, and then the bliss of buttons giving way to her nimble fingers. Fo rone instant, I was free, and then, to my shock, I felt her clamp her mout hon me. I opened my eyes, jolted to my core at such wild and strang ebehavior. I knew it was not what I wanted. I tried to pull free of her, bu tshe held me fast, and in another moment, I suddenly knew it was what Iwanted beyond all else. I gave a groan of protest and delight and the n surrendered to her. It was happening far more quickly than I intended ,and with an intensity that left me mindless. I had read of such an act, i none of Caleb’s more depraved journals, but I’d certainly never expected t otake part in such perversity. I felt unmanned that she had taken suc hcontrol of me, and yet completely dominant as she knelt before me wit hmy fingers tangled in her hair. Her small hands pressed against th e

overflow of my belly, holding it back. I clasped her head between my handsand feared my own strength, for her skull felt fragile as a child’s .Sensations I’d never even imagined coursed through me. In the momen tbefore her skillful tongue freed me from all thought, I knew that I wanted ,more than anything, to grant her such bliss as she worked upon me . 



And even in the midst of sexual release, I felt the telltale tingling of themagic moving in my blood. Her mouth came suddenly free of me and sh egave a wild cry, a sound as elemental as a doe calling for a mate. She fel lbonelessly to the floor in front of my feet, her wet mouth ajar an dmoaning. “Are you all right?” I asked her in alarm. I clutched my clothin garound me and knelt next to her. Her eyes were rolled back in her head .She took a shuddering breath, coughed it out, and then gasped in anothe rone. 



“I’ll get help,” I told her, and tried to rise. She grasped at me with vaguehands. 



“No. No, please. I’m all right. I think.” She tried to sit up, and thencollapsed back to the floor. “That’s never happened to me before,” she sai din faint wonder. “That was…oh. I don’t know what that was…” 

Her voic etrailed off into incoherence . 







“Isn’t that how it’s supposed to be?” I asked her. “Mutual?” 



“I…don’t know, I suppose. I didn’t know.” She caught a ragged breath. “Ididn’t know,” she said, almost defensively. “I didn’t know it was suppose dto be like that. ” 



Her comment stunned me. It had never dawned on me to wonder ifwhores enjoyed their work. I had assumed they did, for the most part, o rwhy had they become whores? Then I recognized the cruelty of tha t

thought. Had I ever imagined that Amzil enjoyed the whoring she did tokeep her children alive? “I’m sorry,” I said quietly, not quite sure what Iapologized for . 



“Don’t be,” she said, slowly sitting up. She peeked up at me shyly, her facefull of confusion touched with awe. “You didn’t even touch me,” she said . 

“I don’t understand what happened.” 



Her hair had fallen across her face and clung to her sweaty brow. With onefinger, I lifted a sheaf of it so I could see her eyes. She continued to look u pat me. “It is supposed to be like that,” I assured her. “It’s always suppose dto be this good. ” 



I helped her crawl up on her bed and tenderly tucked a blanket aroundher. I knew she was a whore and I’d had the time I’d paid her for. Sh eowed me nothing more than what she had already given me. 

Reluctantly, Istarted to leave her there, but with a cry, she caught at my hand and dre wme down beside her. “Stay a little while,” she said quietly. “I don’t wan t Mama Moggam to make me bring another man back here. Not just yet.”She gave a sudden shiver. “It’s like it’s echoing in me,” she said . 



I lay down beside her. “You’re warm,” she said, and moved closer to me.She put her head on my chest. 

“I feel like I could fall asleep. ” 



“If you want, you can,” I told her. For a time, I held her close in a warmththat I suspect neither of us had felt in a long time. In its own way, it wa sbetter than the sex had been . 







The candle had long since guttered away to leave us in blessed darknesswhen I heard a heavy pounding on the door. Stiddick’s voice rousted us . 

“You! In there! You’re done now. Leave!” 



I startled awake, for I’d dozed off for the second time. Even so, I wouldhave lingered for another go-round, but she pushed at me lightly. “No .Enough. Good-bye, big man. ” 



As I walked out, Stiddick was waiting in the hall. He pushed past me toget inside. As the door swung shut, I heard him ask her, “Did he hurt you ?I never known you to let a man stay so long. ” 



When I walked down the long hall to the entry room, I found it desertedand the fire burning low. Hitch was long gone, I was certain. I rode a surl yClove home in the cold and dark of early morning. Several days later whe nI came to town again and dined in the mess hall with Ebrooks and Kesey, Iheard that rumors about me had circulated through the lower folk of th etown. Ebrooks muttered that some were saying I was strangely endowe d

or unnaturally skilled. Fala had told the other whores that she’d never had such a man. The next night, she’d refused to work. Within the week, she’dabruptly left the brothel’s employ. No one knew where she’d gone, an dKesey warned me to stay away from Sarla Moggam’s, for the brothe lowner blamed me personally for the ruination of one of her mos tprofitable whores. My brief spark of fame among the enlisted men wa s

poor compensation for the loss of a welcome at the brothel, nor did Hitch’sevident enjoyment and mockery of me about it make it any easier to bear .But I held tight to the moment of true tenderness that I’d shared wit h

Fala, and wished her well, wherever she had gone. It was the one warmnight I enjoyed that winter . 




CHAPTER TWENTYSPRIN G

Every season must eventually give way to the next. 



There were times, during that winter in Gettys, when I doubted the truthof this. It was the darkest, coldest time I’d ever passed in my life. Now tha tSpink had enlightened me as to the nature of the magic that seepe dthrough Gettys’ streets like a fog and Hitch had confirmed it, I was mor eattuned to it. I could feel the ebb and flow of the bleakness that afflicte dthe town. I could sense, without entering the woods, the days on whic hterror and panic emanated from them, and the days in which wearines sand discouragement lurked there. None of that, however, put me an ycloser to bettering my own state of mind, let alone to breaking the magic’ s hold on me. 







There were even times when I allowed myself to wonder if that was whatItruly desired. As the days slowly lengthened and spring softened the snow sby day, I had time to ponder Hitch’s warnings. I could see, now, th edanger of using the magic I’d been given. I’d intended good for Amzil, an dperhaps exposed her to danger. Had I cheated the man who had owne dClove? But there were times when I’d felt the magic’s tingle, and no evi lhad come of it that I had seen. Perhaps it was not as Hitch saw it, a dangerous balancing act between my will and that of the magic, but onl ythe much older idea that the more power one has, the more carefully i tmust be wielded. If I was trapped in this fat body, and if the magic was t ohave a hold on me, might I not learn to use it wisely and perhaps eve nwell? Such were my thoughts in the evenings, at least, when I lay alone i nmy bed. I will confess that, a time or two, I tried to summon the magic s othat I could use it in small and harmless ways. Could I kindle a fire wit h it? Command water to freeze or turn a stone to bread as magicians did inthe old Varnian tales of magic? 

Those were feats I attempted and failed at .Afterward, I laughed at myself for such foolish fancies. But late at night, I

would again wonder if such magic was that different from commandingvegetables to grow, or waking a whore to true passion’s reward .Summoning the magic, I decided at last, demanded not will or intellect , but emotion. I could not raise such emotions in myself simply by thinkin gof them, any more than a man can truly make himself laugh heartily whe nnothing has amused him. Recognizing that the magic raced in my bloo donly when strong emotion summoned it was a solid warning to me that i twas unlikely to be something I could ever rationally control. Wisely, Idecided to leave it be. During the day, I did my best to keep myself busy. Imissed books desperately, so much so that I often resorted to rereadin g my own journal entries and adding notes in the margin from my older andwiser perspective. I’d lost a strap from Clove’s harness somehow. It too kme most of a day in town to get another one from supply. I saw Spin kthere, but we gave no sign of knowing one another. I came home feelin gangry and depressed

. 



I cut and stacked the wood that I’d brought from the forest. When that loghad been reduced, I forced myself to once more take Clove and reenter th ewoods. I chose a day when only fatigue threatened, and forced my wa ythrough the glum discouragement that tried to overwhelm me. My troph ywas another section of the trunk from the dead snag. Resisting the urge t olie down even in the snow and take a rest demanded all my willpower .Even after I reached my cottage, weariness debilitated me, and there I di d surrender to a long afternoon nap. Having to battle magic just to hav efirewood awoke me to what the road workers had to endure daily. Hitc hhad said that my connection to the magic gave me a slight immunity. Iwondered what Spink and Epiny battled each day. When I was a boy, m yfather had kept me continuously occupied with lessons and chores. At th eacademy, the first-year schedule was deliberately designed to be bot hdemanding and exhausting, the better to keep young men from findin gmischief when they had free time. That winter was the first time in my lif ethat I’d had dragging hours with nothing to fill them. There were dozen s

of ways I could have improved my cabin, of course, but the most I did wasdevise elaborate plans. The dull seep of magic from the forest drained m ywill. As the snows melted and the sap ran in the trees, the tiny leaf bud sswelled on their branches. The forest beckoned, with game trails to follo wand hunting that could fill my dinner pot with meat, but the prospect o fbattling either terror or fatigue dimmed my enthusiasm and kept me clos eto home. Every morning, I’d stand by the spring with my water bucket an 



dgaze up into the forest depths. Birds flitted there, and new green leave sbedecked both trees and bushes. I longed to enter, and knew it was afoolish wish. It was a relief when the thawing ground allowed me t o

resume my gravedigging. It gave me a physical task to occupy my body ifnot my mind . 



One welcome aspect of spring was that the supply wagons began to oncemore make the long eastern journey to us. The dusty windows of th emercantile stores were uncluttered and wiped clean. Fresh wares wer edisplayed in them: shining tin washtubs, woollen and cotton goods, agleaming long gun with a curly maple stock that no man could pass b ywithout ogling. Within the store, new casks of pickled herring from the fa rcoast had arrived, along with fresh stocks of sweet fruit preserves an dbright packets of garden seeds. All these and much more were bait fo rhearts and eyes jaded by all the oldness of winter. Yet I had come to th estore that day not for anything so gleaming and grand but only in the hop e of looking through some of the newspapers that had finally reached us . 

The articles in them might be weeks or months old, but they were a link toOld Thares and the cities of the west that gave us an inkling of the change sgoing on in the greater world . 



Ostensibly, they were for sale, not casual perusing, but they were displayedin a rack on the wall, and I was not the only fellow standing and readin gthe front pages . 



The papers were expensive, and I could spare money only for one. After I’dread it, I might be able to trade it to some fellow reader for his purchase ,but I wished to make the wisest choice. At length I chose one with a

front-page story concerning a vote in the Council of Lords about taxation.A side column was an editorial on the number of noble sons who had bee nshifted into roles other than that prescribed by birth order following th eprevious winter’s plague deaths. Evidently, some cousins who had hope dto inherit titles were seeking legal redress against “heirs who were no ttruly heir sons.” I took the paper from the rack and then waited, holding afew packets of vegetable seeds and gripping a fistful of coins, for the cler kto deign to notice me. He was the same supercilious youth who alway sscorned to wait on me. Today he took my money and passed over th ejournal with the comment, “Are you sure this is what you want? 

You can’ teat it, you know. And we’ve a stock of plain paper for wrapping things. ” 



“Just sell me the seeds and the newspaper, please. I’d like to read it,”I replied quietly. 



“Ah, he reads! Will wonders never cease? There you go.” 







I ignored his mockery, took my paper and my garden seeds, and turned toleave. As I did so, two women entered the shop. One was a woman o fmiddle years whom I’d frequently seen around Gettys. I was puzzled t o

notice that she now wore a large brass whistle on a fine chain around herneck. But a greater shock to me was to recognize the finely dressed youn glady who accompanied her. My erstwhile fiancée looked lovely. Carsin aGrenalter was wearing the latest style from Old Thares, I was sure. He rgreen bonnet could not contain the flaxen curls that bounced about he rshoulders. The cut of her forest-green dress flattered her buxom figure .Little gold earrings gleamed in her earlobes. The fresh air of spring ha dpinked her cheeks and the tip of her nose. She glanced about th emercantile and gave a strangled laugh. “Oh, my dear Clara! This i sdreadful! Is this what they deem a dry goods store in Gettys? My dear, I’ mafraid we shall have to send away for the proper buttons and lace if we ar eto retrim your dresses in the new styles! 

” 



By the time Carsina had finished speaking, her companion was flushedabright pink. I did not know if it were shame for Gettys’ poor quality o fstores, or Carsina’s forthright announcement that Clara would b e retrimming her dresses rather than purchasing new frocks. It didn’ tmatter. I looked at Carsina, and delightful as she appeared, I wondere dhow I had ever believed I could be happily partnered with such a thoughtless woman . 



If I had thought to take vengeance on her, I got it without making anyeffort at all. Carsina’s eyes had found me; it would have been difficult t omiss a man of my size in any setting, let alone amid the crowded shelves o fthe mercantile. There I stood, unlovely and immense in my well-wor n

“uniform,” looking back at her. Our eyes met. She recognized me. I knewthat from how her eyes widened and her silent gasp. She instantly turne daway from me and fled toward the door, exclaiming, 

“Come, Clara, ther emust be other stores in Gettys. Let us see what they have to offer us. ” 



“But—but, Carsina, I’ve told you, this store is the best of them. Carsina!”The door shut behind her. I hadn’t moved. “Can’t blame her for takin gfright,” the youth behind the counter smirked. “And what can I do for yo utoday, Mistress Gorling? ” 



Clara Gorling was a lady. I’ll give her that. She cast me an apologeticglance before telling the lad, “Well, I thought we were going to look a tbuttons and lace, but my husband’s cousin seems to have fled. I do be gyour pardon. She’s only newly arrived in Gettys. It’s been arranged for he rto meet Captain Thayer. 

Their families are discussing a betrothal. M ycousin spent the best part of the winter in Old Thares. You can imagin ethe shock she feels, coming straight to Gettys from the society and cultur eof the capital. 

Well. As I’m here, Yandy, would you please put up tw opounds of herring for me, and two measures of corn meal? At least I’ll ge t

the day’s shopping out of the way.” She glanced out of the window as shespoke, and I followed her gaze. Carsina lingered outside the mercantil ewith her back to the store. Did she think I would pursue 



her? Why woul dshe imagine I would want to, after she had treated me so badly and trie dto turn my own sister against me? Yet that random thought of Yari lsuddenly made me realize why I had to speak to Carsina. I hurried out o fthe store . 



The streets were muddy and rutted from the rains of spring. Carsinalingered on a cobbled walk, trying to hold her skirts away from the mu dwithout flashing her ankles into view. The spring wind from th e mountains tugged at the scarf that she held close to her throat with he rfree hand. There was no one near to overhear me. I walked softly up to he rand spoke in a low voice. “Such a surprise to see you in Gettys, Carsina. Iunderstand you’re here to meet your new fiancé. Congratulations. I’m sur ehe’ll be as charmed as I once was.” I had intended my words as acompliment, to calm her and make her regard me with gratitude before Iasked my favor of her. Instead, she seemed to regard them as either insul tor threat. She turned her head to look at me, eyes flashing, and the njerked her gaze away. “Leave me alone, sirrah. We have not bee nintroduced, and I’m not accustomed to conversing with commo n strangers.” She took several hasty steps away from me and then paused ,staring anxiously at the mercantile door. I knew that as soon as Clar a

came out, she would flee. I only had a moment to convey my need to her.Asoldier who was riding past stared at us curiously. I approached he ragain. “Carsina, please. There is just one thing I need from you, a smal land simple favor. Won’t you help me out, please, for old time’s sake? Fo rYaril? ” 



Her face had gone white and she stood stiff as a stick. She looked allaround us, as if fearing someone would see me speaking to her. “Sir, I d onot know you!” she said quite loudly. “If you don’t stop bothering me, Ishall scream for assistance.” Two ladies had just turned the corner nea rGettys’ only teashop. They halted at the sight of us, staring . 



“Don’t do that!” I whispered hoarsely. “You don’t need to do that. Carsina,it’s about Yaril, not me. 

Once you were the very best of friends. Please, fo rher sake, help me. She thinks I am dead. I don’t have any way to—” “Leav eme alone!” She all but shrieked the words as she took several mor etottering steps away from me . 



“Excuse me, ma’am. Is he bothering you?” The voice came from behindme, and I turned, dread in my heart. Sergeant Hoster, puffed up wit hhostility, looked absolutely gratified to have an excuse to humiliate me. H e

didn’t wait for Carsina to speak before he barked at me, “Step away fromthe lady, Gutbag! I seen you whispering at her. She warned you off twice .Now get on your way and leave her alone. Better yet, get back to th ecemetery where you belong.” Carsina stood with her back to me, tremblin gas if with terror, her handkerchief clutched to her mouth. I knew what sh efeared, and it wasn’t that I’d harm her. It was that somehow the folk o fGettys would connect her with me. I spoke deliberately to her back. “ Imeant no harm, ma’am. Obviously, I mistook you for someone else.” Avengeful demon inside me wanted to call her by name, wanted t o

announce to every fool on the street who had stopped to gawk that I hadonce been engaged to her. 





Coldly I clamped down on the impulse. I mus tnot antagonize her. She was my best hope of getting a letter through to m ysister. If I could catch her alone, I could if necessary threaten her wit hexposure to get her to write to Yaril. But that ruse would have to wait. Fo rnow, I lowered my head and stepped back apologetically . 



Clara Gorling had emerged from the shop at last. She gave an exclamationof dismay at Carsina’s distress and hurried to her side. I turned an dwalked quickly away. Behind me, I heard Sergeant Hoster apologizing t oher for “the lady’s bad experience. No woman should walk the streets o fGettys alone, more’s the pity. Some of the enlisted men have no mor emanners than savages. She’s not harmed, ma’am, merely shaken. A wal khome and a hot cup of tea will likely put her right.” He turned and shoo k his fist at me. “I’d give you the thrashing you deserve, if it weren’t for al lthese ladies watching. Count yourself lucky!” Clara Gorling was n oshrinking violet. She called out loudly after me, “You should be ashamed o fyourself, trooper! Ashamed! Animals like you are why the ladies of thi stown must carry whistles and walk in pairs just to be safe in broa ddaylight! I’ll be speaking to Colonel Haren about you! 

Don’t think I shan’t !You’re a hard man to mistake! My husband will see that you get what yo uhave coming to you! ” 



And all I could do was hunch my shoulders to her words and slink awaylike a chicken-killing dog. I almost expected the onlookers to stoop an dfling stones after me to make me run. For a terrifying moment, I wishe ddeath on all of them. Yet the moment I felt my blood begin to seethe wit hmagic, a horror seized me and I quenched the emotion and the evi lthought it had spurred. I felt physically ill and more of a monster tha neven the gawking folk believed I was. As quickly as I could, I turned dow nan alley and escaped from their sight. I had not intended to take Sergean tHoster’s suggestion that I hurry back to the cemetery, but that was what Idid. For the rest of the afternoon, my mind seethed, not just with plans o fhow I could persuade Carsina to help me clandestinely contact my sister , but also with genuine fear of the emotions she had stirred in me.Eventually I took out my dearly bought newspaper and tried to absor bmyself in the news from Old Thares and the civilized world. But the new s that had been of such pressing interest to me but a few hours earlier no wseemed irrelevant to me. I tried to care about the old nobles and the ne wnobles and questions of birth order and life roles and could not. 

None of it ,I told myself, would ever touch me again. I was no longer a new noble’ ssoldier son, but only an enlisted man who wasn’t even truly a cavall atrooper, but only a cemetery soldier, a guardian of graves. The storekeepe rhad been right, I told myself in disgust. Just because I could read th enewspaper did not mean that any of it applied to me . 



No. I was a creature of this border world now, a man infected with magic.A monstrous power slept inside me, and unless I could rid myself of it, Iwould have to live in fear of my honest emotions. I had to find a way to ri dmyself of the magic. I had starved my body of sustenance to no avail. I ha dthought that if I could regain my former body, I could take back m yformer life. Now I saw that I had been starting at the wrong end of th eproblem. If I wanted to take back my old life or any semblance of it, th e first thing I had to do was be rid of the magic that lurked inside me. It wasthe true change that had befallen me, not the layer of fat that covered me .My fat was only an outward sign of the real transformation . 







Spink had offered to help me. I suddenly longed to be able to seek him andEpiny out and have someone I trusted on my side in this battle. Perhaps Icould find a way to contact Spink, and I tempted myself with the though tof revealing myself to Epiny. I banished the hope by recalling how the fol kin town had looked at me today. Did I want to bring that kind of disgus tand shame to Spink’s doorstep? Did I want tales of whores and insults t owomen on the street to attach themselves to my real name, as they surel y must if Epiny acknowledged me as her cousin? I imagined such gossi preaching my father’s ears, and Yaril’s, and I cringed. No. Isolation wa sbetter than shame. I would continue on my own. This was my fight and n oone else’s. 



I stayed away from town for over a week. I was well settled in my cabinnow. I dug myself a garden patch, well away from the grave sites, an dplanted a small vegetable garden. I tended the graves of the folk I ha dburied over the winter; the frozen earth I had tossed down on their coffin shad settled unevenly. I leveled it now, and whenever I noticed wild flower ssprouting near my path, I dug them up and moved them to the ne w graves. 



Rabbits and birds were attracted to the spring grass on the open hillside of the graveyard, and I began employing my sling to obtain fresh meat formyself. I began to wonder how independently I could live. Eventually Imust return to town for fresh supplies and to fulfill my duties, but eac htime I thought of going, I found an excuse to stay home . 



I was hoeing in my little garden one morning when I heard hoofbeats.Ihurried around the front of my cabin and then stood and watched as alone horseman followed by a mule and cart came up the rough road to th ecemetery. It took some time before I recognized Ebrooks and Kesey. Eve nthen, I was reluctant to go and meet them. I stood silently until they pulle din their animals. Ebrooks dismounted and Kesey clambered down from hi scart. The cart held a coffin. “No mourners?” I asked as I approache d them. 



Kesey shrugged. “New recruit. He managed to get himself killed the firstday he was here. The corporal that did it is locked up now. I expect tha tbefore the week is out, you’ll be burying him, too. ” 



I shook my head at the sad tidings. “You could have just sent a messengerout here. Clove and I would have come for him. ” 



“Yeah, well, it’s that time of year. You’ll be seeing me and Ebrooks regularnow. Colonel doesn’t like the grass to get more than ankle-deep here. We’l lbe cutting some each day; it’s the only way to keep it 



down.” It wa s

strange to have company. They helped me lower the coffin into the waitinggrave, and then watched me fill it in. It annoyed me that neither on eappreciated that a dug grave was already waiting, nor did they help to fil lit. At least they bowed their heads with me as I said a simple prayer ove rthe grave . 



“Used to be every soldier from our outfit had a real funeral,” Keseyobserved. “But I guess funerals are like birthdays. Once you reach acertain number of them, they don’t seem so special anymore. ” 



“As long as I’m here, I’ll do my best to see every man buried with dignity,” I replied. 



“Suit yourself,” Kesey said. “But Ebrooks and I won’t always have time to help you, you know.” 



His callousness angered me. I took a petty revenge. I professed ignoranceas to how to put an edge on a scythe. I watched them do all the too lsharpening, and then feigned that I did not know how to use one an dspent the rest of the day “learning” by watching them. I discovered the y were actually very competent at their tasks. We began at the oldest sectionof the cemetery, and worked row by row to take down the grass that ha dgrown too tall. As we raked it into piles and collected it, they complaine d

that once simply putting a couple of sheep out to graze had accomplishedthis task. It had been stopped not out of exaggerated respect for the dead ,but because three times in a row, the sheep had been stolen. 

When Iexpressed surprise, they laughed at me. Had I forgotten that most of th epopulation of the town around the fort were criminals?  As the afternoo nshadows lengthened, we returned to my cabin. To my surprise, they’ dthought to bring food with them, and we made a meal together. They wer enot companions I would have chosen for myself, yet it was still good to ea tand talk and laugh without regard to anything else . 



After our meal, they headed back to town. They invited me to come withthem and join them in a beer, but I’d spent my money on the Old Thare snewspaper, and told them so politely. And so they departed, with th epromise or warning that they’d return to work again tomorrow. As the ywaved at me, they laughed, and told me to keep good watch tonight, les tthe Specks come to steal my latest resident. I waved them off and wen tback into my cabin. I’d worked longer hours than I had in some days, an dI went to bed early, actually anticipating the morrow with some pleasure .After all my days alone, it would be good to have company each day. Itried not to wonder if I would soon weary of the twosome. I slept well an ddeeply. 



Dawn woke me, and I rose and followed my routine. When I went to fetchwater, I received again the 



strong impression that someone was watchin gme from the forest. I steeled myself to the magic’s insidious creeping an dshook my fist at the forest before I carried my bucket of water home .While I waited for the icy spring water to boil for tea and porridge, I too kmy sling and went out across the grave sites looking for rabbits or birds .I’d resolved to make a nice meat soup for all of us for supper, an d suspected that the scent of newly shorn grass might have lured in a few fa tspring rabbits, or perhaps some birds come in quest of gravel or worms .What I found instead shocked and horrified me. 

Somehow, the tales o fbody-snatching had seemed only that: tales to frighten a man new to hi stask as a cemetery guard. To see the gaping grave and the plundere d

coffin crookedly perched upon the heaped soil raised the hair on the backof my neck and sent a shiver down my spine. I approached it cautiously, a sif it were somehow dangerous to me. It was empty. Only a smudge o f

caked blood from the dead man’s wound remained to show that a bodyhad been in there. In the loose soil beside the grave, I found two sets o fbarefoot prints. I lifted my eyes to the forest that crouched on the hillsid eabove the cemetery . 



The Specks had come and taken the body into those woods. Somewhere in there, I’d find him. All I had to do was muster the courage to go and lookfor the corpse. Ebrooks and Kesey found me gathering what I thought I’ dneed. I’d found a piece of old canvas in the tool shed, possibly left ove rfrom crude shroud-making for plague victims. I had the canvas and agood length of rope. I’d slung those onto the back of Clove’s saddle. M ylong gun was in the scabbard. I hoped I wouldn’t have to use it, and no tjust because I didn’t want to face a difficult situation. I had no faith in th e battered weapon. I had expected them to share my horror at the bod ysnatching. Instead, simpletons that they were, they roared with laughte rat my predicament and wished me “good hunting” but declined to mak eany effort to help me. Kesey offered me the only helpful bit of information . 

“Sometimes they puts them right at the end of the road, where theworkers would find them. I think they do it to frighten them. But othe rtimes, well, there’s just no saying. That feller could be anywhere in th e woods, from here to the other side of the Barrier Mountains. ” 



“Why do they do it?” I demanded furiously, not expecting an answer. 

“Most likely because it bothers us so much. For a while there, Rheims, thefellow who dug graves before you, he kept a list of the ones that wer estolen, and which ones he brought back and buried and which ones h enever found. Colonel Haren got angry about that. ” 



“That he never found some of the bodies? I don’t blame him! That’s awful.Think of the families. ” 



“No, not that. He got mad that Rheims kept a list. Sergeant Hoster told usa new rule for it, after Rheim disappeared. You got to go look for the bod yat least three times. If you don’t find it after that, you can just fill in th egrave and keep your mouth shut about it. Now, Ebrooks and me, we aske dhim, ‘What do 



you mean?’ Do we only have to go looking for the corps ethree times all told, or that we got to try to find it three times each time i tgets stole, no matter what? ” 



The horror I felt was only getting deeper. “What did Hoster say?” I asked faintly. 



Ebrooks laughed sourly. “Not much. He just shoved Kesey down and calledhim an old fool and then stomped off. And over his shoulder he shouts a tus, ‘Work it out for yourselves.’ So we did. And we decided three times wa sthe maximum we’d go into the woods for any body. And that’s how we’v ebeen doing it. ” 



I felt queasy. “And how many bodies have been lost that way?” Theyexchanged a look. It was an agreement to lie. “Oh, not many,” Ebrook ssaid airily. “But we don’t really know the count, because Colonel Hare n

forbade keeping track of it. And neither of us are much good at writing anyway.” 



“I see.” 



They went off to their grass-cutting after that, and I took Clove and mycorpse-packaging materials and went back to the empty grave. I resolve dthat I would start there and see if I couldn’t discover any sort of trail. Ialso decided that I would approach Colonel Haren about acquiring a dog ,to both help me guard the cemetery and to help track down stolen bodie swhen the occasion demanded it. This time, however, I knew I was on m yown. From the tracks in the disturbed soil around the grave, I decide d there had been two intruders, one smaller than the other. They had walkedthrough the uncut grass burdened with a corpse. I mounted Clove to enjo ya better vantage point. There had been a heavy dew the night before. As Ihad hoped, the passage of the grave robbers had disturbed enough of th emoisture on the tall grass that I could see where they had gone. Eve nbetter, it indicated they had left after most of the dew had formed. I

kicked Clove, and we followed their trail through the grave markers. Itmade straight for the woods . 



The forest looked beautiful in the morning light. The new leaves were attheir brightest, and the contrast between the shades of green shown by th edifferent kinds of trees made a springtime palette. The sky was a pale blue ,with wispy clouds. In the near distance, the mountains shouldered u pabove the hills, still mantled with snow. It looked as if clouds had snagge don their rugged tops and flew there like banners. 

The woods should hav elooked welcoming, but the closer I got to them, the more they breathe ddullness and fatigue and deep dark despair . 







At the edge of the meadow, I dismounted. From here, I’d have to walk ifIwas to keep my eyes open for sign. And walking would force me to sta yawake. Already sleepiness buzzed in my ears and my eyelids were heavy. Irubbed my eyes, scratched my head briskly to try to rouse myself, an dentered the woods. 

Clove came behind me . 



The packed litter of the forest floor looked deep and undisturbed. I tried toimagine myself as two men, burdened with a corpse. Where would I

choose to walk, what would I avoid? I picked my way up the hillside,avoiding the denser thickets of underbrush. I struck a deer trail, and wa srewarded by a fresh scuff mark on the bark of a tree beside it. 

I yawne dprodigiously, shook my head, and forced myself to go on. The fores tsmelled lovely, both lush and rotting in the rising warmth of the sprin gday. It reminded me of something…no, of someone. Of her. 

Tree Woman .It was the smell of her breath and body. In a sort of daze, I drifted into a walking dream of lying beside her, in warmth and ease. Mydiscouragement turned to a shameful longing for a past that I didn’t eve nremember . 



Can a man fall asleep walking? I’m not sure, but it is possible to waken byjolting into a tree. I shook my head, and for a moment I could no tremember where I was or what I was doing there. Then Clove nudged m efrom behind, and I recalled my task. We had not strayed far from the dee rtrail. I went back to it, and trudged on. I used every trick I knew to kee pmyself alert. I bit my lip. I scratched the back of my neck. I forced mysel fto walk with my eyes open very wide. Such antics kept me awake an dmoving, but it was devilishly hard to focus on trying to find marks of atrail. I saw nothing for a long time, and cursed my luck, wondering if i n

my sleepiness I’d missed some key clue. Then I saw the unmistakable markof three muddy fingers on a tree trunk. Someone had paused there an dsteadied himself. I tottered on, yawning. That hand mark mean tsomething more than the fact they had passed this way. My mind chewe dthe thought slowly. I decided it meant they were getting tired. The natur eof the forest was changing. The woods right above the cemetery were o ffairly young trees interspersed with large charred stumps and fire-scarre dgiants. 

Clove and I came now to the edge of that old burn, and in a doze npaces the open, airy forest of deciduous trees abruptly gave way t osomething darker and more ancient. The underbrush dwindled and gav eway. The crowded trees that competed for space and survival had no plac ein this cathedral of giants. The forest floor became a deep carpet of moss .A few broad-leaved plants and ferns broke the floor, and occasionally th elong, crookedly sprawling and fiercely thorned canes of demon’s clu b sprouted like strange forest cacti. Previously, Clove had had to shoulde rhis way along the narrow path. 

Now we were dwarfed. The trunks of th etrees were columns that held up a distant sky. The giants were widel yspaced, and I could not reach the lowest branch on any of them. Thei r leafy limbs began far overhead and reached out to mingle in a canopythat, when their leaves were fully developed, would completely block th e

light. I had never walked in such a forest, and the magic’s sleepy spell wasabruptly dispersed by a jolt of genuine and deeply felt fear. I’d recognize dthese giants of trees. They were the same as those at the end of the road. Ihalted where I stood and stared all around me. The vista of thick columna rtrunks extended 



in all directions. I had no name for the trees; I’d neve rseen them anywhere else. The upper reaches of their trunks were mottle din color, from green to reddish-brown. But down here, at my height, th esurface of their bark was ropy, as if the trunks were braided tendril s rather than a single stem. The roots that radiated out from the trees raised hummocks in the forest floor. Their fallen leaves from last autumnmade deep leafy beds of humus among the tangling roots. The rich smel lof healthy rot filled my nostrils . 



The silence in that place was a pressure I felt in my ears, and between oneheartbeat and the next, I suddenly acknowledged a thing I had alway sknown but never fully realized. Trees were alive. The colossi tha tsurrounded me were not the work of man or the earth’s bones of stone .They were living creatures, each one begun from a tiny seed, and older, fa rolder than anything I could imagine. The thought sent a sudden shiver u pmy spine, and suddenly I needed to see the sky and feel moving air on m yface. But the trees hemmed me round and closed me in. I glimpsed a n area that seemed more light and open and made directly for it, heedless ofleaving the deer trail that was now only a winding indentation through th emossy earth . 



My area of light marked where one of the giants had half fallen. It leanedat an angle, its roots torn from the earth, and its bare branches pushin ghalf a dozen fellow trees aside. Its falling had opened a window to the sky ;spring sunlight reached the mossy forest floor. In that irregular patch o flight, several young trees had sprung up. I would have said they wer elarge, old trees if I had seen them growing in Old Thares. Among thes egiants, they seemed like saplings. And fastened to one of the saplings Ifound the corpse I had been pursuing. I had seen only his coffin when w eburied him. It was a shock to find him such a young man, little more tha na boy, really. He sat with his back to the tree, his head fallen forward o nhis chest and his face covered by a sheaf of yellow hair. But for th ediscoloration of his skin, he might have simply fallen asleep there . 



His hands, darkened by death, lay in his lap. He looked at peace. I staredat him, and wondered what I had feared I would find. The Specks had no tstripped his body. They had not cut his limbs away or in any wa ydishonored him that I could see. They had simply carried him all this way ,only to set him down against a tree . 



The shafts of spring sunlight falling from far above illuminated him as ifhe were god-touched. Tiny insects danced above him in a flickering clou dof gossamer wings. Behind me, Clove snorted impatiently. I glanced bac kat my horse, and at the roll of soiled canvas and old rope he carried . 

Suddenly it seemed that I would be the one disturbing the rest of the dead.A man spoke beside me. 

“Please, sir. Don’t bother him. He is peacefu lnow.” I leapt sideways and landed in a defensive posture. 

Clove turned hi sbig head to look at me curiously. The Speck man did not flinch or move .He didn’t shift his eyes toward me, but stood with his hands claspe d





loosely below his belly and his head bent as if praying. For a long instant,we were frozen in that tableau. 

The Speck was a man of middle years ,naked as the sky. His long streaked hair was held back with a tie of bar ktwine. He carried no weapons; his body was unadorned by jewelry of an ykind. As natural as an animal, he stood in submission before me. I fel tfoolish in my wrestler’s crouch, with my fists held up before me. I calme dmy breath and warily straightened. “Why have you done this?” I aske d him severely. 



He lifted his eyes to look at me. I was startled to see that his eyes matchedthe streaking pigment on his face. A brown eye looked at me from the dar kblotch on the left side of his face, and a green eye peered from the tan are aaround his right eye. His gaze was mild. “I do not understand your words ,Great One.” 

Clove and my scabbarded long gun were several steps away. Iedged toward them as I tried to think of a different way to phrase m yquestion. “Yesterday I buried this man in a coffin. Why have yo u disturbed his rest by stealing his body and bringing him here?” 



He puffed his cheeks at me lightly, a gesture I would later learn indicateda sort of denial. “Oh, Great One, I cannot understand what you say. ” 



“Speak the language, can’t you?” The woman who suddenly stepped outfrom the shelter of a tree snapped these words with asperity. She had bee nleaning against the mottled trunk in a way that had allowed her to blen dwith it. Now that she stood clear of it, I wondered how I had not seen he rbefore, and wondered, too, why Clove showed no sign of alarm. He pai dthese Specks no more mind than if they were jaybirds hopping near hi m

in his pasture. When, I wondered, had he become so accustomed to them?A paranoid fear that there were actually unseen Specks all around m esuddenly seized me. I glanced about and then put my back to Clove’ sbarrel body. My long gun was on the other side of my horse. I started t oedge around him . 



As I took that precaution, the woman walked toward me. She was asnaked as the man, and completely comfortable in her bare skin. Sh ereminded me of a large, heavy-bodied cat as she stalked me. She was lithe ,but there was nothing slight about her. As she drew closer, I halted m y flight. Her modest breasts hugged her body; muscle moved in her powerfulthighs. I tried not to stare at her nakedness, but it was just as difficult t omeet her eyes. They were the deepest green I had ever seen. 

A sooty strea kran down the center of her face, dividing her eyes and darkening her nose .She had more specks and larger ones than the man did; at some points ,the dashes on her body almost became stripes. 

Her streaky hair fell in amane down her back, and in color it reminded me of varnished oak . 

If I felt uncouth staring at her body, she was not so inhibited aboutperusing mine. Her eyes ran over me familiarly, and she said to the man , 

“Look at him. He’s huge. He could make two of you even now, and yet it isplain that no one cares for him. Think what such a man could look lik ewith the proper care.” She was only an arm’s length away 



from me, an dshe lifted both her hands as if she would measure my girth with them . 



“Keep your distance!” I warned her, unnerved by her casual attitudetoward me . 



“Speak the language, I said! Are you rude, or stupid?” 



“Olikea! It is dangerous to speak so to a Great One!” The man offered hiswarning in a humble tone, as if he must defer to her. It made me wonde rwhat her status was; I tried to gauge her age and decided she must b eclose to twenty. Her nakedness, I suddenly realized, confused me. I wa saccustomed to dress defining both a woman’s status and her age . 



She laughed, a clear peal that shattered the quiet of the woods. The soundwoke a memory in me. I’d heard that laugh before. “There is no danger ,Father. If he is so stupid that he cannot speak the language, then he wil lnot be offended by what I said. And if he is so rude as to speak his ow ntongue to us when he can understand the language, well, then I have onl yreturned that rudeness to him. Is it not so, Great One? ” 



“My name is not Great One,” I replied testily. And then my tongue haltedof its own accord. I had spoken Gernian to her, until I came to the word sfor Great One. That phrase I had returned to her in her own language. Iknew then that I could speak the Speck language, and recalled when I ha dlearned it and from whom. They were speaking Speck and I’d bee nreplying in Gernian. I took a breath and tried again. “Please. Keep you rdistance from me. ” 



“There!” she exclaimed to her father. “I knew it. He was just being rude.Because he thinks he can.” She turned back to me. “Keep my distance .That I shall. This is my distance, Great One.” She stepped closer to me an dset both her hands on my chest. Shock paralyzed my body and my tongue .She ran one hand down my side, and slapped me firmly on the hip as i f

she were checking a horse or dog for soundness. Her other handsimultaneously traveled up my chest and up the side of my neck an dstopped on my cheek. She ran her thumb lightly over my lips. Her bol d gaze held my own. She leaned in closer until her breasts brushed my chest .Then the hand that had lingered on my hip suddenly groped my groin .Startled, I sprang back from her, but Clove’s huge body blocked m y

escape. She squeezed me playfully and then stepped back, grinning broadly. She spoke over her shoulder to her father, who stood, his eyes castdown, as if he wished to avoid seeing her outrageous behavior. “Oh, yo usee, he regrets being rude already.” She cocked her head at me and we t





her lips. “Would you like to apologize to me?” 



It was very hard to think. The sudden idea that I had succumbed to thespell of the forest and fallen into a deep sleep came to me. If this was adream, I could do whatever I wanted, without repercussions. No. I recalle dthe last time I had lain with a Speck woman in a dream, and all that ha dfollowed. I made fists, digging my nails into the palms of my hands. I lifte dmy hands and scrubbed roughly at my face. Either the dream was a ver ystrong one, or this was real. Either choice was frightening. I took a breat hand spoke firmly to the man. It was hard to summon an authoritativ evoice when the woman still hemmed me in against my horse. “I have com eto take the body back to our graveyard. Stand clear of me and let me d owhat I must. ” 



The man lifted his eyes to mine. “I think he prefers to be where he is,Great One. Go to him. Speak to him. See if it is not so. ” 



He spoke with such confidence that I looked toward the corpse. Was itpossible that by some horrible error the man still clung to life? No. He wa sdead. Flies were walking on him. I could smell him. I decided to put m ydecision into words the savage could comprehend. “No. He wishes to b eback in his coffin, buried in the ground. That is what I must do for him. ”As casually as I could, I turned back to Clove. I took my roll of canvas an dlength of line from his saddle and slung them over my shoulder. Th e woman had not moved. I had to edge past her to walk toward the corpse . She followed me. 



The man clasped himself and rocked from side to side as I approached thebody. “Great One, I fear you are wrong. Listen to him. He wishes to stay .He will make a fine tree. When the trees of your people fill our forest, th ecutting will have to stop. Your own trees will stop you. ” 



I understood each word that he said, but I could not take his meaning. “Iwill ask him what he wishes,” I told the old man as I dropped the canva snext to the body. I knelt briefly by the body and pretended to listen. “Yes .He wishes to go back to the cemetery,” I told them . 



I pulled the rope free of the canvas and unrolled the cloth. I bent to seizethe corpse by the shoulders. 

Insects buzzed over my head, and th edistinctive smell of death surrounded me. I held my breath. 

Resolved t oget it over with quickly, I seized him by his shoulders, intending to pul lhim over onto the canvas and then quickly roll him up in it . 

The corpse didn’t budge. I tugged at him several times, and then had tostep away to take a deep breath of untainted air. The stench of deat hclung to my hands, and it took all my will to keep from retching. All thi swhile, the Specks had watched me, the man solemnly and the woman wit hamusement. Their presence bothered me; if I must do such a distastefu l





task, I would rather have done it without an audience. Obviously, they hadfastened him to the tree somehow. I stood up straight, unsheathed m yknife, took a deep breath of air, and once more approached the corpse. Icould not see any binding. When I could hold my breath no longer, I too k another gasp of air through the sleeve of my jacket. Then I tried to slid emy hand down behind his back, between him and the tree. Immediately, Iencountered a number of tiny rootlets projecting from the tree and int othe corpse, thrusting right through the fabric of his jacket and shirt an dinto his flesh . 



I could scarcely credit it. I knew that the man’s body had not been heremore than a few hours. That a tree could send greedy, questing roots int ohim so quickly was macabre. I tried the blade of my knife against those Icould reach; it was a hopeless task. They were pencil thick and as hard a soak knots. I do not like to recall the next half hour. The stench wa sstronger because the rootlets had pierced his dead flesh in so many places .Every atom of my nature rebelled against the idea of manhandling th edead. Yet, in the end, that was what it came down to. I jerked him loose .The rootlets that had entered his body so quickly had fanned out insid ehim as a network of tendrils. By the time I pried the body loose, it wa s leaking foul fluids from dozens of gaping wounds. It smelled far wors ethan it should have; I suspected something in the roots was hastening th ebreakdown of the corpse. Pulling the body free of the roots left the tangle droot masses dangling from the tree and dripping gore. Liquids an dparticles of flesh and gut smeared my hands and arms before I finall ymanaged to lay him out on the canvas. I flung an end of it over him an dthen dropped to my knees to roll him up in the coarse shroud. I bound th eparcel with my rope. I was tying the final knot when the Speck man spok eagain. “I do not believe he wished to go. But in this I will defer to you rwisdom, Great One.” He sounded ineffably sad . 



The woman spoke with more scorn. “You did not even try to listen to him.”She puffed her cheeks at me several times, making her lips flutter. When Imade no response, she said, “I will come to see you again. 

This time not a sa dreamwalker, but in the flesh.” She cocked her head and eyed m eappraisingly before she added, “And I will bring you proper food.” I coul dthink of no response. It was difficult to lift the swathed corpse to m yshoulder and even harder to rise with it, but I would have died before I would have asked either of them for help. I lugged the dead trooper over toClove, who snorted his distaste, but accepted the nasty burden. I coul dalmost feel the Specks’ eyes boring into me as I secured the body to m ysaddle. Both ends of my parcel stuck out awkwardly. The journey hom ewould be a complicated one once we reached the narrow path through th eyounger forest. I spoke over my shoulder to the watching Specks as Itightened the rope that lashed the corpse to my saddle. “The way of m y people is to bury our dead. It is my duty to protect their graves. I do no twish to have problems with you or your people. You must leave our dea dalone. You must never again do what you did last night. I do not want t obring harm down on either of you. But if you again take a corpse from ou rgraveyard, I must. 

Do you understand?” I tugged the last knot tight an dturned to look at them . 



I was alone. 












CHAPTER TWENTY-ONEOLIKEA

Much later that afternoon, I presented myself at Colonel Haren’s office.After I’d reburied the unfortunate trooper I’d hauled bucket after bucke tof water and scrubbed myself raw, but the stink of death clung to me. Iwanted to throw away the clothing I’d been wearing, but I did not hav ethat luxury. 

Instead, I washed it and left it dripping on my newly strun gclothesline. I avoided Ebrooks and Kesey entirely. I didn’t want to speak t oanyone about my encounter with the Specks, but thought that perhaps Imust report it to Colonel Haren. The sergeant kept me waiting. I ha d learned that the person I really had to wear down was his sergeant, not thecolonel. So I stood before his desk and watched him shuffle his papers . 

“You could leave and come back later,” he suggested to me sharply at one point. 

“I’ve nothing more demanding to do. And I feel I should make my reportto the colonel as soon as possible. ” 



“You can simply give me your information to pass on.” 



“I could, Sergeant, of course. It’s rather detailed. But if you wish to write itdown for the colonel, I could come back tomorrow for his response.” Idon’t know why he didn’t simply order me to leave. Perhaps because h eknew I would come back. There were a few chairs along the wall of th eoffice, but I had observed that my standing seemed to chafe his nerve smore than if I withdrew quietly. He sorted his way through a stack o fdispatches, assigning them to different piles. Then he looked up at me ,sighed, and said, “I’ll see if he can see you now. ” 

Despite the spring weather, the colonel still lounged in his chair by theblazing hearth fire. No ray of daylight penetrated his chamber. I wondere dif he ever left this room . 



He turned his head as I entered and sighed. “Trooper Burve. You again!What is it now? ” 



“Specks stole a body out of the graveyard last night, sir. I had to enter theforest to recover it. I had contact there with a Speck man and woman. ” 



“Did you? That’s the only part of your story that is unusual. Did youantagonize them? ” 



I considered his question. “I took the body back. They didn’t seem toapprove, but I simply did it. ” 







“Well done.” He nodded sharply. “We’ve found that to be the best way todeal with them. Approach what must be done calmly, inform them of it ,and then do it. They soon come to understand that we know what we’r edoing and it’s for the best. For the most part, they’re a passive people. Th eonly time they’ve ever attacked us, we had shed Speck blood first. The ybecame very distressed about the road construction and tried to interfer ewith it. Instead of talking to them, some fool lost his head and shot one

.Instead of fleeing, the Specks charged at us. Well. We had no choic eexcept to use our weapons then. 

A lot of Specks died. Such a one-side dbattle was unfairly called a massacre. The papers in Old Thares publishe da very biased account, and all the officers involved were rebuked. Wha tshould they have told their men? ‘Don’t shoot until they’ve killed some o fus?’” 



His indignation had brought two bright spots of color to his cheeks. Hetook a deep breath to calm himself. “So. We don’t want a situation lik ethat again. Do as you’ve been doing. Simply bring the bodies back. Don’ tmake threats. Don’t shoot at Specks. Just do your duty, but don’t provok ethem to bloodshed. Remember I assigned you to the cemetery to preven tthis, not so you could come here and complain about it. You did recove rthe corpse and rebury it? ” 



“Yes, sir, I did. Sir, I thought I should report my contact with the Specks.”He lifted a wine glass from a table at his elbow and sipped from it. Th eliquid was a dark crimson. “It’s of no consequence. It’s spring, trooper .Spring always brings the Specks down to trade. Soon it will be summer .Then it will be high summer, and people will die of plague. Lots of them .And as fast as you bury them, the Specks will try to dig them up. By th eend of summer, if you don’t die of the plague, you’ll be like all the rest o fus. Praying for winter to come and cursing it when it gets here. ” 

He spoke with absolute certainty. When he was finished, he resumedstaring into this fire . 



“Sir. It seems to me I might better serve in my post if I could find a way toprevent the Specks from stealing bodies before summer and the plagu eseason hits. ” 



I waited for a response from him. When he didn’t give me one, I took it aspermission to speak on. “I’d like to acquire a dog, sir, with you rpermission. He could serve in two capacities: he could keep watch in th egraveyard by night and bark to warn me of intruders. And if a body wa sstolen, a hound could help me track the culprits and bring the corpse bac ksooner.” He made no response. I tried again. “I’d like to keep a dog, sir. ”He gave a sudden harrumph of laughter. “So should we all, trooper. Bu ttell me this. 

Where would you get one? Have you seen any dogs in Getty ssince you arrived? ” 



It was such an obvious lack, I wondered how I had missed it before. 

“Perhaps dogs could be brought from the west?” I ventured, certain thatthis had already been tried . 







“Dogs disappear from Gettys. Dogs do not seem to like Specks and Speckscertainly do not like dogs. 

Except in stew. So. You will not be getting a do gto help you fulfill your duties.” He glanced away from the fire to look a tme, and when I didn’t move, he demanded testily, “Was there anythin g else, trooper?” 



“May I attempt to build a wall around the cemetery, sir? Or at least alongthe side of it that is closest to the woods? It might not prevent all suc hincidents, but I should like to make stealing bodies as difficult as possibl efor them. ” 



He shook his head. The neck of the bottle chinked against the lip of hiswineglass as he poured. “Did you pay any attention when I let you sign on ?I told you that I’ve requested a shipment of stone for a wall. 

I’ve asked fo rit several times now, and each time I’ve been put off.” He took another si pfrom his wine. 

“Obviously, the King’s Road is far more important than ou rtroopers resting in dignity after they die in this forsaken place.” A silenc efell between us. I made a final unwilling effort. “I could build a fence, sir. ” 



He did not turn his head toward me but only shifted his eyes. “From wood,I assume. ” 



“Yes, sir.” 



“And where do you plan to get it? Not from our supplies. Wood, ironically,is hard to come by. We can harvest it only from the edges of the fores t

because…because, well, you know how difficult it is for our crews to enterthe actual forest. So how would you build a fence without wood?” Som estubbornness I had thought long vanquished from me reared its head. Idid not point out that he seemed overly generous with his own supply o ffirewood. “I’ll get my own wood, sir. ” 



He leaned deeper into his chair and considered me. “Taking wood fromthat forest is not as easy as it might appear. Have you attempted it , soldier?” 



“I’ve been in the forest twice, sir. I know its challenges.” 



“Yet you’d willingly attempt such a thing” 







Perhaps he weighed my courage against the appearance of my body. I feltas if he were seeing me for the first time rather than just the flesh tha tenclosed me. I spoke the truth. “I’d rather try to take wood from tha tforest than have to hunt down stolen corpses in it, sir. ” 



“I suppose you would. Very well, then. Feel free to attempt it. But don’tneglect your other duties. I’ve had good reports of your predigging th egraves. Continue with that effort. But in your spare time, you ma yattempt to build a fence as well. ” 



“Thank you, sir.” I felt anything but thankful as I left. I emerged into thedusky streets of Gettys. The colonel had kept me waiting for longer than Ithought. Evening was coming on . 



What had I been thinking, volunteering to fence in the cemetery? I hadenough work to do, and with no dog to help me, I might have to star tkeeping a night watch over the fresh graves. I thought of the lon g boundary the cemetery shared with the forest, and tried to picture a fence .A tall fence of solid wood plank would be the most effective. A rail fenc ewould do little more than slow the graverobbers. I considered a palisade o flogs and rejected the notion. The idea of cutting that many substantia llogs, digging the holes, and erecting them was beyond a lone man . 



Clove awaited me patiently at the hitching rail. I stared at it, and at theweeds that grew vigorously at the base of its supports. It reminded me o fmy father’s hedgerows, founded on lines of rough stones hauled from th esurrounding fields. I’d encountered no sizable stones while digging graves .The largest ones were no bigger than my head. But even those, set in arow, could provide a demarcation. And if I planted thorny or densel ygrowing bushes, I might make a barrier of the very stuff of the forest tha tso daunted me. The moment the idea came to me, I recognized th erightness of it. It would take time to grow, of course. So I’d erect a rai lfence to begin with, and any stones I encountered in my gravediggin g could go along the bottom of it. The Specks went naked. I’d plantbrambles and briers along it. Yes. 

Clove’s reins were loose in my hands .He tugged at them, reminding me that I’d been standing there, lost i n

thought, for some time. I realized abruptly that I appeared to be staring attwo women approaching me on the sidewalk. In an effort to counterac tthat rudeness, I smiled affably and gave a friendly nod. One gave a squea kof fear and her hand darted to seize the brass whistle she wore on a chai naround her neck. The other woman abruptly took her companion’s elbo wand steered her quickly out and across the street. They walked briskly an dglanced back at me once, whispering together. My cheeks burned i n embarrassment, but I also felt a tinge of anger. I knew, with absolut ecertainty, that if those women had so encountered me two years ago, the ywould have smiled and returned my greeting. I resented that the shape o fmy body made them judge me so hastily. Within, I was the same man I’ d always been. 



Almost. I realized I was still staring after the women, and mentallycontrasting their figures to the naked 



Speck woman I’d glimpsed earlier .Walking about clad only in her flesh, she had still been less self-consciou sand more confident than either of them. And she had been aggressive, a sHitch had warned me that all Speck women were. He’d said that his Spec kwoman had simply chosen him and that he’d had no say in it, then o rsince. I wondered what that would be like, and caught my breath at th e idea. It didn’t displease me. I hadn’t planned to go back to Sarl aMoggam’s. Yet I found myself there, and tying Clove to the railing. It wa sstupid of me, I thought. Did I really want to spend what little remained o fmy month’s pay on this? Fala was gone, I reminded myself as I knocked a tthe door, and the other whores had appeared uninterested in my trade. I’ dbe wiser to go straight back to my cottage. 

Stiddick opened the door t omy knock. “You!” he exclaimed the moment he opened it. Over hi s shoulder, he said to someone, “The cemetery guard is back.” He stoo dsolidly in the door opening. I could not pass, nor even look inside. Before Icould say anything, he was thrust to one side and Sarla herself darted out .She wore a red dress with many little white bows on the skirt of it. A laye rof lace inadequately concealed her shoulders and the top of her bosom . 

She fairly quivered with anger. “You’ve got a lot of nerve coming here!” sheexclaimed. “After what you did to Fala! ” 



“I didn’t do anything to Fala,” I protested, but my voice went soft andguilty on the last words. I had done something to Fala, I just couldn’ texplain what. “Then where is she?” Sarla demanded angrily. 

“Where doe sa woman go in Gettys in the dead of winter? You come here, you spend th ewhole night with her, something Fala never did with anyone. Then you’r e gone, and she just isn’t herself. Turns away every man who comes to herfor two days, and then just disappears. Where? ” 



“I don’t know!” I’d heard Sarla was angry with me over Fala’s leaving heremploy. I hadn’t expected her angry questions . 



Her harsh smile of vindictive triumph deepened the lines in her face andflaked the powder from the corners of her mouth. “You don’t know? The nwhy didn’t you ever come back to see her? Everyone saw how satisfied yo uwere. You come to my establishment just once, spend the whole night wit hone of my girls, and then she vanishes. But you never come back lookin gfor her. Because you knew she was gone, didn’t you? And you knew sh ewasn’t ever coming back. And how does a man know that unless he make ssure of it himself? ” 



I was dumbstruck for a moment. Then, with all the dignity I could musterin the face of her outrageous words, I said carefully, “Are you accusing m eof something, madam? And if you are, would you state it plainly?” If I ha dthought a blunt response would rattle her, I was wrong. She leane dforward from the waist toward me, her hands on her hips, thrusting he rbreasts at me like weapons. “I say Fala came to a bad end. That’s what Isay. And I think that you know just how. Is that plain enough for you?” “I tis.” 

Cold anger was building in me. “I only knew Fala for a few hours. But ,as you say, I was a satisfied man. 

I had no reason to wish her harm, an devery reason to be grateful to her. If she has met with foul play, I will b every grieved to hear of it. But it will have been none of my doing. Goo dday, madam.” I turned, 



seething with anger, to depart from her door .When I turned my back, Stiddick struck. It was a doltish schoolboy attack .He punched me squarely in the back, between my shoulder blades. I don’ tknow what he thought would happen. Perhaps he thought that because Iwas fat, I must also be weak or cowardly. I do know he wasn’t expecting i twhen I spun around and gave him a straight-from-the-shoulder fist to th e face. 



His head snapped back on his neck. Then he dropped like a rock. Timeseemed to observe a long silence while he lay there, flat on his back an dstill. For one aching instant, I thought I’d killed him. Then he made aterrible retching sound, rolled over on his side, and curled up in a ball .Blood was flooding from his face, through his cupped hands and curle dfingers. He yelled wordlessly, and Sarla began shrieking. I turned an dwalked away. As I mounted Clove, my hands started to shake. I’d neve rstruck a man that hard. Gravedigging builds up a man’s back an dshoulders and arms. I thought of my defense: “I didn’t know my ow n

strength.” Oh, that sounded good. I rode away, knowing that what I’d done was justified, but also that I felt queasy about it. All the way home,Iwondered what consequences I might expect. An official rebuke was th eleast of my worries. I had no witnesses who’d take my part in telling th estory. They could say anything. Sarla had already as much as accused m eof killing Fala. 

Dropping her doorman scarcely made me look mor einnocent. I berated myself for rising to such a schoolboy goad. I could hav ewalked away. But by the time I reached my cottage, I knew the truth . 



No. I couldn’t have. 



If I’d walked away once, those sorts of attacks would have becomeaconstant in my life. I’d done nothing wrong. I hadn’t killed Fala, and whe nStiddick had struck me, I’d only struck him back . 



The night was mild, the air calm. I put Clove up and went to my cottage,thinking only that I’d wake the fire, eat something, and go to bed. When Ireached my doorstep, I was alarmed to see the door ajar and light issuin gfrom within. I reached for the door handle and almost fell over the baske tthere. It was a curious sort of basket, with a frame and handle of har dwood, but the sides woven of fresh green creeper, with leaves and flower sstill on it. It looked very pretty and yet it filled me with dread. It coul d have come from only one place. I looked over my shoulder, across th egraves to the forest edge. But no lone figure waited there in the di mshadows for me to find her gift. At least, my eyes could not pick ou t anyone. 



I looked at the door. But surely if she were inside, she would not have leftthe basket outside? 

Cautiously, I eased the door open. I could see no one .After a few moments of hesitation, I picked up the basket and entered m ycottage. The fire had burned down to coals. I did not have man ypossessions, and as a result, they were kept in precise locations. Someon ehad explored my home. My journal and writing supplies wer eundisturbed, but my clothing seemed to have been examined. One of m ymore 



frequently darned socks still lay in the middle of the floor . 



Several items in my limited pantry had been sampled and rejected. I setthe basket down on my table next to the remains. The basket of col dbiscuits on the shelf was to have been part of my dinner. Those she ha dapparently enjoyed. The napkin that had enfolded them held only crumbs .I filled my tea kettle and swung it over the fire on its hook. Then, a sgingerly as if it were a basket of snakes, I opened the woven cover of th ebasket. Incredible smells, earthy and rich, wafted up from it . 



I ate everything that was in the basket. 



I didn’t recognize any of it in a specific way. I knew that there were mushrooms, roots, fleshy leaves, and scarlet gobbets of fruit that weresweet as honey yet stung the tongue with tartness, too. Almost everything Idevoured was exactly as it had been harvested, uncooked in any way. Bu twrapped in leaves were a stack of golden flat cakes. I could taste honey i nthem, but whatever else they were made from, I did not know. I only kne wthat they were particularly satisfying, as if this were food I’d been seekin gfor a long time. The basket was the size of a book satchel. When I wa sfinished, I sat back, almost moaning with satiation. The skin of my bell ywas stretched tight. I didn’t remember loosening my belt, but I obviousl yhad. My conscience fussed at me that I had been both greedy and foolish ;the food could have been poisonous. In all my days of travel and at Gettys ,my circumstances had protected me from gluttony. My low pay had no tpermitted me to indulge in huge meals on my own, and my pride kept m efrom excess when I was eating in the mess hall where others could see me .This was the first time that I’d had access to a quantity of food that di d not have to be rationed out over weeks, food that I could devour inprivacy. I’d thought I’d had self-control. I’d just proved I did not. Bu tlouder than my conscience was the satisfaction of my body. I fel tnourished as I had not in months. Waves of well-being washed throug hme. The rightness of consuming it overpowered all my doubts, as did m ysudden urge to sleep, nay, almost hibernate. I walked from my table to m ybed, pausing only to latch my door. I dropped clothing as I went, and b ythe time I reached my blankets had nothing more to do than crawl in an dclose my eyes. I slept the sort of sleep that one never gets as an adult, adeep, dreamless repose. I awoke the same way, between one breath an dthe next, feeling alert and rested. For several long moments, I lay there ,taking simple pleasure in the comfort of my bed and the cool gray light o fdawn that found its way through my loosely closed shutters. No list o fdaily tasks pressed upon me. All the things that usually weighted my soul , that I was fat, alone, without prospects, that I had left my sister in terriblecircumstances, uncertain of my survival, that my life was as completel ydifferent from how I imagined it would as it could possibly be—in short ,all of the things that always flavored my mornings with defeat and despai rwere absent . 



I sat up, swinging my bare feet to the wooden floor. And then those thingsdid come to me, but they came without teeth. So my life was differen tfrom what I’d planned. Or, I thought to myself, more accurately, what m yfather had planned for me. It was still a life. Even the thought that Yari l 



believed me dead did not rend me as it usually did. I might as well be deadto her, I thought, for I could not, in good conscience, ever bring her to aplace like Gettys. My father would attempt to oppress her, but from he r

letters to Epiny, I had the feeling that she would stand up to him if shefinally believed that she had no other choice. Perhaps she could now begi nto govern her own life without hoping for rescue from someone else . 



As for myself, I could now rise as I was, unencumbered by clothing orshackles of any kind, and walk away from this ridiculous life of regulation sand expectations. I could go to the forest and live in freedom, learning t oserve my magic and my people . 



I stood up to leave. 



And my real life engulfed me like a wave washing over me. The dread, thesadness, and the frustration rose like walls around me, cutting me off fro mthe peace and optimism that I’d briefly enjoyed. I struggled against it . 

Was the bleakness that now enveloped me the miasma of magic that Epiny had claimed to sense, or was the bright beckoning dream an illusionthat could not withstand the light of day? For a moment, I teetered on afence between the two realities, almost as if I could choose which world Iwould step into. Almost. Habit made me stoop and pick up my wor ntrousers from the floor. I put my familiar life on with them. I grunted as Istepped into them, and cursed myself for being greedy when they prove dhard to fasten. By the time I had dressed myself, brewed my morning tea ,and decided to punish myself by going without breakfast, I heard th esounds of Ebrooks and Kesey arriving. 

They would soon be at my door ,expecting to be invited in. I couldn’t face them. They were too sharp a contrast with the world I’d briefly visited and too much an affirmation o fthe world I now felt trapped in. I seized my jacket from its hook an dhurried out of the door. By the time they arrived, I had strapped a selection of tools onto Clove and was leading him toward the forest . 



“Where you going?” Ebrooks called after me. I could hear thedisappointment in his voice. A hot cup of tea or coffee together befor estarting the day’s work had just begun to be a habit among us . 



“Forest!” I called back to them. “I’m going to start my fence today.” 



“Ya, sure you are!” Kesey mocked me. “We’ll see you back before noon.”Imade no reply. I half-suspected he was right. The forest exuded a dark mi xof terror and discouragement today. I steeled myself to it, and led Clov einto it. We toiled up the wooded hillside through the young forest .Immediately 



the sensation of being watched by hostile eyes flooded me. Itook a deep breath and tried to focus my mind on what I needed. I wante da stout, straight tree to cut into lengths for a corner post and my first fe wfenceposts. I resolved that I’d set the uprights first, and then use smalle rpoles for the rails. The deeper I went into the woods, the more futile m y

task seemed. It would take me ages to cut enough wood to fence even oneside of the cemetery. The trees here were all softwood. My posts would ro tthrough in no time at all. Why had I volunteered for such a senseless task ?And none of the trees seemed suitable. This one was too skinny, that on etoo thick, this one forked, that one bent. In despair, I finally chose one a trandom, telling myself that once it was cut down and limbed, Clove woul ddrag it out of the woods for me and I’d at least be away from the darkes tpart of the woods’ magic . 



I unpacked my ax from Clove and selected where I would begin my cut.I lifted my ax to begin my swing. 



“What are you doing?” 



The voice didn’t startle me. I turned to look at the same Speck I’d seen theday before . 



“I’m cutting this tree down. I’m going to build a fence around thecemetery, so that our dead can rest in peace. ” 



“Fence.” His tongue twisted the foreign word painfully. “Pieces of trees allin a line. With limbs blocking the path. Other plants and bushes will gro walong it.” I searched the Speck language for words that woul d

approximate what I was doing. I had no qualms at all about letting themknow I was setting a boundary . 



He frowned at me, slowly taking the meaning from my words. Thenagreat smile dawned on his face. 

“You will put trees for your dead? Tree swill grow on the hill that was made bare.” I heard him draw in a grea t

breath before he exclaimed, “This is an excellent idea, Great One! It wouldtake one such as you to see this resolution that could be made. ” 



“I’m glad you approve,” I said. I wondered if he could sense the sarcasmbehind my words. I readied my 



ax again . 



“But that is not the right kind of tree to take, Great One.” His tone made itclear that he was very reluctant to point out my error. I lowered my a xagain. “What sort of tree do you think I should use, then?” I asked wit hcautious curiosity. I’d heard rumors that the Specks were very territoria l of certain groves of trees. Perhaps the tree I’d chosen was precious to him.I was willing to take a different tree. I was going to have to cut a lot o f

trees before I had a fence. There was no sense in antagonizing the man anymore than I must. Besides, that was Colonel Haren’s order. He turned hi shead at a slight angle and almost smiled. “You know! 

These trees will no tbring the dead peace or hold them properly.” We were talking past on eanother again. I tried to find a clear question for him. “What trees shoul d I use then?” 

Again, he cocked his head at me. It was hard to read his expression.Perhaps it was only the colors that interrupted his face that made hi mlook quizzical. “You know this. Only kaembra trees will enfold the dead. ” 

“Guide me to the kaembra trees that I may take,” I suggested to him. 



“Guide you? Oh, Great One, I should not so presume. But I will accompanyyou.” He was as good as his word. I soon realized that in his presence, th epower of the forest to sway my mood waned. I did not know if h edistracted me from it, or if his presence neutralized the evil magic of th eplace. In either case, it was a great relief to me. Despite his words, he di dtake the lead. I followed him, with Clove lumbering along behind me, hi s

heavy tread nearly silent in the deep turf of the forest. “Why do you call me Great One?” I asked when the silence had stretched too long. 



He looked back at me over his shoulder. “You are filled with the magic.Today you shine with it. You are a Great One, and so I address you.” Iglanced down at the swell of my belly and experimented with the notio nthat I was not fat, but instead was filled with a power I did not completel yunderstand. What if my size were not a weakness, not an indicator of lac kof self-control or sloth, but a sign of strength? This Speck, at least, seeme dto regard me with respect and treat me with deference. I shook my head .His reverence for me only made me uncomfortable, for I felt I deceive dhim. We walked on, going ever uphill. Clove’s big hooves scored the fores tfloor; even if my guide abandoned me, I’d easily track my way back. Bird ssang and darted overhead. A short distance away, a rabbit thumped a nabrupt warning and then fled. My perception of the forest shifted; it was apleasantly mild spring day. The young forest around me was leafy an dsunlit and smelled wonderful. A sense of well-being smoothed away all m y anxiety. I relaxed my shoulders even though I resolved to maintain m ywariness. I became aware of the silence and said awkwardly, “My name i sNevare. ” 







“I am called Kilikurra. Olikea is my daughter.” 

“She was with you yesterday.” 

“I was with her yesterday,” he confirmed. 

I glanced around at the surrounding forest. “And is she near today?” 

“Perhaps,” he said uncomfortably. “It is not for me to say where she is.”Ahead of us, the forest grew thicker and darker. We passed through a nintermediate zone of mixed trees, some youngsters and other s fire-scorched giants, before the morning sunlight gave way to the eternaldusk of old forest. Single shafts of sunshine intermittently penetrated th ecanopy. Insects and motes of dust danced in those beams, and where th elight struck the forest floor, flowering plants or patches of brush grew. On ebush was already bejeweled with hanging drupes of scarlet fruit. I

recognized it as the same luscious fruit that had been in the basket thenight before. The fast I had maintained since dawn suddenly seemed ahollow and foolish thing to do. Denying myself food would not change th eshape of my body. All it did was torment me with hunger, and make m eboth irritable and sad. “Shall we stop and eat the berries?” I asked m yguide . 

He looked back at me with a smile. For the first time, I realized that onereason his face looked so strange was that his lips were as black as a cat’s . 

“As you will, Great One,” he said, but he spoke as if I’d honored him witharoyal invitation . 



The drupes hung heavy on the twigs. Perhaps it was the open air or thefreshness of the fruit or simply the enhancement of greater hunger, bu t

the flavor exceeded anything I’d ever tasted. The bush was not large, but itwas laden with berries. They were a glowing scarlet in the sunlight, wit hthin skins, almost liquid flesh, and a single pip in each. We shared wha twas there, unhurrying, savoring the simple pleasure of absolutely rip efruit. When the last berry was gone, I sighed. “I do not know why I fin dthese so delicious and satisfying,” I said. It was true. 

Two handfuls of th eberries had been my sole meal that day, and yet my hunger was sated . 



“They are a powerful food, Great One, and the rightful food of the mage.You feed your magic as well as your body when you eat them. Everythin gthat comes from the forest is your rightful food, and all of it will nouris hwhat you are. But some foods are especially yours and fuel for you rgrowth. I am honored that you have allowed me to partake of thes ealongside you. Already I feel my awareness unfold. I hear the kaembr atrees whispering even though we have not yet reached them. ” 



“Food for a mage,” I said. I wondered if I had eaten something that wouldgive me hallucinations. I recalled my experience with Dewara and the gor efrogs. Yet…had that been a hallucination brought on 



by poison, or a tru ejourney? If it had not been a true journey, would I be here now? Again, Iwalked a thin line between realities. A disturbing thought came to me. Icould not straddle this boundary forever. 

Soon I would have to choose on eof these worlds and walk in it for the rest of my days . 



If Kilikurra sensed my distraction, he did not show it. “Certainly, a magefood. 



Some, such as the reddrops, an ordinary man like me can enjoy wheninvited. Others, as you know, are food for mages alone. Certai nmushrooms may be harvested only if they are to be taken to a Great One. 

”I had to smile at how carefully he spoke to me. “You are telling me man ythings that I have not known. 

Earlier you said that I must know thes e

things. Now I think you realize that I do not, and therefore you instructme.” His hands fluttered in a subservient gesture, one that shooed m ywords away, but respectfully. “Great One, I would never presume to think Iknew anything that you did not. I am a talkative, foolish fellow. Anyon e will tell you that I am known for saying that which needs no saying, andfor repeating what all folk already know. It is a tiresome trait, I know. Ibeg that you will tolerate it in me. ” 



The forms of another courtesy, unknown and yet known to me, niggled atmy mind. The proper sort of response came to me. “I shall enjoy you rconversation, I am sure. These many things are known to me, but it i shelpful of you to recall them for me. ” 



As I said it, I felt it was truer than I had intended it to be. That other self,taught by Tree Woman, rippled through my awareness, like a fish see nsilver in the murky depths of a river. His knowledge was in me, and th elonger I walked in this world, the clearer it would come to me. We reache dthe shoulder of the hill, went into a brief steep fold of valley, and the nclimbed again. “I do not wish to go much farther,” I warned him. “I woul drather find suitable trees at a lower level, so that I do not have to hau lthem so far.” 

He looked at me oddly. “But what you wish differs from wha tis, Great One. The trees you must use do not grow lower down. So you ar ejesting with me?” I could not think of a reply. So I said only, “When we ge tto these trees, then I shall decide. ” 



Whether it was the berries or Kilikurra’s presence or simply that I wasbecoming accustomed to the forest, I began to enjoy my journey. I was no tnearly as weary as I should have been. The light under the trees was gentl eand restful to my eyes. No wind stirred there. The deep moss muted no tjust Clove’s hoof-thuds but also seemed to absorb our voices and t ocushion my footfalls gently. I was looking directly at a tall stump whe nOlikea stepped out from its shelter. She had not been behind it, bu tmerged against it. She was naked except for several strands o f

red-and-black beads around her waist and a tight necklace of blue beadsaround her throat. She was so comfortable with her nudity that I felt n oembarrassment for her. Rabbits and birds were naked in the same wa yshe was. Kilikurra’s nudity had not even registered with my mind a ssomething important to 



notice. I was considering that as she cam etowards us. She smiled when she spoke. “You are looking much bette rtoday, Great Man. The food I brought replenished you. ” 



“Thank you,” I replied awkwardly. I was not accustomed to complimentsfrom women. She approached me until she was standing less than a narm’s length away. She was almost my height. When she lifted her chin t o

look me in the eyes, it was almost as if she were inviting me to kiss her.Inoticed now that she had dressed her hair. She had bound it back fro mher eyes with a bark-cloth strip. Wooden beads secured several tiny thi nbraids that hung down just in front of her ears. She smelled wonderful .When she licked her lips, I noticed that her tongue was both dark an dpink, as mottled as the rest of her. She smiled wider, and I knew she wa s

enjoying my awareness of her, and my physical reaction to that awareness. 



“I hope you enjoyed all of it.” 

“I beg your pardon?” 

She shook her braids back from her face. “The basket of food I left for you.I hoped you would be in your shelter, but you were not, so I left it for yo uto find. I hope that you ate it all with great pleasure. ” 

“That I did.” 

“Good.” She lifted her arms and stretched like a cat. Her eyes never left myface. 



My mouth went dry. I cleared my throat and then said, “Your father,Kilikurra, is helping me to find trees I can use to build a fence around th ecemetery, so that our dead may rest in peace. ” 



“Is he?” She glanced around, and when her gaze came back to her face, hersmile was secretive. “But he seems to be gone now. And you know ther e

are no trees here that can be cut. So. Shall we occupy our time anotherway?” While my attention had been focused on her, Kilikurra ha dvanished. I now wondered if everything he had said and done had been aploy to lure me to his daughter. But why would any father conduct astranger to his waiting daughter and then abandon her to him ? 



I tried to awaken a sense of wariness in myself, but all I could recall washow brazenly she had touched me on our first meeting. She reached ahand toward me now and fingered the fabric of my shirt. “These garment slook uncomfortable. And ridiculous. ” 







I stepped back from her. “They protect me…my skin. From scratches, andcold, and insect bites. 

Among my people, they are required. For courtesy. ”She puffed her cheeks briefly, the Speck gesture for denial. “I am you rpeople. I do not require them. How do these work?” She had stepped u pas she spoke and seized the front of my shirt. The first button went flying .Her eyes followed its flight and she laughed delightedly. “They jump lik efrogs!” she exclaimed. Before I could react, a sharp tug had sent a secon dand third to join the first. With every fiber of my being, I longed t otumble her immediately on the mossy forest floor. What held me back wa snot morality or modesty, or even a reluctance to couple with a Speck . 

Rather, it was simple shame at showing my body to her. This was differentfrom seeking out a whore. A prostitute took money and had small right t oquibble about her customer’s appearance. The last thing I wanted to d owas to have this young creature see me naked, and react with eithe r horror or laughter. 



And so I stepped back from her, catching at the flapping front of my shirt. 

“Stop!” I bade her. “This is unseemly. I scarcely know you.” Myembarrassment put a starch in my words that I did not intend . 



I needn’t have worried about offending her. She laughed merrily at myreluctance and advanced on me, unabashed. “You will scarcely come t oknow me by fleeing from me! Why do you hesitate? Is the mossy floor o fthe forest not soft enough for you?” She cocked her head as she looked int omy eyes. Her hands were on my chest again. “Or do you find m eundesirable? ” 



“Oh, never that,” I assured her, but one questing hand had already assuredherself of just how desirable I did find her. I could scarcely get my breath . 

“But your father…will he not…object?” 



She puffed her cheeks at me. “My father has gone about his business. Whyshould he care what I do? 

Am I not grown, and a woman? He will b epleased if his daughter should have a Great One at her hearth; all my wid efamily will take a share of this honor.” My belt buckle gave way to he rfingers. The buttons on my trousers were more stoutly sewn than my shir tbuttons. One by tantalizing one she undid them. I scarcely heard what sh esaid anymore. “But mind you that my sisters and cousins take no mor efrom you than the honor of your presence. In all else, you will be mine. Oh .Yes. You are ready. Here. Give me your hand. Touch me. ” 



I did. Her nipples were erect. She deliberately brushed them against me.Iwanted to howl in frustration. 





My great bulging belly was a barrie rbetween us. I pulled her close against me, but found the longed-fo r contact denied. Shame coursed through me, strong enough that I tried t o pull away from her. She let me go, but then caught my hand and pulled medown on the moss beside her. 

“Sit,” she bade me. “Let me free you from al lthis. ” 



“Olikea, I am too fat. I don’t know how—” 



She hushed my mouth with her fingers. “Sshhh. I do.” She stripped myclothing away from me. Shirt, boots, socks, trousers were all flung aside .Then, to my dismay, she leaned back and looked at me. I expected her t orecoil, but to my amazement, she gazed on me greedily, as if she were achild contemplating a feast. She licked her dark lips with her dapple d tongue. Then she put her hands on my shoulders and pushed me back torecline in the moss. “This is what you must do,” she whispered. “Lie o nyour back. And resist me as long as you can.” “Resist you?” 

I was puzzled . 



“Stay hard,” she clarified. 



In that long afternoon and early evening, I learned about women andsensuality. She was not to be rushed in her enjoyment. She spoke plainl yof exactly what she desired of me, with blunt words and a frankness tha twent beyond anything I’d ever heard men say about sex. She foun dmultiple ways to fit our bodies together and used me shamelessly for he rown pleasure. It felt strange to be explored and exploited. At one point, a sshe was posting along on top of me while I stared at the blue sky throug hthe branches overhead, it occurred to me to wonder if this was ho wwomen sometimes felt when men mounted them and took what the ywished, as they wished it . 



She was noisy in her enjoyment of me, and once even Clove camewandering over to see what the fuss was about. She pushed his muzzl eaway, laughing where another woman might have been horrified at hi s animal curiosity. I lost all sense of time. The third time that we dozed of ftogether, I awoke to find it so dark that I could not see my hand in front o fmy face. Overhead, only a few stars managed to show themselves i npatches of sky. I was shivering. “Olikea,” I whispered, and she drew agreat sighing breath and moved against me. “Are you cold?” After all sh ehad done for me, I suddenly wanted to shelter her from every discomfort . 



“It’s night. It’s supposed to be cold,” she told me. “Accept it. Or, if itpleases you, use your magic to change it.” She plastered her body agains tmine once more. Where we touched, I was warm. She seemed to go bac kto sleep. I thought about it. “I want to be warmer,” I told the night. But i twas my own body that answered me. I felt my skin slowly flush wit hwarmth. Olikea murmured with satisfaction. 





We slept . 






CHAPTER TWENTY-TWOFENCEPOST S

I opened my eyes to birdsong. I was on my back. There was a patternbefore my eyes. After a time, I resolved it into tree branches against a dar kgray sky. The air was cool and crisp as I breathed it, and very clean. I la yperfectly still, wanting for nothing, in deep satisfaction and harmony wit hall that existed. 

The sky above me lightened, and the frequency of birdcall sincreased. I don’t know how long I would have remained in that state o fawareness without connection if Clove had not come up and curiousl y nuzzled my foot. I looked at him and then lifted a hand and scratched m yface. I felt as if I had returned from a very long journey, and now all tha t

had once been familiar was strange and new. I sat up slowly, and thenreached around to brush a few twigs and leaves from my naked back. Aglistening black beetle was crawling on my thigh. I brushed him off an d yawned hugely. 

I was alone. “Olikea?” I called softly, but there was no response. I cameback more to the world, and noticed my scattered clothing on the nearb ymoss. I yawned again and got up slowly. I had expected to be aching o rstiff. I was fine. “Olikea?” I called more loudly. A bird cawed a raucou sresponse to me, and then I heard it take flight from the upper branches. Ihad no more than a glimpse of black-and-white feathers. Other than that ,my call brought no response. Either she had left me and gone back t owherever Specks came from, or she was close by but choosing to remain i nconcealment. It was unnerving to be uncertain. “Olikea!” I shouted he rname, and then felt almost angry with myself for calling for her like that

.She knew where I was. If she chose not to be there, then I would no tdemean myself by bellowing for her like an abandoned child. I gathere dup my dew-damp garb. In the dim forest morning light, my clothes looke ddrab and shabby. I felt reluctant to put them on, yet I was not accustome dto walking about naked. It was difficult to dress. Pulling on damp, chill yclothing made the day seem cold. I put on my old life with my discomfort .I suddenly shivered, and became aware that my constant hunger was no t only present but raging. I rubbed my whiskery face and felt as if I had onl yjust wakened. I went to Clove and leaned on him, taking comfort in hi swarmth and solidity. My experience with Olikea seemed like an excursio ninto an imaginary world, one that made no sense to me as the stronge r light of day dissolved its mists. I felt a hundred years apart from yesterday. 



“Let’s go home, Clove,” I told the big horse. I was troubled by the idea ofreturning to the cabin after an absence and empty-handed, but not s otroubled as to linger to look for fenceposts. The urgency of my hunger wa sstrong enough to make me tremble. Olikea’s vanishing seemed a shodd ytrick. I couldn’t understand her behavior, and then I wondered why I wa sbothering to try. She was a Speck. What had I expected from her? It wa stime to go back to where I belonged. As I had anticipated, Clove’s bi g hooves had scored the forest moss heavily. It was easy enough to go bac kthe same way we had come. I led and he followed willingly. There was littl ein the shaded forest for him to graze on. He was probably as hungry as Iwas. We wended our way down through the forested hills we had climbe dthe day before . 



It came to me that the forest no longer breathed either terror or wearinessat me. I wonder if the magic had stopped, or if I’d been granted ful limmunity to it. In either case, it was something of a relief. I could 



finall y

see the forest as it truly was. Its beauty was breathtaking. The shiftingshade of the overhead branches mitigated the bright sunlight. It was th eperfect light for the eyes of a hunter. I stopped to catch my breath and le tmy aching calves rest. The long climb up the hill had become steep . 



As I looked around me, two things struck me: this area looked veryfamiliar, and I did not recall going down such a slope as this yesterday .But Clove’s tracks were clearly imprinted in the forest soil. I glanced up a tthe sky, but the trees overhead obscured most of it. I could not tell if I traveled east or north. An icy shiver ran up my spine. I knew this place, yetI was suddenly certain it was not yesterday that I had walked this way, bu tlast year, and then I had walked as my Speck self and Tree Woman’ sacolyte. I knew that if I followed Clove’s trail up the steep incline to the to pof this ridge, I could then follow the ridge until I came to the path to th eTree Woman’s waterfall. My mouth was dry. I wanted to go back. Yet Iknew trying to avoid this was futile. The forest had brought me to thi splace, and the magic would not be satisfied until I had followed it. Behin dme, Clove snorted, irritated with halting on such a steep slope. I resume dmy steady climb. Now I could see, ahead of me, a large opening in th eforest’s canopy. I knew who and what awaited me there . 



I cannot describe my feelings when I came to that intersection of myworlds. I had heard of battle shock. 

I think I experienced something aki nto that. My ears rang and I could not get a full breath. My face and lip sflushed, tingled, and then went numb. My ears felt blocked and I wa suncertain of my balance. Yet I tottered forward, my shaking han doutstretched . 



The cold hilt of the cavalla sword rasped against my hand. Its blade wasdeeply sunken in the partially severed giant stump of the fallen tree .Impossible that such a blade could have cleanly swept through the hug etree, but that was how it appeared. A single slash of a saber had felled atree, yet the cut was wildly disproportionate to the length of the blade. Icould have parked a wagon on the cleanly cut portion of the stump. I ha dswung this saber, not at a tree, but at Tree Woman. And it had swep tthrough her belly and then stuck in her spine. I’d seen her entrails spil land seen the slow gush of her sap-thick blood. She had toppled backward ,just as this tree had fallen, not cleanly split in two, but with part of he rtorso still intact and the saber wedged deep in her. I had never been her ebefore. The last time I had physically touched this saber, I had bee nstanding on my father’s lands in Widevale. Months later, I’d found it sempty scabbard where Dewara had disdainfully discarded it. Now I stoo dgripping the cold hilt and shaking with discord. I had called this weapo n

from the real world into Dewara’s dream world, and it had come to anchorone end of a spirit bridge. I had seized it and used it to slay Tree Woman ,and then abandoned it in the other world. And now, impossibly, it wa shere. Which world did I stand in today? Did Gettys even exist in thi splace? I looked around me again. There was no Tree Woman that I coul dsee. The fallen tree was of the same kind as the one that had gripped th ecorpse, the same as the trees at the end of the King’s Road, though no ttheir equal in size. It was still a giant compared to any of the trees of th ePlains or Old Thares. The long trunk had measured its length on the fores tsward, brushing aside lesser trees as it fell and opening a huge gap in th eforest canopy. In the year that had passed since I’d felled it in a dream ,moss had crept up the sides of the fallen log. Mushrooms sheltered besid eit. What had been a branch on the top side of the 



trunk wa smetamorphosing into a sapling growing upward from the fallen tree. An das I looked at it, I thought of another thing Tree Woman had said to me . 

“Such as I do not die as you do.” She had fallen to my sword, but her treelived on. 



I tugged on the saber. It did not budge. I set my teeth and jerked on it ashard as I could. It remained where it was, as if it had become a part of th etree. I released it and looked around the clearing that Tree Woman’s fal lhad created. Other great trees surrounded hers, but none were as large a shers had been. I still felt a sense of antiquity that surpassed anything I’ dfelt from the buildings of Old Thares. These trees had stood fo rgenerations and unless something disturbed them, they would continue t ostand. But would they ? 



As if summoned, I left the uneven stump of her tree and followed what hadonce been our path. After a short walk, it emerged from the twilight of th eforest onto the rocky end of the ridge. I toiled a little higher, to a jut o fstone that had been our lookout, and suddenly I felt I was standing at th eedge of the world. Below me was a billowing sea of green treetops in th ecup of a shallow valley. I recalled it as full and green from my dreamtime .But when I looked down, I saw the King’s Road trickling to a halt in th e forest below me. It cut through the foliage like a worm’s trail in an appl ebound directly through the stand of ancient trees below me. I could mak eout the road crews at work; they looked like busy insects eating their wa yinto the forest. That straight avenue of empty space was a gash of ligh t and bared soil that pointed directly toward me. 



The roadbed would follow the easiest path up into the hills. From hereIcould see what was not apparent from the road. All the trees along th eroad’s edge had been weakened by the slash opened beside them. 

Th e

leaves of some were a sickly green; the road had cut through their rootsystems. Some of the trees at the edge of the road gash were starting t olean out into the open space. The next snow load would bring them down ,in turn weakening those who stood behind them. Those trees would die. Iwas saddened by the thought but knew they were ordinary trees. Mor ecould be grown. But the three trees that had been cut at the end of th eroad were kaembra trees, the same sort of tree that Tree Woman ha dbeen. They were irreplaceable. The loss of three of them was a cause fo rmourning. For more to fall would be disaster. If the road continued, i twould cut a wide swath through an ancient grove of them. I turned an d followed the trail back to my tree . 



“I see why you are making a stand,” I said. I stood beside the fallen trunkof her tree. “I see why you thought you had to strike back at the very cor eof my people. We had attacked the core of yours. But eventually, the roa dwill be forced through and the kaembra trees will fall. It cannot b echanged.” “Do you think so, still?” she asked me. Her voice reached m years plainly. I did not turn to look at her or her stump. I did not want t olook on what I had done. “They will not stop, Tree Woman. You can sen d magic waves of fear or weariness or sorrow at us. But the convicts who d othe work are little better than slaves, and live constantly in fear, sorrow ,and weariness. Your magic will slow the work, perhaps by 



years, but it wil lnot stop it. Eventually the King’s Road will flow up these hills and throug hthe mountains. 

People, trade, and settlers will follow. And the kaembr atrees will be no more than a memory. ” 



“Memories are what we are right now. I have not been bone and flesh formany hundreds of seasons. 

But age does not make me less powerful ,Soldier’s Boy. Rather, I grew in strength as I grew in girth. The win dthrough my leaves carried my thoughts across the forest. Not even yo uwith your cold iron could fell me. You have brought me down, but I ris eagain, and there will be another me, containing the past and sinking root sand lifting branches into the future. Do you understand now? ” 



“I understand less now than I did before. Let me go, Tree Woman. I amnot of your people. Set me free. 

” 



“And how shall I do that, when the magic binds me more tightly than it does you?” 



I could almost see her from the corner of my eye. She was a fat old womanwith graying streaky hair, or perhaps a willowy girl, her pigment-speckle dface as engaging as that of a fierce and friendly kitten. She smiled at m efondly. “Flatterer! ” 

“Let me go,” I begged her again, desperately. 



She spoke softly. “I do not hold you, Soldier’s Boy. I never did. The magicbinds us both, and it will have of us what it wills. In the days of m ywalking the world I served it, and I serve it still. You, too, must serve . 

From the moment it seized you from the Kidona coward and turned you toits own end, you have served it. I have heard the whispers of what it ha sdone through you. With your hand, it stopped the turning of the Plain sSpindle, did it not? They will never threaten us again. That was the magi cworking in you, Soldier’s Boy. It has quenched a mighty people who onc espilled over all the flatlands and thought to creep up into our mountains .Do you think it will do less against those who encroach from the far sea ? 

No. It will use you, Soldier’s Boy. Some task of yours, some word, som egesture, some act will destroy your folk.” “I did not do that,” I said faintly . 

“I did not destroy the magic of the Plains people.” I spoke the lie as if bysaying such words I could undo it. Her truth had struck and sunk into me ,cutting and sticking just as my iron blade had done to her. I had bee nthere when the Spindle stopped turning. I’d felt that magic falter and fail .If I had not been there, if I had not chased the boy from the Spindle’s tip ,would he have gone to work his mischief at the base of it? 

If not for me ,would that wedge of cold iron have fallen to where it stilled forever th eSpindle’s dance ? 



And if I had done that, and by doing it, had begun the final end of thePlains people, did it have to mean 



that I would also be the demise of m yown folk? “I cannot do this. I cannot be this. ” 



“Oh, Soldier’s Boy.” The wind or the caress of a ghostly hand movedthrough my hair. “So I said, too. 

The magic is not kind. It makes nothin gof what we would or would not do. It takes us as we are, small and simpl efolk for the most part, and makes us Great Ones. Great Ones! So other sname us, thinking we have power. But you and I, we know what it is to b ea reservoir of power for the magic. We are tools. The power is not for us t ouse. Others may think so, and they may think that by befriending us o r claiming us, they will gain influence over our power. ” 



“Are you warning me about Olikea?” 



She was silent. I almost wondered if I had embarrassed her. Was itpossible that she felt jealous? I think she heard more than I intended. Sh egave a soft laugh that held echoes of regret. “Olikea is a child. There i slittle to her; you have already experienced all she has to offer you. But yo u and I—” 



“I have no memories of you and me,” I interrupted hastily. 

“You do,” she asserted calmly. “They are deep in you, as deep as the magic.As real as the magic. ” 



Her voice had grown warmer. I bowed my head, and my throat suddenlytightened with a sorrow that did and did not belong to me. Tears pricke dmy eyes. I groped out and my hand touched the rough bark of her stump . 

“Do not grieve, Soldier’s Boy.” Fingertips of moving air caressed my cheek. 

“Some loves go beyond bodies and times. We met in the magic and therewe knew one another. I schooled you for the magic; it was what the magi cdemanded of me. But I loved you for myself. And in the place and tim ewhere ages and shapes have no meaning, and there is only the comfort o fkindred spirits touching, our love remains. ” 



“I’m so sorry I killed you,” I cried out. I fell to my knees and put my armsabout the standing stump of the great tree. I could not embrace it; it wa sfar too large. Still, I pressed my chest and face against her bark, but coul dnot find her there. There was another man within me, one who was m ebut who had lived a separate life from the young man who had attende dthe academy. I had battled that self and won, but he resided in me still .The tearing grief I felt was his. It was and was not my sorrow . 



“But you didn’t kill me. You didn’t,” she comforted me. “I go on. And whenthe days of your mortal flesh 



are done, you will go on with me. Then w eshall have a time together, and it will be a far longer time than human scan count.” “That’s a cold promise for now,” I heard myself say. And it wa smy own voice and it was me. The tree I leaned on was just a stump wit hmoss creeping up it. I pressed hard against the stump, trying to recaptur eTree Woman’s presence, but she was gone, and with her my awareness o fmy Speck self. I stood up, and smeared the tears from my face. I left tha t place. I was only a little surprised to find that a single set of hoof tracks ledme uphill to it. We had not come this way before. Neither Clove nor I ha dever been here in the flesh before . 



I came eventually to where I had diverged from the correct trail home.I plodded along it, hungry, tired, and confused. Was I a dutiful soldier son, a loyal trooper in my king’s cavalla, or was I a disowned son masqueradingas a soldier in a threadbare frontier existence? Was I the forest mage’ sstudent who had both loved and slain her? Had I shamed myself deepl ylast night by having relations with a Speck, or had I simply had awonderful, extravagant sexual experience? Without success, I tried not t owonder what my encounter with Tree Woman and my other self meant. Ihad felt the echoes of their emotions and could not doubt the sincerity o fwhat they had felt. It was all the stranger in that I had been a dumb an dblind participant in their romance . 

When I saw daylight breaking through the forest roof ahead of me, I knewit traced the demarcation between the ancient forest and the younge rtrees on the burned hillside. My steps slowed. I would soon be leaving on eworld for another, and as I approached the boundary, I was not entirel ysure that I wished to do so. If I left the forest, I would be making a larg edecision, with consequences I didn’t fully grasp. 

What did the magic wan tme to do? I didn’t know, and I also didn’t know if I wanted to fall in wit hthe magic’s plan for me, or fight it with every ounce of my strength. Tre eWoman had said that if the magic had its way, I would be the downfall o fmy entire race. That seemed impossible. But I had been there when th eDancing Spindle stopped turning. It seemed that with my aid, the Spec kmagic had hastened the end of the Plains magic and all its people. Could Ipossibly bring a similar destruction down on my own kind? As I led Clov efrom the old forest to the new, my eyes fell on a neatly stacked pile of cu t poles beside the trail. There were about twenty of them, no bigger aroun dthan my wrist, and only about eight feet long. They had rough gray-gree nbark still on them. I had no doubt that Kilikurra had cut them and lef tthem there for me. I was surprised that he had felt comfortable cuttin gtrees in the forest when the Specks seemed to so oppose our tree cuttin gfor our road. My second emotion was disappointment. He ha dmisunderstood me completely. I had intended to harvest some hefty log sfor stout corner posts that I could set deep in the earth. By the time I du gholes for these posts, my fence would be only five feet tall, and so spindl ythat the wood would likely rot through in just a couple of years . 



I half expected Kilikurra to step out of the dappling shadows and claimthe credit for his good deed. 

When he did not, I decided that I could no tbe sure he wasn’t there, and that my best course was to appear grateful. Iput a hitch line on the bundled poles, and then bowed gratefully to th e forest. Clove didn’t like the strange contraption scraping and jolting alongbehind him, but eventually we managed to get down to the cemetery. I lef tthe poles there, having decided I could use them as stakes to set out th estraight lines for my barricade. I was freeing Clove from his unwante d load when I heard the heavy thunder of running feet. I straightened andturned to find Ebrooks coming at 



me at a dead run. Kesey, pantin gheavily, was some distance behind him. I looked behind me, saw no caus efor the alarm on their faces, and turned back to them, shouting, “What i sit? What’s wrong? ” 



“You’re…alive!” Ebrooks gasped out the word. He reached me, seized mein a sweaty hug, and then leaned on me, panting. Kesey had given it up .He stood, bent over, his hands on his knees, his mostly bald pate bobbin g

as he tried to catch his breath. After a time for breathing, Ebrooks panted, 

“When you didn’t come back by nightfall, we waited for you. But whennight shut down and fear was flowing out of the forest thick as tar, w ewent back to town and told the colonel you were dead. God’s breath ,Nevare, how did you survive? Are you sane still? No one knows how yo ucan stand to live this close to the forest. And now you’ve gone and spent anight in there. Are you crazy, man?” “Clove and I got turned around i nthere. We had to wait for dawn to find the way home. That’s all. It wasn’ tpleasant, but I’m not hurt at all.” The lies were nearly effortless. “Why di dyou tell the colonel I was dead?” Kesey had staggered up to us by then . 

“Well. That seems to happen a lot to fellows that have this job.” 



“And the colonel was really upset to get the news. He said, ‘That’s allIneed, with this review coming up! 

Another dead cemetery sentry.’ And h etried to tell us we’d have to take on guarding the graves. But we said, ‘No ,sir, thanky kindly.’ ” 



“I didn’t think you could just say, ‘No, thank you’ to an order.” Kesey andEbrooks exchanged a look. 

Ebrooks spoke. “It’s been a long time since th ecolonel issued a real order. I expect he’s afraid of what he’d have to do i fhe did and no one obeyed it. Easier not to test his authority than find ou tit’s gone. ” 



Kesey shook his head sadly. “It’s a shame, really. That man used to be ableto blow fire when he wanted things done. But since we come here, well. H eain’t the officer he used to be, that’s all. ” 



“And we ain’t the regiment we used to be, either,” Ebrooks pointed outsourly. “It’s one and the same. 

We’ve lost so many men to desertion an dsuicide or just plain bad ends that the colonel worries all the time abou this numbers. They keep sending us scads of prisoners to work the road .Well, pretty soon they’re going to have more prisoners than their guard scan manage, even with soldiers to back them up. 

And if the prisoner sdon’t turn on us and burn the place down, then the Specks will get us .Gettys is a bad post. I wish they’d send their high mucky-mucks to inspec tus and have done. They’ll turn us out of Gettys, probably send u s

somewhere worse. Though it’s hard to imagine anywhere worse than this.” 

“Well. I suppose I’d best get cleaned up and go let the colonel know that 



I’m not quite as dead as he’d heard.” 



“That would be good,” Ebrooks agreed. I think he was happy that I’doffered to do it myself, rather than suggesting that he should have t ocorrect his own mistake. They went back to their groundskeeping while Iwent to my cabin. I was ravenously hungry, and I emptied most of m ysmall larder. By the time I’d washed, shaved, and changed my clothing, i twas late afternoon. I saddled Clove and headed for town . 

Several surprises awaited me there. The first was that a contingent ofSpecks had set up a scattered tent village on the outskirts of Gettys. Iwould later learn that they always came by night to pitch their tents fo r the trading season. When it was over, they vanished just as swiftly. Withi nthe tents’ shelter, both male and female Specks were strangely bu tdecently clad in a mix of Gernian garments and Speck versions of Gernia ngarments. Those I saw outside the tents’ shade were veiled in head-to-to eshrouds woven from bark cloth supplemented with fresh leaves an dflowers. The garments looked like fishnets that had been dragged throug ha garden but protected their sensitive skins from sunlight . 



Their trade goods were furs, carvings, smoked venison, bark, and leavesfor brewing what the Gettys folk called “forest tea,” as well as mushrooms ,berries, and a prickly fruit I didn’t recognize. I looked, but did not see an yof the fruits or mushrooms that Olikea had brought to me. Either Olike aand her father were not among them or they were veiled an dunrecognizable. I thought it intriguing that despite our fear of the Spec kthe trading was brisk, with local merchants competing with traders fro mthe west to buy the best furs. The Speck trade gave an oddly festive air t oGettys. It was the liveliest I had ever seen that mournful place. The Speck swere acquiring fabric and felted hats, mostly for novelty, I suspected .Glass beads and brightly painted tin toys were almost as popular as sugar ,candy, and sweet cakes. One wily Old Thares trader was exchanging cask sof honey for the best furs When I walked into the colonel’s offices, hi ssergeant jumped as if he had seen a ghost. He didn’t make me wait t ospeak to the colonel, but ushered me right in. When he left, I noticed tha tthe door didn’t shut firmly, and I suspected he listened outside it. Th ecolonel was extremely pleased to find me still alive. He actually offered t o shake my hand before giving me a rambling lecture on not straying too farfrom my post and letting my superiors know when I thought I might b egone overnight. He claimed that he had just been putting together name sfor a search party to send after me, though I saw no signs of such activity .He was singularly uninterested in what had befallen me in the forest .Instead he actually patted me on the shoulder and gave me a silver piec efrom his own pocket, telling me that he was sure I could use a drink afte rmy

“jittery night. ” 



I thanked him for it as humbly as I could manage. Sometimes hiseccentric kindness toward me grated on my pride. He dismissed me, bu tspoke again when my hand was on the doorknob. “And do somethin g about that uniform, soldier. You know we have a contingent of nobilit yand officers coming to inspect us at the end of this month. Since w earrived here, I’ve never had a man in my command look less like a soldie r

than you do.” 







“Sir. I’m sorry, sir. I’ve asked several times for a better uniform. Supplyalways tells me that they have nothing in my size. ” 



“Then you may tell them I said they should issue you something that youcould have altered. You should at least be somewhat presentable, though i twould probably be best if you avoided town while the inspection was i nprogress. I don’t intend to have our inspection team visit the cemetery , but the good god alone knows what they’ll take it into their own heads todo.” 



“Yes, sir,” I replied grimly. I tried to keep my face expressionless. I knewthat he only spoke the truth, but it did not make it any easier to accept. Itouched the doorknob . 



“Trooper. Regardless of what others may think of me, I know what goes onin my command. Your efforts with the cemetery have not gone unnoticed .I’ll add that although you look the least like a soldier of all my troops, i nyour efforts to protect our honored dead, you’ve behaved more like asoldier than most men in my command do at present. Now go have tha t drink.” 



His words smoothed my rumpled feathers a bit and I left in a better stateof mind. The silver piece was a generous bonus, and I decided I’d take hi sadvice and have a beer before I left town . 



Gettys was a lively place today. In addition to the Specks coming to town,several western traders had arrived with merchandise to sell to th esoldiery and trade goods to barter with the Specks. The streets were busy ,so when I encountered Spink and he frantically signed to me that I shoul dmeet him in the alley behind the blacksmith’s shop, I was not muc hworried that we’d be noticed together. Nonetheless, even in that nois yarea, I resolved to maintain appearances . 



“Nevare! I heard you’d gone missing. Thank the good god that you’re aliveand unharmed! ” 



That was how Spink greeted me, but as he moved to embrace me,Ireminded him of our varying statuses with a brusque, “Thank you for you rconcern, Lieutenant Spinrek. I assure you, it was not much of a n adventure, but mostly my own foolishness that delayed me.” I hoped th elook on my face conveyed that there was far more to tell, but that it woul dhave to wait. Behind us, the smithy’s harsh clanging of metal on meta lscreened our words. He drew back and stood still for a moment. I coul dtell from his eyes that he took no offense from my caution. Instead, he sai dcarefully, “A lot of mail has arrived from the west. 

A washed-out bridge o n





the road had caused a great bottleneck of wagons and travelers. Perhapsthere is some for you. My own lady wife has been very pleased to hear fro mher young cousin in the Midlands.” Now it was my turn to practic erestraint. I wanted to demand to see the letter from my siste r immediately. Instead, I kept my voice steady as I said, “I trust all is wellwith her family, sir? ” 



“Oh, excellent,” he replied, but his eyes said differently. “She wrote thatthey were enjoying a long visit with houseguests from Old Thares. He rfather seems to think that the young man would be an excellent match fo rher, and his uncle is prone to agree. ” 



I racked my brain for whom he could be describing. No one came to mind.At last I said, “Well, for her sake, sir, I hope the lad is of a good family. ”The pleasant expression on his face looked forced and sick. 

“Oh, they ar enot of the first quality, but they are still well placed. His father was i ncharge of the King’s Cavalla Academy for a time. ” 



That shocked me out of my pose. “Caulder Stiet? Impossible.” Spink’ssmile grew wider, but there was nothing of pleasure in it. “There Yari lagrees with you. It’s a desperate letter, Nevare. She still thinks you ar edead. She risked her reputation to slip away from the house and go alon eto a little town to post her letter to us. ” 



“What am I to do? What can I do?” I felt frantic with worry. The thoughtof Yaril being given over to that shallow, trembling boy filled me wit hloathing. I hated the idea of him being near my sister, let alone claimin gher as his wife. I wondered if my father was mad, if this was hi svengeance on Yaril, or if he genuinely thought it was a good match for her .Caulder wasn’t even a soldier son anymore. If Yaril married him, her son swould be “gatherers of knowledge” like Caulder’s geologist uncle . 



“Write to her. Tell her you’re alive. Give her a refuge, or at least thestrength to defy your father and refuse Caulder. ” 



“How can I get a letter to her?” 

“Write to your father. Demand that he tell her. Write to yourpriest-brother . 

Write to her friends. There must be some way, Nevare.” Were the fateslistening? I looked past Spink’s shoulder. Carsina was crossing the street . 

“You see that girl. That’s Carsina, Spink. My erstwhile fiancée and onceYaril’s best friend. She’s the best chance I have of slipping a letter to Yari lpast my father. Excuse me. ” 





“We need to arrange a meeting later,” Spink hissed after me, but I didn’t pause. 

I strode hastily down the street, on a deliberate course to interceptCarsina. She hadn’t seen me yet; I had to reach her before she did. Icringed as I thought of my appearance. My uncut hair hung shagg y around my ears. My boots were starting to crack at the sides. My trouser sshowed wear at the knees and seat, and I had to buckle my belt under m ybelly these days. Above my belt, my gut bloomed out in a swell that m yshirt strained to cover. I didn’t blame Carsina for recoiling in horror fro mthe thought that she had once been betrothed to me. But I didn’t desir eany acknowledgment from her, only a small and simple favor. All I neede dwas an envelope addressed in her hand to my sister . 



My hat was shapeless and dusty. Nevertheless, I removed it asI approached her. 



I’d give no one any reason to think I was being less than courteous to her. 

“Excuse me, ma’am,” I addressed her respectfully. I kept my eyes lowered. 

“I’ve a favor to ask you, not for myself, but for my sister, once your friend.Grant me this, and I promise I’ll never ask anything else of you again. Iwon’t so much as nod at—” I got no further in my humiliating plea for he raid. A sudden blast of sound assaulted my ears. I clapped my hands ove rthem and lifted my eyes. Carsina had raised a brass whistle to her lips an dwas blowing blast after blast on it as if her life depended on it. Her cheek swere distended with the effort, her eyes almost bulging. If her action ha dnot been so irrational, it might have seemed humorous. I stood transfixed ,staring at her . 



But elsewhere on the street, others had sprung into motion. My firstwarning was when a small woman in a white apron brought a broo mdown firmly on my back. It stung and raised dust. “What?” I asked i n consternation as I dodged away from the enraged shopkeeper’s wife. Bu tthat only brought me into range of a young woman with a furled parasol .She whacked me solidly with it on the back of my head, shrieking, “Ge taway from her! Leave her alone! Help! Help! Assault! Assault! ” 



All the while, Carsina continued to shrill on her whistle and womencontinued to converge on me, also blowing whistles. I gave ground hastily . 

“I’ve done nothing wrong!” I shouted at them. “I said nothing ill to her!Please! Listen to me! Please! ” 



Men were gathering as well, some to laugh and point at the sight of thebig fat man beleaguered by a flock of angry women. Others were stridin gmore purposefully toward the scene of the confrontation, anger on thei rfaces. One tall, thin man was being dragged angrily toward me by hi sfussing, scolding wife. “You get in there, Horlo, and you teach that rud efellow what happens to men who say foul things on the streets to goo d





women!” 



“I’m leaving!” I shouted, not wishing to be attacked by the ineffectual-looking Horlo or anyone else. “I’m going. I’m sorry the ladytook offense. None was intended. I apologize! ” 



I’m not sure that anyone heard my words over the shrill whistles andshriller voices that surrounded me, calling me names and raining abuse o nme. I lifted my hands over my head to show that I was not returning any o fthe blows from the brooms, parasols, fans, and dainty fists. I felt both acoward and a buffoon, but what could I do, assaulted by a mob of angr ywomen? I had broken clear of the circle and thought I’d escaped when Iheard an angry voice shout a damning accusation. “He’s the one they sa y raped and murdered that poor whore! He’s the big fat scoundrel wh o killed that Fala woman and hid her body!” I turned back in horror. “That’snot true! I’ve never hurt anyone!” The mob of women surged toward me. Aflung stone struck me in the face. A larger one rebounded off my shoulder .I didn’t know the man striding fearlessly toward me through the hail o frocks, but he was well muscled, fit, and grinning the snarl of a man wh oloves a good fight. A wash of cold rose through me. I could die here, Isuddenly knew. Stoned, beaten, kicked to death by a mob of folk wh o didn’t even know me. I caught a sudden glimpse of Sergeant Hoster. H estood to one side of the crowd. 

His arms were crossed on his chest and h ewas smiling grimly . 



Spink had always had more guts than common sense. Even when I’d beena lean and fit cadet, Spink had looked small beside me. He charged int othe fray, shouting, “Desist! This moment! Halt! That’s an order!” H ereminded me of a barking, snarling terrier protecting a mastiff as he spu nto face the oncoming tide of roused people. “Halt, I said! ” 



They didn’t exactly halt, but they stopped advancing. The crowd roiled,and another stone came winging from someone in the back and bounce doff my chest. It didn’t really hurt, but the fury it symbolized wa s frightening. The women were all talking, and several were pointing at me .I no longer saw Carsina anywhere. The large man I had glimpsed pushe dhis way to the front of the mob . 



“Halt!” Spink barked again. 



“Sir, are you going to let a filthy lout like that get away with insultingadecent woman? The least he merits is a good beating, and if the rumor sare true, he ought to be hanged. ” 







Spink’s shoulders were very square. He kept his eyes on the crowd as hespoke in a stern voice. “I’d like the woman he insulted to come forward , 

please. I’ll take her complaint right now.” 



My mouth went dry. I knew he had no choice, but once Carsina accusedme in public, she’d be far too proud to back down. The least I’d get was aflogging. “She’s…she’s not here, sir!” The young woman who spoke had aquavery voice, as if she were about to burst into tears. “She was overcome ,sir, with what he said to her. Two other ladies have helped her home. Iimagine her brother or her fiancé would be glad to speak on her behalf. ”This last she uttered with savage satisfaction. She glowered at me as if I were a rabid dog. “Direct them to me. Lieutenant Spinrek Kester. I’ll tak edown the details of any complaint they wish to lodge. As for the other ,until a body or a witness is found, it remains a foul rumor and no mor ethan that.” The man’s brow furrowed and his face flushed an evil dark red . 

“So what are you going to do, sir? Just let him roam around loose until wefind a body with him standing over it? ” 



Sergeant Hoster suddenly decided to act. He strode over to Spink, salutedhim, and then said, “I’ll be happy to escort him to the cells, sir.” Spin k

held his ground. I felt a fool standing silent behind him, as if I were a hugechild cowering behind his diminutive mother’s skirts. “I appreciate you roffer of help, Sergeant Hoster. But we don’t lock men up on the basis o frumor. If we did, likely not one of us would be walking free.” Hoster dare dto question his decision. “Perhaps this is a time when we should choose t oerr on the side of safety, sir. ” 



Spink reddened at the man’s insubordination. But he kept his calm. “Doyou have any hard evidence, Sergeant? A witness? ” 



“No, sir.” 



“Then there is no reason to hold this man prisoner.” Spink turnedsuddenly on me, and the anger on his face was convincing. “You, soldier .Take yourself out of town. Innocent or guilty, tempers are hot over this ,and I judge it best that you isolate yourself until these rumors ar eresolved. I’ll speak to the mess hall, and have some supplies sent out t oyou. And I warn you, behave in an exemplary manner. I’ll take it on mysel fto check up on you from time to time. You’d best be where I expect you t obe. Now go. 

Now!” I looked from Spink to the mob. It would only take on e wrong word to ignite them. But I couldn’t just slink away like a kicked cur.I came to attention and looked only at Spink. I spoke, trooper t olieutenant, but I made sure that my voice carried to the crowd. 

“Sir. I di dnot speak rudely or suggestively to the lady. And as to Fala’s fate, I do no tknow what 



became of her. I am innocent of both these things. ” 



An ugly muttering rose from the gathered folk. I feared I had pushed them too far, as did Spink from the expression on his face. He spoke sternly fortheir benefit. “I hope in the good god’s name that you are speaking th etruth, trooper, for I will be looking into this personally. And if you hav elied to me, you will find the punishment I extract for a lie will be the equa lof the other two offenses. Now go! ” 



I obeyed him, my cheeks burning and resentment simmering in my heart.I felt that all of Gettys stared at me as I walked to where I’d left Clov etethered. It took all my self-control not to look back over my shoulder t osee if I would be followed. As I mounted up and rode out of town, Iwondered if I’d chosen the wrong world . 




CHAPTER TWENTY-THREETWO WOME N

What are you doing here?” 



It was not the kindest greeting I could have given her, nor the one I wouldhave preferred if I’d had the luxury of thinking what I’d say to her. But th eshock of seeing Amzil sitting at the table inside my cabin when I opene dthe door jolted the words out of me . 



She took it better than I had a right to expect. “Mending your shirt,” shepointed out, holding up the offending item. “Half the buttons are off this .These ones won’t match, but at least you’ll be able to button it. I took the moff that old shirt there. It looks little better than a rag, so I thought yo uwouldn’t mind. ” 



Her literal answer to my question left me gaping. She seemed to find thatamusing, for a smile twisted her mouth. She looked gaunt and weary an dmore threadbare than the last time I’d seen her. Yet her hair was tidie dand put up in a roll on the back of her head, and she wore a dress with askirt made from the fabric I’d sent her, almost as if she were trying to pu ther best foot forward for me. I came cautiously into my own cabin, feelin goddly displaced by seeing her sitting at my table. All my clothing had bee nsorted into heaps around her. Her smile grew more anxious in my silence . 

“I’ve made myself a cup of tea. I hope you don’t mind.” 



“Of course not. You’re welcome. You’re very welcome. Where are thechildren? ” 







“I left them in town. Another woman at the boardinghouse said she’dwatch them for me if I did her washing for her when I came back. It look sas if you’ve done well for yourself, Nevare. ” 



“Yes. That is…yes. I was able to enlist, and the colonel gave me this post.I guard the cemetery. Dig the graves and whatnot. But what brings you to Gettys?” She set the shirt she had finished mending on the table, andtucked the needle neatly into the thread on the spool. “Well. I had to leav emy old house. Things got very ugly there this winter. I know you mean twell when you left us plenty of meat. And I don’t know how you weeded th evegetable patch like that; I had no idea there were that many plants there .But the problem was what it always is. The more you have, the mor eruthless people will be in trying to take it from you. At first my neighbor scome to my door begging. And I said no. Not to be cruel, but because Iknew that what you left, while it seemed a lot at the time, was probabl yjust enough to keep us all fed through the winter.” She picked up the shir tshe had mended, turned it over in her hands several times, and set it dow nagain. She shook her head to herself, and the sunlight from the windo wmoved on her dark hair, making it gleam. She tried to smile, but it cam eout more as a grimace . 



“Then they came trying to trade, but I said no again, for the same reason.How could they blame me? I have the three little ones; my first duty is t okeep them alive. And my old neighbors would have said the same to m ehad the shoe been on the other foot! Well, after that, they started stealin gfrom me. I tried to defend what I had, but there was only one of me. The ywere getting to my snares before I ever did; resetting them was a waste o ftime, because I was just doing that work for them. But I thought, well, I’v egot the deer meat, and I’d brought in all the garden vegetables to the shed . 



“I put as much as I could inside the cabin with us, but then I scarcelydared leave the place, for fear they’d come in and take it while I was gone .They stole every bit of the meat that I had to leave hanging in the shed ,and dug all through the vegetable patch, looking for any small potatoes I’ dmissed, for anything at all. I scarcely dared go to sleep at night. It was lik eliving in the middle of a pack of wolves. ” 



Her voice had dropped down to a murmur. She fell silent, staring at theworn cuff of my shirt. When the silence stretched, I got up and put th ekettle back on the fire. “Hitch said you wouldn’t even let him inside th edoor. Did you get the things I sent in the carry sack? ” 



She looked startled. “Oh. The book. And the sweets. Yes. Yes, we got thegifts, the children loved them. I—thank you. I didn’t say thank you, did I? ”She suddenly smoothed the folds of her skirt and looked down, speakin gawkwardly. “At the time, I was shocked. Just shocked. I’d hoped that yo u would come back, to return the sack if nothing else, but I didn’t expect yo ujust to send it with someone, full of gifts, for no reason.” She suddenl ypinched her lips together and her blue eyes flooded with tears. 





She took alittle breath. “I can’t remember the last time a man gave me a gift when h e didn’t expect something back for it.” She lifted her face, and her eyessuddenly met mine. For a moment her vulnerability shone through he rtough expression, and with it, her youthfulness. I suddenly wanted to fol dher in my arms and protect her, for she seemed as small and defenseless a smy little sister. But the instant passed, and she abruptly looked as stony a sshe ever had. I was glad I hadn’t acted on my impulse; she probably woul dhave scratched my eyes out. I sought for something to say . 



“Well, you’ve saved me the trouble of mending my shirt. For that, I’mgrateful.” She made a dismissive gesture at the garments on the table . 

“Your trousers need to be let out again. And what you are wearing nowlooks no better. You look more like a scarecrow than a soldier. ” 



She said the words carelessly and probably didn’t intend that they stung,but they did. “I know,” I said tersely. “The men in charge of uniforms hav enot been very forthcoming. They simply say they’ve nothing that will fi tme, and give up. Today the colonel said that I might say it was his orde rthey be more helpful. 

But—” My words halted of themselves. I didn’t wan tto tell her what had happened or why. “I didn’t have time to stop there,” Ifinished lamely. An awkward silence fell between us. The kettle wa sboiling. I took it off the hob and added more hot water to the teapot an danother pinch of leaves. Amzil was looking everywhere but at me. Her eye sroamed around the room and then she suddenly said, “I could come an dlive here and do for you. Me and my children, I mean. And I could kee pyour washing done and sew you up a decent uniform, if you got the cloth. Ican cook and mind that little garden you’ve got going.” I was looking a ther incredulously. I think she thought I wanted more from her, becaus eshe added, “And we can keep care of your horse, too. And all I’ll be askin gof you is a roof over our heads and what food you’re willing to spare us .And, and, that would be all. Just those things. ” 



My mind filled in what she hadn’t named. She wasn’t offering to share mybed. I had the feeling that if I pushed for that right now, she’d add it to th elist, but I didn’t want to have her. Not that way. I chewed on my lip, tryin gto think of what to say. How could I tell her that I wasn’t sure I’d b e staying in this world? With every step of my ride home, the forest hadlooked better to me. Her eyes had been scanning my face anxiously. No wshe looked away and spoke more gruffly. “I know what’s going on, Nevare .What they’re saying about you in town. In a way, that’s why I came here. ”She folded up the shirt and set it very firmly on the table. Then she spok eto it. “My children aren’t at a boardinghouse. 

They’re at a…one of Sarl aMoggam’s girls is watching them for me. She can’t work right no wbecause, well, because she can’t. But no one knows I came here. See this? ” 

She reached down the front of her dress. While I regarded her,dumbstruck, she fished up a brass whistle on a chain. “The girls at th ehouse, they give this to me when I first got there yesterday. They told m esome officer’s wife in town, she started this thing where all the wome nwear them, and if they feel they’re in danger, all they have to do is blow th ewhistle, and every woman what’s wearing a whistle has to promise that n omatter what, if she hears a whistle blow, she’ll run toward the sound an dhelp whoever is in danger. That’s the deal. And when I said, ‘Well, wha tkind of danger?’ they told me about not just whores but decent wome ngetting beaten up and raped, and that a girl from Sarla’s own house ha djust 



vanished and everyone thought she was murdered and even thoug hmost people knew who did it, no one was stepping forward to protect th ewhores, so they’d decided they’d join the whistlers and protect each other .And when I asked who killed the girl, one of them said a big fa tsonofabitch named Never that guarded the cemetery. ” 



She stopped and took a deep breath. The words had spilled out of her likepus squirting out of an infected boil, and I felt much the same way abou twhat she had told me. I wanted to cry. It wasn’t a manly reaction, but i twas my overwhelming response to what she’d said. Even after what ha dhappened to me in town today, it was still shocking to hear that peopl ewere talking of me as a rapist and murderer, naming me as the man wh ohad killed Fala. I wondered why they were so sure she was dead and wh y they blamed me. I had no way to clear myself of their suspicions. Unles sFala showed up somewhere, alive and well, I could not prove she hadn’ tbeen murdered and that I hadn’t done it. I muttered as much to Amzil . 



“Then you didn’t do it.” She spoke it as a statement but I heard it asaquestion . 



I replied bluntly. “Good god, no. No! I had no reason to, and every reasonnot to. Why would a man kill the only whore in town who would servic ehim willingly?” Anger and fear made my heart race. I got up and left th etable and went to the door to stare out across the graveyard toward th eforest. “They said—” 

I heard her swallow, and then she went on, “The ysaid that maybe she wasn’t willing, that you kept her in the room a lo tlonger than any man ever had before. And that maybe you caught he r alone, and maybe she said no, not for any money, and that maybe then youraped her anyway and killed her in anger. ” 



I sighed. My throat was tight. I spoke softly. “I don’t know what became ofFala, Amzil. I hope that she somehow got away from Gettys and is havin ga nice life somewhere. I didn’t kill her. I never saw her again after that on enight. And I didn’t force her to keep to her room with me. As far-fetche d as it sounds, she wanted to be there.” Even as I said the words, I realizedhow unlikely they would sound to anyone else in the world . 



“I didn’t think you had, Nevare. I thought of all the nights we were alone in my house. If you were the kind of man who would force a woman, or killher if she refused, well—” 

She paused, then pointed out, “If I’d believe dwhat they said, would I have come all this way out here, alone, not tellin ganyone where I was going and leaving my kids with strangers who’d tos sthem out on the streets if I never came back? I didn’t believe it of you. ” 







“Thank you,” I replied gravely. I felt truly grateful. I thought about that.Iwas grateful because a woman didn’t think I was a murderer. When I’ dbeen tall and handsome and golden, everyone had thought well of me .Carsina had told me how brave I’d looked. Encase the same man in thi sslab of flesh and these worn clothes and women saw a rapist an dmurderer. I lifted my hands to my face and rubbed my temples

. 



“So. Nevare. What do you think?” 

I dropped my hands and stared at her. “What?” 

“I know it’s not much time to think about it, but I have to have an answer.Last night they let me stay for free. They say that my little ones can slee pin one of the empty rooms at night while I’m working. But that won’ tchange that they’ll be growing up as the children of a whore. And I kno wwhat will happen to my girls if they do. Don’t know what would become o fSem. Truth to tell, I don’t even want to wonder what happens to a bo ygrowing up in a whorehouse. I got to get them out of there today, or I go tto go to work there tonight. And I know that you know in the past, I’v edone whatever I had to do to get by, but Nevare, I never thought of mysel fas a whore. Just as a mother doing what she had to do, once in a while, t oget stuff for her children. But if I start working there, night after night ,well, I will be a whore. 

And no denying it.” “Why did you leave your cabi nfinally? What drove you out? ” 





She met my gaze squarely. “You remember that fellow up the hill? He triedto break in. I had my gun and I warned him, four, five times I shouted a thim to get away from the door or I’d shoot. He shouted back that he’ dnever seen me fire that thing and he didn’t think I knew how or that I ha dany bullets. And the way he was yelling, I knew that he wasn’t just going t obreak in and take what he wanted. He was going to get rid of us, to be sur ehe could have all we had. So I shooed my kids behind me, and when h efinally got the door chopped in, well, I fired. And I killed him. And then Ipacked up my children and what we could carry and we ran away fro mthere.” By the time she finished speaking, she was hunched over in he rchair as if she expected me to strike her, wringing her hands together. Sh e looked up at me from her cower. “So now you know,” she said very softly. 

“I am what they accuse you of being. I murdered him. I’m telling you thetruth, because I want you to know the truth before you decide if you’ll hel pme or not. ” 





I sat down heavily in my chair. “You can’t stay here, Amzil. It…it wouldn’tbe safe for you or for the children. I’m not even sure if I can stay her eanymore.” She was silent for a time. Then she said furiously, 

“It’s becaus eI killed him, isn’t it? You think someone from Dead Town is going to com ehere and accuse me, and I’ll hang and you’ll be stuck with my children. ”The way she said it told me far more than she’d planned. She’d intende dme to be her hedge against that possible disaster. She’d intended to brin g her children to me in the desperate hope that if she was found out an dexecuted, I’d protect them. I tried to speak in a calming voice. “I’ mflattered. No, I’m honored that you would think of bringing your childre 



nhere. And it means a great deal to me that you would hear such storie sabout me and disbelieve them. 

There are not many in town or in the for tthat would be willing to stand by me as you would. But I’m serious when Isay that it wouldn’t be safe here for you. Feelings are running high. Today ,when I was ordered to leave town, I worried that I would be followed. Ihave no confidence that I won’t be attacked tonight or burned out of thi shouse. That was the kind of hatred I saw today. I can’t take you in, Amzil . 

I wish that I could.” 



“Of course you do,” she said with hard skepticism, and stood to leave. Iblocked her exit. Sparks of anger came into her eyes, but I didn’t move. Itook the colonel’s piece of silver from my pocket. “You take this,” I began . 



“You don’t owe me anything,” she hissed. 



“I owe you what you offered me. The belief that I know you well enough tosay that you didn’t murder that man. You did what you had to do i ndefense of your children. Now you take this coin, for the little ones. It wil lat least feed them tonight. Get them out of Sarla Moggam’s brothel. It’s afoul place. Take them to—” For a moment I hesitated, then I plunged on , 

“Take them to Lieutenant Kester’s house. Ask around. Someone will knowwhere he lives. Lieutenant Spinrek Kester. Tell him the same thing yo utold me. That if he’ll give you and the children a place to sleep, you’ll hel pcook and clean and so on. Tell his lady that you used to be a seamstress ,and you want to make an honest living for yourself. She’ll help you. She’ slike that. ” 



She looked at the money that I’d pushed into her hand. Then she lookedup at me, confused. “Do I tell them that you sent me? Do I…do you wan t

me to come back here sometimes? At night?” 



“No,” I said quickly, before I could be tempted by her offer. “No. Youdidn’t offer me that, and I’m not asking for that. And don’t tell them I sen tyou. Tell them…No. Tell him that you wish your whistle were shaped lik ean otter, that you’ve heard that whistles shaped like otters are luck yenough to save a man’s life. But you only say that to him if no one else i saround. Do you understand me? It’s important. ” 



Bewilderment flickered over her face. “So, you want me to make him think I’m daft, so he’ll give us shelter out of pity?” 







“No. No, Amzil. It’s just something he and I both know, something thatwill make him know it’s important to help you as he was once helped.” “ Awhistle shaped like a beaver,” she said carefully . 



“No. An otter. A whistle shaped like an otter.” 



She closed her fist tight on the coin. Then she said suddenly, “Give meyour trousers, at least. ” 



“What?” It was my turn to be bewildered. 



“Your dirty trousers there. Give them to me. I’ll wash them, and I’ll letthem out and bring them back to you. ” 



I was tempted. But, “No. Anyone who saw them would know to whom theybelonged. Amzil, until I can clear my name, you must not be associate dwith me. Now. Thank you. Go and do as I said. ” 



She looked down at the floor. “Nevare, I—” She stepped suddenly forward,and I thought she would hug me. At the last minute she extended he rhand and patted me timidly on the arm, as if I were a dog with a nuncertain temperament. “Thank you,” she said again . 



I moved away from the door, and she fled. I watched her go, a smallwoman hurrying down the dirt road, away from the cemetery and towar dthe town. I yielded to an impulse, bowed my head, and asked the good go dto look after her. I hadn’t had an opportunity to buy food. Despit eeverything else that had happened, I was ravenous again. I drank my tea ,trying to swallow my hunger with it. Then I methodically secured m yhouse. I closed and latched the shutters of my window. I took m ydisreputable weapon down from its hooks on the wall and prepared fiv eloads for it. Then, scowling, I prepared an additional five. I hoped agains thope that I’d never have to use them. Perhaps, I thought sourly, I’d b elucky, and if a mob came to drag me from my house, this ancient derelic tof a gun would blow up and kill me quickly . 



Ebrooks and Kesey came to my door before they went back to Gettys for the night. They were sweaty and tired and looking for a few moments oftalk and a cool drink before they began the walk back to town. I let the min, and watched them dip up water from my cask. The room was small ,and while they were in it, they filled it with their noise. They talked abou thow much grass they’d cut and what they had to do tomorrow as if it al lwere of tremendous importance. It was trivial 



and meaningless to me .Dead soldiers and their wives and children were all rotting back into soil ,and the soil grew the grass, and these two men would cut it to make th ecemetery look tidy, and then more grass would grow and they would cu tthat, and more folk would die and we would bury them. I thought of th e body that had been stolen and how outraged I’d been, and all the effort I’ dput into recovering it. What if I’d left him there, a soldier whose name Ididn’t now recall, and the tree roots had penetrated his body and th ebeetles and ants had carried off his flesh? How was that any different fro mburying him in a hole and marking the spot by writing his name on aplank of wood? I thought about what I’d claimed as my life, that I woul dcall myself a soldier and guard the place where bodies were buried. And Iwould do this because I was the second son my mother bore, and therefor eI must wear the king’s uniform on my back and, at least ostensibly, serv e him. 



It was all so meaningless when I looked at it that way. It was meaninglessin the same way as when I stood up from a game and then looked down o nthe scatter of playing pieces, and realized that they all were just bits o fpolished stone on a wooden board marked with squares. All the meanin gthey’d had moments before when I’d been trying to win a game wer emeanings that I’d imbued them with. Of themselves, neither they nor th eboard had any significance. I could not decide if I were just a playin g piece, or if I’d finally stepped far enough away from the game someon e else had made of my life to discover that I no longer wished to be a playingpiece. I shook my head as if I could rattle my own brain, trying to find m yway back to my own world where all these things were accepted an dimportant and mattered . 



“Something wrong, Nevare?” Ebrooks asked me abruptly. I realized thatboth he and Kesey were looking at me oddly. I’d been staring sightlessl yout the window. Now I looked at them. Their faces were damp with swea tand smudged with dirt, but their eyes seemed genuinely concerned . 



“You know what they’re saying about me in town?” I asked them.Ebrooks looked away and said nothing. Kesey looked stricken. It wa senough. 

“Why didn’t you say something to me?” I demanded. 

“Aw, Nevare,” Kesey exclaimed, “We know that ain’t true. You ain’t got that kind of mean in you.” 

“I hope not,” I said. “I just don’t understand how a rumor like that couldget started, or why so many people would be willing to believe it. ” 



“Well, it’s how you are, you know,” Kesey said ponderously. “Living outhere, all alone, near the forest. 

And being, you know, big like you are. An dno one knowing much about you. It just, well, maybe it makes it easier fo rthem to make up something about you. You ought to come to town mor eoften, drink with the boys, let ’em see you aren’t so strange. ” 







“Good advice too late,” I grumbled. “Not that I ever had the money to domuch drinking with the boys. 

I’m all but banished now. I nearly got stone dto death today. ” 



“What?” Ebrooks demanded, horrified. 



They listened to my tale, nodding gravely. When I described the man whohad come toward me out of the mob, Ebrooks nodded and said, “That’ll b eDale Hardy. He’s new. Give him a month in Gettys and he won’t be so pis sand vinegar. He’ll get ground down like the rest of us. ” 



We talked for some time longer, and then they left, promising to bring mesupplies from the mess hall the next day. That was small comfort. I’d ha dnext to nothing to eat all day, and the hunger inside me now was not to b eignored. An equation nudged into my awareness. I’d used the magic las tnight to keep myself warm. And today my hunger was proportionatel ystrong. Magic, it seemed, demanded more food than physical effort. Iwondered idly if I could work enough magic to shed the wall of fat fro mmy body. I decided that the appetite it would create would probably driv e me insane before I succeeded. I went out into the gathering evening to seeif I could find anything to eat. I carried my gun with me, even as I tol dmyself I was worrying needlessly. If the mob were going to hunt me dow nand hang me, they’d have done it by now. Wouldn’t they ? 



As yet, my vegetable garden wasn’t yielding. I went to Clove’s stall andabashedly took a measure of his grain. It was coarse and hard and non etoo clean, but I rinsed it and put it to soak in a pot near my fire. 

My wate rcask was nearly empty; I took my bucket and headed down to the spring .As I had that very first day, I had the strong feeling that someone wa swatching me. I heard a shuffle of feathers overhead and looked up hastil yto find that a croaker bird had just settled in a tree at the edge of th ewoods. The silhouette of the trees and the bird were black against th eday’s fading sky. He croaked suddenly. A shiver ran up my spine. I lurche dto my feet, and my brimming bucket sloshed a little cold water down m yleg. 

“Nevare.” A voice spoke softly from the woods. It seemed to come from thetrees just below the bird’s perch. Although it was a woman’s voice and Irecognized Olikea’s tone, my first thought was that death had called m yname. On the fleeting heels of that thought, however, was the heated flus hof my memory of Olikea. All my senses came to sudden quiverin gattention. I stared into the shadowy woods and saw no one and nothing ,until she moved. Then I could not understand how I had not seen he rbefore. She stepped clear of the sheltering trees, but did not venture out o fthe forest . 



Abruptly I became aware of the basket that she carried on one arm. Sheheld out a hand toward me, beckoning me. I took a slow step toward her ,trying to find logic in my mind. Did I wish to reenter her world? I saw he rflex her fist, and the scent of fresh crushed fruit suddenly filled m ynostrils. She had 



pulped something in her hand. “Nevare,” she calle dagain, softly, coaxingly. She took a step backward toward the forest. Idropped my bucket and lunged after her. She laughed and fled . 



I followed her into the forest. She paused and ran, dodged, hid, and thenrevealed herself, and I pursued her mindlessly like a dog tracking asquirrel as it jumps from tree to tree. She had reduced me to my mos t elementary drives, food and sex. Dignity, intellect, rationality fell awa yfrom me as I hunted her through the dusky woods . 



Night deepened under the interwoven branches. My eyes adjusted to thedimness and my nose became a keen ally. She did not seriously try to elud eme, but only stayed just out of my reach, laughing when I got close to her ,then fleeing with a sudden dash and vanishing again from my sight as sh ecamouflaged herself in the tricky sunset light . 



Before I knew it, we had reached the eaves of the true old forest. Then sheran in earnest, basket jouncing on her arm, and her buttocks bobbing. Sh emade no attempt to hide from me now, and I ran, heavily, panting, bu trunning like a dog on a scent, tirelessly and determined . 



Did I catch her or did she turn and snare me in her arms? I could not say.I only knew that near a welling spring, the game suddenly ended i ntriumph for us both. She had splashed out ankle-deep into the water. 

Ifollowed her, and there she came to me, suddenly willing and not coy a tall. I kissed her, an act that seemed to surprise and intrigue her. Sh e

pulled back, laughing and saying, “You do not need to eat me, Great One.Ihave brought the right foods for you, the foods that will restore you, th efoods that will reveal you. I have the dream traveler’s berries and the bar kof the flight-of-eyes. I have ever-heal and never-tire. All that a Great On eneeds, I bring to you.” She took both my hands and drew me to th e

riverbank. There she would not allow me to do anything for myself. She fedme from her hands, even to cupping cool water for me to drink. She too kmy clothing from me, and then offered me more food and herself. The tan gof the soft, thin-skinned fruit was interspersed with the play of her warm ,wet tongue as she mixed her kisses with feeding me. She had learned s oquickly. She held mushrooms between her teeth and offered them to me ,refusing to let go so that I had to bite them from her mouth. Her hand s were sticky with the fruit she had crushed, and as she ran them over me ,the smell of the fruit nectar mingled with the musk of our bodies t obecome one scent. Later, I would think it depravity. At the time, it wa slust and gluttony combined into one glorious, sense-engulfing indulgence .The moon was high before we had finished our consumption. I lay back o ndeep, soft moss, completely satiated in every way I could imagine. Sh eleaned over me, breathing her wine breath into my face. “Are you happy ,Great One?” she asked softly. She stroked the curve of my belly, followin gthe line of hair that led downward. 

“Have I pleased you? ” 



I was far beyond being pleased with her. And yet it was her first questionthat clung to my mind. Was I 



happy? No. This was transitory. Tomorrow Iwould be back in my cabin, fearing to go into town, digging holes to bur ymen I’d never known, and planning a fence that would keep out this worl dthat I now wallowed in. I answered neither of her questions . 



“Olikea, you are a very kind woman.” 



She laughed at that and replied, “I am as kind to you as I hope you will beto me. Will you be kind enough to come to my village? I wish to show yo uto the people there. ” 



“You wish to show me to your people?” 



“Some there do not believe that one of your kind could become a GreatOne. They mock me and ask, 

‘Why would the magic choose as defender th eone who has invaded us?’” She shrugged the question aside as if it were o fno consequence to her. “So I wish to prove I speak true to them. Will yo ucome with me to my village? ” 



I could suddenly think of no reason to refuse. “Yes. I will.” 

“Good.” She stood up suddenly. “Let’s go.” 

“Now? Tonight?” 

“Why not?” 

“I thought the Speck villages were far back in the forest. Days or evenweeks from here. ” 

She tossed her head and puffed her cheeks. “Some are. All the wintervillages are. But our summer village is not. Come. I’ll show you.” Sh e

stooped and seized both my hands. I laughed at the thought of her beingable to tug me to her feet. With a groan and a lurch, I rolled over, got m yknees under me, and stood up. She took my hand. She led and I followe dher, away from the spring and my discarded clothing. Away fro meverything. At the time, I didn’t even think that I was leaving my old lif ebehind, only that I was going somewhere with Olikea . 



The night was velvet around us. Olikea occasionally swatted at the gnatsthat hummed about her head, but none came near me. If she followed apath, I could not detect it. We walked on banks of moss and wade dthrough drifts of fallen leaves from decades past. Other animals moved i nthe forest, as softly as we did. Our way led us across the sides of steep hill sat a slant, always ever higher. We came to a place where the trees were a sbig around as towers, their tops lost in leafy darkness. We topped a ridg eand 



went down into the shallow valley beyond it, and never once left th eshelter of the trees. Night was still deep around us when we came to he rsummer village. I smelled first the soft smoke of small campfires. 

Then Iheard something that was more akin to the humming of bees in a hiv ethan music, but was pleasant all the same. I began to catch glimpses o fsubtle firelight pooling in the hollows of the sheltered valley. As w edescended, I expected to see a humble village of rustic dwellings. Instead, Isaw only forest. It was only when we reached the edges of a natura lclearing that I could see shadowy folk passing in front of the several smal lfires that dotted the dell. I estimated the population at about sixty, bu tthere could have been three or four times that many in the darkness.  I

had almost forgotten my nudity. It had seemed completely natural tomove unclad and unencumbered through the soft darkness of the fores tnight. Now that I faced the reality of walking into a community of Speck sunclothed, I suddenly felt intensely uncomfortable. I halted and said softl yto Olikea, “I need to go back for my clothing. ” 



“Oh, do not embarrass me,” she chided me and, seizing my hand, led meinexorably forward . 



I followed her as if unable to exert my own will in the matter. I walked intoa child’s nursery tale. That is as close as I can describe it. The soft glow o fthe campfire was cupped gold in the mossy hollows that had forme daround each hearth; they lit no more than the circles around them .Shadowy people moved intermittently as black silhouettes before it. Th edappled folk who dozed or lounged and spoke quietly around the fire swere, for that time, the legendary denizens of the forest, creatures foreve rbeyond my ken. They were comfortable in their naked skins. Thei radornments of feathers, beads, and flowers were aesthetic ornamentatio n

only, and all the more potently beautiful for that. The summer villageseemed a place where the forest had chosen to welcome the humans. Th eearth had shaped itself to receive humanity, rising as mossy couche s around the fire circles. The curving roots of one immense tree cuppe dthree small children curled and sleeping in its grasp. In the hollowed trun kof a still-living tree I glimpsed a couple indulging in unabashed passion i na privacy granted to them by their fellows and graced by a flowering vin ethat did not quite curtain them from the firelight. A hummock of eart hsheltered a moss-floored cave. Glowing insects formed chains of light o nthe walls inside it, creating a mystical light for a group of women wh o were weaving baskets. Our destination was a central firepit where a groupof people were singing. 

Olikea’s fingers imprisoned mine in a firm grip .She led me on a winding path through the village. She did not pause as w ecircled down and down to the lowest central firepit in the dell where th esong was continuing. I felt she deliberately led me past the smaller famil yfires, as if she were leading an especially fine livestock purchase home an dwished to be sure that her neighbors admired it. If that were so, she wa sachieving her purpose, for as we passed, people were rising from thei rfires to follow us. At last we stopped on the outskirts of the musicians ’circle. The men were humming a series of deep bass notes. 

The wome nwere breathing out a sweet soprano counterpoint. A few shook bundles o fdried seed pods that made a soft shushing sound. It was a gentle concert .At our approach, the music faltered, broke into pieces, and then died .Olikea did not let go of my hand as she broke into the circle of gathere dsingers, and so I had to follow her. I hoped my high blush was invisible i nthe low light. She spoke not loudly, but in a clear, carrying voice. “Behold , 

I have found a Great One of the plain-skin folk. I have made him mine andbrought him here. Behold. ” 







In the hush that followed her words, I could hear my heart beating in myears. I had expected only an introduction to her people, which had been afrightening enough prospect. To be announced as a Great One an dpresented like a prize bull filled me with uneasiness. As my eyes began t oadjust more fully to the firelight, I recognized Olikea’s father among th esingers. He had a contraption of leather thongs strung on a wooden fram eattached to something that was like a drum. He did not stare at me, bu tlooked into the flames. Next to him, a woman a few years younger tha nOlikea suddenly stood. She pulled the man beside her to his feet. He was astout fellow, more dappled than most of the men gathered there, and wit ha face made even odder by the dark mask of pigment around his blue eyes .His hair was long and uniformly black rather than streaked. He wore it i nmany plaits. At the end of each plait, the hair was knotted through a

small, polished animal vertebrae. He stared at me in astonishment anddismay. The woman spoke angrily. 

“We have a mage already. We have n oneed of your plain-skin Great One, Olikea. Take him away. ” 



“Olikea’s Great One is bigger,” someone said. The voice was notaggressive, but was clearly audible. 

Murmurs of agreement followed thi sannouncement. “Jodoli is still growing,” Olikea’s rival protested. 

“Alread yhe has blessed us many times over. Continue to feast him, and he wil lcontinue to grow and fill with magic for you. ” 



“Nevare has scarcely begun to grow!” Olikea countered. “Look at how bighe is, and he has never been properly fed. Since I have taken him over, h ehas grown, and he will grow even more as he is correctly cared for. Th emagic favors him. Look at his belly! Look at his thighs, his calves. Eve nhis feet are fattening . 



You cannot doubt he is the better one!” 



“He is not of our people!” the other woman declared shrilly. Olikeafeigned amazement. “Firada, how you talk! He is a Great One. How can h enot be of our people? Do you dispute one that the magic has chosen an dsent to us? ” 



Firada was not persuaded. “I…I do not see how it can be so. Who hastaught him the magic’s way? He is fat, that is true, but who could hav etrained him? Why does he come to us?” She turned to address th e gathered folk. “Is this wise, my family, to take in a Great One who does no tcome to us from our own? 

Jodoli we have seen since the day his mothe rbirthed him. We all witnessed the fever, and we all saw him return to us ,and when he began to fill with magic, we rejoiced. We know nothing o fthis plain-skin Great One! Shall we replace Jodoli with an untrie dstranger? ” 







I spoke, much to Olikea’s quick disgust. “I did not come here to replaceanyone. 



Olikea simply asked me to come and meet you all. I cannot stay.” 



“He cannot stay tonight!” Olikea hastily corrected me. Her hand grippedmine firmly. “But soon he will come to live among us, and the richness o fthe magic that swirls inside him will benefit all of us. All of you will b egrateful for the mage I have brought you. Never before has ou r tribe-family been able to boast of such an immense mage loyal to our clan.Do not doubt him lest he be offended and, leaving us, choose anothe rfamily for alliance. Tonight you must dance and sing a welcome to him ,and bring him food so that we may feast the magic. ” 

“Olikea, I cannot…” I began in a low voice. 



She gripped my hand hard, digging her nails into me. She leaned close tospeak by my ear. “Hush. You need food. Eat now. Then we will talk. See .They already scatter, to bring you food. ” 



No other words could have driven all my concerns so completely from mybrain. My hunger came back, a roaring beast. Like a returning tide, th ePeople came back, bearing with them every imaginable sort of food. Ther ewere berries and drupes that I had no names for, but also the tender tip sof leaves and flower buds, a bowlful of nectar-heavy blossoms, and finel yshaved tree bark. They brought me dense, golden bread, made not fro mgrain flour but from ground tubers. It was studded with dried fruit an dspicy little nuts. I hesitated over a basket of smoked insects. The woma noffering them to me took honeycomb in her fingers and pinched it t odrizzle the honey over the gleaming black bodies. They were crunchy an d smoky and strangely oily. Delicious. I washed them down with a fores twine served in wide clay bowls . 



I ate, and as each dish was emptied, others were pushed forward to taketheir place. Eating had become an adventure in sensations, with n orelationship to appetite or nourishing the body. I fed something large r than myself, something that took satisfaction in every morsel that entere dmy mouth. There were moments when my true self broke through ,moments when I realized the incongruity of my pale nakedness in th e flame-lit velvet darkness, moments when Olikea’s satisfied patting of m yswelling belly reminded me that in the streets I had walked this morning ,that distended paunch was a source of mockery and shame to me. M yhidden self that Tree Woman had nourished and educated emerged int ohis own. He, at least, understood that this tribute was due to him an dproper, and he showed his satisfaction in ways that would have made m yaristocratic self shudder, had I taken time to consider it. He licked hi sfingers and moaned with pleasure at some tastes, smacking his lips ove rothers, and licking bowls to obtain every last morsel of the best offered t ohim. The People adored his praise of the food they brought him. As th enight progressed, they built the fires higher, making the circle of ligh tbroader. They joined in the feasting, serving to themselves the lesser foo dunfit to offer me. When I was full nigh to bursting and had reduced m yactivity to sampling the best morsel from each dish presented to me, Ibecame aware that the other mage had seated himself beside me. I turne dto look at him. Jodoli gravely inclined his head to me . 







“My people feast you well,” he informed me. There was no warmth in hisvoice, only the statement of fact . 

I suddenly felt awkward. The scattered fragments of my real selfassembled and I found myself groping for manners. “They feast me bette rthan I have ever been fed.” I started to thank him and then hesitated. 

Wa snot I supplanting him? Would thanking him be rude? Who should I b e thanking for this amazing meal? I glanced toward Olikea for guidance, butshe was temporarily absent, circulating among her people. I watched he rfor a moment, nearly forgetting Jodoli. Olikea walked like a quee nbestowing favor. Her nakedness was always graceful, but now her swayin gwalk suggested a swagger that was both attractive and intimidating t o

me. She inclined an ear to the people who sat or reclined on mossycouches, eating and drinking. To some she nodded and smiled, to other sshe raised her brows or waved a hand indecisively . 



“Great Man Nevare.” Jodoli’s low voice summoned my attention back tohim. His gaze held mine. It was singularly uncomfortable to look at him .His eyes were unnaturally light in the patch of darkness that swathe dthem. “Have you come to take my place?” he asked me bluntly . 



“Olikea said—” I began, but he cut my words off with a strange smile. Hewas rubbing the fingers of one hand together as if he were polishing asmall coin. “These people of mine,” he warned me. “They may not be a seasy to win as you might think. You are bigger than me. And you know a swell as I that the magic courses through you. But magic is like any othe rstrength, Plain-skin. It must be trained to be useful. And I do not thin kyou have been trained. ” 



“And you have?” I asked him with a coolness that I did not really feel. 



“My teachers stand all around you,” he said. I felt him watching me as hespoke, and knew that I was being tested just as surely as I knew I wa sfailing that test. I looked at the gathered people and wondered what Icould set against them. Mentioning the academy would probably no timpress him. “My teacher is within me,” I said impulsively, mostly for th esake of saying something different from what he had asserted. The word shad no meaning for me, but I was pleased to see a flicker of uncertainty i nhis masked eyes. “I propose a small competition,” he said. “One that wil lallow my people to choose wisely between one who is better schooled an done who is greater in girth. ” 



His eyes flickered away from me as he made this challenge. I followed thedirection of his glance and saw the woman who had earlier champione dhim standing at the edge of the firelight’s circle. I sensed how the yconspired to unmask my ignorance. For one instant, I scrabbled for astrategy. Then I realized I simply 



didn’t have one. My Speck self migh thave a working knowledge of magic, but I didn’t have access to it. 

I leane d

back lazily and smiled at him, wondering if I should bluff. What did Olikeaexpect of me? She seemed to have deliberately maneuvered me into thi sconfrontation. My eyes roved the gathering, looking for her. 

The momen tmy gaze touched her, she lifted her face. Our eyes met. I saw Olike abecome aware of my danger. She began trying to hurry back to m e

without betraying her haste. Her gaze warned me, but I looked away fromher. The smile on my face was becoming fixed. I nodded at Jodoli as if I’ dbeen carefully considering his challenge. “What sort of a competition di dyou have in mind?” I asked him . 



“The simplest sort,” he replied complacently. “As you know, in times ofplenty, the People care for their mage. In hard times, we burn our magi cand ourselves to care for the People. So. Shall we show which one of us i smore capable of taking care of the folk in lean or dangerous times?” I wa snot sure how to reply to him. A woman carrying a flat tray toward m eblocked Olikea. Her eyes flashed desperately toward me, but I looked awa yfrom her at Jodoli. He’d judge me weak if he caught me looking at a woman for advice. If I were going to move among these people, I mus tmake my own way. I sized up my rival carefully. If this fellow thought h ecould best me in a competition of strength, he was wrong. I was not onl ywider than he was, but at least a head taller. My daily labor meant that m ymuscles were hard under the fat that coated him. He looked soft to me .The food I’d eaten had charged my magic. I could feel it scintillatin gthrough my blood, heady and intoxicating as liquor. Power. I had powe rand I had it in greater quantity than he did. Hitch had said I’d worke dwonders beyond anything he’d ever seen a Great One do. Perhaps I had anatural talent for magic. I knew I had the benefit of a military education . 

Everything I’d ever learned about strategy warned me that now was n otime to appear indecisive or afraid. My only hope was to draw Jodoli ou tand try to find a weakness. “Set the terms of the challenge as you wish,” Itold him affably. Did he look surprised at my nonchalance? I hoped I wa sbuying time. He bowed his head. I thought for an instant that he smiled ,but when he lifted his face to mine, his mouth was serious. “And whe nshall we begin?” he asked me softly . 



“Whenever you like,” I said magnanimously. 



I opened my eyes to dim light filtering down through the forest canopy.Alight rain of dew was sprinkling down from the leaves high above me a sthe morning breeze stirred them. The falling droplets sparkled in th erandom rays that broke through the canopy. They fell on my face, my bar echest and belly, for I lay flat on my back. I yawned and stretched. I coul d

not recall a morning when I had awakened feeling better. My belly was still pleasantly full from the evening before, and I had slept as deeply as if I’dbeen snuggled into the finest featherbed. I sat up slowly and looke d around. 



I was alone on a forested hillside. The events of the evening before cameback to me in a rush of 



sensation and detail. Try as I might, though, Icould recall nothing after I’d accepted Jodoli’s challenge. 

As if someon ehad blown out the lamp, darkness followed his words until I opened m yeyes to this day. 

Yet something must have happened, for there wa sabsolutely no sign at all of the fires or the feast or the Speck encampment .The lay of the land did not match my recollection at all; the Specks ha dbeen settled in a little dell and I rested on a slant of hillside. I doubted Ihad been carried here, yet surely I would remember if I had come her eunder my own power? Most annoying of all was Olikea’s absence. Sh e might at least have stayed by me after luring me to visit her people. I stood up slowly, gradually realizing how peculiar my circumstances were.Iwas stark naked. I had no supplies, nor tools nor weapons of any kind. Iwas not sure where I was. Belatedly, I recalled that Spink had hinted h ewould be coming to see me today. He’d even given me a direct order t oremain at my cabin so he would find me there. I needed to get back to m yworld. I looked around me, trying to get my bearings and finding nothin gfamiliar. The leaves and branches overhead screened the sun. The forest o f ancient trees looked the same in every direction. I recalled that as Ipursued Olikea, we had climbed higher and higher up the forested flank sof the mountain. Downhill seemed my best choice . 



I walked the morning away. I could not see the passage of the sun, so I wasuncertain of the passage of time. I cursed my own stupidity for followin gOlikea. I had been blinded by greed and lust, I told myself. 

And magic. Iblamed the magic, and tried to convince myself that it and not my ow npoor judgment was responsible for my situation . 



The immense trees towered over me. I walked on and on. Birds movedoverhead, and twice I startled deer. When I came to a trickling stream a tthe bottom of a ravine, I stooped for a drink and then sat down with m yback against an ancient tree while I soaked my aching feet in the col dwater. When I heard someone whispering behind me, I sat up straight an dlooked all around, both hoping and dreading that Olikea had returned t oaid me. I would have welcomed her guidance to return to my world, eve nas I dreaded her disappointment in me. I could not recall what ha dbefallen me, but I was certain that I had lost to Jodoli’s challenge. Tha twould displease her. When I saw no sign of anyone, I forced myself to ris eand go on . 

My feet ached. My ankles and knees complained and my back hurt. Sweatstreamed down me and myriads of insects came to dance around me ,humming in my ears and getting tangled in my hair. The moss underfoo twas mostly kind to my feet, but even small twigs and thorns are shocks t ofeet accustomed to boots. The underbrush was not thick, but there wer eplaces where I had to force my way through. By afternoon, I was sweaty ,scraped, scratched, and insect-bitten. I did notice that the abrasions t omy skin and the mosquito bites did not bother me as much as they onc ewould have. At least my fat did me some good. In late afternoon, Irecognized a lightning-scarred tree. I knew my way now. I could no t

explain why it had taken me so many daylight hours to cover terrain thatIhad obviously crossed in just a few hours the night before. Dusk wa sthickening when I passed from the ancient forest into the burned zone o fyounger trees. It was full dark, and I was grateful that it was when I finall yemerged, naked, scratched, and itching, from the forest onto the bare hil lof my cemetery. I was home . 






CHAPTER TWENTY-FOURAN ENVELOP E










I awoke the next morning feeling as if I had a wild and drunken night toatone for. I lay in my narrow bed, looking up at a cobweb in the corner ,and tried to make sense of my life. I failed. Then I tried to remembe rsomething that I wanted above all else, and could not discover anything .That was the lowest moment I’d had in a long time. Rescuing my siste rfrom my father’s oppression and starting a new life here seemed like awild fantasy for an idealistic cadet in a green jacket with bright bras sbuttons, not something for a fat man covered with scratches and insec tbites and infected with a magic he could not master. Spink had come ou tto see me yesterday. He’d left a note on my table, a very formal note fro m Lieutenant Spinrek Kester, saying that he was extremely disappointed no t to find me at my post, and that the next time he came out to the cemetery,he expected to find me at my duties. To anyone else, it would probabl ylook stern. To me it sounded desperate and worried. I wished he hadn’ tcome; I wished he were not involved in what looked to be the continuin gdisaster of my life . 

When I eventually got out of bed, I was surprised to find that it was stillvery early in the day. I hauled water and washed myself, dressed in m ysecond set of clothing (much regretting the loss of my other garments) ,picketed Clove in fresh grazing, and generally tried to behave as if I wer estarting a normal day. A normal day. That was something I could set m ysights on and long for . 

Normality. 



I cut and sharpened some stakes and with what simple means I coulddevise, I shot a straight line for my new fence. I threw myself into tha tengineering project as if I were constructing some life-saving rampar t rather than building a simple barrier to protect a graveyard. I was diggin gmy third posthole before I finally confronted the reason for my glu mspirits. I had run away to the Specks and found that even among a bunc hof savages, I could not prevail. I had failed. I dropped one of Kilikurra’ spoles into the hole, shoved earth in around it, and held it upright as Istamped down the soil. My bruised feet protested. 

I missed my boots. Th elow shoes I wore today were broken at the sides and worn at the soles. Thi s afternoon, I’d have to go back to the forest and find my discarded clothin gand boots. I dreaded it. It seemed that now I dreaded almost everything , 

so it was simply one more task I had to face. I sighed, sighted down myline of stakes, and moved on to dig the next posthole . 



I was digging when Ebrooks and Kesey arrived. They had walked out fromtown, and I did not hear them coming until they were right behind me .They both seemed subdued until Kesey blurted out, 

“Where were yo uyesterday, Nevare? Some lieutenant from supply came out here looking fo ryou and was really upset when he couldn’t find you. We didn’t know wha tto tell him. At first we said you’d only been gone a little while, but he kep tasking so many questions that finally we had to tell him that we hadn’

tseen you all day, but that we thought you’d only been gone a short tim ebecause you didn’t often leave for very long. He went into your shack. ” 







“I know. He left me a note.” 

“You in much trouble?” Ebrooks asked worriedly. 

“Some, probably. But I’ll tell him the truth. I went into the woods and I gotturned around and it took me all day to find my way home.” A silenc egreeted my words. I’d expected them to accept my excuse. 

Instead, the yexchanged glances. Ebrooks shook his head slightly and then, seeing m escowl, gestured toward the graves and said gruffly, “Kesey and me, w ebetter get to cutting grass. ” 

But Kesey stood his ground. Slowly he moved his shoulders back and hischin came up. His dark eyes had always looked mournful to me, an ddispirited. But today he folded his arms on his chest and bored into m ewith his gaze. “Nevare, I got something to say. Lots of people in th eregiment don’t like you, but me, I think you’re a decent fellow, just reall yfat, and that shouldn’t count against you no more than me being bald o rGimper having only two toes left. It’s just how you are. Now we got a ninspection coming up, and if every man don’t look good, it’s going to com e

down hard on all of us. Maybe you think we aren’t much of a regiment,and maybe we haven’t been since you joined us, but once we were plent yproud and a damn crack outfit. Things aren’t the best for you, I know , 

what with the rumors about you and that fancy woman making a bigsquawk that you said something dirty to her. You might think goin gnative is a way out. You wouldn’t be the first to just walk off into thos ewoods and never come back again. But don’t you do it, Nevare. You tak esome pride in what you are and who you are and you tough it out like atrue-born soldier son. Nobody says it much anymore around here, but I’l ltell you this. You owe it to this regiment to be the best soldier you can be .Not just when we’re stepping smart and pretty, and we’ve got our banner sflying and good days rolling along. Not just when there’s gunpowder an dsmoke and blood. But during times like this, when no one thinks much o f us, not even ourselves, and we know we’re going to get our comeuppanc efrom that inspection team. 

Even in times like this, we got to do what w ecan, and be soldiers like our fathers was before us. You hear me?” He too ka deep breath after he’d spoken his piece. It was the longest speech an dthe most sense I’d heard out of the man since I’d met him. There he stoo din a wrinkled uniform jacket with one button dangling from a thread an dthe knees of his trousers gone shiny with wear. His hat was dusty and rai nhad speckled the dust. What hair he had stood out in tufts above his ears .But he stood as straight as a ramrod, and his words sank into me like rai nfalling on parched soil. They moved me as I hadn’t been moved in a lon gtime. They restored my true self just as absolutely as the forest food ha d satiated my Speck self. Nothing could have stirred the dormant duty in mysoul as plainly as the heartfelt call to arms of that wizened old soldier . 



I lifted my eyes to meet his. “You’re right, Kesey. You’re right.” That wasall I said to him, but he beamed as if I’d just given him a commendation .He marched off to follow Ebrooks and as they went, I heard him say, “ Itold you he was a right fellow, Ebrooks, now didn’t I? Just needed a bit o freminding, that was all. ” 



I did not hear Ebrooks’s muttered response. I applied myself to my taskwith fresh energy. By early afternoon I’d used up all of Kilikurra’s poles .They looked pathetic: a widely spaced fence of shovel 



handles sticking u pout of the earth. But when I stood at one end of the row and sighted dow nthem, they lined up perfectly. I took pleasure in what I’d accomplishe dwith only crude tools. I carried my shovel and pick back to my tool shed ,returned to my cabin for water, and was just thinking of going to look fo r my clothing when I heard the snort of a horse outside my open door. I ros efrom my chair, but before I even reached my door, Spink rushed throug hit. He stopped short when he saw me and exclaimed fervently, “Oh, than k

the good god that you have returned! Nevare, I feared I would never seeyou again. ” 



“I was lost in the forest overnight, sir, but as you can see, I’ve returnedsafely and taken up my duties again. ” 



Spink whirled as neatly as a cat and slammed my door behind him. Thenhe turned back to me and I saw that the relief on his face had bee nreplaced with something akin to anger. “We’re talking plainly today , Nevare. No hedging. Where were you yesterday? And I warn you, I wan tthe whole story.” It was not a tale I could imagine telling to Spink o ranyone else. Not just yet. So I replied stiffly, “I told you. I went into th eforest. It got dark faster than I thought it would, and I got turned around .Even when daylight came, I couldn’t get my bearings. It took me a lon gtime to find my way back home. I returned late last night. ” 



“Why did you go into the forest in the evening, Nevare?” I hesitated toolong, trying to find a good answer for that. When I opened my mouth ,Spink waved his hand at me. “No. Don’t lie to me. If you aren’t going t otell me, then just don’t tell me, but please, Nevare, don’t lie to me. You’v echanged enough as it is. When you start deliberately lying to me, then I’l lknow there’s nothing left of our friendship to salvage. ” 



His eyes bored into mine so honestly, and the hurt in them was so plain,that I was shamed dumb by it. I looked away from him. After a momen the said, “Well, let me tell you what has been transpiring in my home, an dperhaps you can give me some answers to what you know of that. ” 



“In your home?” I asked, startled. 



He took a seat at my table as if he expected to be there for a time. I slowlysat down across from him. 

He nodded at me sternly, affirming that Ishould take this conversation seriously. He cleared his throat. 

“Yesterda ymorning, a woman came to my door. She told me that she had been tol dthat my lady wife could use a servant, and that she was willing to d oanything our household required in exchange for shelter and whateve rfood we could spare them. ” 







“Amzil,” I said reflexively. I had completely forgotten that I had sent her to Spink’s door. 



“Yes. Amzil. The Dead Town whore.” 



A small silence followed his words. I felt both angry that he called her sucha name and abashed that I had thoughtlessly sent a woman who merite dsuch a name to his door. The awkwardness built between us as I trie ddesperately to think of something that would take us back to a place wher e we were friends who could talk to each other. 



Spink cleared his throat and then added accusingly, “Amzil AND her threechildren. Of course, Epiny was immediately entranced with all of them .Have you any idea what a junior lieutenant’s pay is, Nevare? 

And ho wmuch noise three children make in a very small house? And how muc hthey eat, especially that little boy? It fascinates Epiny. She just kep tputting food in front of him, waiting for him to stop. But he didn’t, no tuntil he suddenly put his head down on the table and fell asleep. ” 



A leaf turns in the wind, and you suddenly have a different perception ofwhat color it is. It stung that Spink could call Amzil a whore, but he ha dno way of knowing that she was someone I cared about. I wondered whe nshe had become “someone I cared about” rather than just Amzil th ewhore. That realization was as jolting to me as the sudden knowledge tha tI was the one throwing up barriers between Spink and me. “I didn’t sto pto think about that,” I admitted. “Amzil came out here, wanting to liv ewith me. She thought that was her only option, other than raising her kid sin a brothel. ” 



“And you turned her away?” Spink sounded surprised. 



I shifted in my chair and then said grudgingly, “It was right after thatincident in town. I didn’t think they would be safe here. And she wasn’ toffering me—I know they call her a whore, Spink, but I don’t think that’ sfair to her. She’s done that occasionally, out of necessity, to feed he rchildren. And I suspect that sometimes she wasn’t given the option o fsaying no, that men went out there, used her, and left money or whateve rso they didn’t have to think of themselves as rapists. Well. I don’t know .But yes, I sent her to you. Without thinking of what a financial burde nthey might be. Did you let them stay? ” 



“Epiny answered the door.” It was the only reply I needed. He went on, 



“She’s a strong woman, my Epiny. Not in the flesh; I’ll admit that herhealth has suffered since we came here, and that like the rest of us, she i sprey to the darkness of spirit that flows out of the forest. But she fights it .She has made the women of Gettys her special project. Having a woma ncome to the door and say that she’d rather scrub floors for us than be awhore was a validation of all that Epiny has been trying to accomplis hwith her whistles and meetings and night classes for women. ” 



“Classes? Classes in what?” 



Spink rolled his eyes. “In whatever they want to learn, I expect. By thegood god, Nevare, you don’t think I’ve attended, do you? I’m sure yo urecall how adamantly Epiny endorsed my mother’s idea that women mus t

be able to manage their own households in the event that one is widowedor abandoned by her husband. 

Epiny teaches them the basics o farithmetic, and gives them an understanding of banking and, well, I don’

tknow. Whatever it is that she thinks women need to know when there ar eno men about. ” 



I gave an involuntary snort of laughter. “Amzil might be a better teacherthan a student in such a class. ” 



“I suspect she might. She probably will be, if Epiny has her way. Despitetheir differences, Epiny is quite glad to have another woman around th ehouse, because of her condition. She loves the children already. 

She ha svery much missed her younger sister, you know. ” 



“Epiny’s condition?” I feared the worst. It was well known that plaguesurvivors often had impaired health and sometimes died young. “Is sh eill?” 



“Quite the contrary,” Spink assured me. His cheeks had gone pink, but hewas grinning. “Nevare.” His voice suddenly deepened with emotion. “I’ mgoing to be a father. ” 



I leaned back in my chair, astonished. “You’ve got my cousin with child?”His cheeks went redder. 

“Well, your cousin is also my wife. Had yo uforgotten that? ” 



I hadn’t, but I’d never dwelt on exactly what that meant. I was suddenlyjolted to my core. They would be a family. They were a family. It was sill ythat such a concept could shock me, but I hadn’t really seen Spink an dEpiny as a couple, let alone as the seed of a family. And now it was there .It was shameful, but I suddenly pitied myself, losing both of them to eac hother. I felt even more alone. I was glad for them, 



but my gladness wa sedged with envy. I kept that out of my voice as I offered hi mcongratulations . 



“With that the situation, you can see why Epiny feels that the good godhimself sent Amzil to our door. 

She’s had three children herself, and ha sassisted at other births, she told us. And she’s a hard worker. 

She’s alread yproven that. Epiny has tried to be a good housekeeper for us, but it i swork she was never taught, and there are no decent servants to be hired i nGettys. So in some ways, it has been a relief for Amzil to come in and giv ethe floor a proper scrubbing and put the kitchen to rights. ” 



I breathed a sigh of relief. “Then it may work out well for all of you.” 



He gave me a flat look. “It may work out in ways you hadn’t planned on,Nevare. Your Amzil did find a way to get your message to me, not that sh e

needed to convince me to take her in. She already had Epiny’s goodwill onher side. But it’s only a matter of time before she notices that Epiny’ swhistle matches the one in her ‘password’ and then what will she make o fit?” I considered it for a moment. “I don’t know. ” 



“Nor do I. But I already suspect Amzil is not one to let a mystery rest inpeace. How long before she asks Epiny what it means? ” 

“I specifically told her not to say anything about it to Epiny, only you.”He rolled his eyes at me. “Oh, well, that’s such a relief. Nevare, don’t yo u

see that such a command would only add oil to the fire?” He was right. I’dtold Amzil that the otter whistle had saved a life, and when she sa wEpiny’s whistle shaped like an otter, she’d know it was the one I meant .Spink was right; Amzil couldn’t leave such a mystery alone . 



I sighed. “Well, if she talks to Epiny, then she does, and I’ll deal with itthen.” 



“That’s not good enough, Nevare!” He slapped the table at me and leanedforward earnestly. “I’ve kept your secret for you far longer than I should .When Epiny finds out, she will be murderous toward me. 

Since sh ebecame pregnant, she’s been more emotional than usual. Learning tha tI’ve deceived her for months could destroy us. I came out her to as kyou—no, I came out here to tell you that I’m going to tell her the truth. S oyou’d best be prepared for her. ” 



“Spink, you can’t! You mustn’t! You know what my reputation has becomein Gettys. You can’t allow her to link her name to mine. It will ruin both o fyou. Which officers’ wives will keep their friendships with 



her after the ydiscover that her cousin is suspected of rape, murder, and propositionin gvirtuous women on the streets? She won’t have a female friend left i nGettys. Think what that ostracism would do to her. 

Think what it could d oto your child’s future! ” 



He looked down at his feet and then up at me. “I have thought about it,Nevare. I’m not a saintly man, but I have my honor. I would lose more o fit by denying you than claiming you, especially at this time of need in you rlife. Don’t look at me like that! I can see what’s happening to you.” H estood up abruptly and paced around the room, halting by my window. H estared out of it as he spoke. “You grow fatter daily. I don’t say that t orebuke you, but to tell you I notice. And I do believe it has some magica lforce behind it, for I don’t see any of our other enlisted men growing a syou do, and some of them spend far more time swilling beer and eatin gthan you ever have. But it isn’t just that. You go into the forest, Nevare ,and you stay there, far beyond the amount of time than any of the rest o f us could tolerate without going mad. You’re drifting away from us. I canfeel it when I talk to you. You remind me of that scout, Hitch. He gets tha tsame look in his eyes sometimes. ” 



He glanced back over his shoulder at me suddenly as he said this, almostas if he expected to catch something in my expression. But I controlled m yface well. All the while I was weighing in my mind just how much of m yexperience I could share with Spink. I would be ashamed to tell how I ha dindulged myself with Olikea, or to admit how much contact I’d had wit hthe Specks. He was uncomfortably close to the truth; I had thought o fstaying in the forest with them. I probably would have if I had not lost t o Jodoli’s challenge. I wondered again what had happened, then reined m ymind violently back to the present as Spink suddenly slapped his forehead . 



“What an imbecile I am! Here we’ve been talking away, and I almostforgot the most important reason for my visit, the one that makes i tabsolutely necessary for Epiny to know that you are here. Look at this , Nevare, and tell me that it changes everything for you. ” 



From inside the breast of his jacket he drew out a simple white envelopeand set it on the table before me. My heart turned over in my chest. At on etime, the sight of that handwriting had meant so much to me. The pe nstrokes in Carsina’s hand spelled out my sister’s name and my hom eaddress. I glanced at Spink, then opened the unsealed envelope and dre wout two sheets of paper . 



My dear Yaril, 



I regret that I could not find time to visit or write to you before mydeparture to the east. The oppertunity arose and my beloved parent sjudged it best that I act upon the invitation swiftly. I am staying with m y cousin and his wife, Clara Gorling, so that I may have the time to becom ebetter acquainted with her cousin, Captain Thayer, my fiancé. Gettys is arather wild place, it’s true, but I think I will find true 



happyness here wit hsuch an ambitious young officer. He is the most dashing fellow you coul dimagine, with dark curly hair and the widest shoulders I’ve ever seen! Oh ,I do wish you could meet him! He is far handsomer than Remwar eve rwas! I feel so silly when I think that I was jealous of your flirtation wit h him. What children we both were! Please write to me at your earlies tconvenience to say that you have missed me as much as I have missed yo uand that we can renew the friendship that sustained us through so man yhappy years . 



With affection, 

Carsina Grenalter, the future wife of Captain Thayer

“What is this?” I demanded of Spink, though my mind was alreadyputting the puzzle together . 





“I went to Carsina. It was difficult for me to get in to see her, for it seemeda score of women had closed in to stand guard over her and commiserat ewith her on her terrifying experience. It was harder still to find a way t ospeak privately with her. I pretended I was there to get a detaile dstatement of exactly what you had said to her and how you had insulte dher. She’s a fine little actress, Nevare. She stuttered and wept and fanne dherself until I sent her maid out of the room to fetch a glass of water fo rher. Then I told her, bluntly, that I knew who she was and who you wer eand that I’d even seen some of the letters that she had written to you whil eyou were in the academy. I told her that you had saved them, and that if i t came to a court-martial over your behavior, you could produce them t oprove that your prior acquaintanceship gave you every right to speak t oher on the street. I think she came close to really swooning then. ” 



Spink was grinning as he spoke, and I found a rare smile stretching myface as well . 



“I told her that if she wanted the whole matter quieted down, she couldsimply accede to your request and give me an envelope addressed to you rsister in her hand. I assured her that was all you wanted and that you ha dno interest in her beyond that . 



“By then her maid returned with her water. Carsina sent her immediatelyfor paper and pen, and this was in my hands before I left the room. Isuggested to her in the maid’s hearing that it was all a mistake, that I ha dtalked with you and you had said that you had only asked her name, fo rshe resembled someone you had once known. She very faintly agreed wit hme. I am sure I left her with a dilemma, for she had been denouncing yo uso rabidly that it will be difficult for her to retract what she has said. Bu ther fear of her own letters may keep her from taking her wicked lie an yfurther than it has gone. I can’t tell you that your good name has bee nrestored, but I don’t think Carsina will dare to blacken it further. ” 







I looked up from the letter in my hands. While he had been speaking, I’dread it through again. I was sure that her references to her future husban dwere put in to needle me. I was surprised by how little it bothered me . 

“Truth to tell, I do have her old letters. They’re shut in my soldier sonjournal, with all the rest of my papers.” I heaved a huge sigh of relief . 

“Spink, I don’t know how to thank you. You’ve boxed her in quite neatly. IfI presented those letters, I’m sure it would be the end of her engagemen tto Captain Thayer. I doubt that she’ll do or say anything that woul d

damage her own reputation in such a way.” 



He glanced away. “I felt rather a bully at first, to tell you the truth. Butonce I had threatened her with exposure, I could not believe how her swee tlittle mouth stopped trembling; I swear she longed to spit at me. I kno wyou once loved the girl, Nevare, but I think she did you a favor when sh eended your engagement. I cannot imagine you harnessed to such a woma nfor the rest of your life. ” 



“Nor I,” I muttered. The last remnants of my old fondness for Carsina werelong gone. I wondered if she had ever been the sweet and simple girl I ha dimagined her to be. Was it possible that both Yaril and I had been s omistaken about someone? Or had the harshness of fate changed all of us ? 



“Well, we have what we needed. You must write to Yaril at once, and I’llput it in the military post for you. Tell her that she is more than welcom eto come and stay with Epiny and me; Epiny would be delighted. ” 



Nothing would do for Spink but that I undertook that task immediately.He stood over me as I took my pen and ink from my soldier son journal . 

“You’ve filled pages and pages of that!” he exclaimed when he saw it. “I’vescarcely touched mine. I’ve been waiting for something significant t ooccur in my career. ” 



“My father taught me that I should write at least a few lines every night,for insight comes from detail, and often a man can look back and see tha ta problem or a solution had its roots in earlier actions.” I glanced at th edwindling supply of blank paper. “I suppose that soon I shall have to sto pkeeping it. It wasn’t really intended for an ordinary soldier anyway, and i fmy father ever read all that I’ve put into it, I think he would be horrified .But I suppose I shall keep it until I run out of paper. ” 







“You won’t send it home to him when it’s finished, so he can replace itwith a fresh one? ” 



I looked at Spink to see if he was making a bad joke. He was sincere. “No,Spink,” I said quietly. “I am dead to that man. He disowned me. H ewouldn’t want to see it. ” 



“Then entrust it to me, when you are finished, for I am sure you havewritten many valuable pages. I’ll take care of it. Or give it to Yaril, to pas son to her own soldier son. ” 



“Perhaps. If she has one. Now I need to think before I write.” Silencereigned for a time. I’d dipped my pen, but that ink had dried before Ithought of what to say and how to phrase it. I did not write a long letter ;too fat an envelope might invite my father’s scrutiny. I told Yaril only th e bare facts, that I was alive and at Gettys, enlisted as a common trooper,but that Spink and Epiny were living in a situation better befitting Yaril’ sstation and had offered to make her welcome. With every word I penned, Iwas painfully aware that my father might read my words and judge me o nthem. I hesitated long over mentioning Spink’s invitation, for fear it woul dprompt my father to some radical maneuver to keep Yaril at home. At las tI decided that I’d have to chance it. The sooner that Yaril knew she had a bolt-hole, the more opportunities she could find to use it . 



“How can she reply to this? She may need money to make the journey, orshe may need to let us know when she might arrive. ” 



Spink grinned. “I’ve already arranged it. Tell her to write back to Carsina,but to enclose a second, sealed envelope addressed to me. That shoul dwork. Be sure to let her know that Epiny is most eager for her to join us.” Iadded the requested instructions. As I sanded and then sealed the letter, Iasked him, 

“Just how large a household are you planning to support on ajunior lieutenant’s pay? ” 



His smile faded slightly as he took the envelope from my hand. “Well, I’msure it will all work out some way,” he replied. And then, more sternly h eadded, “And I don’t expect to shoulder it alone, Nevare. 

You realize tha tonce Yaril writes back to us, you will have to talk with Epiny. Thi sdeception you practice will end. You will have to step up to you rresponsibilities. Yaril will be coming here. You know that. Her only othe rrecourse would be to stay under your father’s roof and marry Caulde rStiet, and I can’t imagine a woman of even rudimentary intelligenc etaking that path. Your sister will be here. Both she and Epiny will expec tto see you living and working as a proper soldier son, even if you are no tan officer. So I suggest you begin now. “You need a proper uniform, an dyou need to maintain yourself as befits a soldier. That means shaving an dkeeping your hair cut and asking the colonel to position you in th eregiment in the regular chain of command instead of reporting directly t ohim. Devote yourself to your duties, and you can earn some rank. The dic erolled against you and you aren’t starting your career as a lieutenant, bu tthat doesn’t mean you have to surrender your ambitions. Many a ma nwith less intelligence 



and fewer connections, I might add, has managed t o

work his way up through the ranks. For everyone’s sake, you had best startconducting yourself as a soldier son. You’re a part of this regiment, and i tcan only be as good as the worst soldier in it. ” 



His voice had grown sterner and more officious as he spoke. I raised aneyebrow, and he flicked a sideways glance toward the window. I instantl ydivined that either Ebrooks or Kesey was within listening distance. I cam e

to my feet as quietly as I could and quietly acceded, “Yes, sir. I’ll do better, sir.” 



“Yes. You will. Because this is the last warning you’ll be receiving fromanyone. Whenever I choose to drop by here, I expect to find you at you rduties, soldier, and looking like a proper trooper. Good day. ” 



“Yes, sir.” 



Spink left immediately afterward. Outside, a light summer rain had begunto fall. I knew that Spink had admonished me for show, but as he rode off ,I took his words to heart. I’d been teetering on the brink, but now I’ dstepped back to safety in my life as a soldier son. I would do more tha nsimply drudge along. I thought of Gord and how natty he had kept hi sacademy uniform despite his girth. I could do that. It would take effort ,but a soldier’s lot was effort. And there was no real reason that I could no tset my sights on making rank. I’d begun well with my cemetery duties .Colonel Haren had said so. I could earn my stripes and perhaps more . 



I spotted Ebrooks slinking away behind Clove’s stall. I hailed him as Spinkrode off into the sprinkling rain. “Well, that wasn’t quite as bad as Ithought it would be,” I told him, trying to sound like a man who had jus tbeen soundly rebuked by his superior. “In fact, he said pretty much th esame things that Kesey did. Shape up for the good of the regiment and al lthat. ” 



“Yah. I heard him. But you know, Nevare, he’s right. Things have beenhard for the regiment here, and there’s some of us as would welcome bein gshipped off somewhere else, disgraced or not. But the rest of us remembe rthe old days, and while we’d like to leave, we’d like to see the road ge tpushed through first. So that when we walk away, we can say, well, it wa shard but we done it.” I looked at rough, plain-spoken Ebrooks and note dthat although his uniform shirt was stained, it was as clean as it woul d come. He was clean-shaven and his hair was combed. He wasn’t much of acavalla trooper, but right now he stood in front of a nobly born , 

academy-trained soldier son and looked far more like a soldier than I did.I felt ashamed of myself and also envious. “I wish I could have joined thi sregiment in better times, and know it as you do,” I said 



humbly . 



He gave me a sour grin. “Nevare, in better times, we wouldn’t have hadyou. That’s harsh, but it’s true. 

So you come to Gettys and you got achance to join us. Make it an opportunity. Live up to what we were rathe rthan dragging us down any further. That inspection team won’t arrive fo ranother ten days. Get yourself together. I don’t suppose we’re going to wi nany citations from them while our primary objective goes undone, but a t

least we can try to avoid disgrace.” 



“You mean the King’s Road? I thought it was up to the prisoners to buildit. ” 



“Well, the shovel-and-pick labor, yes. But our scouts and engineers weresupposed to lay it all out for them, and map out the tasks and say wha twas needed to get it done and how fast it could be done. ” 



“And didn’t they?” 



He gave me a look. “You go walking into that forest like it’s nothing,Nevare. I don’t know how you do it. But for the rest of us…well, whips an dthreats are all that keep the prisoners working, and even so, the progres sis so slow it’s like going backward. Colonel Haren thinks he’s ont osomething. Rum. And laudanum. I don’t know where he got an idea lik ethat. Get a batch of prisoners drunk or doped up and give the maxes—that’s got to be a recipe for trouble.” He gave a lopsided shrug. “Bu tI hear that it’s working. Drunks are too stupid to be afraid of anything .Some of them get gloomy or cranky, but a man with a whip or a gun ca npersuade you that you’ve got to work no matter how gloomy or cranky yo u are. 



“They’ve started cutting into those monster logs and hauling chunks away.Like ants trying to carry off a loaf of bread crumb by crumb is what on eguard told me, but it’s better than no progress. Even liquored up, mos tprisoners can’t stand to work there more than an hour, and the guard shave to be almost as drunk as the workers are. Makes cutting grass her elook like a real pleasure.” Stillness washed through me. The road might g othrough. And I’d given the colonel the idea of how to do it. Haren seeme d a fair man. He might not credit me with the idea, but I suspected I’d havea stripe or even two on my sleeve by the end of summer. Crashing agains tthat idea like two waves meeting was the terrible sick sense that I ha dbetrayed the forest and Tree Woman. I’d given the intruders a way t odefeat the magic. 

They would keep cutting and gouging, an hour at a time ,one tree at a time, until they’d cut right through the heart of the fores t

and the People. I’d betrayed the Specks just as completely as I’d betrayedthe Gernians when I’d 



signaled the Dust Dancers to spread their plague.  Ifelt queasy with what I had done. “You look pale. 

Are you sick?” Ebrook sasked me . 



“Maybe,” I said. 



“Well. I got work to do. I’ll see you later.” He walked hastily away. Notmuch was left of the day, but Ebrooks went back to his work and I wen tback to mine. Some of my posts were leaning. I tamped them in mor e

heavily. I wished I could just stop thinking and do this simple work infront of me. Why couldn’t my life be simple, like Ebrooks’s? He had duties ,he did them, he ate, had a beer, and went to sleep. Why couldn’t I hav ethat life? I knew the answer. Because I didn’t. When I reached the end o fmy line of posts, I stood for a time looking up at the encroaching forest o nthe hillside above me. Then I walked up the hill and into it . 



As I entered the young forest, I tried to recall how terrifying anddepressing it had been for me the first time I’d walked here. It seemed lik ea strange dream. I tramped through it, trying to remember where Olike ahad fled so I could retrace my path from last night. That seemed like a neven stranger dream. 

Spink and the letter and the lectures from bot hEbrooks and Kesey had recalled me to my duty and my life. What had Ibeen thinking, to even consider abandoning Yaril to a forced marriag ewith Caulder Stiet? 

How could I have imagined that I could tear off m yclothes and run off into the forest to live among the Specks? Twilight wa sfalling when I found my scattered clothing and boots. I gathered them u pand as I did so, I noticed how worn and smelly they were. The cracke dleather of my scuffed boots was gray; I could not remember the last tim eI’d blacked them or even cleaned them. When I held up my trousers, the ywrinkled and sagged into a parody of my buttocks and legs. Tomorrow ,regardless of consequences, I’d visit town and push hard for a prope runiform from supply, even if I had to simply beg for fabric and then hir eAmzil to sew for me. The thought of going to Amzil for help made m erecall that she was living at Spink’s home now. Epiny was there, and Spin khad said he was going to tell her that I was alive in Gettys. The thought o fthat filled me with both dread and anticipation. With my dirty clothe s draped over one arm and my boots in my free hand, I turned and starte dback when suddenly a shape separated herself from a tree trunk. Olike astood before me . 



“Now I find you!” she exclaimed accusingly. “Where did you go?” 



“Me?” I was affronted. “I woke up in a strange place alone. I don’t evenknow how I got there or what happened.” I halted my words. I wa sspeaking Speck; I’d made the transition without thought, without effort .Again. She made a sound between a hiss and spitting. “Jodoli! What di d he say?” 



“He challenged me to prove that my magic was stronger than his.” Shefurrowed her brow at me. “But 



you are bigger than he is. You hold mor emagic than he does. You should have won. ” 



“I may be full of magic. Sometimes I feel that I am. But that does notmean that I know how to use it. 

Jodoli said as much. ” 

She puffed out her cheeks at me and made her disparaging sound again. 

“Then he turned his power on you.” 



“His magic made me fall asleep and wake up somewhere else?” 



“It could be. Or he made you think you were somewhere else and justawakening, and you wandered off. Or he made it so you could not see us ,or I could not see you. I do not know how his magic was done. I only kno wthat he did it. And my sister mocked me, and all the People had to brin gtribute to Jodoli and to her today to make up for their doubts. ” 



I felt a pang of defeat so immense that I could scarcely comprehend it. I’dlost. It was impossible and horribly unfair. I who had undone the powe rseat of the Plains people, I who had stopped their magic forever so tha tthey could never again menace the People or threaten our lands, had bee ntricked and defeated by a mage scarcely worthy of the title. He was n oGreat Man. He barely had the belly of a pregnant girl! And then, as before ,my perception shifted, and I was once more Nevare, the soldier son. I looked down at the rumpled and soiled uniform on my arm, at the dirt yscuffed boots I still clutched. “I have to go back to my people,” I told her . 

“I’m sorry I disappointed you. I have to go back. Others are depending onme.” 



She smiled at me. “You are right. I am glad that you have come to see it.” 



“No,” I told her. She had come closer to me, and I could already sense thewarmth and musk that radiated from her body. It was so hard to deny her . 

“Olikea, I have to go back to my own people. To the Gernians. I have tobecome a good soldier, I have to make a home for my sister. ” 



She stood less than a hand’s-breadth from me now, tilting her face to lookup into my eyes. “No. You are wrong. You are not to be a soldier, but aGreat One. That is how you will serve the magic. And no man shoul dmake a home for his sister. Women go out and make their own homes ,and it is not with their 



brothers. ” 



It was hard to find words when she stood so near. She put her hand on mychest and my heart leapt to meet it. “I have a duty to my people. ” 



“Yes. You do. And the sooner you fulfil it, the less suffering there will be onboth sides. You must use the magic to make the Jhernians go away.” He rlips twisted the name of my folk, and made them foreigners to my ears . 

“The sooner the war ends, the sooner the suffering will stop for all.” 



“War? What war? We are not at war with the Specks.” 



“That is the most foolish thing I have ever heard you say. Of course we areat war. They must leave, or we must kill them all. There is no other way . 

We have tried and tried to make them go away. Soon there will be nochoice for us. We will have to kill them all. ” 



These dark words she breathed against my mouth as she carefully alignedher body to mine and pressed herself against me. “Only you can do it,” sh esaid quietly when she lifted her mouth from mine. “Only you can save al lof us from that. That is your duty. You must stay and do it.” She ran he rhands down the sides of my belly, caressing it sensuously. The sensation sshe woke drove all thought and internal division from my mind. She mad eme hers again, and I fell to her willingly . 






CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE THE ROAD

I became a pendulum, swinging between two lives, committed to neither.By days I labored in the cemetery. I dug graves and worked on m ycemetery wall. The third day after I had set the poles in the earth to mar kmy fence line, I noticed that the bud nodes on their bark were swollen. I nthe next few days, leaves unfurled. I decided I had nothing to lose b ywatering them, and hauled each one a bucket from my spring daily. Ithought that the leaves were a last desperate bid at life, and expecte dthem to curl, wither, and die. But they did not. Instead the “poles” bega nto thrive as swiftly as if they were carefully transplanted saplings rathe rthan posts. The rate at which they put out new stubs for branches wa s astonishing. I devoted myself to moving rocks, flowering plants, an dbushes into alignment with my poles. 

I hammered stakes and strung line sto mark where the other hedgerows would eventually be, and generall ytook care that if the inspection party chose to visit, they would fin devidence of careful and daily industry . 





Amzil surprised me with a visit, one that was all the more astonishing inthat she brought tailor’s tools and an assortment of worn cavalla uniform sthat she had disassembled into fabric. I was both relieved an d embarrassed to have her take on the task of making me presentable. Sh eobviously regarded it as a debt she owed me, for she went at it wit hpinched-lipped determination. I made one effort at asking her how she di din her new position. She narrowed her eyes at me and said that she muc hadmired the lieutenant’s lady, for she seemed like a woman who deserve dbetter than the hand that life had dealt her, but was nevertheless makin gthe best of her fortunes . 



“Such a small woman, and having such a hard time just now. She can’tkeep a bite of food down, and yet she said she could watch my three whil e

I did a bit of sewing work.” Somehow her words seemed accusing, and I leta silence fall that was broken only by her commands that I lift my arms , 

turn, and hold a paper of pins for her. It was more humiliating than beingmeasured by my mother’s seamstresses, for this was a woman, Ireluctantly admitted to myself, for whom I had feelings, even if I was no texactly certain what they were. Once I had been measured, she turned m eout of my own house. 

Midway through the day, she called me back and lef tme to try on what she called “the basted pieces.” 

Both the jacket and th etrousers had more seams than any such garments I’d ever seen before, fo rshe had had to “ease them,” as she put it, to fit me. By the time I finishe dmy work and returned to my cabin that evening, I found a jacket an dtrousers and a shirt that I could actually put on and button. I walke d around my small home, marveling at how freely I could sit, stand, an deven bend. Then, but with reluctance, I carefully hung them up, resolvin gthat I would not wear them again until the inspection team arrived. B yday I appeared content to be a cog doing this humble work for my king. Iresumed the proper regimen of a soldier. I rose early, as I always had. Imade an honest entry in my journal. I had resolved that no one but m ewould ever read it, and thus I did not mince words. Afterward, I washe dand I shaved. Both Ebrooks and Kesey commented on my new demeanor ,and they themselves began to look more clean and trim. They both ha dseniority over me, if not rank, but I began to notice that they deferred t ome in how the cemetery was kept. I was their de facto corporal even if th esleeve of my uniform lacked stripes. By day, I was a good soldier . 



By night, I belonged to the forest. 



It was not always a conscious decision. I was coming to think of my otherself as my Speck self. He was part of me and apart from me. Some nights ,after darkness had fallen and Ebrooks and Kesey had left, I would ente r

the forest and seek Olikea. At other times, when I tried to resist the doublesirens of food and sex and simply go to my own bed, I would awaken fro ma dream of walking in the forest to find that I was, indeed, walking in th eforest, the dew-heavy hem of my well-worn nightshirt slapping against m ycalves. I thought of tethering my wrist to my bed, as the sergeant in m yacademy dormitory had once suggested to me, but I decided it would d olittle good. I was living two lives now, and with a bystander’s neutrality, I watched and waited to see which one would come to dominate me . 







Olikea I did not understand. She had come too suddenly and toocompletely into my life. Every night, she awaited me in the eaves of th eforest. Every night, she lured me into its depths, and then, when I reache d the ancient forest, she would claim me as her own. I could not look at he rwithout becoming aroused, and the food she brought me was the food tha ta Great One should always eat in order to maximize the growth of th e

magic. I could not refuse it any more than I could resist her favors. Andyet I was not sure that either one was good for me. I could almost fee l

myself growing fatter when I ate what she offered me; it was not that therewas a vast quantity of it, only that it seemed always the perfect food an dexactly what I had wanted that evening . 



As for the woman herself, she, too, satisfied my body beyond anythingIcould have imagined. She was imaginative, daring, and completel yshameless in how she joined her body to mine. She relished our congres sbeyond any expectations I’d ever had of a woman. Her response to m eseemed almost masculine, she was so aggressive, and she felt no qualms i nletting me know exactly what would give her the greatest pleasure. Sh ewas noisy in her appreciation of my efforts, and in return, she left m emindless with fulfilment . 



Awkwardly, guiltily, I courted her. The small gifts I brought her delightedher far beyond their worth. 

Brightly colored boiled sweets, brass bangles ,cinnamon sticks, and glass beads were treasured by her, but made me fee las if I bought her with trinkets . 



By day, it grieved me that she loved me so. I knew that in the long term,nothing could come of it but sorrow. She could never join me as my wife i nmy world. One evening, she took me to a place where she had hung a sor tof sling between two trees. It was low and very large, and before I knew it ,she had shown me how it could facilitate an entirely new form of couplin gfor us. And afterward, as I reclined in it, she joined me, molding her bod yalong mine. The night was balmy and windless, and her body was war mwhere it pressed against me. A wave of sentiment washed through me . 

She deserved better from me than this casual sexual play. 



I steeled myself to explain it all to her. I had been a cad, using her,allowing her to become attached to me, when in reality I could offer he rnothing. I tried to express my apology for letting her become involved wit hme. A better man, I was sure, would have refused her advances . 



But my explanations only baffled her. I looked up at the black network ofbranches against the starry sky and found myself groping for words I di dnot know in her language. “I do not feel I am worthy of your love, Olikea,” Ispoke plainly at last. “I fear that you have plans and dreams for a futur ethat cannot be. ” 







“Any future can be!” she replied, laughing at me. “If it were not so, if itwere fixed, it would be a past. 

You say a foolish thing. How can a future b eimpossible? Do you hold the gods’ powers in your hands? ” 



“No. I do not. But I speak of things I cannot or will not do, Olikea.” Now that I had become determined to have this talk with her, what I had to saysounded colder and crueler than ever. But cruelest of all, I decided, woul dbe to let her labor on under a delusion of a bright future with me. “Olikea ,my father has discarded me from his household. I doubt I can ever retur nthere as a respected son, and I will not return there as anything less. Bu teven if I could, I could not take you with me. He would not accept you. D oyou understand what I am saying? ” 



“I do not understand why you think I would wish to go there.” She wasgenuinely puzzled. “Or why I would allow you to take me there. Am I asack that you would carry off with you? ” 



I perceived I had to be even blunter. “I can never marry you, Olikea. Youcan never stand beside me as my—” I searched for a Speck word and foun dI did not know one. I used the Gernian instead. “Wife. 

You can never b e

my wife.” She leaned up on top of me to look down into my face. “What isthat? Wife?” I smiled sadly. 

“Wife is the woman who will live with me fo rthe rest of my life. The woman who will share my home and fortunes. Th ewoman who will have my children. ” 



“Oh, I will have my children,” she assured me calmly. She lay back besideme. “A daughter, it is hoped. 

But I do not like your home, out there in th ebare lands. You may keep it. As for fortune, I have my own fortune, so I d onot need yours. You may keep it. ” 



Her calm assurance that she would have my child unnerved me. “I don’tlove you, Olikea,” I burst out. 

“You are beautiful and you are seductive an dyou are kind to me. But I do not think we truly know one another. I do no tthink we share anything beyond this passion for the moment. ” 



“I share food with you,” she pointed out reasonably. She stretched andthen settled more comfortably beside me. “Food. Mating.” She sighed ,pleased with herself. “If a woman gives these things to a man, then he i sfortunate and he should not ask for more from her. Because,” she added i na tone between teasing and warning, “more than those things, he will no tget. Though he may earn her displeasure by asking. ” 







The last was plainly a warning. I let the conversation die away. Her headwas pillowed on my shoulder and her hair smelled sweet yet musky. Idecided that there were great differences between our people, greater tha nI had imagined. There was still the one thing that I could not keep silen ton. 



“And if you have my baby, Olikea? What then?” 



“Your baby? Your baby?” She laughed. “Men do not have babies. Womendo. Your baby.” She chortled again. “When I have my baby, if it is a

daughter, then I will celebrate and reward you. And if it is a boy,” shepuffed her cheeks briefly, “I will try again. ” 



Her words gave me plenty of food for thought for several nights.Iremembered a saying that my father had: “Don’t measure my wheat wit hyour bushel.” He’d used it whenever our opinions differed so much that Icould not predict what he was likely to do next. It suddenly seemed tha tthat was what I’d been doing with Olikea. The Specks had a strange set o fvalues, and I decided that despite my continued contact with them, I kne wvery little of their ways. Yet with each passing day, I knew that I wa scloser and closer to having to make a decision. Things were happening ,and some of them were events I had set in motion. Sooner or later, I woul dhave to stop balancing on the wall between my worlds and make a choice .Some days I dreaded the idea that a letter from Yaril might arrive; a tother times, I longed for it. 

As the days passed with no word from her, Isuspected that my father had intercepted the letter and destroyed it. The nI decided it was equally possible that Carsina had received a letter fro mYaril for Spink and kept it. I tried to decide what I must do next, but Icould not think clearly. Little sleep and long hours of work intersperse dwith frantic coupling do not lead to clarity of mind . 



Dr. Dowder, ever an advocate of alcohol as a means to soothe his ownnerves, seemed to have come up with a balanced dose of rum an dlaudanum that deadened both workers and soldiers to the terror at th e end of the road. Work was proceeding, not at a pace that would hav ecaused rejoicing in any other circumstances, but with a steadiness tha twas nothing short of astounding given the record of the last few years . 



It was, as Ebrooks had noted, a monumental task. Before the road couldprogress, the three gargantuan trees they had initially felled had to be cu tto pieces and hauled away. According to what I heard from Ebrooks an dKesey, it was being carried out as if it were a military operation. Th ecutting crew, properly dosed with alcohol and laudanum, worked a nhourlong shift of cutting chunks of the logs and hitching teams to them t ohaul the cut pieces away. Each piece was hauled beyond the “fear zone” t owhere a sober crew of prisoners would take it over. The forward me nworked for an hour, then fell back to be replaced by prisoners and guard swho had been freshly fortified against the fear. Slowly but steadily, th e fallen trees were being diminished. A cutting crew had already been sen tforward to mark the next trees that should fall. Morale in Gettys wa simproving, and not just because of the road progress. Colonel 



Haren, afte rconsulting with Dr. Dowder, had decided that a milder “Gettys dose” wa sto be available to any man or woman who felt the need of fortification . 

According to Ebrooks, the entire town was mildly intoxicated most of thetime. I had no way of confirming that, but did notice that both he an dKesey smelled of rum. I did not venture into town anymore. Just as I ha dhoped the furor over Fala’s disappearance would die away, her body ha dbeen found. She had been strangled with a leather strap and her bod ydiscarded in a pile of waste straw behind the stables. Falling snow an dsubsequent piles of waste straw mucked out from the horses’ stalls ha dbeen heaped over her, or she would have been found much sooner. As i twas, she was only discovered when the straw was being loaded into awagon to be hauled away for the general tidying-up that Gettys wa sundergoing prior to our inspection . 



I did not bury her, nor attend her funeral. Colonel Haren proved that hewas not unaware of the rumors and temperament of the town, for h eordered me to take myself to the end of the road and lend a hand to th ework crews there for that day. I wished I could have paid my final respect sto a woman who had, although very briefly, been a comfort to me. Later, Iwould learn from Kesey that the funeral had been “a regular tea social” a she put it, for all of the Whistle Ladies of the town turned out to follo wFala’s coffin to the cemetery and watch her lowered into the ground. Ithink this display of sympathy was intended to inform the men of Getty sthat the women would not tolerate the mistreatment of any woman, n omatter how common. I wondered, but dared not ask, if Epiny had bee npart of that delegation . 



For me, the day was a peculiar one. Clove and I appeared, as ordered, atthe road’s end, just beyond the fear zone. Once we were there, however, n oone was quite sure whom I was to report to or what we were to do. Ipassed the day as an object of curiosity to the prisoners and their keepers .It was the first time I had observed the lot of the penal workers at suc hclose range. I still cannot decide which appalled me more, the bruta ltreatment they received from their guards or the brutish nature of th elouts that made them seem almost deserving of such abuse. By the end o fthe day, my only clear judgment of the whole operation was that i tdehumanized the keepers just as much as those who were kept. I resolve dto never belong to either group . 



When I returned to my cemetery that evening, I went to Fala’s grave andpaused there for a moment of prayer. It pleased me to see that her grav ehad been strewn thickly with flowers from those who had attended he rfuneral. I fervently hoped that whoever had ended her life in such a bruta lfashion suffered similarly at his own end. What sort of a man coul dmurder such a slight woman so cruelly and then so heartlessly dispose o f

her body under a heap of soiled straw? Her fate weighed on my mind asIcooked my simple meal, and it was probably why I sought my bed tha tnight rather than seeking Olikea on the edges of the forest . 



I had hoped to spend a night asleep if not at peace in my own bed. Yetsleep eluded me, and when finally I wrestled my way into it, I dreamed no tof Olikea or of Fala, but rather of Orandula, the old god of balances. Istood beside him, helping him to balance scales that were fixed, not wit htwo bowls, but half a dozen in a circle, very similar to the carrion carouse lI had seen at Rosse’s wedding. The cruel hooks 



impaled not doves, bu tpeople, and worse, they were folk I knew. Dewara was gaffed on one, Tre e Woman on another, poor Fala on yet a third, and my mother on a fourth .Around me in a circle, dully awaiting my choice, were Epiny and Spink ,Colonel Haren and Olikea, my sister Yaril and even Carsina . 



“Choose,” the old god insisted in a caw as hoarse as a croaker bird’s, andindeed he wore the head of a great croaker bird on his man’s body. His re dwattles wobbled when he spoke. “You unbalanced it. 

Now you must mak eit balance again, Never. You owe me a death. Choose who next feels th etalons of death. Or shall it be you? ” 



It was not an idle question. When I tried to protest that I could notpossibly choose, he swung a tool like a hay hook as if he would gathe rthem all. I leaped forward to try to stop him, and felt the cold iron sin k into my sternum. I came awake with a gasp and a jerk. I was trembling allover, with cold as well as fright, and I took a second shock at findin gmyself standing on the rocky ridge near Tree Woman’s stump. I was facin gthe edge, gazing down on the violation of the road visible to me as a strea kof darkness in the silver-leafed bowl of trees that the full moon showed me .Of late, I had almost become accustomed to sleepwalking. I took severa ldeep breaths and had almost calmed myself to the point of wondering ho wI would find my way home through the deeply shadowed forest when aman’s voice spoke beside me. “So. Which would you choose? ” 



I gave an involuntary cry and sprang back from the dark figure thatsuddenly stood beside me. It was too accurate an echo of my nightmare. “ Icannot choose!” I cried out, and it was my answer to Orandula that I gav ehim. I blinked, and my eyes adjusted to the dimness of the moonlit night .It was not the old god who stood beside me, but Jodoli, the Great Ma nwho had bested me in the Speck village. His eyes shone oddly in the mas kof pigment that barred his face. He grinned, and I caught a glimpse of hi swhite teeth. “That is the first sensible thing I have heard you say , Plain-skin. You are right. You cannot choose, because the choice hasalready been made for you. Yet you swing from side to side, delaying an d

dawdling, careless of the hurt that you do to everyone. Look down there.Tell me what you see. ” 



I didn’t have to look. “I see the road pushing deeper into the forest.” 



“Yes. I walked down there tonight. I found many sticks driven into theearth, marked with bright cloths. 

And I found the marks where cold iro nhas bitten into the trees of our ancestors. The last time I saw such marks ,it meant those trees were marked for death. As I walked among the mtonight, they cried out to me, ‘Save us! Save us!’ But I do not think I can. Ithink that magic is for you to do, if anyone is to work it. Why do yo u

delay? Is it because, as Kinrove has said, that the Endless Dance has failed,and only bloodshed will save 



us now?” “Jodoli, you speak of things I do no tunderstand. I do not know this Kinrove, nor of the Endless Dance. Ove rand over, I have been told that the magic has claimed me, and tha tsomething I have done or will do will doom my people and save yours. Th eidea that I will be the bane of the Gernians gives me great pain. Why mus tthere be this conflict? What do you fear? Our people have come togethe r

in trade. I see that the People bring furs down to us, and I see you enjoyhoney and fabric and ornaments that you otherwise would not have. Wha tis evil in this? Why must our people be set against one another?” Jodol idid an odd thing. He reached out a cautious hand and patted my bell yfirmly. When I lifted my fists, affronted, he stepped back quickly. “I mean tno offense. I do not know how you can be so much larger than I am, s ofilled with the magic, and profess not to know anything. When last w e met, I could not grasp how easily I defeated you. I pondered it for manydays afterward, and finally I thought that you had mocked me, or used m efor your own ends. All these days, I have waited for your vengeance to fal lupon me, and it has filled me with anxiety. I thought of running away, bu tFirada threatened to disgrace me if I fled. Firada said that you were a fals eGreat One and that you had chosen to go back to your own kind. I kne wthat was not so. I felt the magic running through you when last we met. Idreaded you. Then tonight I was called by the magic, and when I saw tha tyou, too, had been summoned, I dared to speak to you.” I was distracte dfrom his words, for I felt another subtle presence. 

Tree Woman was not fa rfrom where we stood. Someone else’s sorrow washed through me and I suddenly longed to visit the stump of her tree, to feel for a time he rpresence, dwindled as it was . 



“Walk down with me,” he said, and I flinched as if awakening fromadream. “Ask your question of the eldest ones. ” 



“Down where?” 

“There.” In the dimness, he pointed at the valley and the road arrowing into it. 

Without waiting for my answer, he started out, and I found myselffollowing him. At first there was no path and the going was steep, bu tJodoli soon struck a game trail that led us at a slant across the face of th esteep hill and down into the valley. I followed him into the deeper darknes sunder the trees. The moon became a silver memory, and I was surprised a thow my eyes adjusted to the darkness. As I followed Jodoli, I noticed astrange thing. For a large fellow, he moved swiftly and was very light o n his feet. There was no ponderous sway or heavy tread to his progress.Icould hear him breathing through his nose as he hurried along, and I wa simpressed with how fleetly he moved without tiring. Then it came to m ethat I was keeping pace with him. It occurred to me to wonder at ho wquickly I had moved in my sleep to pass from my cabin to the Tre eWoman’s ridge in the dark of night. I wondered briefly if we were trul ythere at all, or if I was walking, not in my sleep, but through a dream o fthis place. My impression of unreality was heightened as I became awar eof whispers in the stillness. Voices were quietly conversing in the distance .I would have put it down to the soft rustling of leaves, except that ther ewas no breeze and the sounds followed the cadence of speech. I strained t ohear what they were saying, but could not pick out individual words, onl ya tone of worry and anger. As we reached the valley floor and began t omove in the darkness of the true forest giants, the whispers grew louder. Isuspected 



that Jodoli was taking me toward a gathering of Specks at th eend of the road. I wondered what he intended. I did not wish to be the sol eGernian in a mob of angry Specks. I slowed my steps. “Where are they?” Idemanded of him. “I hear them whispering. How many of them ar e there?” 

He halted and looked back at me, puzzled. “They are, as you see, all aroundus. I have never thought to try to count them.” He took a step or two bac ktoward me, and now I could see envy plain on his face. 

“You can hear the malready? Without touching them? ” 



“I hear whispers. I can’t make out the words, but I can hear themwhispering.” For a moment he was silent. Then I heard him sigh. “Olike awas right. You are full of the magic, and will always be a more powerfu lmage than I could ever hope to become. I hear nothing yet. And it ha salways taken all of my concentration and used up much of my magic t olisten for long. Sometimes Firada rebukes me for this, for twice I hav eused so much magic that I have fainted, and she has had to com e searching for me, to find me with my skin lying loose around me. Then shemust feed me for days to restore my strength. She says I do no good for m ypeople just by listening and that I waste the magic she labors to build i n

me. But I think that first I must listen if I am to learn the wisdom of myelders.” 



“Then you could use up so much magic that you wouldn’t be fatanymore?” I asked him, and held my breath to hear his answer. He turne dand started walking again. I followed. He spoke over his shoulder . 



“There are tales of it happening to Great Ones in the old days of war withthe Plains people. You can die from loss of magic, just as you can die fro mloss of blood. But it seldom happens to us without the mage knowin gexactly what he is doing. It takes a great deal of will to burn every bit o fmagic out of yourself. 

A mage would have to push past pain an dexhaustion to do it. Ordinarily the mage would lose consciousness befor ehe was completely dead. Then his feeder could revive him if she wer enearby. If not, the Great One might still perish. That was why Firada wa sangry with me. She has invested much of her time in me. I have no tmanaged to give her a daughter. She says that if I die of my ow nfoolishness, she will not even bother to haul my body to a tree. That is ho wangry she becomes. Even when I tell her that I think this is what the magi cwishes of me, she remains angry. She says that I should be content to d oonly what the magic forces me to do rather than seeking out its will .Sometimes,” and here he turned to flash me a liar’s grin, “I wonder if Iwould not have been better off with the younger sister? But of course, I d onot ask Firada this! There is enough rivalry between those two to start awar. Some even say that Olikea would not even have taken you on excep tthat she so longed to say that her Great One was larger than her sister’s. ” 



“They say that, do they?” I muttered, and instantly wondered if it weretrue. It would explain so much. I suddenly felt disheartened, and wa ssurprised at how bolstered I had felt at the idea that Olikea was genuinel yfond of me. Only a few days ago I had thought I should tell her that I coul dnever truly love her. 

To hear that she did not love me, either, should no thave wounded me. But it did. I felt my pride bleeding . 







“There. See how the light breaks through the wounds in the world’s roof,even from the moon. During the day, it is hard for me to come here. M yeyes hurt and I grow dizzy. Now, those of us who can hear the elders ca nonly come by night to listen to them. It is hard. We know that even if th eGernians are turned back, it will be generations before the light i sbanished from this part of the forest and the People can walk freely her eagain. ” 



Ahead of us, the trees had become pillars of darkness against faintmoonlight. We were coming close to where the King’s Road ended. Th ewhispering had grown louder . 

“See this?” Jodoli asked me, and with his toe, he scuffed at a flaggedsurveyor’s stake driven into the earth. “This is their sign that they mean t ocut deeper into the forest. Once before they came into the forest and drov emany of these into the earth, in a line that went far up into the mountains .We pulled them all up. But this one, new planted, means that they inten dto try again. ” 



“Yes. It does.” I raised my voice to make myself heard above the mutteringof a hundred angry voices. 

Then my own words sounded strangely loud t ome. I looked around in the darkness. “Take me to the elders you spoke of .Let me talk to them, and hear from them how they think this can b eresolved.” 

“They think there are only two ways. The Gernians must g oaway. Or the Gernians must die. ” 



A chill went up my back at his words, but I replied, “Let me speak to them.There must be another way. 

I know my people well. They will not leave. ” 



“Then they will die. I take no joy in telling you that,” Jodoli replied. “Thisway,” he added before I could speak again and led me forward to the ver yedge of the cut. Jodoli stopped when he was still in the shelter of th ewoods, but I walked forward as if pulled by a magnet. I stepped out of th eforest onto the torn bare earth and looked around me in awe. Behind me, Iheard Jodoli’s frantic call of, “Come back! 

Come back!” I ignored it. I ha dto see for myself what my king’s ambition had done . 



The huge fallen trees were not completely gone, but the pieces that hadblocked the progress of the road had been cut to pieces and hauled away .The ground under my feet was yellow with fragrant fresh sawdust that ha dbeen churned and mixed with forest soil by the passage of heavy hooves .The stumps had been removed by a combination of digging, chopping , 

and burning. Nothing remained of them save a sunken spot in the earth.With my back to the forest, the road stretched out before me, a wid eavenue of light. I could see that the repairs to the eroded parts of the roa dhad proceeded well. When the inspection team arrived in a few days, the ywould be shown a stretch of well-constructed road with fresh progress int othe forest. Colonel Haren would be proud. Then I turned my back on th eroad and looked into the forest. Squarely in the path of the road stoo danother 



immense tree. The preliminary bite of the ax showed pale agains tthe dark bark. As yet, it was a small chip out of such a great trunk, les sthan a mosquito bite on a man’s ankle. And yet that bit of whitenes s caught the moonlight and winked back at me, as if sharing an evil joke .Jodoli leaned up against the tree, and the uneven shadows made hi sdappled body difficult to distinguish from the mottled bark. He ha d pillowed one cheek against the tree and his eyes were closed, his bro w furrowed. Slowly I left the Gernian world of the road and walked back intothe Specks’ forest. “Jodoli,” 

I said to him when I stood by him, but h eappeared lost in thought. Or asleep. I touched his shoulder . 



The whispers rose to a roar and then thinned out to a single voice, a man’svoice raised in anguish and outrage: “—and the fear no longer prevail sagainst them. They drug their senses and do not feel it. I have watche dthem, pale little grubs, burrowing and chewing away at the others. The yare gone. Tomorrow I shall begin to die. It will take days for them to kil lme. This I know from what happened before. It is too late, perhaps, fo r

you to save me. So I do not ask this for myself, but for those who stand inranks behind me. 

Discouragement has not worked. Not even th epurification of the fever has awakened them. They dismiss the vision sen tto them; they ignore the messengers sent back to them. Only death wil lstop them. ” 



“What of the plain-skin Great One? He is large with magic. Is not thiswhat he was supposed to do, to turn back the Gernians? ” 



I felt the wave of disdain that emanated from the trees. The scorn burnedme. “Lisana made him. Wise she is, but not the wisest. She said that th emagic commanded it, that the magic brought him to her and bade he rclaim him. We doubted, and many said that she was too young and shoul dnot have been set to guard the way. I was one of them. And look what ha sbefallen her. He turned on her, and set her plan awry. He turned our ow nmagic against us. She herself fell to him; now her trunk lies prone. It wil lbe many turns of seasons before she has regained the girth to speak loudl yand well again. Does this speak well for Lisana’s wisdom? ” 



Lisana. My heart knew that name. “Tree Woman,” I whispered. Bits ofknowledge tumbled through my mind and fell into a pattern. These grea ttrees were literally the elders of the Speck people. When we cut them, w ewere killing their ancient advisers, the ones who preserved the wisdom o fcenturies past. These were sacred trees to the People. We were at wa rwith them, without intending to be . 



“I know what I have to do,” I said. My spoken words rang strangely loud inthe forest night. “I must return to the Gernians. I will go to my leade rtomorrow and tell him that the road must not go through here. Surel ythere is another path that we can follow over the mountains and to th esea? Lisana was wise.” Convincing them of that suddenly seemed ver yimportant to me. “She made me to be a bridge between our peoples. Icannot send them all away. But I can speak for you and make them se ethat cutting these trees is a great affront to the Speck people. I promise, Iwill do my best to save you, old 



one.” “Can it be so easy?” Jodoli asked me . 

“No!” The spirit of the tree was contemptuous of my offer. “Do not trusthim, Jodoli of the People. He is a man of two hearts. He can be true t oneither.” I shook my head. “I can be true to both. You will see. ” 



It sounded so simple, there in the moonlit night. 








CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX DANCERS

I ran home as quickly as I could. I could feel the magic burning in myblood with my need to be swift, and I was. It was as if the ground itsel fhastened me to my destination. I followed a path that was impossibl yshort, and arrived home before dawn had grayed the skies . 

And when I arrived home, I sat up in my bed. I swung my feet over theedge of the bed to the floor, my heart pumping urgency. Then I caught m ybreath. For a long time, I sat still. Realities fought in me. I had just ru nhome through the forest. My bare feet were dry and clean. I could no tremember opening my cabin door, nor shutting it behind me, nor lyin gdown in my bed again . 



One of two things was real. I had dreamed it all, and none of it was real.Or I had used magic to travel in my dream, and it was entirely real.  Ibegan to breathe as if I had truly run that distance. Sweat broke out o n

my back and brow. A trembling ran through me. It became a shudder, andsuddenly I was clutching myself, teeth chattering and quivering like a leaf .Waves of trembling passed through me as if I would tear myself apart. Ifelt hot and then cold, and then as suddenly as it had all come on, it ebbe daway. My breathing slowed. I accepted it, whatever “it” was. I decided tha thowever the knowledge had come to me, it was real. I would act on it . 



I bathed, I shaved, and I dressed in my best uniform. I knew I hadconsumed magic to make that swift journey home. I knew the signs of i tnow, not just the ravenous hunger that bread could not assuage, but als othat my trousers were almost loose on me. Almost. I still decided that Iwould not risk their multiple seams by straddling Clove’s broad back. Ihitched my big horse to the cart and drove into town just as the sun wa scoming up, feeling fired with purpose and even hope. If I could convinc ethe colonel that rerouting the road, difficult as it might be, would put a nend to our differences with the Speck and stop the evil magic pouring ou tof the forest, then it was quite possible that I would have saved us all. I’ dbe a hero. My smile twisted as I thought the word. A fat hero, and no on ewould ever know of my heroics. 

But that wouldn’t mean I hadn’t done it .It had been days since I’d last dared go into town. I was 



surprised by th e

changes I saw. The Speck trade village was still set up on the outskirts ofGettys, but it was Gettys itself that amazed me. A change had come ove rthe town. It was more than fresh paint and gravel in the worst ruts an dpotholes, though those were changes enough. Cavalla-green buntin gfestooned the doors and windows of shops and taverns. Windows had bee nwashed. But even those changes were not what impressed me. Even thi searly in the day, the people moving on the street had lost the tension an d weariness that I’d come to accept as a normal part of Gettys. If anything ,the citizenry seemed relaxed, even lethargic. Two women, their bes tbonnets lavishly decorated with green ribbons, strolled slowly arm-in-ar mdown the street. I slowed Clove to a walk, for they seemed scarcely awar e of our approach, smiling and nodding to one another as they talked.Iguided Clove around them, and we continued on our way. I had to diver tfrom my normal route to the colonel’s office. The street in front o f headquarters had been roped off. A dais had been erected in the middle o fthe street, and a squad of men were setting benches out in rows around it .On the arch erected above the dais, a sign welcomed General Brodg an dGeneral Prode, as well as a list of lords. I was surprised to see Prode’ sname there. 

He had been the king’s commander in the east before Genera lBrodg had taken over. I wondered if the presence of that old general wa sintended to honor Brodg, or as a subtle rebuke that more progress ha d been made in Gettys and on the King’s Road in the days before Brodg ha d taken over. 



I left Clove and the cart on a side street and walked to the headquartersdoor. The paint on the building was so fresh I could smell it. The bras sdoorknob was slick with polish. I had to grip it firmly to turn it. 

Steppin ginside the door, I received another surprise. The sergeant’s domain ha dbeen completely refurbished. The walls were newly painted, the wood o fthe desk gleamed with linseed oil, and there were plump cushions on th ewaiting chairs. The shelves were dust-free and lined with books an d manuals. At the sergeant’s desk sat a lieutenant I’d never seen: he looke das freshly renovated as the rest of the room. His buttons shone, and hi sshirt was so starched it looked painful. His pale scalp contrasted strangel ywith his tanned face: it was obvious his hair had been cut very recently . 



I drew myself up straight at the sight of him, expecting to be rebuked forentering so casually. Instead he gave me a level look and asked solemnly , 

“Do you have an appointment, soldier?” 



“No, sir, I do not. In the past, the colonel has been so kind as to allow meto report without an appointment. I’ve brought information that I thin kmight be useful to him, sir. ” 

“I see,” he replied absently. He looked down at a paper on his desk, blinkedat it, and then back up at me. He gave me a vague smile. I kept m ysoldier’s demeanor and waited. He picked up the pen from his desk ,fiddled with it for a bit, and then asked me gently, “You want to talk wit hColonel Haren, then?” 

There was a faint waft of rum on his breath. Tha twidened my eyes. Drinking on duty? No. Probably the Gettys dose tha tEbrooks had told me about. I found myself wondering about the tw o placid women I’d see strolling down the street earlier. I cleared my throat. 





“Yes sir, if that’s possible. I’d like to speak with Colonel Haren.” 



He leaned back suddenly in his chair and out flung a generous arm at thecolonel’s door. “Be my guest, then, soldier. Be my guest.” Feeling furtive a sa mouse under a cat’s stare, I walked to the colonel’s door and tapped o nit, expecting that at any moment the lieutenant would change his mind .But he seemed to have forgotten about me entirely, and was giving his ful lattention to wiping the tip of his pen. At my second tap, I heard th ecolonel’s muffled invitation to enter. I opened the door and walked in.  Iwas almost relieved to find the room largely unchanged. There were th esame layered carpets on the floor, the same tapestry-covered walls. Th efire burned smaller, but there seemed to be more light in the roo m because all the lamp chimneys had been freshly cleaned. All the horizonta lsurfaces had been cleared of clutter. Colonel Haren himself, nattily attire din his uniform and a gleaming pair of black boots, sat bolt upright in achair beside a small table. At the sight of me, he exclaimed, “Oh, for th egood god’s sake, what are you doing here? ” 



I came to attention. “Sir, I’ve come to request a few moments of your time.I have information about our problems with the road building and th eSpecks. I think it may lead to a resolution of our difficulties with pushin gthe road through. ” 



He lifted one eyebrow at me. “Where have you been, man? The problemwith pushing the road through was solved several weeks ago. Dr. Dowder’ sresearch has finally yielded fruit. Properly fortified, our road crews hav emade more progress in the last few weeks than they previously had in th elast two years. That problem is solved ! 



“You, however, present an entirely different problem. Look at youruniform, man ! 



Why is there a seam up the front of each trouser leg? That is notregulation. And your general physical conformation leaves more to b edesired than I could possibly list at this moment.” He shook his head a t me and made a decision. “Back to the cemetery, trooper. The inspectio nteam is scheduled for a two-week visit here, with a possible extension to a

month if they feel they need more time to assess our performance. Busyyourself at the cemetery for a month. And due to the nature of your dutie sthere, I give you permission…no, I require that you wear civilian clothin gto prevent soiling your uniform. And in the event that our inspection tea msees fit to visit the cemetery, you are to, uh, busy yourself elsewhere. D oyou take my drift, soldier? ” 



I took his insult as well, but I swallowed it. There was more at stake herethan my pride. “I do, sir. And I’ll see that the inspection team does not se eme or identify me as a member of your regiment.” I kept all anger fro mmy voice. “But before I vanish, sir, I would like to give you som einformation about the Specks and the trees at the end of the road. ” 







“Well, then, do it, soldier, and then clear out. The inspection team arrivedlast night. In a very short time, I’m to join them in the officers’ mess for aspecial breakfast. I can’t be late. ” 



“Yes, sir.” I suddenly realized that I hadn’t formulated how I was going todisclose what I knew to him without admitting that I’d been going into th eforest among the Specks. I thought of passing it off as a rumor I’d heard ,but knew that would be a betrayal of trust. I’d told Jodoli and the elde rthat I would come here and present their case to my colonel. I had to do it . 

“Last night, sir, I was in the forest with Jodoli. He’s a Speck Great One.We might call him a wizard or a mage. He’s a reservoir of magic for hi speople.” I paused, hoping for some sign of interest. Colonel Hare ndrummed his fingers on the tabletop. “Yes, soldier, I’m sure he is,” h ereplied sarcastically. “And this Great One told you? ” 



“The trees at the end of the road, the ones marked for cutting, are veryimportant to the Specks. They hold the elder spirits of the Speck people .Their advisers. Like ancestor spirits. The trees are important to them .Holy.” I kept explaining, trying different words for what I was trying t oconvey. His eyes had narrowed when I first spoke of the trees. With ever ydescription I added, they seemed to go stonier . 



When my words staggered to a halt, he asked me sternly, “Is this yourinformation? Is this ALL of it? ” 



“Yes, sir. Well, not quite all. The fear we feel at the end of the road, thediscouragement that drenches this town: it’s all Speck magic. If w estopped threatening the trees, it would go away. If we backed up an dsurveyed a completely different route through the mountains, one tha tdidn’t cut through their sacred groves, Gettys would be a peaceful plac eagain.” He made a contemptuous noise. He shook his head, then gave m ea painfully incredulous smile. “Soldier. If we stopped trying to build th e road, Gettys would be a near-useless place again. A place to come to tradefor furs each summer, and a place to leave again. Gettys’ only future is i fthe King’s Road is pushed through the Barrier Mountains. If it goe sthrough, we become the last civilized stopping place on that route. If it’ snot, if we stop cutting the trees…pray tell, what purpose do we have i nbeing here?” I blinked, my heart sinking. “Then…you already knew th etrees were sacred to the Specks? That they house ancestor spirits? ” 



“Oh, please. Yes, of course we know of their quaint superstitions. If youhave more details on them, then take them to Dr. Frye. He will listen t othem carefully, write down your every word, and send it off to the quee nherself. He hopes to curry favor with her by supplying tales for he rcollection of native lore. 

Burvelle, I’m surprised at you. The last time w espoke for any length of time, you convinced me that your father wa smistaken in his evaluation of you. You seemed enterprising an dthoughtful. Now the town simmers with rumors of your whoring, to th epoint at which twice ladies have come to me presenting 



petitions to brin gcharges against you. I was still willing to give you the benefit of the doubt ,but here you come to my door on the day of an important inspection to tel lme tales of ‘ancestor trees.’ Try to think about it like an educated man ,Burvelle. After all, it was believed you were academy material at on e time!” I held my temper with difficulty. “Sir, I think I understand thissituation far better than anyone else. 

If we provoke the Specks by cuttin gthose trees, they will rise against us. They already perceive that we are a twar with them. This will push them into making it more deadly. Yo uyourself warned me that I should not antagonize them. Cutting their tree swill do far more than that!” He laughed. “The Specks? At war with us ?Yearly their trade with us increases. Do people at war with one anothe rtrade together? 

Deadly? Oh, come, come. You can’t be serious. I told yo uwhat happened the last time we ‘fought’

them. It was a slaughter for them .Have you ever seen a Speck up close, soldier? They can’t even bear to b eout in the sun for more than an hour. They run about town draped in veil swith flowers stuck in them. They have no weapons. They barely have tools !And you would have me fear a Speck uprising?” 

He cocked his head at me . 

“I’ve told you before. The best way to deal with them is to let them knowwhat we intend to do, and then do it. Calmly. Without threats. Withou tviolence. They will not be happy with us at first, but once they see tha tnothing bad comes of it, they’ll accept it. We’ve been out here for years ,young man, and I think that makes us better qualified to know how to dea lwith them. What makes you think you understand the situation so well ?Have you had unauthorized contact with the Specks?” His gaze pierced m eaccusingly. 

I was in it now. Might as well swim as wade. “Some, sir. Yes . 

I’ve spoken to them about this.” 



“And they told you that if we cut the trees, they would attack us?” 

“Not in so many words, sir, no. But that was my understanding of it.” 

“Do they have weapons that you know of? Trained warriors? A strategy?”Honesty made me look a fool. “Weapons, no, sir, not in the sense that w euse the term. Warriors, again, no. But a strategy that demands neither ,yes, sir, they do. They have the plague, sir. They’ve been using the plagu eagainst us for years. I believe they spread it with their Dust Dance. Th einfection is deliberate. ” 

“Preposterous!” He spat out the word, and his mustache quivered withindignation. “The plague is indigenous to this country, soldier. Do yo uknow what that means? It means that everyone who comes to live her egets it sooner or later. The Specks get it, too. It’s a part of living here o nthe far borders. We know the plague will come with high summer. I talways does and—” I interrupted my superior officer. 

“And do the Speck salways do the Dust Dance shortly before it hits? ” 



He stared at me for an instant. I read my answer in his outraged glare.They did. Dancing Specks flinging dust did not fit with his concept of a nenemy attack on the fort. “Your father was right,” he said stiffly. 

“You’re afool. You’ll always blame your own misfortunes on someone else, won’ tyou? I had thought him wrong. I had even considered promoting you. Ishould have known. Who can know his son better than his own father? ”He took a breath and I saw a strange transformation. His eyes went fro msteely to pitying. “I don’t suppose you can help it. You believe your ow nridiculous theories.” As his insults left me breathless with rage, he nodde dat me and spoke in carefully measured words. “Let me point this out t o you, Burvelle. When the trees fall and the Specks perceive that no disaste rfollows, they will more readily 



abandon their superstitious ways and ente rthe modern world. It is to their ultimate benefit that we take down thos etrees. When the road goes through and trade follows it, why, think of wha tit will bring to them. If you want to help us with the Speck problem, spea kto them of the benefits of the road. 

Encourage their natural hunger fo rwhat civilization can bring to them. But don’t humor their superstitiou s fears. 



“But for now, get yourself out of sight. I don’t need our visiting dignitariesto see you or hear you, and I certainly don’t need the females of Getty sstirred to wrath by your presence at this time. Off you go now. 

Dismissed .Good-bye.” With his final words, he had lost interest in me. He had risen ,walked to a mirror on the wall, and was carefully smoothing his mustach ewith one hand as he shooed me out of the room with the other. I made on e

last effort. “Sir, I think,” I began. 



He cut off my words. “No. You don’t. I think. You obey orders. Dismissed,trooper. ” 



I went. I didn’t speak to the lieutenant as I left. I didn’t trust myself to sayanything. The colonel had known. They’d all known. I’d thought I’d been s oclever piecing it together. But they’d known of the significance of the tree sand they didn’t care, because keeping Gettys on the road east was fa r more important to them. More important than what it did to the men tobe kept on such a discouraging task. More important than felling tree sthat held the ancestral wisdom of a people . 



I found I was nearly shaking with rage. My heart pumped magic likeapoison through me. It took every bit of control I had to refuse to let m yanger focus on those I wished to punish. It would solve nothing, I knew. I fColonel Haren dropped in his tracks tomorrow, there would be anothe rman just like him right behind him. As I approached my cart, I noted wit hdispleasure that Sergeant Hoster was standing near Clove, apparentl yinspecting my horse’s harness. I wanted a fight so badly. It would hav ebeen such a relief to put my fist in his perpetually sneering face. By a vas teffort of will, I walked around the wagon to approach the seat from th eother side rather than jostling Sergeant Hoster out of the way. “Good day, ”I greeted him coldly, climbing up on the cart seat. “In a hurry, soldier? ” 

he asked me. His eyes glinted bright, as if he were seeing something thatdelighted him . 



“Colonel Haren’s orders. He wants me to go immediately to the cemetery.”I gathered up Clove’s reins . 



Hoster sneered at me. “He’s not the only one who thinks you should gostraight to the cemetery.” He gave a “haw” at his own joke and then adde dcleverly. “Nice harness on your horse, soldier. ” 







I tried to find the insult in his words. “It’s just a harness.” 





“That it is. That it is.” He stepped away from Clove. 





I shook my head and drove away. 





It took me longer to get out of town than I expected. The streets werethronged with people converging on the dais. Half of them walked in aGettys tonic daze; the others glared at me as if they could not believe m ystupidity in trying to get a horse and cart through such a crowded street .The sun was well up now, and the day promised to be a sweltering one. Ithought longingly of the forest shade as Clove picked his way throug h

masses of people that grudgingly gave way to him. I was uncomfortablyaware of turned heads and stares, but seated on my cart, there was no wa yto avoid scrutiny. The colonel’s remarks about the accusations against m ehad rattled me almost as much as his cavalier attitude toward the Speck sand their trees . 

We finally reached the gates of the fort. In the wider streets outside, therewere fewer pedestrians. I was able to persuade Clove to a trot and we soo nrolled out of town, leaving only our dust hanging in the air behind us. Iwished I could get more speed out of him, but Clove was a creature o fendurance rather than swiftness. We rattled along, and my anger burne dinside me. I was furious with my commander, and soon that anger sprea dto include all my countrymen. My mind raced ahead of my body, plannin ghow I would return to my cottage, unharness Clove, and immediately g ointo the forest in search of Jodoli. The news I must give him shamed me .Plans for how I could stop the road’s progress and whom I could enlist i nmy cause vied with the creeping suspicion that I was about to d osomething treasonous. I thrust that consideration aside. I insisted t omyself that stopping the road until it could be completely rerouted awa y from Gettys would benefit both the Gernians and the People. A dim hop ecame to me. After I’d warned Jodoli that we must take steps today to sav ethe ancestral trees, I would find a way to speak to Dr. Frye. 

Colone lHaren’s sarcastic suggestion might actually bear fruit for me if the quee nherself could be swayed to our view . 



Ahead of us in the rutted road, I saw a lady trudging along alone. It struckme as strange that on a day of festivities in Gettys, she was headed awa yfrom the town. Her bonneted head was bent against the sun’s heat, an dshe held her blue skirts daintily free of the road’s dirt. I admired her tid yfigure from behind, and then swung Clove wide so that we might no tchoke her with dust as we passed. I thought I had done 



well, but as Ipassed her, she shouted at me. It was only when I looked over my shoulde rthat I recognized that the lady was Amzil. I pulled Clove in and waited a sshe hurried up to us . 



“Nevare! I was coming out to see you!” As she spoke, she climbed up onthe cart seat beside me . 



I shifted over as far as I could. I was still aware that she had to perch onthe edge of the seat. I could not help notice how prettily she was dressed .There was not a smudge nor patch to be seen on the blue dress she wore .Even the white cuffs and collar were clean as fresh snow. A wide black bel tcinched her waist, and somehow emphasized both the swell of her hip sand the lift of her bosom. “Well?” she said tartly, and I realized I’d bee n

staring at her. I lowered my eyes. “I’m sorry. You just look so pretty today.So clean and fresh. ” 



A long silence followed my words. I gave a wary sideways glance to see howangry she was. There were two spots of red on her cheeks. At my glanc e

she muttered a stiff, “Thank you.” 



Silence fell until I prompted her, “You were coming out to see me?”Whatever her errand was, I decided I needed to dissuade her from it. Ineeded to get to the forest, and I could not very well just walk off and leav eher in my cabin. Telling her I had no time for visitors seemed harsh, an dsetting her back down in the road to walk back to town even harsher. “ Ihave a great deal of work I have to do today,” I began. I tried to think of agracious way to phrase it, but it came out bluntly. “I don’t have much tim efor a visit.” 

She gave a sniff and sat up a bit straighter on the seat. “Well ,neither do I, sir! I’m actually here on an errand. I don’t know why it woul dbe of great concern to you, but Lieutenant Spinrek wanted to you to kno wthat the Specks are going to perform the Dust Dance today. He called m easide to give me the news. He thought it important enough to volunteer t omind my children for me while I came out here to give it to you. I was no tpleased to let him do it, for Mistress Epiny still goes green as glass at th esight of food, and the children were frantic at the thought of missing th emusic and the Specks dancing and all the rest of the festivities. ” 



“The Dust Dance? The Specks are doing the Dust Dance today?” 



“It’s part of the welcoming ceremony for the inspection team. The Speckswished to perform for them. ” 



Before she had finished speaking, I had slapped the reins on Clove’s back.Iturned him in a tight circle and urged him to a canter. “We have to ge tback to town right away. I have to stop them. ” 







She gave a small shriek, then held tightly to the back of the seat with onehand while clutching at her bonnet with the other. She raised her voice t oshout over the rattling of the wagon. “Slow down! It’s too late to sto pthem. You probably won’t even get to see them dance. I told the lieutenan tthat, but he insisted that I go and tell you anyway.” Then, as we hit a har dbump, she abandoned her bonnet to its fate and clutched at my arm . 

“Nevare! Slow down! It’s already too late, I tell you.” 



I paid her no heed. “It’s life or death, Amzil. The Dust Dance is how theSpecks spread the plague! 

Everyone who watches that dance and breathe sin the dust will catch it. And from them, it will spread to others. ” 



“That’s crazy!” she shouted back at me. “Nevare, pull him in! Slow downor I’ll jump. This is crazy! ” 

She sounded so sincere that I heeded her. As soon as Clove dropped downto a trot, Amzil let go of my arm and resumed her grip on her bonnet . 

“Amzil, I know it sounds crazy, but it’s true. It’s how I caught the Speckplague. Spink…Lieutenant Spinrek caught it the same way. That’s what Ibelieve. I think it’s why they do the Dust Dance. To infect us and kill us. ”As the meaning of those words sank into my awareness, I suddenly fel tdoubly betrayed. 

Yes, it was why they danced, and it was especially wh ythey danced today. They would kill nobles and generals as well as poo rsoldiers. The inspection team would be their targets, even as the academ yhad once been their target. Each time, I had unknowingly given them th einformation they needed to kill most effectively. I felt doubly betrayed b yboth my peoples, first the Gernians and now the Specks. They would fin dways to hurt one another, and I would feel the pain of both sides . 



Clove gave a snort, shook his head, and slowed to a walk. I let him.I thought of the only people I could protect and turned abruptly to Amzil. 

“Listen to me. Please believe how important this is. I’m taking you back toLieutenant Spinrek’s home. 

You’ll have to show me the way, and I don’ twant to pass through any crowded streets. Once we are there, you have t ogo inside and stay there. Do you understand how important it is? Yo u have to stay inside with your children and not go out into the city. Bytomorrow, if I am correct, people will begin to get sick. Stay away fro mthem. Keep your children away from them.” She was staring at me as if Iwere insane and possibly dangerous. I took a moment to get control of m yvoice. In a calmer voice, I told her, “Spink has these little bottles of wate rfrom his home in Bitter Springs. He thinks they may be a cure for th eplague, or that they might prevent people from catching it. Ask him to se tsome aside for you and the children. And ask him to send a courie rimmediately to his brother, no matter the cost, pleading that Bitte rSprings water be sent to Gettys in as great an amount as possible. ” 







“Spink?” 



The way she said his name made me wonder if she had heard anythingelse I’d said. “Lieutenant Spinrek,” I amended, and muttered, “We kne weach other a long time ago. ” 



She gave a curt nod. Then, staring straight down the road, she asked me, 

“And how are you related to Mistress Epiny?” 



“I—” 



She cut me off while I was still deciding whether to act bewildered or tolie. “You look alike around the eyes. And she often speaks to her husban dof her fears about what might have befallen Nevare.” Her voice went hard . 

“I never would have taken you for a cruel man. She’s with child and havinga bad time of it, and you leave her in anxiety, both of you. I don’t kno wwho is more despicable, you or her husband. ” 



“You don’t understand. It would ruin her reputation to be connected tome. It would bring her great unhappiness. It’s better that for now sh eknows nothing. ” 



“So that when you tell her later, she can feel an even greater fool? Mostfolk around town don’t know your name. They just call you the Cemeter ySentry. But sooner or later, she’ll put it all together. She’s not dim, tha tone, though you seem to treat her as if she is. ” 



I dropped all effort at pretense. “My cousin is not dim. But in many ways,she is too quick to risk herself. 

I won’t have her put herself in danger fo rmy sake, especially when I do not think it would truly help me at all. Al lshe could do is stain her reputation with mine, to no good end. I love he rtoo much to allow her to do that to herself. ” 



I had not expected to speak with such vehemence, and when I uttered myfeelings aloud, I was surprised at the strength of them. I think Amzil was ,too, for she looked both taken aback and chastened. After a moment, sh esaid more quietly, “I think I understand you better now. ” 







“Well. Good. And if we are finished with that, please let me know that youunderstood my earlier words as well. After the Dust Dance, at most a fe wdays will pass before Speck plague sweeps through Gettys. 

I do not thin kwe can stop it. Quarantine yourself and your children, and please do no t let my cousin go out and risk herself. Remind her that if she does, she risksher child as well. That should get her attention. ” 



“I did hear you,” Amzil replied a bit testily. “And I will tell the lieutenantabout the water and the courier. 

Mistress Epiny has told me of her journe yhere from Bitter Springs. I do not think you can expect that water t o

arrive soon.” She shook her head at me. “If you thought it worked, why didnot they immediately start bringing it in to Gettys? If you know the Dus tDance could spread the plague, why did you not warn everyone ahead o ftime? ” 



“We’re not sure the water will work. It seemed to work for Spink andEpiny, and they did bring some when they came, as much as Epiny coul dmanage, actually. As for the Dust Dance…we, that is, I believe it spread sthe plague. I haven’t had much luck in convincing anyone else of that. ” 



We had reached the outskirts of Gettys town. The streets were still empty.Everyone, I suddenly knew, would have converged inside the fort to watc hthe welcome speeches and ceremonies. As we grew closer, my heart sank . 

Where the Speck tent village had been there was little more than trampledearth. This morning, Clove and I had ridden past it. Now it was gone. The yhad melted away, leaving no sign of where they had gone. I suspected Iknew why they had gone. They’d be well away from Gettys before th edeadly dust rode the breezes. “I think we’re too late,” I said quietly . 

“They’ve left. And Specks don’t usually travel during the day, only in theevenings or nights.” “Nevare, I believe you,” Amzil said suddenly. “Tak eme home. I’ll keep my children in and do my best to keep Mistress Epin ythere, too. I won’t be able to do much about the lieutenant. But I’ve hear dthat folks who have had Speck plague once don’t catch it again. ” 



“Most of them don’t,” I agreed. “But some do. Such as Spink and Epiny.”As we were passing through the gate to Gettys, I saw something tha tchilled me to the bone. Seven Specks, draped in their encompassin gnetwork of vines, leaves, and flowers, were leaving the fort, walking swiftly .I could not see their faces or even tell their sexes, but their bare speckle dfeet were gray with dust. I wondered if it was the dust of the dance or o fthe road. I felt a sudden urge to leap down on them from the wagon sea t and kill them all. I could not see their faces, but as if they could feel th emalice of my thoughts or sense the anger boiling the magic though m yblood, their draped heads turned toward me. I stared at them, 



feelin gcoldness build in me. How many people would die from the dust they ha dspread today? Amzil put her hand on my wrist. “Nevare. Let them go .Take me home.” The sudden urgency in her voice swayed me . 



I wondered what she had feared I would do. I could not stop what they hadbegun. And how could I pretend that they were any worse or better tha nmy own folk? I had precious little time in which to act. A few people Icared about could be spared . 



As we went through the gate, the sentries exchanged a glance and thenwaved me through. Despite their freshly cleaned and pressed uniforms ,they were not behaving like real guards. They were too busy craning thei rnecks to see what was going on down the street. Up on the dais, someon ewas talking loudly, and his every pause was punctuated by applause. Iglanced back over my shoulder. The Specks were separating, each going adifferent way. Did they see me look at them? Perhaps, for they all sprinte d away like startled rabbits. If my suspicions needed any confirmation, tha twas enough. I gritted my teeth. 

“Go left here,” Amzil said quietly. “We ca nget around the crowds that way. I want to get home as soon as possible. ”She guided me and we threaded our way through the back streets of th efort. I’d never really explored the area where the officers were housed; I’ dnever had reason to. The structures dated from the fort’s earlier days an d

were tidily built. Most of them seemed to have a fresh coat of paint, butthat sprucing up could not completely disguise years of previous neglect .Wooden steps sagged, window shutters were missing slats, and the fe wgardens had the bare, brave look of fresh effort. The housing for the junio rofficers and their families was humbler and had not been as well built . 

“Pull in!” Amzil warned me, and at the corner of a street, I hauled Clove toa halt . 



“I’ll get down here,” she said, “so Mistress Epiny does not see you droppingme off.” Before I could start to climb down to assist her, she gave a littl ejump and landed in the dust of the streets. Her skirts billowed out aroun dher as she landed, and for a moment I had a glimpse of her stockinge dankles. 

“Keep the children in,” I reminded her as I took up Clove’s reins . 

“I will,” she promised and then, holding up a hand to bid me wait, sheasked, “What are you going to do? 

” 



I almost laughed. “I’m going back to the cemetery. I’ve got a lot of gravesto dig. I may as well get started today. ” 



My words startled her. “You really do believe the Dust Dance will bring onthe plague in the next few days.” Her brow furrowed. “Aren’t you going t owarn Colonel Haren? ” 







“I saw him this morning. I had my say then, and he didn’t believe me.Idoubt he’ll believe me now. He’d only be angry to find I’d defied his direc torder and come back into town. I’m supposed to be hiding out in th ecemetery so his visitors don’t see me. I’m an embarrassment to th eregiment, you know. ” 



She squinted her eyes looking up at me. “Do you still care about things likethat? ” 



“Of course I do.” I shook Clove’s reins. “I’m a soldier son.” 








CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN THE AMBUSH

I guided Clove back through the streets the same way we had come. Mymind seethed and my blood simmered with both unfocused anger an dfrustrated magic. My peoples were set on killing each other off. 

Th emoment I recognized that thought in my mind, I realized how much th emagic had changed me. Not so long ago, I had belonged to only on epeople. At one time I would have shared Colonel Haren’s conviction tha tthe road and trade would bring good to the Specks, and like him I woul dhave rejected the idea that the trees could be anything more than trees .Yet the part of me that had been initially stolen and made Speck was no was integral to my self as the soldier son was. Every day, his memorie s surfaced more clearly in my mind. Removing those trees was theequivalent of burning all Gernian libraries. The Specks might go o nwithout them, but they would lose their roots . 

Yet at that moment I did not feel torn between my two peoples; my selveswere united in how furious I was with both factions and how desperately Iwished I could withdraw from them both entirely. We rattled through th enear-empty back streets and toward the gate. The sentries annoyed me b ystopping me. “Where you headed, soldier? ” 



I was in no mood for their sudden vigilance. They’d let me inunchallenged, but would stop me on my way out? “Where do I always go ?Back to the cemetery. It’s my post. ” 



They exchanged a glance and a nod. “Right. You may pass.” I slapped thereins on Clove’s broad back, jolting him up to a trot. I left the fort behin dand rattled my way out of town. Every time Clove tried to drop down to awalk, I nagged him on. I wanted the noise of the empty cart and th ejostling and the dust. 

The violence of it suited my mood. As I left the tow nbehind me, I urged him up to a canter. The cart jolted and bounded ,bouncing in and out of potholes. I passed two struggling trees beside afailed farm. A flock of black-and-white croaker birds had found somethin gdead by the trees. They rose, screaming their displeasure, as I careene dpast them. I knew I invited disaster and didn’t care. The anger wa s building inside me and I longed to have an outlet for it. Everyone wa sacting in absolute certainty and righteousness. Was I the only one wh ocould see how wrong both sides were? Destruction and death 



awaite deveryone, and I saw no way to defuse any of it . 



The lack of a focus for my anger made it a churning, clawing dragoninside me. Time after time, Tree Woman had insisted to me that th emagic had chosen me because I was the one who could do something tha t

would send my people away from these lands. Over and over, she had triedto wrangle from me what it was that I had done or was going to do. I’ dalways thought her eager for the destruction of my folk; now I wondered i fshe didn’t believe that driving the Gernian away was the only way to sav eus all. Perhaps she was right. Perhaps the only way to avoid the comin gconflict was to make the Gernians retreat from the land of the People . 



But I knew of nothing I could do to cause that. The coming month wouldbring me dozens of plague victims to bury, and would see the felling of th eSpecks’ ancestral trees. No one would triumph. The ancestor trees woul dfall and the Speck culture with them. The Gernians would fall to th edisease the Speck had deliberately sown among them. Death, death, deat hfor everyone. Magic thrummed in me, drumming through my veins wit h

each beat of my heart, but I could not save a single soul from the miseryahead . 



Clove tried to slow down again. Sweat streaked his back and flanks, andIfelt shame for how hard I’d driven him for no good reason. The anger tha thad coursed through me suddenly subsided into hopelessness. I let hi mslow, and as the rattle of the cart decreased, my ears picked up th ethunder of other hoofbeats. I glanced over my shoulder, and had a single ,fleeting glimpse of mounted men coming up behind me, fast. I saw amuzzle flash. 



Something was very wrong. I was breathing dust instead of air. A greatcrack had opened in my head, and light was pouring into my brain. I thurt. I tried to lift my hand to cover the crack, but my fingers only feebl ytwitched at dry dust. Every breath I sucked in pulled dust with it. I knew Ishould lift my head from the ground. It was too much trouble . 



“Think he’s dead?” someone asked me. I couldn’t work my mouth.Someone answered for me . 



“Good as dead. This could be big trouble. Damn it, Jace. Slowing himdown is one thing. Killing him is another. ” 



“He was trying to get away. You seen how he run that horse. Hoster saidhe might try to get rid of it if we 



didn’t get it right away. I had to shoot. ”Jace was angry, not repentant . 



“Calm down. No one’s going to care if we prove he’s guilty.” 



“I wasn’t trying to kill him. When he slowed, it spoiled my aim. His owndamn fault for turning to look back at us. ” 



Someone else spoke. “I didn’t bargain for this. I’m sorry I got mixed up inthis whole mess. I’m going back to town. ” 



“We all are,” the first voice decided. “Jace, you drive the cart.” Horses’hooves striking the earth. 

Wheels turning. Then silence. I tried closing m yeyes to keep the glaring light out of my skull, but my eyes were alread yclosed. It just went on hurting and hurting. I tried to be unconscious o rasleep. I failed. 

Lights bloomed across my vision and then faded. Pai nburst and ebbed with the light. I couldn’t make sense of what ha dhappened to me. Trying to think hurt too much. Stillness without thinkin gstill hurt. The intensity of the pain suddenly increased. The throb of m yheart was like a wave slamming against the inside of my skull . 



Several days of agony seemed to pass. Then I could move my hand. I put itup to touch my head. Blood. 

A flap of scalp. The hardness of bone beneat hmy wet, questing fingers, and some rough splinters. The rip of the bullet’ s

passage was a ragged groove across the back of my skull. I was dying. 

Time stopped. It seemed impossible that dying could take so long. Perhapstime dragged only because it hurt so badly, and because I was waiting fo rit to stop. Dully, I began to count the throbs that corresponded to th ebeating of my heart. I reached twenty. One hundred. Two hundred. I fel tmy eyeballs pressing against my eyelids, as if they wanted to leave m yskull. Five hundred. A thousand. I managed to turn my head so I wasn’ tbreathing in so much dust. One thousand, five hundred. I heard the caw o fa croaker bird. I felt the scuff of earth and the brush of its wings as i tlanded beside me. I braced myself to feel the slash of its greedy beak . 



“You owe me a life,” Orandula reminded me. 



You can have this one. I no longer cared which god took my soul. I justwanted the pain to stop . 







“Give me a life that is yours to give before you die.” The croaker bird hadthe voice of a nagging little old lady. I didn’t have the strength to frame athought in response to it. It didn’t matter. I was dying. Damn. 

I’d lost m ycount. I started over again at one thousand five hundred. I knew I’d gotte nat least that far. A fly buzzed heavily near my ear. I lifted a hand an dbrushed it away. No distractions. My heart pounded in my chest, and I fel tthe throb of the moving blood in every part of me. When I reached fiv ethousand, I opened my eyes a crack. They didn’t feel quite as tight agains tthe lids as they had. I could see dust and scrub brush. I don’t know ho wmuch longer I lay there before I gave in and admitted I wasn’t going to di eright away. The pain was still intense, and when I sat up, the world spu naround me so violently that I was sure I was going to vomit. Three croake rbirds took sudden alarm as I moved, but by the time I recovered from m yvertigo, they had resettled around me. They were large birds, and their re dwattles always made them look as if they had just finished a bloody feast .I’d never realized their eyes were yellow. “Go away,” I told them feebly. Iwaited for them to answer, but none spoke. One hopped three steps close rand tilted his head to stare at me. I stared back . 



After a longer time, I lifted a hand again to explore the wound where thebullet had grazed me. Blood was caked thick on the back of my head. M yhand came away sticky and black. Don’t look. Don’t think about it. Isurveyed the world around me instead. It was afternoon at least. Ther ewas no traffic on the road; everyone would have gone to the fort for th ewelcoming ceremony. No help was going to come to me . 



After five attempts, I remained standing. I wasn’t standing straight, butIwas upright. I looked around. 

The road was there, but my distance visio nwas fuzzy. I couldn’t decide which direction led back to the fort and whic h

led to the cemetery. I could feel myself swaying. If I could just find thecart, Clove would probably take me home. I couldn’t turn my head. I ha dto turn my whole body in a slow circle, looking for my horse and cart. I ttook me a very long time to realize that neither Clove nor the cart wer ethere. I was badly injured, probably dying, and on foot . 



And suddenly I didn’t care



I walked. Not quickly. I followed the rutted road. The landscape wasblurry. At some point I found I had to hold up my trousers. My belt ha dloosened, and I could not make my eyes focus well enough to tighten it. Iclutched the top of my trousers and staggered on . 



Slowly my equilibrium came back to me. I walked more steadily. My visionbegan to clear. I felt grateful when I saw the sign for the cemetery and lef tthe main road to follow the trail leading up to it. I lifted my hand to th eback of my head and felt about squeamishly. It was undeniably tender, bu tI no longer felt torn flesh or scored bone. The magic was healing me. Icouldn’t decide whether to be grateful or angry . 







When I reached my cabin, I filled a basin with water and wet a rag.Igingerly dabbed at my wound. The rag came away dark with clotted bloo dand small tufts of hair. I dipped it in the water and rinsed it clear. 

When Iwrung it out, I felt a splinter. I plucked it loose and looked at the tin yfragment. Bone. From the back of my skull. I felt ill. I dipped the ra gagain, squeezed it out, and washed all the blood, scraps of dead flesh, an dloose hair from the wound. When I was finished, I could feel a hairles sstripe of soft bare skin across the back of my head. I wondered if it woul dbe a scar . 



The healing had consumed a lot of my magic. I could tell by how myclothes hung loose on me. I moved my belt buckle two notches tighter .Then, carefully not thinking, I dumped the dirty water from the basin , washed it and the rag, and hung the rag on my laundry line to dry. I wa shungry, I realized, and the moment I acknowledged it, my hunger flared t ored and ravenous. I went back into my cabin and began rummagin gthrough my pantry. I longed for a certain pale mushroom that Olikea ha donce brought me, and those hanging, thin-skinned berries. I longed fo rthem above all else. But what I had were some potatoes and an onion an dthe end of a side of bacon. They would have to do. I think my injured bod y recovered faster than my jumbled mind. I was frying chopped potatoe s and onion with a bit of fat bacon before it dawned on me that someonehad tried to kill me. They’d stolen my horse and cart. They’d left me fo rdead. I put a pinch of salt on the cooking food and stirred it again. 

Wha tdid I remember? Men on horses behind me. Long guns. The flash. I didn’ t even remember the sound, only the flash of black powder igniting.Someone had shot me. Shot me! 

They’d left me for dead, and stolen m yhorse and cart. The bastards! And in that arrowing of fury, I felt the magi cflare in me and then subside. Too late I regretted that surge of hatred an dvindictiveness. I knew I didn’t have the strength to call it back, an dsuspected it was already too late to think of doing it. I sat down heavily o nthe floor by the hearth, feeling as if I’d just burned the last bit of energy i nmy body. I wanted to fall over on my side and sleep. By an extreme effor t of will, I managed to take the pan of food from the fire before it burned.Once I had it on the floor, I ate from it, using the stirring spoon, with th esingle-mindedness of a starving dog. When the last strand of translucen tonion had been scraped from the pan’s bottom and consumed, I crawle dinto my bed, pulled my blanket over me, closed my eyes, and slept . 



And slept. I woke to a foreign dawn, blinked at it, and closed my eyesagain. I awoke to darkness, staggered to my water bucket, and lowered m yface to drink like a horse. Chin dripping, I stood in the closed darkness o fmy cabin. I thought I heard someone call my name softly, but I ignored it .I found my way back to my bed, fell into it, and slept again. Dreams trie dto break into that rest. I banished them. I heard my name spoken gently ,then with urgency, and finally with both command and annoyance. I pushed her away. She battered at the edges of my sleep, but I pulled i ttight around me and would not admit her. I rose with the next dawn ,famished, my mouth dry and sticky. My body stank with my own sweat. Icrunched through my last two potatoes raw, for my hunger would not wai tfor me to cook them. 

I heated what water remained in my barrel, washe dmyself, and got dressed in my other clothes. My head no longer hurt.  Iwent down to the spring. There I found the shallow prints of bare feet a tthe water’s edge. So Olikea had ventured that far in trying to lure me bac kto her. A spike of desire pierced me. I longed for her warm willingnes s





and the mindless pleasure she could wake in me with her body and herfood. No. Fervently and abruptly, I decided to end all my interaction wit hthe Specks . 



I was not a Speck and I could not save them. This magic had been forcedonto me. I didn’t like what it allowed me to do or what it did to me. Iwould be prey to it no longer. Let it punish me as Buel Hitch had said i twould. I no longer cared. With equal vehemence, I rejected my ow npeople. I no longer wished to have anything to do with any of them. Eve nthe thought of Spink and Epiny could not lure me back to being a soldie rand a Gernian. I would end my life here, I decided, in this role o fgravedigger. I could not save either people from their own foolishness. Th ebest I could do, the only thing I could do, was to bury them. So be it . 

In that frame of mind, I went to my tool shed and began to dig a freshgrave. I knew there would soon be bodies aplenty to bury. I might as wel lbe prepared. I dug it with professional competence, a good deep grav ewith straight sides and plenty of room to lower a coffin. As soon as it wa sfinished, I drank more water and went right on to dig the next one . 



The thought of going to town and reporting that someone had shot me and stolen Clove and my wagon came briefly to my mind. I pushed it away.I found I no longer cared for anything much except my gravedigging. Ifound that my only thought on the subject was to hope that Clove was wel ltreated by whoever had him now. I went on digging. I tried not to recal lhow the magic had felt as it had rushed out of me. I didn’t know who ha d shot at me. Did that mean the magic could not target them with myanger? I feared what I had done, and then felt furious with myself fo rthinking about it. It wasn’t my fault, I angrily declared to myself. I hadn’ t sought the magic, and I’d never wished for it. Those who had imposed i ton me were to blame for all of this. Not I. I pushed the nose of my shove ldeep into the turf and ripped out another shovelful of earth . 



Neither Ebrooks nor Kesey came to the graveyard that day. I missed them,but I was glad they hadn’t come. I would have liked their casua lcompanionship if I could have looked at them and not wondered how soo nthey would die. I wondered if plague was already prowling the streets o ftown, or if the people were still intoxicated both with Gettys tonic and th ethought that the road was moving forward again. 

Even now, I was sure th eheavy saws and axes were biting deep into the flesh of the ancestor trees .That thought made me ill, and for a wavering moment I was outside m ybody, reaching up to distant sunlight as I felt the inexorable severing o f

my connection to the earth and all it had been to me. I felt both the breezethat shivered my leaves and the deep vibration of the blades gnawin gthrough me. A love of life deeper than anything I had ever felt ran gthrough me, coupled with the anguish that it would end so suddenly. Ijerked my awareness away from the magic’s greedy clutches. I didn’t care ,I told myself fiercely. It was only a tree, and a Speck tree at that! But eve nthat denial showed me how deeply I’d changed my way of thinking .Sickened and shaken, I dragged my thoughts back to my work. I drove th eshovel deep into the earth again. I worked until there was no light left i nthe day and then returned to my cabin. There was little left in my pantry ,but I made a meal off the last end of the bacon, a few vegetables from m ygarden, and some hearth bread. 

After my day’s work, it was less tha nsatisfying, but I sternly told myself it was enough. And then the long 



nigh tstretched before me. I had nothing to read nor any way to occupy m y mind. For a time I sat and stared out my window and tried to empty mymind. Despite my efforts, my thoughts returned to the looming plague, th efelling of the ancestor trees, and my determination that henceforth I

would be a part of neither people. After a time, I took down my soldier sonjournal and made the longest entry that I had written in some weeks. Ipoured my thoughts onto the paper, and when I had finished, I felt almos tat peace. I waited a few moments for the ink to dry, and then leafed bac kthrough it. The entries I had made at the academy now seemed shallo wand boyish, and the sketches I had made of my classmates were th escribbles of a child. As I paged through the leaves of the books, the entrie sgrew longer, and the thoughts more considered. I’d been lax in my duty t obe a naturalist as well as a soldier. 

There were few sketches, and othe r

than an attempt at showing how the specks were placed on Olikea’s hands,they were all of plants I’d seen. The soldier son journals I’d seen at m yuncle’s house had been terse accounts of battles and journeys over difficul tterrain. In contrast, mine looked like a schoolgirl’s diary. I closed it . 

“Nevare.” 



Olikea’s call was a whisper on the night wind. I tried to pretend I’dimagined it. But it came again and with more urgency, like a doe’s matin gcall. “Nevare. ” 



Against my will, I felt stirred. I knew exactly where she would await me, inthe trees just behind the spring. I gritted my teeth. She would have abasket of food with her, I knew. My will began to crumble. 

What would i tmatter if I went to her one last time? Didn’t I at least owe her a nexplanation? After all, it was not her fault that I was caught so harshl ybetween our peoples. Hurting her served no useful purpose; in a way, i twas giving way to the magic, to let it force me to be cruel to her . 



I had almost convinced myself; indeed, I was rising to go to her whenIheard a sound that stood the hair up on the back of my neck. Hoofbeats. Ahorse was coming up the road to the cemetery at a canter. In a rush o fwariness, I was sure it was someone coming to kill me. My attackers woul dknow I had lived because no one had found my body by the road. They’ dwant to be sure I was dead before I could step forward to accuse them. Isuddenly saw how stupid I’d been not to go to town to report the assaul tand the theft. If they killed me now, there would be no one to accuse them .They’d go free and I’d be dead. I pulled my window shutter closed an dfastened it. In two strides, I reached my door and slammed the bar int oplace. I took my disreputable weapon down from its hooks and checke d the charges I’d prepared for it days ago. I readied a load and waitedsilently, the muzzle pointed at the door. Ears straining, I heard someon e

ride up to my door and then dismount. An instant later, someone poundedon the door. I kept silent. I didn’t want to kill anyone unless I had to . 

“Nevare? Are you in there? In the good god’s name, open up! Nevare?”Spink rattled the door loudly 



and then gave it a good kick. For a momen tlonger, I sat still and silent. “Please, Nevare, be there!” he cried out, an dthere was such despair in his voice that I relented . 



“A moment,” I called, and set my gun aside and unbarred the door. Themoment I did, Spink came pushing into my cabin. He seized my forear mand exclaimed, “Are you all right, then? ” 



“As you see,” I told him, almost calmly. 



He slapped his hand to his chest and breathed out heavily. I thought hewas being dramatic, but when he straightened up, his face was pale sav efor two bright spots on his cheeks. “I thought you were dead. We al lthought you were dead.” He tried to catch his breath and failed. “I lef tEpiny caught between hysterics at the thought that you were dead an dfury that you had been so close and alive all this time and I never told her .Nevare, I am in such trouble at home right now because of you that Icould kill you, except that I am so glad to find you alive. ” 



“Sit down,” I told him and guided him to a chair. He dropped into it, andIbrought him a cup of water. 

He was breathing as if he’d run all the wa yrather than ridden his horse. “Catch your breath and tell me wha thappened. Why did you tell Epiny I was out here? What made you think Iwas dead? ” 



“Amzil told me.” He took another drink of water. “She’d gone out to doerrands for us. She came running back, sobbing her heart out, saying tha tyour horse and wagon had been found surrounded by dead men.” H edragged in another breath. “Oh, and of course Epiny was not in th ebedroom napping as she thought, but only in our kitchen, and th emoment Amzil blurted out that ‘everyone in town is saying that Nevare i seither dead or the one who killed them all,’ she came bursting into th e room demanding to know what was going on and how there could be newsof you that she hadn’t heard.” He ran his hand over his head. “From there ,all was chaos. I was trying to explain, but Amzil kept interrupting me, an dat the same time I was trying to get Amzil’s story out of her, and whe nEpiny started weeping and shouting at both of us, Amzil got angry at me ,saying I’d upset her now and she might lose the baby. So then Epin ystarted crying even harder, and all the children joined in the wailing. An dAmzil threw me out of my own house telling me that I was just as useles sas any other man she’d ever met and I should at least come out here an dsee what I could find of ‘that big idiot.’ Meaning you. ” 

He took a deeper breath and dropped his head onto the back of the chair.Staring up at my rough ceiling, he added, “And here you are, alive an dfine, and my life is in an uproar and will be so until you come to town an dsee Epiny. You’ll have to now.” Almost as an afterthought he added, “Thi swhole mess is your fault, Nevare. You know that. ” 



“Tell me about the dead men and my wagon,” I said quietly. 







“Meaning you know nothing about it?” he asked quickly. 



“I know something of it, I suppose. Yesterday…no. The day before, I think,when I was last in town and sent Amzil to warn you about th eplague…what was Amzil doing out of the house? Why have you left you rhome? Didn’t she give you my warning? You need to keep quarantine! Th eSpeck plague is going to break out any day now, Spink. It always follow sthe Dust Dance. It’s how they spread it. ” 



“No one has been sick yet!” he defended himself, and then addedshamefacedly, “I told Amzil not to go. 

But Epiny has been so sick with thi spregnancy, and there’s some tea that an old woman in town makes tha tseems to help her. Amzil insisted on going for a fresh supply when we ra nout. It was no good my telling her to stay inside. I tell you, Nevare, onc ethere is a woman under a man’s roof, he can just forget about being i ncharge of his own life. Two women, and he doesn’t even have a lif eanymore.” He shook his head as if bothered by gnats and then glared a tme. “But you were explaining how your wagon came to be in a barrack sstable surrounded by dead men. ” 



“No, I wasn’t,” I replied testily. “I was telling you that on my way home,Iwas attacked. They hit me hard and I went down fast, so I can’t tell yo uhow many they were or what they looked like. When I came to, I wa sfacedown on the ground and Clove and my wagon were gone. I managed t oget home, spent a day recovering, and then got back to my work. ” 



“And you didn’t come to town to report it?” he asked me severely. 



“No. I didn’t. Spink, I expected town to be in the first throes of the plague.I’m surprised it isn’t, but I still think it will come. And when it does I’l lhave the graves dug and waiting.” I sat down in my own chair across fro mhim and rubbed at my face. I suddenly felt a hundred years old. “It’s reall ythe only thing I can do for anyone,” I added morosely . 



“Well, I can see that you’re discouraged and worried. We all are, Nevare.When the Speck magic isn’t flooding us with discouragement, we’re eithe rdrugged or simply seeing how senseless life on this post can be. But to no treport the attack and theft now make you seem, well, involved somehow i nthose deaths. You know there were rumors about you. That was why I asked you to stay out here and out of trouble. And now people aresaying—” “How did they die?” I demanded suddenly . 







“Well, I don’t exactly know. Amzil said they were just sprawled all aroundyour wagon, like they’d been gathered around it and then just died righ t there.” 



“Who were they?” 



“Nevare, I don’t know. I didn’t hear the story firsthand, and betweenAmzil’s blubbering over you and the hysteria that followed, I didn’t ge tmuch information. Only that Sergeant Hoster was saying that you’

dprobably killed them all to shield yourself and that you should be arreste duntil we can discover what’s going on. ” 



“Hoster would say that. The man hates me, for no reason that I know. Doyou think they will arrest me? 

” 



“Nevare, I don’t know! We still have the inspection team here, and themysterious death of four men inside the barracks stable doesn’t make an yof us look good. Command will have to cover it up, explain it away, or fin da scapegoat.” He rubbed his face and then looked a stark plea at me. “Yo udidn’t have anything to do with it, did you? ” 



If he hadn’t asked me directly, I could have maintained my deceit. ButSpink had always had that honest, open stare of a boy who wants t obelieve the best of his friends. Even in a face that was beginning to sho wthe care lines of a man, that look still demanded honesty. If I lied to hi mnow, I’d know that I’d given up all hopes of ever being the man I though tI’d become. “I probably killed them,” I admitted bluntly. 

“But I don’ tknow how. And I didn’t do it on purpose. ” 



He sat very still, looking at me. His mouth was a tiny bit ajar, and I couldhear his breath going in and out of it. He looked as if he was about t ospeak, and then his face crumpled. “Oh, Nevare. No. I can’t go back an dtell Epiny that. I can’t. It will kill her. It will kill her and the baby an dthey’re all I have in this godforsaken piss-hole of a post.” He leane dforward, his face in his hands, and spoke hoarsely through his fingers . 

“How could you do this, Nevare? Who have you become? I’ve seen thechanges in you, but I always thought I knew the true heart of who yo uwere. How could you kill men in your own regiment? How? ” 



“The magic did it,” I said softly. “It wasn’t really me, Spink. It was themagic.” It sounded like a childish excuse. I didn’t expect him to believ eme, but he didn’t lift his face from his hands or interrupt me. I foun dmyself telling him the whole story of what had happened to me in the las tweek. I didn’t mince words or 



find excuses for myself. I told hi m

everything, even going back to fill in the truth about Olikea and myself. Itfelt good, cleansing, to be honest finally with someone. His shoulder ssagged as I spoke, as if he took on the burden that I shed. 

When I wa sfinished, I felt hollow and he looked like a man crushed beneath the weigh tof a world. Two worlds, I thought to myself. I got up quietly and filled akettle. My throat was dry and despite everything else, I was ravenousl yhungry. Perhaps coffee could soothe that pang a bit. As I set the pot on t oboil, Spink finally spoke. “They’ve always known the trees were sacred t othe Specks? ” 



I lifted a hand in a dismissive gesture. “That was the impression I got.”I was surprised that he cared. 



“Do they know that the sadness and discouragement that overwhelms ushere is from Speck magic? ” 



“I don’t know. They must suspect. What else could bring on a fear like thatat the end of the road? They must know that’s Speck magic.” He spoke in alow voice. “The doctor wants Epiny to take the ‘Gettys tonic.’ She keep srefusing. He says that if she doesn’t, she will miscarry. Or that when th ebaby comes, she won’t be a fit mother to him. ” 



He fell silent. “And?” I prodded him. 



“And he might be right,” Spink said heavily. “Not that many healthychildren are born here, Nevare. And the women who do have childre nseem…flat. Exhausted. As if they can barely care for themselves, let alon etheir children.” “But Epiny seemed to have a great deal of energy. The wa yshe’s organized all those women with whistles. Didn’t you say she wa strying to hold classes or lessons…?” My questions trickled away as Spin kshook his head. “She starts things. Every day, she gets up, saying tha tshe’s not going to let it win. We both do. But by afternoon she is weeping ,or we’ve had a quarrel, or worst of all, she simply sits and stares out of th ewindow. This dark magic is devouring her, Nevare. It eats at me, bu tEpiny is more vulnerable to it. You remember what she once told us? Tha tit was like a window had opened and she couldn’t shut it? The sadnes scomes in that window and Epiny’s life leaks away through it. I’m losin gher, Nevare. Not to death, but to…sadness. Bleakness that never goe saway. And for what? So that we can push a road through by the shortes tpossible route, regardless of what it does to the people who live here, o rwhat they do to us in retaliation? ” 



He stood up slowly. The coffee had just begun to smell like coffee. Hedidn’t seem to notice. “I’ve got to go home to Epiny. I’m not going to tel lher all of this, Nevare, but I am going to tell her that you are here an d





alive.” He walked toward the door. 



“Spink—hold on a moment. Did Amzil give you my entire message? Didshe tell you to send for more of your Bitter Springs water? ” 



He smiled sourly. “Nevare, you are so accustomed to life on the King’sRoad, aren’t you? Bitter Springs is far more isolated. There is no regula rcourier run to my home. Sending a courier to Bitter Springs would cos tme most of a month’s pay. And my message would not reach my brothe runtil weeks from now, if it arrived at all. Add to that the time it woul dtake for a wagon with casks of water to make the trip. With great luck, i tmight reach Gettys before next winter’s snow closed the road. ” 



“So, you didn’t send the message,” I confirmed quietly.He shook his head. “It would be pointless. ” 

I was silent for a time. “How many of those little bottles of water do youhave?” 

“Now? I have three left.” 



“That’s all?” I was horrified. “What happened to the rest?” He shrugged. 

“Almost as soon as Epiny arrived, she began to give them away to peopleshe met. I hid three, for she was determined to pass it all out. I’ve told he rit may not be enough to help anyone. After all, I immersed her whole bod yin the water to cure her. She seems to think if they drink it at th ebeginning of the fever, it may cure them. As for ourselves, she believes tha tsince we took the Bitter Springs cure, we are immune. 

I’m not so certai n

of that.” He hesitated, then asked, “Did you want some for yourself?” 



“I…no. Thank you, but no. I’m sure the magic protects me now.” 



“You speak of the magic as if it were a thinking entity.” 



“I’m not so sure it isn’t. I still don’t know what it is. But I don’t think I’llneed any of your water. If the magic can heal a bullet graze in three days, Idoubt it will let me die of the Speck plague.” A new thought chilled me . 

“Unless, of course, it suits the magic’s purpose.” I shook my head, refusingto let my thought follow where that might lead. “When I asked about th ewater, I wasn’t thinking of myself, but of Amzil and her 



children. ” 



Spink smiled. “Epiny has already provided for them. She and Amzil havebecome quite close. As for the children, they are almost like our own. ” 



“I’m glad of that,” I said, and was surprised at how grateful I felt. He wasquiet for a moment and then said, “For what it’s worth, Nevare—I thin kshe cares for you, too. Her terror at the thought you were dead surpasse dthe caring of a friend.” He turned toward the door. “And speaking of that ,Nevare, I must go. It’s cruel for me to let them dangle in suspense while I tarry here, talking with you. I’ll admit that I dread rushing back to Epiny’swrath. I fear her forgiveness will be slow in coming. ” 



“Blame it all on me,” I suggested apologetically. 



“Oh, never fear. I fully intend to.” The grin he gave me was a crackedimitation of his usual one. I was still glad to see it . 



I spoke before I could lose my courage. “I’ll come to town tomorrow,Spink. I’ll come to your house. 

We can tell people that I went there to visi tyour maidservant, Amzil. ” 



He folded his lips for a moment and then decided to speak. “Odd how easyit is for you to arrange a ruse once you decide to do it.” I bowed my hea dto the rebuke in his voice. I could imagine the scene he was returning to ,and dreaded my own next encounter with my cousin. “I’ll see Epiny an dtell her that all the secrecy was my fault, not yours. And I’ll go t oheadquarters and report I was attacked. ” 



He glanced back at me. “And prove it how? You’re completely healed ofabullet wound in less than three days. There’s no evidence you can offe rthat you were attacked. What are you going to tell them? ” 



“I’ll think of something.” 



He nodded grimly and left. I barred the door after he’d mounted andridden away. I took the coffee from the fire and poured myself a cup. I twasn’t what I wanted, but I sipped it anyway. It was hot and bitter 



an ddid nothing to assuage any of my hungers. While Spink had been here, I’ dbeen able to call my thoughts my own. Now that he was gone, I fel tbesieged again. “Nevare.” Olikea’s call sounded closer . 



“No.” I said aloud. “I’ve had it with you and your magic.” 








CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHTCOFFINS

I did not intend to sleep that night. I did not want to wake finding I hadsleepwalked into the forest. I sat up in my chair by the fire. As the nigh tcrawled past, I drank mug after mug of steaming black coffee. Th e

summer evening outside was balmy, so I let my small cook fire slowly die.I watched the flames falter and shrink until they subsided as a ripple oflight over the dwindling coals . 

From time to time, I heard Olikea call to me. With every summons,temptation flamed up in me, but I was determined. Covering my ears di dnothing to muffle her invitation. The magic conveyed her call to me rathe rthan the utterance of her voice. Was she in league with the magic or onl ythe unwitting tool of it? Perhaps it was only that she wanted to use th e

magic in me for her own ends. The last cup of coffee from the pot wasthick and bitter. I’d worked hard all day and my body ached for sleep. Th enight had reached its coolest point, and I felt chilled. I longed to wra pmyself in a blanket but resisted. Too much comfort would make me mor esusceptible to sleep. 

Dawn would come soon. I rubbed my eyes, stood up ,and paced around the room. I yawned hugely and sat down in my chai ragain . 



“Nevare.” 



“I’m not coming.” I leaned my head back on the hard top of my chair andstared into the shadowed corner of the room. I could picture how irritate dshe would be at my refusal. She’d be standing just inside the new forest ,just beyond the spring where I filled my water bucket, naked to the night ,heedless of the chill and the settling dew. I had noticed something the las ttime I was with her; even in the darkness, I could sense the dappling o nher skin when I ran my hand down the smooth curves of her back. Ther e was a very subtle difference in the texture from dark to light. My mothe rhad used to favor a fabric that had that texture. What had she called it? Icouldn’t remember, and that saddened me. Another little bit of my old lif egone from me . 



“Nevare.” 







“Leave me alone, Olikea. You don’t love me. You don’t even know who I amor where I came from. 

You’re just the same as Amzil. She can’t see past m yfat to discover who I am inside. You can’t see past my body either. But t oyou, it’s what makes me desirable. It’s probably the only thing that does. ” 



“Who is Amzil?” It was a sharp, suspicious query. 



“Don’t worry about it. She is just another woman who doesn’t love me.” 



“There are many women in this world who do not love you.” She puffed her lips at me disdainfully and lifted her chin. “Why should you care about one more?” 



“There you are absolutely correct. There are multitudes of women in thisworld who don’t love me. In fact, if we were looking for women who di dlove me, I think we could quickly narrow it down to two. 

However, on eloves me as a brother and one as a cousin. Neither is very satisfactory to aman. ” 



“Why not?” She stood just under the shadow of the trees. Her basketrested on one outthrust hip. I could smell the mushrooms, and the soft ,heavy petals of a pale water blossom that tasted like sweet pepper. Th enecklace I had given her glittered around her throat. It was the only thin g she wore. Her jutting breasts seemed to offer themselves to me, a warmersort of fruit. For a moment, I could not think . 



“A man wants more than kindly affection from a woman. He wants all ofher.” She puffed her lips at me again. “That is a stupid thing to want. Onl ya woman can have all of herself. You should be happy with what an ywoman offers you, rather than to want everything she is. Do you offer al lyou are to any one woman? I doubt it. ” 



That stung. “I would if a woman offered all of herself to me. It is hard forme to be with someone who holds herself back from me. My heart doesn’ tlove that way, Olikea. Maybe among your folk that is how you love. Bu tamong my people— ” 



“Your people and my people are the same people, Nevare. Over and overItell you this. Cannot you 



learn it? The People are the only people you hav enow, Nevare. And we offer you everything. So why do not you love us wit hthis ‘heart’ of yours? Why do not you come to us for every day and ever yhour, and use the magic of the People as it should be used? ” 



“To do what?” I asked her. We had moved closer together. The cool mud ofthe spring’s edge cradled my bare feet. The night did not seem so dark .There was light in the spring water that glinted up at us. 

The light i nOlikea’s eyes was twin to it. I smelled the startling tang of crushed fruit. I twas a berry in her hand. She reached up to my unsmiling mouth to push i tgently between my lips. Her fingertips lingered a moment on my tongu eand then drew back, painting my lips with the stinging sweetness of th efruit. My senses reeled with the flavor, the scent, and her touch . 



“This is a new taste for you,” she whispered. “They grow only in our dreamcountry. And only a Great One like you is allowed to eat it. I can taste i tonly when I taste it on your mouth.” With sticky fingers, she hooked m yface, pulled it closer, and lapped her tongue lightly across my lips. A ma ncan only bear so much. My dreams of true love and the fulfilment of a lif eshared dissolved beneath a wave of simple lust. I caught her up and pulle dher close. She let the basket of food fall. I tasted the skin of her neck , breathed in the scent of her hair . 



She laughed softly. “Remember, I do not love you as your sister does, noras your cousin does. I do not love you as a plain-skin woman would lov eher man. So this—” and she touched me teasingly “—is not enough for you .Is it? You don’t want this from me, do you? ” 



“I want it,” I told her fiercely, imprisoning her in my arms. “I want it, butIwant more than just this. Can’t you understand that, Olikea? Are ou rpeoples truly so different? ” 

“Our peoples? I tell you and tell you. You have only one people. There isonly one people, the People. 

They are our people. All others are strangers .All others threaten our ways. ” 



“I don’t want to talk right now,” I decided. I stooped and picked her up inmy arms. She gave a whoop of surprise and flung her arms around m yneck. I liked the feeling that I could startle her, that I could move her wit hmy strength. It fueled my lust . 



I carried her deeper into the forest. Magic surged in me with the heat ofdesire. I made a gesture, and moss and fallen leaves gathered themselve sinto a couch for us. Another motion of my hand, and a tree branc hdrooped to become a support for a vine that suddenly draped itself into abower around us. 

Fragrant flowers opened to perfume the night. Ibanished the small stinging insects that had come to investigate us, an dinvited instead the little glowing moths, that I might better see what Itouched. I lavished magic with a free hand. It was as simple and natural a sthe way Olikea opened herself to me, and as mutually pleasing. This nigh t





I led and she followed in that most ancient dance. In our previous timestogether, she had always taken the role of aggressor, and I had bee nastonished to find how much pleasure I could take in that. This night, Ithink she was equally surprised to find that a male could command he rpleasure so completely. 

Discovering that I could render her near-mindles swith bliss bolstered my sense of myself as nothing else had in the previou syear. It spurred me to greater efforts, and when at last she lay beside me ,slack in my arms, I felt I had proven something to her, though I could no thave said exactly what . 



We dozed. After what seemed a very long time, she asked, “Are you hungry?” 



I nearly laughed. “Of course I’m hungry. I’m always hungry.” 



“Are you?” She sounded concerned. She set her hand on my side tenderly. 

“You should never be hungry. Not if you would allow me to care for youproperly. Not if you allowed me to feed you as you should be fed. How ca nyou do all that the magic wishes you to do if you do not eat as you should ?You must pay attention when I call to you, and eat every night of the food Ibring to you. You must stay close by me so that I can bring you to the pea kof your powers.” She stood up and stretched. “I’ll be right back. ” 



I lay where I was on the moss, trying to find thoughts that belonged to me.I hadn’t intended to come here. Yet here I was, enmeshed with Olike aagain, and listening to her scold me for not letting the magic have its wa ywith me. I knew it was a problem, but I couldn’t bring myself to car e about it. She returned and sat down in the angle of my body, her backagainst my belly. She leaned back on me a little and rummaged in he rbasket. Some of the fruit had been bruised in the fall. I could smell eac hseparate one quite clearly. She offered me a lily leaf. “Eat this first. Fo ryour strength.” I took it from her and ate a bite. “So. You anticipate I wil lneed more strength tonight? ” 



I was surprised when she giggled. “You might. Just eat it.” 



I obeyed and then asked, “Does each food you bring me have its ownvirtue? ” 



“Here, yes. On the other side, sometimes food is just food. To eat. Hereeach one is a piece of magic. 

What you eat here is far more potent tha nanything you eat on the other side. It is why it is so important that yo ucome here every night. ” 







“What other side?” 



“The other side of here,” she said impatiently. She took another lily leaf,put an orange section of root in its center, and rolled the fleshy leaf aroun dit. “Like this. Eat it like this. ” 



I obeyed. The orange root was slightly sweet. Weariness fell away from me.I reached over and pulled her basket closer to me. “What is this one for?” Iasked, taking a clump of pale yellow mushrooms . 



“For walking the web more strongly.” 





“I don’t understand.” 





She puffed her lips at me, and then made a dismissive gesture with her fingers. 

“Just eat it. Trust me. I know these things.” 





The mushrooms had an earthy flavor, rich and dark. She followed themwith a double handful of berries so ripe and sweet that they burst in m yhands before I could get them to my mouth. Each had a flat seed inside it ,strongly piquant. As I chewed a mouthful, she said, “You should go now ,so that you can come back to me on the other side before the light is to ostrong. You do not need to bring anything with you. 

Simply go and the ncome back to me. ” 





I didn’t understand, so I avoided the question. “The light doesn’t botherme.” 

“It troubles me. And you need to be with me, so that I can show you theway to the deeper place. We think that one of the old ones will fal ltomorrow. The magic will waken with great fury then. It would be bette rfor us to be sheltered from that wrath. ” 





“I cannot go with you tomorrow, Olikea. I promised my friend that I wouldcome to visit him in Gettys. I have to keep that promise. ” 



“No.” She shook her head. “Tomorrow death sweeps through that place. Itwill only make you sad to see it. Come away with me. ” 



Every word she spoke jabbed me like a small pin, awakening me to myother life and the dangers that threatened it. While I loitered here wit hher in satiation and contentment, my friends were in danger. Th e closeness I had felt to her was thinning like darkness before the dawn . 

“Were you there?” I asked her. “When your people danced the Dust Dancein Gettys, were you there, spreading disease with the dust? ” 



“Of course I was,” she answered promptly. There was no shame in hervoice, no regret at all. “You saw me leave by the gate. I thought you woul dcome with me, but then I saw that you had her with you. So I left you.” Ilifted her hand that rested against my ribs and looked at it. “With thi shand, you threw the dust that will make all of them sicken with th eplague?” She twisted her hand from my grip, and then held it palm-u pand fingers loose. She shook it like that. “It is the winnowing. The dus tflies and blows and settles where it will. Some will walk the path of th ewinnowing and some will not. Of those who walk the path, some will cros sthe bridge and others will not. Some will serve the magic: they will cross ,but come back to us, briefly, as messengers from that far place. Amon gour people, we honor those ones as worthy of a tree. They send down root sto one world and reach up branches to another. They stay among us the nand grow, and wisdom grows with them. You, you bury your dead to rot ,as if you care nothing for the wisdom of that world. The messengers wh ocome back to you, you ignore and bury beneath the earth. We have trie dto help you be wiser. We have tried to give some of your people trees s othat they could grow in wisdom, but never does it work. The tree does no tthrive, or one like you comes to tear them free from the tree and thro wthem back into a hole in the ground where they rot like bad seed. ” 



I sat very still. She took another lily leaf from the basket, rolled it aroundan orange root, and passed it to me. I took it from her absently. I coul dalmost understand what she was telling me. The little I comprehende dfrightened me. Olikea took pleasure in her musing. “A few, a very few lik eyou,” and she patted me fondly, “pass through the winnowing a differen tway. No one knows what makes the dust change you. Perhaps it is not tha t

the dust changes you, but that you have already changed in a way the dustcannot alter. Great Ones can cross the bridge more than once and retur nto stay among us as members of the People.” She shrugged. 

“Perhaps it i sbecause the magic knows its own. It is a thing to think on, sometimes ,when one does not feel too much like sleeping. But it is not a thing to b etroubled about, because it does not matter if we ever understand it or not .It is for the magic to know. We can be content with that.” She spoke softly , contentedly, as if this was a philosophy of life. To me, it was he rjustification for the slaughter of innocents. I felt sudden disgust wit hmyself that I had whiled away these hours in animalistic pleasure 



while i nGettys men, women, and children were beginning to burn with th esickness she had sown. “You can, perhaps, be content with that. I cannot. ”I rolled to my belly, pushing her away from me in the process. She mad e

an annoyed sound. I got my knees under me and then stood up. “I amleaving, Olikea. I will never come back to you. I cannot be with you again. Icannot accept what you have done to my people in Gettys. ” 



“What I have done? You make this my doing? It is the doing of the magic.And perhaps it is more your doing than mine. Perhaps, oh plain-ski nGreat One, if you had followed the magic’s calling more willingly, it woul dnot have had to be!” She sprang to her feet to confront me “If you ha ddone the task the magic set you, the intruders would be gone by now ,banished back to their own lands. You were the one who was to drive th eplain-skins back to their own lands . 



Jodoli saw that clearly. We all saw that. For that task, the magic markedyou. And we have waited, we have all waited, and I have tried to nurtur eyou to your power, but always you run away and deny it and refuse it .Jodoli humbled himself to show you the danger that threatened th eancestor trees. He has explained it to you in every way it can be explained .All thought that when your own eyes beheld the danger to the ancesto rtrees, you would waken to your task. But now they teeter and sway, an d tomorrow one of them will fall and be no more! They are the oldes tmemories of our people, and tomorrow we lose them. Because of th eintruders. Because they wish to make a path for their horses and wagon sto go where they have never needed to go before. They say it will be a goo dthing for us, but how can they know what is good for us when they hav ebegun by destroying our greatest good thing? 

We have let them feel ou rsorrow. We have let them feel our fears. Still, they are too stupid to g oaway. 

So they must be driven away with harsher means. How can anyon edoubt that? But you, oh, you look at those intruders who live little shor tlives known only to themselves, you look at those treeless people and yo usay, ‘Oh, let them stay, let them cut the ancestors from their roots, do no t make them endure the winnowing, let them be.’ And why? Because theyare wise or kind or great of heart? No. Only because they look like you! ” 



“Olikea, they are my people. They are as dear to me as your people are toyou. 

Why can you not understand this?” 





She puffed her cheeks in a display of utter disbelief. “Understand what?They are not the People, Nevare. They will never be the People of thi splace. They must all go away, go back to their own place, and then all wil lbe as it should be again. Except, of course, that with their tools ‘you rpeople’ will have cut a hole in the sky of leaves and stolen from us th eoldest of our elders. But for this, you care not at all! 

Will you say what al lof ‘your people’ say? ‘It is only a tree!’ Say that, Nevare. Say it so I can hat eyou as you deserve.” I stared at her in shock. Tears were running down he rcheeks. They were tears of fury, true, but up to that moment I had no tthought anything I said or did would wring such impassioned words 



fro mher. I was a fool. I tried to reason with her. “The Gernians will never leav ehere, Olikea. I know my people. Once they have come to a place, they d onot leave it. They stay, they trade, and their towns grow. Your lives wil lchange, but the changes will not be all bad. You could learn to accept it .Think of your own people. From us they get tools and cloth and jewelry .And sweets! Remember how much you liked the sweets? The Speck peopl elike these things, and we value the furs that they— ” 





“Be silent!” She shrieked the words at me. “Do not tell me in soft wordsthat our dying will not hurt! Do not tell me of trinkets to wear and tools t ouse and sweet things to eat.” She tore the simple bead necklace I had give nher from her throat and the bright little glass beads went scattering ,littering the moss like tiny seeds of Gernia . 





I looked at them, glistening orbs of red and blue and yellow resting on topof the moss like a dew of gems, and for an instant I saw the future. Ahundred years from now, those shiny bits of glass trodden into the groun dwould still remain intact, but the forest near the cemetery would be gone .I felt a sudden sorrow that it would be so, but I also recognized the truth . 

“Olikea, it is inevitable.” 



Her hands rose as claws and she screamed wordlessly at me. I lifted myhands to defend my face from her nails. “Stop!” I told her, and to m yhorror, the magic obeyed me. She halted, straining against it, longing t orake me bloody, but unable to push past the boundary I had put there. Fo r a moment she scrabbled against it wordlessly, a savage animal cagedbehind glass. Then she stopped. 

Breasts heaving, eyes streaming tears ,she let her hands drop to her sides. She took a ragged breath. 

When sh espoke, I could hear how she forced the words past the lump in her throat . 

“You think you can do this! You think you can swell up big with the magicof the People and use it against us. You cannot. You will come to do wha tthe magic says you must. This I know. Of this, I say to you, ‘It i sinevitable!’ And you shake your head and make your eyes sad and do no tbelieve me. I do not care. The magic will convince you. It will send you amessenger you cannot ignore, and then you will know. You will see.” Sh e

crossed her arms in front of her and stood tall and straight, reclaiming herdignity. “I did not think you were so stupid, Nevare. I thought that if I fe dyou, you would see the path of wisdom and tread it.” She fluttered he rfingers dismissively. “You did not. But it does not matter. You will d o what the magic had destined for you. You will turn your people back totheir own lands. We all know this. Soon, you will know it, too. ” 







She turned her back on me and walked away. Her stride was arrogant andfree once more, not that of a woman scorned but rather that of a woma nwho had won and no longer cared whether I recognized that or not. As Iwatched her go, the dawn’s light broke through the canopy overhead. I nthat sudden brightness, I could not see. I blinked frantically, but sh eseemed to be disappearing even as I stared after her . 



I shut my eyes and knuckled them. 



When I opened them, fingers of strong daylight had reached through thecracks in my window shutters to fall across my face. My back was stiff an dmy neck ached from sleeping with my head thrown back against my chair .I sat up, flinching as my neck bones crackled. Despite all my efforts, I’ dfallen asleep. 

And I’d dreamed…something. The first thought that came t ome filled me with dread. I’d promised to go and see Epiny today . 



I groaned and rubbed the back of my neck, and then scrubbed my stiffface with my hands. When I lowered them I was stunned at what I saw .My fingers and hands were sticky and stained red from the fruit I ha dshared with Olikea. My mind wobbled as it tried to integrate the idea o f dreaming myself into a world that left physical evidence of itself. The otherside, Olikea had called it. And now I was back on this side. The strength o fthe sunlight filtering through my shutters told me that I had slept far pas tmy usual rising time. I rose and opened the window to the day. It wa ssunny and fine, and the sun already stood high in the sky. I rubbed m y

face again, and then grunted in annoyance. By the time I’d wiped thestickiness of the dream fruit from my face and hands, I had anothe r

distraction. The sounds of a horse and cart reached me through the openwindow. I wondered if someone was returning Clove to me, but a glanc eout the window showed me that was not so. A man with his face muffle din a scarf perched on the seat of wagon pulled by a swaybacked black nag .It took me a moment to recognize Ebrooks. Three coffins jutted from th eopen back of the cart. My heart sank. 

It had begun . 



I went out to meet him. He waved me back. “Speck plague!” he shouted atme “Going though the town like a prairie fire. Here. Put this on before yo ucome any closer.” He tossed me first a small glass bottle and then a folde dcloth. The liquid in the bottle proved to be vinegar. “Wet the cloth wit hthat and tie it over your nose and mouth. ” 



“Will it keep away the plague?” I asked him as I obeyed him. Heshrugged. “It’s mostly for the smell. But if it keeps you from catchin gplague, well, you haven’t lost anything. ” 







As I tightened the knot in the kerchief over my face, I heard a terriblesound. It was like a distant scream, breathlessly and hideously prolonged .It ended with a monumental crash that shook the earth under my feet. Istaggered a step or two from the impact and then stood unsteadily, dizzie dfrom the experience. 

“What was that?” I demanded of Ebrooks . 



He gave me a puzzled look. “I told you. Just vinegar. But some folk say itwards off the plague. Can’t hurt is what I say. ” 



“No, not that. That noise in the distance. The scream. That explosion.” Helooked puzzled. “I didn’t hear anything. There was some talk in town tha tthe high mucky-mucks from Old Thares were saying that we were wastin gtime trying to fell those big trees with saws and hatchets. One fello wsuggested drilling a hole and packing a black powder charge into th etrunk and then touching it off with a long fuse. Don’t know that the y

decided to do it, though. And I’m not sure you could hear if from here evenif they did. ” 



“Oh, I think I’d hear it,” I said faintly. The world still seemed to shimmerat the edges. I knew what I’d heard. The ancestor tree had fallen. Tha tpiece of the past had been destroyed. I had a sense of a gaping tear i ntime, and a cold wind blowing through it. What had been known wa sunknown now. Names recalled, deeds of old, all gone, as if in an instant agreat library had collapsed into ash. Gone . 



“You all right, Nevare? You coming down with the fever?” “No. No, I don’thave the plague. I’m just—forget it. Forget it, Ebrooks.” All would b eforgotten. “Three bodies. It seems so sudden.” “Yes, well, the plague i salways sudden. There will be more before the day is out. The colone l himself has it; they say every officer that was on the reviewing stand isdown with it, and a good portion of the troops. The infirmary filled up las tnight. Now they’re telling people to stay home and put a yellow flag out i nfront of their houses if they have sickness and need help. Town looks like afield of daffodils. ” 



“But you’re all right?” 



“So far. But I’ve had it twice, and lived both times. Makes it less likely I’llget it again. Come on. No time for talking. We’ve got to get these one splanted before the next load arrives. Kesey was waiting on coffins when Ileft. Luckily, they had a batch of planks all sawn, just the right size. ” 



“Yes. Lucky.” I didn’t say that was due to my foresight. What had seemedeminently practical when I 



had suggested it now seemed grisly an dforeboding. I felt as if I’d been the croaker bird waiting for the dead to die .As if my thought had summoned them, I heard a hoarse cawing. I turne dto see three of the carrion eaters sail in from the seemingly empty blu eskies and alight in the branches of my newly planted trees, which ben tbeneath the weight of their heavy bodies. One of the croakers spread hi swide black wings in alarm and cawed again. I felt cold. Ebrooks didn’ teven notice them. “All those empty graves you dug will come in hand ynow. Time to show the colonel what you’re made of. ” 



“Is he very ill?” I asked him. I walked beside the wagon as he drove itslowly to the opened and waiting earth . 



“The colonel? I reckon. He’s never had it before. First year he was here, itwent through the ranks like a batch of salts. Killed the commandin gofficer; that was when Colonel Haren got jumped up to commander. Well ,the day he did, he all but went into hiding . 



You’ve seen how he is. Hardly ever leaves his rooms if he can help it. I hearhe’s got them all fixed up like a little palace in there. Comfy as a bug in arug. Winter and summer, he keeps a fire going in there; I know tha t

rumor is true, because I see the smoke all the time. Someone told him thatfire fights off fever; burns it right out of the air before it can get to a man .Seemed to work for him, anyway. But maybe this was just his time for it .He come down bad, I hear, and none of those visiting officers are likely t ogo home. Well, actually, they will, but in boxes. Too good to be buried ou there in the wild east with us common soldiers. 

They’ll go home to thei rfancy stone tombs. Well, here we are. Last stop, folks. ” 



His forced good cheer was already beginning to grate on me, but I didn’task him to stop. I suspected that whatever feelings he hid behind tha tmask would be harder for me to look at. We worked quickly and efficientl y

to set each coffin in an open grave. The names were marked on each coffin. Elje Soot. Jace Montey. Peer Miche. The waiting graves were onesIhad dug last autumn. Grass and weeds had sprouted on the soil mounde dnext to each hole. “I’ll go get some shovels,” I said when the heavy coffin swere in place. ” 



“Sorry, friend. I won’t be staying to help you dig today. My orders were tocome right back for the next load. Oh. Wait.” He took a folded paper fro mhis pocket. “Here are the names. Better note down who went in each hol eif you want to make markers for them later.” He watched me closely as Itook the paper. “Oh. Yes. Thank you, I’ll do that.” I took the list, scarcel yseeing the names . 







“I’ll see you later, then.” 



“I’m afraid you will, and often.” He paused. “You didn’t know none ofthem, did you?” he asked curiously . 



“No. I don’t think I did. And it’s too late now.” 



“Humph. Well, I admit I thought you might flinch a bit when you sawthose names. But either you’re cold as ice or you never knew them at all .These fellows aren’t dead from plague, Nevare. These are the ones the yfound dead around your wagon in the stable. Doctor still don’t know wha tkilled them. He wanted to keep them a bit longer, figure it out, but with al lthe folks sick and needing the beds, he told me, ‘Just get them in th eground. We’ll sort it all out later.’ You didn’t know nothing about them ,huh?” 



A chill went up my back. Ebrooks had been testing me with that list.Itried to speak slowly as if jolted by his news. “Someone found my wagon ?And my horse? I got jumped a couple days ago. Hit on the head. 

When Iwoke up, I’d been robbed. My horse and wagon were gone. I managed t owalk back here and didn’t do much for the next day or so. You think the ywere the ones who jumped me? ” 



“Well. I known them a little. Never figured them for thieves. Not that theywere gentlemen, either. Mean as a mad dog, that was Elje. And Peer jus tliked to see blood. Everyone knew that about him. None of the whores eve rwanted his money. Still, I hate to see any of us go like that. They were al ltwisted up like poisoned cats. That’s no death for a soldier. ” 



A terrible tingling ran over me. In a fit of anger, I’d killed these men. It had been vengeance for what they had done to me, and yet it still botheredme. Horribly. Ebrooks was right. Execution by unseen magic was not afitting death for any soldier. I felt as if I was made of wood as I lifted anumbed hand to wave a farewell to Ebrooks. He waved back at me an d slapped the reins on the horse’s back. 



I fetched my spade and began moving earth down onto the coffins. Thefirst few shovelfuls woke an empty thumping from the coffin below, bu tsoon I was shoveling earth onto earth. I’d finished the first grave and wa scarefully packing the mounded earth into a smooth heap before i toccurred to me how commonplace this had become to me. I hadn’t eve nbreathed a prayer over them. Neither had Ebrooks. 

He’d behaved as i fhe’d dropped off a load of grain sacks. All my life, I’d always heard of ou rglorious military tradition of respect for the dead. After battles, ou rsoldiers were always buried with pomp, 



ceremony, and reverence. Th emilitary cemeteries in the west were well tended, planted with flowers an dtrees and solemnized with ornamental statues. Not here. Here we plante dour dead like potatoes . 



Speck plague had made death mundane. Dealing with it had becomesomething we did efficiently. 

Mourning would come later, when dange rhad passed and we had time for reflection. It saddened me, but on a dee plevel of familiarity, I understood it. It was no different from how I ha dbeen forced to bury my mother, sister, and brother . 



I put my foot on the shovel and pushed it deep into the grassed-over heapof soil. The first shovelful of earth and gravel rattled down onto the coffin’ swooden lid. It was the only music that would be played to memorialize thi spassing . 



The day was warm, and sweat had long since soaked my shirt to my back.I toiled doggedly on. My head throbbed. My brief sleep of the night befor ehad not rested me. On the contrary, whenever I allowed my mind to stra yto that “dream,” I felt even more drained of energy and purpose. I did no tthink that Olikea would make a threat she could not fulfill. The only way Icould distract myself from that anxiety was to worry about Spink an dEpiny and Amzil and the children. Had the plague descended on thei rhouse as well? If it had not, if her mind was free to dwell on such things ,would Epiny forgive me for not coming to visit as I’d said I would? I hope dshe would consider my profession and understand. I lifted yet anothe rshovelful of soil. 



I promised myself that as soon as I finished the third grave, I would takearest. I’d make a trip to the spring for cool, fresh water. I was thinking o fthat longingly as I used the back of the shovel to smooth the mounded soi lover the last grave when I heard an ominous sound. It was the rattling o fheavy wagons. 

On the first, driving it slowly, sat Kesey, his face swathe dagainst the plague. The wagon rode heavy; there were six coffins stacke din it. A soldier I didn’t know drove the other wagon, equally large. Thre e other soldiers rode in the back, perched on top of a load of lumber. Thesecond wagon halted near my shed. The men jumped down and bega nunloading their cargo. Kesey drove the other wagon slowly toward me. H ehadn’t even reached me before I saw Ebrooks drive up his horse an dwagon, similarly laden. Kesey pulled his team in. “Give me a han dunloading,” he requested gruffly . 



“What are those men doing?” I asked, gesturing at the fellows unloadinglumber. He shook his head sadly. “The bodies are piling up at th einfirmary. I can only haul six coffins at a time. But if the supplies to mak ecoffins or the coffins themselves are already out here, then I can just brin gthe bodies. We can crate them up here before we drop them in the holes. ”He spoke with deliberate callousness. He climbed into the back of hi swagon while I stood at the rear of it and shoved one of the top coffin stoward me. I caught an end of it, surprised by how little it weighed. Kese ysaw the look. “She was just a girl,” he said. 

“Martil Tane. ” 







“You have a list of names, then?” 

“I do.” 

We lowered the first coffin and went on to the others, taking each one inits turn. The names were roughly chalked on the coffin lids. I put the list o fthe dead in my pocket with the first one. By the time we were finishe d

with Kesey’s load, Ebrooks was ready to deliver his. We went by the orderof his list. I borrowed a pencil stub from Ebrooks to number the lists t omatch the graves. Nine coffins awaited burial. I was relieved whe nEbrooks and Kesey both went for shovels. Even with three of us working, i twas heavy work. At one point, they walked to the shade of my fledglin ghedge while I went to the spring for a bucket of water. We drank, put fres hvinegar on our masks, and cooled our heads. “How bad is it going to get? ”I wondered aloud . 

Kesey lifted his mask and spat to one side. “The first few days are alwaysheavy. The weak ones go down fast. After that, it’s just steady for a while .Then, just when you think it has to be over, there will be another flurry o fdeaths. I think the people that have been taking care of everyone just ge ttoo tired and let go. Then it trickles off until it’s only one or two a day unti lit finally stops. And then winter comes. ” 



I wanted to ask him how many plague seasons he had seen, but could notbring myself to form the words. I looked at the freshly mounded graves ,then toward my shed, where the ringing of hammers against nails ha dbeen a constant since the men and lumber arrived. A glance in tha tdirection showed me a tidy stack of new coffins. As I watched, two me nstood up and moved another one into place. There was something s o

implacable about the process that my heart turned over in my chest. Itwas almost like an odd sort of peace . 



This was the Gettys I had not been able to see before now. This parade ofcoffins, this methodical burial of the dead, this was what had separate dme from the veterans of my regiment, far more than my body had. Thi swas the war they had fought without weapons every summer since the yhad been stationed here. They lived the year around knowing that whe nthe hot, dry days of summer returned, disease would pick them off a sremorselessly as any enemy marksman. Like any battle-hardene dregiment, they looked askance at the newcomer, wondering how long h ewould last and if, when the battle were joined, he would fight or break.  Ihad been green and I had not known it until then. We were at war wit hthe Specks, and today marked my first skirmish. How had I ever doubte dit? I had lived in the midst of this graveyard and never truly seen what i tmeant until then . 



“Let’s finish it,” I said quietly, and picked up my shovel. With a grunt,Ebrooks stooped to take up his and Kesey followed . 







I was smoothing the last mound with the back of my shovel when I heardthe creak and clatter of another wagon coming. I looked up in dismay. Th esky had begun to turn pink in the west; the light would soon be gone. Ove ran hour ago, the coffin-builders had left their yield and departed for town .Only the three of us remained . 



I didn’t recognize the driver until Kesey grunted and said, “More joy tocome. It’s Sergeant Hoster.” 

Ebrooks uttered a muffled obscenity. I sai dnothing at all, but my heart filled with dread. Yet when they picked u ptheir shovels and went to meet the wagon, I forced myself to trail alon gafter them.  Hoster pulled in his team alongside the row of empty coffin sand sat waiting for us to approach. His vinegar-soaked mask was cruste dbrown with road dust. “Got a few more deaders for you. The docs don’ twant them lying around the infirmary. ” 



“Couldn’t they have waited until morning? Night’s coming on fast,” Keseyobjected . 



“You don’t have to bury them tonight. Just get me unloaded so I can headback to town. There’s a double Gettys tonic waiting for me, and one o fSarla’s whores, on the house.” He scratched the back of his neck and the npretended to notice me for the first time. “Well, well. I thought you’d ru noff and joined the Specks by now. You would have if you were smart, Burv .But then you probably think you are smart. So smart that you think yo ucovered all your tracks and no one can prove what you done. But I can , 

Tubs. And you won’t get away with it. This outbreak of plague may giveyou a bit of a reprieve, long enough to dig more graves. But when it’s al lover, we’ll still find time to deal with you. I promise you, in the end you’l lbe filling a grave up here. Justice will be done. ” 



“I haven’t done anything,” I retorted, but even as I said the words, I knewthem for a lie and could almost taste the untruth in my mouth. I’d kille dthose three men and now I’d just lied about it. Hoster laughed skeptically . 

“Keep saying that. See how much good it does you. Bet you’re wishing youcould bury me, aren’t you, Fats? Shove me under a shitpile like you di dthat poor whore. I’ll admit one thing. I’d love to know how you done thos emen.” 



“I don’t think he had anything to do with it,” Ebrooks defended mesuddenly. “He didn’t even know their names. He said he got jumped an dsomeone stole his wagon. ” 



“You don’t have to know a man’s name to kill him, stupid. Now shut upand unload this wagon. ” 







He had the stripes. We did as he told us. There were three bodies, looselyshrouded in sheets. The first was a woman. We set her in her coffin, an dwhile Kesey put a lid on top, Ebrooks and I went back for the next body .The cloth came free of his face and I was shocked to recognize the barbe rwho had shaved me when I first came to Gettys. I hadn’t know him well ,but having the plague take an acquaintance was a sharp reminder that i tcould strike much closer to me. No one I cared about was safe. I wa ssetting the lid in place on his coffin when I heard Kesey exclaim, “Damn !Buel Hitch. I never figured him to die from plague. ” 



Sergeant Hoster laughed. “I always thought a jealous husband would dohim in. Or that Speck whore I heard he had.” He lifted his mask and spa tover the side of the wagon. “Get him out of there. I want to go home.” H edrove off as soon as the body was clear of the wagon. I stood, stunned an dnumb, and let Kesey and Ebrooks carry the scout to his coffin. As they se thim in, Kesey said quietly, “He must have gone down fast. He’s stil lwearing his uniform.” With unlikely tenderness, he reached down an dtugged Hitch’s collar straight . 



“Or as much of the uniform as he ever wore.” Ebrooks gave a small, fondlaugh. “Damn the luck. That’s a shame. That man had the spirit of the ol dregiment in him. Not many of us left like him. It’s too bad to see him g olike that.” I had picked up another coffin lid. As I approached the coffin, Iwondered if I wanted to look at Hitch’s face one last time or not. Th echoice was taken from me. Kesey had reached in and covered him over , 

and I found I couldn’t bring myself to touch the cloth. I set thewooden-planked lid in place. Ebrooks spoke quietly. “You keep goo d

watch over him tonight, Nevare. Don’t let no Specks come and steal him.He may have walked the line, and yes, we all know he crossed over it mor ethan once. But he was ours, he was cavalla, and he ought to be burie dhere, not stuck to some tree somewhere.” “He had a Speck woman, Iheard,” Kesey added sagely. “She or her kin might come for him. You kee pgood watch, Nevare. ” 



“You aren’t going to help me bury them tonight?” I was dismayed at thethought of letting the corpses lie unburied all night . 



“Tomorrow’s soon enough,” Kesey said, glancing at the sky. “Light’s going.I don’t fancy filling in graves in the dark. Ebrooks and me, we got a lon gdrive back to town. We don’t leave now, it’ll be too dark to see before w eget there. But we’ll be back tomorrow. Probably with more bodies, ma ythe good god save us.” He shook his head at my shocked expression . 

“Nevare, you’ll get used to it and more’s the shame. When they really startdropping, there’s no keeping up with it. You done your best to get read yfor this, but before the week is over, you’ll be digging a trench an dcovering them any way you can. And no one will think the less of you fo rit. ” 







I could think of no response. I watched them mount the wagon. Keseyslapped the reins on the horse’s back and they drove away. I was lef tstanding beside three coffins in the gathering dark . 




CHAPTER TWENTY-NINETHE MESSENGE R

I couldn’t stand it. 



The thought of going to my cabin, eating, and then trying to sleep whilethe dead lay in boxes outside my cabin was too much for me. I looked a tthe darkening sky and resolved to try to bury them . 



The problem was moving the laden coffins to the graves with neither Clovenor my cart to help. The woman’s body had been the lightest, so I bega nwith her. I could not lift the laden coffin; the problem was not the weight .The size and shape prevented me from getting a firm grip on it. Draggin git was difficult and nearly disastrous. I crabbed along backward, draggin gthe coffin over the uneven ground. 

The hasty workmanship of the coffi nbuilders was soon evident, as the flimsily built box began to give way. Istopped and, muttering an apology to the dead woman, removed the li dfrom the coffin and lifted her body out of the box. I tried to be respectfu las I lay her loosely shrouded body on the bare earth. I could not restrai n

myself from hurrying as I carried the empty coffin to her grave site andthen all but ran back to fetch her body. Once I was at her grave, Idiscovered a new awkwardness. I could not lower the laden coffin gentl yinto the earth by myself. I did what was expedient. I put the open coffin i nthe grave and then lowered her body into it. I cringe when I think of ho wawkward it was to straddle the coffin while I put the lid on it, and the nstep on top of it to clamber out of her grave. I had acted with the best o fintentions, and yet I still felt as shamed as if I had deliberately bee ndisrespectful to her. The whole process had taken far longer than I ha dexpected. I shoveled earth in the darkness, working to cover her coffi nmore by feel than by sight. When I stood beside her grave to offer a simpl eprayer to the good god on her behalf, I realized I didn’t know her name .The sergeant had not give me a list. I cursed him for his callousness. The nI added a prayer for myself, that no matter how many bodies I buried, Iwould remain properly respectful to the dead. Shovel on my shoulder, Iwent back to my cabin. The light leaking out from the shutters was awelcome beacon as I trudged past the freshly mounded graves. I wanted t oput this day behind me, to rest, and then find strength to move forwar dthrough the dismal days ahead of me . 



I planned to go inside, wash my hands, and then use one precious sheet ofmy journal paper to carefully make a record of the folk I had buried tha tday. I decided I’d record the woman as “unknown woman victim, blond ehair, of middle years, delivered to cemetery by Sergeant Hoster along wit hthe bodies of Scout Buel Hitch and the barber whose shop was by the wes tgate.” If anyone came looking for them, perhaps the date of death and tha tbrief description would be enough. I realized I faced a long winter o f making grave markers. I wondered if I dared try to sleep that night. No. Ifeared I’d dreamwalk again if I did. And I had to guard Hitch’s body. M yheart sank as I considered his death. I’d lost a true friend. I took a breat hand closed my heart to the grief that tried to hollow it. I needed m ystrength for the next few weeks. Later I could give way to mourning. Ipushed open my door . 







In the same moment that I recalled my cabin should have been dark, I sawHitch sitting beside the little hearth fire he’d lit. I froze where I was. H eturned to me and grinned apologetically. His face had lost flesh from th eplague, and there were dark hollows under his eyes. His voice was hoarse . 

“Come on in and pull up a chair, Nevare. We need to talk.” The foul smellof the plague, familiar to me from my own experience with it, wafted t o

me on his breath. I took two steps backward. Then I turned and ran to thetwo coffins I’d left by my tool shed. The lid from Hitch’s had been kicke daside. It was empty except for a rumpled sheet in the bottom. I went bac k

to my cabin. At the door I hesitated, then resolutely shook my foolishnessaway. He hadn’t been dead. 

That was all. Dr. Amicas had been aware o fsuch incidents; plague victims sank into comas so deep they wer emistaken for death. The doctor had insisted on bodies being hel dovernight to prevent anyone being buried alive. Spink and I had both bee n

“dead” for a time. I pushed my superstitious fears aside. “By the goodgod’s mercy, Hitch, I’m so sorry. 

I thought I was imagining you there.” Ihurried past him to my water cask and began filling my kettle. “We al lbelieved you were dead. It’s only the sheerest luck that I didn’t bury yo utonight. I’m so sorry, man. 

Do you feel all right? I’m making coffee. Do yo uneed water, food? To wake up in a coffin! What could be worse? ” 



“Not to wake up at all, I suppose. But worst of all is to have someone wastea man’s last bit of time with idle chatter. Be quiet, Nevare, and listen. I’ mhere as a messenger. You were expecting me, weren’t you?” Olikea’s angr ywords echoed in my mind. “It will send you a messenger you canno tignore.” Cold emanated from my spine and spread to every part of m ybody. I barely managed to set the kettle on the hob without spilling it. Iwas suddenly shaking, my teeth chattering with it. His grin grew wider, amerry death rictus. “Are you cold? Sit down by the fire, Nevare. I don’ thave much time. Listen to me. ” 



“No. No, Hitch, you listen to me. Back at the academy, Dr. Amicas saidsome of the plague victims seemed to die but then they revived. That wa swhy he wasn’t letting the orderlies take the bodies out of the wards righ taway. You’ve just been in a very deep coma and now you’ve come out of it .You’re disoriented and confused. You need to rest. The same thin ghappened to me and to my friend Spink. We both lived. Let me get yo usome water, and then I’ll ride for the doctor—No, damnit, they stole Clove . 

But I’ll go on foot. I’ll get help for you. You just rest. ” 



He shook his head slowly. “There isn’t any help for me, Nevare. I made mychoice a long time ago, or rather, the magic made its choice when it too kme. After that, I had no choices. That’s one of the things I’ve come to tel lyou. You have to understand this. You don’t have choices when it comes t owhat the magic makes you do. It can turn you against your own people; i tcan make you do things you’d be ashamed to whisper to a demon. Si tdown, Nevare. Please sit down.” I knew that I should insist on getting hel pfor him immediately. Instead, I slowly sank into my chair across from him .He smiled at me, 



and for a moment he looked more like his old self. The nhe looked down at his feet. They were bare, I suddenly noticed. They’d sen thim to his grave without his boots. He spoke without meeting my eyes . 

“I’m going to tell you one of those things I wouldn’t whisper to a demon, Nevare. Because I think it may be the only way to convince you that youhave to do what the magic demands of you. And it’s the only way I ca nclear my conscience. You’ve been resisting the magic, haven’t you? ” 



“Hitch, I truly don’t know what you are talking about. Olikea says thesame thing. So does Jodoli, and so did Tree Woman. They all tell me tha tI’m supposed to do something that will send the Gernians away. 

They ac tas if I know what it is I’m supposed to have done by now. But I have n oidea what they are talking about. If that’s what the magic wants, then i tshould give me some clue of how I’m supposed to accomplish it. Because Idon’t think there is any action one man could take that would suddenl ycause King Troven to give up his road to the sea and the Kingdom o fGernia to retreat from its frontiers. Do you?” He slowly shook his head . 

“Well, I don’t know of any. But then it isn’t my task. It’s yours.” He gaveme a ghost of his old grin. “I’ll tell you one thing that was true of the magi cfor me. When it wanted me to do a thing, I knew clearly what it was. And Idid it. It always seemed the most obvious choice to make. It made m e want to do it more than anything else in the world. Even if it wassomething wrong, something that went completely against the grain, th emagic made it easy, even desirable. Nothing ever made me feel better tha njust doing what it wanted me to do.” He coughed a dry little cough an dadded, “I’ll take that drink of water now, if you please. ” 



His request comforted me. I’d been toying with the idea that I’d somehowslipped into dream travel and was only speaking to him on that “othe rside.” To have him ask for something as simple as water made me mor econfident that we were still in my real world. I rose and went to fill my cu pfrom my water barrel. When I brought it to him, he took it and drank it i nlong, smooth swallows. He lingered over that water as if it were nectar . 



I spoke as he drank. “Your fever’s broken, Hitch. Let me find you somefood. If you drink a lot of water and eat some bland food and get som egood rest, you’ll be fine. You’ll live. I know how vivid fever dreams can be .But you’re back in the real world now. You’re safe. You’re going to live.” A she handed the cup back to me, our eyes met. He looked sorrowful. “Than kyou, Nevare. And not just for the water, but for hoping I’ll live. I won’t, no tin this ‘real world’ of yours. In that other world, well, yes, I expect to liv efor a good long time. In fact, it has been promised to me. Especially if yo udo the task the magic has given you. But my time here is ticking away ,even now. So let me talk while I can . 



“You’re a good man, old son. You’d have been a good soldier, and I suspectyou’d have been a damn fine officer, given the chance. But then, so woul dI, if the magic hadn’t taken me. I hope you’ll understand that what I did, I





did because I didn’t have a choice. Soldiers kill in times of war, andsometimes they do even worse. 

They’re under orders. And everyon eunderstands that a man under orders does things he wouldn’t otherwis edo. When you think of me after this, think of that, please. ‘Hitch wa s under orders.’ Will you do that for me?” A terrible foreboding rose in me.Imoved the bubbling kettle off the hob and then slowly sat down in m ychair again. “Tell me what you did,” I suggested quietly . 



He shook his head, his lips pursed sourly. “You already know, don’t you?”He sighed. “I tried to warn you about it. ‘If you resist the magic, then ba dthings happen to you, things that force you to go the way it wants you t ogo.’ I told you that. Never say I didn’t. It’s like being a sheep herded by abig mean dog. 

Run where it wants you to, and you don’t get bit. I’ve bee nbitten by it a few times. Did I ever tell you that once I had a wife and alittle girl? A real wife, I mean, a Gernian wife, one who dressed in ruffle sand set a fine table, and played sweet little songs to me on her lap harp .Lalaina. And I loved her, Never. 

Loved her, and our little golden-haire dgirl. But that wasn’t what the magic wanted from me. It wanted me ou triding the edges and doing its bidding, not sitting home listening to swee tlittle tunes with a child on my lap. I wouldn’t leave them, though, not fo rthe magic, not for the world. So the magic took them away

. 



“The plague cut them down, and once my roots were gone, the magiccould roll me wherever it wanted me. Kind of like what it done to you. A

girl to marry and your mother’s love and a father who respected you? Well,if you’d kept all those things, you wouldn’t be here now, would you? S owhen you held onto those things too tight, whisk! The magic took the maway. See, that’s what I’m telling you. There’s something you’re stil lholding tight to, isn’t there? If you love it, let go of it. Before the magi cdestroys it, or finds a way to make you let go. ” 



“Epiny and Spink, you mean?” Amzil and her children came to my mindalso, but not from my lips. Not even then could I admit to Hitch that Icared about them . 



“I don’t know who or what you cling to, man. I’m not the magic! All I knowis that you stay here when the magic wants you to move on. So it found away to make you move on. Don’t hate me for this. I’m the messenger. But Icame here on my own just as much as because the magic made me .Because, despite everything, I’m still a soldier son, like you. I’ve still got abit of honor left.” He shook his head ruefully. 

“Damn me. In a few mor eminutes, you’re going to hate me, old son. I don’t like the thought of that .But it’s got to be, before I go. So before I make you hate me, I’ll ask you alast good turn. Because I know that if you give me your word, you’ll stic k

to it, even if you hate me. “Never, will you do me a favor?” 



“What kind of favor?” I asked him, suddenly suspicious. He gaveacroaker bird’s caw of laughter. 





“There, you see. I shouldn’t have warne dyou. A couple of minutes ago you’d have agreed first and then asked wha tit was. Well, it’s something easy, Never. Don’t bury me. That’s all I’ masking. I’m supposed to get a tree. That’s a high honor from the Specks .My own tree. And if they do, if the Specks come and take my body, le tthem have it. All right? Just let them have it. ” 



The thought appalled me. I covered it as best I could. “I’m not going tobury you, Hitch, because you aren’t dead. ” 



He folded his mouth into a stubborn smile and shook his head as if mywords amused him. “Just say you won’t bury me, and I’ll do whatever yo uask, Never. Because I know you’ll keep your word. ” 



“Fine. I won’t bury you.” I felt I was indulging a child. “Now do what yousaid you’d do. Obey me. Go lie down. I’ll bring you more water.” He ros eslowly and when he did, I saw how the sickness had wasted him. Hi sclothing hung on his body. He walked slowly to my bed and sat down on i twhile I got him water. When I handed it to him, he said, “Good-bye ,friend. Good-bye. Because this is the part I do for myself, so I can di eknowing that I warned you. So I say good-bye to you one last time as afriend, because in just a few moments, we won’t be friends anymore. Wil lyou shake my hand a last time, Never? Nevare. See, I’ll even call you b yyour real name. Just shake my hand a last time, and then I’ll tell you. I twill make you hate me, but I warned you. ” 



“Hitch, you’re raving. Just lie back. I’ll be back soon. Well, as soon asI can.” I turned for the door. 



He groaned. “Good-bye, my friend. Good-bye.” 



I feared he was becoming feverish again. He sounded so strange. My handwas on the door latch when he spoke . 



“I killed Fala. I choked her to death with a strap I took from Clove’sharness. And when it was done, I went to Rollo’s Tavern and I got drunk .Good and drunk. Drunk enough to tell everyone that you were a nic eenough fellow, really, but you had a bit of a mean streak, and a tempe rwhere women were concerned. And I hinted that Fala had laughed at yo uwhen you couldn’t do the deed with her. We all had a good laugh abou tthat one, a big porker like you trying to prong a tiny little thing like Fala . 

Everyone knew she’d never lie still for it. She’d mouth a man, but that wa sall. Did ’em all fast, that was our Fala. Yes. We had a good laugh. And the nI drank some more, and threw up on Rollo’s floor, and passed out an d





slept it off in the corner. And rode out the next day. And the worst partwas that I felt good about all of it. Really good. Because I was doing wha tthe magic wanted me to do. The magic wants you to come to the forest .And if you won’t come because you’re being offered sweet foods an dsweeter flesh by Olikea and led that way, then it will drive you wit hwhatever whip or spur it can find. Just like it drove you away from you rhome. There. I’m done. You hate me now, don’t you? ” 



“I think I will in a moment,” I said quietly. I was reeling from hisrevelation. At the same time, all of the pieces were falling into place fo rme. Hitch had taken me to Sarla Moggam’s brothel. Had he arranged tha tFala would volunteer to take me? It wasn’t an unheard of thing, for on eman to arrange a whore for a friend, as a favor or as a rough jest. Iremembered the missing bit of strap from Clove’s harness, and now Irecalled, with a groan, how interested Sergeant Hoster had been in Clove’ sharness the last time I’d gone to town. The three men who had attacke dme? That was what they’d been after. Not to steal my horse and wagon ,maybe not even to hurt me, but to get Clove’s harness, and show the on enew strap amid all the old tack he wore. I’d killed them for that.  Iwondered where that harness was now. 

Did Hoster have it? Did anyon eelse know its significance ? 



If I didn’t flee Gettys and take to the forest and the Specks, my regimentwould hang me for killing Fala. 

As Hitch had warned me, I had no choice sleft. Not if I wanted to live . 



And Hitch, my friend Hitch, had set me up for all this. He’d framed meneatly. Who wouldn’t believe that a whore would mock a fat man wh ocouldn’t perform with her? Was that a reason to kill her? Enough me nwould think so. And would they think me stupid enough to have throttle dher with a strap from my own horse’s harness? Yes, they would. I looked a tthe wreck of a man whom I had trusted. I’d saved his life. I’d called hi mfriend. “You’ve ruined me,” I said quietly. “I know,” he replied as softly . 

“And as a man and as your friend, I’m sorry about that, Nevare. Sorrybeyond anything you can ever know. All I can repeat is that the magi cmade me do it. Maybe someday you’ll understand what I mean by that ,how it forces and lures a man to do what it wants. “I’ll only say one mor ething, and then you can do what you want. Beat me back to death, if i tbrings you any satisfaction. I’m headed that way anyway. 

But before I go ,let me tell you this. Whatever it is you’re supposed to do, Nevare, you’ dbetter do it. 

Do it and have done with it, and know that you did what wa sbest for king and country, not to mention yourself. The Specks, they’r edetermined to have us out of here. The Dust Dance plague and the fear a t the end of the road and the despair that rolls out of the forest and fillsGettys: you might think that’s awful magic, but the Specks think it’s swee tpersuasion. They were sure it would send us all hightailing out of here. Bu tit hasn’t. And you and I both know that likely it won’t. But if you don’t fin da way to make it happen, well, then, all the Specks will say that Kinrov ehas failed and that it is time to listen to the words of the younger men. ” 



I was scarcely listening to him. My mind was racing through solutions tomy problem. I could leave tonight and seek refuge with the Specks. Tha tsolution held little appeal to me. I’d be abandoning all my friends, an dthey’d believe what Sergeant Hoster told them about me. I also didn’ trelish the prospect of 



Olikea flaunting that she had told me so. But adarker fear was that by giving into the magic, I’d be setting my feet on th esame path that Buel Hitch had followed. I didn’t want to become what h ewas now, a decent man distorted and tormented by the foreign magic tha thad infected him. I’d rather face a hanging than be herded like a sheep. Iwould not flee directly into the jaws of what threatened me . 



I could see two alternatives. One was to keep laboring at the cemetery andhope that in the tragedy and the confusion of the plague, poor Fala’ smurder would be forgotten. Yet Sergeant Hoster had promised me he’ dnever let that happen. The sole hope I had of remaining in Gettys an descaping the noose was the man now reclining in my bed, talking in avoice that sounded ever vaguer. “The youngsters, they say they have t omake it a war in the way Gernians understand war. Maybe they’re right .They say that Kinrove’s dancing has failed, that all it has done is consum ethe best and strongest of them. They’re the younger generation, an dthey’ve got new ideas of how to deal with us. They don’t want to give u pwhat they get from us; they like the trade we bring. But they don’t want u sliving here, and they’re tired of waiting for us to go away, and they won’ ttolerate us cutting their ancestor trees. Some of them think the bes tsolution would be open warfare, bloodshed that we’d understand, an dtaking what they want from us. You were the last best hope for avoidin gthat, Nevare. If you don’t do whatever it is you’re supposed to do, they’l lbring war down on us. And there are two things you should know abou tthat: there’s a lot more Specks than the other scouts think there is. An dthey’d all be willing to die, down to the last child, to protect one ancesto r tree.” 



His voice had become a hoarse whisper. His eyes were drooping shut. 

“Hitch?” 





He had stopped speaking. He turned his head slightly toward me butdidn’t open his eyes . 

“Hitch, I’m going for help for you. Just lie there and rest. I’ll be back.I promise.” 



He took a breath and sighed it out as if it would be his last. But then hespoke. “Don’t fight it, Never. It all goes easier if you don’t fight it. I’m no tgoing to fight it anymore. ” 



“Hitch. I’ll be back.” 









A very faint smile curved his lips. “I know you will.” 

I wanted to run. I knew that if I did, I’d collapse long before I reachedtown. So I set off at the brisk walk that I thought I could sustain. Th enight was clear and the moon had risen. There was no color in the light i tgave me, but the longer I walked, the more my eyes adjusted. That bit o fmoonlight and the feel of the road under my boots were enough to guid eme. I was tired to the bone. I’d had two solid days of hard physical labor ,with only a sleepless night full of strange dreams to rest me. My bac kached from all the digging I’d done. It was fear that drove me more tha nthe desire to save Hitch’s life. I wanted him to live, but only because Ihoped I could persuade him to confess to what he had done. It was a thi nthread of hope, but I still believed that I knew the heart of the man. He’ ddone terrible things, if I were to believe his words, but in his heart he wa sstill a soldier son, born to duty. If Hoster did accuse me, I didn’t thin k Hitch would stand idly by and watch me hang for something I hadn’ tdone. Would he put his own head in the noose to save me? That was a

question I didn’t want to consider. I focused on the problem at hand; I hadto keep him alive . 





More than once on that long walk I cursed the men who had stolen Cloveand my wagon. My big horse would have made nothing of this journey .When the lights of Gettys came into sight, I had to resist the urge to brea kinto a run. I knew I had to pace myself. It seemed to me that more light sthan usual burned in the windows for such a late hour. When I finall yreached the town itself, I followed the main thoroughfare right up to th egates of the fort without seeing a living soul on the street. I passed thre e blanket-draped bodies set out in front of homes . 



The annual invasion of the plague had created its own traditions for thetown. The dead were put out almost as soon as they had expired for th ecorpse wagons that would make a circuit of the town three times a da yuntil the plague season ended. People, I thought to myself, learned to cope ;there was nothing so strange, so heartbreaking, or so horrifying tha t

people could not eventually become accustomed to it. 



The wooden walls of Gettys stood tall and black against the night sky.There was a lone sentry on the gate. A torch burned low in a sconce besid ehim, making inky shadows at his feet. He drew himself up straighter as Iapproached and then commanded me to “Halt!” When I did, h eannounced, “This post is under quarantine. No one may enter who is sic kwith the plague. ” 



“That’s the most useless measure I’ve ever heard!” I exclaimed. “There’splague both in and outside the walls. What is the use of a quarantin enow?” He looked tired. “Colonel Haren gave the order before he took ill .And now that he’s dead and Major Elwig is raving with fever, there’s n oone to rescind it. I’m only doing my duty. ” 







“And I’m doing the same. I’ve come in from the cemetery. And I’m notbringing any sickness that isn’t already here. Scout Buel Hitch was sen tout on a corpse wagon a bit prematurely. I think that if a doctor coul dcome to his aid, he might recover. ” 



He laughed. There was no joy in it, or even bitterness. He laughed becauseI so casually suggested the impossible. “The town doctor is dead. Both th eregiment doctors are overwhelmed with the sick already. 

Neither will leav ethe infirmary to go to treat a single victim, regardless of who he is.” ]



“I have to try,” I said, and with a skeptical nod, he passed me through. Ifound my way through the darkened post to the infirmary where I ha dbrought Hitch on my first day in Gettys. Lanterns burned on either side o fthe entry. Outside it, a double row of draped bodies awaited the corps ewagons. I walked carefully around them and entered the building. Th esame boyish soldier who had greeted me the first day was asleep at th edesk in the anteroom, his head pillowed on his arms on top of a thic kbook. Even in his sleep, he looked pale and frightened . 



I knocked gently on the desk to awaken him. He lifted his headimmediately, his mouth hanging slack. It took a moment for his eyes t ofocus. “Sir?” he asked me vaguely . 

“Not ‘sir,’ just ‘soldier.’ I need a doctor for Scout Buel Hitch.” He lookedsleepily confused. “Scout Hitch is dead. I logged him into the recor dmyself.” He gestured at the ledger he’d been using for a pillow. “H erevived at the cemetery. I think that he’ll live if he can get a doctor’s care. ”His eyes widened slightly. He sat up straighter and looked more alert . 



“Lieutenant Hitch is a walker? Ah. Well, if anyone would be, it would behim. But I doubt he’ll live. 

Walkers hardly ever live. They only revive fo r

an hour or so, and then die again. Dr. Dowder and Dr. Frye argue about itall the time when Dr. Dowder is sober. Dowder says they just go into adeep coma, rally briefly, and then die. Frye says they really die and the ncome back. He wrote a big report for the queen about how the Spec kmagic makes them wake up a final time after their first death before the ydie their final death. She sent him a present for writing it. 

The big gree nring he wears on his left hand. ” 



“You seem to know a lot about it.” 



He looked a bit ashamed. “I don’t eavesdrop. The walls here are thin andthey often shout at one another. They shout a lot, about everything. Toda yDowder wanted to bring the sick prisoners here so that they could trea teveryone in one place. Frye was angry about that. He says that soldier sshouldn’t have to die alongside felons. Dowder said that three infirmarie sfor two doctors is ridiculous. And he said 



that a sick man is a sick ma nand deserves to be treated as well as they can manage. They fight abou tthe prisoners a lot. Almost all the prisoners who get sick die. They lime-pi tthe bodies from the prisoner barracks. Dowder says they should be give n

a decent burial.” 



I’d never even stopped to wonder why dead prisoners never arrived at thecemetery. Now I knew. 

Work on the King’s Road, die, and be flung into apit full of quicklime. A sordid end for anyone. “Three infirmaries? ” 



“The officers’ mess is an infirmary now for the visiting delegation from Old Thares. Every one of them sickened. Dowder says they’re all going todie because they haven’t been east long enough for their bodies to adapt t othe humors of this region. Frye says they’ll die because the Specks hate dthem the most.” I was beginning to think that I needed to have a lon gconversation with Frye. He was disturbingly close to what I perceived a sthe truth. I wondered if he might lend his weight to my plea that we sto pcutting the ancestor trees to end our war with the Specks. Could he mak eColonel Haren see that we truly were at war? Then I remembered tha tHaren was dead. I didn’t have time to feel anything about that. Callously, Iwondered if our next commander might be more open to the truth . 



“I need to speak to Dr. Frye or Dr. Dowder. Can you take me to one ofthem? ” 





He shook his head. “I’m not supposed to leave my post.” 





“Can I go in there and look for one of them?” 





The boy soldier yawned hugely. “Dr. Dowder took a Gettys tonic and went to bed. You won’t be able to wake him. Dr. Frye is spending the night inthe officers’ ward. You won’t be able to get in there. ” 









“Is there no one else who can help me? Or at least advise me what I shoulddo for Scout Hitch? ” 



The boy looked uncertain. “There are orderlies on duty, but I am notcertain how much they know. And some townspeople have come to help. ” 



“I’m going to see if there is anyone who can help me,” I announced. 



He shook his head at my determination. “As you will,” he conceded. Beforethe door had closed behind me, his head was pillowed on his ledger again .The infirmary ward was dimly lit. A few hooded lanterns burned on smal lside tables between the beds, but the room was still shadowy and dim. Iwalked into a wall of smell. It wasn’t just sweat and waste and vomit. Th eplague itself seemed to exude a sour stink of illness from the bodies i tconsumed, just as a fire gives off smoke as it devours fuel. My nightmaris h memories of being confined to a plague ward slammed into reality aroun dme. For an instant, I felt again the fever and disorientation. All I coul dthink of was fleeing. I knew I couldn’t . 



I made the mistake of trying to take a breath through my mouth. I tastedthe plague then, a foul miasma that coated my tongue and throat with th etaste of death. I gagged, clamped my mouth shut, and furiously too kcharge of myself. When I had first delivered Hitch here, the infirmary ha dbeen a clean, sparsely furnished room washed with sunlight. Now th ewindows were heavily draped against the night. Twice as many beds line dthe walls, and litters had been brought in and set haphazardly on the floor .Each bed and pallet held a feverish victim. Some tossed and groaned ;others lay deathly still, breathing hoarsely. The door to the next room wa sopen. In that room, someone raved with fever. Three upright figure smoved among the fallen. A woman in a gray dress was making up a nempty bed. A man was going from bed to bed, emptying noisome basin sinto a slop bucket. Closer to me, a woman in blue bent over a patient , applying a wet cloth to his brow. I made my way awkwardly toward her ,stepping around the litters on the floor. I had nearly reached her when sh estraightened up and turned around. For a moment, we simply regarde done another in the dim light. “Nevare?” Epiny whispered furiously . 



I was caught. I could not flee without treading on sick men. I stood staringdown on her. She had always been a slight woman. Now her face was eve nthinner. Her features were sharper than I recalled, and she looked as i f

she had aged much more than the one year since I’d last seen her.I suddenly recalled that she was in the early months of a pregnancy. 



“You should not be here, in your condition,” I rebuked her. Her mouthdropped open in shock. Then she 



reached across the patient who lay o nthe floor between us and seized my upper arm in a painful pinch. 

Keepin ga grip on me, she walked me along the patient and then tugged me afte rher as she picked a path through the beds and pallets . 



“Epiny, I—” 





“Sshhh!” she hissed furiously. 

Still not daring to speak, I followed her out into the anteroom and thenout onto the dark street. The boy soldier at the desk didn’t even stir as w epassed through the room . 



Once we were outside, she turned to face me. I braced myself for harshwords. Instead, she flung herself at me in an attempt to hug me. Her arm scouldn’t span my girth, but it still felt good, until I felt her shoulders heav ein a sudden sob. Then she pushed herself back and looked up at m eangrily. The lantern light picked up the streaks of tears on her face. “ Ishouldn’t be nursing plague victims while I’m pregnant? 

But it’s fine fo rme to be submersed in grief at such a time, I suppose! I thought you wer edead, Nevare! 

For weeks I mourned you as dead, and you let me thin k

that. And so did Spink! My own husband would rather keep faith withafriend than ease his wife’s agony of fear. I will never, never forgive either o fyou for what you’ve put me through. ” 



“I’m sorry,” I said immediately. 



“Of course you are! You should be. It was despicable. But being sorrydoesn’t change anything about the shameful thing you’ve done. And you rown poor little sister, all this time thinking you’d gone to your death ,imagining your body rotting unburied in a ditch somewhere. How coul dyou do that to us, Nevare? 

Why? ” 



And in that moment, all my excellent reasons suddenly seemed shallowand stupid and selfish. I tried them anyway. “I was afraid it would rui nyour reputation if people knew you were related to me,” I said awkwardly . 





“And I’ve always cared so much for my reputation and what other peoplethought of me!” she fumed at 



me. “Did you truly think I was so shallow a sto put such things ahead of family, Nevare? You are my cousin! And yo usaved both Spink and me, at great risk to yourself. Do you think I woul dforget that, and shun you because of what the Speck magic has done t oyou?” 

I hung my head. She had taken both my hands in hers, and that simple actof honest affection in the midst of her anger moved me terribly. I spok esimply. “Sometimes I think you need to be protected from your goo dintentions, Epiny. Now is one of those times. You may have the mora lfiber not to care what others think of you. But what others think of yo umay well cost Spink a promotion, or you may find that other officers ma ynot wish their children to play with yours. Think of what it would do t oyour status among the women you have championed if they found out yo uare related to a man they have accused of the two most heinous crime s

that exist. I think you must know by now that I’ve been accused of murder.Until I can prove I am innocent, I do not think our connection should b erevealed.” I squeezed her hands affectionately, wincing at how thin he rfingers felt, and then let them go . 



“No, do not argue with me about this now,” I cautioned her when sheopened her lips to speak. “I’m on a desperate mission tonight. The on eman whose testimony could prove my innocence has just escape d premature burial. He’s what they call a ‘walker.’ He’s in my cabi nrecuperating, but he’s still very weak. 

I need to get a doctor to come out t osee him. Or, failing that, I need to know what I can do to help him recover .My life depends on this as well as his.” She began shaking her head slowl ybefore I’d even finished speaking. At my final words, a look of despai rcrossed her face. She spoke softly. “I don’t know of anything you can do ,Nevare, other than the obvious. Give him water and thin soup, if he wil ltake it. 

I’ve seen one other ‘walker.’ A woman came into the infirmar ytonight, trailing a shroud sheet. She begged us all to leave Gettys foreve rfor the sake of her children. She begged us to make sure her children wer etaken safely west. Then she lay down and died again. Someone recognize dher and went running for her husband. The poor man came racing to th einfirmary in shock. He said she’d died hours earlier and he had put he rbody out. We had to tell him that she’d died again. Dr. Frye only made i t worse when he tried to tell the man that his wife had never revived, that i thad only been an evil Speck magic reanimating her body. I wanted t othrottle the man. ” 



“Dr. Amicas knew about ‘walkers’; remember how he insisted on waitingbefore he sent bodies off to be buried? ” 



“Well of course I do! You were among those who ‘died’ and returned. Aswere many whom you sent back across the bridge. As was Spink. ” 



“Where is Spink tonight? Does he know that you’re here?” 



“He doesn’t. He was called away from our home early today. So many ofthe higher-ranking officers have become ill that the junior officers ar e





being called in simply to keep some kind of chain of commandfunctioning. He didn’t want to leave us, but he had to go. Some sort o ftrouble with the prisoners. It was his duty and I understood that . 



“When a runner came to our door tonight saying that a sick man wasasking for me by name, I knew it was my duty to come here. The man i nthat bed in there has no one else. His wife died in childbirth the year afte rthe regiment came here. I was shocked the first time I called a meeting fo rthe women of the post to talk about improving out safety on the streets ,and he walked in. I thought he came to mock us, or perhaps worse. Bu tever since then, he has been one of our staunchest supporters. He was th efirst man to join in our promise that if ever he heard a woman blowing awhistle for help, he would stop whatever he was doing and come to he r

aid. And he has kept that promise, more than once, even if the woman wasa common prostitute. He has been faithful to our cause. So, you see, no wthat Sergeant Hoster is the one who needs help, I must return tha t faithfulness.” 



“Hoster?” I was shocked and amazed. It couldn’t be the same man. “ButIsaw him just a few hours ago. 

He drove the wagon that brought Scou tHitch’s body to the cemetery. ” 



“You know how suddenly the plague can strike, Nevare. And taking bodiesto the cemetery might be how he became infected. We know so little.” Sh egave a sharp sigh of frustration. “And I should get back to him and eas ehis discomfort what little I can. He’s very ill, the sickest man I’ve see ntonight. It’s a shame to see such a charming, gentle man so stricken. I fea rhe may die, and I should be shamed if there was no one at his side when i t

happened.” My mind was reeling with that description of Sergeant Hoster.It did not seem the right time to disillusion her. His deception of her mad eme despise him more than ever . 



“I’ll let you go, then. And you think there is nothing I can do for Scout Hitch?” 



“Nothing except pray that he has a strong constitution. Wait. I’ll give youone of the powders we’ve been using. Willow bark, feverfew, and a bit o fsulfur steeped with simper leaves. We’ve been brewing it up as a tea. To b ehonest with you, I can’t tell if it helps or not. I’ve been spooning it int oSergeant Hoster for an hour now, with no change that I can see. The onl ycertain thing I know is that people who drank the Bitter Springs water a ssoon as the fever came on seem to be recovering. Slowly, that’s true, bu ttheir fevers are not as extreme and they aren’t hallucinating. ” 







“Do you think Bitter Springs water would help Hitch?” 

“If we had any left, we could try it. But I’m afraid I’ve given it all away.Idoubt it would be of much help. 

The small quantities we brought with u sonly help if taken at the first sign of the disease. I had one extra bottle tha tI had kept in reserve. I sent it to Colonel Haren when I heard he wa sstricken. He died anyway. I think the disease was too well established i nhim to yield to so small a quantity of the water. ” 



My last hope fluttered and died away. “Well. Can I get one of thosepowders from you for Hitch, please? And then I must be on my way bac kout to him. ” 



“Of course. Wait here. I’ll fetch it for you.” 



She went back into the infirmary. I was left standing outside. I tried to fitmy image of Sergeant Hoster with the man that Epiny had described .Obviously, he showed such a very different face to the ladies. 

He’d alway sbeen a tyrant to Ebrooks, Kesey, and me, but what sergeant is not seen a sa tyrant to the men beneath him? I tried to pare away his dislike of me t osee what sort of a man he might have been. I didn’t have enough to go on .Nevertheless, I had to admit to myself that I’d felt a flush of relief a tEpiny’s news that Hoster seemed to be dying. He was the one who mos tardently believed in my guilt. Once he was gone, perhaps everyone els ewould let the matter drop. I could hope. I felt a twinge of guilt at hopin gfor the man’s death, but consoled myself that the feeling was mutual .Epiny appeared a short time later clutching two little muslin bags o fherbs. “Steep one bag in boiling water, and be sure you squeeze it well t omake sure that it reaches full potency in the drink. I’ve given you two. I fthe first one helps him, then give him the second one, and come back t otown for more. But, Nevare, don’t hope too hard. This round of Spec kplague is the most vicious I’ve seen. It’s worse than what you had at th eacademy and even worse than the sort that hit Bitter Springs. ” 



“Epiny, I fear for you. What if you catch the plague again?” 



“I don’t think I shall. Everyone I’ve talked to says that if you’ve had it twiceand not died of it, it won’t bother with you again. Besides, I don’t see yo ucringing and hiding from your duty. You’re handling all the dead from thi splague, and from what you’ve said, you’ve a sick man in your own home .Why do you think I should do less? ” 



I smiled regretfully. “That’s a discussion that we have no time for justnow.” 



She narrowed her eyes at me. “There are several discussions that are goingto have to wait. Just because I’ve spoken to you civilly, don’t assume tha tI’m not still furious with you. And hurt by what you and 



Spink have done . 

It’s going to be a long time before I trust either one of you again.” 



“But Epiny, I—” 



“No. Not now.” She was adamant. “But when this is over, Nevare, I intendto give you no quarter. And I do not think that your sister will think kindl yof you when she hears of how she has been made to suffer by your silence. ”Her last words quenched me. I felt a selfish brute. Over the last few days ,I’d allowed myself to forget about Yaril’s plight. Betrothed to Caulde r Stiet; if my father could force that on her, she was completely under hisdominance. I discovered that I had been toying with the idea of fleeing t othe Specks because I suddenly recognized how selfish that decision woul dbe. No. I had to endure life at Gettys and make something of myself, an dthat included providing a home for Yaril where she could have some say i nher own future. My resolve hardened. “I will do better,” I said aloud, an dthe words surprised a feeble smile out of Epiny . 



“You had better,” she warned me, “for I can’t imagine what you wouldhave to do in order to do worse.” 

She surprised me with another hug . 

“Hurry along. We both have to get back to our patients.” 



She had turned and was walking away when I called after her, “Are Amziland the children still all right? ” 



She stopped short and turned back to me, and this time her smile wasstronger. “They’re fine, Nevare. 

And now that I know they’re yours, I’l llook after them even better. ” 



“What is that supposed to mean?” I demanded, but the door had closedbehind her. I tucked the two herb bags into my jacket pocket. Then I wen tto the regiment’s stable area and after a short search found Clov ecrammed into a stall that was too small for him. I found a hackamore tha twould fit him and strapped a blanket to his back for makeshift tack, an dwe were soon on our way home. No one saw us. 

It had been a long tim esince I’d ridden him that way, so the only pleasant part of the journe yhome was how swiftly it went compared to my long walk there. Even so , we did not gallop along, but went at a sensible pace through the moon-silvered darkness. 



Light still glowed faintly from the windows of my cabin as I approached it.I dismounted, put Clove up 



hastily, and then, with a small shiver, hurrie dpast the two coffins to my door. “Hitch, I’ve brought medicine for you,” Icalled. And stopped . 



I didn’t need to cross the room to know he was dead. He lay on my bed,one thin hand stretched out toward me as if pleading for understanding .His face had fallen on his bones, and his jaw hung slack and awry. When I

did cross the room and touch him, he was still warm, but it was the fadingwarmth of a recently vacated chair rather than the warmth of life. Still, Ishook him and called his name and even bent to put my ear to his chest ,but it was useless. Scout Buel Hitch was gone . 



“Oh, Hitch. What have you done to me?” I asked his empty shell. It offeredme no answers . 



He wasn’t a small man, and I was weak with both weariness and despair.Nevertheless, I managed to carry him from my bed back to the col dwooden coffin that awaited him. I draped him again with his sheet, an dset the lid once more on the box. Then for a time I stood there, starin gdown at it and wondering at what moment life became death. I set m yhand briefly on top of his casket but could think of no prayer nor even afinal word to utter. He had been wrong at the end. I hated not him but th emagic that had poisoned him. I settled for “Good night, Hitch,” and lef thim there . 



Tired as I was, I still had a hard time bringing myself to lie down on thebed where Hitch had finally died. 

It seemed slightly macabre and mor ethan a little unlucky to sleep in a dead man’s last bed, but I finally decide dthat my luck was already so abysmal that I couldn’t worsen it. I thought Iwould have a hard time falling asleep, for my mind whirled with worrie sand conflicts, but I think I slept almost as soon as I closed my eyes . 



I had no dream that night. I awoke when the dawn pried its way thoughthe cracks in my shutters. For a time I lay in my bed, wondering how I’ dface this new day. Hitch was dead. I’d never realized how comforted I’ dbeen to know someone else who was as infected with Speck magic as Iwas. While he had lived, there had been hope to clear my name. That wa sgone now. If Hoster lived, I’d face a court-martial. I pushed my fear down .I tried not to be the sort of man who would hope for another’s death . 



I washed, cooked, and ate some porridge, and then emerged to a finesummer morning. The sky was an infinite, unclouded blue. Leaves on m yhedge fluttered in the early-morning breeze. Birds were singing, and th esummer day smelled new and alive. In anyone else’s life, it would hav ebeen a beautiful day, rich with promise. I went to fetch my shovel to finis hfilling in the woman’s grave. The lid was crooked on Hitch’s coffin . 







I didn’t have to look inside to know his body had been taken. At one time,it would have been a hard decision. That morning, it wasn’t. I carried th eempty coffin and lid out to the next available grave, lowered it in, an dburied it. By the time Ebrooks and Kesey arrived with the first two corps ewagons of the day, I had Hitch’s coffin covered and had smoothed th e mound over the woman I’d buried the night before. 



“Looks like you got an early start on the day’s work,” Kesey observed. 





“Looks like it,” I agreed.CHAPTER THIRT YTHE APOLOG Y

The days creaked by on corpse-laden wagons. There was no respite fromthe parade of death that stopped at my door. Every morning I arose t obodies awaiting burial, and every evening I had to leave the dead in boxe soutside my cabin. All day long, the tack-tack-tacking of the coffin maker swas a steady counterpoint to the scrape of my shovel as I dug it into th eearth. The bodies went from the wagons to coffins and quickly into th ewaiting graves. Whoever was in charge at Gettys sent us two more men t ohelp cover the graves. The empty holes filled at an alarming rate . 

The gallows humor of the first few days gave way to an unremitting gloomof spirit for all of us. We didn’t talk much. Most of my conversations wer ewith Ebrooks and Kesey, and limited to the logistics of our tasks. Ho wmany coffins we had, how much wood was left, how many empty graves ,how many coffins filled but unburied, how many bodies in the lates twagonload. I doggedly kept my tally of names, though often enough bodie scame to the cemetery with little identification. Still, I logged them in a sbest I could: Old man, toothless, wearing worn cavalla trousers. Child ,female, about five years old, blue dress, dark hair. Mother and infant, i nnightwear, mother with red hair. The fourth day was hard for me. I tseemed a day of dead children, and the little bodies looked lonely an dabandoned, one to a coffin. Worst of all, mourners came that day ,doggedly following the corpse wagons like hungry dogs hoping for a fina lbone. 

They watched us take the bodies from the cart and set them in th ecoffins, and their eyes seemed to blame me for taking their children fro mthem. One mother, her eyes bright with fever, insisted that she must com bher little girl’s hair before I could put the lid on. What could I do but le ther? She sat the child on her lap for that final grooming, and smoothe dher hair and straightened the collar of her little nightshirt before tuckin gher into the coffin as if it were a truckle bed. Her husband took her awa yafter that, but late that evening, on the final corpse cart of the day, sh ereturned to us. I wished I could have buried her with her child. I kep tdreading that I would recognize Amzil or one of her brood, but I wa sspared that . 



The only body that I selfishly welcomed with relief came on the third dayafter I’d visited town. Sergeant Hoster arrived with his arms crossed o n

his chest, his eyes closed, his hair combed, and his face washed. A shinywhistle on a chain was enfolded in his stiff hands. Pinned to his shirt wa sa note in Epiny’s hand. “Bury him well. He was a good man.” 

She’d signe dit with a simple “E.” For her sake, I did just that, though I privatel ythought that he had 



deceived her and the other women of the town with afair face over a foul heart. The brief prayer I said over his grave was to th egood god, and not for his mercy on Hoster but that Hoster’s accusation s against me might be laid to rest with his bones . 



Occasional mourners brought their own dead to the cemetery or followedthe corpse cart. Usually they were parents mourning children. I dreaded t osee them come, for I knew the burial they would see would offer them littl ecomfort. There was no music, no solemn prayers, no bouquets o rmemorial of any kind, simply the efficient lowering of a coffin into th eearth and the shoveling of soil down onto it. Perhaps that was all the ycame for, to be able to return to Gettys knowing the body of the one the yhad loved had been safely consigned to the earth . 



I lost no more bodies to the Specks, and never mentioned to anyone elsethat Hitch’s body had been taken. Several times Ebrooks or Kesey spoke o fhow well I guarded the cemetery, for in years past the theft of plagu ebodies had been a horrific addition to all the other troubles of the plagu eseason. I scarcely felt I deserved their praise, for I had done nothing t odeserve it. I had no idea why the Specks were respecting our dead; I onl yfelt vaguely grateful that they did, even as it gave me an ominous sense o f impending disaster. Sometimes I thought of Hitch and wondered wh ohad come for him and carried him off in the night. I hoped he had his tre eand wished him well of it, despite his betrayal of me. I knew only too wel lthe lure of the magic and how strongly it could affect a man’s mind. I tol dmyself that I would never fall as low as Hitch had done. Yet as I looke dback over my behavior of the last few months, there was much in it tha twas reprehensible. The worst, I think, was that I had let my sister suffe runcertainty for so long . 



I threw caution to the winds. I would no longer wait for a secret letter toreach me through Carsina. I wrote Yaril not one, but three letters postin gthem days apart in the hopes that at least one might get through to her. Itold her that I was alive, a soldier, stationed at Gettys, and dealing wit hthe most current outbreak of plague. This I described to her in detail i nthe hope that she would immediately see how impossible it was for me t osend for her. In the closing paragraph, I counseled her to consider al l decisions carefully and to be true to her own heart. I hoped it would giv eher the courage to defy my father and refuse Caulder Stiet. I hoped suc h

advice was not too late. Kesey took the letters to town for me and sentthem off with the couriers who daily rode west. He also took it upo nhimself to bring me food from the mess hall each day. It wasn’t especiall yappetizing; the cook staff was reduced, and the food was usually a col dserving of soup and bread in a dinner pail that had arrived on a wagonfu lof corpses. But I ate it, and little else. Anyone else would have lost flesh o nsuch a regimen of constant work and reduced food. I changed not at all . 



I didn’t return to town. Much as I longed to see Spink and Epiny, my dayswere too full of backbreaking labor to make me want to give up a night’ ssleep to a long ride there and back. I almost hoped that Epiny or Spin kwould come out to see me, but I recognized that we lived in dangerou stimes. I hoped that Epiny’s nursing of Sergeant Hoster had no tendangered her pregnancy, and that she was not suffering too much in th eendless parade of hot days the summer had brought us. I was grateful tha tshe had the sense to stay home and safe, even as I hungered for the sigh t





of a friendly face and a kind voice. I had not known how much I missed Epiny before that chance encounter. 



All I knew of Gettys was what I heard from Kesey and Ebrooks. Some of itwas very bad, for the plague continued to rage as if the hot, dry day sfueled it. The sadness that flowed from the forest into the town seemed t odeepen. We buried suicides as well as plague victims, people who, havin glost loved ones, saw no reason to continue. Kesey and Ebrooks told m etales of sordid crimes, too, of scavengers who robbed the dead left out fo rthe corpse carts, and thieves who robbed homes before the eyes of peopl etoo sick to stop them. Yet there was news that gave me hope and renewe dmy faith in my fellows. Gettys was a town that had known plague before ,on a yearly basis, and had learned to cope with it. Those who had th eplague in years past kept the town running. Several of the store sremained open, though the merchants allowed no one to enter. Customer shad to shout their requests from the street, and then deposit the coin t opay for their purchases in a pot of vinegar outside the door before th e shopkeepers put their purchases out in the street for them to collect. I tsounded like a complicated process, yet most customers were grateful t obe able to get supplies at all . 



A different order emerged in the town. Men and women judged too feebleto be employed at any other part of the year were now in demand. Thes eformer plague victims could nurse families, care for livestock, and perfor mother chores for households where the plague was rampant. I saw adifferent side of Gettys. I had wondered previously why the regiment kep twithin its ranks so many soldiers who suffered impaired health due t o

previous bouts of Speck plague. Now I understood, as they became thebackbone of the regiment during a time when the hearty and hale wer eeither in hiding from the plague or succumbing to their first bouts of it .The plague that the Specks had thought would drive the Gernians awa yhad, indeed, “winnowed” us, so that those who remained in Gettys wer estronger than before. As the people here acquired immunity, they found aniche in the society. Surviving the plague in Gettys actually increased th echance that folk would remain in the town, for only there could they hav etheir yearly season of strength . 



The town and the fortress had immediately gone under “plague rules”from the time of the first outbreak. 

Public gatherings were forbidden .Alehouses and taverns closed their doors. Funerals were forbidden for th eduration of the plague season. It was forbidden to touch the bodies set ou tfor the corpse carts; only the men designated for that duty could handl ethe dead. Those men lived apart from the rest of the regiment for tha ttime. Food was set out for them, but neither Ebrooks nor Kesey wa spermitted to go into the mess hall. I suspected Epiny when I heard tha tthe women had organized a system of taking hot meals to homes marke dwith plague flags. There was a grimmer duty for one crew of men. The y knocked daily on the doors of plague houses, and then stepped back int othe street to await a response. 

If there was none, the corpse handlers wer edispatched, for it was assumed that the entire family had perished there .But for every evidence of adaptation and cooperation, there were horribl einstances of failure. A young widow fell ill and before it was discovere dthat she had died, her infant had starved in his crib. A former prisone rwas caught sneaking into the homes of the ill to burgle them of valuables ;he was flogged and then hanged in the town square. In times of plague ,even relatively petty crimes were punished more drastically, lest other sfollow the example of the criminals . 







The prisoners lived in conditions far more crowded and unsanitary thanthe military barracks. The plague burned through the place like wildfire .In the second day of the fever and fluxes, those of the prisoners who coul doffer resistance had rioted, believing that plague was only in their priso nand that their guards were deliberately confining them in a death hole .They’d overcome their guards and almost a hundred had escaped. Severa ldozen had attacked the town, looting supplies from untended businesses ,but most had simply gone to the stables, stolen horses, and ridden off. Alieutenant had rallied a small force of mixed soldiers to reestablish order .The prisoners who had been foolish enough to remain in the town wer eshot down in the streets, and summarily consigned to the lime pits behin dthe prison barracks. The ones who had fled were pursued, not fo r

themselves but for the horses they had taken. The pursuit had beensuccessful. 



The upper echelons of our command had been devastated by the plague.Ebrooks told me one day that Major Morson was now in charge, but didn’ tknow it, as he had sunk into his fever before death bestowed command o nhim. “But having an unconscious commander isn’t much different fro mwhat we’re accustomed to anyway,” he added with sour humor, and I wa sforced to agree. I lost track of time, not just hours but days. The plagu eseason ran together into a time of endless work for me. By the third day, Ihad become so accustomed to the stench of death and decay that I scarcely needed the vinegar and rag mask, not that it had worked very wellin the first place. There came a day when we ran out of both ready grave sand materials to make coffins. We did what was expedient, which was t oput one body in each coffin and another on top of the coffin in each grav ein the final row of waiting holes. I logged their names as best I could, an dtold the coffin makers to join me in digging a ditch for mass burial. I wa ssurprised when they grudgingly complied. That night, before I closed m yeyes for sleep, I took a small moment of pride in how they, as well a sEbrooks and Kesey, had accepted my leadership. I had no stripe on m ysleeve and less seniority than any of them. I recalled with regret how I ha dangered Colonel Haren. Had he truly considered me for promotion? Well, Ithought grimly, the plague was forcing a change in command; I’d have asecond chance to impress my superiors when all this was over and I onc emore knew who they were. Nights brought me no rest. The row o funburied dead outside my small cottage was not even contained in coffin sanymore, but only in coarse white sacking. 

The scavengers of the fores tventured forth to feast. I did what I could. I set pitch torches in aprotective ring around the bodies. That seemed to keep most of the large rpredators away, but nothing seemed to discourage the rats. Often it wa sonly when we went to move the bodies to their grave that the rodent s would scamper away, bellies bulging with human flesh. I hated them an dkilled them when I could . 



The carrion birds had become a constant. Red-wattled croaker birdsskirmished with crows over the open-pit graves. They followed the corps ecarts and gathered in the trees, watching while we placed the bodies in th epit graves and covered them with a thin layer of quicklime and earth. A ssoon as we stepped away, the croakers would descend. Kesey brought out ashotgun and killed a dozen of them one day. He tied the bodies to tal lstakes and set them around the pit grave. The bird bodies served as a deterrent to the rest of the flock, but they quickly rotted and stank in th ehot sun, attracting both buzzing flies and wasps. Worse, they reminde d

me of the horrible little bird carousel at Rosse’s wedding. The croakerbirds seemed especially incensed 



by Kesey’s murder of their fellows. The yrecognized him and would dive on him when he was driving the corps ecart, stabbing at his hat and croaking loudly. Every evening, othe rcreatures ventured out of the forest to dig in the newly covered graves. No teven the quicklime we used in the pit graves deterred them completely .Every morning, I made a brief tour of our most recent graves to fill in littl etunnels and holes dug during the night. I felt as if I were under siege. M ygrowing hedge, lovely as it was, would never keep out such creatures, and Ireluctantly concluded that Colonel Haren had been right; a stone wall wa s needed. 



I had not slept well any night since Olikea and I had quarreled. I stilldreamed of her, and dreamed too of the wondrous foods from that “othe rside.” But I couldn’t quite reach them. I walked there, but I walked ther eknowing it was a dream. The food I ate in those dreams was substanceles sand unsatisfying. I would see Olikea, but always at a distance. If I called t oher, she did not turn her head. If I followed her, as I inevitably did in thos edreams, I could never catch up with her . 



The days became weeks, and then a month. We toiled on, barely able tokeep ahead of the dead. The stink of decay and the burning of lye in m ynostrils became one sensation in my mind. Even when I heated water an dwashed with soap, I could not cleanse the smells of my profession away .The lime we sprinkled in the ditch graves drifted and made raw patche son my skin. Worst of all was the terrible hunger that burned in m econstantly now that I no longer had the forest foods that Olikea ha dbrought me. The food I ate should have been enough to sustain me ;instead it was not even a taunt to the deeper hunger that devoured m efrom within . 



And in the midst of death and stench and plague, summer blossomedaround us. The days were lovely, long and bright under blue skies .Butterflies danced above the flowers I had moved into the graveyard, an dsongbirds sang in the trees at the edge of the forest. My “hedge ”flourished, and smaller bushes sprang up in the shade my little tree s provided. 



The bony hands of the plague respected neither age nor rank. We filledone ditch grave and started another. We buried tiny babies and old men ,delicate little girls and brawny men. That long hot day had brought th ebody of Dale Hardy. He was the rowdy who had put himself forth as th eman to give me a beating the day that Carsina had said such foul thing sabout me. The plague had taken him down swiftly, Ebrooks told me. H e

hadn’t lingered to die of the fever but had choked to death on his ownvomit the first day he sickened. I thought of how he had stood in the stree tand threatened me that day. I could have taken satisfaction in his death .Instead I only pitied him, felled in his prime so ignominiously. It was lat eafternoon when we finished filling the second ditch. In an obscene way, i treminded me of watching the cook in my father’s kitchen layer ingredient sinto a casserole. Instead of meat and gravy and potatoes and carrots, w e layered bodies and lime and earth and bodies and lime and earth until w efinally mounded earth over the whole of it. “That’s it,” I decided when th emound was patted smooth as a pie crust. I took my vinegar mask from m yface and wiped my brow with it. With the last bodies covered, the ai rsmelled almost clean. “That’s enough for today, boys. Tomorrow we’ll dig afresh ditch and begin again. ” 







“Pray the good god that it’s the last pit this season,” Kesey suggested, and

“Amen,” both of my carpenters-turned-gravediggers responded. 



“It has to stop soon. Doesn’t it?” I asked them. 



“It’ll stop when it stops,” Kesey replied. “The rains always end it. Butsometimes it stops sooner. I heard a rumor in town about some specia lwater that might cure it. Some spring water that a doctor back west ha s

been trying on people. The courier that brought the news said he’d heardfrom the courier before him that they were trying to get some to us here ,before the end of the plague season, to see if it really worked or not. ” 



“Did you hear the doctor’s name?” I asked, wondering if Spink had writtento Amicas and if he had acted on it . 



Kesey shrugged and shook his head. We had shouldered our shovels andwere making our way back to the tool shed when we heard a sound we al ldreaded: the clop and creak of a team pulling a laden wagon up the hill t othe cemetery. “Can’t they just stop dying for one day?” Kesey asked m epathetically . 



“I think they would if they could,” I replied, and one of my diggers smiled grimly. 



“Those poor devils will just have to lie bare under the moonlight fortonight,” Kesey observed, and I shrugged. It would not be the first tim ethat shrouded bodies had had to wait for a fresh grave. But like Kesey, Iprayed it might be the last . 



Ebrooks was the driver. He got down stiffly from the cart. “You boys hadbetter help me unload if you want to ride back to town,” he suggested, an dwe began our grim task. There were seven of them. 

Ebrooks, knowing m yinsistence, handed me a list of names. I thrust them into my pocket an d helped the other men drag the corpses from the cart. Three men, a boy,and three women we laid out side by side. Kesey had brought a fres hsupply of pitch torches from town. Ebrooks helped me set up a circle o fthem around the unburied bodies. Then the others climbed up on th ewagon, bade me farewell, and headed back to town as the long-awaite dnight began to flow across the land. I hoped it would bring 



a little coolnes swith it. I kindled the torches. They burned straight, nearly unwavering, i nthe calm summer evening . 



I went back to my cabin, washed my face and hands, drank deeply, andthen turned to the cold meal Kesey had brought me. There was bread an dmeat and cheese. It was good enough food, and I devoured it hungrily bu tas usual felt no satisfaction in it. It was only food, and I’d learned that th ehunger that burned me most was not a hunger for food. I forced myself t oset aside a portion to break my fast the next day, and left my table a shungry as when I’d sat down.  I washed up my few dishes and set the maside. With a sigh, I took out what had become a ledger. I opened it to th ecurrent page, and unfolded the scrap of paper that Ebrooks had given me .He was not a lettered man; most often he depended on the family of th edead or whoever was on duty at the infirmary to write down the names fo rhim. 

Sometimes there was only a tally mark on the page. I entered th enames as he had given them to me. 

They’d go into a ditch grav e

tomorrow; there was little point any more in worrying about the order inwhich I wrote them down. And so I logged Eldafleur Sims, Coby Tarn ,Rufus Lear, Joffra Keel, A Retired Soldier, Carsina Thayer —



I set down my pen. I looked at the name on the list, and the name my handhad so obligingly written. 

Hadn’t my Carsina been betrothed to a Captai nThayer? My nervous fingers scrabbled lightly against the tabletop. Carsin aGrenalter. Carsina Thayer. Many couples wed hastily in the face of th eplague. My friend at the academy, Gord, had done so. It seemed likely tha tCarsina had wed her handsome captain. 

No matter how foolish or shallo wthe attraction had been, Carsina had meant something to me. My firs t romance, and my first heartbreak. And today her body had been unloade dfrom a corpse cart and somehow I hadn’t even noticed. I rubbed my fac eand took up my pen again. Reddik Koverton was the last name, and Icarefully entered it into the ledger. I blew on the ink to dry it and the nclosed it . 



Did I want to look on her again, dead?No. Of course not . 

Yes. 

However we had parted, whatever I had discovered about her, she hadbeen my sister’s friend, a longtime friend of my family, and the first girl I’ d

ever kissed. Her love letters to me at the academy were still bundled inwith my soldier son’s journal. 

Tears found their way to my weary eyes. Iwouldn’t bury her in a ditch, with strangers tumbled beside her and lim eeating away her flesh. I’d dig her a separate grave myself; she would not li ein a common hole. I put my face in my hands and sat like that at my tabl efor a time. I knew that I was going to go out to look at her tonight. I coul dnot decide if I was motivated by sentiment or morbid curiosity. I t probably didn’t matter. I took my lantern and went out into the darkness.The circle of torches still burned. Nonetheless, I heard a squeak of alar mand then a rustling as I approached. Rats. I held my lantern high as Ientered my torch circle. The seven bodies lay as we had left them. Of th ethree women, only one could be Carsina. I knew her by a single blonde cur lthat had escaped her shroud. Unlike the others, she was not wrapped i ncoarse white sacking. A fine fabric enveloped her, white linen with whit e lace worked along the edge of it, and someone had wound the shee t 



around her with care. I went down on one knee beside her and reachedahand toward her face. Then I drew my hand back. It wasn’t that I feared t osee how the disease had ravaged her. I suddenly felt that I intruded .Someone had lovingly prepared her for the grave; who was I to loosen tha tcloth and look into a dead face that no longer belonged to me? Her nam eon the papers indicated that she had been a married woman at her death .I should respect that. I bowed my head and asked the good god to guid e her into peace. Then I said simply, “Good night, Carsina.” I went back t omy cabin. It was a warm night. 

The little cook fire in my hearth was dow nto a few coals. I gave it another two sticks of wood, more for the compan yof its light than for any other reason, sat down at my table again, an dmade my day’s entry in my journal. I closed it and put it away. Too tire d

to change, I lay down on my bed in my earth-stained clothes. For a time,Iwatched the shadows mirror the dance of my little fire in the corners o fmy ceiling. I thought of the women I’d loved in my life, not just Carsin aand Tree Woman, but my mother and sisters and Epiny, even Amzil. Itried to work out why I’d loved each one and which sorts of love were real ,but came to no solid conclusions. I’d been born to love my mother an dsisters, and perhaps I had to include Epiny on that list as well. Tre eWoman I’d loved; I knew that without knowing the details of how m yother self had bonded to her. I loved her still, in that other place. Amzil Iloved perhaps for no better reason than that I thought she neede dsomeone to love her. I even thought of poor, unfortunate Fala. We’ dshared no more than an evening of closeness. 

Did the brevity of tha trelationship mean that I couldn’t call it love? It had certainly bee nsomething beyond lust . 

And Olikea? Yes. I loved her. Not as a good Gernian loves his goodGernian wife, not with romance and vows and a shared hearth until th eend of my days. I loved her as I had come to love her forest, as a thing tha tgave me delight but never offered me mastery or any degree of control. I had no partnership with Olikea. She did not want me to provide for her orprotect her. On the contrary, she had seen herself in the role of provider. Iwondered if we could ever truly know one another, and concluded th eopportunity for that was gone. I’d forsaken her in this world, and she’ dturned away from me in that other world. We knew remarkably little o fone another. But did I really know any more of Amzil than I did of her? Iknew Amzil better only in that we shared a culture. She was still as great a mystery to me as Olikea was . 



The shadows were fading as my fire died. I repeated my prayer forCarsina, and added one for my mother and Elisi as well. I thought of th ewomen who had passed beyond my reach and the women who remaine dto me, and resolved that I would treat Epiny, Amzil, and Yaril better whil eI had the opportunity to do so. On that thought, I turned my lamp wic kdown as low as it would go and closed my eyes for sleep . 



Perhaps my evening thoughts had paved the way to her. I dreamwalkedstrongly that night, and my footsteps led me not in pursuit of Olikea, bu tto a stump in the old forest. The tree that had grown up from the falle ntrunk of Tree Woman’s tree stood straight and tall. I now recognized tha tmy hedge trees were of the same kind, and that they were growing ver ywell indeed; I touched it fondly, and felt an echo of Tree Woman’ spresence. I walked slowly to the stump and sat down with my back to it. “ Imiss you, Lisana. I miss you terribly.” “Oh, you are a cruel one,” sh erebuked me, but still she reached to take my hand. “To call me at last b ymy name at such a time. Did you know how hearing that from your lip s would wring my heart? But it is too late, Soldier’s Boy. I can do nothing t ospare you from what is to 



come. You’ve brought it on yourself. Still, if Icould, I would save you somehow. ” 



She was not there in the old way she had once been. She was a dreamwithin a dream. I could feel the warmth of her hands around mine, but Icould not enfold them. When I turned to embrace her, I felt only the roug hbark of her fallen tree’s trunk. I drew back from her. If I could not touc hher, at least I could see her. She was in the first guise in which I’d eve rseen her. She was an immensely fat woman in her middle years. He rstreaky hair tangled against the bark of her tree as if it were tendril suniting her with it. 

And, of course, they were. Her eyes smiled at me; the yremained unchanged regardless of what guise she showed me. And I

discovered that truly her body no longer mattered to me. She was as dearto me in this form as she had been in those unremembered times when w ehad first come together. She had folded her hands on top of her ampl ebelly. Her hands reminded me of little cat’s feet. They were small, and th eskin on the back of them was sooty dark, fading to a lighter speckling o nher forearms. I wanted to kiss them; the most I could do was hover m yhand over hers, feeling a ghost warmth. “Why aren’t you here?” Idemanded. She smiled in a bittersweet way. “Someone used iron magi chere, and cut down my tree. It fell in both worlds; you have noticed this ,perhaps?” I lowered my eyes in shame. “But it did not kill you.” “No. But i tweakened me. A hundred years from now, perhaps I shall have a quarte r of the strength I once had. Then, perhaps, we can kiss and touch as weused to. ” 



“It seems a very long time to wait.” 



She nodded, not in agreement but confirming her own thoughts. “Andthat is where our worlds do not align, Soldier’s Boy. A hundred years fro m

now, if our people prevail, the soil here will be a bit deeper, the girth of thetrees will be greater, and little else will have changed. The same flower swill bloom, the same pollen will drift, and the same butterflies will floa tamong the foliage. I am happy to wait a hundred years for that. What wil lbe here if the intruders prevail, Soldier’s Boy? What will you wait ahundred years to see?” I thought of the Gernian answer to that. A wid eroad up into and through the Barrier Mountains would lead to the lan dbeyond and eventually the sea. The king was open about his ambition .Those lands were largely unsettled. Gernia could have a new seacoast wit haccess to trade. Goods would flow from the eastern seaboard into Gernia .There would be growth and prosperity. New farms, burgeoning towns .None of that was bad. 

But I could no longer say with certainty that it wa sbetter than what was here now . 



“People could live in prosperity and peace. The Specks would benefit fromthe trade. They would have everything they need. ” 



She puffed her cheeks lightly at me. “We already have everything we need,Soldier’s Boy. And we still have our forest and the ancestral trees. Whe nwe have lost our shady places and the land that loves us 



has been cut wid eopen to the sunlight, will we truly have everything we need? Or will w esimply have the things that you think we need? ” 



I couldn’t think of a response. A slight breeze or a ghost hand stirred myhair. I lifted my eyes to look into hers and asked, “What do you think Ishould do, then? ” 

“You know what I think. You have known from the beginning whatI think.” 



“You say I should do what the magic wants me to do. And you say I shouldhave done it by now. 

You’ve told me that over and over. But I truly don’ tknow what that means. ” 



“Perhaps the magic does not speak to you more clearly because you haveavoided it so earnestly. 

Perhaps if you had not resisted its efforts to fil lyou, perhaps if you had come more promptly to its calling, you woul dknow what you were to do. Now, I fear, it is too late for you to seek th emagic. ” 



“What do you mean?” 



“I mean that I feel the magic reaching out to take you, Soldier’s Boy.” 





“What do you mean?” 





“Just what I said! Always you ask me, what do you mean? You hear mywords. When you don’t understand them, it is because you do not wish t ounderstand them. It is the same way that you resist the magic. Why? ” 





I didn’t even have to think of a reply. “Perhaps I want to have my own life,the way I envisioned it, the way it was promised to me! Lisana, from th etime I was small, I was raised to be a soldier. I expected to 



go to th eacademy, to be well educated, to become an officer and distinguish mysel fin battle, to have a lovely wife and children, and eventually to return to m yhome and retire with honor. The magic took all of that away from me. An dwhat has it given me? A fat body that is awkward and ugly to live in. Apower that comes and goes, that I don’t know how to use or control. Wha tgood has it done me?” She looked at me sadly for a moment. She lifted he rarms as if to display her body to me. “Awkward and ugly,” she said, an dwhen she took the words to herself, it cut like a knife that I had uttere dthem. “I didn’t mean—” 

I cried out, but “Hush!” she scolded me. “I do no tpretend that I don’t understand what you say! I know what you meant .What good has the magic done you, you asked. I could say that through it ,you came to know me. And that you have come to know the forest in a wa yyou never could have before. But the real answer is that the magic is no tfor your good, and so it does not matter if it does things that make yo u happy or not.” She cocked her head at me slightly. “Don’t you remember ,Soldier’s Boy? I held you over the abyss and told you that you must choose .I told you that you must say you wished to be taken up to this life. And yo usaid you did, and I brought you here. ” 

“But I did not know what I was choosing. I only knew that I feared to die.” 



“None of us ever know what we are choosing when we choose life. Ifcertainty is so important to you, than you should have chosen to be dead .That is a certain thing. ” 



“Look at the life I am leading, Lisana. I’m a soldier in name only; whatItruly am is a gravedigger. 

Tomorrow I am going to bury the woman I wa sonce supposed to marry. Did you know that? How cruel a fate is that? Fo rher, as well as for me, because if the magic had not intervened in my life, Iam sure Carsina would be safe at her home and awaiting me still. I a mlonely and alone, my body hampers me, I am always hungry— ” 



“And those are the things you chose instead of the magic.” She cut into mydiatribe. She sounded angry . 



“What am I going to do?” 



I meant the question to be rhetorical. I’d asked it of myself thousands oftimes with no answers. Lisana had one . 



“You are going to do what the magic wants you to do. It would have beeneasier by far for you to have lived with the choice you made instead o ffighting it. Now it comes for you, Nevare. And no one can protect yo u anymore.” 



“You called me Nevare,” I said. 









“Nevare.” 





I was sitting up in my bed in my cabin. The echo of her voice saying myname was still in my ears. It was such a physical memory that it was har dto convince myself it had been part of my dreamwalking. I rubbed my eye sand sighed. Only darkness showed through the crack in my shutters. I t was still night. I groaned. I doubted I would find sleep again that night.My fire was nearly out. I forced myself to get out of bed and pad across th eroom to give it another stick of wood. Feeding it now was easier tha ntrying to start another fire in the morning. I was getting back into my be dwhen I thought I heard a noise outside. I swung my feet back onto th efloor. Soft as the wind, someone spoke outside my door. “Nevare? ” 



“Who’s there?” I asked. I stood up and took two steps. 





My cabin door opened soundlessly. 





I saw her nightdress first, a long confection of lace and white linen. 

Expensive and elegant, I thought inanely to myself. Doubtless hertrousseau had been purchased in Old Thares from the most exclusiv emerchants. A flirtation of veiling pretended to hide the cleavage of he r breasts, and a high collar of soft lace maintained a mockery of virgina l modesty. 





I was trembling. I lifted my eyes to her face. She had always been plump,with rounded cheeks. The disease had sculpted her face to sharper lines ,and her lips were chapped. Dark circles ringed her eyes. 

Our gazes met .She entered the room, came to me, and took both my hands in hers. Icouldn’t move or speak. I was caught between horror and hope for her .Slowly, she sank down in a graceful curtsy. She bowed her head, and he rflaxen hair fell forward to hide her face. I found my voice . 







“Carsina?” I croaked. 



She moved closer and rested her forehead against my knees. The hairstood up on the back of my neck. 

Her voice was husky and low. “I’ve com eto beg your forgiveness, Nevare. Just as you said I must. I apologize fo rhow cruel I was to you at your brother’s wedding. ” 



I took a step backward. I felt faint. Our quarrel at Rosse’s wedding seemedto have happened a century ago. Yet at her words, my angry prediction t oher came back to me, and I recalled too well the tingle of power that ha drushed through me as I had uttered my harsh words. “Carsina. Please ge tup. Please.” 

My mind was reeling. Carsina was a “walker.” Could her lif e be saved? I’d failed with Hitch. Epiny had told me that most walkers died.But not all of them. I stooped down to offer her my hands to assist her i nstanding. She remained on her knees, her head bowed . 



“You have not said that you forgive me.” Her voice was low and hoarse. 



“Carsina, I should be begging you to forgive me. I spoke angrily, neverthinking that I would bind you to this. I am the one who is sorry. ” 



Her voice was muffled. “I cannot rise from my knees until you forgive me.” 

“I forgive you, I forgive you, I forgive you a hundred times.” I all butbabbled the words. It went against everything I’d ever been taught as agentleman to have her on her knees before me. “Please, please, let me hel pyou get up.” Despite my offer, she tried to get up by herself. She swayed ,and I barely managed to catch her before she fell over. I lifted her gently t oher feet and helped her to a chair. “Sit there and rest. What a nightmar efor you, to wake alone in a winding cloth in the cemetery among the dead .But you’re safe now. Just sit and rest. I have medicine from the infirmar yin town. Let me put the water to boil for it. It’s feverfew and willow bar k

and, and I forget what else, but the doctors in Gettys are giving it to theplague victims there and they believe it helps. Just rest while I prepare i tfor you.” I moved swiftly as I spoke, putting fresh water in the kettle an dsetting it on to boil. I added more sticks of dry wood to the fire to send th eflames lapping against the kettle’s bottom. I found the little tisanes tha tEpiny had given me, wiped my mug clean, and put one in it. “Do you thin kyou could eat a little something? Broth would be best for you, but I’ mafraid I don’t have any. I’ve some bread, though, and a bit of cheese, Ithink. ” 



She looked pathetically grateful. “Water,” she managed to say. I hurriedto my water cask and came 



back with a dripping ladle. She clasped it wit hboth hands and drank so greedily that it ran down her chin. When it wa sempty, I brought her more, and she drank again. Where the water ha dfallen on her nightdress, the fine linen became nearly transparent. I trie dnot to stare. I tipped my water barrel to fill the ladle a last time. Sh edrank it down, and then handed the ladle back to me with a small gasp . 

“Thank you,” she managed to say. 



“Sit still and rest. As soon as the water boils, I’ll have a healing tea foryou.” All the anger I had ever felt at her had fled. I could not look at he rwithout thinking of all the times she had been my sister’s playmate an dcompanion . 



She covered her face with her hands for a moment, and then let them droplimply into her lap. “Tea won’t help me, Nevare. You know that. I’ve onl ycome back from the dead to beg your forgiveness. 

Because you said Imust.” Her eyes flooded with sudden tears. “And now I have to die again. ”She sounded terrified. All pretense fled before her words . 



“Carsina, I’m so sorry. I didn’t know what I was doing. Truly I didn’t. AndI won’t let you die. Listen to me. Listen. I know you feel weak, but you rfever has passed. Let me take care of you. ” 



“You don’t hate me?” She sounded puzzled. “After what I did to you in thestreet in Gettys? You forgive me for that, too? ” 



I am not as noble as others might be. I felt a flash of anger as I recalledthat scene. A suddenly selfish thought quenched it. Just as she ha daccused me publicly, so could she also clear my name. If she lived, and i fshe felt kindly toward me. I chose my words. “You thought you had reaso nto fear me. You don’t. 

At one time, Carsina, I think you loved me. I know Iloved you. You are beyond my reach now, and in many ways I am beneat hyour notice. But I do not think we have to hate or fear one another. Look .The water is boiling. Let me brew you that tisane. ” 

“Oh, Nevare, you are too good. And I am so ashamed now of what I saidand did. But I was afraid. I hated coming to Gettys, but my father said i twas my last chance to make a good match for myself. He did not want t osend me to stay with my cousin, for he feared for my reputation. He was s ostern. He said I must not flirt or do anything that might invite a scandal ,and that if I did, he would disown me. He was still angry because he ha dfound Remwar kissing me when we both knew that Remwar had bee n promised to Essilee Cummors. But Remwar had said that he truly love d me and that the engagement was something his father had forced on him.We were going to run away…or so he said. Oh, Nevare, I have been a fool ,over and over again. I lost your sister’s friendship over Remwar, and h ewasn’t worth it. But you must admit that most of that was your fault. I stil ldo not understand how you could have chosen to get so fat, and then t oembarrass me like that at Rosse’s wedding when I had been dreaming an dplanning for months about how fine we would look together, and 



how m ygreen skirts would stand out when you spun me on the dance floor. I ha dso looked forward to that, and then you dashed all my hopes! ” 



I had forgotten how much Carsina could talk. “None of it was mychoosing, Carsina. On that, you will just have to believe me.” I had poure dthe boiling water for the little sachet of herbs. The sulfur in it immediatel ybetrayed its presence. It reeked. “I’m afraid this isn’t going to taste ver ygood, but it’s what the doctors at the infirmary are prescribing. Do yo uthink you can drink it? ” 



“I want to live, Nevare. I’d do anything to live.” Her eyes shone with theintensity of her desire. A moment later, I interpreted that glitter adifferent way. Fever. Her fever was coming back. As I handed her the cup ,our fingers touched briefly. Mine were warm from holding the hot cup , but so were hers. I watched her put the cup to her lips, wince, and blow onthe hot liquid and then sip from the edge. She wrinkled her nose an dpursed her mouth at the foul taste but swallowed it down determinedly . 



“That’s right,” I encouraged her. “But you need to drink it all, Carsina.”She tried another sip. I saw her grip on the cup begin to loosen an dmanaged to take it from her before it fell. She looked at me with a gaz eboth desperate and unfocused. “My mother died of the plague, Nevare. Ididn’t get to say good-bye to her. My father wouldn’t let me go near he ronce she got sick. Only the servants tended to her. And I had to wonder i fthey really did. She could have died alone.” She blinked her eyes at me an dthen said unsteadily, “I’m married now. Did you know? My husband too kcare of me until I died. He kept saying, 

‘I’ll be right here, Carsina, m ysweet. I won’t let you die alone.’ ” 

“He sounds like a very good man. I think you need to rest now, Carsina. Doyou want to lie down? ” 



“I…” She looked up at me, suddenly puzzled. “I want Jof. I want myhusband . 

Where is he?” 





“He’s probably at home, Carsina. Let’s put you to bed, shall we?” 





“But…where am I? How did I get here? Please, can’t you get Jof? Hepromised he would stay right by me.” Her lips were a darker red, and tw ospots of color had begun to show on her cheeks. I did not think it would b ea good time to tell her that she’d come here on the corpse cart, or to poin tout to her 



that Jof probably thought he had stayed by her side . 





“Lie down and I’ll see what I can do.” 



“I want Jof,” she repeated, and she suddenly looked very young, a childasking for her daddy . 



“I’ll go and get him,” I said reluctantly. I feared to leave her, lest she die asHitch had. On the other hand, I could see that she was working herself u pover her missing husband. “Can you drink the rest of your tea?” I aske dher, and was tremendously relieved when she nodded. I handed her th ecup, and she bravely drank it down. “I want you to lie down now,” I tol dher firmly, and was rather surprised when she took the arm I offered an daccompanied me to my bed. “Lie down, Carsina,” I suggested to her. Sh esat on the edge of the bed and looked up at me. She was breathin gthrough her mouth . 



“You look like my first fiancé. Only fatter,” she said. Before I could reply,she commanded me imperiously. “Fetch me a drink of water, and the nplease tell my husband to come in to me.” Of her own volition, she la ydown. I helped her lift her feet onto the bed and tried to put my blanke tover her. She angrily kicked it away . 



“Very well.” I saw no sense in upsetting her. 



My water keg was empty. I damped a clean cloth in the dregs and put itacross Carsina’s brow. She did not open her eyes. She was fading rapidly. Icaught up my bucket and headed out to the spring. I’d fetch water firs tand then saddle Clove and ride into town to find her husband. I wondere dhow I’d locate him. 

Outside my cabin, the pitch torches around th eunburied bodies had burned low. Dawn would soon come. I starte dtoward the spring with my bucket and then turned abruptly back to th e torch circle. 



No bodies rested inside it. A single shroud, probably Carsina’s, lay inatangle on the ground. The other six bodies were gone . 



Horror and panic rose in me. The bodies had been stolen. I spun around,scanning the graveyard in all directions to see if I might see Specks stil lcarrying the corpses away. What I saw was more frightening. 





Th etorchlight did not carry far, but it picked up the figures stumbling towar dmy hedge. Their shrouds trailed white behind them. As I watched, one fel laway and the woman who had been wearing it stumbled on. Numbly, Icounted them. Six. All six of them were walkers. Seven if I counte dCarsina . 



It was not a coincidence. It was the magic. Why? What could it mean? Isnatched up a torch from the ground and hastened after them. “Com eback!” I shouted foolishly. “You need help. Come back.” I ran after them ,torch in one hand and water bucket in the other . 



None of them paused or even looked back at me. The smallest one, theboy, had already reached the hedge. I saw him halt there. Slowly h etottered around. He reminded me of an arthritic dog walking in a circl ebefore it lies down. Awkwardly, he sat down on the earth by one of m ytrees. Then he leaned back against it. He crossed his arms across his bell yand was still. The foliage of the little tree rustled as he sat down against it .I saw the boy give his head a shake. Then his legs twitched, and the tre e rustled more strongly. As the others reached the hedge, they each selecteda tree, turned slowly, and sat down against it. A horrible suspicion fille dmy mind. I recalled the body I had had to retrieve from the forest. “No!” Icried as I raced toward them. “Get away from there! Don’t! ” 



The young trees shivered and trembled as if a strong wind were runningthrough their branches, but the summer night was still and warm aroun dme. The walkers twitched and jerked like puppets. One of the women crie dout, a high shriek cut short. I dropped my bucket and torch as I reache dher. I reached down and seized her hands. “Come away from there,” Icried, pulling at her hands. She did not resist me, but neither could Ibudge her. She looked up at me, eyes open, her mouth stretched wide in asilent cry of pain. Her hands closed on mine and gripped tight with th estrength of terror. I pulled with all my strength but could not lift her. He rlegs kicked wildly against the earth. Not far from us, the boy gaspe dsuddenly and then sagged limply against the tree that gripped him. The nsomething not his own muscles lifted his head from his chest and presse dit back against the tree. In the light of the torch guttering on the groun d behind me, I could see black blood trickling from his nose and mouth.  I still held the woman’s hands, and she still gripped back at me. “Please!”she gasped. I stooped, seized her shoulders, and with all my strength, Itried to pull her free of the tree. She gave a long, agonized caw of pain, an dher head suddenly rolled limply forward on her chest. Her hands, whic hhad been gripping my forearms, fell away. “No!” I cried, and again heave dat her inert body. “No way to treat a lady,” a voice rasped hoarsely behin dme. “You scoundrel. You raping bastard!” I let go of the woman an d turned, smelling earth and rot and quicklime . 



Dale Hardy stood, legs spread, at the edge of the torchlight. He held mywooden bucket by the bale. “I warned you!” he shouted as he charged a tme. As he came into the light, I could see that the quicklime had eate nhalf his face away. He could not be alive, I thought wildly, he could not b ea walker. I took a stumbling step backward as he swung the heavy woode nbucket in a wide arc. It was coming too fast. I could not avoid it. It hit th eside of my head, and I exploded into light . 










CHAPTER THIRTY-ONEACCUSATION S

E brooks and Kesey found me a few hours later. When they arrived withthe first wagonload of bodies for the day, they were puzzled to see the dea dtorches and only a single shroud remaining where they had left seve ncorpses the previous evening. Thinking I had somehow dug a new pit an dbegun to inter them on my own, they had walked out into the graveyard .They’d found me, facedown, next to Dale Hardy’s body. As the yapproached, a whole flock of croaker birds rose. They’d been feeding o n the six bodies that were neatly fastened by the swiftly growing rootlets tomy hedgerow trees. The whole area stank of rotting flesh and buzzed wit hflies. 

Kesey thought I was dead. He and Ebrooks assumed that I’d gone downfighting with Specks who had come to steal our dead. Blood coated on ewhole side of my head. But when Kesey rolled me over, I groaned. He sen tEbrooks running to my cabin to get water . 



“And that was when Ebrooks found Carsina’s body in your bed,” Spinksaid quietly . 



He stood outside my cell and spoke to me through a small barred window.I lay on a straw-stuffed mattress on a narrow pallet and looked up at th edim ceiling. The only light came from a lantern fasted to the wall in th eoutside hall. Spink was the first visitor I’d had since I’d wakened in the cel la day and a half ago. They’d fed me twice, food on a tray shoved throug han open slat in the bottom of the door. 

Grayish stuff in a bowl and a roun dof very hard bread with water. I’d eaten it. The two meals had been th e

only noteworthy events since I’d wakened there in the dark, headpounding with pain . 



I listened to the silence of Spink waiting for me to come up with a logicalexplanation. Talking hurt. I didn’t like to move my jaw. Thinking hurt ,too. I made it brief. “Carsina was a walker. She came to me just like Hitc hdid. I tried to help her, but her fever came back. She asked me to get he rhusband for her. 

I was going to bring her some water first. I took th ebucket, went outside, and realized that all the corpses we’d received tha tday were walkers. And they were all headed for the hedge. I ran out ther e and tried to pull one woman free of the tree, but it was already growin ginto her. I couldn’t get her loose. 

And that was when Dale Hardy came u pout of the pit grave, picked up my bucket, and hit me with it. 

And that’ s all I know.” 



It was my turn to fall silent. I waited for him to say he believed me. Whenthe silence lasted, I waited for him to say he didn’t believe me. What h efinally said was, “That doesn’t sound good, Nevare. ” 



“Just say it sounds like a madman raving. I know it does.” I sighed andslowly sat up. “I don’t remember any of what you’re telling me. Only tha tbucket coming at me.” The vertigo passed. I felt dizzy every time 



I change dposition. I scratched the side of my head. Flaky brown blood came of funder my nails. The magic did not seem to be healing me as swiftly thi stime as it had when I’d been shot. The answer came to me. The magic wa sseverely depleted. If I didn’t feed it, the next time death knocked on m ydoor, it might come right in. At that moment it sounded like sweet mercy . 

“Spink, you shouldn’t be here. No one connects you and Epiny to me. Gohome. Let me just meet my fate. ” 



“Before you sounded mad. Now you just sound stupid,” he huffed. WhenImade no response, he sighed. 

“If you only sounded insane, it would b ebetter for you. ” 



I stood up slowly and came to the window. “What do you mean?” 



“Captain Jof Thayer nearly went mad when he heard that the dead body ofhis wife was found in your bed. Captain and Clara Gorling are equall ydistressed. It looks…very bad, Nevare. ” 



“What, that I tried to save his wife? What was I supposed to do? Look,Spink, I’ve been here a day and a half. And if it weren’t for,” I lowered m yvoice, “the magic, I’d be dead by now. No one gave me five minutes of car efor my smashed head. The guard won’t talk to me at all. I don’t even kno wwhy I’ve been thrown into prison. ” 



Spink swallowed. He started to speak, then looked around as if he’d rather bite his tongue out. 



“Just say it,” I barked at him. 



“It looks bad, Nevare. No one will believe that all those people werewalkers, not all at once. It looks as if you deliberately planted those tree sand then, when you had the chance, shoved fresh corpses up against the mto feed them. The trees had shot up almost three feet taller overnight, an dblossomed! They had to chop them down to free the bodies from them .The trees had rooted into them so deeply that they had to bury them wit hpieces of trunk still attached to them. And Dale Hardy’s body out there ,pulled right out of his grave? From the damage that the quicklime did t ohim no one will believe he was a walker. ” 







“Look at the grave. You’ll find no shovel marks on it, at least, none thatImade. If anyone dug him up, it wasn’t me. And I don’t think anyone did. Ithink he came crawling out on his own. ” 



Spink gritted his teeth again. “A bit too late to look for any evidence ofthat sort. They put him back in the earth as quickly as they could. But i twas no secret that he’d threatened you in the street that day. 

How peopl esee it is that you took a macabre vengeance on both the woman wh o accused you and the man who wanted to defend her. You dragged his bodyout intending to give it to a tree. ” 



“And then what? I hit myself on the head with a bucket?” 



“Good point. But people in the town are too scandalized and horrified tothink sensibly about this, let alone make allowances for claims of Spec kmagic. Nevare, they found Carsina Thayer’s body in your bed. ” 



I was baffled. “I told you. She was a walker. I tried to save her. I gave herwater, and made her one of those teas that Epiny gave me for Hitch. Inever had a chance to make it for him; he was dead when I got back t ohim. But I thought I had a chance to save Carsina. I took my bucket to ge ther more water before I left for town to get her husband. But when I wen tout the door, I saw the other walkers. I’m afraid they distracted me fro mmy errand.” Spink didn’t deserve my angry sarcasm, but my head wa s pounding with the effort of talking. My jaw felt strange. When I touche dit, I found lumpiness at the hinge. 

Had it been broken, and healed by th emagic ? 



“They found Carsina in your bed,” Spink said again, heavily emphasizingthe word. Then, his face flushing dark scarlet, he added, “Her nightgow nwas rucked up around her waist. ” 



It took me a moment. At first, his words made no sense to me. “Oh, by the good god!” I felt as if I’d been punched in the belly. It had never evenoccurred to me that Carsina’s body in my bed would be seen as anythin gother than an act of compassion on my part. I felt dizzy. 

Rumors that Icould murder and rape had been hard enough to deal with. Addin gnecrophilia to the list sickened me. I said as much to Spink, and added, “ Iwas rather counting on the fact that I’d tried to save Carsina to be to m ybenefit. ” 



“You’re facing execution, Nevare.” 







“I didn’t do it, Spink. Surely I’ll be given a chance to defend myself? They’llhave to admit that someone struck me down.” A thought came to me. “M yjournal. My soldier son journal. Can you get it? ” 



“I already thought of that. I have it safe at my house. No one will knowyour secrets, Nevare. ” 



“I wasn’t worried about betraying secrets. I was hoping that it might beaccepted as evidence. Surely if a man keeps a journal faithfully, he record swhat is true. There is a lot in there that I wouldn’t want widely known, o fcourse, but there is also much that will prove me an innocent man, if the yallow it. ” 



“Or a crazy man, Nevare. I don’t think they’d let you pick and choose whatyour judge saw. Would you really want the whole thing bared to him?” Ithought of everything that was in there. My true name, among othe rthings. The shame a court-martial would heap on my father. M yunvarnished opinion of my father, hard things I’d said about Yaril, and m ytrafficking with the Specks. No. “Burn it,” I suddenly decided. 

“I’d rathe rhang than have my journal become fodder for the yellow press. ” 



“I wouldn’t let that happen,” he assured me. 



Silence fell between us. The utter hopelessness of my position washedthrough me. “Why are you here?” 

I asked miserably . 



He shut his eyes for a moment. “Epiny demanded that I come. She didsomething, Nevare. She did it for a friend, a deathbed favor. She had n oidea what it would mean. Sergeant Hoster entrusted a letter to her. Sh epromised that if Hoster died, she would deliver it to the commandin gofficer of the regiment and demand that the letter be opened and read i nher presence, and the contents acted upon. Nevare, I swear she had n oidea what was in it! When Major Helford read it out loud, she fainte dthere in his office. They came to get me, and I had to carry her home .She’s been distraught ever since. ” 



I didn’t have to ask what it was. Epiny, my own cousin, had unwittingly delivered Sergeant Hoster’s damning evidence against me. I spoke theheavy words slowly. “The letter accused me of Fala’s murder. And it tol dwhere to find Clove’s harness, with the one mismatched strap. 

” 







He stared at me. Then, “Yes,” he said softly. His eyes were sad. I tried notto see the question in them . 

“Hitch did it,” I told him. “He confessed it all to me that night he walked.”Spink glanced away from me. 

His eyes did not come back to meet mine . 

“Spink, I’m telling the truth. He told me he took the strap from Clove’sharness and that he killed Fala with it because the magic forced him to d oit. He’d set the whole thing up. He was the one who took me to Sarl aMoggam’s brothel in the first place.” I suddenly stopped talking, as Irecalled that no one there had seen us together. He’d entered before I had ,and I’d probably left after he’d gone. Oh, so neatly done, Hitch. You serve dthe magic well. Spink spoke hesitantly. “I’m sorry, Nevare. I believe you. Ido. 

But it all sounds so, well, so desperate. What possible reason coul dScout Hitch have for killing that whore? You’re accusing a dead ma nwhom almost everyone on the post respected. He was a bit of a rogue ,that’s true, but I don’t think anyone is going to believe that he killed Fal a because Speck magic made him do it.” 



“But they’ll believe that I did it for pleasure,” I said heavily. 



He closed his eyes before he spoke. “I am afraid that they will.” I turnedand walked away from the door. I sat down on the bunk. The wood fram emade a cracking sound. I ignored it. “Go away, Spink. 

Save you rreputation. I don’t think there’s anything that anyone can do for me now .Go away. ” 



“I do have to go. But I’ll be back, Nevare. I don’t believe the things they’vesaid about you. Neither does Epiny. For what it’s worth, most of he rwomen are angry at her now, because although she gave Major Helfor dthe letter, she has tried to say that it’s all a huge mistake, that Sergean t Hoster didn’t have the truth of it. But they found Clove’s harness hidden inthe stable, with the one odd bit of strap, and the strap they found aroun dFala’s neck matches the harness perfectly. ” 



“So, in addition to knocking myself out with a bucket in the midst ofdishonoring the dead, I’m now stupid enough to have strangled a whor ewith a strap from my own horse’s harness? Think about it, Spink! Can yo uhonestly picture any man planning such a murder? ‘I think I’ll take aharness strap from my own horse’s harness, take it to town with me, lur eFala away from the brothel, strangle her with it, and leave her body wher eit’s certain to be found.’ Can anyone believe that I’m that stupid? ” 

The muscles stood out on the side of his jaw. He forced himself to speak. 

“Nevare. These acts you are accused of are so hateful that given evenascrap of evidence, they’ll find you guilty. The whistle brigade is demandin gthat someone be punished, and the only someone in custody is you.” M ymind jumped back to what he had been telling me . 

“Epiny took my part? Publicly?”He nodded grimly . 









“Tell her to renounce it. Tell her to say that she has changed her mind.” 





“Oh, and of course she would do that if her husband commanded it.”Spink’s voice was dryly sarcastic, but I saw something else in his tigh tsmile. Pride. He knew Epiny would not back down. And he took pride i nthe fact that she would stand behind her convictions regardless of th econsequences . 





“Oh, Spink, I am so sorry. She will lose all her friends over this, won’tshe?” 





“Not quite. Amzil has come forward to stand beside her. She has toldeveryone that you lived with her for nearly a month in Dead Town an dnever put a hand on her or demonstrated any sort of temper. Of course, a sa former whore, her word counts for less, but she gave it nonetheless. ” 





I winced. “Go home, Spink. You’ve done all you can and I need to think.There has to be some compelling evidence I can offer that I’m innocent. ” 



“You’ll have to come up with it soon,” he warned me. “Surely they won’ttry to hold a court-martial while the plague is still raging? ” 



“The plague has stopped. Just as if someone blew a lamp out. Some arehailing it as a miracle. I’ve heard at least one person say that it’s the goo dgod showing his pleasure that a vile criminal like yourself has bee ncaptured. ” 



“It stopped?” 







“Like magic.” He smiled grimly. “Fevers went down. People rallied on theirdeathbeds. There hasn’t been a death since you were brought here ,Nevare. ” 



“Like magic,” I agreed sourly. I lay back on my protesting pallet andlooked at the cobwebbed ceiling. 

“Go home, Spink. Tell Epiny I love he rand tell her to stop defending me in public. Tell Amzil the same. ” 

“That you love her?” He seemed incredulous. 



“Why not?” I replied recklessly. “I can scarcely lose anything by saying itnow.” 



“I’ll do it, then,” he said, and seemed almost pleased at the prospect. Ashe turned to go, I called after him, “I’ll be sent some sort of counsel, won’ tI? Someone who will help me present my defense? ” 



“They’re trying to find someone willing to represent you,” he said. If hemeant the words to be reassuring, they were not. I wondered if they woul dstill hold the court-martial if I had no representative . 



If I had remained at the academy, I should have eventually had tocomplete a course that covered martial law and how it was administered .What little I had heard of that course convinced me it would have been adry study. Little had I ever thought that any of it would apply to me. Iclosed my eyes for a moment and tried once more to be the boy who ha dset off so joyfully for the academy, so full of anticipation of a gloriou scareer and a golden future. That future was to have included an obedien tand doting wife, a woman raised in the traditions of being a cavall aofficer’s wife. Carsina. What had we done to one another? Then I clenche dmy jaw and admitted that she was little to blame for all that ha d happened. 



If I wanted to parcel out blame, I had only to look at myself. Hitch hadwarned me that using the magic for my own ends would always extract aharsh price. If I had not put Carsina under a command to apologize to m ebefore she died, she might have died quietly of the plague. I had sealed m yown fate. At least hanging would be a swift end for a man of my girth. Th ephysics of such an execution probably meant that my head would be tor ncompletely from my body. Grisly, but much swifter than dangling an d strangling. I shook my head and tried to rattle such thoughts away. I coul dnot think of that just now. And I could not think of anything else, either . 



I was in pain from the blow I’d taken from the bucket. Feeling my face andthe side of my skull, I became convinced that I should have died of suc hinjuries if my residual magic had not undertaken to swiftly repair them .Tender spots convinced me that the least injuries I had taken were acracked skull and a broken jaw. I was torn between being glad the magi chad preserved my life and wishing that I had 



died a swift death. Th ehealing of my injuries, though not as fast as my recovery from my bulle twound, was a liability to me, I slowly realized. It was likely that when Istood before the court-martial, I would appear fully healed and in goo dhealth. No one would believe that I had taken a deadly blow from a dea d

man. They would find some other way to account for me being unconscious. 



My cell was a small bare room. I could see the cot, a chamber-pot, thebarred window in the door, and the food slot in the door. Light, dim bu tconstant, came from a lantern on a hook in the hall outside. It was ver yquiet. Either the other inhabitants slept a lot or there weren’t any. Othe rthan my visit from Spink and the guard on his regular rounds to check o nme or feed me, I did not see a soul. With no pastimes and nothing t odistract me from my predicament, my thoughts chased each other i n ever-smaller circles. 



I was going to die. That much seemed very certain. I hoped I couldmaintain my dignity. Just thinking of ascending the steps to a gallow smade me shaky. I resolved I would not shake or weep or beg. Probably al lcondemned men resolved to go bravely; I hoped I’d have the strength t okeep those resolutions. I dreaded my trial and yet longed for it, to have i tall be over. I made and unmade final decisions a dozen times a day. Iwould ask that all my possessions be left to Amzil and her children. No, Iwould not mention her or the children lest association with me taint them .I would tell the court everything: who I was, how I had become infecte dwith magic, the dangers of the Dust Dance, how I had consorted wit hSpecks and been tricked into planting ancestor trees in the graveyard, an dwhat the matured trees meant to the Specks—No. I would stand silent an dsay not a word and let them convict me. That would shelter my father an dsister from further shame. I would tell them only of the walkers, and how Ihad tried to save Carsina. I wondered if they would think me a liar or amadman. The days dripped by. A Lieutenant Roper came by to tell me m ytrial had been delayed until it could be determined if the town of Getty shad more right to try me for crimes against its civilian citizens than th emilitary. He came to the door of my cell, imparted this to me, and lef tbefore I could ask me if he was my defense counsel. I feared he was . 



My next visitor wakened me in what I thought were early-morning hours.A tall man with bloodshot eyes breathed brandy fumes into my cell as h egripped the bars of the little window in my cell door and shook it on it shinges. “You great fat bloody coward!” he slurred at me. “I ought to dra gyou out of there and rip you limb from limb for what you did to m ybeautiful wife. You desecrated the most gentle and honorable woman th egood god ever made! You filthy dog! You unspeakable filth!” He shook th e barred window again, working the heavy door against its hinges and th estout bolt that locked it. I wondered if he had a gun with him. I wondere dif I would move out of range of its muzzle if he did. When he had spent hi s

fury shaking the door, Captain Thayer suddenly slammed his head againstthe wood of it. He rested it there, leaning on my door and breathin gharshly. Then his breath caught. His ragged breathing gave way to th eheart-wrenching sounds of sobs ripping out of him. Into the lesser noise o fhis weeping, I foolishly spoke . 







“I did not dishonor your wife, sir. I did not touch her. Carsina wasawalker; she roused from what we thought was death but was only a coma .I gave her tea and cold water. I was on my way to fetch you when— ” 



You lying scum!” My words had kindled him to fresh fury. “Don’t you daresay her name so familiarly, you piece of filth! Hanging is too good for you !You should have to suffer as you’ve made me suffer!” He thrust his han dand arm between the bars and made groping motions, as if it coul dsomehow stretch across the room and throttle me. It would have bee nhumorous if his murderous intent had not been so sincere . 



“Captain Thayer! Sir! Captain, please, sir! You should come away now.”The guard who addressed him had a thin reedy voice. Thayer turned hi shead to stare at him. “Please, sir. You have to come away. I shouldn’t hav elet you in at all. He’ll come to trial soon, and you can confront him there .Sir.” Thayer seized the bars again and tried vainly to shake the door. Th eguard let him. When he finally gave up his vain effort, he sagged agains tthe door, breathing hoarsely . 



“Come away, sir. Justice will be done. Come away now.” And with that, theguard led him away . 



I suspected I had burned away whatever magic I’d had left. I ate theprison food, but the sophistication of taste that had allowed me to tak epleasure in even the simplest of foods had fled my palate. It was a bowl o fslop each day, with a hunk of hard bread and some water. I ate it onl ybecause I was constantly ravenous. As if to make its mockery of m ecomplete, the magic that had kept me fat even in far more dir ecircumstances now failed. My clothing hung looser on me every day, an dmy skin began to sag. When I slept, I only slept. The dreams I had wer efragmented nonsense or ominous nightmares of hanging. After the initia lburst of healing that had kept me alive, my recuperation from the bucke tblow was slow. My jaw ached and my head hurt most of the time. Sudde nmotion as simple as turning my head toward a sound produced dizziness .And the waiting dragged on, day after day, with no one seeing fit t oinform me of anything. The guard who fed me and checked on me refuse dto exchange a single word with me. I lost track of the days. Sometimes Idozed and thought only a few moments had passed, only to hear the rattl e of an insipid meal being pushed through my doors. At other times, I coul d find neither sleep nor true wakefulness, but lay on my cot suspended,feeling as if all time had stopped. 

The waiting came to an abrupt en dwhen I jerked out of such a reverie to find Spink once more peerin g through the barred window . 



“I thought I told you go to away,” I greeted him, even as I could not denythe relief I felt to see a friendly face . 







“Well, you’ve been outranked. I’m here under orders.” 





“From Epiny?” I jested, and he almost smiled. 





“If her commands could have gotten me through the doors to you again,I’d have been here a hundred times. No. From Major Helford. His searc hfor anyone willing to act as your defense finally discovered me. And here Iam. ” 





“But…” Dismay filled me. “You’re in supply. How on earth could they selectyou to act as my counsel? 

Do you know anything about military law? ” 





“They did not select me so much as work their way down to me. I’m afraideveryone above me who was asked begged off. Man after man said that h ecould not defend you impartially. As depleted as the ranks of our officer sare, you should probably be grateful that you don’t have Ebrooks or Kese yin this role. ” 





“How do you know Kesey and Ebrooks?” 





“I was given this task yesterday. I immediately rode out to the cemetery tointerview them. ” 



I’d sat up too suddenly. I closed my eyes to let the dizziness pass, thenopened them and asked, “And what did they tell you about me? ” 



“That they had liked you. Not at first, but when they saw you doing yourbest at a task no one else 



wanted, and living out there despite the forest s oclose by, they came to admire your ‘guts,’ as they so elegantly put it. The ysaid it was hard to believe you had done such a thing. ” 



His tone told me everything. “But not impossible. They do believe it.” Hefolded his lips tightly and then gave a curt nod. “The evidence is agains tyou. Every man who has held the post of cemetery guard before you ha scome to a bad end. Desertion or suicide. One man simply drank himself t odeath. They found him neatly laid out in the grave he’d dug for himself . 

Kesey and Ebrooks both think you went mad.” 



“How do they explain the injury to my head?” 





“Self-inflicted.” 





“They think I hit myself in the head with a bucket?” I was incredulous. 





“It’s the only possible explanation, Nevare. And therefore, as unlikely as itis, they have to believe it. ” 





I turned away from him. My hands went to fists. Irrational tears stung myeyes. Foolish as it was, I’d expected them to believe me. I hadn’t though ttheir good opinions would count for much, but I’d believed there would b eat least two speaking in my favor at my trial. To hear that even Kesey an d Ebrooks could believe such evil of me destroyed all hope. “I’m going t oplead guilty.” I could scarcely believe I’d said the words, but the moment Ihad, I saw the wisdom in them . 



“What?” Spink was horrified. 



“I’m going to plead guilty and get it over with. I don’t want a drawn-outtrial with spectators flocking to 



listen to people say vile things about me. Idon’t want to stir things up until my execution becomes a social event. Ijust want to plead guilty and be done with it. ” 



“Nevare, you can’t! You didn’t do it, you didn’t do any of it!” 





“Can you be sure of that? How do you know I’m not mad, Spink?” 





“Because of your journal,” he said quietly. I thought he soundedembarrassed . 





“You read my journal?” I was outraged. 





“No. Not directly. Epiny read it. She found it soon after I hid it, thoughshe didn’t tell me she’d found it until after she’d finished reading it. ” 





“Oh, by the good god. Is there no mercy left in the world?” For onehorrifying instant, every demeaning thing I’d written about Epiny flashe dthrough my mind, along with my accounts of my sexual encounters wit hOlikea and every other stupid thing I’d recorded in there. Why on eart hhad I written such things down? They didn’t belong in a soldier son’ sjournal! And now Epiny had read them all . 

And through her—“How much did she tell you?” 





“Enough,” Spink replied, his ears going pink. 









Silence reigned between us. To have the last two people in the world whothought well of me know exactly what sort of man I really wa soverwhelmed me in a tide of despair. Execution would be a mercy . 





“I’m going to plead guilty, Spink. If you have any regard left for me at all,burn that damned book and then forget you ever knew me.” I felt a shar ppang of regret as I recalled the letters I’d sent to my sister. 

A heartfel tprayer went out of me that my father had been vigilant and had destroye dthem unread. 

“Good-bye, Spink. If there’s anything left of mine in th ecabin that has value, sell it off. And Clove. See he goes to a good master .Use the money however you think best. ” 



I heard Spink shift his feet on the floor outside my cell. After a moment hespoke almost calmly, the anger muted in his voice. “I thought you ha dmore courage than that, Nevare. ” 



“You were mistaken, then,” I retorted. 



I heard the rustle of paper. “There are certain things you should know. Thetown of Gettys wanted to try you. Major Helford decided that the militar yhas more right than they. But he conceded to them that when you stan dbefore your seven judges, three of them would be from the town. Now , they haven’t given me much time to prepare. I have statements fromEbrooks and Kesey. Can you think of anyone else who might give atestimonial as to your character?” I didn’t reply. After a short time, h e pushed on doggedly. “I have a list of questions here that I need you t oanswer. They’ll help me to defend you.” I said nothing . 



He cleared his throat. “Under what circumstances did you first meet Fala,a prostitute working in Sarla Moggam’s brothel?” His voice was absolutel yneutral. I refused to answer . 



After a moment, he asked, “On what date were you first betrothed to Carsina Grenalter, Nevare Burvelle?” 



I came to my feet faster than I thought I could possibly do it and flungmyself at the door. I tried to thrust my hand through the bars to seize hi sdamnable list of questions, but he simply stepped back out of my reach. Iwas dizzy with my sudden motion and with the fury he had awokened i nme. I clung to the bars to 



keep from falling and growled through my teeth , 

“Don’t you dare reveal my real name at the trial! Don’t you dare connect me to Carsina!” 



“Nevare, it’s your only chance. Tell the whole truth. All of it.” 



“I won’t. If you even try to bring it up, I’ll disrupt the whole proceeding.I’ll attack my guards and force them to kill me right there.” It came to m e

that that was an excellent idea in any case; it would avoid all the ceremonyand suspense of a hanging. I think Spink must have seen that in my eyes .He suddenly looked very tired and defeated . 



“I know you think that your life is in shambles and not worth saving,” hesaid quietly. “But for a moment, I wish you’d stop being so selfish and loo kat what you are doing to Epiny and me. She loves you, Nevare. I can’t fai lher and then spend the rest of my life with her. She has already said that i fwe have a boy, she’s going to name him Nevare. Does that mean nothin g to you?” 



“It means that as usual, Epiny is acting without a grain of sense. Youshould stop her. You have a duty to protect your son from his mother’ sfoolishness.” 



There was a long, cold silence. He spoke formally at last. “Well. I willtolerate many things from you, but not insult to my wife. You may do a syou please. I will put forth my best effort, and I will never have t o apologize to my wife or anyone else for being derelict in my duties. Go t oyour death a coward if you must, Nevare. Good day. ” 

And with that, he left me.CHAPTER THIRTY-TW OLISAN A





For the rest of that morning, I laid on my pallet and wondered exactlywhat Spink would think he must do. It was good to know that he woul dstand by me as a friend, even when I chose to give up, but it wa s intolerable that he should defy me, for if he chose to betray my real nam eand then speak of my involvement with the Specks, he would ruin m yfamily’s name. Even if he won clemency for me that way, I thought grimly ,I would emerge from my cell into a life I preferred not to face . 





I reined my mind away from such thoughts and began to make my plans,feeble as they were. At the very first opportunity after I came into th ecourtroom, I would attack whoever was presiding. I’d have to make it areal effort, not just a dramatic show. I wanted to force them to kill me. Iwondered if I’d be moved from my cell to the courtroom by armed guards .If so, a simple escape attempt might win me what I hoped for. Now tha t

the magic had forsaken me, a bullet or two in the back should end it all.Ishifted on my bunk, and the abused planks beneath me gave a fina lprotesting crack before they collapsed onto the floor. I sighed, but did no tbother getting up. After a time, I closed my eyes. Sleep opened under m elike a trap door . 



I fell to my knees in the deep moss. Around me, the summer foresthummed with life. I blinked, for even the leaf-dappled sunlight was ashock to my eyes after the dimness of my cell. The rich, earthy smells o f moss and earth filled my nostrils. A pale green butterfly came to danc earound me, perplexed, and then suddenly lifted and wafted away on th efoliage-filtered breeze. Slowly I stood and looked around me, then turne dmy feet to the path that led up the ridge to Tree Woman’s stump . 



I felt a difference in my presence in this place. I was not there under myown power but at her command. 

I was as footless as a ghost, as if I drifte dover a path where before I would have felt the mossy earth beneath m yfeet. The cool breeze touched my face but did not move my hair or stir m yclothing. When I came in sight of Tree Woman’s stump, I halted ,perplexed. “And here he is,” I heard Tree Woman say. 

But not to me .Epiny stood there beside her, leaning on Tree Woman’s trunk, looking pal eand sweaty and disturbingly real. She had been wearing a straw sun hat ;she had pushed it off and it dangled down her back by the ribbon aroun dher neck. Her hair had been pinned up as befitted a married woman, bu t it had come down messily in tendrils around her face. The dark blue dressshe wore struck me as peculiarly shapeless and unflattering. Then Iabruptly realized it had been cut to accommodate the growing child insid eher. 



“You cannot be here,” I said to her. She peered at me, her eyes widening. 

“You can’t be here,” I said more loudly, and then she seemed to hear me. 

“I am here,” she asserted, an edge of anger in her voice. She squinted atme and then, with a small gasp, lifted her hand to her mouth. “You are th eone who cannot be here. Nevare. You are rippling. ” 



“It is only by her pleading that you are here,” Tree Woman rebuked me asshe wavered into view. She sat on top of her stump, looking older an dwearier than I had ever seen her. She was thinner, I realized. 

Depleted o fher fat. That was disturbing. “You see what you have reduced me to!” Tre eWoman rebuked me. “This is your own fault, Soldier’s Boy, that I have s olittle strength to help you. ” 



“I don’t understand.” 







“He never understands anything,” Tree Woman observed to Epiny in the voice of an older woman advising a much younger one. 



“I know,” Epiny replied. She sounded both exhausted and fearful. She wasbreathing heavily, and when she set her hand to the top of her belly, m yheart tightened . 



“You shouldn’t be here. How did you get here?” 



“I walked.” She took a breath. “Uphill. And against the fear.” 



“I am surprised she managed it,” Tree Woman observed. “She came intothe forest calling for Olikea. 

She is fortunate that I answered instead o fthat one. She is still very angry with you, Soldier’s Boy. I can imagine to owell how she would have vented that anger. ” 



“I don’t understand how any of this can be,” I repeated. “Isn’t this theother place? Aren’t I dreamwalking? ” 



“Yes. You are. And you have dreamwalked to a real place, just as yourcousin has hiked here. So. Here we all are. And she tells me she would d oanything, give us anything, if the magic will help her find a way for you t olive.” Tree Woman cocked her head at me and her eyes went cold . 

“Perhaps I should ask for her firstborn child.” 



“No!” I roared, but my roar had the strength of a cat’s hiss. Epiny hadgone paler, but she said nothing. 

She looked at me and her eyes filled wit htears. She bowed her head . 



“She is going back to her husband right now,” I announced. “Oh, is she?”Tree Woman laughed humorlessly. “Stop giving commands. You ar epowerless here. And you are powerless by your own choice. Again an dagain, you refused to serve the magic. Repeatedly, you refused to answe rOlikea’s summons so that she could build you up with the correct foods .You have been like a small boy refusing to do his chores. With you rwillfulness you have tangled the magic until I begin to wonder if anyon ecan 



make it work again. But some tasks must be done, and if the prope rperson will not do them, another will be found. Your cousin has com ehere of her own will. I do not know why the magic did not choose someon elike her to begin with. I think she will serve it far better than you have. ” 



“You can’t do this! You can’t take her instead of me!” 



“Do you think not? She has strength, and a natural affinity for this world.”The woman on the stump looked down on Epiny, and her smile dnarrowed. “I recall the first time that she and I fought over you. I wa ssurprised at her strength then. And on the day you cut me, she came int omy world and dared to challenge me for a life the magic had alread yclaimed. She took him back with her, and a man who should have fed th e

magic has instead fathered her child. It would suit me very well, Soldier’sBoy, to see her bow her head to the magic. It would be fitting if she los twhat I lost. ” 



I looked at Tree Woman. I still felt my love for her, but I also felt the gulfbetween us that she could even threaten Epiny so. “What can I do t opersuade you to let her go free?” I asked bluntly. “I’ll give you anything t osee her safely home. ” 



“That’s the wrong bargain,” Tree Woman replied. “She has already toldme several things she is willing to do to win your life back for you. Th eonly thing that is left for me to decide is if we have any use for you. 

” 



“Let Epiny go. Help me to live and I will come to you and serve the magic.Even if it means going against my own people to do so. ” 



Tree Woman cocked her head. She was quiet for a time, but it was moreas if she were listening than thinking. I stood beside Epiny and tried t otake her hand. She watched owlishly as my phantom hand swept throug hhers. I put my arm around her. She gave me a pale, tired smile and the nturned her worried glance back to Tree Woman. I looked past th emeditating woman to the new tree sprouting from her prone trunk. It sleaves hung limp and motionless in the summer breeze. Lisana focuse dher gaze on us again. “The magic will take both of you,” she announced , obviously pleased. 



“That wasn’t offered!” I retorted angrily. 









“Of course it was,” she replied. “Epiny said she’d give anything to saveyou. 

You said you’d do anything to see her safely home. The magic agrees toboth. ” 





“That isn’t fair!” I cried. 





“What would be fair, Soldier’s Boy? Shall we let her go, let you die, let theintruders cut down the ancestor trees? Let the road gash through th eforest like your blade cut through my trunk? Cut the People loose fro mtheir roots as you severed me from mine? That would be fair? ” 





“I’m sorry I did that,” I said again. I suddenly understood that Epiny’sventure into the forest had reawakened all of Tree Woman’s hurt an danger. Lisana and I had set our great battle behind us; we had even see nourselves as victims of our own conflict. Epiny’s presence tipped the scale s a different way. She was my ally who had aided me in Tree Woman’sdefeat. Tree Woman felt afresh the ignominy of her defeat. Epiny was th eliving embodiment of my other life and my loyalty to it. She represente deverything that kept me away from the magic. “Please, Lisana. Please le ther go,” I said simply at last. “You ask that as if you think it were in m ypower. She came here howling out Olikea’s name like a she-cat in heat .She is lucky that one did not come to her. Olikea and the others have fle d into the mountains. They fear what is to come. When the magic i sangered, all suffer. The People are converging on Kinrove’s folk now. The yfear his magic has ceased to work. The Fear his dancers make no longe rholds the intruders at bay; the ancestor trees have begun to fall again .Kinrove is the oldest and fattest of our Great Ones. They will petition hi mto stop the dancing, and begin a war such as your folk will understand. ” 



“There is no need for that!” Epiny broke in. She gave me a single sidewaysglance and then said, “I can do what you have asked of me. I can stop th emen from cutting down your ancestor trees. And I will do it, if you find away for Nevare to live. ” 



For a long time Tree Woman regarded Epiny silently. Then she said, “I told you. 





The magic has accepted. It is up to the magic now, not me.” 





“But what are we supposed to do?” I asked. 





“Whatever the magic wants you to do,” Tree Woman replied. “Lisana,”Ibegged. “I have told you over and over again. I do not know what th emagic wants of me. If I knew, I would have done it by now. ” 





“You are the only one who can possibly know. I suggest you listen moreclosely to it,” she replied stiffly. 

I suspected I had offended her by callin gher by name in front of Epiny. She turned her back on both of us, an dthen, suddenly, she wasn’t there. In the instant she vanished, I suddenl yfelt frail, a shadow blowing in a black wind. Then Epiny looked at me an dset her hand on top of mine, which rested on her shoulder. Her finger swent through my hand; she clasped her own shoulder but I felt mor e stable. 





“You’re holding me here.” I said, amazed. 



“I’m trying to. I don’t quite know how any of this works.” She lookedaround fearfully. “Do you know the way home? ” 



“I might. It’s a long trek through the woods. Do you think you’re strong enough?” 



She gave a strained laugh. “What choice do I have? I’ve read that phraseover and over in your journal, Nevare. That the magic leaves you n ochoices. Now I think I understand what it means.” She turned away fro mLisana’s stump and walked back along the ridge and I drifted with her, achild’s toy on a string

. 







“Why did you come here? Why were you looking for Olikea?” 



“I thought…I don’t know what I thought. That perhaps she would knowaway to save you. Spink came home heartsick that you had decided to plea dguilty and be done with it. I waited until he left the house. 

And then Iborrowed a horse… ” 



“From whom?” I cut in. 



She was unfazed. “Very well. I stole a horse and cart and drove out to thecemetery and walked into the new woods behind your spring. The fea rwasn’t so bad there. So I thought I could do it. And I pushed on up int othe old forest. But I could barely make myself go under those trees. So Istood there, and I called for Olikea. I think my shouts stirred somethin gup, because then the fear flooded over me. Nevare, I have never been s o

frightened. My heart was racing and I couldn’t get my breath. My legs justturned to jelly and I sank down where I was. I was so terrified I couldn’ teven run away. And it made me, well, angry. So I screamed for Olike aagain. And then something happened. I was still very scared, but I felt Ihad to get up and walk. So I did. I walked and I walked, up steep hills an dthrough brambles, and I was so tired I knew I couldn’t keep going. But Ihad to. And finally I got to that stump. And when I saw your swor d sticking out of it, the fear came on me so strong that I thought I would di eof it. Because I knew that somehow I’d come to a place that we had al ldreamed together. ” 



She stopped walking. I halted, too, not because I willed it but becauseI was somehow fastened to her. She drew a deep and shuddering breath. 

“How did you stand it?” 



“What?” 



“The fear. Even though I know that it’s something being done to me,I can’t ignore it.” She put a free hand to her chest as if to calm the poundingof her heart . 



“Epiny, I didn’t. The magic took it away, or I never could have ventured sofreely through the forest. I don’t know how you forced yourself to com ehere. Keep walking. I want to see you safely home. ” 





“I wish you were really here. I wish you could protect me.” Those wordsstabbed deeper than any knife could. It took a little time before I coul dspeak. 



“Epiny, I don’t think you’re in any real danger right now, other thanexhaustion. Go down that way, to the left. See that little rabbit trail in th emoss? Follow it. There’s a stream down there. Drink some water and res tfor a bit before we go on. I’m amazed that a woman in your conditio ncould make this hike at all. ” 



She followed my suggestion, but as she worked her way down the steeppath, she asked me, “So you are one of those men who think pregnancy i sa ‘diseased state’? You can’t even bring yourself to say

‘pregnant,’ ca nyou?” 



“I was afraid you’d consider it rude.” Even to myself, I sounded priggish.Tired and scared as she was, she still managed a small laugh. “It’s onl yrude because you think how I got this way is somewhat shameful . 

Well-bred women shouldn’t be pregnant. Isn’t that true?” 



I thought over her words, and then had to laugh with her. “You make methink about how I think about things, Epiny. You’re one of the few peopl ein my life who can make me do that. ” 



“If we both live through this, I intend to do a lot more of it. At this rate,Ifear I will never have time to scold you properly for how badly you treate dme by concealing that you were still alive. I want you to know I’m jus tputting it off until it’s more convenient. I have not forgiven you. ” 



“There, through those trees—see it? That’s the stream.” I forced myself toadd, “I probably don’t deserve to be forgiven for that. I don’t expect it. ”She halted for an instant and then stumped her way down to the stream ,complaining as she went, “And that is probably the only thing you coul dhave said that would make me instantly forgive you, no matter how muc hyou deserve to endure my disdain and contempt for, well, at least months !Oh, how lovely! It’s beautiful, here.” She pushed through the foliage of abush and emerged onto the mossy banks of a stream . 



“It is. I’m surprised that you can see that through the fear.” Somethingelse caught my attention. “Epiny. 

Do you see the berries on that bush? Th eone we just passed? ” 







“I do.” She ventured closer. “They’re lovely. Such a rich color.” 



“Do you think there is any way you could pick some and bring them to mein the jail? ” 



“I’ve nothing to carry them in except my handkerchief.” She walked past them to the stream. She sank down carefully onto the moss. She dippedthe handkerchief she had just mentioned into the water and wipe dperspiration from her brow and the back of her neck before cupping som ewater in her hand to drink. All the while, she never let go of my phanto mhand pinned to her shoulder. “When I get back to town, I can buy yo usome berries at the market if you wish. ” 



“Not like those,” I told her. A faint but tantalizing scent wafted to myghost nose. My mouth watered, and my suppressed appetite woke with aroar. “It’s a special sort of berry. They facilitate magic. ” 



“Really?” She stood up slowly and went back to the bush. “Such anunusual color,” she said. She picked one. And before I could utter a soun dof warning, she ate it. I felt her consume it. “Oh, my! I’ve never taste danything like that! ” 



“Epiny, stop! Stop!” Her hand hovered over another berry. “I’m afraid ifyou eat them, the magic will gain more power over you. Don’t ea tanymore.” With just the one berry, I sensed a change in her. She did a swell. She gripped my hand now, not her own shoulder. Some of he rweariness had fallen away. 

Tree Woman was right, I realized. Epiny di dhave an aptitude for their magic. I recalled what Epiny had told me s olong ago in Old Thares: that once a medium had shown her how to ope n herself to magic, she had felt it was a window inside her that she could notclose. 



“They’re so delicious,” she murmured. She picked a second berry. 





“Epiny! No!” 





“Just one more. It made me feel stronger.” It was already in her mouth.Iknew the moment she crushed it, 



for I felt a surge of magic wash throug hher. 





“Epiny! For the sake of Spink’s child, stop now! You cannot use this magicwithout it taking something from you. You’ve read my journal. Let me tel lyou what isn’t in there, what I didn’t have time to record. 

This magic, i tgrows in odd ways. You’ll use it without meaning to. I made Carsina awalker! I forced that on her, by my foolish words spoken in anger a tRosse’s wedding. I was too ashamed to tell Spink what I’d done to her .Carsina came back from the dead, forced to do what I’d cursed her with. Iforced her to go on her knees and beg my forgiveness before she coul d die.” 

“Oh, the good god’s mercy!” Epiny leaned over and spat. It was too late;Iknew she had absorbed the berry’s potency already. But the simple ac tshowed me that she had the strength of will I’d lacked. She took a breath ,and then straightened. “Show me the way home, Nevare. ” 



“Pick the berries for me, Epiny. Even a kerchief full will restore some of mypower.” I felt tantalizingly more substantial. The smell of the two berrie sshe’d eaten was on her breath. I longed to devour every one that remaine don the bush . 



“But you said they’d put me in the magic’s power,” she protested. “Won’tthey do the same to you? ” 



“I’m already in the magic’s power. If you can get them to me in the prison,I may be able to rejuvenate enough magic to be able to help myself. The nyou won’t have to. ” 



“But—” 



“I’ve already given Lisana my word. Pick the berries for me, Epiny.” Shestood a long time considering it. Then she spread her handkerchief on th emoss and began, one-handed, to pick berries and drop them on it. Whe nshe had a goodly pile, she gathered up the four corners of her kerchief an dpicked it up. 

“The way home?” she asked me again . 



I made a decision. “Going home the way you came is far too long. Followthis stream,” I told her. “It has to flow downhill. It will take you closer t othe end of the road. From there, I think you can beg aid of the me nworking there. They’ll put you on a cart and get you home. ” 







It was a long and weary walk for her. The berries, she told me, seemed tohave calmed the fear in her and lent her strength. Even so, my heart ache dfor her. She’d had the sense to put on boots before she stole the horse an dcart, but her heavy skirts were scarcely the best hiking garb. I greatl yfeared that night would fall before we were out of the forest. I wondered i fI’d misjudged the way until we heard the muted sounds of axes falling an dsmelled the smoke of burning brush. “We’re nearly there,” I said quietly

. 

“All you have to do is go toward the sounds. The men working on the road will help you.” 



Her response was as subdued. “She took me to the end of the ridge andmade me look down on what we had done to her forest. I don’t pretend t ounderstand completely what the ancestor trees mean to her. 

But for tha tmoment, I felt what she felt, and my heart actually went out to her ,Nevare. Different as we are, I still understood that all she wants is to kee pthings as they are, to protect her people. ” 

“But we both know that things never remain as they are, Epiny. It’s a lostcause already. ” 



“Perhaps. But I’ve already said that I’d stop them from cutting theancestor trees. Do you know exactly what they are? ” 



“I think that when a Great One dies, the Specks give the body to a tree.And that the tree absorbs the body, and somehow that person lives on as a tree.” 



“That’s what Tree Woman is? Lisana?” 



“I think so. We’ve never discussed it directly. There are so many thingsthat she assumes I know, and—

” 



“But that’s horrible! We’re literally killing their elders when we cut thosetrees! By the good god’s mercy! No wonder they think we’re monsters !Nevare, when you went to Colonel Haren, you should have told him wha tthose trees were! If only he had known! ” 



“Epiny. I know you’ve read my journal. I did go to Colonel Haren, themorning before the Dust Dance. I told him what those trees meant to th eSpecks and even warned him that if the cutting did not stop, we’d b efacing a different kind of war. He dismissed my concern, and said that h ethought less of me for having it. He’d heard it before. He saw it as sill ysuperstitious nonsense, and said that once the trees were gone an dnothing bad happened to the Specks, they’d see they’d been foolish an d 



come around to our way of thinking. It was as if he believed that if we tooktheir culture away from them, they’d instantly convert to thinking lik eGernians. As if our way of seeing the world were the only real one, an d

that anyone, given the opportunity, would think like we do. I couldn’tmake him see any other point of view. Even if I’d told him that the tree swere actually the Specks’ ancestors, he’d have been unable to believe me .But, yes, we knew those trees were sacred to the Specks. We’ve evidentl yknown it for a long time. And we keep trying to cut through ther e anyway.” 



“We’ve been fools! Couldn’t someone, for just a moment, have believed theSpecks knew the secrets of their forest better than we did? We’ve brough tall this on ourselves! The fear, the despair, the Speck plague! It’s all ou rown doing. ” 



“I wouldn’t go that far—” I started to say, but she interrupted me. 



“So what did you try, then, to stop the cutting?” 



“I—well, that is, what else could I do? I told the colonel and pleaded withhim to stop it. He refused. ” 

“Well, you should have done something more!” 



“Perhaps I could have, if I’d had time. But on my way home, your friend Hoster’s men shot me.” 



“He thought you were a murderer,” she said. She sounded angry andembarrassed . 



“I still can’t believe you trusted that man!” I retorted. She stopped andlooked up at me, and her eyes suddenly filled with tears . 



“You should just say it and get it over with, Nevare. It’s my fault thatyou’re in that cell facing death. I betrayed you. I’m so sorry! So sorry. ” 







“Oh, Epiny, I didn’t mean it that way! You didn’t betray me. All you didwas what you thought you should do, keep faith with a man you trusted .And maybe by his own lights, he was a good man. If he believed me such amonster and a threat to the women of the town, then maybe he wa sjustified in sending those men after me. It’s all about what we believe, isn’ tit? Not just Gernians and Specks, but even down to individuals like Hoste rand you. All we can do is what we think is right, driven by what we know ,or what we think we know. ” 



“Nonetheless, I feel it was my fault. And that was why I had to go to theforest today. To do whatever I could, at any cost, to free you from tha tcell.” She was no longer meeting my eyes. She trudged on. The forest brus hwas getting thicker. She pushed her way through . 



“Epiny, you don’t have to do anything more.” The ringing of axes camelouder now. I could see the sunlight at the edge of the clearing ahead an dsmell the drifting smoke of the burning slash piles. The work crews wer eclose. “Just get yourself safely home. And if there is any way you can ge tthose berries to me, please do that. And then stay away from whateve rhappens next, knowing you’ve done your best. ” 



“Would you go back on your given word, Nevare?” Her hair had tangled ina bush . 

She stopped and made an exasperated sound as she pulled it free. 





“Of course not!” 





“Then how can you suggest that I do that? I told Lisana that I’d dowhatever I could to save the ancestor trees. I intend to keep my word. ” 





“Epiny, I don’t think that Major Helford is going to give you any morecredence than Colonel Haren gave me. Less, because you’re a woman. ” 

“Such a comforting thing to say to me, Nevare!” I could sense her angercoming to a boil and felt helpless to stop it. I feared that when it bubble dover, we would all be scalded . 









“Epiny, what can you do?” 



She halted. We could hear men’s voices ahead of us. I felt a sudden bolt offear. I’d brought her here assuming that the work crews would offer he rhelp. What if they didn’t? What if they abused her ? 



“I shouldn’t have brought you this way, Epiny. Most of the men on thesecrews are prisoners. And their guards don’t strike me as much better. ” 



“Actually, I think this is the best way you could have guided me, Nevare. Itwill give me the opportunity to see how they are working, and where, an dwhat they are using. That is information that will help me stop them.” Sh ewas patting her hair back into order and brushing at her skirts as sh espoke. She was tidying herself, I realized, before she walked out to mee tthe work crew . 



“Epiny, what can you possibly do to stop them?” I asked in a low voice. 



“I was thinking explosives,” she replied brightly. “I’ve heard they’ve beenusing them to fell trees. 

Perhaps they’d work to make them stop fellin g trees.” 



“Oh, the good god’s mercy on us all! Epiny, let that idea go. All you’ll do issucceed at hurting yourself or others. Where would you get explosives ,anyway?” She turned and gave me a sly smile. “Have you forgotten? M yhusband is in charge of supply. ” 



Then she lifted her hand from mine. All around me, the forest sparkledunbearably and then dissolved into floating dust. A moment later, I wa sstaring up at the ceiling of my cell. I groaned and covered my eyes . 




CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

COURT-MARTIAL


They woke me early on the day of my trial. I was given a basin of warmwater and a rag to wash myself. 

When I thanked the guard, he told m egruffly, “It’s for the benefit of the court, not you! ” 









The water was filthy long before I finished. Just the caked blood from theside of my head had turned it a rusty brown. I wished for a mirror, the nwas glad I didn’t have one. My hair and my whiskers had grown out. Ihadn’t changed my clothing since the day I’d awakened in the cell. Grav eearth still smudged my knees, and my own blood stained my shirt an d

jacket. The cuffs of my trousers seemed to have picked up some very realburrs and thorns on my dreamwalk. I’d lost weight, but not in the way of aman who had worked it off. My flesh hung slack on my body; my fac esagged. I suspected that many people would flock to my trial expecting t osee a monster. Thanks to my confinement, I would look the part . 



The last two days had been an agony of suspense. No one had come to talkwith me. I didn’t know if Spink was too furious or too busy trying t o

collect evidence in my favor. In the long lonely hours that had passed sinceI had “returned” to my cell, my emotions had peaked and fallen in a nendless series of waves. Lisana had said that if I did what the magi cwished, I’d be saved. I’d promised to do anything. But the magic had no tasked anything of me. 

I’d sat, idle and hopeless, waiting for something t ohappen. I tried to feel some spark, some turmoil in my blood to sugges tthat the magic had not abandoned me. There had been nothing. If th emagic had given me a task, I didn’t know what it was. Nothing and n o

one could save me now. It was time to meet my fate like a soldier.Spink arrived by midmorning. When I heard his step in the corridor, Iwent to the window of my cell. Over one arm, he carried my spar e uniform, freshly mended, washed, and pressed. The glint in his eye s warned me that he was still angry over my earlier comments about Epiny.What I had to say to him today would please him even less, I thought. Imight have only one chance to bring up that topic . 



So I greeted him with, “Epiny plans to use explosives to stop the roadcrews from cutting the Specks’

ancestor trees. ” 



He stopped dead and stared at me. Then he turned to the guard who hadbeen outside my range of vision. “Bring this man more water and a razor !He cannot be presented to the court this way. We have the dignity of thes eproceedings to consider. ” 



“Sir, he may do himself an injury with a razor.” 



“And how much would the court care about that? Less, I think, thenhaving an unshaven bumpkin presented to them as a soldier facing trial .Corporal, this is still our regiment. Doubtless this man will exit it one wa yor another in the next few days. Let’s have him leave looking somewha tlike a soldier, shall we? ” 







“Yes, sir,” was the daunted response. I listened to the scuff of his boots ashe left. 



Outside my door, Spink gave a sudden sigh. “I shall hope I can pass yourgreeting off as lunatic raving. 

How are you feeling? ” 

“Did you hear what I said?” 



“I did. I hope the guard thought it was gibberish. And you obviouslyexpect me to be surprised by it. 

Nevare, it grieves me that you don’ t

understand at all the depth of love and trust that exists between Epiny andme. You think she has concealed this from me, don’t you? ” 



I was left speechless. It had been inconceivable to me that Epiny would gohome and confide her intentions to Spink. He was right. I had had n oconcept of the strength of the connection between them. 

But when Ireplied to him, I spoke to something else. “That isn’t the only reason you’r efurious with me, is it?” He spoke tightly. “No. It’s not. In a very short time ,Nevare, after you’ve gone to the trouble to shave and wash and put on you rbest uniform, we will walk under guard to the courtroom, where you wil lface seven men all intent on condemning you to a vile death. I’ll put on amimicry of a defense, not because that is my intent but because I literall yhave nothing to work with. After that, they’ll condemn you. An d

tomorrow, as your friend, I’ll watch you hanged. Then Epiny and Amziland I will bury you. We’ve already decided that it’s better that the childre nnot attend any of this. It would scar them for the rest of their lives. We’l lallow them to pray for you at home. ” 



Slow tears formed in his eyes. He ignored them when they began to rolldown his cheeks. He stood very straight, stiff as a soldier facing deadl yfire. And as brave, I thought to myself. I tried to find a gentle way to as kmy next question. “You’ll keep Epiny safe, won’t you? You won’t allow he rto do anything to endanger herself? ” 



His voice choked. “I’m afraid I already have. She’s been in bed since shewas brought home after her little stroll in the woods. She had—that is, w efeared she was going to lose the baby. The doctor says her situation is stil lgrave, but that if she stays in bed, she may still carry the child to term .Such is our hope.” 

He took a deep shuddering breath. “For a short time, Ifeared I would lose Epiny and our child, as well as you. I’ve had a very dar kthree days, Nevare. I know I should have come to see you and consult wit h you on your defense. But it all felt so hopeless. ” 







“It is hopeless for me, Spink. But if you keep Epiny home and safe and shegives you a healthy child, well, then, that is hope enough for me. Don’ tthink you have to watch my execution. In truth, I think I could bear i tbetter knowing that you were not there. Please. ” 



He’d gone paler. “Military laws demand it. I’ll be there, Nevare. Epinywanted to be at your trial today. 

Only the threat of losing her baby kep ther at home. Amzil is taking care of her. If there is an opportunity for he r

to testify on your behalf, I’ll send a runner for her. It was very difficult toconvince Epiny that there was nothing she could contribute to you rdefense without putting you in deeper water. I’ve been grateful for he rweakness in one way—at least I know she won’t be running off to explod ethings.” He took a breath and then asked wistfully, “Is there no chance th emagic will save you?” How peculiar the world had become. A year and ahalf ago, we would have mocked such a fantastic idea. Now we both trie dto cling to it as a last hope. I had to shake my head. “It’s gone, Spink. Ihaven’t felt even a tingle of it.” I did not add that with Epiny unable t ofulfill her end of the bargain, I had no chance at all. I would die tomorrow , her bargain with the magic would be broken, and its ability to manipulat eher would be gone . 



Spink spoke suddenly in an official voice. “Ah. Here are your water andrazor.” The guard commanded me to stand well back from the door as h eentered to give me the fresh water, a mirror, soap, and a razor. Spin kpassed in my clean uniform. Then they withdrew while I made mysel fpresentable. I wadded up my filthy clothes and tossed them in the corne rwith the pan of dirty water. Not much chance I’d need to worry abou thaving spare clothing anymore. The mirror showed me that I looked eve nworse than I had supposed. Haggard would have been an understatement .I cleaned myself as best I could, shaved, and then got dressed. Th e

many-seamed uniform that Amzil had sewn for me hung oddly on myreduced frame. When I heard Spink and my guard returning, I stoo dstraight awaiting them . 



They both peered into my cell through the barred window. The guard’seyes widened. Even Spink looked rather impressed. “You look a lot mor elike the soldier I know you are,” Spink observed. The guard made aderisive sound, but when Spink turned on him, he pretended to have bee nclearing his throat. “Shall we go?” Spink asked me . 



The guard shook his head. “Sir, we’re to await an armed escort for the prisoner. 

They should be here shortly.” 

“Do they truly think I’m going to try to escape?” I almost laughed. “Whatwould be the use of that? I’d still be inside the walls of the fort. ” 









They were both silent for a moment. Then Spink said unwillingly, “Thearmed guard will be protecting you on the way to the courtroom, soldier .Feeling has run very high against you. There have been threats. 

” 





“Oh.” Cold washed through me. The studied calm that I’d been practicingfor the last two days suddenly cracked. This was real. This was now. I’ d

step out into sunlight, walk a short distance, and then stand before sevenmen who would condemn me to death. My legs felt weak, and I wa ssuddenly terrified that I would faint. “No!” I forbade myself in a low roug hvoice, and the vertigo passed . 





“While there is life, there is hope,” Spink said suddenly. I heard thecadenced tramp of feet at the end of the hall. I recalled my resolution .They would be armed. If the opportunity presented itself, I would make arun for it. I could force them to kill me. I just had to find the righ tmoment and the nerve to act. I had to be ready . 



The men they’d sent to escort me were brawny fellows. The sergeant washalf a head taller than me, and his steely gaze left no doubt that he’ dhappily shoot me down if I ran. I primed him for it, meeting his stare wit han insolent smile. They formed up their patrol around me. Just when Ithought fate had finally smiled on me, the sergeant produced a set of le girons. As he went down on one knee to fasten them tightly above m yankles, he observed, “We promised the ladies of the town that there woul dbe no chance you’d escape trial and the death that you deserve. ” 



Having my solution yanked so neatly away from me paralyzed my thoughtsfor an instant. He clamped the iron cuffs tightly around my legs, jus t

above the bones of my ankles. “He’s too damn fat for the irons!” heobserved with a guffaw, and then crimped them tight enough to mak ethem latch anyway. I cried out in pain and anger as the iron crushed th etissue of my calves, but he latched the second one anyway . 



“They’re too tight!” I complained. “I won’t be able to walk.” 



“Your own damn fault for being so fat,” he observed. “Let’s go.” It was onlywhen he was once more 



standing beside me that it occurred to me that Ishould have kicked him while he was down. If I tried to escape now, all Iwould earn myself was a severe beating rather than the bullets in the bac kI’d anticipated. Another opportunity lost . 



The patrol stepped out smartly around me and I trudged in their midst,taking quick short steps in a futile effort to keep up with them. The le girons bit instantly and painfully. In three steps I was limping. I awkwardl ydouble-stepped up a short flight of stairs. By the time the outside door o fthe prison was flung open and the harsh sunlight assaulted my eyes, th epain was such that I could think of nothing else. “I can’t walk,” I tol dthem, and the man behind me gave me a firm shove in the back. When Itottered and nearly fell, they laughed. I jerked my head up and looke daround me as I minced painfully on. Beside me, Spink’s face was scarle t

with fury, his mouth held so tight that his lips were pinched white.Icaught a quick sideways glance from him, steeled myself to the pain, an d walked on. 



The short walk from my cell to the building where I would be tried wasagantlet of mockery. The only other time I’d seen the streets of Gettys s opacked with people had been right before the Dust Dance. 

The crow dsurged forward at the sight of me. A woman I had never seen befor escreeched the foulest invective I’ve ever heard before falling to the groun din a sort of hysteria as we passed. Someone shouted, “Hanging’s too goo dfor you!” and threw a rotten potato. It struck the guard next to me and h e cried out angrily. This seemed to incite the mob, for a veritable fusillade o frotten produce was launched at me. I saw a ripe plum bounce off Spink .He kept walking, eyes straight ahead. The sergeant roared at the crowd t o

“Give way, give way!” and they reluctantly let us pass. The pain from mychained ankles vied with the flood of hatred that rolled out from the mob .The courtroom was stuffy. I shuffled up a short flight of steps to th eprisoner’s box. A solid half-wall topped with iron bars separated me fro mthe spectators but permitted all the gawkers a good view. Below and i nfront of me, Spink sat alone at a table, a small stack of papers before him .Opposite, at a larger table, sat a captain and two lieutenants. Behin d them, seated on benches, an assortment of witnesses waited impatiently totestify against me. Captain Thayer, Captain Gorling, and Clara Gorlin gwere seated in a special section. My seven judges sat at a high table on adais in the center of the room. A line of guards held back the mob that ha dsurged in to watch the proceedings. Folk who could not crowd into th eroom peered in through the windows. I thought I caught a glimpse o fEbrooks, but when I turned my head, he was gone. Other than that, th e only soul I recognized was Spink . 



I stood still and straight and tried to ignore the agony of the iron clampedtight into my flesh. I could feel blood seeping down my left ankle. My righ tfoot buzzed and went numb . 



The proceedings began with a lengthy reading of a document that saidthat the military would conduct my trial, and in the event that I was foun dguilty, the town of Gettys would have authority over my punishment fo rcrimes against the citizens of Gettys. I listened to it through a haze o f 



pain. We were momentarily allowed to sit down. Then we had to standagain for an extended prayer to the good god that asked him to help th ejudges to fearlessly render justice and condemn evil. I could barely stan dupright for the wave of red pain washing up through me; my ears ran gwith it. When we were finally allowed to be seated, I leaned forward t o

explain my discomfort to Spink, but the officer in charge of theproceedings commanded me to silence . 



I sat, agony rippling up from my legs, and tried to listen to the testimonyagainst me. The officer in charge listed my misdeeds. The charges bega nwith my rape of Fala, moved on to her murder and my subsequen tconcealment of the crime, my assaulting of respectable women on th estreets of Gettys, and my poisoning of the men who had managed to clai mmy horse’s harness as evidence against me and finally reached a crescend owith a long list of my supposed crimes the night Carsina had walked int omy cabin. 

One woman fainted when the words “necrophiliac depredations ’were uttered. Captain Thayer lowered his face into his hands. Clar aGorling stared at me with the purest hatred. Witness after witness spok e against me as I endured the silent torture of my leg irons. Once I leane ddown to touch them, to try to shift them on my compressed flesh, and th ejudge shouted at me to sit straight and show some respect for the court .The damning evidence piled up against me. A horde of women testified ,one after another, that they had witnessed me terrorize poor Carsina i nbroad daylight on the busy streets of Gettys. Others told how I ha d

scowled at the noble Dale Hardy when he had sought to protect Carsina’shonor from my scurrilous behavior. One claimed to have heard me mutte rthreats against him as I left. A doctor I’d never seen before testified tha tthe manner of my ambushers’ death was such that poison was the onl yexplanation. 

Sergeant Hoster’s letter from beyond the grave was rea daloud, and Clove’s harness held up so that all might behold the telltal epiece of less worn harness compared to the strap that had been “pried ou tof the livid flesh about poor dead Fala’s neck.” Late in the afternoon, Spin kwas finally allowed to address the judges. I heard his speech through ahaze of pain. A runner was sent to fetch Amzil to testify. While we waite dfor her arrival, Spink read aloud statements that both Ebrooks and Kese yhad thought me a good man and that I tended the graveyard well. After asignificant wait, during which the judges scowled and the spectator sshifted and muttered, the runner returned. He stated only that “th ewitness is unavailable.” 

That sent a buzz of speculation through th ecourtroom. Spink gave me one stricken glance and then maintained hi scomposure. With the judge’s permission, he read a statement from Amzil .I wondered why she had refused to come, but when I looked around th ecourtroom, I realized it did not matter. My fate had been decided before I even left my cell. 



The seven judges stood as one, and then filed out of the room to considertheir verdict. I sat, sweat rolling down my face and back from the pain i nmy ankles, and waited. The spectators shifted, murmured, and then, a s

the wait continued, began to openly converse with one another. ClaraGorling spoke furiously to her husband. Captain Thayer sat silently an dstared at me. I met his gaze briefly and then looked aside. The genuin esuffering in his face moved me. He believed me guilty of the horrific crime .I found I could not resent his hatred of me. How would I have felt in hi splace? That thought put a new face on what was happening to me. Iglanced about the courtroom. The eyes that met my gaze were avid wit hhatred, yes, but fear and horror were what sparked that hate. I lowered m yeyes before it . 







When the judges filed back in, the courtroom quieted immediately. I knewby the looks on their faces that I was condemned. As one by one they spok ethe word “Guilty,” I hung my head . 



When they announced my execution by hanging, it was anticlimactic. I’dhang. My execution would bring a measure of healing to a tow ntraumatized by my imagined misdeeds. And my death would free Epiny o fher bargain with the magic. I took a breath and accepted my fate. Ithought my ordeal was over. But then one of the civilian judges stood. H esmiled as he announced that the justices of the town of Gettys had decide dthat justice would be best served if the victims most wronged by m ymisdeeds were allowed to determine my punishment for my crime s

against the citizens of Gettys Town. I stared at him in consternation. I’dalready been condemned to hang. What punishment could they wreak o nme beyond that ? 



Clara Gorling stood. Her husband and Captain Thayer rose to flank her.She was well prepared for her moment. She unfolded a small sheet o fpaper and read her statement from it . 



“I speak for the women of Gettys. I do not ask this just for my poor dearcousin, but for all the women who live in Gettys.” Her hand crept up t oclasp the brass whistle that hung on its chain around her neck. 

“Gettys is arough town. It is a difficult place for any woman to live, yet we do our best .We strive to make homes for our husbands and our children. We ar ewilling to face the privations of living in such an isolated place. We kno wour duties as cavalla wives. And our husbands and loved ones try t o protect us. Recently, the women of Gettys have banded together to try toprotect ourselves. We have tried to bring the gentler virtues to this roug hplace, to make our homes havens of civilization and culture . 



“Yet despite all our efforts, a monster has roamed free among us, raping,murdering, and—” she choked for an instant, but forced herself to go on , 

“dishonoring our dead. I ask that the honorable judges imagine the terrorthat the women in Gettys have endured. Hanging, my friends, is too goo d

for this creature. It offers him too swift an end for his misdeeds. And so weask that before he meets his end, he receive one thousand lashes. Let an yman who thinks to perpetrate such evil against defenseless woman witnes swhat his wickedness shall bring him. ” 



Tears were running down her cheeks. She paused to dab at her face withher handkerchief. A profound silence held in the courtroom. Coldnes sspread through me. Clara Gorling took a breath to speak on, but suddenl ysobbed instead. She turned abruptly to her husband and hid her face o nhis shoulder. The silence held an instant longer, and then gave way t ocheers and applause. I heard the request spread to 



the crowd outside in arippling roar of satisfaction. Then a terrible silence fell as all waited fo rthe officer in charge to make his decision . 



He commanded me to stand to receive my sentence. 



I tried to. I placed my hands flat on the railing of the box before me andtried to lever myself onto my numb and swollen feet. I stood up, teetere dfor a horrid moment, and then crashed to the floor. A wave of hate-fille dlaughter greeted my mishap. “The filthy coward fainted!” someon eshouted. My head was swimming with pain and humiliation. I scrabble dmy hands against the floor but could not even sit up . 



Two of the brawnier guards came to my box and hauled me to my feet. 

“My legs are numb from the irons!” I shouted at them. I don’t thinkanyone heard me over the commotion in the courtroom. They hauled m eto my feet and held me up while the officer confirmed that the town o fGettys wished the military to honor the request of the victim’s next of ki nthat I receive one thousand lashes before being hanged by the neck unti ldead. When it was confirmed, he made it official, and then issued a

lengthy apology on behalf of the cavalla that a man such as I had ever beenadmitted to the ranks. He deemed it a misplaced act of kindness by hi sworthy predecessor . 



I think they judged me overcome by terror when I could not walk out ofthe courtroom on my own. The soldiers who dragged me from th eprisoner’s box from the courtroom, through the streets, and back to m ycell were not gentle. Spink walked silently beside me, his face grim. Th erejoicing mob closed around us, shouting curses and making the shor twalk from the courtroom to the prison seem endless. My chained ankle sflopped and clanked behind me, and every impact was a clout of pain a sthey dragged me down the steps and back to my basement cell. M ycaptors dropped me inside my cell. The sergeant knelt to retrieve his le girons as I sprawled on the floor. I had thought nothing could increase th epain of that stricture, but when he undid the locks and jerked th e embedded metal cuffs from my swollen flesh, I roared with new agony. 



“Serves you right,” I heard him say, and then consciousness fled from mein a red wave . 



When I came to myself, I was still lying on the floor of my cell. I groanedand managed to sit up. I wondered how much time had passed. It wa shard to reach the cuffs of my trousers to try to pull them up and see th edamage to my legs. The leg irons had crushed and gashed the tendon sabove my ankle. The flesh above and below the imprints left by the le girons was dark and swollen. Both my feet were puffy and tender. I tried t oflex my feet and could not. I dragged my bulky body over to where m ysingle 



blanket was mingled with the collapsed wreckage of my pallet ,pulled my blanket free, put it around my shoulders, and leaned bac kagainst the wall. I was cold and hungry and I could barely move my feet.  I would die tomorrow . 



That knowledge came to me just like that. All my petty concerns for coldor thirst or pain gave way to numbing awareness of my impending death .Yet I couldn’t even focus on dying. All I could think of was the agony tha twould precede it as the lash ate the skin and flesh from my back. They’ d strip me for the flogging. That was customary, as was tying the man by hiswrists to the post to keep him upright. Details of what I would endure at einto my mind like acid. The mockery of the crowd. How they would das hme with vinegar water to revive me if I lapsed into unconsciousness. Iwould die a varlet’s death, and I already knew that I would not go to i t

with dignity and courage. I’d scream. I’d faint. I’d piss myself. 



“Why?” I asked the dimly lit cell, but received no answer. I tried to pray,but could not find enough faith to do even that. Pray for what? A miracl ethat would save me and return me to a life worth living? I couldn’ timagine what could possibly happen to do that. I didn’t know what to as kof god, nor which god would hear my appeal. I sat and stared at the stou twooden door of my cell. I would have wept, but even that ambition wa sbeyond me now. I sank into a sort of stupor . 



I heard the door at the end of the corridor open and then footsteps, andslowly lifted my eyes to the barred window. My bowels had turned to col dliquid. Was it morning already? Had I spent my last night in the world ?My lips suddenly trembled like a scolded child’s, and useless tears floode dmy eyes. I wiped them hastily on my sleeve and stared stiff-faced at th ewindow. When Spink’s haggard face appeared there, it nearly unmanne dme. His eyes were red-rimmed and shot with blood. For a moment, w ewere both silent. Then he said hoarsely, “I’m sorry, Nevare. I’m so sorry. ” 



“There was nothing anyone could have done for me,” I said. 

“They’ve allowed me fifteen minutes to speak to you.” 





“What time is it?” I demanded. 





For a moment he looked puzzled. Then he said, “Evening is just comingon.” 









“What time is my execution scheduled?” 





He choked for a moment, then managed to say, “Noon tomorrow, it willcommence. ” 

Silence fell. We were both thinking that no one know when it would finallyend. 





And then, to say anything at all, I asked him, “How is Epiny?” 





“Strangely calm,” he said. “She encouraged me to come here for a finalvisit. She said I should tell you that she loves you and doesn’t forge tanything. I thought she was going to insist on coming with me, but sh edidn’t. I didn’t want to leave her alone. Amzil is off on some errand of he rown, and the children are minding themselves. But she said she was wel lin control of her mood and insisted I should come to you. 

She said you’ dwant to know that we had heard back from your sister. Yaril received th eletter you sent through Carsina. She wrote back to Carsina, but she als ohad the sense to write to Epiny as well. ” 





I swallowed my words. I didn’t say that I wished I’d never sent the letter.I’d told her that I was alive. 

By the time she read Spink’s response tha twould no longer be true. I wondered, very briefly, if Captain Thayer ha dreceived my sister’s letter; it probably would have puzzled him mightily i fhe had. I hoped that he had discarded it and would never plumb th emystery of what it meant. I wished to die as Nevare Burv, the gravedigger ,not Nevare Burvelle, the disgraced soldier son of a nobleman . 





“Don’t ever tell Yaril how I died,” I pleaded with him. 









“I’ll try to find a way to avoid it,” he told me, but could not meet my eyes. 





I cleared my throat. “Is she well?” I asked him. 





“She is engaged to marry Caulder Stiet.” His voice was flat as he announced this. “She says that she does not think it so evil a fate as sheonce did, that she thinks she can manage him. The actual phrase she use dwas that she found him ‘tractable.’ Your father had a stroke and has ha ddifficulty speaking. She does not say that this has made her life les sonerous, but that is what Epiny reads between the lines. ” 





“Who is running the estate?” I wondered aloud. 



“Yaril, by the sound of her letter. She mentions that a Sergeant Duril, hernew foreman, was very proud to hear you’d become a soldier. He asked he rto send his best wishes along with hers, and to remind you that you’ dpromised you would write to him. ” 



And that was when I broke. I lowered my face into my hands and dissolvedinto tears. Spink was silent, doubtless embarrassed to witness this. Imanaged to calm myself enough to say, “Spink. You have to find aplausible lie for me. If it’s the last favor you can do for me, please do it .Don’t let any of them know how I died. Not Yaril, not Caulder or m y

father, not Sergeant Duril. Please. Please.” 



“I’ll do what I can,” he replied hoarsely. 



I lifted my face in surprise. Tears ran unchecked down his face. He was not a tall man. He stood on tiptoes and thrust his arm into my cell windowas far as the bars would allow. 

“I’d like to shake your hand a final time,” h esaid . 







“I don’t think I can stand up, Spink. I’m hamstrung. Those leg irons cutinto my ankle tendons badly. ” 



He pulled his hand back and peered down at my feet. He narrowed hiseyes in sympathy. “Those bastards,” he said with quiet feeling . 



“Lieutenant Spinrek! Sir?” 



“What is it?” Spink scrubbed angrily at his eyes as he shouted back at theguard. “My time isn’t up yet. ” 



“No, sir, it isn’t. But you’re wanted right away. All the officers are beingcalled to report. There’s been a disturbance out at the road’s end, som esort of sabotage. And—” Before the guard could complete his sentence, amuffled explosion shook my cell. The guard gave a yelp of terror. Dus tsifted down from the ceiling. A sudden crack ran across the back wall o fmy cell. 



The guard’s voice shook as he called down the corridor, “That sounded likeit came from the prison quarters, sir! Do you think it’s an uprising? ”Epiny! I mouthed silently at Spink in horror . 

“It couldn’t be,” he said aloud, but I heard the terrified doubt in his mind.There was a second, smaller explosion. Dust hung in the air now, and Icoughed. Spink looked in at me and our eyes met for a last time. “She sen tyou this,” he said hastily, and vanished for an instant from my sight .Something wrapped in a napkin was thrust through the food slot in th ebottom of my door. Then Spink bobbed into sight again. “Farewell, m yfriend,” he said through the bars, and then he was gone. I listened to th eclatter of his boots as he hurried down the hall . 



I noticed that he had not said, “Good-bye.” I hoped that he would be intime to whisk Epiny away from the scene of her mischief and get her safel yhome before anyone knew she was involved. And I wondered, with asudden hope too sharp to bear, what else had she set in motion ? 






CHAPTER THIRTY-FOURSURRENDER

I waited until I heard the door slam behind both Spink and the guard.Icould not tear my eyes from the napkin that rested on the floor of my cell .My nose picked up a tantalizing scent emanating from it. I grunted as Ileaned forward over my belly and tried to massage my injured legs. It onl yawoke fresh agony in them. I gave up the thought of standing up an ddragged myself over to the door to see what 



Spink had left. My hand strembled as I carefully unfolded the napkin to reveal a small pastry. Ilooked at the browned crust sprinkled with sparkling sugar as if I wer ebeholding a treasure chest of jewels. My nose told me that it was stuffe dwith the forest berries from Epiny’s kerchief. In a transport of joy, I devoured it. There were scarcely three mouthfuls to it, but when I ha dconsumed it, a sense of well-being flushed through me. It muted the pai nin my legs. I was tugging at the cuffs of my trousers, trying to see if th emagic was healing my injuries, when I heard a peculiar sound . 

I looked around, trying to discover its source. The crack in the wall wasrunning. I watched it wander a crazy path across the face of the plaster .Bits of whitewashed plaster popped off and fell to the floor in a dust yshower, revealing the heavy bricks and thick mortar behind it. Th eengineer in me concluded that the building was resettling after th econcussion of the nearby explosion. I decided that either the crack woul dsoon stop, or the whole thing would suddenly give way and fall on me. I twas difficult to care about either outcome . 



More plaster flaked away. A chunk of mortar fell to the floor andshattered. I sat up and stared at the wall. Near the bottom, a brick shifte dout of place as if pushed from behind . 



I tried to stand and found that still sent agony shooting up my legs. 

Gritting my teeth against the pain, I rolled over onto my knees. I crawledto the back wall of my cell and put my ear against it. I heard small sounds ,as if hungry mice were at work in the wall. Mice in a wall of mortar an dbrick, set below ground level? Tiny grindings and popping sounds cam efrom the besieged wall. Plaster popped off the wall near the ceiling, an dthe crack ran along the top of the wall. At the same time, a dusty stream o fmortar drizzled from between two lower rows of bricks. It cascaded dow nthe wall, forming gritty little piles at the bottom of it. Then, as I watche d in awe, one brick midway up the wall very slowly began to seesaw its wayout of the wall. In fits and starts, it ground its way out from its fellows .When it protruded enough from the wall that I could get a grip on it, Iseized it in both my hands and tried to pull it from its niche. It didn’ tbudge. I let go and moved back to watch. The wall continued to she dcrumbs of mortar and bits of plaster in a nearly continuous sprinkling.  Asecond brick wriggled slightly beside the first one. Little grinding noises ,pops, and cracks sounded . 



The two bricks suddenly hinged out into my cell, and I smelled earth.Acascade of tiny white rootlets flowed out though the wall from behind th ebricks. Clods of moist earth moved with the seeking roots, plopping dow nonto the floor. Sudden horror filled me as I recalled how the roots ha demerged from the young trees and plunged into the bodies of the walkers . 

I hitched myself away from the wall, my heart hammering. I wanted to callthe guard. No. Horrible as this might be, it would still be a faster deat hthan being dissected by a leather lash. A third brick above the first tw ogave way and fell with a small thud to the floor. More roots emerged int othe room and hung down the wall, a frill of white lace . 







I took a deep breath and moved closer to the roots. I could smell earthclearly now. In the wall above the fallen bricks, a new crack appeared ,zigzagging up the wall as it followed the mortar lines. The wall swelled in ,and suddenly half a dozen bricks fell onto my ruined bed. Evening ligh tand fresh air flowed into my cell through an opening about the size of m y

head. Hope rippled through me. The magic was providing an escape routefor me. At what cost? I wondered, but found I didn’t care . 



On my knees, I crawled to the wall. I reached up and this time the brickItugged on came out easily. The hole at the top of the wall gave me aground-level view of a neglected, weedy alley behind the prison. I too kbricks from the edge of the hole one after another, trying to drop the mquietly to the floor. The roots continued their work, both pushing brick sand mortar into my prison and shoring up the wall so the hole didn’ tcollapse on itself. When I judged that the hole was large enough, I took a deep breath, gritted my teeth against the pain, and reached up to seizeadouble handful of roots to pull myself to my feet . 



And in that moment, faint as mist, I saw her. The specter of a skinny, veryold Speck woman materialized before me. Her skin sagged from her bones .I recognized her eyes, and her dark little hands that she reached towar dme. For a moment, I felt my face held between their phantom palms. He rsmile deepened the wrinkles on her face . 



“Lisana?” 

“You didn’t really believe I would leave you to die, did you, Soldier’s Boy?”Her words were faint . 

“What’s happened to you?” I asked. 

“I’ve spent my strength,” she told me sadly. “It’s taken me all this time andused all my magic to grow my roots this far. Don’t waste this chance. It’ sthe only one I can give you.” Her wrinkled hands slid away from my face . 

“Lisana!” I whispered urgently, but she was gone. I bent my face andkissed the pale roots that now spilled in a cascade into my cell, framin g

my escape route. As I did so, I smelled a familiar aroma. It came not fromthe roots, but from the corner where I had discarded my filthy unifor mand dirty wash water. I knelt down in the dim corner. The magic had kep tits part of the bargain. Mushrooms were growing from the caked soil o nthe cuffs of my trousers. I could see the pale caps thrust up, open, an dexpand . 

It took all my willpower to refrain from gobbling them at first sight.Iforced myself to wait until they had reached full size and ceased growing .Then I snatched at them, cramming them into my mouth by the handful. Iswallowed the half-chewed mouthfuls and immediately shoved more int omy mouth. Magic and strength coursed through me. When they were al lgone, I stood up. My legs still twinged with pain, but held my weight. Iseized Lisana’s roots, kissed them gratefully, and then hauled myself u pand out of my 



cell. I slithered on my belly out of the hole and into th ealleyway. The night wind seemed a blessing. I lay there gathering m ystrength, formulating my feeble plan. I was out of my cell, but still withi nthe fort. I was on foot and just able to hobble. Even if I managed to ge tpast the guards on the gate, I’d never escape any sort of pursuit. All Tre eWoman had won for me, I regretfully concluded, was the opportunity t o persuade someone to shoot me when he caught me escaping. Compared t obeing flogged to death, it did not seem a bad bargain at all . 



I sat up and tried to get my bearings. At one end of the alley, I could seeflames in the distance over the rooftops of the buildings and the wall of th efort. That would be the prison. Evidently the explosion had sparked a fire . 

I could hear shouts in the distance. I wondered why Epiny had blown upthe prison. A wry smile twisted my mouth. I wasn’t wondering how sh ehad done it or if she had done it. Only why. Oh, cousin. May the good go dkeep you safe this night! A more immediate question came to mind . 

Could I stand? Leaning on the wall, I pulled myself up and onto my feet. Asmy feet flattened against the ground, pain bit into me and sweat broke ou tall over my body. The magic was healing me, but not quickly. I clenche dmy teeth tightly together and took three tottering steps toward the dar k end of the alley. 



From behind me, I heard the clop, clop of a slowly led horse. I glancedback over my shoulder. My worst fears were instantly confirmed. Someon ewas leading a horse down the alley toward me. In his free hand, he carrie da long gun; I could see the silhouette of the barrel. I wanted to run, bu tresisted that impulse. I turned back toward him and tried to loo kmenacing. “Give me your horse or I’ll kill you!” I growled . 



Horse and man halted. Then, “Nevare? Is that you? How did you get out?”Amzil hurried down the alley toward me. Patient Clove followed her eve nthough she had dropped his lead rope. The pry bar she had been carryin grang loudly on the cobblestones when she dropped it. “Sssshh!” I hissed a ther. “How did you get out?” she demanded in a hoarse whisper . 



“How did you know to come here?” I countered. 



“I knew to come here after I got home and Epiny told me I’d blown a holein the wrong prison. I thought they’d keep you with the working prisoners ;I suppose that was a stupid thing to think, but when Epiny told me t o

blast out the east wall of the prison, that was what I did. I’d already set offthe bombs she’d made out at the road’s end. I blew up the culverts an d

two equipment sheds; it will be weeks before a wagon can get to the road’send. I thought the buildings 



would just fly apart, but it made a big hole i nthe ground as well.” She sounded very satisfied with herself as she peere dup into my face seeking approval . 



“You did that?” 



“Well, yes. I had to. The mistress is still too weak to stand. Epiny said thatif we stopped the road building, the magic would find a way to save you .But then she decided to help it along, just in case, by making a big hole i nthe side of the prison. So I did. Only then the master came home, to mak esure she was still sick in bed, and told her that while he’d been with you ,someone had blown up the workers’

prison. Oh, I felt such a fool when Igot home and she told me. And we didn’t have any powder left. But I promised her that I’d take a pry bar and the horse and see what I could d o to get you out.” I’d never thought Amzil could chatter like that, let alonespeak so calmly of magic. Too much time with Epiny, I thought to myself . 

“What are you smiling about?” she demanded. “You’re not out of dangeryet.” 



“I know. I’m just glad to see you.” 





“How did you get out?” 





“Epiny was right. The magic got me out. Tree Woman tore down the wallfor me.” I shook my head in wonder, still moved by what she had done . 

“She rescued me, at great cost to herself.” 

Amzil scowled when I said that and then retorted, “Well, much good thatdid. She didn’t get you out of the fort, did she? It looks like she’s left th ehardest part for us. And there’s no time to waste. ” 



“Amzil. I’ll never get through the gate. But I want you to know I thank youfor trying. That you would do all this… ” 



“You’ll never get though the gate if you don’t shut up and listen to me,” shecorrected me. “We only have 



a little time. We stole your horse and he’s ha da good feed of oats earlier today. Mistress Epiny said that would give hi mstaying power. We put food and a bottle of water in your panniers. It’s no tmuch, but it will do you for a day or so. Now, this is the plan, or as muc h of one as we could come up with. I’ll go first. At the gate, I’ll find a way tokeep the guards busy. Give me some time. Then, when you judge it’s best ,put your heels to the horse and gallop on through. A lot of the soldier swere sent out to the road’s end to see what the first blast was about. Mos tof the others are busy at the fire, trying to put it out and round up th eprisoners who escaped. So there aren’t a lot of folk on the streets just now ,but we don’t know when they’ll start to come back. We need to get you ou tof the gate as quickly as possible, and then hope the darkness will hid eyou.” 



I stood gaping at her. When she finally ran out of words, she scowled up atme and asked, “What are you waiting for? We’re losing what time w ehave.” “Why are you doing this? ” 



She stared at me for a moment, lost for words. Then she said withindescribable scorn, “The mistress is right. You are an idiot. Let’s go.” Itook a step toward her and my legs folded under me. As I sank down

,hissing with pain, she crouched down beside me. “What’s wrong wit hyou?” she cried in alarm . 



“The tendons in my calves are badly cut. From the irons they used on me today. 

They put them on cruel tight.” 





She was silent a moment. Then she said, “I’ve seen what those can do toaman’s legs. They did that to you on purpose, Nevare. To hurt you an dcripple you.” She sounded furious . 





“I know.” 



Her pragmatism came back in a rush. “You’ll have to get on your horsenow and ride from here on. 

Makes you more obvious, but what else can w edo?” She stood up, then suddenly crouched down again next to me. Sh eseized my face in both her hands and kissed me on the mouth. I thought Ihad been kissed before. I was wrong. I reached for her, but before I coul dpull her close, she drew back from me. 

Her words were breathless. “Th elieutenant told me—what you said. He gave me your message. And I, I think I love you, too. But we haven’t got time to talk about it now. ” 







“Amzil?” I said, too shocked to say more. 





“Shhh!” she hissed at me, and stood up. 





She brought Clove to me. He stood, patient as ever, as I dragged myself tomy feet. My calves hurt less this time, but Amzil had to steady me as Ilifted my leg to put my foot in the stirrup. I hissed with pain as I put m yweight on that foot trying to get up onto my horse. The most humiliatin gmoment was when Amzil put a firm shoulder into my rump to boost m eup into Clove’s saddle. I settled onto his back, feeling oddly whole again ,even though Amzil had to help my other foot find the stirrup. “I’ll go first, ” 

she told me hoarsely. “Stay well back.” She had just kissed me and said sheloved me. And now she would go to another man to save me. No. “Amzil .Please don’t do this. Don’t whore yourself to the guards for me. Stay here .Clove and I will make a run for it.” “You’ll never get through the gates i fthey see you. You just mind your own business about how I do things.” Sh ehissed the words, and I thought she was angry. “Give me a few minutes t ogo ahead. Be careful when you come out of the alley. Look around first .You’re a hard man to mistake. ” 

“Amzil, I—” 



“Look, Nevare.” She took a ragged little breath. “You have to let me helpyou however I can. You helped us with no thought of thanks. Now it’s m yturn.” She was quiet and then added in a very low voice, “You know tha tI’d go with you if it weren’t for my children. I can’t just leave them. But if Ididn’t have them, I’d go with you now. You know that. ” 

Her words left me speechless. “No,” I said at last. I looked down at her, buther face was shadowed. 

“No, Amzil, I never thought you’d come with me .You take good care of the children. And take care of my cousin for me. ” 



“I’ll do that,” she said quietly. Her hands moved up to her face. Perhapsshe wiped away tears, or perhaps she just pushed the hair back from he reyes. She cleared her throat. “Everyone will expect you to run to the forest .Don’t you do that. Go west. Don’t stop in Dead Town. They’ll look there fo rsure. 

Just keep going, as far and as fast as you can. If you want…” Sh ehesitated and then plunged on, “Go to Darth. Mistress Epiny says it’s o nthe road to Mendy. Within a year, we’ll come there, the children and I. 

I fyou want, we’ll find you there. ” 



I was speechless at what she offered me. For a moment, the prospect of anentirely new life floated 



before me. We’d be starting with nothing. I’d hav eto find a trade to support us. It would be a hard life, but it would be mine .Almost as soon as the temptation formed in me, I felt the magic roi lforbiddingly in my blood. Would I try to break my bargain with it? I twould leave nothing standing that would keep me from coming to it. Icould almost see the shimmer of impending doom it cast around Amzil . 



“Amzil, you must not—” I grasped for words that would forbid her, wordsthat would send her fleeing from me and the magic that marked her . 

“There’s no time now, Nevare. Later, we will have time for words. Now youhave to listen to me. Wait here!” She leaned close and pressed her cheek t omy thigh in a farewell embrace. Before I could touch her hair, she whirle daway, lifted her skirts, and ran off toward the dark end of the alley. In amoment, she had vanished from sight . 



I sat on Clove in the dark, my heart thundering with dread. Only a cowardwould let a woman do for me what Amzil was about to do. “I’m not goin gto her,” I whispered to the night. “I’ll keep my word. I’m coming to th eforest and the Specks. I’m not going to Darth. No life with Amzil and th echildren awaits me.” Childishly, I hoped the magic would hear and hee dmy words. My wayward heart yearned after the future Amzil had sketched . 

“No,” I growled at myself, and tried to believe that as long as I went to theforest, the magic would leave Amzil untouched. What could I do about m ycreeping suspicion that it would burn every bridge behind me, destro yevery person who might draw me back to my old life ? 



I sat on Clove in the alley because she had told me to, because she andEpiny had planned it so carefully that it seemed an insult to let my man’ spride get in the way of their women’s wiles. My hands became fists, an dwhen I suddenly knew that I couldn’t stand it, couldn’t allow her to whor eherself out to save me, fate intervened . 

I heard pebbles rattle in the darkness. I turned to peer in the direction ofthe sound. In the dimness behind me, the guard poked his head out of th ehole Lisana had made in my cell wall. He gasped and then shouted, “Help !The prisoner’s escaping. Stop him, stop him! ” 



Startled, Clove lunged forward. I kicked him awkwardly and leanedforward, kneeing him on. I wasn’t sure that anyone would respond to th eguard’s outcry. I wasn’t going to wait to see . 



Amzil had not gotten far. Clove and I passed her at a gallop as she hurrieddown the street. She shouted angrily at me as she scurried out of our path .I wanted to look back, to see her one last time, and didn’t dare. I yelle dencouragement to Clove, and the big horse pounded through the street sheaded directly for the gates of the fort. Behind us I heard the guar dringing the alarm bell. I leaned low on Clove, urging him on . 







There was a single man on duty on the gate that night. The sound of thebell had alerted him. He stepped out into the opening, peering toward m ethrough the dim evening, perhaps thinking that I was a messenger sent o na desperate mission. He held his long gun across his chest at the ready . 

“Messenger!” I bellowed at the top of my lungs, hoping he would believe it.It bought me a few moments; by the time he realized I did not wear th egarb of a courier and lifted his gun, I was on top of him. 

Clove’s bi gshoulder spurned him aside, and we were through the gate. I heard hi sgun clatter as it hit the cobbles. I leaned in tight to my horse and urge dhim on. A few moments later, there was a muzzle flash behind me and abullet whizzed past us. I was already at the limits of his range. He woul dnot kill me tonight . 



I glanced back over my shoulder. The fires at the laborers’ prison madeared glow against the night sky, silhouetting the walls of the fort. The alar mbell was still clanging. Ahead of me, the streets of Gettys Town wer edeserted. Muted lights showed through a few windows, and welcomin glanterns still burned outside Rollo’s Tavern. A few faces peered out th edoor, wondering what the ruckus was about. The guard fired anothe r

futile shot after me. I grinned as Clove stretched into a harder gallop.I heard questioning shouts behind me, and to my horror, they wer e

answered by other cries. My eyes picked out a mounted troop of horsemencoming at a trot down the street toward me. The troops who had gone ou tto investigate what had happened at the road’s end were returning t oGettys. I reined Clove hard, but he was no cavalla horse, to wheel on hi shaunches and gallop away. The troops had spurred their own animals, an dbefore Clove could even turn they had surrounded me. Gloved hands seize dhis bridle while other men clutched at me. “It’s the cemetery guard. 

H e

was trying to escape!” someone shouted. In the next instant, I was pushedand dragged from my saddle. 

Horses and men milled around me in th edark. Voices shouted angrily. My calves burned with pain as I stumble dand then tried to stay on my feet, struggling against hands that clutche d at me from all sides. I could smell smoke and sulphur on their clothing.Afist hit my jaw, reawakening the old pain. I yelled and tried to strike back ,but my arms were held. In the darkness, someone hit me in the belly, once ,twice, thrice. The blows drove the air out of my lungs and I sagged down ,gasping. Wild laughter fenced me. Someone brought the lantern from th etavern’s door, pushing though the mob toward me. Someone else ha dfound a torch. He reached me just as Captain Thayer seized the front o fmy shirt in his fists and dragged me up to face him. His eyes were wil dwith grief and fury. “You won’t escape me!” he roared. In the lantern’ sbobbing light, I had a fleeting glimpse of a white-faced Spink trying t o elbow his way to me through the mob. The mob surged closer to me; Icould no longer see him. Thayer was strong. When he hit me, I felt m yhead snap back on my neck. I fell backward into the roaring, jeerin gcrowd. They seized me and pushed me back toward their captain . 

“Carsina!” he cried and hit me again, unholy joy lighting his face. I wentdown, tasting blood and bile. The torchlit night spun around me. I’d di ehere, beaten to death in the streets . 







As I was hauled yet again to my feet, I heard a sound that froze my blood. 

“Stop! Let him go, let him go! He didn’t do any of those horrible things.He’s innocent! Let him go!” 

Amzil’s shrill cries cut through the dee plaughter of the men. The troopers holding me for their captain turne dtoward her. Someone laughed harshly . 



“It’s the Dead Town whore, come to rescue her lover!” 





“Let her through! I want to watch them go at it!” 





“No! Bring her to me!” someone else shouted. “I’ll comfort his widow!”Icould not see what was happening. Men ringed her. I heard her furiou sshouts and then a shriek of outrage and pain. “No!” I roared, but the me nholding me only shook me roughly and laughed. I thought I heard Spink’ svoice raised in outrage, but the rough laughter of the men who dragge dAmzil forward drowned him out. The front of her dress was torn, he rbreasts bared to the night and the harsh groping of jeering men. Two me ngripped her roughly as they presented her to me . 





“Hey, Nevare! Want to watch us do your woman before you die?” 

“Let me through! Captain Thayer. Take charge of the men! Are we soldiersor scum? Let me through! ” 



Spink finally eeled his way past the taller men blocking him and into thecircle of light. Captain Thayer looked down on him, breathing hard. H estill clutched the front of my shirt . 



“Sir.” I heard the desperate plea in Spink’s voice. “Take command. Restoreorder, or we’ll all have to live with this for the rest of our lives!” Thayer jus tstared at him. Then he let go of my shirt. Stillness fell over the mob. It ha dgrown. Townsfolk had tumbled from their beds and come out into th estreet to see what was going on. They ringed the troop of uniforme dsoldiers, their eyes avid for blood and spectacle. 

Thayer’s control of th emoment teetered on a pin’s head . 



He hit Spink. The blow sent my friend flying backward into the crowd. Themen behind him parted to let 



him fall, and then closed up the gap. I hear dSpink cry out and knew someone had kicked him while he was down .Thayer turned back to me. His eyes glittered in the wavering torchlight . 

“Shall we do to your woman what you did to mine?” he asked me inahoarse voice devoid of humanity. 

“Shall we rape her after she’s dead? ” 



A roar went up from the gathered men. Months of fear and bleak spirits,suppressed anger, and the bestial impulses of deepest night spoke. “Let m edo her while she’s still alive!” someone shouted, and laughter rose in anight lit by fire and hatred. Thayer drew back his fist. A man stepped ou tof the crowd, fumbling at the front of his trousers, while another ma npulled Amzil’s arms back behind her and thrust her at him. For a horribl einstant, our eyes met. “Stop. ” 



Blood sprayed out from my broken lips with the word. I did not shout it.But as I spoke it, I finally surrendered completely to the magic. It was th eonly thing that could save her. In that single spoken word, I gave up al lhopes, all dreams, all futures I’d ever imagined for myself. The word wa slike lightning, and the power that surged out from me was its thunder a sthe magic rumbled through the crowd and filled the street. The power o fthe magic settled on the people like a light only I could see. They froze a sthey were, Thayer’s arm drawn back, the man opening his trousers, Amzi lwith her head thrown back in a wild cry of fear. Spink stood as he was ,blood running down his face, his hand gripping the shoulder of a man i nfront of him as he tried to get to me. All was sudden stillness. Only th eflames of the torch still wavered and leaped. I was shaking as I jerke dmyself free of the hands gripping me. The men who had been holding m elet me go, their hands dropping to their sides. Thayer slowly lowered hi sfist, a puzzled expression on his face. Around me, the magic rippled an d

began to ebb. I summoned the power inside me and burned it furiously. 

“Stand as you are!” I commanded them. “And believe me.” 



I stepped forward to Captain Thayer. “You beat me to death. You avengedyour wife. You were satisfied. And you went home. Now.” I tapped hi sbrow, and he blinked, then turned and walked away from me . 



I reached through the crowd to seize Spink’s hand and drew him to me.Ispoke hoarsely. “I died tonight. 

There was nothing you could do to sav eme. But you did what you knew I would want you to do. You saved Amzil. ”I led him unresisting to her. Then I tugged her away from the men wh ofeebly gripped her. 

I gathered the torn remnants of her dress around her ,and then stooped to kiss her mouth. She made no response to my touch .Her eyes were full of darkness and fear. I whispered to her. “You fough tthem off. 

They didn’t take you. You know now that no man will ever tak eyou against your will. You’re strong, Amzil. Strong. You’ll keep going an dbuild a life for yourself and your children. Lieutenant Kester helped yo uget safely home.” As if I were posing dolls, I put Spink’s protective ar maround her shoulders. I gave them both a slight push. “Go home now. G ohome. It’s done. I died here. You did all you could for me. 

There was n oway you could have saved me.” I watched them walk away into the dar k 



street. Tears rolled down my cheeks, and as my heart yearned after them,Ifelt my control of the magic waver again. I instantly repented. “No,” Ipromised the magic. “I sever myself from them. They are no longer a par tof my life. I am dead to them. Let them go, let them be.” I took up th e reins of the power again. I moved swiftly through the crowd now, touchingmen as I passed, speaking to them quickly. “You regret your part in this. ” 

“You saw me die.” 



“You were there. You saw me beaten to death.” 

“You held me for your captain. You know I died.” 





I moved from man to man, repeating the lies that would become truth intheir memories . 





“The Dead Town whore escaped you. You’re sorry for what you nearly did.” 





“You’re ashamed of how you treated the woman. In your heart, you knowyou’re a coward. ” 





As I worked my way past the inner circle of men who had ringed me, I was kinder. 





“You turned away, sickened by what you’d thought of doing.” 

“You tried to stop it from happening.” 









“You saw nothing.” 





“You never came out of your home tonight.” 





I did not stop until I had spoken a command and sealed it with a touch toevery person on the street . 





At the outermost edge of the crowd, I found Ebrooks. He crouched in thedarkness, his hands over his face, his shoulders bowed. Despite m ycommand that all be still, he was sobbing softly. I touched him gently . 

“You did what you could for me. After it was all over, you took my body.You buried it in a secret place. 

It was all you could have done. You bear n oguilt. ” 



I found Clove. I mounted him without difficulty. My injuries were healed.Irode him to the end of the street and then looked back at the frozen mob. Ispoke a final command to them. “You don’t see me ride away. You don’ tsee each other, you don’t speak to each other. Go home now!” I sat amoment longer, watching them slowly stir to motion and then begin t odisperse. Then I turned again and slowly rode away. Behind me, I hear ddoors closing and horses slowly ridden away . 



The magic had kept its promise. I would keep mine. I urged Clove toaquiet trot. The streets were empty and the houses quiet as we passe dthrough town. When we passed the edge of town, I kicked the big hors eup to a canter. The road unfurled before me, a ribbon of paler gray ove rthe dusky land. Directly ahead of me were the hills and upon them th eforest. The sun was a pale streak of rose on the horizon. I rode, not t ofreedom, but to the magic that now owned me . 
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