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Pierre lay in the mud, among the bodies, and shivered.  It hurt to breathe.  He ought to rouse himself, get up—see if any of his comrades lived.  Those nearest him lay in pools of blood.  No one could bleed that much and live.  But others lay farther from him.

He shifted his weight and bit back a moan.  His only hope lay in their survival.  The warlord still had his army, and he could not stand alone against it, or lie here in the cold and live until they departed and let him rise safely.

He looked about.  None of the bodies twitched.

He stared, blankly, and tried to tell himself that it had not been in vain.  The flower of the king's chivalry had died, but they had stalled this mysterious warlord who had appeared out of the forest, leading his tribes to pillage and burn.  The time might be enough for the king to discover a way to end his slow but endless encroachments. . . but Pierre could not stop shivering.

Footsteps sounded through the ground.  The air seemed to grow warmer; it did smell of smoke.  Pierre tried to heave to himself up.  His chest gave such stabs of pain that he fell to 

the dirt, gasping for breath and not caring if the warlord killed him where he lay on the earth, as he had sliced the king's knights down in battle. 

An honorable death, thought Pierre, dying facing the warlord, not lying in the mud.  In spite of the pain, he rolled onto his back.  He would face his death openly.

The warlord saw it.  After a moment watching Pierre, he strode over.  He stood taller than Pierre, and his shoulders were broader—as if that mattered when Pierre was prostrate.  His armor, not covered by any tabard, was finest steel—however the tribes had managed to find such stuff—but his helmet was in his hand.  His hair and beard were fiery red, about a face the yellow of a candle flame.

The tribesmen are often fair-haired, Pierre told himself.

The beard shifted.  Not in the breeze.  Pierre felt nauseated.  The color was not the only fiery thing about it.  It's not fire, he told himself frantically.  It's not fire, because smoke does not rise from it, and ashes do not fall.  It just shifts like it. . . .

"You fool," said the man, his voice like the rumble of boiling water in a great pot.  He crouched beside Pierre.  "There is no resisting me.  Tell them that—and burn."  His mail-clad hand clamped on Pierre's shoulder.  Heat surged through the warlord's mail and his own, but did not leave when the warlord rose again.  "I burn, I burn, I have no rest—and I have the promise, stronger than steel, that only a child of snow shall destroy me."  He strode away.

"My lord," came a scandalized voice.  Pierre's gaze flicked over, noticing for the first time the warriors who had accompanied their warlord.  None of them wore gear quite as fine as the warlord's, but the man who spoke held his helmet in hand.  Of importance, to have that loot.

Not one of the men looked pleased.  The man who had spoken spoke again.  "You're letting this knave go to plague us again?"

The warlord turned to the man.  His beard and hair swirled, like a fire before a draft.  The other warriors faded away as the warlord touched that man's shoulder.  Smoke rose, and then for a brief minute, open flame and screams of pain.

Pierre, despite his fever, pushed off the ground.  His thoughts were quite lucid:  he had to escape, in haste.  No matter that the warlord had let him go.  Only a fool would put any trust in that act.

The warlord's warriors pulled back, with angry and fearful glances at Pierre—and at the warlord.  Pierre risked the minutes to ensure that the other knights had not survived.  Only after he knew it, did it occur to him that he could have done nothing for any survivor.  The warlord had set him free.

Tears trickled down in his face, and his hopelessness kept him from even dashing them away.

He staggered down the road, away.  What had been a village was now a smoking ruin of ash.  Pierre looked away with a shudder.  He was not certain that he would have known that the village had stood there if he had not seen it before the battle.  Some—a few—villagers and their beasts had escaped, from the number of lumps that lay, unmoving, on the ground.

He staggered on.  This was nothing new.  The warlord had returned again and again, each time nibbling farther on the kingdom.  He scorned to even hear emissaries of peace.  It might take decades, but the warlord would swallow the land.  Pierre did not know if, feverish as he was, he would be any aid to the king, but he had to escape.

* * *
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The first warning of the king's camp was the ramshackle tents huddled beside the road, with the dull-eyed and filthy peasants who had escaped the warlord's army.  Even the children looked too listless to play.  One and all stared at him.

A child of snow, thought Pierre.  He staggered on.  The king might be able to use that knowledge.  But he could not manage to raise his head, even when he heard clamor ahead of him, and voices shouting.  Even when a hand closed on his arm.

"Lor' have mercy, you're burning up," exclaimed a knight—whose name Pierre could not quite recall.  A babble broke out about him, some speaking of a bed for him to rest.

"I have to speak with the king.  The warlord bragged to me."  He heard other footsteps.  "He told me things. . . ."

"The other knights?" said someone, sharply.

Pierre, unable to answer, closed his eyes.

* * *
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"I checked," said Pierre dully.  "Before I left."  The tent all but burst with the king and his generals, the lords of the lands about, the bishops whose dioceses had fallen beneath the warlord's army.  His fever burned so fiercely that he could not judge their expressions; his thoughts would not come straight.  "They all died."

The king sniffed.  "Many a man has assured many a king that his assaults could not be stopped."

Pierre knew how great an honor he enjoyed.  The king permitted him to sit in his presence.  Though he would fall over without the concession, it was an honor.  He slumped, putting his face nearer the water pitcher, and the cool water condensing on it.

The king's mouth turned sour.  "You have done me a great service, fetching the news in your illness."  He sat back.  "Return to your native lands, that you may recover to be fit for my service again.  As you can not know when that will be, I set no limit on the length of the freedom."

The mountains were cooler than the plains, thought Pierre in longing.  He managed to rise to his feet and bow.  As he left the tent, it came to him, that with the warlord's slow progress, it might be decades before he reached the mountains.  Pierre did not even have the energy to be ashamed of his relief.

The bishop said, behind him, "A child of snow.  That is more than anyone else learned of this warlord."

* * *
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"Indeed, this is no natural illness," murmured Lisette, Pierre's second cousin.  Her fingers moved without thought on her knitting, but her gaze did not leave Pierre.

Having told her as much when he first arrived, Pierre sat by the door and watched the mountains.  The pine trees shadowing the house did not hold his attention half so much as the clouds billowing up opposite on the purple mountains.  The clouds were charcoal gray with the promise of snow—cool, cool, cool snow.  With the storm this early, the snow would not last, but he longed for it.

He sighed and leaned back.  Lisette and the rest had given him a better welcome than the king had.  Unable to bestir himself to do more than look, he doubted that he would impose on their hospitality long.

Lisette lowered her knitting.  "The snow woman will come soon.  I hope you haven't forgotten her at court.  You managed to avoid her all the years you grew up."

Pierre snorted.  Once the snow woman's ways had been known, she could catch no one but a foolish stranger.  She had haunted the mountains, her ways known, for centuries, for so long that no one could remember where she had come from.  The oldest grandfathers could not remember when she had killed someone.  "I managed.  Had I been as prudent about this warlord, I might have done the same, and been safe—and foresworn."

Lisette's lip curled.  "No duty binds you now.  Even with your fondness for cool things, if she asks you to hold her baby for her—"

Lisette spoke on, but Pierre did not hear her, feeling as if the snow were already entombing him.  The snow woman froze people to death if they accepted the bundle she carried, but those people always had no magical heat themselves, to match her chill.

What choice did he have?  He could linger here, imposing on his kin until his death, being of no aid to the king, or he could risk a way to break the spell that destroyed him.

"Did you hear a word I said?" said Lisette.

Pierre smiled on her.  "Some.  They have been of great aid to me."

Lisette opened her mouth, shut it again, and tilted her head to one side to study him.  She could have him restrained, by announcing that he raved.  Everyone would believe it of a man so feverish.  Pierre smiled at her more broadly.  If he perished, he perished; he could not survive this fever forever.

He should go to confession first.  The risk was great.

* * *
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Pierre walked slowly, in the storm and the snowdrifts.  The church was the last building in the village, and it vanished into the whiteness behind him.  The trees only slowly, and indistinctly, emerged along the way.

Snow pelted down.  Against the sky, the flakes looked like a profusion of black dots against the pale gray.  Only when he looked at the ground, at the snow that rose up his calves, did he see it as white.  But white and snowy as it was, it did not chill him.
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