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EMPTY DAGGER HAND
Novel




For it is not an open enemy that hath done me this dishonour; for then I could have borne it;

Neither was it mine adversary that did magnify himself against me; for then peradventure I would have hid myself from him;

But it was even thou, my companion, my guide, and mine own familiar friend.

We took sweet counsel together, and walked in the house of God as friends.

o—o—o

He laid his hands upon such as be at peace with him, and he brake his covenant.

The words of his mouth were softer than butter, having war in his heart; his words were smoother than oil, and yet be they very swords.

And as for them, thou, O God, shalt bring them into the pit of destruction.

—Psalm 55 (Coverdale translation).


Empty Dagger Hand #1
THE END

CHAPTER ONE

It was typical of Remus, I thought that night, that he would not even trust the word of a colleague.

“Trust must be earned,” Remus had once told me. Remus trusted very few men unconditionally: the Jackal, Durand, and – to my great surprise – me.

“But the note was from Durand!” I protested in a whisper. We were standing in the shadows of a tree opposite the building where we were to meet Durand. It was not yet the hour at which we were to meet him; as we had left Blackpass, we had passed the night watchman on the way, scrutinizing the stars.

“And if he had given me the note directly, I would not hesitate,” Remus murmured back. “What do you see ahead of us?”

I looked over the buttressed building carefully, but the only clue to its nature was a loading dock located a few feet above where I would have expected the entrance to the ground floor. “It’s a warehouse.”

Remus nodded. “The likely place for a meeting with Durand . . . or for a trap. We’re far enough out in the countryside that nobody could hear us, either way. Let’s see what else the exterior reveals.”

We circled the building; I did my best to imitate Remus as he glided with silent footsteps from shadow to shadow. All of the windows of the warehouse were too high for us to see through, but light seeped out of the windows on the ground floor. We had nearly reached the front of the building again when Remus paused, frowning. He waved me still, and we both stood motionless. After a while, I began to hear what Remus had detected: footsteps, rising toward the top of the building.

Something wooden creaked slowly, slowly. A window, halfway up the wall, was lit for a moment, and then the light went out. A minute later, light could be seen through one of the windows in the upper floor of the building. Then the light disappeared, and the creaking steps were touched again, lighter than before.

Remus waited until the light had passed the halfway mark again; then he looked at me. I thought, and then whispered, “He carried something upstairs?”

“They,” corrected Remus. “There were two men. One of them was carrying the lantern; the other was carrying something heavy, which burdened him enough to slow his progress up the stairs. What was he carrying?” The question was not addressed at me; Remus was staring at the building, his forehead creased.

“A bag of grain? Or a heavy jar of wine?” I suggested.

“It seems unlikely anyone would be working tonight,” Remus murmured.

“Maybe it’s Durand’s men,” I said. “Maybe they needed to make room for something downstairs.”

“Perhaps.” But Remus’s forehead remained creased. It was clear that his instincts were against entering the building.

I was bitterly disappointed; I was looking forward to a second meeting with Durand, that soft-spoken man with a shy smile that belied his skills at his work. I said, “What about the other message you received? Don’t you need to tell Durand the news from the dominions?”

“I suppose so.” But Remus continued to remain motionless, as though weighing matters in his mind. Finally he looked down at me. “If we’re on the point of capture, what do you do?”

“I run,” I said reluctantly. “There’s no point in both of us being captured. You have the greater blade skills, so I should run to our appointed location in the woods and await you there. If you don’t come, I’m to make my way down to the capital and tell Durand of your capture. —But Durand is here,” I pointed out.

“If he is, there’s no need for you to run,” Remus replied, his eye still on the building.

I tried again. “What if we’re outnumbered, and I can’t run?”

He looked down at me, and after a moment he smiled. “Then you keep your blood vow of friendship and protect my back.”

I smiled in return. What he meant, I knew, was that he would protect my back. But the fact was that, if we were outnumbered, we would need each other’s help to escape capture. I gloried at that thought – at the possibility that I would some day draw my blade in his defense.

I was still very young.

Remus pulled me into an embrace. I was surprised; though always loving as a blood brother, he seldom showed me such close affection when we were on duty. I hugged him back, feeling his warmth shield me against the chill of the night.

Finally he released me. He took a deep breath. “Very well,” he said.

CHAPTER TWO

“Lord Andrew is dead.”

I looked up from the pile of pebbles I had been pitching unerringly into a tree stump. It was the morning before our visit to the buttressed building. Remus had put me to work a short while ago polishing the small, deadly instruments which he usually kept locked away and which I never had the courage to ask him about. The very sight of them had sickened me so much that I had finally put them aside and carefully polished my own much-loved dagger before I was distracted from my work by the summer-bright stones around me.

Remus took no notice of my half-finished work. He was standing in the doorway of our cottage, looking down at a letter.

“Oh, yes?” I said with a grin. “How did he die this time? Was he hanged in Daxis? Stabbed by the border mountain patrol? Murdered by barbarians? However he died, I’m sure it was from a head wound.”

I expected Remus to laugh at my jest, but he looked up from the letter, his leaf-green eyes serious for once. “No, I mean it. This comes from one of my Daxion correspondents – Brian, who used to be clerk to the Queen. He says that Lord Andrew died at his home in the middle of last month.”

I felt the ground sway under me suddenly, as though Koretia had broken off from the Great Peninsula and been swept into the Sea of Storms. “How did he die?” I asked in a small voice.

I could feel Remus’s eyes resting on me, reading through to the innermost heart of my spirit. After a moment, he carefully folded the letter, walked over to where I was, and joined me in sitting on the dirt path that wound its way from our door to the road into town.

“Not violently, as one might have expected,” he said, fingering the pebbles beside me. “He didn’t even linger on his deathbed like the Jackal did. No, he died quietly and unexpectedly while taking a walk – his heart gave out, apparently. The Queen’s Bard was with him when it happened. The Bard caught hold of Lord Andrew and held him until it was over. Lord Andrew went peacefully to the Land Beyond.”

I nodded, avoiding Remus’s eye, and picked up another pebble, flinging it toward the stump. It landed wide of its mark. Beside me, Remus unfolded the letter and said, “The Queen was going to conduct the funeral after the three days’ mourning – that was last month, of course. Then Brian planned to take Lord Andrew’s ash-box back to Emor because Lord Andrew had long ago asked to be buried under the tree that the Chara Peter gave him. I suppose you know where that is?” I nodded, and Remus continued, “I imagine that the Emorians will hold another funeral when his ashes arrive. Would you like to cross the border and attend the funeral?”

“They’ll hold it in the Chara’s palace,” I said. “We wouldn’t be allowed in there.”

“Oh, I have contacts in Emor. I could find us a way in.”

I shook my head, gently brushing some dirt off the pebbles. The day was just past noon, and the stones were warm from the breath of the summer sun. I curled my fingers around them, as though I were holding Lord Andrew’s warm ashes in my palm. “I don’t belong there anyway. He hardly knew me.”

“You’re his closest living blood kin, now that the Jackal is dead.”

“Oh, I couldn’t be,” I murmured.

“Of course you are. This letter says the Queen is his closest living kin, and she’s— What is she?”

“His wife’s cousin’s granddaughter,” I replied promptly.

“There you are. You’re closer in blood than that. Shall we go?”

I shook my head. A shadow was creeping toward me as a lone cloud crept past the high trees that surrounded our cottage and its small garden plot. I edged toward Remus in order to remain in the light. “After the Jackal died last spring, everyone was saying Lord Andrew wouldn’t live much longer,” I said.

“As I recall, everyone said the same thing nineteen years ago when Queen Serva died of the swamp sickness.” Beside me, paper crackled as Remus perused the letter, saying, “Andrew, Lord and Ambassador, blood brother to the Jackal of Koretia, wine-friend to the Chara of Emor, Consort to the Queen of Daxis – in essence, the man who has kept the rulers of the Three Lands from cutting one another’s throats over all these years. He couldn’t have died at a worse time. . . . I suppose you’re right in what you said just now; Brian’s letter reports that Lord Andrew’s last word was ‘Jackal.’ How long were he and the Jackal blood brothers?”

“Almost seventy-three years,” I said. “They swore their blood vow of friendship when Lord Andrew was eight, just before he was taken away to Emor.”

“Seventy-three years of unbroken friendship – how amazing.” Remus caught my eye on him, and he smiled. His hand came forward and lightly touched the dagger scar on my wrist that matched his own. “If Lord Andrew and the Jackal could do it, I think ordinary men like you and me can also keep our vows. After all, you have Lord Andrew’s blood, and I— Well, I knew the Jackal anyway. If I’m ever tempted to break my vow of friendship to you, I’ll simply think of the Jackal looking at me with the eyes of the god and accepting my oath of service. That will be enough to keep me from committing any dishonorable deed.”

“You wouldn’t anyway,” I said at once. “You’re a man of complete honor. I mean—” I felt my cheeks grow warm as I looked over at Remus smiling at me.

“I wish I could convince our blacksmith of that,” he said. “He told me he would be more willing to allow me to court his daughter if he didn’t know I was courting half a dozen women. Oh, dear, a sullied reputation is hard to recover.” As I laughed, Remus glanced down at the letter again. “Lord Andrew didn’t leave much of an inheritance. Some clothes, a satchel, a travelling bag, a seal-ring – that’s the only item they’re placing in his ash-tomb, apparently – a thigh-dagger, a belt-dagger—”

“With a bony hilt?”

“No, just a wooden hilt, according to this. Why, had Lord Andrew promised you his dagger?” He smiled at me.

“I don’t suppose Lord Andrew even knew I was still alive,” I murmured.

“No, I suppose not. He didn’t arrive at the Jackal’s deathbed in time, and he was hidden off in the wilds of Daxis before that.” Remus frowned. “I suppose Durand could have told him.” Then he shook his head. “I’m not thinking. The moment the Jackal died, Durand headed north, to give us word of the death before the Chara received the news. He would have missed speaking with Lord Andrew. . . . Truly, Dolan, did Lord Andrew promise you such a dagger?”

“Oh, no,” I said hastily, gathering myself to my feet and dusting off the seat of my tunic. “It’s just a famous dagger, that’s all. Look, are we going into town today?” I was eager to change the subject. My heart was in as much turmoil as a storm-tossed sea.

“Go into town on our day off?” Remus snorted with amusement. “The one day of the week when we’re free of pens and paper and crowds of narrow-minded townsmen wanting to have their money exchanged? . . . Yes, of course we are. Durand needs as much information as we can send him.”

“So what do we do?” I asked, sheathing my dagger. “Listen to what people in the streets are saying?”

“Nothing more than we’ve been doing for the past year,” Remus agreed. “The tedium is enough to make me long for war. I hope that what we learn today will be of greater importance to Durand than it appears to me. Frankly, I always feel guilty when I send him letters telling how the ironmonger’s wife thinks there will be war, but the ironmonger says the Golden Chain of Peace will never be broken, and his blood brother believes—”

Remus stopped suddenly, his head turning. I could hear nothing, but I swallowed hard and resisted the impulse to check my blades. Instead, I watched Remus, waiting for a signal as to how I should act.

Remus’s signal came in the form of a half-smile as the horseman broke into sight on the forest path, pounding the dust high into the sky. Remus walked forward alone; I had belatedly remembered the existence of the metal objects at my feet and was trying to hide them amongst the late-summer flowers that surrounded the vegetable garden of our cottage. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw the horseman halt next to Remus; his horse was foaming with sweat. The horseman paused only long enough to reach down and hand Remus something. Then he pulled back on the reins of his protesting horse, forced him to wheel around, and spurred him forward like a flung spear.

Remus turned away. I saw briefly the sealed letter in his hand, and then he slipped the letter under the edge of his thigh-length tunic. When his hand emerged again, it was empty.

“Who was that?” I asked as Remus walked forward.

“A contact,” he said vaguely. “Are you ready to leave?”

My right hand had been hidden behind my back all this while; now I thrust it forward wordlessly.

Remus smiled down at the flowers in my hand. His eyes shimmered like sunlit bracken. “I suppose it’s too early for leaf bouquets, isn’t it?” he said. “The flowers are beautiful. Let’s find somewhere to put them in the cottage. . . . Oh, and bring the instruments inside, Dolan. We wouldn’t want the blacksmith to chance by and see them. Then he’d really wonder whether I was to be trusted.”

The sound of our laughter took us into the commoners’ cottage that we shared. But as I stepped over the threshold and felt Remus’s hand brush against my dagger, I remembered what news he had brought. Then the shadows in the cottage seemed to grow colder, as though winter had arrived early.

CHAPTER THREE

Like our cottage, the town of Blackpass lay near the pass leading through the black border mountains from our homeland of Koretia to our northern neighbor, the Empire of Emor. The high peaks, black as the Jackal’s eyes, were stark against the cloudless summer sky as we began to weave our way through the stalls at Blackpass’s market square in the late morning. Remus paused at a baker’s stall that was tended by a young woman; within two minutes, he was fastening a flower to her gown. Knowing from experience that his conversation with her would be a long one, I wandered on, fingering the blackroot nuts, sampling the imported cider and wall-vine wine, and examining carefully the blades on display at the ironmonger’s stall. Whenever I looked back, Remus was still talking to the young woman, but he had positioned himself so that he could see past her to me.

I was used to this. It had been that way for over a year now, and I did my best to keep a protective eye on Remus too. We had not been separated since we first met. Often I dreamt of him at night.

The market was crowded with townsfolk, looking over the goods brought in by country farmers, trappers, shopkeepers, and foreign sellers. I glanced over at the stall that belonged to Bavius, an Emorian bookseller who regularly came over the border for our market days. It was a popular stall, since Blackpass had no bookseller of its own, so I was surprised to see that today only one man was browsing through the stall’s offerings. Then the man turned his face left to look at a book at the end of the stall, and I understood.

I wriggled my way through the crowd until I entered the wide, empty space surrounding the stall. As I did so, I passed a woman who had sighted the customer at the last moment and was hastily drawing her children out of danger’s way. Bavius was standing on the other side of the table from the customer, his arms folded. I came up in time to hear Bavius ask in Emorian, “Have you found what you want?”

“Not yet,” replied the man in the same tongue. “And I’ll be gone in a short time, so you can stop glaring at me. Your other customers will be back soon enough for you to line your pockets with their gold.”

Bavius’s pale face turned purple, and he opened his mouth wide. Then he sighted me, and his face lit up with a smile. “Ah, Andrew,” he greeted me. “Are you here with Remus? Yes, of course you are; why do I bother to ask? What can I do for you?”

“I was wondering whether you have an edition of the International Law that’s scribed in Border Koretian,” I replied.

Bavius sighed. “You do ask the hard questions. As far as I know, none of the Chara’s law has been translated into Border Koretian, but if we’re talking about the International Law . . . Let me check the back. —Keep an eye on the merchandise.” He snapped this to his young son, who was sitting on a stool nearby. The boy, who had been flipping through one of the fat volumes on the counter beneath the stall’s tent, promptly came over and did his best to imitate his father’s intimidating stance.

The customer said, without looking up, “If I want to steal anything, I will give you due notice, and you can call for the soldiers so that they can arrange for my trial and second branding. Now scat. You are in my light.”

Deflated, the boy returned to his stool but kept a careful eye on the customer. The man flipped slowly through the pages. The brand-mark on his left cheek, with the image of a cloak to represent a burglar, was still livid across his skin after four months. Without looking up from the page he was turning, he said in Border Koretian, “What do you want?”

I hesitated, then said, “I just wanted to bid you a good day, Fyfe.”

Fyfe sighed heavily as he closed the book. “I was fool enough to believe that the first time we met. I’m not likely to fall into the same trap twice.”

Feeling uncomfortable, I said, “What are you buying?”

“A book. That shouldn’t take much of your abilities to work out, should it?”

“Do you do lots of reading these days?” I asked carefully.

This time the sigh was deeper. Fyfe turned to me, and I saw that, unlike many of the other Koretian men in the marketplace, he was unarmed. He said carefully, “I have a position as a town ditch-digger. The position does not involve money or goods, so I am not placed in temptation’s way. I’m supervised by a court guardian, my house and person are checked periodically for stolen goods, and for all I know, you’re still tracking me every time I leave my home. I attend worship services three times a week, I offer my time to assist the priests with their charitable work, and I’m writing a testimony on the evils of an immoral life. I plan to turn into a Daxion bard next week and sing my tale far and wide.” He turned back to the books. “Is that what you want to hear, torturer?”

I felt the discomfort increase in me. “I’m not a torturer.”

“No, of course not. I always confess my crimes to a complete stranger. —Don’t you have anything here besides law books?” This was spoken in Emorian to Bavius, who had just returned from behind his stall.

He shrugged. “They sell well enough here; you southerners adopted the Chara’s law long ago. What are you looking for, a song-sheet?”

“I haven’t turned Daxion. I’m looking for a prayer aid.”

“What sort of prayer aid? I store those in the back. My Koretian customers don’t like having their sacred books pawed over by the god-cursed.” He looked pointedly at Fyfe’s brand.

Fyfe’s lips thinned. After a moment he said tersely, “A penitential. My priest has assigned me some verses.”

“Oh, yes?” Bavius crossed his arms again. “You’ll be needing an unabridged edition, will you?”

Fyfe was light-skinned; his face turned scarlet as the blood rushed into it. Before he could say anything, I asked hastily, “Which rite? I have a copy of the Jackal’s rite I could loan you. I read it every night. Remus says that I’m as bad as an Emorian; he says the Emorians read the passage in the law books about the Chara’s burdens over and over to remind themselves of their wrongdoings. —Do you know that passage?” I turned to Bavius.

For a moment, Bavius merely stared at me. Then a smile softened his face. “Yes, I was forced to memorize it as a boy after I stole apples from an orchard.”

“Do you have orchards in Emor?” I asked curiously. “I thought there weren’t any trees in Emor.”

“We had trees where I lived. I grew up on Peaktop, where Lord Carle lived before he died. There’s a big orchard on his estate. They say that Lord Carle himself planted some of the trees.” He glanced at Fyfe and said, “I’ll check the back. I think I have a penitential in the Fish rite, if you don’t mind her priests’ tendency to ramble on about seaweed and squid.”

Fyfe waited until Bavius had disappeared again. Then he said, as he picked up a law book, “You’re as dangerous as ever.”

“I don’t understand.”

“No, of course you don’t.” He was running his finger down a column in a thick, cream-colored volume. Bavius’s boy was reading another of these volumes, but he yawned as he did so. He paid no attention to our conversation. I knew from past experience that Bavius and his son knew Emorian and Common Koretian, but they had little grasp of the Border Koretian language that was spoken in the borderland, south and north of the black border mountains.

I stood on tiptoe to look over Fyfe’s shoulder to see what he was reading, but I could make nothing of the words; they were in an older form of Emorian I had never learned. Fyfe’s finger slowed on the text and paused. He said abruptly, “I’m married now.”

I looked over at him, trying to read the expression behind his brand-mark. “To Livia?”

He nodded as his eyes scanned the page. “Ironic, isn’t it? She wouldn’t marry me when I was living a pure and upright life – or so it appeared to the world – but the moment she learned I had turned myself in for my crimes, she rushed to the prison and pledged herself to me. She told me that she had always suspected I was hiding evils from her, and she wasn’t willing to marry me until I’d turned my face back toward the gods. Her family was aghast at the idea of her marrying a convicted criminal, of course, but she was as stubborn as the Chara, as the saying goes. She even wanted to attend my branding, but I was able to prevent her from doing that.” He closed the book and pushed it away. His voice grew more acid as he said, “I would have invited you to the vow-sharing, but it was a private service, with only a second priest as a witness. Not many people wish to attend the wedding of a god-cursed man.”

I put my hand over his; it felt cold in the warm summer air. I said softly, “Being branded doesn’t necessarily mean you’re god-cursed. If you confess to the gods your crime and swear to make reparation and promise you’ll never do it again—”

I saw a muscle jump in his jaw. With his eyes still focussed on the books, he said, “Hear me, servant of the god-man: I was forced to listen to your voice for three days straight. I didn’t have any choice then. The least you can do is grant me the choice of whether to endure once more your lecture on the joys of repentance and renewal of life.”

He had not removed his hand from mine. He did not look my way. I stared at him, the image of the branded man overlaid by the image of a handsome man, bearded, with his skin unmarred. As he sat in his chains, he turned his face away from me, trying to ignore what I was saying to him. But as I watched, a tear trickled down from the corner of his eye. I leaned forward and carefully wiped the tear away with my face-cloth.

Then the memory was gone, and before me stood a man branded with the image of his self-confessed crime, unresisting to my touch.

I moved my hand away slowly; I could feel the blood pumping furiously through my body. I was still trying to think of what to say – or of whether I should say anything at all – when I felt an arm descend around my shoulder. Even if I had not felt his seal-ring against my bare arm, I would have known it was Remus.

“Fyfe.” Remus’s greeting was cool and even, the same voice he used for customers who made unreasonable demands at our place of employment.

Fyfe looked up then, but his gaze travelled past me as though I did not exist. “Remus,” he replied. “Have you also come to give me a lecture on how happy I should be in my renewed life?”

Remus shook his head. His expression was the same as he used toward those difficult customers: hard and inflexible. “When my duties are over, I pass on to other duties. Andrew, though, likes to check afterwards on how the men are doing that he has worked with.”

“Worked with.” Fyfe gave a humorless laugh. “What wonderful euphemisms you folks develop for what you do. I suppose that you would have been ‘working with’ me too if you’d actually had the opportunity to make use of those instruments you showed me beforeha—”

“Fyfe.” Remus voice was so soft that I could barely hear him, yet somehow he managed to sound harder than before. “We’re speaking in public. I’m sure you don’t want to endanger Andrew.”

Fyfe closed his mouth. His gaze moved to me, standing silent and miserable at Remus’s side. After a moment, he looked away. “Sorry,” he said, addressing his remark to the books.

I took the opportunity to look around to see whether anyone had overheard our conversation. The other folks in the market were continuing to give Bavius’s stall a wide berth, while Bavius’s boy had fallen asleep over the law volume and was snoring. In the back of the tent, hidden behind a cart, came the sound of a lid slimming as Bavius rummaged through his extra stock.

Fyfe returned his gaze to Remus finally. In a voice as quiet as my partner’s had been, he said, “I still receive news from some of my old sources. Either they haven’t heard about my confession, or they don’t believe I’ve given up my old life. Word is out that a group plans to steal ancient god-masks from the gods’ house at Blackpass and trade them to a mainland ship for goods they can lawfully sell in Koretia.”

“Unless they’re planning to build a port next to the wild waters of the Koretian Straits, they’ll have to go over the border to sell the masks,” Remus replied. “Daxis’s Border Port is closest, but it’s being searched for smugglers periodically.”

“They know that.”

“So are they taking the masks over the black border mountains to one of Emor’s ports?”

Fyfe shook his head. “Lower Straits Port. They figure it would be wiser for them to travel all the way south past Capital Mountain than to try to smuggle goods north past the Chara’s border mountain patrol.”

“Intelligent men,” said Remus dryly. “They may actually live to the end of their natural lives if they avoid antagonizing the patrol. When will this happen, and who is involved?”

“They’ll be making their move some time next month. That’s all the information I have.”

Remus nodded. “We’ll find out the rest. Thank you for your help, Fyfe.” He tilted his head to one side. “Though I must confess I’m surprised. You refused to tell us anything about your confederates before now.”

Fyfe’s mouth tightened. “I never worked with murderers, much less god-cursed murderers. They’re planning to kill the priests.”

He would have said more, I think, but Bavius suddenly appeared, holding two volumes. One was bound in cream-colored calfskin, while the other was bound in an array of colors that seemed to shimmer like fish scales. Bavius thrust the latter volume at Fyfe without looking his way. “Remus, my friend!” he exclaimed. “How goes it for you at your work?”

“The same as always,” Remus replied. “Petulant, ungrateful customers every day. Sometimes I wonder why I bother.”

Fyfe, who had been glancing at the title page of the devotional, cast a sharp look at Remus, then untied his pouch from his belt.

Bavius chuckled. “Because you like a challenge, that’s why. Good folks bore you.”

Remus flashed him a smile. “Not all of them. How is your niece?”

“Safe at home. And take your eyes off my son.” Bavius gestured toward the boy, who was still curled around the law book, fast asleep.

Remus laughed with the ease of a man who has lived so straight a life that he can afford to treat with levity mock accusations of twistedness. Bavius grinned as he leaned forward and placed the cream-colored volume in front of me, saying, “I think I’ve found just want you need, young law-lover. It’s in—”

“How much for the devotional?” Fyfe’s voice was abrupt. He was fingering the coins in his pouch. From where I stood, I could see that he only possessed a handful of coins, mainly coppers.

Bavius, his mouth still open mid-sentence, looked over at Fyfe and said flatly, “One gold.”

Fyfe’s gaze jerked up. Puzzled, I said to Bavius, “But the devotional you sold me last spring was a quarter that price.”

“Ah, well, that was the Jackal’s rite,” replied Bavius. “This is the Fish’s rite. She has less followers, so fewer of her devotionals are scribed; therefore the price is higher. Besides . . .” His eye drifted back to Fyfe. “I have costs of my own to cover. Such as the price for stolen merchandise.”

Even I could not think of what to say in the next moment. Blood had reddened Fyfe’s face again, a flushed background to the scar on his face.

Bavius added, “You can come back next week if you’re undecided.”

“I need it this week. I told you, I’ve been assigned verses.”

Bavius shrugged his hands. “So buy one from another seller.”

Since he was the only bookseller to visit Blackpass regularly, this was like striking a blade across a wound. I saw the blood turn darker in Fyfe’s face. I opened my mouth to say something, anything, but Remus grabbed my wrist. His eye was on Fyfe, and as was often the case, Remus seemed to be sensing something beyond the obvious of what was taking place.

Fyfe took a coin out of his belt-pouch; it was only a copper, I noticed. He held it cradled in his hand, then dropped it. It thudded softly on the dirt ground. Bavius looked over the counter, fruitlessly seeking it, but it had rolled into the shadow. Fyfe stooped down to pick it up.

Remus’s hand moved from me. I knew him well enough by now to check where it had moved. I felt a jump in my throat as I saw that his hand was now quietly, unobtrusively resting on his dagger hilt. Then I saw Fyfe’s hand move toward his boot, and I understood.

My heart was beating hard, and I wondered whether I should touch my own blade. But Remus had made clear that, unless we were outnumbered, I was to let him handle such situations. He was standing silently, watching without moving as Fyfe’s hand slid into the inner pocket of his boot.

Then Remus dropped his hand away from his dagger, and I heard my breath come out in a rush.

In the next moment, Fyfe was on his feet. The coin he had extracted from his boot he held in the exact same manner as he had held the copper coin, as though this were the coin he had retrieved from the shadow. He thumped it down on the counter.

Bavius looked down at it. He appeared unimpressed. Fyfe said in a taut voice, “It’s honestly earned.”

Bavius snorted his disbelief. “I’ll have to have it checked by a banker. You can come back next week.”

“No,” said Fyfe succinctly, and picked up the book. As Bavius’s expression darkened, Fyfe jerked his thumb toward Remus and me. “They know where my home is. And if I suddenly disappear, they’ll be able to find me. Trust me on that.” His voice was bitter. He turned away from the counter, holding the devotional tightly under one arm.

Bavius glared at him but said nothing until Fyfe had plunged into the stream of the crowd, creating a wake around his presence as though he were an enormous mainland ship. Then Bavius picked up the gold and said, “I don’t trust his type. Tell me whether this is of any use to me, or whether I should call for the soldiers.”

“I’m a banker’s clerk, not a forgery inspector,” Remus said mildly. But even as he spoke, he was weighing the coin in his hand, and then holding it up to the bright sunlight, turning it so that its shadows showed the depth of the relief. I had seen him do this once before, the previous winter, when we were on the track of a forger, so I waited with breathless anticipation.

Remus’s eyebrows rose. “Emorian gold from the reign of the Chara Purvis. Bavius, he gave you an antique. This is worth twice the cost of the book.”

“That undoubtedly means he stole it,” replied Bavius, but he looked pleased.

“How do you know that it wasn’t issued by the current Chara?” I asked, looking at the coin. All I could see was the Chara’s seal: the Balance, the Bird, and the Sword.

Remus pointed to two minute reliefs at the bottom of the coin. “The Chara Purvis put the initials of his four children on his coins. You can date the year of the coin by how many initials the coin has. This one is from early in his reign: it has a D for his heir Duncan, and a C for his second-born son Carle—”

“Lord Carle?” I asked quickly. “Lord Andrew’s wine-friend?”

“No, this would have been Lord Carle’s . . .” Remus’s voice trailed off as he traced blood lineages in his head.

“Grandfather,” said Bavius promptly. “Lord Carle’s great-grandfather was the Chara Purvis. Lord Carle was second cousin once removed to the Chara Peter, whom he served as High Lord.”

“I didn’t know he was descended from the Chara,” I said with interest. “Did he leave any sons?”

“No, that line of the royal family trailed out,” replied Bavius as he took the coin back from Remus. “Lord Carle had a sister, that’s all, and she disappeared onto the mainland.”

Remus had been starting to open the cream-colored volume that Bavius had brought out; now his head jerked up. “I hadn’t heard that.”

“Ah, well, it’s not known outside his village,” said Bavius, who had gone over to nudge his son awake. Bavius gestured pointedly toward the customers beginning to drift up to the counter, following Fyfe’s departure. Yawning, the boy began to stand up, only to earn himself a sharp reprimand. Blushing, the boy picked up the law book from the ground, carefully dusted it, and returned it to the counter before going over to help a Daxion couple who was trying to decide between three different lyric books.

“She ran off with a barbarian prince, you see,” said Bavius, returning to our side. “It was the family scandal, hushed up. Lord Carle’s family never heard from her again.”

“If she eloped to the northern mainland, she probably didn’t live long,” Remus commented. “The barbarians feed on each other like ravenous wolves.”

Bavius nodded, his mind clearly drifting away from the conversation. The barbarians were far away, of no concern to him.

Seeing this, Remus gave him the free-man’s greeting, exchanged between equals. “I’ll let you return to your work,” he said. “Andrew and I have some shopping to do.”

Bavius grinned then. “You ever do. I don’t think you’ve missed a market day in all the years I’ve known you, Remus. Well, stop by again when I can – you and your able assistant.” He smiled at me, then turned and snapped a rebuke at his son, who had let a book slip from his hands.

CHAPTER FOUR

We took our time that day. This was not merely because Remus stopped to chat with every beautiful maiden we passed.

Used to Remus’s habits by now, I found ways to occupy myself until each conversation drew to an end, or until a protective male kinsman sent Remus on his way. There was much to occupy my interest. Blackpass’s old underground market had been abandoned some years ago in favor of an open-air market that attracted greater crowds. Bavius was hardly the only foreign merchant to set up his tables here; since the Golden Chain of Peace had been forged, the old import duties had ceased, with the result that merchants in and near the borderland flowed freely over the borders. One week they would be in Blackpass; the next week they would be in Emor’s capital, just north of us; the week after that, they would be in Daxis’s Border Port. As a result, you could obtain any item you wished at the Blackpass market: Emorian books, Daxion ciders, Arpeshian carvings, Marcadian blades, eastern mainland pottery, and even the occasional misshapen object from the northern mainland, sold as a curiosity.

I was examining a crude wooden carving of a black-pelted snow leopard when a conversation started near me. Without looking up from the leopard, I nudged myself closer to the men conversing nearby.

“. . . well past time when the council should have appointed a successor,” one of the men was saying. He was the merchant of the stall whose wares I was examining. He cast a quick glance at me to be sure I was not about to wander off with the leopard, then returned his attention to the others.

“They don’t have the power to make such an appointment, do they?” It was a younger man, his arm around the waist of his wife, who was busy examining bolts of cloth at the next stall. “Only the thieves have that power, I’d heard.”

“Well, and what are they waiting for?” replied the merchant. “It has been half a year.”

“A full year,” added a third man. He was wearing a silver sword, so I took him to be a village baron, but like most Koretian barons I had known, he was not above taking part in a conversation led by lesser free-men. “It has been a year since the Jackal’s heir died, along with his family. The Jackal had more than enough time to name a successor, before his death.”

“Maybe there won’t be a successor,” suggested the younger man. “Maybe we will rule ourselves, rather than have a ruler.”

The merchant snorted. “We’re not barbarians, to fight one another for the privilege of becoming chief of the tribe. No, the Jackal promised us. He said his heir would come.”

“His heir or himself?” asked the nobleman quickly. “I heard he said, ‘The god will come again.’ He’s not the first Jackal, you know. Another man held the powers of the god, long ago.”

“Did he?” This was clearly news to the younger man. “Would the same have happened if his heir had lived, do you think? Would the god’s powers have transferred into him?”

“Into him or his son,” the merchant agreed. “But with both of them dead . . . We can’t continue without a ruler. We must demand that the council make up its mind – or the thieves,” he added as the younger man opened his mouth. “Though how we would petition the thieves, I can’t imagine.”

“We could send our message to the Jackal’s council,” suggested the baron. “They must know where the head of the thieves is to be found. But who is to take the throne? All of the Jackal’s blood kin are dead.”

“Not all,” pointed out the younger man.

That was all he said, and all he need say. The other two men exchanged looks.

Finally the merchant broke the silence. “He wouldn’t take Koretia’s throne. He was offered the Daxion throne, after his Queen died. He refused it.”

“No, but he could intervene on our behalf,” suggested the baron. “I’m worried about the Chara. He has been making more and more threats of taking charge of Koretia if we do not settle matters here. We need the Ambassador to serve as a go-between.”

“He’s the very man for it,” agreed the merchant. “But how would we find him? He’s as elusive as the Jackal’s thieves these days, hiding himself on some godsforsaken island in the Daxion Gulf. I heard he has retired himself entirely from diplomacy.”

“But he must see the need to come out of retirement,” argued the younger man. “He forged the Golden Chain of Peace with his own hands. And now the chain is in danger of breaking. . . .”

A hand took the leopard carving from me. Startled, I looked over at Remus. He smiled. “You were crushing it,” he explained as he set down the carving. “Shall we buy a midday repast? My stomach is growling.”

I nodded. We moved away, unnoticed except by the merchant, who flicked a glance at my empty hands before turning back to the conversation.

We bought small stakes of sizzling goat-meat, then settled upon the lip of the town fountain to eat. Between bites of the juicy meat, I told Remus what I had heard, concluding by saying, “They’re waiting for the Jackal to return. Or Lord Andrew.”

Remus nodded. “It is going to be a blow to the heart of every peace-lover in the Three Lands, when they learn the news. Even the Chara is likely to be disappointed. He has depended heavily upon the Ambassador to help him keep peace with his neighbors.”

I thought about this for a while. Unlike his late father, the Chara Titus was not known for his peace-loving qualities. It said something about the power of Lord Andrew that he had convinced the Chara to let him serve on peacemaking missions on Emor’s behalf.

Finally I said, “Lord Andrew won’t be back. He’s gone forever. But the Jackal . . .” I let my voice trail away.

Remus nodded. “We are waiting for that. He promised that his successor would come. We dare not make an appointment while there is any chance his successor will claim the throne.”

I always loved it when Remus said “we,” as though I were one of the men making such decisions, though of course I was not privy to such high matters. Remus, I had come gradually to realize, was in charge of matters in the borderland, or at least our part of the borderland – it was all a bit vague to me, and I had never asked for the particulars. But any issue related to the Jackal was of special interest to me, so I asked now, “And if the Jackal’s heir does not show himself?”

“I think . . . Andrew, do finish your meat. It’s dripping all over the place.”

I complied, my back pricking; I knew that his use of that name at that moment could not be by accident.

It took another minute for our eavesdropper to show himself. When he did, he was disappointingly ordinary looking: a middle-aged man wearing a tunic of the southern Koretian pattern, and bladeless, as so many Koretian men were these days. He seemed preoccupied with pieces of folded paper in his hand – messages, I realized as I caught a glimpse of the waxed seals.

He looked up when he reached us. By that time, Remus and I were on our feet. Giving us a sketch of the free-man’s greeting, the man said, “Good day, sirs. Might I ask if you are natives of the borderland? I have been charged by my master with delivering these messages, and I am not sure where to find the men that the messages are meant to reach.”

“Surely your master told you their locations,” said Remus as he took the messages in hand.

The man gave a rueful smile. “He did. It was a long list. I forgot the locations toward the end of the list.”

“I’m very bad at remembering things as well,” I said, which caused Remus to snort. He had discovered my facility for learning languages when he taught me Daxion.

“Well,” Remus said, flipping rapidly through the messages; I counted nine in total. “I think I may be able to help you, and to shorten your task. These men are all rooming in pairs with each other. These first two you can find at the north end of town . . .”

He went through the list rapidly, handing back eight messages as he did so. The middle-aged man listened, his brow furrowed with concentration; then he gave a nod of thanks at the end of the recital. “I think I have that,” he said. “I thank you, sir. You’ve been of great help to me.” He gave a friendly wink to me and departed, heading in the direction of the first location Remus had described.

I waited until he was out of sight before asking, “How did you do that?”

“Do what?” Remus smiled at me.

“You know. Pocket the message that was for us. I was watching you the whole time, yet I didn’t see you do it.”

He clapped me on the back. “A little trick I’ll teach you some day. Are you through? Hand me the dipper, will you?”

I obediently reached for the dipper and held it under the fountain spout, which was shaped like the Fish spitting water. Once the dipper was full, I sipped my fill from it and then handed it to Remus. As I washed my hands in the fountain, I looked around, trying to figure out a proper place to drop the wooden stake.

Then I noticed. I would not have noticed him otherwise, any more than anyone else was. Streams of people were walking by, on their way to and from the market, but nobody took notice of the man in the ditch nearby, steadily chopping at the hard dirt with a mattock.

“Remus,” I murmured.

He followed my glance, then looked away. “It’s part of his punishment, Andrew.”

He was always quite careful to call me that when we were in town. I said, “But is it the right punishment? He was so isolated when he was young; that was why he fell in with bad company. And now, if he’s isolated again . . . Surely it would be better for him to be among men of honor – men who would welcome him into their midst. If he had upstanding friends he could emulate . . .”

Remus sighed as he handed me back the dipper. “You’re always so protective of them.”

I said nothing, looking up at him with mute pleading.

He grinned. “It’s one of the reasons I love you. All right, then. We’re close enough to work; we might as well stop by there.”

Delighted, I followed him down the alley to the entrance of the bank. Nobody took notice of us as we entered; the Daxion-owned bank was busy with men making exchanges with each other, as well as customers bargaining with the bankers over the conditions by which the bankers would lend or receive money.

Nobody was in the room in the back except Heber, who looked up as we entered. “I thought this was your day off,” he said.

“We need a pen and paper.” As he spoke, Remus reached into the chest where he kept his private supply. “How go matters here?”

“Need you ask? Turbulent. I wish those cursed council lords would make up their minds; if they delay any longer, food prices will blast high enough for the Moon to grab them. The greedier barons are already demanding twice the usual crops from their tenants. We’ll have starving commoners before the year’s end – you mark my words.”

“You think so?” Remus frowned as he sat down at a table, opening his pouch of ink.

“It’s a miracle it hasn’t happened yet. It’s a gods-given miracle this entire land hasn’t fallen into barbaric chaos.” Heber grimaced as he leaned back in his chair. He was a little older than Remus; I barely knew him, for he did most of his work from home. His beautiful wife had something to do with that. Remus had ruefully remarked, more than once, that he should have moved quicker to propose marriage to her.

“The thieves will keep matters under control,” said Remus firmly.

Heber sighed. “Yes, I suppose they will. I’d feel a lot better, though, if we had a ruler. Those ravenous Emorians . . . They’ve conquered the entire northern peninsula. You know that the Chara must be panting for this opportunity to take Koretia under imperial control.”

“They tried that once before.” Remus dipped the reed in the ink and began writing. “The thieves drove them away. The thieves will do so again, if the Emorians make a second attempt.”

“The thieves were under the care of the Jackal in those days,” Heber pointed out. “And that was nearly sixty years ago.”

Remus gave a swift smile as he pulled his seal-ring off his right hand. “Which has given the Jackal’s thieves sixty years to perfect their skills. You shouldn’t worry.”

I touched my own seal-ring on my blade hand; the ring always brought sad thoughts of the past to me. As for Heber, he sighed again as he watched Remus seal the message closed with hot wax. “No, I suppose not. The thieves are like a miniature army, protecting Koretia. Still . . . If only the Jackal’s heir hadn’t died. If only his heir hadn’t died. All that’s left now of that family is Lord Andrew. And the gods alone know where the Ambassador is. —You’re going?” he added as Remus rose to his feet.

Remus nodded as he slipped the seal-ring back onto his hand. A close inspection – which he never permitted, except to me – would have revealed the ring to hold the seal of a village baron. Remus’s younger brother had taken charge of their village, but Remus retained the title, since it was of occasional help in his chosen profession. “We’re finished here. Can we fetch you anything from the market?”

Heber groaned. “Don’t tempt me. I’m tied to this table until I figure out a way to persuade our famished commoner customers to keep bargaining with us for loans. Koretia’s banks will be in ruins – the banks of all the Three Lands will be in ruins – if the thieves don’t act soon.”

“I’m sure they’ll find a solution,” Remus replied. “—Here you are.” He handed the message to me.

He said nothing else; nothing more was needed. He had told me early on, without the slightest trace of envy, that I was better at certain tasks than he was. Surprised and overjoyed that I would be able to contribute materially to our missions, I had done my best, with his guidance, to improve my small talents.

Now I did not even bother to formulate a plan in my mind as I hurried toward the ditch; my next step was obvious. When I reached the ditch, I leaned over and said breathlessly, “Could you deliver this message for me, please? Remus wants me to do it, but I have other tasks I need to do.” I sent the message fluttering down onto Fyfe and turned to go.

I was not quick enough, though; he reached up and hauled me into the ditch. “I’ve had enough of your tricks,” he said grimly. Still holding me fast with one hand, he reached down and picked up the sealed message from where it had fallen. Then he held it up toward the sun. The paper turned translucent, revealing the message within.

I already knew what the message said, having seen it written.

To Lieutenant Pollux of the Border Guard:

Greetings, cousin. I commend to your notice Fyfe son of Fielding, who bears this message. He is a man of good blade skills, as the scar on my arm can testify. Although his cheek reveals that he has shown poor judgment in the past, I believe him to be following the gods’ path now. He is in need of employment. If you are still in need of a man, as you told me last week, I suggest you interview him to see whether he would be suitable for the position.

I look forward to seeing you next week. I especially look forward to seeing beautiful Illona. Will you not reconsider your decision and allow me to marry her instead?

The letter was signed with Remus’s real name, which he rarely used these days.

Fyfe let go of my arm. His face had drained of its blood, leaving him with a pasty complexion. He looked down at me. He had donned his most ragged clothing for the work, and his arms and legs were caked with mud.

“This was you,” he said with a croak. “You determined this would happen.”

I smiled, stood on my toes to give him a peck on the cheek, and then scrambled out of the ditch to return to where Remus was awaiting me.

CHAPTER FIVE

The sun was still flinging its warmth onto the land when we finally reached a tavern that afternoon – not our usual one, but a smaller tavern at the north end of town. By the time we arrived, the tavern’s stuffy hall was already swarming with merchants, traders, bankers, housewives, children, craftsmen, soldiers, and travellers. Remus began to squeeze his way through the crowd at the doorway. A man standing by a small table by the door placed his hand gently against Remus’s chest, saying, “I’m sorry, sir. I’ll have to ask you and your companion to leave your blades with me.”

His skin was as white as the clouds, and he spoke Common Koretian with a pure Emorian accent, vowels harder than that of a borderlander; clearly, he was a recent immigrant. A few tavern clients glanced our way, curious to see how we would take his news. Remus looked over at me. My hand was resting protectively on the plain iron belt-dagger that I had been given the previous year. With his head turned toward me, Remus grinned briefly. Then he looked back at the man and said loudly, “By the Jackal’s claws, has our land degenerated to this? There was a time not long ago when, if you told a Koretian to disarm himself, you could expect to be duelled to the death!”

“I am sorry, sir,” the man repeated quietly. He did not appear worried at the prospect of such an eventuality occurring. “It is my policy. There isn’t enough room in here for some of those long swords that the soldiers carry.”

Remus gave an exaggerated sigh and unclipped his sheathed dagger from his belt. Handing it to the tavern-keeper, he said, “Can we at least expect to receive them back when we leave?”

“Of course, sir; I’ll make out a receipt for you right now. Your names?”

“Remus son of Decimus,” Remus replied, looking over the tavern-keeper’s shoulder as he wrote. “My friend is Andrew son of John.”

The tavern-keeper mouthed the words as he slowly wrote out the receipt. As I placed my dagger reluctantly on the table, Remus said, “And I’d like that dated.”

“Yes, of course,” said the tavern-keeper, pursing his lips in concentration. “The eighth day— No, the ninth day—”

With an even louder sigh, Remus said, “The eighteenth day of July in the ten hundred and thirty-third year.”

The tavern-keeper scribbled hastily to get this all down. Without looking up, he said, “I’m sorry, sir; did you say ‘after the founding’ or ‘after the giving of the law’?”

“Do I look like an Emorian?” Remus raised his voice again, and several heads swivelled our way. “The ten hundred and thirty-third year after the founding of Koretia – and may the gods watch over our land for another thousand years, because we blade-naked Koretians certainly can’t.”

I saw several tavern clients exchange amused looks as Remus made his blustery speech; then they returned to their conversations. Not many people had heard Remus’s diatribe in any case, for everyone in the tavern was talking in loud voices, trying to make themselves heard over the powerful wail of a bard hidden in some corner. Nearby, a barbarian sailor from the eastern mainland – such men turned up in the most unlikely places – was engaged in a friendly explanation of his native customs, while his Koretian listener exhibited a look of polite disbelief that anyone would voluntarily adopt such a life. Also close by were a group of Koretian, Emorian, and Daxion merchants, all expressing their firm belief that their governments could not be such fools as to break the Golden Chain.

The tavern-keeper handed us our receipt with an apologetic look. “It’s sometimes hard to tell with borderlanders, sir. Believe me, we get plenty of Emorian borderlanders in this tavern who are highly offended if we mistake them for Koretian borderlanders.”

Seeing that no one was looking our direction any longer, Remus said in a low voice, “No offense taken. Tell me, is there room in the gallery booth this afternoon?”

“I am afraid I have changed the tavern’s policy on that, sir. You must reserve the booth ahead of time now.”

“My blood brother and I were hoping to find a more pleasant place to drink than the floor booths.” Remus, I noticed, had somehow managed to slip a silver coin into his hand. He tilted it so that the light glinted in the tavern-keeper’s direction.

The tavern-keeper was silent; his eyes had turned cool. With a promptness that came from experience, Remus slipped the coin into my hand. As I slid it into my boot-pocket, Remus said quietly, “It is my turn to apologize, I think.”

The tavern-keeper scanned Remus’s face, then mine, before offering a small smile. “Not at all, sir. It is indeed a bit stuffy downstairs today, and this heat is enough to drive anyone to desperate means of escape. The gallery booth isn’t reserved this afternoon; I’ll be glad to let you two sirs have it if you’ll be sure to notify me ahead of time in the future.”

Remus gave a quick assurance, and the tavern-keeper beckoned to one of the serving-women to come show us to our seats. As we began to squeeze our way past the cup-laden men and women chatting around us, I whispered to Remus, “It’s a good thing he didn’t think to do a body search on us.”

“Shush.” Remus did not allow himself so much as a twitch of the lips, since we were still in full view of everyone. Craning my neck – I had always been short for my age – I saw that we were headed for a spiral staircase at the far corner of the room. It led to a short gallery located above a storage area. The gallery was furnished with a snug booth that was brightly lit by a northern window.

We wound our way up the staircase, coughing a bit from the smoking torch at the top, then allowed ourselves to be led to the booth by the serving-woman. His mind now on business, Remus did not let his eyes linger on her after he sat down. Perhaps, though, she had encountered him in the past during his leisure hours; her voice was exceedingly brisk as she asked, “What will you have to drink, sirs?”

“Wild-berry wine. One cup.” Then, as the serving-woman raised her eyebrows, Remus added, “Oh, and a bowl of blackroot nuts.”

The serving-woman gave us a glare which suggested that misers such as ourselves did not deserve the privilege of sitting in the gallery booth. Remus waited until her feet could be heard on the staircase. Then he pushed aside the chair she had been standing next to and unhinged the end of the table. The hinged end swung down, hiding our laps from view. Remus pulled over the unlit candle from the far end of the table and said, “Light this, please.”

Afternoon light was pouring onto the table with the eagerness of water spilling down from a waterfall, but I took the candle without question and went back to the top of the staircase where the torch burnt steadily in the still air. When I returned with the lit candle, I found that Remus was staring out the window at the black border mountains. The mountains were the color of a mine shaft dug deep in the ground. I could see nothing beyond them except some grey clouds that were hovering over Emor, held back from penetrating the Koretian border.

Remus said, “There’s a peak at the end of the pass through the black border mountains that has a ledge where they say you can see all Three Lands of the Great Peninsula: Emor and its dominions to the north, Koretia to the south, and Daxis to the southwest. If we were to stand there now, and if we had the eyes of the Jackal and could see for thousands of miles, every place we looked on this peninsula would be at peace. For over four decades, the people of the Three Lands have awoken each day, knowing that they are safe to pursue their ordinary lives – that they need not fear soldiers burning their cities or torturers breaking their limbs or spies tracking innocent men. Everywhere, the Golden Chain of Peace has remained unbroken.”

I was silent for a while, scratching at my itchy right thigh, before I said, “I thought you wanted a war.”

“I ask the gods’ forgiveness for those words,” Remus said quietly. “War may be exciting for armed men such as ourselves, but it always means pain and death for those who have no way to protect themselves: women and children and peaceful men, like the priests, who have vowed not to bear arms. I’d rather have another forty-two years of boring peace than witness the suffering of such innocents.”

Tongue-bound, I allowed our silence to drift over the noise on the floor below like ground-mist over a lake. A cool northern breeze, having struggled its way across the black border mountains, shivered through our window, causing the candlelight to flicker and nearly
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