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DEATH MASK
Novel




 

I am not compelled at all, I suffer nothing unwillingly. I am not god’s slave, but cooperate fully, all the more so because I know that everything happens according to an unchanging and eternally valid law. Fates lead us and determine from the first hour of our birth how much times is left for each of us.

—Seneca: On Providence (translated by Peter J. Anderson).

Death Mask #1
ACKNOWLEDGMENT WHISTLE

CHAPTER ONE

When I was nine years old, my father told me that a man’s life is determined by fate, and that any attempt to escape that fate can only result in a twisted spirit. He told me this with a smile as he was running his sword blade along a whetstone.

Two days later he was dead, killed by a border-breacher. His lieutenant told us that my father greeted the Koretian’s upraised dagger with that same smile. Ever since then I have believed what my father told me, so that I have had less fear of death than of neglecting my duty. It was for this reason that, on a sunny autumn day three days after the Chara Nicholas’s enthronement, I obeyed the imperious command of an ill-trained soldier who was half my age.

When this first line of my fate hooked me, I had been leaning for some time against the exterior wall of the city physicians’ house, staring at the black border mountains that stand between the Empire of Emor and its southern neighbor, Koretia. The weather was warm for that time of year; there was hardly a cloud in the sky, and the morning sun cascaded golden light onto the fields between the mountains and the city where I stood. I could see, blooming like brown field-daisies at the roots of the mountains, the tiny outlines of the Emorian border villages, and beyond them, barely visible, the beginning of the pass that leads through the mountains to Koretia. The pass, I knew, was as empty now as it would be during the snowbound winter season. Not even the most desperate Koretian would dare to break his King’s peace oath.

“Ho, there, you!” My thoughts were interrupted by this brusque voice. The assertive confidence of the words, however, was belied by a wavering in his voice – the sign of a boy’s transition to manhood. I turned my head. Standing near me, with his sword unsheathed, stood one of the soldiers who keeps watch over the Emorian capital, seeking lawbreakers. This one, judging from his accent and his snow-colored hair, was from the imperial dominion of Marcadia. Judging from his manner, he had arrived at the capital recently enough that he felt the need to display his power.

I waited as he strode up to me, his sword held in readiness against me. He flicked a brief glance down at my belt to see that I was unarmed. Then he said curtly, “Who are you? What are you doing in this city?”

I preferred not to give my title, and I was not prepared to give my name to a stranger, so I said, “I’m a soldier.”

This was the wrong answer. The young man gripped his hilt tighter as he ran his gaze over my dark skin. I added, “An Emorian soldier. I guard the local border.”

This statement, which would have enlightened any soldier who had been in the Emorian army for long, made no impression on the Marcadian. He said, “Then you’re in trouble. The Chara cancelled all leave six weeks ago. You ought to be in uniform and reported to your unit. Come with me.”

I considered what he said for a moment. I outranked the young man before me, and I was carrying, as always, a dagger in my hidden thigh-pocket. It would be easy enough to disarm this young soldier and hand him over to the nearest city-watch soldier, who would no doubt explain the situation to him in terms he was unlikely to forget. But I was restless after my long stay in the physicians’ house; moreover, I was interested in learning whether a letter I had sent recently to the army headquarters had reached its recipient. I therefore nodded and allowed myself to be guided away from the house.

To the Marcadian’s credit, he did not attempt to bind my hands. Instead he asked, “Who is your subcaptain?”

“I don’t have one. The border guards are under the immediate care of the Chara. I report to Captain Wystan of the Home Division.”

This disconcerted the soldier, but not enough for him to ask further questions. He maintained a dignified silence as he led me through the straight, broad streets up to the outer palace wall. So intent was he on carrying out his mission that he missed the puzzled expressions of the guards at the west gate as they waved us through. I nearly missed seeing their expressions as well, for my eye was on the Chara’s palace, shining white atop the hillside we were climbing. The palace was surrounded by the inner palace wall and accessible to few. Even I had been inside only once, a few days after my sixteenth birthday, when I had gone there to stand before the Chara and pledge to him my oath as a border guard.

The Chara I had met then was Anthony. The blackened remains of the Chara Nicholas’s enthronement bonfires were now scattered on the ground as the soldier and I rounded the hill to reach the army headquarters on the north side. When we arrived at the tents of the headquarters, several soldiers cast curious glances our way, but none stopped to ask questions. The Emorian army remained on high alert, as it had been since a few minutes after I arrived at the headquarters six weeks before.

The Marcadian was reassured enough by my submissiveness not to protest as I took the lead in guiding him through the tangled maze of tents. Captain Wystan’s tent had recently been moved to make way for the soldiers, such as this one, who had been transferred down from the Marcadian army in case their support should be needed by the Emorian branch of the imperial armies. We stopped in front of the captain’s tent and were immediately sighted by Sewell, Captain Wystan’s orderly, who began to smile at me before catching sight of my expression. He turned toward the Marcadian.

“Sublieutenant, sir!” So energetic was the Marcadian’s salute that he nearly sliced off his nose while placing his sword blade flat against his forehead. “I am Soldier Oswald, sir, recently transferred to the city watch. I found this Koretian lingering in the city, claiming to be one of Captain Wystan’s soldiers, but not wearing a uniform.”

“I see.” Sewell, when he exerted the effort, could do a good imitation of a stern and sober council lord. “This is certainly a very serious matter. I will check to see whether the captain wishes to speak with you, or whether you should simply hand the prisoner over to the army court to deal with the matter.” After casting a forbidding look my way, he turned and disappeared under the tent flap. Presently, muffled by the thick cloth, the sound of laughter could be heard in the tent.

The Marcadian apparently made no connection between this and his statement. He remained self-possessed, keeping a wary eye on me lest I try to escape judgment. After a minute, Sewell returned, his face once more grave. He said, “The captain will see you both.”

Oswald gestured me forward first. As I entered the tent, Wystan gave me a flicker of an amused smile before he turned his attention to my captor. As I would have expected from what I knew of him, Wystan dealt patiently with the young man, saying, “It is certainly a relief to me, soldier, to know that the city watch remains vigilant during this crisis. Nonetheless, this man does belong to my division, and you may therefore safely leave him with me.”

With the stubborn attention to duty that makes Marcadians such good soldiers, Oswald said, “Sir, I have orders to turn over to the army court all soldiers who have disobeyed the command to return to their units, once their officials have been informed of their disobedience.”

Wystan was standing behind his table – he always showed such courtesy toward his subordinates – and I saw him glance down at the papers he was no doubt rushing to finish. Nonetheless he said, with as much patience as before, “Thank you for explaining that. In this case, though, the soldier in question has not disobeyed orders. Lieutenant Quentin is a border mountain patrol guard and is on leave because the patrol has been withdrawn from duty while the peace oaths remain in effect. The lieutenant is also on convalescent leave.”

Although the Marcadians are enough like Emorians to respect rank, Oswald showed only slight uneasiness at this revelation of my status. Instead he said adamantly, “Sir, I have my orders, and those are that even convalescent leave has been cancelled, except for the severely ill. Half the men in my division are suffering from autumn flu, but they are working at their duties just the same. The Chara cannot afford to have any soldiers malingering in their sickbeds when the Koretians may withdraw their peace oath at any moment. Any truly loyal soldier understands that subjects of the Chara must sometimes suffer for the sake of their land.”

Wystan glanced over at me. I was standing quietly by the central tent post, my gaze focussed on a sheet of paper that lay atop one of the piles on my captain’s desk. Wystan followed my gaze and said, “Lieutenant, why don’t you pour cider for the three of us? —Do you like cider, Oswald?”

“I do not believe I have ever had any, sir,” said Oswald, clearly confused by this sudden change of topic . . . and no doubt also by Wystan’s decision to address me in an informal manner.

“I cannot often afford the high import fees for Daxion cider, but I received this Emorian cider as a gift from one of my former soldiers. You really must try some.” Wystan had not switched to informal contraction with Oswald. I wondered whether Oswald recognized the significance of that.

I was already over by the wine stand, pouring out the cider. I kept my back to Wystan as he said, “Please be seated, Oswald; you have no doubt been on your feet for hours. Tell me, what do you think of Southern Emor?”

Oswald gave a small smile for the first time as he sank into the cross-legged chair in front of Wystan’s writing table. “It seems strange to me, sir. Quite hot, and with odd customs I have never encountered before.”

“Yes, that was how I felt when I transferred from the Marcadian army many years ago. —Thank you, lieutenant.” This, as I handed him his cup. “Actually, I found that the hardest part of my job here was becoming acquainted with the irregular units of the Emorian army, since they rarely visit these headquarters. Tell me, Oswald, have you ever heard of the border mountain patrol?”

Oswald hesitated as he took his cup from my hand without looking my way. “Not much beyond its name, sir. I know, as you say, that the patrol was withdrawn from the mountains, since Koretia’s peace oath requires that the mountains be left empty of soldiers. However,” he added in a determined manner, “there is no reason why Lieutenant Quentin should not take on other duties in the meantime.”

Since only two chairs furnished the tent, I had gone over to stand next to the documents chest in the corner. I leaned against it, feeling the sharp pain along my belly that always asserted itself these days when I had been standing too long. With that disconcerting gift for reading minds that all the best officials possess, Wystan gestured in my direction, and I thankfully sat down on the chest.

This done, Wystan reseated himself and said, “The border mountain patrol, Oswald, is the most elite unit in the Chara’s armies, higher in honor than even the vanguard divisions. Although the Chara, through myself, nominally selects the patrol guards, in reality the mountain patrol selects its own soldiers, choosing whichever men pass its very high standards for courage and endurance.”

“Yes, sir.” Oswald impatiently pushed away from his eyes a lock of the white hair that is common in the northern dominions. I saw his jaw begin to set against the words that were being said.

Wystan noticed this too, and his voice grew firmer. “The duties of a mountain patrol guard are quite simple. A patrol guard works from April to December; the patrol is withdrawn, of course, when the mountains are snowbound. From spring to autumn, it is a guard’s job to patrol the narrow mountain pass leading from Koretia to Emor and to stop anyone who tries unlawfully to enter or leave this land. A guard is on active duty for ten hours every day. When not on active duty, he remains on constant alert in case the active half of the unit requires his help. As master of the patrol, the lieutenant frequently stays on duty for eighteen hours or more. Unless he is severely wounded, a patrol guard is not allowed convalescent leave, nor may he leave the mountains at any time except during the winter. For this reason, patrol guards are never called back to duty during their leave.”

Wystan paused to straighten the pile on which lay the letter I had been gazing at. He carefully avoided looking my way. “Nevertheless, the lieutenant has taken convalescent leave many times over the years. The mountain patrol is the most dangerous posting in the imperial armies, Oswald. Patrol guards are encouraged to retire from army service after ten years, but few guards live that long, for the men who try to breach the border are usually armed and violent. The lieutenant has served in the mountain patrol for eighteen years now, longer than any other guard in recent memory. It is a miracle that he is still alive. During his years of service he has been severely wounded on eleven occasions, come close to dying when the snows arrived early, and received a variety of lesser injuries, including being pushed off the side of a cliff. Most recently, his twelve-man unit attempted to hold back five hundred Koretian soldiers who poured over the border. During that struggle, two-thirds of the patrol was slaughtered, and the lieutenant nearly lost his life when he placed himself between his sublieutenant and a Koretian’s thrown spear. In short, Oswald,” Wystan concluded softly, “the lieutenant does not require from you any lectures on an imperial soldier’s duty to suffer for the sake of his land.”

“Yes, sir. I’m sorry, sir.” Oswald directed this last, subdued comment at me, still sitting on the documents chest. I nodded in acknowledgment of his apology, but remained silent, sipping slowly from the sweet liquid in my cup.

Wystan’s grave expression turned to a smile as he stood up, and his contractions abruptly disappeared. “I’m sure that it is difficult for you, Oswald, making a transition to life in a different land. Marcadia has been in the empire for less than fifty years now, and in many ways we remain a people apart. Try to remember that, and to realize that you are now in a land foreign from your own; then you’ll be less likely to make any costly mistakes in your work.”

Rising to his feet as Wystan did, Oswald looked around the barely-furnished tent to find a place to put his cup. I came forward and took the cup from his hand. The Marcadian, who was by now red-faced with embarrassment, said in a low voice, “It is an honor to meet you, Lieutenant— I apologize; I do not remember your name.”

“Just ‘lieutenant’ is fine,” I said. “Tell me, is it true that Marcadian winters are so cold that the lake ice freezes until summer?”

“Yes, sir,” said Oswald, looking bewildered.

“If you can spare the time some day, I would appreciate learning from you how you survive such temperatures. If I ever find myself snowbound in the mountains again, I would like to be armed with expert advice on how to keep alive.”

Oswald gave me a tentative smile which, with an effort, I returned. I retained that smile as Wystan dismissed him, only dropping my face back into its normal somber expression when the Marcadian had left.

“By the law-structure, lieutenant, sit down before I have to return your corpse to the physicians for burial,” Wystan said, taking the cup from my hand. Only then did I realize that the liquid had been spilling from it.

“I am really quite all right, sir,” I said, taking Oswald’s seat.

“You look a good deal better than you did when you rode into these headquarters six weeks ago, but considering that you were at the gateposts to the Land Beyond then, I don’t wish you to overexert yourself now.” Wystan leaned against the edge of his table and reached back to take up the letter from the pile. “Well, lieutenant, you will have guessed that that long and, no doubt, highly embarrassing recital was for your benefit rather than for Oswald’s. I received your letter, and it is not one I can officially accept.”

I waited for a moment to see whether he would continue. Then I said, “You’ve been urging me to retire for some time now, sir. You pointed out that it is not fair to Devin for me to continue at my post.”

“Your sublieutenant certainly deserves to be elevated in rank, and you deserve to retire before you press your luck too far. That isn’t what I mean. I mean that I cannot accept a letter like this.”

Wystan flung the letter into my lap, his face dark with anger. I resisted an impulse to rise to my feet. After another moment he said, with his voice constrained by his usual courtesy, “You know perfectly well, lieutenant, that the law requires me to request your dismissal from the Chara’s service in accordance with your reasons for retirement. You know also that those reasons must be listed in your letter of resignation. With a letter like that, it would take a proclamation from the Chara himself for me to give you anything more than a Dismissal of High Dishonor.”

“I don’t believe I deserve anything more, sir.”

Wystan slammed his palms down onto the light, reed-woven table, nearly causing it to spill over. “May you die a Slave’s Death, lieutenant – we’ve been through all this before! The mountain patrol was never designed to hold back armies, only to prevent handfuls of breachers from crossing the border. Even the subcommander could not have held back the Koretians with those odds. He would have died in the attempt.”

“That is the point of my letter, sir.”

There was a silence, and then Wystan opened his mouth again. I added swiftly, “As you say, sir, we have been over all this before. You are not going to change my mind.”

“I am not going to accept that letter either.”

“You have no choice, sir. It is my right to scribe such a letter, and it is your duty to accept my resignation.”

Wystan emitted a long stream of oaths – I had not realized that he even knew such phrases – and then pushed himself away from the table. Going over to the wine-table, he laid his hand upon the lip of the pitcher filled with cider and said as he stared down at it, “I should know better than to try to argue the law with a patrol guard. You men know the law better than any of the rest of us in the army. But I would like you to take a few more days to consider this matter. It is a grave step you are taking, to turn eighteen years’ worth of exemplary service into a term of high dishonor. You would be stripped of your honor brooch, your name and title would be struck from the roll of the patrol guard, and you would never be able to enter the Chara’s service again under any circumstances. You would not be allowed to enter the Chara’s palace during your life, and I know that that would be a great disappointment to Carle, since he has hoped to have you visit him some day.”

Keeping my gaze also on the pitcher, I said, “I would hate to disappoint Carle, as I owe him much, but I must do what I believe is right. More time won’t change my mind.”

“Neither will it do you any harm, since you are on leave at the moment. Please, lieutenant – in all the years I have known you, you have never disobeyed an official’s order, not even when it meant placing your life at undue risk. Can you not complete your service to me by obeying this unofficial request?”

I stood up slowly, trying to ignore the blade of pain that cut through me as I rose. “If you wish so, sir. But it won’t make any difference.”

“By the Sword, I hope it does. Come by my tent at the beginning of next week, and we’ll talk again. Until then, keep off your feet, or there will be nothing to discuss, because we’ll be arranging for your burial.”

I gave a quirk of a smile. “My burning, sir.”

“Your burning, yes. I forgot about you borderlanders and your Koretian customs. Which reminds me: change back into uniform before every soldier in the city ends up arresting you. You may consider that a command.” He offered me a quick smile before handing me back the letter and turning his attention to the papers awaiting him.

Sewell was waiting outside, eager to talk. “It’s a bad time to be dark-skinned,” he said. “Do you suppose there’s a drug you could take to turn you pale?”

I reached over to pull up the edge of my tunic and place the resignation letter below my dagger in the leather thigh-pocket that was always strapped around my leg. “I’d have to get rid of my accent as well. It sounds Koretian to anyone except another borderlander.”

“Or except to Carle, who can speak Border Koretian and Common Koretian, and sound equally authentic in both. The army lost its best spy when Carle— Well, speak of the man himself.”

I looked up and saw walking toward us a red-bearded man dressed in a lesser free-man’s tunic, with a battered sword sheathed and clipped to his belt. He was at this time twenty-eight, six years younger than myself, and he had a jaunty, confident walk that had made many people mistake him, during his army years, for a high official. Carle had been exceedingly embarrassed by those cases of mistaken identity. Wystan had once dryly remarked that my former sublieutenant was the only man he knew who rivalled me in undue humility.

“What luck!” Carle cried out as he tossed the barrel he was holding into Sewell’s waiting arms. “I was planning to come see you at the end of this week, lieutenant, but you’ve saved me a trip. Sewell, that’s more cider for the captain. My orchard is overflowing this year, and I can’t get rid of the apples fast enough.”

Sewell grinned. “I’ll be glad to take over your orchard any time you grow tired of it, Carle.”

Carle drew his blade in mock defense. “May the Chara preserve me from your schemes, Sewell. I admit that a council law researcher’s salary is substantial, but I’d be dressed in peasant brown if I didn’t have my inheritance to fall back on. I didn’t have all my palace expenses to pay when I was in the army.”

“So come back,” Sewell said, placing the barrel on the ground by the tent. “Mountain patrol guard, Chara’s spy . . . You know that the captain will give you back either of your old jobs.”

Carle’s smile was distinctive: one half of his mouth crooked up while the other remained serious. “Not if you threatened me with a Slave’s Death, Sewell,” he said quietly. “I’ve found my place, and nothing could tempt me away from it. You’ve no idea what it’s like to spend each day working with the Chara’s law.”

“No, I don’t know what it’s like to spend all day hunched over books,” Sewell replied cheerfully. “May I be saved from ever knowing. Did you want to see the captain?”

“Oh, I’ll come back later. I would far rather spend time with you.” He slung his arm over my shoulders and said, as we started to walk away, “What in the name of the dead Charas is wrong with you, lieutenant? You lie at death’s gateposts for six weeks, and you never even send word to me. I should have guessed, of course, when I heard about your death-defying, land-preserving ride to warn the army, but I assumed that you couldn’t have made such a journey in so short a time unless you were only lightly wounded. I ought to have known better.”

I avoided replying to the last half of his remarks by saying, “I didn’t want to bother you because I knew how busy you must be.”

“You’re right about that.” Carle released me and resheathed the sword he had been holding naked all this time. “It turns out that I’m the only researcher who knows anything about Koretian law – if one can dignify the gods’ law with that name. So I’ve been supplying the head researcher with every scrap of information I can remember from what Adrian told me and from what I learned myself during my spying missions. But I have not been too busy to forget my friends, and that was what I was planning to tell you when I saw you next. I have obtained a pass.”

He waited with such a look of satisfaction that I knew what he must mean. “A pass for me to visit you? But I thought you couldn’t request such a pass until you had received seniority.”

Carle grinned silently as he stepped out of the way of an oncoming subcaptain. Carle never forgot that he had left the army with the rank of lieutenant, and he always behaved accordingly when he visited the headquarters.

I said, “By all the laws – a senior law researcher after only four years? What’s next, the High Lordship?”

Carle laughed as he raised his hand to give the free-man’s greeting to a lieutenant we were passing. “My good fortune has taken me as far up the council ranks as I’m likely to go. Ironically, it’s the same good fortune as allowed me to enter the border mountain patrol: my knowledge of Koretia. When the Chara was enthroned this week, he asked the head law researcher whether he could recommend any men for elevation. No doubt the only reason our head remembered me is because I’ve been visiting his quarters every night for the past month. He probably thought that the only way he could rid himself of me was to give me a rank that would allow me to work directly with the Chara and the senior council lords.”

“Carle, this is a great honor—”

“Isn’t it? Totally undeserved; I feel ashamed of myself. If it had been Daxis attacking us, nobody would remember I exist; I contribute so little to our land. But every small task I can do for the Chara is worth the effort it takes to do further research on those bloodthirsty, treacherous Koretians.”

I looked over at Carle. His face was flushed, and his eyes had turned cold. Spinning the conversation quickly out of the path of Carle’s prejudice, I said, “So I can visit you now.”

“Indeed.” Carle shook his head as though freeing himself from his darker thoughts. “Will you stay with me tonight? We’ll both have to sleep on the floor, I’m afraid – my furniture is in the process of being moved – but you’re used to that.”

“As are you, unless you’ve grown soft since your patrol days. I can’t come tonight, though; I sent a message to my grandfather, telling him I’d visit this evening. In fact, I had better hurry if I’m to reach my village by nightfall.”

“Do you need a ride? I can lend you my horse.”

“My thanks, but I’m catching a ride from a peddler. What if I visit you tomorrow? I’m eager to explore the palace interior. Is it as impressive as they say?”

Carle paused. We had reached the northern gate to the palace’s inner wall, beyond which I could not go without a palace pass. Carle gave me his faint, crooked smile as he said, “Better. Much better. There is nothing like walking round a corner and finding yourself face-to-face with the Chara, the embodiment of the law. I don’t know why I complain about my lack of money. I could survive without food or shelter, as long as I could continue seeing the Chara every few days.” He walked through the gate, ignored by the guards who recognized him, and then turned back to say, “Just request to see me when you arrive here tomorrow; I’ll bring the pass when I come out. Oh, and remember me to Quentilla. She is the most perceptive woman I know; your patrol-guard inheritance must have been split with her in the womb.”

CHAPTER TWO

My grandfather invited the peddler to stay the night. This I had expected; the less pleasant surprise was that the peddler, seemingly disconcerted by being surrounded by so many brown-skinned people, took refuge in talking to me, since I was at least wearing an Emorian soldiers’ uniform.

By the time dinner was over, I had worked my way through describing how big our village council was (twenty-four free-men, equal to the number of men in the village, with my grandfather as head councilman), what the daily routine of the village was, which village women and girls were most charming (I dutifully described my sisters as such), and we were now launched into the topic I had most dreaded, my family lineage.

“So you’re all mountain patrol guards,” said the peddler, scanning the room nervously, as though expecting to be attacked at once by any of the twenty-four men wandering about the great hall in my grandfather’s house.

“Only my grandfather and me,” I said. “My father and great-grandfather were guards as well, but they’re no longer alive.”

The peddler grinned at me – though he may have been aiming his smile at my sister Flora, who was flirting with him whenever my mother was otherwise occupied. He said, “And you’re named Quentin, like your father and grandfather and—”

“Yes,” I said. Then, hearing that my retort was too sharp, I added, “It makes it a bit confusing. That’s why I prefer to be called by my title.”

There was no telling whether the peddler took my hint. He looked around at the crowd weaving its way between the tables and the central hearth-fire, and said doubtfully, “And you’re all related?”

I permitted myself a laugh then. “We’re all descended from my grandfather and grandmother. It’s a borderland tradition for villages to be composed only of kin – though we stretch the definition of kin to include close friends.”

“Blood kin, you mean,” said the peddler, raising his cup to toast Flora across the room, who squealed with delight and twirled around, only to encounter my mother standing behind, her arms folded, looking at Flora sternly.

“You’d better watch out,” I cautioned. “My grandfather ran off her last unauthorized suitor at sword-point. Yes, blood kin: relatives by birth and marriage, as well as wine-friends—”

“Blood brothers, you mean?” The peddler’s forehead puckered with puzzlement.

“Wine-friends,” I responded firmly. “We’re not so Koretian as to take blood vows of friendship. You’ve been to Koretia?”

“Just briefly. I didn’t much care for the place. I couldn’t walk two paces without someone unsheathing his dagger and challenging me to a duel. My nerves were shattered by the end of the trip.” He took another dubious scan of the room. “I must say that this place looks a good deal like Koretia. Everyone here is speaking Koretian, for example.”

My patrol training was picking up messages the peddler was not intending to send: the hint of a Koretian accent, greater knowledge of Koretian customs than most Emorians had, too much time spent composing his tale. Well, whatever the reasons for his long stay in Koretia and whatever his reasons for leaving, they were none of my business. In any case, I did not want to be a guard tonight. Eager to move the conversation away from the subject of my heritage, I said, “We speak Border Koretian. It’s the ancient language from which Common Koretian, Emorian, and Daxion are all descended. It’s spoken in the Koretian borderland as well, but most Koretians find it just as hard to understand as you do.”

“The borderland . . .” said the peddler reflectively as he grabbed a handful of Emorian wall-vine grapes that my sister Quentilla was passing around. “This is where all the intermarriage takes place, am I right? Your grandfather is obviously Emorian. What about your grandmother, before her death?”

“We’re all Emorian,” I said quietly. “But if you’re wondering where the Koretian ancestry comes from, it’s in the second generation. My father and uncles married women from a nearby village who were of mixed blood, like most borderlanders. We’re all mixed here: mixed skin-color, mixed language, and mixed customs. The only thing we’re not mixed in is our land loyalty.”

“Heart of Mercy, I didn’t mean to suggest otherwise,” said the peddler with a chuckle, popping three grapes into his mouth at once. “No, I think that the more Koretians we can persuade to come over to this civilized side of the mountains, the better. Your mother seems to have a highborn manner to her; is she of noble blood?”

This was scarcely an improvement over discussing my father’s line. However, seeing that the peddler was so struck by my silence that he now had his gaze fixed upon me, I said, “Koretian nobility. She and most of my aunts are descended from Harman, who was once baron of a Koretian borderland village.”

“Well, I hope that she isn’t kin to the King,” said the peddler with a smile. “I’m beginning to feel as though I’ve wandered onto the wrong side of the mountains. . . . You know, your grandfather has been giving us the eye for the past quarter hour. Either he’s convinced I’m going to ravish your sister, or he wants to talk to you.”

Unwillingly, I turned my head toward where my grandfather sat, close to the fire, surrounded by a gaggle of small children, all listening with open mouths to the story he was telling. As I watched, he drew his sword suddenly, slashing the air in a convincingly dramatic manner that in real life would have left his guard open and allowed any border-breacher to kill him easily. His gaze rose to meet mine, and I knew from the crinkle around his eyes that he had guessed my thoughts at his flamboyant performance.

He sheathed his sword and said something to the children that caused them to groan collectively. Judging it better that I should come to him rather than be summoned like a small boy, I stood up and began to weave my way round the men settling down to dice games on the floor, the women moving the remaining food into the storeroom, and the children racing round the room at a speed that would have been envied by the royal messengers.

The hall was crowded, but a good deal less crowded than my grandfather’s old hall had been. This new one had been built three years before, during the summer while I was on duty, but I had made my own contribution by bargaining with Koretian peddlers passing through the mountains for a timber price that wouldn’t require my grandfather to sell all his farmland. Wood is expensive in Emor, since there are almost no trees in this land – Carle’s orchard was thus a good source of income for him – but borderlanders adhere to the traditional Koretian manner of building homes.

“A Koretian house has to be easy to burn down in a blood feud,” said my grandfather with a chuckle when I visited next. Then he proceeded to explain in lengthy detail why I should spend my winter in his new timber-and-plaster house, rather than in the city.

Now, as I approached my grandfather, he stood up from his footstool and gestured me into his spacious sleeping chamber, which he shared with my mother and sisters and brother. This did not bode well, that he would want to talk to me in private. I followed him in and shut the door behind us, and then watched as he stoked up the fireplace so that the firelight tinted the stones around us blood-red. Although this chamber was timber-roofed, the walls were stone-stacked in Emorian style – a concession to the fact that even borderlanders must live through Emorian winters.

“Well, Quentin,” he said, “I was beginning to wonder when you would grant us a glimpse of your face, so that we would know that you were still alive. Your mother took it hard, you know, that you didn’t wish to have any of your kin visiting while you were at the physicians’ house.”

My grandfather saved his flamboyant swordplay for the children; his thrusts at me had always been direct. I stood as stiffly as though I were being reviewed by my old lieutenant as I replied, “I was in a bad state, sir. I thought it better that she not see me until I had healed.”

“Or that I not see you?” My grandfather lifted one white eyebrow. “Well, and how are you? Ready to return to your duties, I trust?”

“I’m quite well, sir.” I was in fact beginning to ache once more, but I dared not ask to be seated now.

My grandfather smiled suddenly and leaned against the wall, his hand brushing past the spear that his lieutenant had awarded him when he retired from the patrol. When I was ten, I had spent one terrifying afternoon standing against the outside wall of our house as my grandfather flung the spear near me – to show me what a spear looks like when thrown by an enemy, he had said, though in fact I knew that it was to test my courage.

“I expect you’ve been begging the physicians to let you out of bed for weeks,” he said. “It was always that way with me; the worst part of a wounding was being away from the patrol. Though, of course, right now the patrol is on leave. I hope you’ve had time to keep up on your swordplay. You don’t want to get out of practice.”

I thought of the past six weeks, of the days and nights spent biting back screams and tears, and I remained silent. My grandfather scanned me with eyes that glittered blue like shadowed snow. He said, “Or do you perhaps find that too dull a way to spend your days?”

“I don’t know what you mean, sir.” Even to my ears, my words sounded unconvincing.

“Quentin, Quentin,” said my grandfather softly, “don’t try to fool an old patrol guard. We both know that you’d rather be doing other work. But you’re a fine soldier, as good as your father was, and whether you enjoy the work or not is of no importance. What is important is that you are serving the Chara in the way best suited to your talents.”

“Yes, sir.” My tone was sharp this time, less because of his words than because my belly was beginning to ache as though the spear were still lodged in it. My grandfather raised both his eyebrows, and I added, “You’ve told me this on many occasions before, sir. Are you planning to continue telling me this up to my sixtieth birthday?”

My grandfather smiled again and let his hand fall down onto the hilt of his old army sword. “Hardly,” he said. “But you have a few good years of soldiering left in you; I don’t want to see you waste them. Nor will I ever be happy at the way you try to distance yourself from your family. If you believe that calling yourself ‘lieutenant’ is going to fool people into thinking that you have no relation to any other Quentin who served in the patrol, you have less wits than I’ve credited you with. Would it be too much to ask that you at least come home for more than one or two weeks out of the year? I promise you in return that I won’t embarrass you again by turning up at your patrol hut uninvited.”

“You’re quite welcome there, sir,” I said, my voice turning stiff once more. “The men enjoy your tales of the old days in the patrol.”

My grandfather swept his hair back from his forehead, a gesture he used when he was on the point of charming one of his victims. His charms always worked, even on me. “But you’ve heard my tales far too many times. Old soldiers are the worst bores, playing out their pasts in storytelling because they no longer have the pleasure of bloodying their swords. Your living presence is far more exciting to your men, I’m sure, than my stories are. Heart of Mercy, I’ve begun to hear tales about you from passing peddlers – embroidered, no doubt, but the most extraordinary tales are likely to be the truest. When I was up in the city two months ago, I heard a market stall-keeper reciting the story of the snowbound lieutenant who kept his men from sure death. It was all I could do to keep from bursting out with the announcement that I was kin to you.”

Feeling myself trapped within the lure of his words, I said, “I’m glad you feel that I’ve done you honor, sir.”

He said lightly, closing his net firmly around me, “Of course, that was two months ago.”

I stood fixed where I was, forcing my chest to continue moving up and down. Something about my face must have warned my grandfather that he had struck too deep this time, for he added quickly, “Don’t mistake my meaning. I still consider you to be a fine soldier and a credit to your father. But I imagine that a lot of well-meaning people have been loading you with praise during the past few weeks. Probably even your own captain has been trying to convince you that you did the right thing. To outsiders, you must appear to be a hero, a man who endured great pain to bring news of the Koretian attack to our army headquarters. By the standards of the regular army, you are indeed a hero. But I’m sure I need not tell you that you have bitterly failed to uphold the standards of the border mountain patrol.”

With a voice as low as the one I used while hunting breachers, I said, “Yes, sir. I know that.”

I had hoped that my reply would stem the flow of my grandfather’s words, but his dam had already broken, and I was sucked into the floodwaters. “You could not win against such odds; we can settle that from the start,” he said, pacing up and down the room. “You could not have held back the Koretians, and it would have been death to try to. But of course that is the point. It is the patrol tradition to hold back breachers or to die trying. A patrol guard – a patrol lieutenant, above all – dies in the mountains with blood on his sword. He does not grab an enemy horse and escape to the city, no matter how noble his motives may be for doing so. He most certainly does not leave three of his men lying wounded and vulnerable to attack.”

I had sworn to myself that, when this moment came, I would offer no excuses; and indeed, I believed I had none to give. Yet I found myself saying, “None of the other men had the ability to ride to the city.”

For a moment, I thought that my grandfather would hit me. I braced myself to take the blow as stoically as I had tried to take the beatings he gave me as a child – beatings given, not because he enjoyed hurting me, he always explained gently afterwards, but because he wanted to prepare me for the harsh discipline I would undergo in the patrol.

“That is not the point!” my grandfather cried. “It is the lieutenant’s privilege to make the sacrifice when it is required, yet you made no sacrifice, none whatsoever. On the contrary, you are now lauded with praise and honor from all quarters except where it counts. You have raised your estimation in the eyes of most men, but you have sullied the honor of the patrol and wounded it in a manner from which it may never recover. In my day, a patrol lieutenant would have fallen on his sword, rather than act as you did.”

My arms were stiff by my sides, and my gaze was fixed on the wall in front of me. Thus I did not see my grandfather but only felt his hand touch my arm as he said softly, “You are a good soldier, and soldiers learn from their mistakes. What you have done cannot be undone; the best reparation you can make is to follow your duty unswervingly in the future. I am confident that, by the time you retire, you will have contributed much to the Chara’s service, for you are a man of great talents in what you do. All that you need to remember is that you must use those talents in the tradition of the patrol. If you do that, then you will continue to be the true and loyal servant of the Chara that you have always— By all the law books, child, didn’t anyone ever teach you to knock?”

I looked over and saw Quentilla peering round the door. “I’m sorry,” she said. “I wanted to show something to the lieutenant, but I can come back later.”

“No, no, I think we’re done here for now.” My grandfather stepped back. He was smiling again. “Quentin, I am very glad that you are home. You mustn’t allow yourself to be disheartened by what I have said. Take it instead as a challenge to do your best work. We’ll talk again later. . . . Quentilla, child, what is that extraordinary arrangement you have your skirts in? Do you want visitors to take you for a woman of ease, open to all comers?”

Quentilla glanced down at herself and hastily pulled her skirt edge down from where she had pinned it at her waist. “Nobody except the other women saw me,” she said. “I was in the storeroom, and I had to crawl to the back of one of the bottom shelves.”

“That’s no reason to display your knees for all the world to see. By the Sword, you’re a grown woman now. I should think that you would have given up your boyish ways and—”

“Grandfather, I believe that Mother is calling you,” Quentilla said, looking over her shoulder.

The sides of my grandfather’s mouth quirked. “Not prepared to listen to another of my lectures? Well, I can’t blame you. I’ll go lecture the children still small enough not to have learned to think for themselves.”

The sound of the door closing behind my grandfather was like the clanging of a dungeon door as it opened wide. My knees sagged; I just managed to keep from falling by gripping the stones of the wall with my palms.

“I don’t actually have anything to show you,” said Quentilla. “I just thought that I’d rescue you from Grandfather’s bullying and— Lieutenant! Are you all right?”

I was in the midst of trying to judge whether I could cover the distance between the wall and the great bed in the middle of the chamber without falling to my knees. “I’m not supposed to stand for long periods,” I said.

Invoking a terrible fate upon my grandfather through a few vivid petitions to the Koretian gods, my sister promptly came over and placed my arm over her shoulders, and then lent me her support as I made my way to the bed. She saved me from slipping limply off the edge of the bed and managed to lay me flat on the mattress.

After a breathless spell, I said, “Thank you. I should have had you as my healing-woman at the physicians’ house.”

“Yes, you should have.”

I looked over at her. Whereas I favored my mother in appearance, Quentilla had inherited our father’s looks: she had pale skin with just a tinge of brown in it from our mother’s side. Her wheat-colored hair was now touched by grey; she was eight years older than my father had been when he died. She placed her worn palm against my forehead, adding, “You don’t have to say it. If you’d invited me, you would have had to invite everyone, and Grandfather would have ended up killing you, ordering you out of your bed when you were only half healed. It’s just that I miss you. I hope that doesn’t sound too much like Grandfather. Could I come stay with you in the city for part of this winter?”

“I’d love to have you visit,” I said, “but can Mother spare you?”

Quentilla was kneeling at the side of the bed, her arms resting on the mattress. She laid her head down upon those arms and looked over at me, saying, “She claims she can spare me to any suitor who passes Grandfather’s strenuous test of qualifications. She hasn’t given up hope of marrying me off. Though I admit that this household is hard for her to manage alone, what with her supervising two young children and one old child. Did Mother tell you that she found Grandfather scrambling over Pass Peak last summer, playing Hunter and Hunted?”

I rolled over onto my side, ignoring the flash of pain. “With whom?”

“Nobody except himself,” replied Quentilla. “Don’t worry, he hasn’t picked a successor for you yet. If anyone in this village wants to be a patrol guard, they have sense enough to keep that desire unannounced.”

“It’s too bad that I didn’t have such sense,” I said. “But Father was alive in those days, and he always made Grandfather leave me alone. It was when he died that our lives changed.”

Quentilla scrambled away from the bed suddenly, crawling over the floor in a manner that would dirty her skirts and no doubt earn her a new lecture. She fished around for a moment in a chest in the corner of the room. When she returned she was holding a wooden-hilted dagger.

“Here’s something I can show you,” she said, holding the blade up so that it reflected red in the firelight like the walls. “Do you remember this? You gave it to me on our sixteenth birthday, when you were so unhappy that you were leaving to join the patrol, and I was so unhappy that I wasn’t leaving to join the patrol. I thought it was unfair that women couldn’t be patrol guards. You said that you’d teach me how to use it when you came home that winter – only you never came home again, not for more than a few days at a time.”

I pulled myself up into a sitting position. I had already forgotten about my body’s aches. “So I’ll teach you this winter.”

Quentilla laughed. “Lieutenant, I’m thirty-four!”

She was the only one in my family who called me by my title. I had never even asked her to do so. “It’s not too late to learn,” I said. “What do you want to learn first? Capture? Defense?”

“Oh, I don’t know.” She tossed her head to fling away the strand of hair that always fell over her forehead and into her eyes. I remembered her watching me with envy whenever I cut my hair. “I suppose you could show me how you kill condemned prisoners.”

From the hall outside came the sound of Flora laughing and my brother Tevis shouting an angry remark. This mingled with the cheerful sound of my kinsmen chatting in the background. On the other side of the chamber, the one facing the mountains, there was no sound at all. The silence was as deep as death.

“I’m sorry,” said Quentilla softly. “It was a foolish joke to make.”

I took the dagger from her hand and then pulled that same hand over so that its fingers were pressed against my chest. “Here – it’s between these two ribs. You thrust slightly upwards like this.” I took the tip of the dagger and held it at an angle against my heart so that she could see. “It’s easy to find. The hard part is pushing the blade in firmly and without hesitation, so that the man feels little pain.”

I placed the dagger in Quentilla’s hand and waited for her to copy my gesture. As she curled her fingers round the hilt, I was thinking that one advantage of being a patrol lieutenant is that you learn to do that sort of procedure in your sleep. It would be easy enough for me to take my grandfather at his word. But if I did that, I could just imagine how my grandfather would rant at my death spirit, telling it that I had neglected my duty to put my talents to their best use.

Quentilla did not point the dagger at me. Instead she placed it against her own heart, saying, “What about women? Do you do it the same way with them?”

“I don’t know; I’ve never killed a woman. Why don’t you research the matter and show me your findings when we meet next?”

I don’t think the lightness of my voice deceived her; she had inherited the family gift for being able to read thoughts. Pulling herself onto the bed, she curled up beside me and said, “Do you sentence many border-breachers to death?”

“Not many. Maybe one or two a month – the most violent breachers, the ones I’ve placed under judgment and found guilty of attempted murder. Most breachers aren’t even put on trial. If we simply scare breachers, they usually won’t try to cross the border again.”

“And you’re always the one who carries out the execution?”

“It’s one of my duties. I delegate the authority on rare occasions, though. Some years back, I condemned one of my own men, and I let the guard who had been his patrolling partner do the deed. That may have made it easier for Chatwin to face his death, though I’m not sure.”

“But not easier for you,” Quentilla said softly.

“No,” I said. “No, it’s never easy.”

Quentilla gave a half-smile as she laid the dagger on a table next to the bed. “And Grandfather will never understand. I’m glad, actually, that I didn’t join the patrol.”

There was a pause in our conversation. Quentilla had slid down so that her head was resting beneath my chin. I placed my arm around her shoulders. Fire crackled in a whisper from the chamber hearth, its light playing against Quentilla’s face. After a while, she asked, “Is there anything you like about the patrol?”

“The men I work with. I enjoy becoming acquainted with such talented and honorable soldiers, some of the finest men in the empire.”

“Such as Carle?” Quentilla murmured.

I bent my head to try to see her face better. “You like Carle?”

Quentilla gave a small laugh at the back of her throat. “Let’s just say that I think I could persuade Grandfather not to run Carle off at sword-point.”

“Ah.” I tightened my arm around her. “Well, then, I’ll bring Carle with me the next time I visit. He asked me to send you his greetings, actually. He said—”

The rest of Carle’s message was interrupted by a knock at the door. The door swung open to reveal my mother, followed in her trail by two small girls, tugging at her skirt. “Quentin, could you please persuade your brother not to kill Flora?” she asked, gesturing with the arm that held the copper bracelet my father had given her on their wedding day. Then she turned immediately away in order to deal with whatever crisis the little grandnieces had fetched her for.

Quentilla laughed and went over to encourage life from the dying fire while I came to the doorway to look. Quentilla was my only sister by birth, but several years before, my mother had taken under her care a grandniece and grandnephew who had been orphaned: Flora, now age twelve, and Tevis, age nine. I caught glimpses of them as they raced around the room, leaping over and ducking under their elders as though they were playing Hunter and Hunted among the mountain boulders.

Flora was the hunted: she was laughing and shrieking as she held an object high above her head, out of Tevis’s reach. As she glanced behind to see how close he was, her chestnut hair fell from the bun in which she had jammed it when our grandfather was not looking. Encouraged by the longing looks of men who were ten years younger than myself and searching for wives, she had taken to wearing her hair up woman-fashion, though she had not yet reached her coming-of-age. My grandfather was continually having to hide her away when male visitors came to call, lest she try to lure them into promises of love.

Tevis was scrambling to keep up with her. He was small for his age, dark in complexion and hair like myself, and he usually hid in corners when I or any other stranger came to visit. Now, though, he was too desperate to take notice of anyone around him. As I watched, he snatched an object from a table he was passing.

The first thing you learn in the patrol, after the whistle-code, is how to move quickly. Flora had just reached a wall and was turning with a scream of delight to face her pursuer. She had not yet fully turned by the time I leapt over three men seated in my path and came abreast of Tevis. Grabbing his shoulder with one hand, I slapped up his outstretched forearm with my other hand, grasping his fist in case the object in it came loose. “Put up, sir,” I said.

Flora turned in time to see both the danger and the fact that it was now over. This did not prevent her from shrieking at the top of her lungs for the benefit of her audience. No one took any notice of her, nor of me. No doubt my grandfather was inclined to fly across the room in the same manner. Only Tevis stared at me, his angry face turning to uncertainty. As I released his fist, he stared down at his hand; then he turned the dagger there in order to hand it to me hilt-first.

I was about to place the dagger on a nearby table when I remembered what I had told Quentilla about scaring border-breachers. I approached Flora with the blade pointed upwards, but in such a fashion that its tip was on the same plane as her neck. She looked from the dagger to my face, hugging against her body the toy mountain cat she held. “He shouldn’t be playing with toys at his age,” she said defiantly. “Grandfather said so.”

“Then it is Grandfather who must decide how to deal with the matter,” I said quietly, tilting the blade in my hand so that she could see its edge. “He is the master of this house. It is not for you to decide when to dispense discipline.”

Flora shoved the mountain cat into my arms suddenly; I had to move the dagger quickly to keep it from stabbing the toy. “Oh, you sound just like Grandfather!” she shouted; then she used the moment of my paralysis to make her escape.

I was drawn back to the present by the awareness of Tevis standing close to my elbow, looking up at the mountain cat. I handed it to him. In the next moment he was huddled in the corner of the room, curled around his cat and whispering something to it. I turned to hand the dagger to its owner, who had come to reclaim it. The dagger belonged to one of my uncles, who gave me a smile of silent apology for leaving the weapon where children could take hold of it. In Koretia, Tevis would have had a dagger of his own by this age, but our family held to Emorian customs where blade-play was concerned . . . unless, like me, they trained for the border mountain patrol.

I went over and sat beside Tevis on the rush-strewn earthen floor. After a while, I asked, “Is he all right?”

“I think so.” Tevis’s voice was muffled, since his face was pressed against the fur.

“Is there anything I can do for him?” I asked.

He looked up at me, his eyes searching my face. “Maybe.”

I waited as Tevis continued to assess me. Flora and my mother were helping the women collect their sleepy young children, while my grandfather was exchanging a few last bits of chat about the farming weather with several of his sons and grandsons. Finally Tevis said, “Cat has wanted to ask you about something, but he isn’t sure that he should. It’s a secret.”

“Would he like me to swear my free-man’s oath?” I asked, directing my gaze at the cat rather than Tevis.

Tevis considered this, consulted with the cat in a whisper, and then said, “No, he trusts your word.” Tevis tilted his head up. I leaned over so that he could whisper in my ear, “He wants to be a patrol guard.”

I looked down at the boy, whose brown eyes were so big for his face that he looked like a gentle fawn. Cat’s head was now turned to face me, awaiting my judgment.

I asked, “Can he whistle?”

Instantly there issued from Tevis’s mouth a high note held for a brief moment, sliding into a low note held for two heartbeats, and then flying upwards swiftly like a bird escaping into the sky.

He did this practice whistle in the proper manner, the notes escaping his mouth in a soft, breathy fashion, but even so, I swung my head to see whether my grandfather had noticed. Once you have learned how to wake from deep sleep at the sound of a danger whistle, you remain alert even to the sound of a routine practice whistle.

My grandfather, though, was busy laughing at someone’s joke. I looked back at Tevis and asked, “Did Grandfather teach you that?”

He shook his head. “Cat and I heard it in the mountains. We don’t know what it means, though.”

I looked over at the mountain cat, staring up at me with his green cloth eyes. “And Cat wants to know what it means?”

Both boy and cat nodded their heads. I glanced around the hall. It was nearly empty now; in another minute my grandfather would take notice of us and come to join the conversation. I stood up and offered my hand to Tevis, saying, “Let’s go outside.”

Tevis promptly placed his cat in my outstretched hand, scrambled to his feet, and followed as I escorted him out of the house by way of the storeroom. We were noticed by no one but Quentilla. She smiled as I passed her, holding the cat.

When we reached the outside, I handed Tevis the cat. We continued walking through the hamlet that we dignified with the name of village, but whose houses were no more than tiny sleeping chambers. Everyone in the village ate and played in my grandfather’s hall, just as they had slept in it during my father’s day.

We passed the villagers making their way home, hailed the peddler – who had evidently had enough of the borderland and was heading out of the village – and were soon beyond reach of the torches that my kinsmen were carrying to light their way.

The night was especially dark, with only a crescent moon slicing its way through the sky. The ground was scattered with rocks between our village and Pass Peak, the mountain under whose shadow the village was built. I kept up a steady pace, watching out of the corner of my eye how Tevis coped with walking in near blackness. My brother did well, feeling forward with his feet and keeping his ear tilted toward the sound of his footsteps rebounding off the mountains. He did not depend on his eyes as any untrained person would do. No doubt he had witnessed my grandfather travelling in this manner.

As we reached the gap between Pass Peak and the mountain to the east of it, he hesitated, saying, “We’re not supposed to go in. The Chara has forbidden it.”

“The no-man’s-land doesn’t start until we reach bare rock,” I assured him. “As long as we’re still on grassland, we’re in Emor.” Then, in reward of his obedience to the Chara, I took his hand and guided him through the black shadow of the gap that ends a short way into
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