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 I AWAKE EVERY MORNING with ink on my hands. Sometimes I am sprawled,facedown, on my worktable, amidst a welter of scrolls and papers. My boy,when he comes in with my tray, may dare to chide me for not taking myselfoff to bed the night before. But sometimes he looks at my face and venturesno word. I do not try to explain to him why I do as I do. It is not asecret one can give to a younger man; it is one he must earn and learn onhis own.
 A man has to have a purpose in life. I know this now, but it took methe first score years of my life to learn it. In that I scarcely thinkmyself unique. Still, it is a lesson that, once learned, has remained withme. So, with little besides pain with which to occupy myself these days, Ihave sought out a purpose for myself. I have turned to a task that bothLady Patience and Scribe Fedwren had long ago advocated. I began thesepages as an effort to write down a coherent history of the Six Duchies. ButI found it difficult to keep my mind long fixed on a single topic, and so Idistract myself with lesser treatises, on my theories of magic, on myobservations of political structures, and my reflections on other cultures.When the discomfort is at its worst and I cannot sort my own thoughts wellenough to write them down, I work on translations, or attempt to make alegible recording of older documents. I busy my hands in the hope ofdistracting my mind.
 My writing serves me as Verity's mapmaking once served him. The detailof the work and the concentration required is almost enough to make oneforget both the longings of the addiction, and the residual pains of havingonce indulged it. One can become lost in such work, and forget oneself. Orone can go even deeper, and find many recollections of that self. All toooften, I find I have wandered far from a history of the duchies into ahistory of FitzChivalry. Those recollections leave me face-to-face with whoI once was, and who I have become.
 When one is deeply absorbed in such a recounting, it is surprising howmuch detail one can recall. Not all the memories I summon up are painful. Ihave had more than a just share of good friends, and found them more loyalthan I had any right to expect. I have known beauties and joys that triedmy heart's strength as surely as the tragedies and uglinesses have. Yet Ipossess, perhaps, a greater share of dark memories than most men; few menhave known death in a dungeon, or can recall the inside of a coffin buriedbeneath the snow. The mind shies away from the details of such things. Itis one thing to recall that Regal killed me. It is another to focus on thedetails of the days and nights endured as he starved me and then had mebeaten to death. When I do, there are moments that still can turn my bowelsto ice, even after all these years. I can recall the eyes of the man andthe sound of his fist breaking my nose. There still exists for me a place Ivisit in my dreams, where I fight to remain standing, trying not to let myself think of how I will make a final effort to kill Regal. I recall theblow from him that split my swollen skin and left the scar down my facethat I still bear.
 I have never forgiven myself the triumph I ceded to him when I tookpoison and died.
 But more painful than the events I can recall are those that are lostto me. When Regal killed me, I died. I was never again commonly known asFitzChivalry, I never renewed bonds to the Buckkeep folk who had known mesince I was a child of six. I never lived in Buckkeep Castle again, nevermore waited on the Lady Patience, never sat on the hearthstones at Chade'sfeet again. Lost to me were the rhythms of lives that had intertwined withmine. Friends died, others were wed, babes were born, children came of age,and I saw none of it. Though I no longer possess the body of a healthyyoung man, many still live who once called me friend. Sometimes, still, Ilong to rest eyes on them, to touch hands, to lay to peace the lonelinessof years.
 I cannot.
 Those years are lost to me, and all the years of their lives to come.Lost, too, is that period, no longer than a month, but seeming much longer,when I was confined to dungeon and then coffin. My king had died in myarms, yet I did not see him buried. Nor was I present at the council aftermy death when I was found guilty of having used the Wit magic, and hencedeserving of the death that had been dealt me.
 Patience came to lay claim to my body. My father's wife, once sodistressed to discover he had sired a bastard before they were wed, was theone who took me from that cell. Hers the hands that washed my body forburial, that straightened my limbs and wrapped me in a grave cloth.Awkward, eccentric Lady Patience, for whatever reason, cleansed my woundsand bound them as carefully as if I still lived. She alone ordered thedigging of my grave and saw to the burying of my coffin. She and Lacey, herwoman, mourned me, when all others, out of fear or disgust at my crime,abandoned me.
 Yet she knew nothing of how Burrich and Chade, my assassin mentor,came nights later to that grave, and dug away the snow that had fallen andthe frozen clumps of earth that had been tossed down on my coffin. Onlythose two were present as Burrich broke through the lid of the coffin andtugged out my body, and then summoned, by his own Wit magic, the wolf thathad been entrusted with my soul. They wrested that soul from the wolf andsealed it back into the battered body it had fled. They raised me, to walk once more in a man's shape, to recall what it was to have a king and bebound by an oath. To this day, I do not know if I thank them for that.Perhaps, as the Fool insists, they had no choice. Perhaps there can be nothanks nor any blame, but only recognition of the forces that brought usand bound us to our inevitable fates. 
CHAPTER ONE 
Gravebirth
 IN THE CHALCED States, slaves are kept. They supply the drudge labor.They are the miners, the bellows workers, the galley rowers, the crews forthe offal wagons, the field-workers, and the whores. Oddly, slaves are alsothe nursemaids and children's tutors and cooks and scribers and skilled craftsfolk. All of Chalced's gleaming civilization, from the greatlibraries of Jep to the fabled fountains and baths at Sinjon's, is foundedon the existence of a slave class.
 The Bingtown Traders are the major source of the slave supply. At onetime, most slaves were captives taken in war, and Chalced still officiallyclaims this is true. In more recent years there have not been sufficientwars to keep up with the demand for educated slaves. The Bingtown Tradersare very resourceful in finding other sources, and the rampant piracy inthe Trade Islands is often mentioned in association with this. Those who are slave owners in Chalced show little curiosity about where the slavescome from, so long as they are healthy.
 Slavery is a custom that has never taken root in the Six Duchies. A manconvicted of a crime may be required to serve the one he has injured, but alimit of time is always placed, and he is never seen as less than a manmaking atonement. If a crime is too heinous to be redeemed by labor, thenthe criminal pays with his death. No one ever becomes a slave in the SixDuchies, nor do our laws support the idea that a household may bring slavesinto the kingdom and have them remain so. For this reason, many Chalcedslaves who do win free of their owners by one path or another often seekthe Six Duchies as a new home.
 These slaves bring with them the far-flung traditions and folklore oftheir own lands. One such tale I have preserved has to do with a girl who was Vecci, or what we would call Witted. She wished to leave her parents'home, to follow a man she loved and be his wife. Her parents did not findhim worthy and denied her permission. When they would not let her go, shewas too dutiful a child to disobey them. But she was also too ardent awoman to live without her true love. She lay down on her bed and died ofsorrow. Her parents buried her with great mourning and much self reproachthat they had not allowed her to follow her heart. But unbeknownst to them,she was Wit-bonded to a she-bear. And when the girl died, the she-bear tookher spirit into her keeping, so it might not be free of the world. Threenights after the girl had been buried, the she bear dug up the grave, andrestored the girl's spirit to her body. The girl's gravebirth made her anew person, no longer owing duty to her parents. So she left the shatteredcoffin and went seeking her one true love. The tale has a sad ending, forhaving been a she-bear for a time, she was never wholly human again, andher true love would not have her.
 This scrap of a tale was the basis for Burrich's decision to try tofree me from Prince Regal's dungeon by poisoning me.
 The room was too hot. And too small. Panting no longer cooled me. I gotup from the table and went to the water barrel in the corner. I took thecover off it and drank deeply. Heart of the Pack looked up with an almost-snarl. "Use a cup, Fitz."
 Water ran from my chin. I looked up at him steadily, watching him.
 "Wipe your face." Heart of the Pack looked away from me, back to hisown hands. He had grease on them and was rubbing it into some straps. Isnuffed it. I licked my lips.
 "I am hungry," I told him.
 "Sit down and finish your work. Then we will eat."
 I tried to remember what he wanted of me. He moved his hand toward the table and I recalled. More leather straps at my end of the table. I wentback and sat in the hard chair.
 "I am hungry now," I explained to him. He looked at me again in the waythat did not show his teeth but was still a snarl. Heart of the Pack could snarl with his eyes. I sighed. The grease he was using smelled very good. Iswallowed. Then I looked down. Leather straps and bits of metal were on thetable before me. I looked at them for a while. After a time, Heart of the Pack set down his straps and wiped his hands on a cloth. He came to standbeside me, and I had to turn to be able to see him. "Here," he said,touching the leather before me. "You were mending it here." He stood overme until I picked it up again. I bent to sniff it and he struck myshoulder. "Don't do that!"
 My lip twitched, but I did not snarl. Snarling at him made him very,very angry. For a time I held the straps. Then it seemed as if my handsremembered before my mind did. I watched my fingers work the leather. Whenit was done, I held it up before him and tugged it, hard, to show that itwould hold even if the horse threw its head back. "But there isn't a horse," I remembered out loud. "All the horses are gone."
 Brother?
 I come. I rose from my chair. I went to the door.
 "Come back and sit down," Heart of the Pack said.
 Nighteyes waits, I told him. Then I remembered he could not hear me. Ithought he could if he would try, but be would not try. I knew that if Ispoke to him that way again, he would push me. He would not let me speak toNighteyes that way much. He would even push Nighteyes if the wolf spoke toomuch to me. It seemed a very strange thing. "Nighteyes waits," I told himwith my mouth.
 "I know."
 "It is a good time to hunt, now."
 "It is a better time for you to stay in. I have food here for you."
 "Nighteyes and I could find fresh meat." My mouth ran at the thought ofit. A rabbit torn open, still steaming in the winter night. That was what Iwanted.
 "Nighteyes will have to hunt alone this night," Heart of the Pack toldme. He went to the window and opened the shutters a little. The chill airrushed in. I could smell Nighteyes and, farther away, a snowcat. Nighteyeswhined. "Go away," Heart of the Pack told him. "Go on, now, go hunt, gofeed yourself. I've not enough to feed you here."
 Nighteyes went away from the light that spilled from the window. But hedid not go too far. He was waiting out there for me, but I knew he could not wait long. Like me, he was hungry now.
 Heart of the Pack went to the fire that made the room too hot.. There was a pot by it, and he poked it away from the fire and took the lid off.Steam came out, and with it smells. Grain and roots, and a tiny bit of meatsmell, almost boiled away. But I was so hungry I snuffed after it. Istarted to whine, but Heart of the Pack made the eye-snarl again. So I wentback to the hard chair. I sat. I waited.
 He took a very long time. He took all the leather from the table andput it on a hook. Then he put the pot of grease away. Then he brought thehot pot to the table. Then he set out two bowls and two cups. He put waterin the cups. He set out a knife and two spoons. From the cupboard hebrought bread and a small pot of jam. He put the stew in the bowl beforeme, but I knew I could not touch it. I had to sit and not eat the foodwhile he cut the bread and gave me a piece. I could hold the bread, but Icould not eat it until he sat down too, with his plate and his stew and hisbread.
 "Pick up your spoon," he reminded me. Then he slowly sat down in hischair right beside me. I was holding the spoon and the bread and waiting,waiting, waiting. I didn't take, my eyes off him but I could not keep mymouth from moving. It made him angry. I shut my mouth again. Finally hesaid, "We will eat now."
 But the waiting still had not stopped. One bite I was allowed to take.It must be chewed and swallowed before I took more, or he would cuff me. Icould take only as much stew as would fit on the spoon. I picked up the cupand drank from it. He smiled at me. "Good, Fitz. Good boy."
 I smiled back, but then I took too large a bite of the bread and hefrowned at me. I tried to chew it slowly, but I was so hungry now, and thefood was here, and I did not understand why he would not just let me eat itnow. It took a long time to eat. He had made the stew too hot on purpose,so that I would burn my mouth if I took too big a bite. I thought aboutthat for a bit. Then I said, "You made the food too hot on purpose. So Iwill be burned if I eat too fast."
 His smile came more slowly. He nodded at me.
 I still finished eating before he did. I had to sit on the chair untilhe had finished eating, too.
 "Well, Fitz," he said at last. "Not too bad a day today. Hey, boy?" 
 I looked at him.
 "Say something back to me," he told me.
 "What?" I asked.
 "Anything."
 "Anything."
 He frowned at me and I wanted to snarl, because I had done what he toldme. After a time, he got up and got a bottle. He poured something into hiscup. He held the bottle out to me. "Do you want some?"
 I pulled back from it. Even the smell of it stung in my nostrils.
 "Answer," he reminded me.
 "No. No, it's bad water."
 "No. It's bad brandy. Blackberry brandy, very cheap. I used to hate it,you used to like it."
 I snorted out the smell. "We have never liked it."
 He set the bottle and the cup down on the table. He got up and went tothe window. He opened it again. "Go hunting, I said!" I felt Nighteyes jumpand then run away. Nighteyes is as afraid of Heart of the Pack as I am.Once I attacked Heart of the Pack. I had been sick for a long time, butthen I was better. I wished to go out to hunt and he would not let me. Hestood before the door and I sprang on him. He hit me with his fist, andthen held me down. He is not bigger than I. But he is meaner, and moreclever. He knows many ways to hold and most of them hurt. He held me on thefloor, on my back, with my throat bared and waiting for his teeth, for along, long time. Every time I moved, he cuffed me. Nighteyes had snarledoutside the house, but not very close to the door, and he had not tried tocome in. When I whined for mercy, he struck me again. "Be quiet!" he said.When I was quiet, he told me, "You are younger. I am older and I know more.I fight better than you do, I hunt better than you do. I am always aboveyou. You will do everything I want you to do. You will do everything I tellyou to do. Do you understand that?"
 Yes, I had told him. Yes, yes, that is pack, I understand, Iunderstand. But he had only struck me again and held me there, throat wide, until I told him with my mouth, "Yes, I understand."
 When Heart of the Pack came back to the table, he put brandy in my cup.He set it in front of me, where I would have to smell it. I snorted.
 "Try it," he urged me. "Just a little. You used to like it. You used todrink it in town, when you were younger and not supposed to go into tavernswithout me. And then you would chew mint, and think I would not know whatyou had done."
 I shook my head at him. "I would not do what you told me not to do. Iunderstood."
 He made his sound that is like choking and sneezing. "Oh, you used tovery often do what I had told you not to do. Very often. "
 I shook my head again. "I do not remember it."
 "Not yet. But you will." He pointed at the brandy again. "Go on. Tasteit. Just a little bit. It might do you good."
 And because he had told me I must, I tasted it. It stung my mouth andnose, and I could not snort the taste away. I spilled what was left in the cup.
 "Well. Wouldn't Patience be pleased" was all he said. And then he mademe get a cloth and clean what I had spilled. And clean the dishes in waterand wipe them dry, too.
 Sometimes I would shake and fall down. There was no reason. Heart of the Pack would try to hold me still. Sometimes the shaking made me fallasleep. When I awakened later, I ached. My chest hurt, my back hurt.Sometimes I bit my tongue. I did not like those times. They frightenedNighteyes.
 And sometimes there was another with Nighteyes and me, another whothought with us. He was very small, but he was there. I did not want himthere. I did not want anyone there, ever again, except Nighteyes and me. Heknew that, and made himself so small that most of the time he was not there. 
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 Later, a man came.
 "A man is coming," I told Heart of the Pack. It was dark and the firewas burning low. The good hunting time was past. Full dark was here. Soonhe would make us sleep.
 He did not answer me. He got up quickly and quietly and took up the bigknife that was always on the table. He pointed at me to go to the corner,out of his way. He went softly to the door and waited. Outside, I heard theman stepping through the snow. Then I smelled him. "It is the gray one," Itold him. "Chade."
 He opened the door very quickly then, and the gray one came in. Isneezed with the scents he brought on him. Powders of dry leaves are whathe always smelled like, and smokes of different kinds. He was thin and old,but Heart of the Pack always behaved as if he were pack higher. Heart ofthe Pack put more wood on the fire. The room got brighter, and hotter. Thegray one pushed back his hood. He looked at me for a time with his light-colored eyes, as if he were waiting. Then he spoke to Heart of the Pack.
 "How is he? Any better?"
 Heart of the Pack moved his shoulders. "When he smelled you, he saidyour name. Hasn't had a seizure in a week. Three days ago, he mended a bitof harness for me. And did a good job, too."
 "He doesn't try to chew on the leather anymore?"
 "No. At least, not while I'm watching him. Besides, it's work he knowsvery well. It may touch something in him." Heart of the Pack gave a shortlaugh. "If nothing else, mended harness is a thing that can be sold."
 The gray one went and stood by the fire and held his hands out to it.There were spots on his hands. Heart of the Pack got out his brandy bottle.They had brandy in cups. He made me hold a cup with a little brandy in. thebottom of it, but he did not make me taste it. They talked long, long,long, of things that had nothing to do with eating or sleeping or hunting.The gray one had heard something about a woman. It might be crucial, arallying point for the duchies. Heart of the Pack said, "I won't talk aboutit in front of Fitz. I promised." The gray one asked him if he thought Iunderstood, and Heart of the Pack said that that didn't matter, he hadgiven his word. I wanted to go to sleep, but they made me sit still in achair. When the old one had to leave, Heart of the Pack said, "It is verydangerous for you to come here. So far a walk for you. Will you be able toget back in?" 
 The gray one just smiled. "I have my ways, Burrich," he said. I smiledtoo, remembering that he had always been proud of his secrets.
 One day, Heart of the Pack went out and left me alone. He did not tieme. He just said, "There are some oats here. If you want to eat while I'mgone, you'll have to remember how to cook them. If you go out of the dooror the window, if you even open the door or the window, I will know it. AndI will beat you to death. Do you understand that?"
 "I do," I said. He seemed very angry at me, but I could not rememberdoing anything he had told me not to do. He opened a box and took thingsfrom it. Most were round metal. Coins. One thing I remembered. It was shinyand curved like a moon, and had smelled of blood when I first got it. I hadfought another for it. I could not remember that I had wanted it, but I hadfought and won it. I did not want it now. He held it up on its chain tolook at it, then put it in a pouch. I did not care that he took it away.
 I was very, very hungry before he came back. When he did there was asmell on him. A female's smell. Not strong, and mixed with the smells of ameadow. But it was a good smell that made me want something, something thatwas not food or water or hunting. I came close to him to smell it, but hedid not notice that. He cooked the porridge and we ate. Then he just satbefore the fire, looking very, very sad. I got up and got the brandybottle. I brought it to him with a cup. He took them from me but he did notsmile. "Maybe tomorrow I shall teach you to fetch," he told me. "Maybethat's something you could master." Then he drank all the brandy that wasin the bottle, and opened another bottle after that. I sat and watched him.After he fell asleep, I took his coat that had the smell on it. I put it onthe floor and lay on it, smelling it until I fell asleep.
 I dreamed, but it made no sense. There had been a female who smelledlike Burrich's coat, and I had not wanted her to go. She was my female, butwhen she left, I did not follow. That was all I could remember. Rememberingit was not good, in the same way that being hungry or thirsty was not good.
 He was making me stay in. He had made me stay in for a long, long time,when all I wanted to do was go out. But that time it was raining, veryhard, so hard the snow was almost all melted. Suddenly it seemed good notto go out. "Burrich," I said, and he looked up very suddenly at me. Ithought he was going to attack, he moved so quickly. I tried not to cower. 
Cowering made him angry sometimes.
 "What is it, Fitz?" he asked, and his voice was kind.
 "I am hungry," I said. "Now."
 He gave me a big piece of meat. It was cooked, but it was a big piece.I ate it too fast and he watched me, but he did not tell me not to, or cuffme. That time.
 I kept scratching at my face. At my beard. Finally, I went and stood infront of Burrich. I scratched at it in front of him. "I don't like this," Itold him. He looked surprised. But he gave me very hot water and soap, anda very sharp knife. He gave me a round glass with a man in it. I looked atit for a long time. It made me shiver. His eyes were like Burrich's, withwhite around them, but even darker. Not wolf eyes. His coat was dark likeBurrich's, but the hair on his jaws was uneven and rough. I touched mybeard, and saw fingers on the man's face. It was strange.
 "Shave, but be careful," Burrich told me.
 I could almost remember how. The smell of the soap, the hot water on myface. But the sharp, sharp blade kept cutting me. Little cuts that stung. Ilooked at the man in the round glass afterward. Fitz, I thought. Almostlike Fitz. I was bleeding. "I'm bleeding everywhere," I told Burrich.
 He laughed at me. "You always bleed after you shave. You always try tohurry too much." He took the sharp, sharp blade. "Sit still," he told me."You've missed some spots."
 I sat very still and he did not cut me. It was hard to be still when hecame so near to me and looked at me so closely. When he was done, he tookmy chin in his hand. He tipped my face up and looked at me. He looked at mehard. "Fitz?" he said. He turned his head and smiled at me, but then thesmile faded when I just looked at him. He gave me a brush.
 "There is no horse to brush," I told him.
 He looked almost pleased. "Brush this," he told me, and roughed up myhair. He made me brush it until it would lie flat. There were sore placeson my head. Burrich frowned when he saw me wince. He took the brush awayand made me stand still while he looked and touched beneath my hair. 
"Bastard!" he said harshly, and when I cowered, he said, "Not you." Heshook his head slowly. He patted me on the shoulder. "The pain will go awaywith time," he told me. He showed me how to pull my hair back and tie itwith leather. It was just long enough. "That's better," he said. "You looklike a man again."
 I woke up from a dream, twitching and yelping. I sat up and started tocry. He came to me from his bed. "What's wrong, Fitz? Are you all right?"
 "He took me from my mother!" I said. "He took me away from her. I wasmuch too young to be gone from her."
 "I know," he said, "I know. But it was a long time ago. You're herenow, and safe." He looked almost frightened.
 "He smoked the den," I told him. "He made my mother and brothers intohides."
 His face changed and his voice was no longer kind. "No, Fitz. That wasnot your mother. That was a wolf's dream. Nighteyes. It might have happenedto Nighteyes. But not you."
 "Oh, yes, it did," I told him, and I was suddenly angry. "Oh, yes itdid, and it felt just the same. Just the same." I got up from my bed andwalked around the room. I walked for a very long time, until I could stopfeeling that feeling again. He sat and watched me. He drank a lot of brandywhile I walked.
 One day in spring I stood looking out of the window. The world smelledgood, alive and new. I stretched and rolled my shoulders. I heard my bonescrackle together. "It would be a good morning to go out riding," I said. Iturned to look at Burrich. He was stirring porridge in a kettle over thefire. He came and stood beside me.
 "It's still winter up in the Mountains," he said softly. "I wonder ifKettricken got home safely."
 "If she didn't, it wasn't Sooty's fault," I said. Then something turnedover and hurt inside me, so that for a moment I couldn't catch my breath. Itried to think of what it was, but it ran away from me. I didn't want tocatch up with it, but I knew it was a thing I should hunt. It would be likehunting a bear. When I got up close to it, it would turn on me and try to hurt me. But something about it made me want to follow anyway. I took adeep breath and shuddered it out. I drew in another, with a sound thatcaught in my throat.
 Beside me, Burrich was very still and silent. Waiting for me.
 Brother, you are a wolf Come back, come away from that, it will hurtyou, Nighteyes warned me.
 I leaped back from it.
 Then Burrich went stamping about the room, cursing things, and lettingthe porridge burn. We had to eat it anyway, there was nothing else.
 For a time, Burrich bothered me. "Do you remember?" he was alwayssaying. He wouldn't leave me alone. He would tell me names, and make me tryto say who they were. Sometimes I would know, a little. "A woman," I toldhim when he said Patience. "A woman in a room with plants." I had tried,but he still got angry with me.
 If I slept at night, I had dreams. Dreams of a trembling light, adancing light on a stone wall. And eyes at a small window. The dreams wouldhold me down and keep me from breathing. If I could get enough breath toscream, I could wake up. Sometimes it took a long time to get enoughbreath. Burrich would wake up, too, and grab the big knife off the table."What is it, what is it?" he would ask me. But I could not tell him.
 It was safer to sleep in the daylight, outside, smelling grass andearth. The dreams of stone walls did not come then. Instead, a woman came,to press herself sweetly against me. Her scent was the same as the meadowflowers', and her mouth tasted of honey. The pain of those dreams came whenI awoke, and knew she was gone forever, taken by another. At night I satand looked at the fire. I tried not to think of cold stone walls, nor ofdark eyes weeping and a sweet mouth gone heavy with bitter words. I did notsleep. I dared not even lie down. Burrich did not make me.
 Chade came back one day. He had grown his beard long and he wore a wide-brimmed hat like a peddler, but I knew him all the same. Burrich wasn't athome when he arrived, but I let him in. I did not know why he had come. "Doyou want some brandy?" I asked, thinking perhaps that was why he had come. 
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He looked closely at me and almost smiled.
 "Fitz?" he said. He turned his head sideways to look into my face. "So.How have you been?"
 I didn't know the answer to that question, so I just looked at him.After a time, he put the kettle on. He took things out of his pack. He hadbrought spice tea, some cheese and smoked fish. He took out packets ofherbs as well and set them out in a row on the table. Then he took out a leather pouch. Inside it was a fat yellow crystal, large enough to fill hishand. In the bottom of the pack was a large shallow bowl, glazed blueinside. He had set it on the table and filled it with clean water when Burrich returned. Burrich had gone fishing. He had a string with six smallfish on it. They were creek fish, not ocean fish. They were slippery andshiny. He had already taken all the guts out.
 "You leave him alone now?" Chade asked Burrich after they had greetedone another.
 "I have to, to get food."
 "So you trust him now?"
 Burrich looked aside from Chade. "I've trained a lot of animals. Teaching one to do what you tell it is not the same as trusting a man."
 Burrich cooked the fish in a pan and then we ate. We had the cheese andthe tea also. Then, while I was cleaning the pans and dishes, they sat downto talk.
 "I want to try the herbs," Chade said to Burrich. "Or the water, or thecrystal. Something. Anything. I begin to think that he's not really ... inthere."
 "He is," Burrich asserted quietly. "Give him time. I don't think theherbs are a good idea for him. Before he ... changed, he was getting toofond of herbs. Toward the end, he was always either ill, or charged full ofenergy. If he was not in the depths of sorrow, he was exhausted fromfighting or from being King's Man to Verity or Shrewd. Then he'd be intothe elfbark instead of resting. He'd forgotten how to just rest and let hisbody recover. He'd never wait for it. That last night ... you gave himcarris seed, didn't you? Foxglove said she'd never seen anything like it. Ithink more folk might have come to his aid, if they hadn't been sofrightened of him. Poor old Blade thought he had gone stark raving mad. Henever forgave himself for taking him down. I wish he could know the boy hadn't actually died."
 "There was no time to pick and choose. I gave him what I had to hand. Ididn't know he'd go mad on carris seed."
 "You could have refused him," Burrich said quietly.
 "It wouldn't have stopped him. He'd have gone as he was, exhausted, andbeen killed right there."
 I went and sat down on the hearth. Burrich was not watching me. I laydown, then rolled over on my back and stretched. It felt good. I closed myeyes and felt the warmth of the fire on my flank.
 "Get up and sit on the stool, Fitz," Burrich said.
 I sighed, but I obeyed. Chade did not look at me. Burrich resumedtalking.
 "I'd like to keep him on an even keel. I think he just needs time, todo it on his own. He remembers. Sometimes. And then he fights it off. Idon't think he wants to remember, Chade. I don't think he really wants togo back to being FitzChivalry. Maybe he liked being a wolf. Maybe he likedit so much he's never coming back."
 "He has to come back," Chade said quietly. "We need him."
 Burrich sat up. He'd had his feet up on the woodpile, but now he setthem on the floor. He leaned toward Chade. "You've had word?"
 "Not I. But Patience has, I think. It's very frustrating, sometimes, tobe the rat behind the wall."
 "So what did you hear?"
 "Only Patience and Lacey, talking about wool."
 "Why is that important?"
 "They wanted wool to weave a very soft cloth. For a baby, or a smallchild. `It will be born at the end of our harvest, but that's the beginningof winter in the Mountains. So let us make it thick,' Patience said.Perhaps for Kettricken's child." 
 Burrich looked startled. "Patience knows about Kettricken?"
 Chade laughed. "I don't know. Who knows what that woman knows? She haschanged much of late. She gathers the Buckkeep Guard into the palm of herhand, and Lord Bright does not even see it happening. I think now that weshould have let her know our plan, included her from the beginning. Butperhaps not"
 "It might have been easier for me if we had." Burrich stared deep intothe fire.
 Chade shook his head. "I am sorry. She had to believe you had abandonedFitz, rejected him for his use of the Wit. If you had gone after his body,Regal might have been suspicious. We had to make Regal believe she was theonly one who cared enough to bury him."
 "She hates me now. She told me I had no loyalty, nor courage." Burrichlooked at his hands and his voice tightened. "I knew she had stopped lovingme years ago. When she gave her heart to Chivalry. I could accept that. Hewas a man worthy of her. And I had walked away from her first. So I couldlive with her not loving me, because I felt she still respected me as aman. But now, she despises me. I ..." He shook his head, then closed hiseyes tightly. For a moment all was still. Then Burrich straightened himselfslowly and turned to Chade. His voice was calm as he asked, "So, you thinkPatience knows that Kettricken fled to the Mountains?"
 "It wouldn't surprise me. There has been no official word, of course.Regal has sent messages to King Eyod, demanding to know if Kettricken fledthere, but Eyod replied only that she was the Six Duchies Queen and whatshe did was not a Mountain concern. Regal was angered enough by that to cutoff trade to the Mountains. But Patience seems to know much of what goes onoutside the keep. Perhaps she knows what is happening in the MountainKingdom. For my part, I should dearly love to know how she intends to sendthe blanket to the Mountains. It's a long and weary way."
 For a long time, Burrich was silent. Then he said, "I should have founda way to go with Kettricken and the Fool. But there were only the twohorses, and only supplies enough for two. I hadn't been able to get morethan that. And so they went alone." He glared into the fire, then asked, "Idon't suppose anyone has heard anything of King-in-Waiting Verity?"
 Chade shook his head slowly. "King Verity," he reminded Burrich softly."If he were here." He looked far away. "If he were coming back, I thinkhe'd be here by now," he said quietly. "A few more soft days like this, andthere will be Red-Ship Raiders in every bay. I no longer believe Verity is coming back."
 "Then Regal truly is King," Burrich said sourly. "At least untilKettricken's child is born and comes of age. And then we can look forwardto a civil war if the child tries to claim the crown. If there is still a Six Duchies left to be ruled. Verity. I wish now that he had not gonequesting for the Elderlings. At least while he was alive, we had someprotection from the Raiders. Now, with Verity gone and spring gettingstronger, nothing stands between us and the Red-Ships ...."
 Verity. I shivered with the cold. I pushed the cold away. It came backand I pushed it all away. I held it away. After a moment, I took a deepbreath.
 "Just the water, then?" Chade asked Burrich, and I knew they had beentalking but I had not been hearing.
 Burrich shrugged. "Go ahead. What can it hurt? Did he use to scrythings in water?"
 "I never tried him. I always suspected he could if he tried. He has theWit and the Skill. Why shouldn't he be able to scry as well?"
 "Just because a man can do a thing does not mean he should do a thing." 
For a time, they looked at one another. Then Chade shrugged. "Perhapsmy trade does not allow me so many niceties of conscience as yours," hesuggested in a stiff voice.
 After a moment, Burrich said gruffly, "Your pardon, sir. We all servedour king as our abilities dictated."
 Chade nodded to that. Then he smiled.
 Chade cleared the table of everything but the dish of water and somecandles. "Come here," he said to me softly, so I went back to the table. Hesat me in his chair and put the dish in front of me. "Look in the water,"he told me. "Tell me what you see."
 I saw the water in the bowl. I saw the blue in the bottom of the bowl. Neither answer made him happy. He kept telling me to look again but I keptseeing the same things. He moved the candle several times, each timetelling me to look again. Finally he said to Burrich, "Well, at least heanswers when you speak to him now." 
 Burrich nodded, but he looked discouraged. "Yes. Perhaps with time," hesaid.
 I knew they were finished with me then, and I relaxed.
 Chade asked if he could stay the night with us. Burrich said of course.Then he went and fetched the brandy. He poured two cups. Chade drew mystool to the table and sat again. I sat and waited, but they began talkingto one another again.
 "What about me?" I asked at last.
 They stopped talking and looked at me. "What about you?" Burrich asked.
 "Don't I get any brandy?"
 They looked at me. Burrich asked carefully, "Do you want some? I didn'tthink you liked it."
 "No, I don't like it. I never liked it." I thought for a moment. "Butit was cheap."
 Burrich stared at me. Chade smiled a small smile, looking down at hishands. Then Burrich got another cup and poured some for me. For a time theysat watching me, but I didn't do anything. Eventually they began talkingagain. I took a sip of the brandy. It still stung my mouth and nose, but itmade a warmth inside me. I knew I didn't want any more. Then I thought Idid. I drank some more. It was just as unpleasant. Like something Patiencewould force on me for a cough. No. I pushed that memory aside as well. Iset the cup down.
 Burrich did not look at me. He went on talking to Chade. "When you hunta deer, you can often get much closer to it simply by pretending not to seeit. They will hold position and watch you approach and not stir a hoof aslong as you do not look directly at them." He picked up the bottle andpoured more brandy in my cup. I snorted at the rising scent of it. Ithought I felt something stirring. A thought in my mind. I reached for mywolf.
 Nighteyes?
 My brother? I sleep, Changer. It is not yet a good time to hunt. 
 Burrich glared at me. I stopped.
 I knew I did not want more brandy. But someone else thought that I did.Someone else urged me to pick up the cup, just to hold it. I swirled it inthe cup. Verity used to swirl his wine in the cup and look into it. Ilooked into the dark cup.
 Fitz.
 I set the cup down. I got up and walked around the room. I wanted to goout, but Burrich never let me go out alone, and not at all at night. So Iwalked around the room until I came back to my chair. I sat down in itagain. The cup of brandy was still there. After a time I picked it up, justto make the feeling of wanting to pick it up go away. But once I held it inmy hand, he changed it. He made me think about drinking it. How warm itfelt in my belly. Just drink it quick, and the taste wouldn't last long,just the warm,. good feeling in my belly.
 I knew what he was doing. I was beginning to get angry.
 Just another small sip then. Soothingly. Whispery. Just to help yourelax, Fitz. The fire is so warm, you've had food. Burrich will protectyou. Chade is right there. You needn't be on guard so much. Just anothersip. One more sip.
 No.
 A tiny sip, then, just getting your mouth wet.
 I took another sip to make him stop making me want to. But he didn'tstop, so I took another. I took a mouthful and swallowed it. It was gettingharder and harder to resist. He was wearing me down. And Burrich keptputting more in my cup.
 Fitz. Say, "Verity's alive. " That's all. Say just that.
 No.
 Doesn't the brandy feel nice in your belly? So warm. Take a little more.
 "I know what you're trying to do. You're trying to get me drunk. So Ican't keep you out. I won't let you." My face was wet.
 Burrich and Chade were both looking at me. "He was never a crying drunk 
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before," Burrich observed. "At least, not around me." They seemed to findthat interesting.
 Say it. Say, "Verity's alive. " Then I'll let you go. I promise. Justsay it. Just once. Even as a whisper. Say it. Say it.
 I looked down at the table. Very softly, I said, "Verity's alive."
 "Oh?" said Burrich. He was too casual. He leaned too quickly to tipmore brandy into my cup. The bottle was empty. He gave to me from his own cup.
 Suddenly I wanted it. I wanted it for myself. I picked it up and drankit all off. Then I stood up. "Verity's alive," I said. "He's cold, but he'salive. And that's all I have to say." I went to the door and worked thelatch and went out into the night. They didn't try to stop me.
 Burrich was right. All of it was there, like a song one has heard toooften and cannot get out of one's mind. It ran behind all my thoughts andcolored all my dreams. It came pushing back at me and gave me no peace.Spring ventured into summer. Old memories began to overlay my new ones. Mylives began stitching themselves together. There were gaps and puckers inthe joining, but it was getting harder and harder to refuse to know things.Names took on meanings and faces again. Patience, Lacey, Celerity, andSooty were no longer simple words but rang as rich as chiming bells withmemories and emotions. "Molly," I finally said out loud to myself one day.Burrich looked up at me suddenly when I spoke that word, and nearly losthis grip on the fine-plaited gut snare line he was making. I heard himcatch his breath as if he would speak to me, but instead he kept silent,waiting for me to say more. I did not. Instead I closed my eyes and loweredmy face into my hands and longed for oblivion.
 I spent a lot of time standing at the window looking out over themeadow. There was nothing to see there. But Burrich did not stop me or makeme go back to my chores as he once would have. One day, as I looked overthe rich grass, I asked Burrich, "What are we going to do when theshepherds get here? Where will we go to live then?"
 "Think about it." He had pegged a rabbit hide to the floor and wasscraping it clean of flesh and fat. "They won't be coming. There are noflocks to bring up to summer pasture. Most of the good stock went inlandwith Regal. He plundered Buckkeep of everything he could cart or drive off.I'm willing to bet that any sheep he left in Buckkeep turned into mutton over the winter."
 "Probably," I agreed. And then something pressed into my mind,something more terrible than all the things I knew and did not want toremember. It was all the things I did not know, all the questions that hadbeen left unanswered. I went out to walk on the meadow. I went past themeadow, to the edge of the stream, and then down it, to the boggy partwhere the cattails grew. I gathered the green cattail spikes to cook withthe porridge. Once more, I knew all the names of the plants. I did not wantto, but I knew which ones would kill a man, and how to prepare them. Allthe old knowledge was there, waiting to reclaim me whether I would or no.
 When I came back in with the spikes, he was cooking the grain. I setthem on the table and got a pot of water from the barrel. As I rinsed themoff and picked them over, I finally asked, "What happened? That night?"
 He turned very slowly to look at me, as if I were game that might bespooked off by sudden movement. "That night?"
 "The night King Shrewd and Kettricken were to escape. Why didn't youhave the scrub horses and the litter waiting?"
 "Oh. That night." He sighed out as if recalling old pain. He spoke veryslowly and calmly, as if fearing to startle me. "They were watching us,Fitz. All the time. Regal knew everything. I couldn't have smuggled an oatout of the stable that day, let alone three horses, a litter, and a mule.There were Farrow guards everywhere, trying to look as if they had justcome down to inspect the empty stalls. I dared not go to you to tell you.So, in the end, I waited until the feasting had begun, until Regal hadcrowned himself and thought he had won. Then I slipped out and went for theonly two horses I could get. Sooty and Ruddy. I'd hidden them at thesmith's, to make sure Regal couldn't sell them off as well. The only food Icould get was what I could pilfer from the guardroom. It was the only thingI could think to do."
 "And Queen Kettricken and the Fool got away on them." The names fellstrangely off my tongue. I did not want to think of them, to recall them atall. When I had last seen the Fool, he had been weeping and accusing me ofkilling his king. I had insisted he flee in the King's place, to save hislife. It was not the best parting memory to carry of one I had called myfriend.
 "Yes." Burrich brought the pot of porridge to the table and set itthere to thicken. "Chade and the wolf guided them to me. I wanted to gowith them, but I couldn't. I'd only have slowed them down. My leg ... I knew I couldn't keep up with the horses for long, and riding double in thatweather would have exhausted the horses. I had to just let them go." Asilence. Then he growled, lower than a wolf's growl, "If ever I found outwho betrayed us to Regal ..."
 "I did."
 His eyes locked on mine, a look of horror and incredulity on his face.I looked at my hands. They were starting to tremble.
 "I was stupid. It was my fault. The Queen's little maid, Rosemary.Always about, always underfoot. She must have been Regal's spy. She heardme tell the Queen to be ready, that King Shrewd would be going with her.She heard me tell Kettricken to dress warmly. Regal would have to guessfrom that that she would be fleeing Buckkeep. He'd know she'd need horses.And perhaps she did more than spy. Perhaps she took a basket of poisonedtreats to an old woman. Perhaps she greased a stair tread she knew herqueen would soon descend."
 I forced myself to look up from the spikes, to meet Burrich's strickengaze. "And what Rosemary did not overhear, Justin and Serene did. They wereleeched onto the King, sucking Skillstrength out of him, and privy to everythought he Skilled to Verity, or had from him. Once they knew what I wasdoing, serving as King's Man, they began to Skill spy on me as well. I didnot know such a thing could be done. But Galen had discovered how, andtaught it to his students. You remember Will, Hostler's son? The coteriemember? He was the best at it. He could make you believe he wasn't eventhere when he was."
 I shook my head, tried to rattle from it my terrifying memories ofWill. He brought back the shadows of the dungeon, the things I stillrefused to recall. I wondered if I had killed him. I didn't think so. I didn't think I'd got enough poison into him. I looked up to find Burrichwatching me intently. 
"That night, at the very last moment, the King refused to go," I toldhim quietly. "I had thought of Regal as a traitor so long, I had forgottenthat Shrewd would still see him as a son. What Regal did, taking Verity'scrown when he knew his brother was alive ... King Shrewd didn't want to goon living, knowing Regal was capable of that. He asked me to be King's Man,to lend him the strength to Skill a farewell to Verity. But Serene andJustin were waiting." I paused, new pieces of the puzzle falling intoplace. "I should have known it was too easy. No guards on the King. Why?Because Regal didn't need them. Because Serene and Justin were leeched ontohim. Regal was finished with his father. He had crowned himself King-inWaiting; there was no more good to be had out of Shrewd for him. So theydrained King Shrewd dry of Skillstrength. They killed him. Before he couldeven bid Verity farewell. Probably Regal had told them to be sure he didnot Skill to Verity again. So then I killed Serene and Justin. I killedthem the same way they had killed my king. Without a chance of fightingback, without a moment of mercy."
 "Easy. Easy now." Burrich crossed swiftly to me, put his hands on myshoulders and pushed me down in a chair. "You're shaking as if you're goinginto a seizure. Calm yourself."
 I could not speak.
 "This is what Chade and I could not puzzle out," Burrich told me. "Whohad betrayed our plan? We thought of everyone. Even the Fool. For a time wefeared we had sent Kettricken off in the care of a traitor."
 "How could you think that? The Fool loved King Shrewd as no one elsedid."
 "We could think of no one else who knew all our plans," Burrich saidsimply.
 "It was not the Fool who was our downfall. It was I." And that, Ithink, was the moment when I came fully back to myself. I had said the mostunsayable thing, faced my most unfaceable truth. I had betrayed them all."The Fool warned me. He said I would be the death of kings, if I did notlearn to leave things alone. Chade warned me. He tried to make me promise Iwould set no more wheels in motion. But I would not. So my actions killedmy king. If I had not been helping him to Skill, he would not have been soopen to his killers. I opened him up, reaching for Verity. But those twoleeches came in instead. The King's assassin. Oh, in so many, many ways,Shrewd. I am so sorry, my king. So sorry. But for me, Regal would have hadno reason to kill you."
 "Fitz." Burrich's voice was firm. "Regal never needed a reason to killhis father. He needed only to run out of reasons to keep him alive. And youhad no control over that." A sudden frown creased his brow. "Why did theykill him right then? Why did they not wait until they had the Queen aswell?"
 I smiled at him. "You saved her. Regal thought he had the Queen. Theythought they'd stopped us when they kept you from getting horses out of thestables. Regal even bragged of it to me, when I was in my cell. That she'dhad to leave with no horses. And with no warm winter things." 
 Burrich grinned hard. "She and the Fool took what had been packed forShrewd. And they left on two of the best horses ever to come out ofBuckkeep's stables. I'll wager they got to the Mountains safely, boy. Sootyand Rud are probably grazing in Mountain pastures now."
 It was too thin a comfort. That night I went out and ran with the wolf,and Burrich made no rebuke to me. But we could not run far enough, nor fastenough, and the blood we shed that night was not the blood I wished to seerun, nor could the hot fresh meat fill the void inside me.
 So I remembered my life and who I had been. As the days passed, Burrichand I began to speak openly as friends again. He gave over his dominance ofme, but not without mockingly expressing his regrets for that. We recalledour old ways with one another, old ways of laughing together, old ways ofdisagreeing. But as things steadied between us and became normal, we wereboth reminded, all the more sharply, of all we no longer had.
 There was not enough work in a day to busy Burrich. This was a man whohad had full authority over all of Buckkeep's stables and the horses,hounds, and hawks that inhabited them. I watched him invent tasks to fillthe hours, and knew how much he pined for the beasts he had overseen for solong. I missed the bustle and folk of court, but hungered most keenly forMolly. I invented conversations I would have had with her, gatheredmeadowsweet and daysedge flowers because they smelled like her, and laydown at night recalling the touch of her hand on my face. But these werenot the things we spoke of. Instead, we put our pieces together to make awhole, of sorts. Burrich fished and I hunted, there were hides to scrape,shirts to wash and mend, water to haul. It was a life. He tried to speak tome, once, of how he had come to see me in the dungeon, to bring me thepoison. His hands worked with small twitching motions as he spoke of how hehad had to walk away, to leave me inside that cell. I could not let him goon. "Let's go fishing," I suddenly proposed. He took a deep breath andnodded. We went fishing and spoke no more that day.
 But I had been caged, and starved, and beaten to death. From time totime, when he looked at me, I knew he saw the scars. I shaved around theseam down my cheek, and watched the hair grow in white above my brow wheremy scalp had been split. We never spoke about it. I refused to think aboutit. But no man could have come through that unchanged.
 I began to dream at night. Short vivid dreams, frozen moments of fire,searing pain, hopeless fear. I awoke, cold sweat. sleeking my hair, queasy with fear. Nothing remained of those dreams when I sat up in darkness, notthe tiniest thread by which I could unravel them. Only the pain, the fear,the anger, the frustration. But above all, the fear. The overwhelming fearthat left me shaking and gulping for air, my eyes tearing, sour bile up theback of my throat.
 The first time it happened, the first time I sat bolt upright with awordless cry, Burrich rolled from his bed, to put his hand on my shoulder,to ask if I was all right. I shoved him away from me so savagely he crashedinto the table and nearly overset it. Fear and anger crested into aninstant of fury when I would have killed him simply because he was where Icould reach him. At that moment I rejected and despised myself socompletely that I desired only to destroy everything that was me, orbordered on myself. I repelled savagely at the entire world, almostdisplacing my own consciousness. Brother, brother, brother, Nighteyesyelped desperately within me, and Burrich staggered back with aninarticulate cry. After a moment I could swallow and mutter to Burrich, "Anightmare, that was all. Sorry. I was still dreaming, just a nightmare."
 "I understand," he said brusquely, and then, more thoughtfully, "Iunderstand." He went back to his bed. But I knew what he understood was that he could not help me with this, and that was all.
 The nightmares did not come every night, but often enough to leave medreading my bed. Burrich pretended to sleep through them, but I was awareof him lying awake as I fought my night battles alone. I had norecollection of the dreams, only the wrenching terror they brought me. Ihad felt fear before. Often. Fear when I had fought Forged ones, fear whenwe had battled Red-Ship warriors, fear when I had confronted Serene. Fearthat warned, that spurred, that gave one the edge to stay alive. But thenight fear was an unmanning terror, a hope that death would come and endit, because I was broken and knew I would give them anything rather thanface more pain.
 There is no answer to a fear like that or the shame that comes after it. I tried anger, I tried hatred. Neither tears nor brandy could drown it.It permeated me like an evil smell and colored every remembrance I had,shading my perception of who I had been. No moment of joy, or passion, orcourage that I could recall was ever quite what it had been, for my mindalways traitorously added, "Yes, you had that, for a time, but after camethis, and this is what you are now." That debilitating fear was a coweringpresence inside me. I knew, with a sick certainty, that if I were pressed Iwould become it. I was no longer FitzChivalry. I was what was left afterfear had driven him from his body. 
 On the second day after Burrich had run out of brandy, I told him,"I'll be fine here if you want to go into Buckkeep Town."
 "We've no money to buy more supplies, and nothing left to sell off." Hesaid it flatly, as if it were my fault. He was sitting by the fire. Hefolded his two hands together and clasped them between his knees. They hadbeen shaking, just a little. "We're going to have to manage on our own now.There's game in plenty to be had. If we can't feed ourselves up here, wedeserve to starve."
 "Are you going to be all right?" I asked flatly.
 He looked at me through narrowed eyes. "Meaning what?" he asked.
 "Meaning there's no more brandy," I said as bluntly.
 "And you think I can't get by without it?" His temper was risingalready. It had become increasingly short since the brandy ran out.
 I gave a very small shrug. "I was asking. That's all." I sat verystill, not looking at him, hoping he wouldn't explode.
 After a pause, he said, very quietly, "Well, I suppose that's somethingwe'll both have to find out."
 I let a long time pass. Finally I asked, "What are we going to do?"
 He looked at me with annoyance. "I told you. Hunt to feed ourselves.That's something you should be able to grasp."
 I looked away from him, gave a bobbing nod. "I understood. I mean ...past that. Past tomorrow."
 "Well. We'll hunt for our meat. We can get by for a bit that way. Butsooner or later, we'll want what we can't get nor make for ourselves. SomeChade will get for us, if he can. Buckkeep is as picked over as bare bonesnow. I'll have to go to Buckkeep Town, for a while, and hire out if I can.But for now ..."/P> 
"No," I said quietly. "I meant ... we can't always hide up here,Burrich. What comes after that?"
 It was his turn to be quiet awhile. "I suppose I hadn't given it much thought. At first it was just a place to take you while you recovered.Then, for a time, it seemed as if you'd never ..."/P> 
"But I'm here, now." I hesitated. "Patience," I began.
 "Believes you dead," Burrich cut in, perhaps more harshly than he'dintended. "Chade and I are the only ones who know different. Before wepulled you from that coffin, we weren't sure. Had the dose been too strong,would you be really dead from it, or frozen from your days in the earth?I'd seen what they'd done to you." He stopped, and for a moment stared atme. He looked haunted. He gave his head a tiny shake. "I didn't think youcould live through that, let alone the poison. So we offered no hope toanyone. And then, when we had you out ..." He shook his head, moreviolently. "At first, you were so battered. What they'd done to you therewas just so much damage ... I don't know what possessed Patience to cleanand bind a dead man's wounds, but if she hadn't ... Then later ... it wasnot you. After those first few weeks, I was sickened at what we had done.Put a wolf's soul in a man's body, it seemed to me."
 He looked at me again, his face going incredulous at the memory. "Youwent for my throat. The first day you could stand on your own, you wantedto run away. I wouldn't let you and you went for my throat. I could notshow Patience that snarling, snapping creature, let alone ..."/P> 
"Do you think Molly ... ?" I began.
 Burrich looked away from me. "Probably she heard you died." After atime, he added, uncomfortably, "Someone had burned a candle on your grave.,The snow had been pushed away, and the wax stump was there still when Icame to dig you up."
 "Like a dog after a bone."
 "I was fearful you would not understand it."
 "I did not. I just took Nighteyes' word for it."
 It was as much as I could handle, just then. I tried to let theconversation die. But Burrich was relentless. "If you went back toBuckkeep, or Buckkeep Town, they would kill you. They'd hang you over waterand burn your body. Or dismember it. But folk would be sure you stayed deadthis time."
 "Did they hate me so?" 
 "Hate you? No. They liked you well enough, those that knew you. But ifyou came back, a man who had died and been buried, again walking amongthem, they'd fear you. It's not a thing you could explain away as a trick..The Wit is not a magic that is well thought of. When a man is accused of itand then dies and is buried, well, in order for them to remember youfondly, you'd have to stay dead. If they saw you walking about, they'd takeit as proof that Regal was right; that you were practicing Beast magic, andused it to kill the King. They'd have to kill you again. More thoroughlythe second time." Burrich stood suddenly, and paced the room twice. "Damnme, but I could use a drink," he said.
 "Me, too," I said quietly.
 Ten days later, Chade came up the path. The old assassin walked slowly,with a staff, and he carried his pack up high on his shoulders. The day waswarm, and he had thrown back the hood of his cloak. His long gray hair blewin the wind and he had let his beard grow to cover more of his face. Atfirst glance, he looked to be an itinerant tinker. A scarred old man,perhaps, but no longer the Pocked Man. Wind and sun had weathered his face.Burrich had gone fishing; a thing he preferred to do alone. Nighteyes hadcome to sun himself on our doorstep in Burrich's absence, but had meltedback into the woods behind the hut at the first waft of Chade's scent on the air. I stood alone.
 For a time I watched him come. The winter had aged him, in the lines ofhis face and the gray of his hair. But he walked more strongly than Iremembered, as if privation had toughened him. At last I went to meet him,feeling strangely shy and embarrassed. When he looked up and saw me, hehalted and stood in the trail. I continued toward him. "Boy?" he askedcautiously when I was near. I managed a nod and a smile. The answeringsmile that broke forth on his face humbled me. He dropped his staff to hugme, and then pressed his cheek to mine as if I were a child. "Oh, Fitz,Fitz, my boy," he said in a voice full of relief. "I thought we had lostyou. I thought we'd done something worse than let you die." His old armswere tight and strong about me.
 I was kind to the old man. I did not tell him that they had. 
CHAPTER TWO
The Parting

 AFTER CROWNING HIMSELF King of the Six Duchies, Prince Regal Farseeressentially abandoned the Coastal Duchies to their own devices. He hadstripped Buckkeep itself and a good part of Buck Duchy of as much coin ashe could wring from it. From Buckkeep, horses and stock had been sold off,with the very best taken inland to Regal's new residence at Tradeford. Thefurnishings and library of the traditional royal seat had been plundered aswell, some to feather the new nest, some divvied out to his Inland dukesand nobles as favors or sold outright to them. Grain warehouses, winecellars, the armories, all had been plundered and the loot carried offinland.
 His announced plan had been to move the ailing King Shrewd, and thewidowed and pregnant Queen-in-Waiting Kettricken, inland to Tradeford, thatthey might be safer from the Red-Ship raids that plagued the CoastalDuchies. This, too, was the excuse for the looting of furnishings andvaluables from Buckkeep. But with the death of Shrewd and the disappearanceof Kettricken, even this flimsy reason vanished. Nonetheless he leftBuckkeep as soon after his coronation as he could. The tale has been toldthat when his Council of Nobles questioned his decision, he told them thatthe Coastal Duchies represented only war and expense to him, that they hadalways been a leech upon the resources of the Inland Duchies and he wishedthe Outlslanders the joy of taking such a rocky and cheerless place. Regalwas later to deny having ever uttered such words.
 When Kettricken vanished, King Regal was left in a position for whichthere was no historical precedent. The child Kettricken carried hadobviously been next in line for the crown. But both Queen and unborn childhad vanished, under very suspicious circumstances. Not all were certainthat Regal himself had not engineered it. Even if the Queen had remained atBuckkeep, the child could not assume even the title of King-in-Waiting forat least seventeen years. Regal became very anxious to assume the title ofKing as swiftly as possible, but by law he needed the recognition of allSix Duchies to claim it. He bought the crown with a number of concessionsto his Coastal Dukes. The major one was Regal's promise that Buckkeep wouldremain manned and ready to defend the coast.
 The command of the ancient keep was foisted off on his eldest nephew,heir to the title Duke of Farrow. Lord Bright, at twenty-five, had grownrestless waiting for his father to pass power to him. He was more than willing to assume authority over Buckkeep and Buck, but had littleexperience to draw on. Regal took himself inland to Tradeford Castle on theVin River in Farrow, while young Lord Bright remained at Buckkeep with apicked guard of Farrow men. It is not reported that Regal left him anyfunds to operate from, so the young man endeavored to wring what he neededfrom the merchants of Buckkeep Town, and the already embattled farmers andshepherds of surrounding Buck Duchy. While there is no indication that hefelt any malice toward the folk of Buck or the other Coastal Duchies,neither did he have any loyalty toward them.
 Also in residence at Buckkeep at this time were a handful of minor Bucknobility. Most landholders of Buck were at their own lesser keeps, doingwhat little they could to protect their local folk. The most notable toremain at Buckkeep was Lady Patience, she who had been Queen-in-Waitinguntil her husband Prince Chivalry abdicated the throne to his youngerbrother Verity. Manning Buckkeep were the Buck soldiers, as well as QueenKettricken's personal guard, and the few men who remained of King Shrewd'sguard. Morale was poor among the soldiers, for wages were intermittent andthe rations poor. Lord Bright had brought his own personal guard with himto Buckkeep, and obviously preferred them to the Buck men. The situationwas further complicated by a muddled chain of command. Ostensibly the Bucktroops were to report to Captain Keffel of the Farrow men, the commander ofLord Bright's guard. In reality, Foxglove of the Queen's Guard, Kerf of theBuckkeep Guard, and old Red of King Shrewd's guard banded together and kepttheir own counsel. If they reported regularly to anyone, it was LadyPatience. In time the Buck soldiers came to speak of her as the Lady ofBuckkeep.
 Even after his coronation, Regal remained jealous of his title. He sentmessengers far and wide, seeking word of where Queen Kettricken and theunborn heir might be. His suspicions that she might have sought shelterwith her father, King Eyod of the Mountain Kingdom, led him to demand herreturn of him. When Eyod replied that the whereabouts of the Queen of theSix Duchies was no concern for the Mountain folk, Regal angrily severedties with the Mountain Kingdom, cutting off trade and attempting to blockeven common travelers from crossing the boundaries. At the same time,rumors that almost certainly began at Regal's behest began to circulatethat the child Kettricken carried was not of Verity's getting and hence hadno legitimate claim to the Six Duchies throne.
 It was a bitter time for the small folk of Buck. Abandoned by theirking and defended only by a small force of poorly provisioned soldiers, thecommon folk were left rudderless on a stormy sea. What the Raiders did notsteal or destroy, Lord Bright's men seized for taxes. The roads becameplagued with robbers, for when an honest man cannot make a living, folkwill do what they must. Small crofters gave up any hope of making a living and fled the coast, to become beggars, thieves, and whores in the inlandcities. Trade died, for ships sent out seldom came back at all.
 Chade and I sat on the bench in front of the hut and talked. We did not speak of portentous things, nor the significant events of the past. We didnot discuss my return from the grave or the current political situation.Instead, he spoke of our small shared things as if I had been gone on along journey. Slink the weasel was getting old; the past winter hadstiffened him, and even the coming of spring had not enlivened him. Chadefeared he would not last another year. Chade had finally managed to drypennant plant leaves without them mildewing, but had found the dried herbto have little potency. We both missed Cook Sara's pastries. Chade asked ifthere was anything from my room that I wanted. Regal had had it searched,and had left it in disarray, but he did not think much had been taken, norwould be missed if I chose to have it now. I asked him if he recalled the tapestry of King Wisdom treating with the Elderlings. He replied that hedid, but that it was far too bulky for him to drag up here. I gave him sucha stricken look that he immediately relented and said he supposed he couldfind a way.
 I grinned. "It was a joke, Chade. That thing has never done anythingsave give me nightmares when I was small. No. There's nothing in my roomthat's important to me now."
 Chade looked at me, almost sadly. "You leave behind a life, with what,the clothes on your back and an earring? And you say there's nothing thereyou'd wish brought to you. Does that not strike you as strange?"
 I sat thinking for a moment. The sword Verity had given me. The silverring King Eyod had given me, that had been Rurisk's. A pin from Lady Grace.Patience's sea-pipes had been in my room-I hoped she had got them back. Mypaints and papers. A little box I had carved to hold my poisons. BetweenMolly and me there had never been any tokens. She would never allow me togive her any gifts, and I had never thought to steal a ribbon from herhair. If I had ...
 "No. A clean break is best, perhaps. Though you've forgotten one item."I turned the collar of my rough shirt to show him the tiny ruby nestled insilver. "The stickpin Shrewd gave me, to mark me as his. I still havethat." Patience had used it to secure the grave cloth that had wrapped me.I set aside that thought. 
"I'm still surprised that Regal's guard didn't rob your body. I suppose the Wit has such an evil reputation they feared you dead as well as alive."
 I reached to finger the bridge of my nose where it had been broken."They did not seem to fear me much at all, that I could tell."
 Chade smiled crookedly at me. "The nose bothers you, does it? I thinkit gives your face more character."
 I squinted at him in the sunlight. "Really?"
 "No. But it's the polite thing to say. It's not so bad, really. Italmost looks as if someone tried to set it."
 I shuddered at the jagged tip of a memory. "I don't want to think aboutit," I told him honestly.
 Pain for me clouded his face suddenly. I looked away from it, unable tobear his pity. The recollections of the beatings I had endured were morebearable if I could pretend that no one else had known of them. I feltshamed at what Regal had done to me. I leaned my head back against the sun-soaked wood of the cabin wall and took a long breath. "So. What ishappening down there where people are still alive?"
 Chade cleared his throat, accepting the change in topic. "Well. Howmuch do you know?"
 "Not much. That Kettricken and the Fool got away. That Patience mayhave heard Kettricken got safely to the Mountains. That Regal is angry withKing Eyod of the Mountains and has cut his trade routes. That Verity isstill alive, but no one has heard from him."
 "Whoa! Whoa!" Chade sat up very straight. "The rumor aboutKettricken ... you remember that from the night Burrich and I discussed it."
 I looked aside from him. "In the way that you might remember a dreamyou once had. In underwater colors, and the events out of order. Only thatI heard you say something about it."
 "And that about Verity?" The sudden tension in him put a chill of dreaddown my spine.
 "He Skilled to me that night," I said quietly. "I told you then that hewas alive." 
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 "DAMN!" Chade leaped to his feet and hopped about in rage. It was aperformance I had never witnessed before and I stared at him, caughtbetween amazement and fear. "Burrich and I gave your words no credence! Oh,we were pleased to hear you utter them, and when you ran off, he said, `Letthe boy go, that's as much as he can do tonight, he remembers his prince.That's all we thought it was. Damn and damn!" He halted suddenly andpointed a finger at me. "Report. Tell me everything."
 I fumbled after what I recalled. It was as difficult to sort it out as if I had seen it through the wolf's eyes. "He was cold. But alive. Eithertired or hurt. Slowed, somehow. He was trying to get through and I waspushing him away so he kept suggesting I drink. To get my walls down, Isuppose ..."/P> 
"Where was he?"
 "I don't know. Snow. A forest." I groped after ghostly memories. "Idon't think he knew where he was."
 Chade's green eyes bored into me. "Can you reach him at all, feel himat all? Can you tell me he still lives?"
 I shook my head. My heart was starting to pound in my chest.
 "Can you Skill to him now?"
 I shook my head. Tension tightened my belly.
 Chade's frustration grew with every shake of my head. "Damn it, Fitz,you must!"
 "I don't want to!" I cried out suddenly. I was on my feet.
 Run away! Run away fast!
 I did. It was suddenly that simple. I fled Chade and the hut as if allthe devils of the OutIslander hell-islands were after me. Chade called after me but I refused to hear his words. I ran, and as soon as I was inthe shelter of the trees, Nighteyes was beside me.
 Not that way, Heart of the Pack is that way, he warned me. So we bolteduphill, away from the creek, up to a big tangle of brambles that overhung abank where Nighteyes sheltered on stormy nights. What was it? What was thedanger? Nighteyes demanded. 
 He wanted me to go back, I admitted after a time. I tried to frame itin a way that Nighteyes would understand. He wanted me to ... be not a wolf anymore.
 A sudden chill went up my back. In explaining to Nighteyes, I hadbrought myself face-to-face with the truth. The choice was simple. Be awolf, with no past, no future, only today. Or a man, twisted by his past,whose heart pumped fear with his blood. I could walk on two legs, and knowshame and cowering as a way of life. Or run on four, and forget until evenMolly was just a pleasant scent I recalled. I sat still beneath thebrambles, my hand resting lightly on Nighteyes' back, my eyes staring intoa place only I could see. Slowly the light changed and evening deepened todusk. My decision grew as slowly and inevitably as the creeping dark. Myheart cried out against it, but the alternatives were unbearable. I steeledmy will to it.
 It was dark when I went back. I crept home with my tail between mylegs. It was strange to come back to the cabin as a wolf again, to smellthe rising wood smoke as a man's thing, and to blink at the fire's glowthrough the shutters. Reluctantly I peeled my mind free of Nighteyes'.
 Would you not rather hunt with me?
 I would much rather hunt with you. But I cannot this night.
 Why?
 I shook my head. The edge of decision was so thin and new, I dared nottest it by speaking. I stopped at the edge of the woods to brush the leavesand dirt from my clothes and to smooth back my hair and retie it in a tail.I hoped my face was not dirty. I squared my shoulders and forced myself towalk back to the cabin, to open the door and enter and look at them. I felthorribly vulnerable. They'd been sharing information about me. Between thetwo of them they knew almost all of my secrets. My tattered dignity nowdangled in shreds. How could I stand before them and expect to be treatedas a man? Yet I could not fault them for it. They had been trying to saveme. From myself, it was true, but save me all the same. Not their faultthat what they had saved was scarcely worth having.
 They were at table when I entered. If I had run off like this a fewweeks ago, Burrich would have leaped up, to shake me and cuff me when Ireturned. I knew we were past that sort of thing now but the memory gave mea wariness I could not completely disguise. However, his face showed onlyrelief, while Chade looked at me with shame and concern. 
 "I did not mean to press you that hard," he said earnestly, before Icould speak.
 "You didn't," I said quietly. "You but put your finger on the spotwhere I had been pressing myself the most. Sometimes a man doesn't know howbadly he's hurt until someone else probes the wound. "
 I drew up my chair. After weeks of simple food to see cheese and honeyand elderberry wine all set out on the table at once was almost shocking.There was a loaf of bread as well to supplement the trout Burrich hadcaught. For a time we just ate, without talk other than table requests. Itseemed to ease the strangeness. But the moment the meal was finished andcleared away, the tension came back.
 "I understand your question now," Burrich said abruptly. Chade and Iboth looked at him in surprise. "A few days ago, when you asked what wewould do next. Understand that I had given Verity up as lost. Kettrickencarried his heir, but she was safe now in the Mountains. There was no moreI could do for her. If I intervened in any way, I might betray her toothers. Best to let her stay hidden, safe with her father's people. By thetime her child came to an age to reach for his throne ... well, if I wasnot in my grave by then, I supposed I would do what I could. For now, I sawmy service to my king as a thing of the past. So when you asked me I sawonly the need to take care of ourselves."
 "And now?" I asked quietly.
 "If Verity lives still, then a pretender has claimed his throne. I amsworn to come to my king's aid. As is Chade. As are you." They were bothlooking at me very hard.
 Run away again.
 I can't.
 Burrich flinched as if I had poked him with a pin. I wondered, if Imoved for the door, would he fling himself upon me to stop me? But he didnot speak or move, just waited.
 "Not I. That Fitz died," I said bluntly.
 Burrich looked as if I had struck him. But Chade asked quietly, "Thenwhy does he still wear King Shrewd's pin?" 
 I reached up and drew it out of my collar. Here, I had intended to say,here, you take it and all that goes with it. I'm done with it. I haven'tthe spine for it. Instead I sat and looked at it.
 "Elderberry wine?" Chade offered, but not to me.
 "It's cool tonight. I'll make tea," Burrich countered.
 Chade nodded. Still I sat, holding the red-and-silver pin in my hand. Iremembered my king's hands as he'd pushed the pin through the folds of aboy's shirt. "There," he had said. "Now you are mine." But he was dead now.Did that free me from my promise? And the last thing he had said to me?"What have I made of you?" I pushed that question aside once more. Moreimportant, what was I now? Was I now what Regal had made of me? Or could Iescape that?
 "Regal told me," I said consideringly. "That I had but to scratchmyself to find Nameless the dog-boy." I looked up and forced myself to meetBurrich's eyes. "It might be nice to be him."
 "Would it?" Burrich asked. "There was a time when you did not think so.Who are you, Fitz, if you are not the King's Man? What are you? Where wouldyou go?"
 Where would I go, were I free? To Molly, cried my heart. I shook myhead, thrusting aside the idea before it could sear me. No. Even before Ihad lost my life, I had lost her. I considered my empty, bitter freedom.There was only one place I could go, really. I set my will, looked up, andmet Burrich's eyes with a firm gaze. "I'm going away. Anywhere. To theChalced States, to Bingtown. I'm good with animals, I'm a decent scribe,too. I could make a living."
 "No doubt of it. But a living is not a life," Burrich pointed out.
 "Well, what is?" I demanded, suddenly and truly angry. Why did theyhave to make this so hard? Words and thoughts suddenly gouted from me likepoison from a festering wound. "You'd have me devote myself to my king andsacrifice all else to it, as you did. Give up the woman I love to follow aking like a dog at his heels, as you did. And when that king abandoned you?You swallowed it, you raised his bastard for him. Then they took it allaway from you, stable, horses, dogs, men to command. They left you nothing,not even a roof over your head, those kings you were sworn to. So what didyou do? With nothing else left to you, you hung on to me, dragged thebastard out of a coffin and forced him back to life. A life I hate, a lifeI don't want!" I glared at him. accusingly. 
 He stared at me, bereft of words. I wanted to stop, but something droveme on. The anger felt good, like a cleansing fire. I clenched my hands intofists as I demanded, "Why are you always there? Why do you always stand meup again, for them to knock down? For what? To make me owe you something?To give you a claim on my life because you don't have the spine to have alife of your own? All you want to do is make me just like you, a man withno life of my own, a man who gives it all up for my king. Can't you seethere's more to being alive than giving it all up for someone else?"
 I met his eyes and then looked away from the pained astonishment I sawthere. "No," I said dully after a breath. "You don't see, you can't know.You can't even imagine what you've taken away from me. I should be dead,but you wouldn't let me die. All with the best of intentions, alwaysbelieving you were doing what was right, no matter how it hurt me. But whogave you that right over me? Who decreed you could do this to me?"
 There was no sound but my own voice in the room. Chade was frozen, andthe look on Burrich's face only made me angrier. I saw him gather himselfup. He reached for his pride and dignity as he said quietly, "Your fathergave me that task, Fitz. I did my best by you, boy. The last thing myprince told me, Chivalry said to me, "Raise him well. And I ..."/P> 
"Gave up the next decade of your life to raising someone else'sbastard," I cut in with savage sarcasm. "Took care of me, because it wasthe only thing you really knew how to do. All your life, Burrich, you'vebeen looking after someone else, putting someone else first, sacrificingany kind of a normal life for someone else's benefit. Loyal as a hound. Isthat a life? Haven't you ever thought of being your own man, and makingyour own decisions? Or is a fear of that what pushes you down the neck of abottle?" My voice had risen to a shout. When I ran out of words, I staredat him, my chest rising and falling as I panted out my fury.
 As an angry boy, I'd often promised myself that someday he would payfor every cuff he had given me, for every stall I'd had to muck out when Ithought I was too tired to stand. With those words, I kept that sulkylittle promise tenfold. His eyes were wide and he was speechless with pain.I saw his chest heave once, as if to catch a breath knocked out of him. Theshock in his eyes was the same as if I had suddenly plunged a knife intohim.
 I stared at him. I wasn't sure where those words had come from, but itwas too late to call them back. Saying "I'm sorry" would not un-utter them,would not change them in the least. I suddenly hoped he would hit me, thathe would give both of us at least that much. 
 He stood unevenly, the chair legs scraping back on the wooden floor.The chair itself teetered over and fell with a crash as he walked away fromit. Burrich, who walked so steady when full of brandy, wove like a drunk ashe made it to the door and went out into the night. I just sat, feelingsomething inside me go very still. I hoped it was my heart.
 For a moment all was silence. A long moment. Then Chade sighed. "Why?"he asked quietly after a time.
 "I don't know." I lied so well. Chade himself had taught me. I lookedinto the fire. For a moment, I almost tried to explain it to him. I decidedI could not. I found myself talking all around it. "Maybe I needed to getfree of him. Of all he'd done for me, even when I didn't want him to do it.He has to stop doing things I can never pay him back for. Things no manshould do for another, sacrifices no man should make for another man. Idon't want to owe him any more. I don't want to owe anyone anything."
 When Chade spoke, it was matter-of-factly. His long-fingered handsrested on his thighs, quietly, almost relaxed. But his green eyes had gonethe color of copper ore, and his anger lived in them. "Ever since you cameback from the Mountain Kingdom, it's been as if you were spoiling for afight. With anyone. When you were a boy and you were sullen or sulky, Icould put it down to your being a boy, with a boy's judgment andfrustrations. But you came back with an ... anger. Like a challenge to theworld at large, to kill you if it could. It wasn't just that you threwyourself in Regal's path: whatever was most dangerous to you, you plungedyourself into. Burrich wasn't the only one to see it. Look back over thelast year: every time I turned about, here was Fitz, railing at the world,in the middle of a fistfight, in the midst of a battle, wrapped up inbandaging, drunk as a fisherman, or limp as string and mewling for elfbark.When were you calm and thoughtful, when were you merry with your friends,when were you ever simply at peace? If you weren't challenging yourenemies, you were driving away your friends. What happened between you andthe Fool? Where is Molly now? You've just sent Burrich packing. Who's next?"
 "You, I suppose." The words came out of me any way, inevitably. I didnot want to speak them but I could not hold them back. It was time.
 "You've moved a fair way toward that already, with the way you spoke toBurrich."
 "I know that," I said bluntly. I met his eyes. "For a long time now,nothing I've done has pleased you. Or Burrich. Or anyone. I can't seem tomake a good decision lately." 
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 "I'd concur with that," Chade agreed relentlessly.
 And it was back, the ember of my anger billowing into flame. "Perhapsbecause I've never been given the chance to make my own decisions. Perhapsbecause I've been everyone's `boy' too long. Burrich's stableboy, yourapprentice assassin, Verity's pet, Patience's page. When did I get to bemine, for me?" I asked the question fiercely.
 "When did you not?" Chade demanded just as heatedly. "That's all you'vedone since you came back from the Mountains. You went to Verity to sayyou'd had enough of being an assassin just when quiet work was needed.Patience tried to warn you clear of Molly, but you had your way there aswell. It made her a target. You pulled Patience into plots that exposed herto danger. You bonded to the wolf, despite all Burrich said to you. Youquestioned my every decision about King Shrewd's health. And your next-tolast stupid act at Buckkeep was to volunteer to be part of an uprisingagainst the crown. You brought us as close to a civil war as we've been ina hundred years."
 "And my last stupid act?" I asked with bitter curiosity.
 "Killing Justin and Serene." He spoke a flat accusation.
 "They'd just drained my king, Chade," I pointed out icily. "Killed himin my arms as it were. What was I to do?" 
He stood up and somehow managed to tower over me as he had used to."With all your years of training from me, all my schooling in quiet work,you went racing about in the keep with a drawn knife, cutting the throat ofone; and stabbing the other to death in the Great Hall before all assemblednobles .... My fine apprentice assassin! That was the only way you couldthink of to accomplish it?"
 "I was angry!" I roared at him.
 "Exactly!" he roared back. "You were angry. So you destroyed our powerbase at Buckkeep! You had the confidence of the Coastal Dukes, and youchose to show yourself to them as a madman! Shattered their last bit offaith in the Farseer line."
 "A few moments ago, you rebuked me for having the confidence of thosedukes."
 "No. I rebuked you for putting yourself before them. You should never have let them offer you the rule of Buckkeep. Had you been doing your tasksproperly, such a thought would never have occurred to them. Over and overand over again, you forget your place. You are not a prince, you are anassassin. You are not the player, you are the game-piece. And when you makeyour own moves, you set every other strategy awry and endanger every pieceon the board!"
 Not being able to think of a reply is not the same thing as acceptinganother's words. I glowered at him. He did not back down but simplycontinued to stand, looking down at me. Under the scrutiny of Chade's greenstare the strength of my anger deserted me abruptly, leaving onlybitterness. My secret undercurrent of fear welled once more to the surface.My resolve bled from me. I couldn't do this. I did not have the strength todefy them both. After a time, I heard myself saying sullenly, "All right.Very well. You and Burrich are right, as always. I promise I shall nolonger think, I shall simply obey. What do you want me to do?"
 "No." Succinct.
 "No what?"
 He shook his head slowly. "What has come most clear to me tonight isthat I must not base anything on you. You'll get no assignment from me, norwill you be privy to my plans any longer. Those days are over." I could notgrasp the finality in his voice. He turned aside from me, his eyes goingafar. When he spoke again, it was not as my master, but as Chade. He lookedat the wall as he spoke. "I love you, boy. I don't withdraw that from you.But you're dangerous. And what we must attempt is dangerous enough withoutyou going berserk in the middle of it."
 "What do you attempt?" I asked, despite myself.
 His eyes met mine as he slowly shook his head. In the keeping of thatsecret, he sundered our ties. I felt suddenly adrift. I watched in a dazeas he took up his pack and cloak.
 "It's dark out," I pointed out. "And Buckkeep is a far, rough walk,even in daylight. At least stay the night, Chade."
 "I can't. You'd but pick at this quarrel like a scab until you got itbleeding afresh. Enough hard words have already been said. Best I leavenow."
 And he did. 
 I sat and watched the fire burn low alone. I had gone too far with bothof them, much farther than I had ever intended. I had wanted to part wayswith them; instead I'd poisoned every memory of me they'd ever had. It wasdone. There'd be no mending this. I got up and began to gather my things.It took a very short time. I knotted them into a bundle made with my wintercloak. I wondered if I acted out of childish pique or sudden decisiveness.I wondered if there was a difference. I sat for a time before the hearth,clutching my bundle. I wanted Burrich to come back, so he would see I wassorry, would know I was sorry as I left. I forced myself to look carefullyat that. Then I undid my bundle and put my blanket before the hearth andstretched out on it. Ever since Burrich had dragged me back from death, hehad slept between me and the door. Perhaps it had been to keep me in. Somenights it had felt as if he were all that stood between me and the dark.Now he was not there. Despite the walls of the hut, I felt I curled aloneon the bare, wild face of the world.
 You always have me.
 I know. And you have me. I tried, but could not put any real feeling inthe words. I had poured out every emotion in me, and now I was empty. Andso tired. With so much still to do.
 The gray one has words with Heart of the Pack. Shall I listen?
 No. Their words belong to them. I felt jealous that they were togetherwhile I was alone. Yet I also took comfort in it. Perhaps Burrich couldtalk Chade into coming back until morning. Perhaps Chade could leech someof the poison I'd sprayed at Burrich. I stared into the fire. I did notthink highly of myself.
 There is a dead spot in the night, that coldest, blackest time when theworld has forgotten evening and dawn is not yet a promise. A time when itis far too early to arise, but so late that going to bed makes small sense.That was when Burrich came in. I was not asleep, but I did not stir. He wasnot fooled.
 "Chade's gone," he said quietly. I heard him right the fallen chair. Hesat on it and began taking his boots off. I felt no hostility from him, noanimosity. It was as if my angry words had never been spoken. Or as if he'dbeen pushed past anger and hurt into numbness.
 "It's too dark for him to be walking," I said to the flames. I spokecarefully, fearing to break the spell of calm.
 "I know. But he had a small lantern with him. He said he feared more to stay, feared he could not keep his resolve with you. To let you go."
 What I had been snarling for earlier now seemed like an abandonment.The fear surged up in me, undercutting my resolve. I sat up abruptly,panicky. I took a long shuddering breath. "Burrich. What I said to youearlier, I was angry, I was ..."/P> 
"Right on target." The sound he made might have been a laugh, if not sofreighted with bitterness.
 "Only in the way that people who know one another best know how to hurtone another best," I pleaded.
 "No. It is so. Perhaps this dog does need a master." The mockery in hisvoice as he spoke of himself was more poisonous than any venom I hadspewed. I could not speak. He sat up, let his boots drop to the floor. Heglanced at me. "I did not set out to make you just like me, Fitz. That isnot a thing I would wish on any man. I wished you to be like your father.But sometimes it seemed to me that no matter what I did, you persisted inpatterning your life after mine." He stared into the embers for a time. Atlast he began to speak again, softly, to the fire. He sounded as if he weretelling an old tale to a sleepy child.
 "I was born in the Chalced States. A little coast town, a fishing andshipping port. Lees. My mother did washing to support my grandmother andme. My father was dead before I was born, taken by the sea. My grandmotherlooked after me, but she was very old, and often ill." I heard more thansaw his bitter smile. "A lifetime of being a slave does not leave a womanwith sound health. She loved me, and did her best with me. But I was not aboy who would play in the cottage at quiet games. And there was no one athome strong enough to oppose my will.
 "So I bonded, very young, to the only strong male in my world who wasinterested in me. A street cur. Mangy. Scarred. His only value wassurvival, his only loyalty to me. As my loyalty was to him. His world, hisway was all I knew. Taking what you wanted, when you wanted it, and notworrying past getting it. I am sure you know what I mean. The neighborsthought I was a mute. My mother thought I was a half-wit. My grandmother, Iam sure, had her suspicions. She tried to drive the dog away, but like you,I had a will of my own in those matters. I suppose I was about eight whenhe ran between a horse and its cart and was kicked to death. He was stealing a slab of bacon at the time." He got up from his chair, and wentto his blankets.
 Burrich had taken Nosy away from me when I was less than that age. I had believed him dead. But Burrich had experienced the actual, violentdeath of his bond companion. It was little different from dying oneself."What did you do?" I asked quietly.
 I heard him making up his bed and lying down on it. "I learned totalk," he said after a bit. "My grandmother forced me to survive Slash'sdeath. In a sense, I transferred my bond to her. Not that I forgot Slash'slessons. I became a thief, a fairly good one. I made my mother andgrandmother's life a bit better with my new trade, though they neversuspected what I did. About a hand of years later, the blood plague wentthrough Chalced. It was the first time I'd ever seen it. They both died,and I was alone. So I went for a soldier."
 I listened in amazement. All the years I had known him as a taciturnman. Drink had never loosened his tongue, but only made him more silent.Now the words were spilling out of him, washing away my years of wonderingand suspecting. Why he suddenly spoke so openly, I did not know. His voicewas the only sound in the fire lit room.
 "I first fought for some petty land chief in Chalced. Jecto. Notknowing or caring why we fought, if there was any right or wrong to it." Hesnorted softly. "As I told you, a living is not a life. But I did wellenough at it. I earned a reputation for viciousness. No one expects a boyto fight with a beast's ferocity and guile. It was my only key to survivalamongst the kind of men I soldiered with then. But one day we lost acampaign. I spent several months, no, almost a year, learning mygrandmother's hatred of slavers. When I escaped, I did what she had alwaysdreamed of doing. I went to the Six Duchies, where there are no slaves, norslavers. Grizzle was Duke of Shoaks then. I soldiered for him for a bit. Somehow I ended up taking care of my troop's horses. I liked it wellenough. Grizzle's troops were gentlemen compared with the dregs thatsoldiered for Jecto, but I still preferred the company of horses to theirs.
 "When the Sandsedge war was done, Duke Grizzle took me home to his ownstables. I bonded with a young stallion there. Neko. I had the care of him,but he was not mine. Grizzle rode him to hunt. Sometimes, they used him forstud. But Grizzle was not a gentle man. Sometimes he put Neko to fightother stallions, as some men fight dogs or cocks for amusement. A mare inseason, and the better stallion to have her. And I ... I was bonded to him.His life was mine as much as my own was. And so I grew to be a man. Or atleast, to have the shape of one." Burrich was silent a moment. He did notneed to explain further to me. After a time, he sighed and went on.
 "Duke Grizzle sold Neko and six mares, and I went with them. Up thecoast, to Rippon." He cleared his throat. "Some kind of horse plague wentthrough that man's stables. Neko died, just a day after he started to sicken. I was able to save two of his mares. Keeping them alive kept mefrom killing myself. But afterward, I lost all spirit. I was good fornothing, save drinking. Besides, there were scarcely enough animals left inthat stable to warrant calling it such. So I was let go. Eventually, tobecome a soldier again, this time for a young prince named Chivalry. He'dcome to Rippon to settle a boundary dispute between Shoaks and Ripponduchies. I don't know why his sergeant took me on. These were crack troops,his personal guard. I had run out of money and been painfully sober forthree days. I didn't meet their standards as a man, let alone as a soldier.In the first month I was with Chivalry, I was up before him for disciplinetwice. For fighting. Like a dog, or a stallion, I thought it was the onlyway to establish position with the others.
 "The first time I was hauled before the Prince, bloody and strugglingstill, I was shocked to see we were of an age. Almost all his troops wereolder than I; I had expected to confront a middle-aged man. I stood therebefore him and I met his eyes. And something like recognition passedbetween us. As if we each saw ... what we might have been in differentcircumstances. It did not make him go easy on me. I lost my pay and earnedextra duties. Everyone expected Chivalry to discharge me the second time. Istood before him, ready to hate him, and he just looked at me. He cockedhis head as a dog will when it hears something far off. He docked my payand gave me more duties. But he kept me. Everyone had told me I'd bedischarged. Now they all expected me to desert. I can't say why I didn't.Why soldier for no pay and extra duties?"
 Burrich cleared his throat again. I heard him shoulder deeper into hisbed. For a time he was silent. He went on again at last, almostunwillingly. "The third time they dragged me in, it was for brawling in atavern. The City Guard hauled me before him, still bloody, still drunk,still wanting to fight. By then my fellow guards wanted nothing more to dowith me. My sergeant was disgusted, I'd made no friends among the commonsoldiers. So the City Guard had me in custody. And they told Chivalry I'dknocked two men out and held off five others with a stave until the Guard came to tip the odds their way.
 "Chivalry dismissed the Guards, with a purse to pay for damages to thetavern keeper. He sat behind his table, some half-finished writing beforehim, and looked me up and down. Then he stood up without a word and pushedhis table back to a corner of the room. He took off his shirt and picked upa pike from the corner. I thought he intended to beat me to death. Instead,he threw me another pike. And he said, `All right, show me how you held offfive men.' And lit into me." He cleared his throat. "I was tired, and halfdrunk. But I wouldn't quit. Finally, he got in a lucky one. Laid me outcold. 
 "When I woke up, the dog had a master again. Of a different sort. Iknow you've heard people say Chivalry was cold and stiff and correct to afault. He wasn't. He was what he believed a man should be. More than that. It was what he believed a man should want to be. He took a thieving,unkempt scoundrel and ..." He faltered, sighed suddenly. "He had me upbefore dawn the next day. Weapons practice till neither of us could stand.I'd never had any formal training at it before. They'd just handed me apike and sent me out to fight. He drilled me, and taught me sword. He'dnever liked the axe, but I did. So he taught me what he knew of it, andarranged for me to learn it from a man who knew its strategies. Then therest of the. day, he'd have me at his heels. Like a dog, as you say. Idon't know why. Maybe he was lonely for someone his own age. Maybe hemissed Verity. Maybe ... I don't know. 
"He taught me numbers first, then reading. He put me in charge of hishorse. Then his hounds and hawk. Then in general charge of the pack beastsand wagon animals. But it wasn't just work he taught me. Cleanliness.Honesty. He put a value on what my mother and grandmother had tried toinstill in me so long ago. He showed them to me as a man's values, not justmanners for inside a woman's house. He taught me to be a man, not a beastin a man's shape. He made me see it was more than rules, it was a way ofbeing. A life, rather than a living."
 He stopped talking. I heard him get up. He went to the table and pickedup the bottle of elderberry wine that Chade had left. I watched him as heturned it several times in his hands. Then he set it down. He sat down on one of the chairs and stared into the fire.
 "Chade said I should leave you tomorrow," he said quietly. He lookeddown at me. "I think he's right."
 I sat up and looked up at him. The dwindling light of the fire made ashadowy landscape of his face. I could not read his eyes.
 "Chade says you have been my boy too long. Chade's boy, Verity's boy,even Patience's boy. That we kept you a boy and looked after you too much.He believes that when a man's decisions came to you, you made them as aboy. Impulsively. Intending to be right, intending to be good. Butintentions are not good enough."
 "Sending me out to kill people was keeping me a boy?" I askedincredulously.
 "Did you listen to me at all? I killed people as a boy. It didn't makeme a man. Nor you." 
 "So what am I to do?" I asked sarcastically. "Go looking for a princeto educate me?"
 "There. You see? A boy's reply. You don't understand, so you get angry.And venomous. You ask me that question but you already know you won't likemy answer."

 "Which is?"
 "It might be to tell you that you could do worse than to go looking fora prince. But I'm not going to tell you what to do. Chade has advised menot to. And I think he is right. But not because I think you make yourdecisions as a boy would. No more than I did at your age. I think youdecide as an animal would. Always in the now, with never a thought fortomorrow, or what you recall from yesterday. I know you know what I'mspeaking of. You stopped living as a wolf because I forced you to. Now Imust leave you alone, for you to find out if you want to live as a wolf ora man."
 He met my gaze. There was too much understanding in his eyes. Itfrightened me to think that he might actually know what I was facing. Idenied that possibility; pushed it aside entirely. I turned a shoulder tohim, almost hoping my anger would come back. But Burrich sat silently.
 I finally looked up at him. He was staring into the fire. It took me along time to swallow my pride and ask, "So, what are you going to do?"
 "I told you. I'm leaving tomorrow."
 Harder still to ask the next question. "Where will you go?"
 He cleared his throat and looked uncomfortable. "I've a friend. She's alone. She could use a man's strength about her place. Her roof needsmending, and there's planting to do. I'll go there, for a time."
 " `She'?" I dared to ask, raising an eyebrow.
 His voice was flat. "Nothing like that. A friend. You would probablysay that I've found someone else to look after. Perhaps I have. Perhapsit's time to give that where it is truly needed."
 I looked into the fire, now. "Burrich. I truly needed you. You broughtme back from the edge, back to being a man." 
 He snorted. "If I'd done right by you in the first place; you'd neverhave gone to the edge."
 "No. I'd have gone to my grave instead."
 "Would you? Regal would have had no charges of Wit magic to bringagainst you."
 "He'd have found some excuse to kill me. Or just opportunity. Hedoesn't really need an excuse to do what he wants."
 "Perhaps. Perhaps not."
 We sat watching the fire die. I reached up to my ear, fumbled with thecatch on the earring. "I want to give this back to you."
 "I would prefer that you kept it. Wore it." It was almost a request. Itfelt odd.
 "I don't deserve whatever it is that this earring symbolizes to you. Ihaven't earned it, I have no right to it."
 "What it symbolizes to me is not something that is earned. It'ssomething I gave to you, deserved or not. Whether or not you wear that, youstill take it with you."
 I left the earring dangling from my ear. A tiny silver net with a bluegem trapped inside it. Once Burrich had given it to my father. Patience,all unknowing of its significance, had passed it on to me. I did not knowif he wanted me to wear it for the same reason he had given it to myfather. I sensed there was more about it, but he had not told me and Iwould not ask. Still, I waited, expecting a question from him. But he onlyrose and went back to his blankets. I heard him lie down.
 I wished he had asked me the question. It hurt that he hadn't. Ianswered it anyway. "I don't know what I'm going to do," I said into thedarkened room. "All my life, I've always had tasks to do, masters to answerto. Now that I don't ... it's a strange feeling."
 I thought for a time that he wasn't going to reply at all. Then he saidabruptly, "I've known that feeling."
 I looked up at the darkened ceiling. "I've thought of Molly. Often. Doyou know where she went?" 
 "Yes."
 When he said no more than that, I knew better than to ask. "I know thewisest course is to let her go. She believes me dead. I hope that whoevershe went to takes better care of her than I did. I hope he loves her as shedeserves."
 There was a rustling of Burrich's blankets. "What do you mean?" heasked guardedly.
 It was harder to say than I had thought it would be. "She told me whenshe left me that day that there was someone else. Someone that she caredfor as I cared for my king, someone she put ahead of everything andeveryone else in her life." My throat closed up suddenly. I took a breath,willing the knot in my throat away. "Patience was right," I said.
 "Yes, she was," Burrich agreed.
 "I can blame it on no one save myself. Once I knew Molly was safe, Ishould have let her go her own way. She deserves a man who can give her allhis time, all his devotion ...."/P> 
"Yes, she does," Burrich agreed relentlessly. "A shame you didn'trealize that before you had been with her."
 It is quite one thing to admit a fault to yourself. It is another thingentirely to have a friend not only agree with you, but point out the fulldepth of the fault. I didn't deny it, or demand how he knew of it. If Mollyhad told him, I didn't want to know what else she had said. If he haddeduced it on his own, I didn't want to know I had been that obvious. Ifelt a surge of something, a fierceness that made me want to snarl at him.I bit down on my tongue and forced myself to consider what I felt. Guiltand shame that it had ended in pain for her, and made her doubt her worth.And a certainty that no matter how wrong it had been, it had also beenright. When I was sure of my voice, I said quietly, "I will never regretloving her. Only that I could not make her my wife in all eyes as she wasin my heart."
 He said nothing to that. But after a time, that separating silencebecame deafening. I could not sleep for it. Finally I spoke. "So. Tomorrowwe go our own ways, I suppose."
 "I suppose so," Burrich said. After a time, he added, "Good luck." Heactually sounded as if he meant it. As if he realized how much luck I would need.
 I closed my eyes. I was so tired now. So tired. Tired of hurting peopleI loved. But it was done now. Tomorrow Burrich would leave and I would be free. Free to follow my heart's desire, with no intervention from anyone.
 Free to go to Tradeford and kill Regal. 
CHAPTER THREE 
The Quest
 THE SKILL is the traditional magic of the Farseer royalty. While itseems to run strongest in the royal bloodlines, it is not all that rare todiscover it in a lesser strength in those distantly related to the Farseerline, or in those whose ancestry includes both Outlslanders and Six Duchiesfolk. It is a magic of the mind, giving the practitioner the power tocommunicate silently with those at a distance from him. Its possibilitiesare many; at its simplest, it may be used to convey messages, to influencethe thoughts of enemies (or friends) to sway them to one's purposes. Itsdrawbacks are twofold: it requires a great deal of energy to wield it on adaily basis, and it offers to its practitioners an attraction that has beenmisnamed as a pleasure. It is more of a euphoric, one that increases inpower proportionately with the strength and duration of Skilling. It canlure the practitioner into an addiction to Skilling, one which eventuallysaps all mental and physical strength, to leave the mage a great, droolingbabe.
 Burrich left the next morning. When I awoke, he was up and dressed andmoving about the hut, packing his things "It did not take him long. He tookhis personal effects, but left me the lion's share of our provisions. Therehad been no drink the night before, yet we both spoke as softly and movedas carefully as if pained by the morning. We deferred to one another untilit seemed to me worse than if we had not been speaking to one another atall. I wanted to babble apologies, to beg him to reconsider, to dosomething, anything, to keep our friendship from ending this way. At the same time, I wished him gone, wished it over, wished it to be tomorrow, anew day dawning and I alone. I held to my resolution as if gripping thesharp blade of a knife. I suspect he felt something of the same, forsometimes he would stop and look up at me as if about to speak. Then oureyes would meet and hold for a bit, until one or the other of us lookedaside. Too much hovered unspoken between us.
 In a horribly short time he was ready to leave. He shouldered his packand took up a stave from beside the door. I stood staring at him, thinkinghow odd he appeared thus: Burrich the horseman, afoot. The early-summersunlight spilling in the open door showed me a man at the end of his middleyears, the white streak of hair that marked his scar foretelling the graythat had already begun to show in his beard. He was strong and fit, but hisyouth was unquestionably behind him. The days of his full strength he hadspent watching over me.
 "Well," he said gruffly. "Farewell, Fitz. And good luck to you."
 "Good luck to you, Burrich." I crossed the room quickly, and embracedhim before he could step back.
 He hugged me back, a quick squeeze that nearly cracked my, ribs, andthen pushed my hair back from my face. "Go comb your hair. You look like awild man." He almost managed a smile. He turned from me and strode away. Istood watching him go. I thought he would not look back, but on the farside of the pasture, he turned and lifted his hand. I raised mine inreturn. Then he was gone, swallowed into the woods. I sat for a time on thestep, considering the place where I had last seen him. If I kept to myplan, it might be years before I saw him again. If I saw him again. Since Iwas six years old, he had always been a factor in my life. I had alwaysbeen able to count on his strength, even when I didn't want it. Now he wasgone. Like Chade, like Molly, like Verity, like Patience.
 I thought of all I had said to him the night before and shuddered withshame. It had been necessary, I told myself. I had meant to drive him away.But far too much of it had erupted from ancient resentments that hadfestered long inside me. I had not meant to speak of such things. I hadintended to drive him away, not cut him to the bone. Like Molly, he wouldcarry off the doubts I had driven into him. And by savaging Burrich'spride, I had destroyed what little respect Chade had still held for me. Isuppose some childish part of myself had been hoping that someday I couldcome back to them, that someday we would share our lives again. I knew nowwe would not. "It's over," I told myself quietly. "That life is over, letit go." 
 I was free of both of them now. Free of their limitations on me, freeof their ideas of honor and duty. Freed of their expectations. I'd neveragain have to look either of them in the eyes and account for what I haddone. Free to do the only thing I had the heart or the courage left to do,the only thing I could do to lay my old life to rest behind me.
 I would kill Regal.
 It only seemed fair. He had killed me first. The specter of the promiseI had made to King Shrewd, that I would never harm one of his own, rosebriefly to haunt me. I laid it to rest by reminding myself that Regal hadkilled the man who had made that promise, as well as the man I had given itto. That Fitz no longer existed. I would never again stand before old KingShrewd and report the result of a mission, I would not stand as King's Manto loan strength to Verity. Lady Patience would never harry me with a dozentrivial errands that were of the utmost importance to her. She mourned meas dead. And Molly. Tears stung my eyes as I measured my pain. She had leftme before Regal had killed me, but for that loss, too, I held himresponsible. If I had nothing else out of this crust of life Burrich andChade had salvaged for me, I would have revenge. I promised myself thatRegal would look at me as he died, and know that I killed him. This wouldbe no quiet assassination, no silent venture of anonymous poison. I woulddeliver death to Regal myself. I wished to strike like a single arrow, likea thrown knife, going straight to my target unhampered by fears for thosearound me. If I failed, well, I was already dead in every way that matteredto me. It would hurt no one that I had tried. If I died killing Regal, itwould be worth it. I would guard my own life only until I had takenRegal's. Whatever happened after that did not matter.
 Nighteyes stirred, disturbed by some inkling of my thoughts.
 Have you ever considered what it would do to me if you died? Nighteyesasked me.
 I shut my eyes tightly for an instant. But I had considered it.
 What would it do to us if I lived as prey?
 Nighteyes understood. We are hunters. Neither of us was born to be prey.
 I cannot be a hunter if I am always waiting to be prey. And so I musthunt him before he can hunt me.
 He accepted my plans too calmmly. I tried to make him understand all Iintended to do. I did not wish him to simply follow me blindly. 
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 I'm going to kill Regal. And his coterie. I'm going to kill all ofthem, for all they did to me, and all they took from me.
 Regal? There is meat we cannot eat. I do not understand the hunting of men.
 I took my image of Regal and combined it with his images of the animaltrader who had caged him when he was a cub and beat him with a brassboundclub.
 Nighteyes considered that. Once I got away from him, I was smart enoughto stay away from him. To hunt that one is as wise as to go hunting aporcupine.
 I cannot leave this alone, Nighteyes.
 I understand. I am the same about porcupines.
 And so he perceived my vendetta with Regal as equivalent to hisweakness for porcupines. I found myself accepting my stated goals with lessequanimity. Having stated them I could not imagine turning aside foranything else. My words from the night before came back to rebuke me. Whathad happened to all my fine speeches to Burrich, about living a life formyself? Well, I hedged, and perhaps I would, if I survived tying up theseloose ends. It was not that I could not live my own life. It was that Icould not stomach the idea of Regal going about thinking he had defeatedme, yes, and stolen the throne from Verity. Revenge, plain and simple, Itold myself If I was ever going to put the fear and shame behind me, I hadto do this.
 You can come in now, I offered.
 Why would I want to?
 I did not have to turn and see that Nighteyes had already come down tothe hut. He came to sit beside me, then peered into the hut.
 Phew! You fill your den with such stinks, no wonder your nose works sopoorly.
 He crept into the hut cautiously and began a prowling tour of theinterior. I sat on the doorstep, watching him. It had been a time since Ihad looked at him as anything other than an extension of myself. He was full grown now, and at the peak of his strength. Another might say he was agray wolf. To me, he was every color a wolf could be, dark-eyed, dark-muzzled, buff at the base of his ears and throat, his coat peppered withstiff, black guard hairs, especially on his shoulders and the flat of hisrump. His feet were huge, and spread even wider when he ran over crustedsnow. He had a tail that was more expressive than many a woman's face, andteeth and jaws that could easily crack a deer's leg bones. He moved withthat economy of strength that perfectly healthy animals have. Justwatching. him salved my heart. When his curiosity was mostly satisfied, hecame to sit beside me. After a few moments, he stretched out in the sun andclosed his eyes. Keep watch?
 "I'll watch over you," I assured him. His ears twitched at my spokenwords. Then he sank into a sun-soaked sleep.
 I rose quietly and went inside the hut. It took a remarkably short timefor me to take stock of my possessions. Two blankets and a cloak. I had achange of clothes, warm woolly things ill-suited to summer travel. A brush.A knife and whetstone. Flint firestone. A sling. Several small cured hidesfrom game we had taken. Sinew thread. A hand axe. Burrich's looking glass.A small kettle and several spoons. The last were the recent work ofBurrich's whittling. There was a little sack of meal, and one of flour. Theleftover honey. A bottle of elderberry wine.
 Not much to begin this venture with. I was facing a long overlandjourney to Tradeford. I had to survive that before I could plan how to getpast Regal's guards and Skill coterie and kill him. I considered carefully.It was not yet the height of summer. There was time to gather herbs and drythem, time to smoke fish and meat for traveling rations. I needn't gohungry. For now, I had clothing and the other basics. But eventually I'dneed some coin. I had told Chade and Burrich that I could make my own way,on my skills with animals and my scribing skills. Perhaps those abilitiescould get me as far as Tradeford. 
It might have been easier if I could have remained FitzChivalry. I knewboatmen who plied the river trade, and I could have worked my passage toTradeford. But that FitzChivalry had died. He couldn't very well go lookingfor work at the docks. I could not even visit the docks, for fear of beingrecognized. I lifted my hand to my face, recalling what Burrich's lookingglass had shown me. A streak of white in my hair to remind me where Regal'ssoldiers had laid my scalp open. I fingered the new configuration of mynose. There was also a fine seam down my right cheek under my eye, whereRegal's fist had split my face. No one would remember a Fitz who bore thesescars. I would let my beard grow. And if I shaved my hair back from my browas the scribes did, that might be enough change to put off the casualglance. But I would not deliberately venture among those who had known me. 
 I'd be afoot. I'd never made an extended journey on foot.
 Why can't we just stay right here? A sleepy inquiry from Nighteyes.Fish in the creek game in the woods behind the hut. What more do we need?Why must we go?
 I must. I must do this to be a man again.
 You truly believe you wish to be a man again? I sensed his disbeliefbut also his acceptance that I would try. He stretched lazily withoutgetting up, spreading wide the toes of his forepaws. Where are we going?
 Tradeford. Where Regal is. Afar journey up the river.
 Are there wolves there?
 Not in the city itself, I am sure. But there are wolves in Farrow.There are wolves in Buck still, too. Just not around here.
 Save we two, he pointed out. And added, I should like to find wolveswhere we go.
 Then he sprawled over and went back to sleep. That was part of what itmeant to be a wolf, I reflected. He would worry no more until we left. Thenhe would simply follow me and trust his survival to our abilities.
 But I had become too much a man again to do as he did. I began togather provisions the very next day. Despite Nighteyes' protest, I huntedfor more than we needed to eat each day. And when we were successful, I didnot let him gorge, but jerked some of the meat, and smoked some of it. Ihad enough leather skill from Burrich's perpetual harness mending to makemyself soft boots for the summer. I greased my old boots well and set themaside for winter use.
 During the days, while Nighteyes dozed in the sun, I gathered my herbs.Some were the common medicinal herbs I wished to have on hand: willowbark for fever, raspberry root for cough, plantain for infection, nettle forcongestion, and the like. Others were not so wholesome. I made a smallcedar box and filled it. I gathered and stored the poisons as Chade hadtaught me: water hemlock, deathcap mushroom, nightshade, elderberry pith,baneberry, and heart seize. I chose as best I could, for ones that weretasteless and odorless, for ones that could be rendered as fine powders andclear liquids. Also I harvested elfbark, the powerful stimulant Chade had 
used to help Verity survive his sessions of Skilling.
 Regal would be surrounded and protected by his coterie. Will was theone that I most feared, but I would underestimate none of them. I had knownBurl as a big. husky boy and Carrod had been something of a dandy with thegirls. But those days were long past. I had seen what Skill use had made ofWill. It had been long since I had made contact with either Carrod or Burl,and I would make no assumptions about them. They were all trained in theSkill, and though my natural talent had once seemed much stronger thantheirs, I had found out the hard way that they knew ways of using the Skillthat not even Verity had understood. If I were Skill-attacked by them, andsurvived, I would need the elfbark to restore myself.
 I made a second case, large enough to hold my poison box, but otherwisedesigned like a scribe's case, to thus create the guise of a wanderingscribe. The case would proclaim me as that to the chance acquaintance.Quills for pens I obtained from a nesting goose we ambushed. Some of thepowders for pigments I could make, and I fashioned bone tubes and stoppersto hold them. Nighteyes grudgingly furnished me hair for coarse brushes.Finer brushes I attempted with rabbit hair, but with only partialsatisfaction. It was very discouraging. A proper scribe was expected byfolk to have the inks, brushes, and pens of his trade. I reluctantlyconcluded that Patience had been. right when she told me I wrote a finehand, but could not claim the skills of a full scribe. I hoped my supplieswould suffice for any work I might pick up on the way to Tradeford.
 There came a time when I knew I was as well provisioned as I could beand that I should leave soon, to have the summer weather for traveling. Iwas eager for revenge, and yet strangely reluctant to leave this cabin andlife. For the first time that I could recall, I arose from sleep when Iawoke naturally, and ate when I was hungry. I had no tasks save those I setmyself. Surely it would not hurt if I took a bit of time to recover myphysical health. Although the bruises of my dungeon time had long faded,and the only external signs of my injuries were scars, I still felt oddlystiff some mornings. Occasionally, my body would shock me with a twingewhen I leaped after something, or turned my head too quickly. Aparticularly strenuous hunt would leave me trembling and dreading aseizure. It would be wiser, I decided, to be fully healed before I departed.
 So we lingered a time. The days were warm, the hunting was good. As thedays slipped by, I made peace with my body. I was not the physicallyhardened warrior I had been the summer before, but I could keep pace withNighteyes through a night's hunting. When I sprang to make a kill, myactions were quick and sure. My body healed, and I set behind me the painsof the past, acknowledging them, but not dwelling on them. The nightmaresthat had plagued me were shed like the last remnants of Nighteyes' winter 
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coat. I had never known a life so simple. I had finally made peace withmyself.
 No peace lasts long. A dream came to wake me. Nighteyes and I arosebefore dawn, hunted, and together killed a brace of fat rabbits. Thisparticular hillside was riddled with their warrens, and catching enough tofill ourselves had degenerated quickly to a silly game of leaping anddigging. It was past dawn before we left off our play. We flung ourselvesdown in dappling birch shade, fed again from our kills, and drowsed off.Something, perhaps the uneven sunlight on my closed eyelids, plunged meinto a dream.
 I was back in Buckkeep. In the old watchroom, I sprawled on a coldstone floor in the center of a circle of hard-eyed men. The floor beneathmy cheek was sticky-slick with cooling blood. As I panted openmouthed, thesmell and the taste of it combined to fill my senses. They were coming forme again, not just the man with the leather-gloved fists, but Will, elusiveinvisible Will, slipping silently past my walls to creep into my mind."Please, wait, please," I begged them. "Stop, I beg you. I am nothing youneed fear or hate. I'm only a wolf. Just a wolf, no threat to you. I'll doyou no harm, only let me be gone. I'm nothing to you. I'll never troubleyou again. I'm only a wolf." I lifted my muzzle to the sky and howled.
 My own howling woke me.
 I rolled to my hands and knees, shook myself all over and then came tomy feet. A dream, I told myself. Only a dream. Fear and shame washed overme, dirtying me in their passage. In my dream I had pleaded for mercy as Ihad not in reality. I told myself I was no craven. Was I? It seemed I couldstill smell and taste the blood.
 Where are you going? Nighteyes asked lazily. He lay deeper in the shadeand his coat camouflaged him surprisingly well there.
 Water.
 I went to the stream, splashed sticky rabbit blood from my face andhands, and then drank deeply. I washed my face again, dragging my nailsthrough my beard to get the blood out. Abruptly I decided I couldn't standthe beard. I didn't intend to go where I expected to be recognized anyway.I went back to the shepherd's hut to shave.
 At the door, I wrinkled my nose at the musty smell. Nighteyes wasright; sleeping inside had dampened my sense of smell. I could hardlybelieve I had abided in here. I padded in reluctantly, snorting out the man smells. It had rained a few nights ago. Damp had got into my dried meat andsoured some of it. I sorted it out, wrinkling my nose at how far gone itwas. Maggots were working in some of it. As I checked the rest of my meatsupply carefully, I pushed aside a nagging sense of uneasiness. It was notuntil I took out the knife and had to clean a fine dusting of rust from itthat I admitted it to myself.
 It had been days since I had been here.
 Possibly weeks.
 I had no idea of time's passage. I looked at the spoiled meat, at thedust that overlaid my scattered possessions. I felt my beard, shocked athow much it had grown. Burrich and Chade had not left me here days ago. Ithad been weeks. I went to the door of the hut and looked out. Grass stood tall where there had been pathways across the meadow to the stream andBurrich's fishing spot. The spring flowers were long gone, the berriesgreen on the bushes. I looked at my hands, at dirt ingrained in the skin ofmy wrists, old blood caked and dried under my nails. At one time, eatingraw flesh would have disgusted me. Now the notion of cooking meat seemedpeculiar and foreign. My mind veered away and I did not want to confrontmyself. Later, I heard myself pleading, tomorrow, later, go find Nighteyes.
 You are troubled, little brother?
 Yes. I forced myself to add, You cannot help me with this. It is mantrouble, a thing I must solve for myself.
 Be a wolf instead, he advised lazily.
 I did not have the strength to say either yes or no to that. I let itgo by me. I looked down at myself, at my stained shirt and trousers. Myclothing was caked with dirt and old blood, and my trousers tattered offinto rags below my knees. With a shudder, I recalled the Forged ones andtheir ragged garments. What had I become? I tugged at the collar of myshirt and then averted my face from my own stink. Wolves were cleaner thanthis. Nighteyes groomed himself daily.
 I spoke it aloud, and the rustiness of my voice only added to it. "Assoon as Burrich left me here, alone, I reverted to something less than ananimal. No time, no cleanliness, no goals, no awareness of anything saveeating and sleeping. This was what he was trying to warn me about, allthose years. I did just what he had always feared I Would do."
 Laboriously I kindled a fire in the hearth. I hauled water from the 
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stream in many trips and heated as much as I could. The shepherds had lefta heavy rendering kettle at the hut, and this held enough to half-fill awooden trough outside. While the water heated, I gathered soapwort andhorsetail grass. I could not remember that I had ever before been thisdirty. The coarse horsetail grass scrubbed off layers of skin with thegrime before I was satisfied I was clean. There were more than a few fleasfloating in the water. I also discovered a tick on the back of my neck andburned it off with an ember twig from my fire. When my hair was clean, Icombed it out and then bound it back once more in a warrior's tail. I shaved in the glass Burrich had left me, and then stared at the face there.Tanned brow and pale chin.
 By the time I had heated more water and soaked and pounded my clothesclean, I was starting to understand Burrich's fanatical and constantcleanliness. The only way to save what was left of my trousers would be tohem them up at the knee. Even then, there was not much wear left in them. Iextended my spree to my bedding and winter clothing as well, washing themusty smell out of them. I discovered that a mouse had borrowed from mywinter cloak to make a nest. That, too, I mended as well as I could. Ilooked up from draping wet leggings on a bush to find Nighteyes watching me.
 You smell like a man again.
 Is that good or bad?
 Better than smelling like last week's kill. Not so good as smellinglike a wolf. He stood and stretched, bowing low to me and spreading histoes wide against the earth. So. You do wish to be a man after all. Do wetravel soon?
 Yes. We travel west, up the Buck River.
 Oh. He sneezed suddenly, then abruptly fell over on his side, to rollabout on his back in the dust like a puppy. He wiggled happily, working itwell into his coat, and then came to his feet to shake it all out again.His blithe acceptance of my sudden decision was a burden. What was I takinghim into?
 Nightfall found me with every garment I owned and all my bedding stilldamp. I had sent Nighteyes hunting alone. I knew he would not soon return.The moon was full and the night sky clear. Plenty of game would be movingabout tonight. I went inside the hut and built up the fire enough to makehearth cakes from the last of the meal. Weevils had got into the flour andspoiled it. Better to eat the meal now than to waste it similarly. Thesimple cakes with the last of the grainy honey from the pot tasted 
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incredibly good. I knew I had best expand my diet to include more than meatand a handful of greens each day. I made an odd tea from the wild mint andthe tips of the new nettle growth, and that, too, tasted good.
 I brought in an almost-dry blanket and spread it out before the hearth.I lay on it, drowsing and staring into the fire. I quested for Nighteyes,but he disdained to join me, preferring his fresh kill and the soft earthunder an oak at the edge of the meadow. I was as alone, and as human, as Ihad been in months. It felt a little strange, but good.
 It was when I rolled over and stretched that I saw the packet left onthe chair. I knew every item in the hut by heart. This had not been herewhen last I was. I picked it up and snuffed at it, and found Burrich'sscent faintly upon it, and my own. A moment later I realized what I haddone and rebuked myself for it. I had best start behaving as if there werealways witnesses to my actions, unless I wished to be killed as a Wittedone again.
 It was not a large bundle. It was one of my shirts, somehow taken frommy old clothes chest, a soft brown one I'd always favored, and a pair ofleggings. Bundled up inside the shirt was a small earthenware pot ofBurrich's unguent that he used for cuts, burns, and bruises. Four silverbits in a little leather pouch; he'd worked a buck in the stitching on thefront. A good leather belt. I sat staring at the design he'd worked intothat. There was a buck, antlers lowered to fight, similar to the crestVerity had suggested for me. On the belt, it was fending off a wolf.Difficult to miss that message.
 I dressed before the fire, feeling wistful that I had missed his visit,and yet relieved that I had. Knowing Burrich, he'd probably felt much thesame at hiking up here and then finding me gone. Had he brought me thesepresentable clothes because he wanted to persuade me to return with him? Orto wish me well on my way? I tried not to wonder what his intent had been,or his reaction to the abandoned hut. Clothed again, I felt much morehuman. I hung the pouch and my sheath knife from the belt and cinched itaround my waist. I pulled a chair up before the fire and sat in it.
 I stared into the fire. I finally allowed myself to think about mydream. I felt a strange tightening in my chest. Was I a coward? I was notsure. I was going to Tradeford to kill Regal. Would a coward do that?Perhaps, my traitor mind told me, perhaps a coward would, if it was easierthan seeking out one's king. I pushed that thought from my mind.
 It came right back. Was going to kill Regal the right thing to do, ormerely what I wished to do? Why should that matter? Because it did. Maybe I should be going to find Verity instead.
 Silly to think about any of it, until I knew if Verity was still alive.If I could Skill to Verity, I could find out. But I had never been able toSkill predictably. Galen had seen to that, with the abuse that had taken mystrong natural talent for Skill and turned it into a fickle and frustratingthing. Could that be changed? I'd need to be able to Skill well, if Iwanted to get past the coterie to Regal's throat. I'd have to learn tocontrol it. Was the Skill something one could teach oneself to master? Howcould one learn a thing if one did not even know the full scope of it? Allthe ability that Galen had neither beaten into nor out of me, all theknowledge that Verity had never had time to teach me: how was I to learnall that on my own? It was impossible.
 I did not want to think of Verity. That, as much as anything, told methat I should. Verity. My prince. My king now. Linked by blood and theSkill, I had grown to know him as I knew no other man. Being open to theSkill, he had told me, was as simple as not being closed to it. His Skill-warring with the Raiders had become his life, draining away his youth andvitality. He had never had the time to teach me to control my talent, buthe had given me what lessons he could in the infrequent chances he had. HisSkillstrength was such that he could impose a touch on me, and be one withme for days, sometimes weeks. And once, when I had sat in my prince'schair, in his study before his worktable, I had Skilled to him. Before mehad been the tools of his mapmaking and the small personal clutter of theman who waited to be king. That one time, I had thought of him, longed forhim to be home to guide his kingdom, and had simply reached out and Skilledto him. So easily, without preparation or even real intent. I tried to putmyself in that same frame of mind. I had not Verity's desk nor clutter toput him in mind, but if I closed my eyes, I could see my prince. I took abreath and tried to call forth his image.
 Verity was broader of shoulder than I but not quite of my height. Myuncle shared with me the dark eyes and hair of the Farseer family, but hiseyes were set more deeply than mine, and his unruly hair and beard wereshot through with gray. When I was a boy, he had been well muscled andhard, a stocky man who wielded a sword as easily as a pen. These lateryears had wasted him. He had been forced to spend too much time physicallyidle as he used his Skill-strength to defend our coastline from theRaiders. But even as his muscle had dwindled, his Skill-aura had increased,until to stand before him now was like standing before a blazing hearth.When I was in his presence, I was much more aware of his Skill now than hisbody. For his scent, I called to mind the piquancy of the colored inks heused when he made his maps, the smell of fine vellum, and, too, the edge ofelfbark that was often on his breath. "Verity," I said softly aloud, andfelt the word echo within me, bouncing off my walls. 
 I opened my eyes. I could not reach out of myself until I lowered mywalls. Visualizing Verity would do nothing for me until I opened a way for,my Skill to go forth, and his to enter my mind. Very well. That was easyenough. Just relax. Stare into the fire and watch the tiny sparks that rodeupward on the heat. Dancing floating sparks. Relax the vigilance. Forgethow Will had slammed his Skill-strength against that wall and nearly madeit give way. Forget that holding the wall was all that had kept my mind myown while they hammered away at my flesh. Forget that sickening sense ofviolation the time that Justin had forced his way into me. The way Galenhad scarred and crippled my Skill ability the time he had abused hisposition as Skillmaster to force his control on my mind.
 As clearly as if Verity were beside me, I heard again my prince'swords. "Galen has scarred you. You've walls I can't begin to penetrate, andI am strong. You'd have to learn to drop them. That's a hard thing." Andthose words to me had been years ago, before Justin's invasion, beforeWill's attacks. I smiled bitterly. Did they know they had succeeded at un-Skilling me? They'd probably never even given it thought. Someone,somewhere, should make a record of that. Someday a Skilled king might findit handy, to know that if you hurt a Skilled one badly enough with theSkill, you could seal him up inside himself and render him powerless inthat area.
 Verity had never had the time to teach me how to drop those walls.Ironically, he had found a way to show me how to reinforce them, so I couldseal my private thoughts from him when I did not wish to share them.Perhaps that was a thing I had learned too well. I wondered if I would everhave time to unlearn it.
 Time, no time, Nighteyes interrupted wearily. Time is a thing that menmade up to bother themselves with. You think on it until I am dizzy. Why doyou follow these old trails at all? Snuff out a new one that may have somemeat at the end of it. If you want the game, you must stalk it. That isall. You cannot say, To stalk this takes too long, I wish to simply eat. Itis all one. The stalking is the beginning of the eating.
 You do not understand, told him wearily. There are only so many hoursin a day, and only so many days in which I can do this thing.
 Why do you chop your life into bits and give the bits names? Hours,days. It is like a rabbit. If I kill a rabbit, I eat a rabbit. A sleepysnort of disdain. When you leave a rabbit, you chop it up and call it bonesand meat and fur and guts. And so you never have enough.
 So what should I do, O wise master? 
 Stop whining about it and just do it. So I can sleep.
 He gave me a slight mind-nudge, like an elbow in the ribs when acompanion crowds too close to you on the tavern bench. I suddenly realizedhow closely I had been holding our contact these past few weeks. Had been atime when I had rebuked him for always being in my mind. I had not wantedhis company when I was with Molly, and I had tried to explain to him thenthat such times must belong to me alone. Now his nudge made it plain to methat I had been clinging as close to him as he had to me when he was a cub.I firmly resisted my first impulse to clutch at him. Instead I settled backin my chair and looked at the fire.
 I took the walls down. I sat for a time, with my mouth dry, waiting foran attack. When nothing came, I thought carefully, and again lowered mywalls. They believe me dead, I reminded myself. They will not be lying inwait to ambush a dead man. It was still not easy to will my walls down. Fareasier to unsquint my eyes on a day of bright sunlight on the water, or tostand unflinching before a coming blow. But when finally I did it, I couldsense the Skill flowing all about me, parting around me as if I were astone in the current of a river. I had but to plunge into it and I couldfind Verity. Or Will, or Burl, or Carrod. I shuddered and the riverretreated. I steeled myself and returned to it. A long time I stoodteetering on that bank, daring myself to plunge in. No such thing astesting the water with the Skill. In or out. In.
 In, and I was spinning and tumbling, and I felt my self fraying apartlike a piece of rotten hemp rope. Strands peeling and twisting away fromme, all the overlays that made me myself, memories, emotions, the deepthoughts that mattered, the flashes of poetry that one experiences thatstrike deeper than understanding, the random memories of ordinary days, allof it tattering away. It felt so good. All I had to do was let go.
 But that would have made Galen right about me.
 Verity?
 There was no reply. Nothing. He wasn't there.
 I drew back into myself and pulled my entire self about my mind. Icould do it, I found, I could hold myself in the Skill stream and yetmaintain my identity. Why had it always been so hard before? I set thatquestion aside and considered the worst. The worst was that Verity had beenalive and spoken to me, a few short months ago. "Tell them Verity's alive.That's all." And I had, but they had not understood, and no one had taken any action. Yet what could that message have been, if not a plea for help?A call for help from my king had gone unanswered.
 Suddenly that was not a thing to be borne, and the Skill cry that wentout from me was something I felt, as if my very life sprang out of my chestin a questing reach.
 VERITY!
 ... Chivalry?
 No more than a whisper brushing against my consciousness, as slight asa moth battering at a window curtain. It was my turn, this time, to reachand grasp and steady. I flung myself out toward him and found him. Hispresence flickered like a candle flame guttering out in the pool of its ownwax. I knew he would soon be gone. I had a thousand questions. I asked theonly important one.
 Verity. Can you take strength from me, without touching me?
 Fitz? The question more feeble, more hesitant. I thought Chivalry hadcome back ... He teetered on the edge of darkness .... to take this burdenfrom me ....
 Verity, pay attention. Think. Can you take strength from me? Can you doit now?
 I don't ... I can't. Reach. Fitz?
 I remembered Shrewd, drawing strength from me to Skill a farewell tohis son. And how Justin and Serene had attacked him and leeched all his strength away and killed him. How he had died, like a bubble popping. Likea spark winking out.
 VERITY. I flung myself at him, wrapped myself around him, steadied himas he had so often steadied me in our Skill contacts. Take from me, Icommanded him, and opened myself to him. I willed myself to believe in thereality of his hand on my shoulder, tried to recall what it had felt likethe times when he or Shrewd had drawn strength from me. The flame that wasVerity leaped up suddenly, and after a moment burned strong and clean again.
 Enough, he cautioned me, and then more strongly, Be careful, boy!
 No, I'm all right, I can do this, I assured him, and willed my strength 
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to him.
 Enough! he insisted, and drew back from me. It was almost as if westepped slightly apart and considered one another. I could not see hisbody, but I could sense the terrible weariness in him. It was not thehealthy weariness that comes at the end of a day's labor, but the boneweariness of one grinding day piled upon another, with never food enoughnor rest enough in between them.
 I had given him strength, but not health, and he would quickly burn thevitality he had borrowed from me, for it was not true strength any morethan elfbark tea was a sustaining meal.
 Where are you? I demanded of him.
 In the Mountains, he said unwillingly, and added, It is not safe to saymore. We should not Skill at all. There are those who would try to hear us.
 But he did not end the contact, and I knew he was as hungry to askquestions as I was. I tried to think what I could tell him. I could senseno one save ourselves but I was not certain I would know if we were spiedupon. For long moments our contact held simply as an awareness of oneanother. Then Verity warned me sternly, You must be more careful. You willdraw down trouble on yourself. Yet I take heart from this. I have gone longwithout the touch of a friend.
 Then it is worth any risk to myself. I hesitated, then found I couldnot confine the thought within myself. My king. There is something I mustdo. But when it is done, I will come to you.
 I sensed something from him then. A gratitude humbling in itsintensity. I hope I shall still be here if you arrive. Then, more sternly,Speak no names, Skill only if you must. More softly, then, Be careful ofyourself, boy. Be very careful. They are ruthless.
 And then he was gone.
 He had broken the Skill contact off cleanly. I hoped that wherever hewas, he would use the strength I had loaned him to find some food or a safeplace to rest. I had sensed him living as a hunted thing, always wary, everhungry. Prey, much as I was. And something else. An injury, a fever? Ileaned back in my chair, trembling lightly. I knew better than to try tostand. Simply Skilling took strength out of me, and I had opened myself toVerity and let him draw off even more. In a few moments, when the shakinglessened, I would make some elfbark tea and restore myself. For now I sat 
and stared into the fire and thought of Verity.
 Verity had left Buckkeep last autumn. It seemed an eternity ago. WhenVerity had departed, King Shrewd had lived yet, and Verity's wifeKettricken had been pregnant. He had set himself a quest. The Red-ShipRaiders from the OutIslands had assailed our shores for three full years,and all our efforts to drive them away had failed. So Verity, King-in-Waiting for the throne of the Six Duchies, had set out to go to theMountains, there to find our near legendary allies, the Elderlings.Tradition had it that generations ago King Wisdom had sought them out andthey had aided the Six Duchies against. similar raiders. They had alsopromised to return if ever we needed them. And so Verity had left throneand wife and kingdom behind to seek them out and remind them of theirpromise. His aged father, King Shrewd, had remained behind, and also hisyounger brother, Prince Regal.
 Almost the moment Verity was gone, Regal began to move against him. Hecourted the Inland Dukes and ignored the needs of the Coastal Duchies. Isuspected he was the source of the whispered rumors that made mock ofVerity's quest and painted him as an irresponsible fool if not a madman.The coterie of Skill users who should have been sworn to Verity had longbeen corrupted to Regal's service. He used them to announce that Verity haddied while en route to the Mountains, and then proclaimed himself King-in-Waiting. His control over the ailing King Shrewd became absolute; Regal haddeclared he would move his court inland, abandoning Buckkeep in every waythat mattered to the mercies of the Red-Ships. When he announced that KingShrewd and Verity's Queen Kettricken must go with him, Chade had decided wemust act. We knew Regal would suffer neither of them to stand between himand the throne. So we had made our plans to spirit them both away, on thevery evening he declared himself King-in-Waiting.
 Nothing went as planned. The Coastal Dukes had been close to rising upagainst Regal; they had tried to recruit me to their rebellion. I hadagreed to aid their cause, in the hope of keeping Buckkeep as a position ofpower for Verity. Before we could spirit the King away, two coterie membershad killed him. Only Kettricken had fled, and although I had killed thosewho had killed King Shrewd, I myself was captured, tortured, and foundguilty of the Wit magic. Lady Patience, my father's wife, had interceded onmy behalf to no avail. Had Burrich not managed to smuggle poison to me, Iwould have been hung over water and burned. But the poison had been enoughto counterfeit death convincingly. While my soul rode with Nighteyes in hisbody, Patience had claimed my body from the prison cell and buried it.Unbeknownst to her, Burrich and Chade had disinterred me as soon as theysafely could.
 I blinked my eyes and looked away from the flames. The fire had burned low. My life was like that now, all in ashes behind me. There was no way toreclaim the woman I had loved. Molly believed me dead now, and doubtlessviewed my use of Wit magic with disgust. And anyway she left me days beforethe rest of my life had fallen apart. I had known her since we werechildren and had played together on the streets and docks of Buckkeep Town.She had called me Newboy, and assumed I was just one of the children fromthe keep, a stableboy or a scribe's lad. She had fallen in love with mebefore she discovered that I was the Bastard, the illegitimate son that hadforced Chivalry to abdicate the throne. When she found out, I very nearlylost her. But I had persuaded her to trust me, to believe in me, and foralmost a year we had clung to one another, despite every obstacle. Time andagain, I had been forced to put my duty to the King ahead of what we wishedto do. The King had refused me permission to marry; she had accepted that.He had pledged me to another woman. Even that, she had tolerated. She hadbeen threatened and mocked, as "the Bastard's whore." I had been unable toprotect her. But she had been so steadfast through it all ... until one dayshe simply told me there was someone else for her, someone she could love,and put above all else in her life, just as I did my king. And she had leftme. I could not blame her. I could only miss her.
 I closed my eyes. I was tired, nearly exhausted. And Verity had warnedme to Skill no more unless I must. But surely it could not hurt to attempta glimpse of Molly. Just to see her, for a moment, to see that she waswell ... I probably wouldn't even succeed at seeing her. But what could Ihurt by trying, just for a moment?
 It should have been easy. It was effortless to recall everything abouther. I had so often breathed her scent, compounded of the herbs she used toscent her candles and the warmth of her own sweet skin. I knew every nuanceof her voice, and how it went deeper when she laughed. I could recall theprecise line of her jaw, and how she set her chin when she was annoyed withme. I knew the glossy texture of her rich brown hair and the darting glanceof her dark eyes. She had had a way of putting her hands to the sides of myface and holding me firmly while she kissed me .... I lifted my own hand tomy face, wishing I could find her hand there, that I could trap it and holdit forever. Instead I felt the seam of a scar. The foolish tears rose warm in my eyes. I blinked them away, seeing the flames of my fire swim for amoment before my vision steadied. I was tired, I told myself. Too tired totry and find Molly with my Skill. I should try to get some sleep. I triedto set myself apart from these too-human emotions. Yet this was what Ichose when I chose to be a man again. Maybe it was wiser to be a wolf.Surely an animal never had to feel these things.
 Out in the night, a single wolf lifted his nose and howled suddenly upto the sky, piercing the night with his loneliness and despair. 
CHAPTER FOUR
The River Road

 BUCK, THE OLDEST duchy of the Six Duchies, has a coastline thatstretches from just below the Highdowns southward to include the mouth ofthe Buck River and Bay of Buck. Antler Island is included in the Duchy ofBuck. Buck's wealth has two major sources: the rich fishing grounds thatthe coastal folk have always enjoyed, and the shipping trade created bysupplying the Inland Duchies with all they lack via the Buck River. TheBuck River is a wide river, meandering freely in its bed, and oftenflooding the lowlands of Buck during the spring. The current is such thatan ice free channel has always remained open in the river year round, savefor the four severest winters in Buck's history. Not only Buck goods travelup the river to the Inland Duchies, but trade goods from Rippon and Shoaksduchies, not to mention the more exotic items from the Chalced States andthose of the Bingtown Traders. Down the river comes all that the InlandDuchies have to offer, as well as the fine furs and ambers from theMountain Kingdom trade.
 I awoke when Nighteyes nudged my cheek with a cold nose. Even then Idid not startle awake, but became suddenly aware of my surroundings. Myhead pounded and my face felt stiff. The empty bottle from the elderberrywine rolled away from me as I pushed myself to a sitting position on thefloor.
 You sleep too soundly. Are you sick? No. Just stupid.
 I never before noticed that it made you sleep soundly.
 He poked me with his nose again and I pushed him away. I squeezed myeyes shut for a moment, then opened them again, Nothing had improved. Itossed a few more sticks of wood onto the embers of last night's fire. "Isit morning?" I asked sleepily, aloud.
 The light is just starting to change. We should go back to the rabbit warren place.
 You go ahead. I'm not hungry.
 Very well. He started off, then paused in the open doorway. I do notthink that sleeping inside is good for you. Then he was gone, a shifting ofgrayness from the threshold. Slowly I lay down again and closed my eyes. Iwould sleep for just a short time longer.
 When I awoke again, full daylight was streaming in the open door. Abrief Wit-quest found a satiated wolf drowsing in the dappling sunlightbetween two big roots of an oak tree. Nighteyes had small use for brightsunny days. Today I agreed with him, but forced myself back to yesterday'sresolution. I began to set the hut to rights. Then it occurred to me that Iwould probably never see this place again. Habit made me finish sweeping itout anyway. I cleared the ashes from the hearth, and set a fresh armload ofwood there. If anyone did pass this way and need shelter, they would findall ready for them. I gathered up my now dry clothing and set everything Iwould be taking with me on the table. It was pathetically little if one wasthinking of it as all I had. When I considered that I had to carry all ofit on my own back, it seemed plentiful. I went down to the stream to drinkand wash before trying to make it into a manageable pack.
 As I walked back from the stream, I was wondering how disgruntledNighteyes was going to be about traveling by day. I had dropped my extraleggings on the doorstep somehow. I stooped and picked them up as Ientered, tossing them onto the table. I suddenly realized I wasn't alone.
 The garment on the doorstep should have warned me, but I had becomecareless. It had been too long since I had been threatened. I had begun torely too completely on my Wit-sense to let me know when others were around.Forged ones could not be perceived that way. Neither the Wit nor the Skillwould avail me anything against them. There were two of them, both youngmen, and not long Forged by the look of them. Their clothing was mostlyintact, and while they were dirty, it was not the ground-in filth andmatted hair that I had come to associate with the Forged.
 Most of the times I had fought Forged ones it had been winter and theyhad been weakened by privation. One of my duties as King Shrewd's assassinhad been to keep the area around Buckkeep free of them. We had neverdiscovered what magic the Red-Ships used on our folk, to snatch them fromtheir families and return them but hours later as emotionless brutes. We knew only that the sole cure was a merciful death. The Forged ones were theworst of the horrors that the Raiders loosed on us. They left our own kinto prey on us long after their ships were gone. Which was worse: to face your brother, knowing that theft, murder, and rape were perfectlyacceptable to him now, as long as he got what he wished? Or to take up yourknife and go out to hunt him down and kill him?
 I had interrupted the two as they were pawing through my possessions.Hands full of dried meat, they were feeding, each keeping a wary eye on theother. Though Forged ones might travel together, they had absolutely noloyalty to anyone. Perhaps the company of other humans was merely a habit.I had seen them turn savagely upon one another to dispute ownership of someplunder, or merely when they had become hungry enough. But now they swungtheir gazes to me, considering. I froze where I was. For a moment, no onemoved.
 They had the food and all my possessions. There was no reason for themto attack me, as long as I didn't challenge them. I eased back toward thedoor, stepping slowly and carefully, keeping my hands down and still. Justas if I had come up on a bear on its kill, so I did not look directly atthem as I gingerly eased back from their territory. I was nearly clear ofthe door when one lifted a dirty hand to point at me. "Dreams too loud!" hedeclared angrily. They both dropped their plunder and sprang after me. 
I whirled and fled, smashing solidly chest to chest with one who wasjust coming in the door. He was wearing my extra shirt and little else. Hisarms closed around me almost reflexively. I did not hesitate. I could reachmy belt knife and did, and punched it into his belly a couple of timesbefore he fell back from me. He curled over with a roar of pain as I shovedpast him.
 Brother! I sensed, and knew Nighteyes was coming, but he was too faraway, up on the ridge. A man hit me solidly from behind and I went down. Irolled in his grip, screaming in hoarse terror as he suddenly awakened inme every searing memory of Regal's dungeon. Panic came over me like asudden poison. I plunged back into nightmare. I was too terrified to move.My heart hammered, I could not take a breath, my hands were numb, I couldnot tell if I still gripped my knife. His hand touched my throat.Frantically I flailed at him, thinking only of escape, of evading thattouch. His companion saved me, with a savage kick that grazed my side as Ithrashed and connected solidly with the ribs of the man on top of me. Iheard him gasp out his air, and with a wild shove I had him off me. Irolled clear, came to my feet, and fled.
 I ran powered by fear so intense I could not think. I heard one manclose behind me, and thought I could hear the other behind him. But I knewthese hills and pastures now as my wolf knew them. I took them up the steephill behind the cottage and before they could crest it I changed directionand went to earth. An oak had fallen during the last of the winter's wild storms, rearing up a great wall of earth with its tangled roots, and takinglesser trees down with it. It had made a fine tangle of trunks andblanches, and let a wide slice of sunlight into the forest. Theblackberries had sprung up rejoicing and overwhelmed the fallen giant. Iflung myself to the earth beside it. I squirmed on my belly through thethorniest part of the blackberry canes, into the darkness beneath the oak'strunk, and then lay completely still.
 I heard their angry shouting as they searched for me. In a panic Ithrew up my mental walls as well. "Dreams too loud," the Forged one hadaccused me. Well, Chade and Verity had both suspected that Skilling drewthe Forged ones. Perhaps the keenness of feeling it demanded and theoutreaching of that feeling in Skill touched something in them and remindedthem of all they had lost.
 And made them want to kill whomever could still feel? Maybe.
 Brother?
 It was Nighteyes, muted somehow, or at a very great distance. I daredopen to him a bit.
 I'm all right. Where are you?
 Right here. I heard a rustling and suddenly he was there, bellyingthrough to me. He touched his nose to my cheek. Are you hurt?
 "No." I ran away.
 Wise, he observed, and I could sense that he meant it.
 But I could sense too that he was surprised. He had never seen me fleefrom Forged ones. Always before I had stood and fought, and he had stoodand fought beside me. Well, those times I had usually been well armed andwell fed, and they had been starved and suffering from the cold. Threeagainst one when you've only a belt knife as a weapon are bad odds, even ifyou know a wolf is coming to help you. There was nothing of cowardice init. Any man would have done so. I repeated the thought several times tomyself.
 It's all right, be soothed me. Then he added, Don't you want to comeout?
 In a while. When they've gone, I hushed him. 
 They've been gone a long time, now, he offered me. They left while thesun was still high.
 I just want to be sure.
 I am sure. I watched them go, I followed them. Come out, little brother.
 I let him coax me out of the brambles. I found when I emerged that thesun was almost setting. How many hours had I spent in there, sensesdeadened, like a snail pulled into its shell? I brushed dirt from the frontof my formerly clean clothes. There was blood there as well, the blood ofthe young man in the doorway. I'd have to wash my clothes again, I thoughtdumbly. For a moment I thought of hauling the water and heating it, ofscrubbing out the blood, and then I knew I could not go into the hut and betrapped in there again.
 Yet the few possessions I had were there: Or whatever the Forged oneshad left of them.
 By moonrise I had found the courage to approach the hut. It was a goodfull moon, lighting up the wide meadow before the hut. For some time Icrouched on the ridge, peering down and watching for any shadows that mightmove. One man was lying in the deep grass near the door of the hut. Istared at him for a long time, looking for movement.
 He's dead. Use your nose, Nighteyes recommended.
 That would be the one I had met coming out the door. My knife must havefound something vital; he had not gone far. Still, I stalked him throughthe darkness as carefully as if he were a wounded bear. But soon I smelledthe sweetish stench of something dead left all day in the sun. He wassprawled facedown in the grass. I did not turn him over, but made a widecircle around him.
 I peered through the window of the hut, studying the still darkness ofthe interior for some minutes.
 There's no one in there, Nighteyes reminded me impatiently.
 You are sure?
 As sure as I am that I have a wolf's nose and not a useless lump offlesh beneath my eyes. My brother. 
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 He let the thought trail off, but I could feel his wordless anxiety forme. I almost shared it. A part of me knew there was little to fear, thatthe Forged ones had taken whatever they wanted and moved on. Another partcould not forget the weight of the man upon me, and the brushing force ofthat kick. I had been pinned like that against the stone floor of a dungeonand pounded, fist and boot, and I had not been able to do anything. Nowthat I had that memory back, I wondered how I would live with it.
 I did, finally, go into the hut. I even forced myself to kindle alight, once my groping hands had found my flint. My hands shook as Ihastily gathered what they had left me and bundled it into my cloak. Theopen door behind me was a threatening black gap through which they mightcome at any moment. Yet if I closed it, I might be trapped inside. Not evenNighteyes keeping watch on the doorstep could reassure me.
 They had taken only what they had immediate use for. Forged ones didnot plan beyond each moment. All the dried meat had been eaten or flungaside. I wanted none of what they had touched. They had opened my scribe'scase, but lost interest when they found nothing to eat in there. My smallerbox of poisons and herbs they had probably assumed held my scribe's colorpots. It had not been tampered with. Of my clothes, only the one shirt hadbeen taken, and I had no interest in reclaiming it. I'd punched its bellyfull of holes anyway. I took what was left and departed. I crossed themeadow and climbed to the top of the ridge, where I had a good view in alldirections. There I sat down and with trembling hands packed what I hadleft for traveling. I used my winter cloak to wrap it, and tied the bundletightly with leather thongs. A separate strapping allowed me to sling itover a shoulder. When I had more light, I could devise a better way tocarry it.
 "Ready?" I asked Nighteyes.
 Do we hunt now?
 No. We travel. I hesitated. Are you very hungry?
 A bit. Are you in so much of a hurry to be away from here?
 I didn't need to think about that. "Yes. I am."
 Then do not be concerned. We can both travel and hunt.
 I nodded, then glanced up at the night sky. I found the Tiller in thenight sky, and took a bearing off it. "That way," I said, pointing down the far side of the ridge. The wolf made no reply, but simply rose and trottedpurposefully off in the direction I had pointed. I followed, ears prickedand all senses keen for anything that might move in the night. I movedquietly and nothing followed us. Nothing followed me at all, save my fear.
 The night traveling became our pattern. I had planned to travel by dayand sleep by night. But after that first night of trotting through thewoods behind Nighteyes, following whichever game trails led in a generallycorrect direction, I decided it was better. I could not have slept by nightanyway. For the first few days I even had trouble sleeping by day. I wouldfind a vantage point that still offered us concealment and lie down,certain of my exhaustion. I would curl up and close my eyes and then liethere, tormented by the keenness of my own senses. Every sound, every scentwould jolt me back to alertness, and I could not relax again until I hadarisen to assure myself there was no danger. After a time, even Nighteyescomplained of my restlessness. When finally I did fall asleep, it was onlyto shudder awake at intervals, sweating and shaking. Lack of sleep by daymade me miserable by night as I trotted along in Nighteyes' wake.
 Yet those sleepless hours and the hours when I trotted after Nighteyes,head pounding with pain, those were not wasted hours. In those hours Inurtured my hatred of Regal and his coterie. I honed it to a fine edge.This was what he had made of me. Not enough that he had taken from me mylife, my lover; not enough that I must avoid the people and places I caredabout, not enough the scars I bore and the random tremblings that overtookme. No. He had made me this, this shaking, frightened rabbit of a man. Ihad not even the courage to recall all he had done to me, yet I knew thatwhen push came to shove, those memories would rise up and reveal themselvesto unman me. The memories I could not summon by day lurked as fragments ofsounds and colors and textures that tormented me by night. The sensation ofmy cheek against cold stone slick with a thin layer of my warm blood. Theflash of light that accompanied a man's fist striking the side of my head.The guttural sounds men make, the hooting and grunting that issues fromthem as they watch someone being beaten. Those were the jagged edges thatsliced through my efforts at sleep. Sandy-eyed and trembling, I would lieawake beside the wolf and think of Regal. Once I had had a love that I hadbelieved would carry me through anything. Regal had taken that from me. NowI nurtured a hatred fully as strong.
 We hunted as we traveled. My resolution to always cook the meat soonproved futile. I managed a fire perhaps one night out of three, and only ifI could find a hollow where it would not attract attention. I did not,however, allow myself to sink down to being less than a beast. I keptmyself clean, and took as much care with my clothing as our rough lifeallowed me: 
 My plan for our journey was a simple one. We would travel cross-countryuntil we struck the Buck River. The river road paralleled it up to Turlake.A lot of people traveled the road; it might be difficult for the wolf toremain unseen, but it was the swiftest way. Once there, it was but a shortdistance to Tradeford on the Vin River. In Tradeford, I would kill Regal.
 That was the total sum of my plan. I refused to consider how I wouldaccomplish any of this. I refused to worry about all I did not know. Iwould simply move forward, one day at a time, until I had met my goals.That much I had learned from being a wolf.
 I knew the coast from a summer of manning an oar on Verity's warshipthe Rurisk, but I was not personally familiar with the inlands of BuckDuchy. True, I had traveled through it once before, on the way to theMountains for Kettricken's pledging ceremony. Then I had been part of thewedding caravan, well mounted and well provisioned. But now I traveledalone and on foot, with time to consider what I saw. We crossed some wildcountry, but much, too, had once been summer pasturage for flocks of sheep,goats, and cattle. Time after time, we traversed meadows chest high inungrazed grasses, to find shepherds' huts cold and deserted since lastautumn. The flocks we did see were small ones, not nearly the size offlocks I recalled from previous years. I saw few swineherds and goose-girlscompared with my first journey through this area. As we drew closer to theBuck River, we passed grainfields substantially smaller than I recalled,with much good land given back to wild grasses, not even plowed.
 It made small sense to me. I had seen this happening along the coast,where farmers' flocks and crops had been repeatedly destroyed by the raids.In recent years, whatever did not go to the Red-Ships in fire or plunderwas taken by taxes to fund the warships and soldiers that scarcelyprotected them. But upriver, out of the Raiders' reach, I had thought tofind Buck more prosperous. It disheartened me.
 We soon struck the road that followed the Buck River. There was much less traffic than I recalled, both on the road and the river. Those weencountered on the road were brusque and unfriendly, even when Nighteyeswas out of sight. I stopped once at a farmstead to ask if I might draw coldwater from their well. It was allowed me, but no one called off thesnarling dogs as I did so, and when my waterskin was full, the woman toldme I'd best be on my way. Her attitude seemed to be the prevailing one.
 And the farther I went, the worse it became. The travelers Iencountered on the roads were not merchants with wagons of goods or farmerstaking produce to market. Instead they were ragged families, often with allthey possessed in a pushcart or two. The eyes of the adults were hard andunfriendly, while those of the children were often stricken and empty. Any hopes I had had of finding daywork along this road were soon surrendered.Those who still possessed homes and farms guarded them jealously. Dogsbarked in the yards and farm workers guarded the young crops from thievesafter dark. We passed several "beggar towns," clusters of makeshift hutsand tents alongside the road. By night, bonfires burned brightly in themand cold-eyed adults stood guard with staffs and pikes. By day, childrensat along the road and begged from passing travelers. I thought Iunderstood why the merchant wagons I did see were so well guarded.
 We had traveled on the road for several nights, ghosting silentlythrough many small hamlets before we came to a town of any size. Dawnovertook us as we approached the outskirts. When some early merchants witha cart of caged chickens overtook us, we knew it was time to get out ofsight. We settled for the daylight hours on a small rise that let us lookdown on a town built half out onto the river. When I could not sleep, I satand watched the commerce on the road below us. Small boats and large weretied at the docks of the town. Occasionally the wind brought me the shoutsof the crews unloading from the ships. Once I even heard a snatch of song.To my surprise, I found myself drawn to my own kind. I left Nighteyessleeping, but only went as far as the creek at the foot of the hill. I setmyself to washing out my shirt and leggings.
 We should avoid this place. They will try to kill you if you go there,Nighteyes offered helpfully. He was sitting on a creek bank beside me,watching me wash myself as evening darkened the sky. My shirt and leggingswere almost dry. I had been attempting to explain to him why I wished tohave him wait for me while I went into the town to the inn there.
 Why would they want to kill me?
 We are strangers, coming into their hunting grounds. Why shouldn't theytry to kill us?
 Humans are not like that, I explained patiently.
 No. You are right. They will probably just put you in a cage and beat you.
 No they won't, I insisted firmly to cover my own fears that perhapssomeone might recognize me.
 They did before, he insisted. Both of us. And that was your own pack.
 I could not deny that. So I promised, I will be very, very careful. Ishall not be long. I just want to go listen to them talk for a bit, to find out what is happening.
 Why should we care what is happening to them? What is happening to usis that we are neither hunting, nor sleeping, nor traveling. They are notpack with us.
 It may tell us what to expect, farther on our journey. I may find outif the roads are heavily traveled, if there is work I can take for a day orso to get a few coins. That sort of thing.
 We could simply travel on and find out for ourselves, Nighteyes pointedout stubbornly.
 I dragged on my shirt and leggings over my damp skin. I combed my hairback with my fingers, squeezed the moisture from it. Habit made me tie itback in a warrior's tail. Then I bit my lip, considering. I had planned torepresent myself as a wandering scribe. I took it out of its tail and shookit loose. It came almost to my shoulders. A bit long for a scribe's hair.Most of them kept their hair short, and shaved it back from the brow lineto keep it from their eyes when they worked. Well, with my untrimmed beardand shaggy hair, perhaps I could be taken for a scribe who had been longwithout work. Not a good recommendation for my skills, but given the poorsupplies I had, perhaps that was best.
 I tugged my shirt straight to make myself presentable. I fastened mybelt, checked to be sure my knife sat securely in its sheath, and thenhefted the paltry weight of my purse. The flint in it weighed more than thecoins. I did have the four silver bits from. Burrich. A few months ago itwould not have seemed like much money. Now it was all I had, and I resolvednot to spend it unless I must. The only other wealth I had was the earringBurrich had given me and the pin from Shrewd. Reflexively my hand went tothe earring. As annoying as it could be when we were hunting through densebrush, the touch of it always reassured me. Likewise the pin in the collarof my shirt.
 The pin that wasn't there.
 I took the shirt off and checked the entire collar, and then thecomplete garment. I methodically kindled a small fire for light. Then Iundid my bundle completely and went through everything in it, not once, buttwice. This despite my almost certain knowledge of where the pin was. Thesmall red ruby in its nest of silver was in the collar of a shirt worn by adead man outside the shepherd's hut. I was all but certain, and yet I couldnot admit it to myself. All the while I searched, Nighteyes prowled in anuncertain circle around my fire, whining in soft agitation about an anxiety he sensed but could not comprehend. "Shush!" I told him irritably, andforced my mind to go back over the events as if I were going to report toShrewd.
 The last time I could remember having the pin was the night I haddriven Burrich and Chade away. I had taken it out of the shirt's collar andshowed it to them both, and then sat looking at it. Then I had put it back.I could not recall handling it since then. I could not recall taking it outof the shirt when I washed it. It seemed I should have jabbed myself withit when I washed it if it was still there. But I usually pushed the pininto a seam where it would hold tighter. It had seemed safer so. I had noway of knowing if I had lost it hunting with the wolf, or if it was stillin the shirt the dead man wore. Perhaps it had been left on the table, andone of the Forged ones had picked up the bright thing when they pawedthrough my possessions.
 It was just a pin, I reminded myself. With a sick longing I wished Iwould suddenly see it, caught in the lining of my cloak or tumbled insidemy boot. In a sudden flash of hope, I checked inside both boots again. Itstill wasn't there. Just a pin, just a bit of worked metal and a gleamingstone. Just the token King Shrewd had given me when he claimed me, when hecreated a bond between us to replace the blood one that could never belegitimately recognized. Just a pin, and all I had left of my king and mygrandfather. Nighteyes whined again, and I felt an irrational urge to snarlback at, him. He must have known that, but still he came, flipping my elbowup with his nose and then burrowing his head under my arm until his greatgray head was up against my chest and my arm around his shoulders. Hetossed his nose up suddenly, clacking his muzzle painfully against my chin.I hugged him hard, and he turned to rub his throat against my face. Theultimate gesture of trust, wolf to wolf, that baring of the throat toanother's possible snarl. After a moment I sighed, and the pain of loss Ifelt over the thing was less.
 It was just a thing from a yesterday? Nighteyes wondered hesitantly. Athing no longer here? It is not a thorn in your paw, or a pain in yourbelly?
 "Just a thing from yesterday," I had to agree. A pin that had beengiven to a boy who no longer existed by a man who had died. Perhaps it wasas well, I thought to myself. One less thing that might connect me toFitzChivalry the Witted. I ruffled the fur on the back of his neck, thenscratched behind his ears. He sat up beside me, then nudged me to get me torub his ears again. I did, thinking as I did so. Perhaps I should take offBurrich's earring and keep it concealed in my pouch. But I knew I wouldnot. Let it be the one link I carried forward from that life to this one. "Let me up," I told the wolf, and he reluctantly stopped leaning on me. 
Methodically I repacked my possessions into a bundle and fastened it, thentrampled out the tiny fire.
 "Shall I come back here or meet you on the other side of town?"
 Other side?
 If you circle about the town and then come back toward the river, youwill find more of the road there, I explained. Shall we find one anotherthere?
 That would be good. The less time we spend near this den of humans, thebetter.
 Fine, then. I shall find you there before morning, I told him.
 More likely, I shall find you, numb nose. And I shall have a full bellywhen I do.
 I had to concede that was likelier.
 Watch out for dogs, I warned him as he faded into the brush.
 You watch out for men, he rejoined, and then was lost to my senses savefor our Wit bond.
 I slung my pack over my shoulder and made my way down to the road. Itwas full dark now. I had intended to reach town before dark and stop at atavern for the talk and perhaps a mug, and then be on my way. I had wantedto walk through the market square and listen in on the talk of themerchants. Instead I walked into a town that was mostly abed. The marketwas deserted save for a few dogs nosing in the empty stalls for scraps. Ileft the square and turned my steps toward the river. Down there I wouldfind inns and taverns aplenty to accommodate the river trade. A few torchesburned here and there throughout the town, but most of the light in thestreets was what spilled from poorly shuttered windows. The roughly cobbledstreets were not well kept up. Several times I mistook a hole for a shadowand nearly stumbled. I stopped a town watchman before he could stop me, toask him to recommend a waterfront inn to me. The Scales, he told me, was asfair and honest to travelers as its name implied, and was easily found aswell. He warned me sternly that begging was not tolerated there, and thatcutpurses would be lucky if a beating was all they got. I thanked him forhis warnings and went on my way. 
 I found the Scales as easily as the watchman had said I would. Lightspilled out from its open door, and with it the voices of two women singinga merry round. My heart cheered at the friendly sound of it, and I enteredwithout hesitation. Within the stout walls of mud brick and heavy timberswas a great open room, low-ceilinged and rich with the smells of meat andsmoke and riverfolk. A cooking hearth at one end of the room had a finespit of meat in its maw, but most folk were gathered at the cooler end ofthe room on this fine summer evening. There the two minstrels had draggedchairs up on top of a table and were twining their voices together. A gray-haired fellow with a harp, evidently part of their group, was sweating atanother table as he fastened a new string to his instrument. I judged thema master and two journey singers, possibly a family group. I stood watchingthem sing together, and my mind went back to Buckkeep and the last time Ihad heard music and seen folk gathered together. I did not realize I wasstaring until I saw one of the women surreptitiously elbow the other andmake a minute gesture at me. The other woman rolled her eyes, then returnedmy look. I looked down, reddening. I surmised I had been rude and turned my eyes away.
 I stood on the outskirts of the group, and joined in the applause whenthe song ended. The fellow with the harp was ready by then, and he coaxedthem into a gentler tune, one with the steady rhythm of oars as its beat.The women sat on the edge of the table, back to back, their long black hairmingling as they sang. Folk sat down for that one, and some few moved totables against the wall for quiet talk. I watched the man's fingers on thestrings of the harp, marveling at the swiftness of his fingers. In a momenta red-cheeked boy was at my elbow, asking what I would have. Just a mug ofale, I told him, and swiftly he was back with it and the handful of coppersthat were the remains of my silver piece. I found a table not too far fromthe minstrels, and rather hoped someone would be curious enough to join me.But other than a few glances from obviously regular customers, no oneseemed much interested in a stranger. The minstrels ended their song andbegan talking amongst themselves. A glance from the older of the two womenmade me realize I was staring again. I put my eyes on the table.
 Halfway down the mug, I realized I was no longer accustomed to ale,especially not on an empty stomach. I waved the boy back to my table andasked for a plate of dinner. He brought me a fresh cut of meat from thespit with a serving of stewed root vegetables and broth spilled over it.That and a refilling of my mug took away most of my copper pieces. When Iraised my eyebrows over the prices, the boy looked surprised. "It's halfwhat they'd charge you at the Yardarm Knot, sir," he told me indignantly."And the meat is good mutton, not someone's randy old goat come to a badend."
 I tried to smooth things over, saying, "Well, I suppose a silver bit just doesn't buy what it used to."
 "Perhaps not, but it's scarcely my fault," he observed cheekily, andwent back to his kitchens.
 "Well, there's a silver bit gone faster than I expected," I chidedmyself.
 "Now that's a tune we all know," observed the harper. He was sittingwith his back to his own table, apparently watching me as his two partnersdiscussed some problem they were having with a pipe. I nodded at him with asmile, and then spoke aloud when I noticed that his eyes were hazed over gray.
 "I've been away from the river road for a while. A long while,actually, about two years. The last time I was through here, inns and foodwere less expensive."
 "Well, I'd wager you could say that about anywhere in the Six Duchies,at least the coastal ones. The saying now is that we get new taxes moreoften than we get a new moon." He glanced about us as if he could see, andI guessed he had not been blind long. "And the other new saying is thathalf the taxes go to feed the Farrowmen who collect them."
 "Josh!" one of his partners rebuked him, and he turned to her with asmile. 
"You can't tell me there are any about just now, Honey. I've a nosethat could smell a Farrowman at a hundred paces."
 "And can you smell who you are talking to, then?" she asked him wryly.Honey was the older of the two women, perhaps my age.
 "A lad a bit down on his luck, I'd say. And therefore, not some fatFarrowman come to collect taxes. Besides, I knew he couldn't be one ofBright's collectors the moment he started sniveling over the price ofdinner. When have you known one of them to pay for anything at an inn ortavern?"
 I frowned to myself at that. When Shrewd had been on the throne,nothing was taken by his soldiers or tax collectors without some recompenseoffered. Evidently it was a nicety Lord Bright did not observe, at least inBuck. But it did recall me to my own manners. 
 "May I offer to refill your mug, Harper Josh? And those of yourcompanions as well?"
 "What's this?" asked the old man, between a smile and a raised eyebrow."You growl about spending coin to fill your belly, but you'd put it downwillingly to fill mugs for us?"
 "Shame to the lord that takes a minstrel's songs, and leaves theirthroat dry from the singing of it," I replied with a smile.
 The women exchanged glances behind Josh's back, and Honey asked me withgentle mockery, "And when were you last a lord, young fellow?"
 " 'Tis but a saying," I said after a moment, awkwardly. "But I wouldn'tgrudge the coin for the songs I've heard, especially if you've a bit ofnews to go with it. I'm headed up the river road; have you perchance justcome down?"
 "No, we're headed up that way ourselves," put in the younger womanbrightly. She was perhaps fourteen, with startlingly blue eyes. I saw theother woman make a hushing motion at her. She introduced them. "As you'veheard, good sir, this is Harper Josh, and I am Honey. My cousin is Piper.And you are ... ?"
 Two blunders in one short conversation. One, to speak as if I stillresided at Buckkeep and these were visiting minstrels, and the other, tohave no name planned out. I searched my mind for a name, and then after abit too much of a pause, blurted out; "Cob." And then wondered with ashiver why I had taken to myself the name of a man I'd known and killed.
 "Well ... Cob," and Honey paused before saying the name just as I had,"we might have a bit of news for you, and we'd welcome a mug of anything,whether you're lately a lord or not. Just who are you hoping we won't haveseen on the road looking for you?"
 "Beg pardon?" I asked quietly, and then lifted my own empty mug tosignal the kitchen boy.
 "He's a runaway prentice, Father," Honey told her father with greatcertainty. "He carries a scribe's case strapped to his bundle, but hishair's grown out, and there's not even a dot of ink on his fingers." Shelaughed at the chagrin on my face, little guessing the cause. "Oh, come ...Cob, I'm a minstrel. When we aren't singing, we're witnessing anything wecan to find a deed to base a song on. You can't expect us not to noticethings." 
 "I'm not a runaway apprentice," I said quietly, but had no ready lie tofollow the statement. How Chade would have rapped my knuckles over thisblundering!
 "We don't care if you are, lad," Josh comforted me. "In any case, wehaven't heard any cry of angry scribers looking for lost apprentices. Thesedays, most would be happy if their bound lads ran away ... one less mouthto feed in hard times."
 "And a scriber's boy scarcely gets a broken nose or a scarred face likethat from a patient master," Piper observed sympathetically. "So smallblame to you if you did run away."
 The kitchen boy came at last, and they were merciful to my flat purse,ordering no more than mugs of beer for themselves. First Josh, and then thewomen came to share my table. The kitchen boy must have thought better ofme for treating the minstrels well, for when he brought their mugs, herefilled mine as well, and did not charge me for it. Still, it brokeanother silver bit to coppers to pay for their drinks. I tried to bephilosophical about it, and reminded myself to leave a copper bit for theboy when I left.
 "So, then," I began when the boy had left, "what news from downriver,then?"
 "And have not you just come from there yourself?" Honey asked tartly.
 "No, my lady, in truth I had come cross-country, from visiting someshepherd friends," I extemporized. Honey's manner was beginning to wear on me.
 " `My lady,' " she said softly to Piper and rolled her eyes. Pipergiggled. Josh ignored them.
 "Downriver is much the same as up these days, only more so," he toldme. "Hard times, and harder to come for those who farm. The food grain wentto pay the taxes, so the seed grain went to feed the children. So only whatwas left went into the fields, and no man grows more by planting less. Sameis true for the flocks and herds. And no signs that the taxes will be lessthis harvest. And even a goose-girl that can't cipher her own age knowsthat less take away more leaves naught but hunger on the table. It's worstalong the salt water. If a person goes out fishing, who knows what willhappen to home before he returns? A farmer plants a field, knowing it won'tyield enough both for taxes and family, and that there will be less than half of it left standing if the Red-Ships come to pay a call. There's beena clever song made about a farmer who tells the tax collector that the Red-Ships have already done his job for him."
 "Save that clever minstrels don't sing it," Honey reminded him tartly.
 "Red-Ships raid Buck's coast as well, then," I said quietly.
 Josh gave a snort of bitter laughter. "Buck, Beams, Rippon, orShoaks ... I doubt the Red-Ships care where one duchy ends and anotherbegins. If the sea brushes up against it, they'll raid there."
 "And our ships?" I asked softly.
 "The ones that have been taken away from us by the Raiders are doingvery well. Those left defending us, well, they are as successful as gnatsat bothering cattle."
 "Does no one stand firm for Buck these days?" I asked, and heard thedespair in my own voice.
 "The Lady of Buckkeep does. Not only firm, but loud. There's some assay all she does is cry out and scold, but others know that she doesn'tcall on them to do what she hasn't already done herself." Harper Josh spokeas if he knew this at first hand.
 I was mystified, but did not wish to appear too ignorant. "Such as?"
 "Everything she can. She wears no jewelry at all anymore. It's all beensold and put toward paying patrol ships. She sold off her own ancestrallands, and put the money to paying mercenaries to man the towers. It's saidshe sold the necklace given her by Prince Chivalry, his grandmother'srubies, to King Regal himself, to buy grain and timber for Buck villagesthat wanted to rebuild."
 "Patience," I whispered. I had seen those rubies once, long ago, whenwe had first been getting to know one another. She had deemed them tooprecious even to wear, but she had shown them to me and told me someday mybride might wear them. Long ago. I turned my head aside and struggled tocontrol my face.
 "Where have you been sleeping this past year ... Cob, that you knownone of this?" Honey demanded sarcastically. 
 "I have been away," I said quietly. I turned back to the table andmanaged to meet her eyes. I hoped my face showed nothing.
 She cocked her head and smiled at me. "Where?" she countered brightly.
 I did not like her much at all. "I've been living by myself, in theforest," I said at last.
 "Why?" She smiled at me as she pressed me. I was certain she knew howuncomfortable she was making me.
 "Obviously, because I wished to," I said. I sounded so much likeBurrich when I said it, I almost looked over my shoulder for him.
 She made a small mouth at me, totally unrepentant, but Harper Josh sethis mug down on the table a bit firmly. He said nothing, and the look hegave her from his blind eyes was no more than a flicker, but she subsidedabruptly. She folded her hands at the edge of the table like a rebukedchild, and for a moment I thought her quashed, until she looked up at mefrom under her lashes. Her eyes met mine directly, and the little smile sheshot me was defiant. I looked away from her, totally mystified as to whyshe wished to peck at me like this. I glanced at Piper, only to find herface bright red with suppressed laughter. I looked down at my hands on thetable, hating the blush that suddenly flooded my face.
 In an effort to start the conversation again, I asked, "Are there anyother new tidings from Buckkeep?"
 Harper Josh gave a short bark of laughter. "Not much new misery totell. The tales are all the same, with only the names of the villages andtowns different. Oh, but there is one small bit, a rich one. Word is nowthat King Regal will hang the Pocked Man himself."
 I had been swallowing a sip of ale. I choked abruptly and demanded,"What?"
 "It's a stupid joke," Honey declared. "King Regal has had it criedabout that he will give gold coin reward to any who can turn over to him acertain man, much scarred with the pox, or silver coin to any man who cangive information as to where he may be found."
 "A pox-scarred man? Is that all the description?" I asked carefully. "He is said to be skinny, and gray-haired, and to sometimes disguise 
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himself as a woman." Josh chuckled merrily, never guessing how his wordsturned my bowels to ice. "And his crime is high treason. Rumor says theKing blames him for the disappearance of Queen-in-Waiting Kettricken andher unborn child. Some say he is just a cracked old man who claims to havebeen an adviser to Shrewd, and as such he has written to the Dukes of theCoastal Duchies, bidding them be brave, that Verity shall return and hischild inherit the Farseer throne. But rumor also says, with as much wit,that King Regal hopes to hang the Pocked Man and thus end all bad luck inthe Six Duchies." He chuckled again, and I plastered a sick smile on myface and nodded like a simpleton.
 Chade, I thought to myself. Somehow Regal had picked up Chade's trail.If he knew he was pox scarred, what else might he know? He had obviouslyconnected him to his masquerade as Lady Thyme. I wondered where Chade wasnow, and if he was all right. I wished with sudden desperation that I knewwhat his plans had been, what plot he had excluded me from. With a suddensinking of heart, my perception of my actions flopped over. Had I drivenChade away from me to protect him from my plans, or had I abandoned himjust when he needed his apprentice?
 "Are you still there, Cob? I see your shadow still, but your place atthe table's gone very quiet."
 "Oh, I'm here, Harper Josh!" I tried to put some life into my words."Just mulling over all you've told me, that's all."
 "Wondering what pocked old man he could sell to King Regal, by the lookon his face," Honey put in tartly. I suddenly perceived that she saw herconstant belittlement and stings as a sort of flirtation. I quickly decidedI had had enough companionship and talk for an evening. I was too much outof practice at dealing with folk. I would leave now. Better they thought meodd and rude than that I stayed longer and made them curious.
 "Well, I thank you for your songs, and your conversation," I said asgracefully as I could. I fingered out a copper to leave under my mug forthe boy. "And I had best take myself back to the road."
 "But it's full dark outside!" Piper objected in surprise. She set downher mug and glanced at Honey, who looked shocked.
 "And cool, my lady," I observed blithely. "I prefer the night forwalking. The moon's close to full, which should be light enough on a roadas wide as the river road."
 "Have you no fear of the Forged ones?" Harper Josh asked in consternation.
 Now it was my turn to be surprised. "This far inland?"
 "You have been living in a tree," Honey exclaimed. "All the roads havebeen plagued with them. Some travelers hire guards, archers, and swordsmen.Others, such as we, travel in groups when we can, and only by day."
 "Cannot the patrols at least keep them from the roads?" I asked inastonishment.
 "The patrols?" Honey sniffed disdainfully. "Most of us would as soonmeet Forged ones as a pack of Farrowmen with pikes. The Forged ones do notbother them, and so they do not bother the Forged ones."
 "What, then, do they patrol for?" I asked angrily.
 "Smugglers, mainly." Josh spoke before Honey could. "Or so they wouldhave you believe. Many an honest traveler do they stop to search hisbelongings and take whatever they fancy, calling it contraband, or claimingit was reported stolen in the last town. Methinks Lord Bright does not paythem as well as they think they deserve, so they take whatever pay they areable."
 "And Prince ... King Regal, he does nothing?" How the title and thequestion choked me.
 "Well, perhaps if you go so far as Tradeford, you might complain to himyourself," Honey told me sarcastically. "I am sure he would listen to you,as he has not the dozens of messengers who have gone before." She paused,and looked thoughtful. "Though I have heard that if any Forged ones do makeit far enough inland to be a bother, he has ways of dealing with them."
 I felt sickened and wretched. It had always been a matter of pride toKing Shrewd that there was little danger of highwaymen in Buck, so long asone kept to the main roads. Now, to hear that those who should guard theKing's roads were little more than highwaymen themselves was like a smallblade twisted in me. Not enough that Regal had claimed the throne forhimself, and then deserted Buckkeep. He did not keep up even the pretenseof ruling wisely. I wondered numbly if he was capable of punishing all Buckfor the lackluster way he had been welcomed to the throne. Foolish wonder;I knew he was. "Well, Forged ones or Farrowmen, I still must be on my way,I fear," I told them. I drank off the last of my mug and set it down. 
 "Why not wait at least until the morning, lad, and then travel withus?" Josh suddenly offered. "The days are not too hot for walking, forthere's always a breeze off the river. And four are safer than three, thesedays."
 "I thank you kindly for the offer," I began, but Josh interrupted me.
 "Don't thank me, for I wasn't making an offer, but a request. I'mblind, man, or close enough. Certainly you've noticed that. Noticed, too,that my companions are comely young women, though from the way Honey'snipped at you, I fancy you've smiled more at Piper than at her."
 "Father!" indignantly from Honey, but Josh plowed on doggedly.
 "I was not offering you the protection of our numbers, but asking youto consider offering your right arm to us. We're not rich folk; we've nocoin to hire guards. And yet we must travel the roads, Forged ones or no."
 Josh's fogged eyes met mine unerringly. Honey looked aside, lips foldedtightly, while Piper openly watched me, a pleading look on her face. Forgedones. Pinned down, fists falling on me. I looked down at the tabletop. "I'mnot much for fighting," I told him bluntly.
 "At least you would see what you were swinging at," he repliedstubbornly. "And you'd certainly see them coming before I did. Look, you'regoing the same direction we are. Would it be that hard for you to walk byday for a few days rather than by night?"
 "Father, don't beg him!" Honey rebuked him.
 "I'd rather beg him to walk with us, then beg Forged ones to let you gounharmed!" he said harshly. He turned his face back to me as he added, "Wemet some Forged ones, a couple of weeks back. The girls had the sense torun when I shouted at them to do so, when I could not keep up with them anylonger. But we lost our food to them, and they damaged my harp, and ... ""And they beat him," Honey said quietly. "And so we have vowed, Piper andI, that the next time we will not run from them, no matter how many. Not ifit means leaving Papa." All the playful teasing and mockery had gone out ofher voice. I knew she meant what she said.
 I will be delayed, I sighed to Nighteyes. Wait for me, watch for mefollow me unseen.
 "I will travel with you," I conceded. I cannot say I made the offer willingly. "Though I am not a man who does well at fighting."
 "As if we couldn't tell that from his face," Honey observed in an asideto Piper. The mockery was back in her voice, but I doubted that she knewhow deeply her words cut me.
 "My thanks are all I have to pay you with, Cob." Josh reached acrossthe table for me, and I gripped hands with him in the ancient sign of abargain settled. He grinned suddenly, his relief plain. "So take my thanks,and a share of whatever we're offered as minstrels. We've not enough coinfor a room, but the innkeeper has offered us shelter in his barn. Not likeit used to be, when a minstrel got a room and a meal for the asking. But atleast the barn has a door that shuts between us and the night. And theinnman here has a good heart; he won't begrudge extending shelter to you ifI tell him you're traveling with us as a guard."
 "It will be more shelter than I've known for many a night," I told him,attempting to be gracious. My heart had sunk into a cold place in the pitof my belly.
 What have you got yourself into now? Nighteyes wondered. As did I. 
CHAPTER FIVE 
Confrontations
 WHAT IS THE Wit? Some would say it is a perversion, a twistedindulgence of spirit by which men gain knowledge of the lives and tonguesof the beasts, eventually to become little more than beasts themselves. Mystudy of it and its practitioners has led me to a different conclusion,however. The lest seems to be a form of mind linking, usually with aparticular animal, which opens a way for the understanding of that animal'sthoughts and feelings. It does not, as some have claimed, give men thetongues of the birds and beasts. A Witted one does have an awareness oflife all across its wide spectrum, including humans and even some of themightier and more ancient of trees. But a Witted one cannot randomly engagea chance animal in "conversation. " He can sense an animal's nearbypresence, and perhaps know if the animal is wary or hostile or curious. Butit does not give one command over the beasts of the land and the birds of the sky as some fanciful tales would have us believe. What the Wit may beis a man's acceptance of the beast nature within himself, and hence anawareness of the element of humanity that every animal carries within it aswell. The legendary loyalty that a bonded animal feels for his Witted oneis not at all the same as what a loyal beast gives its master. Rather it isa reflection of the loyalty that the Witted one has pledged to his animalcompanion, like for like.
 I did not sleep well, and it was not just that I was no longeraccustomed to sleeping at night. What they had told me about Forged oneshad put the wind up my back. The musicians all climbed up into the loft tosleep on the heaped straw there, but I found myself a corner where I couldput my back to a wall and yet still have a clear view of the door. It feltstrange to be inside a barn again at night. This was a good tight barn,built of river rock and mortar and timber. The inn kept a cow and a handfulof chickens in addition to their hire-horses and the beasts of their guests. The homely sounds and smells of the hay and animals put me sharplyin mind of Burrich's stables. I felt suddenly homesick for them as I neverhad for my own room up in the keep.
 I wondered how Burrich was, and if he knew of Patience's sacrifices. Ithought of the love that had once been between them, and how it hadfoundered on Burrich's sense of duty. Patience had gone on to marry myfather, the very man to whom Burrich had pledged all that loyalty. Had heever thought of going to her, attempting to reclaim her? No. I knew itinstantly and without doubt. Chivalry's ghost would stand forever betweenthem. And now mine as well.
 It was not a far jump from pondering this to thinking of Molly. She hadmade the same decision for us that Burrich had made for Patience and himself. Molly had told me that my obsessive loyalty to my king meant wecould never belong to one another. So she had found someone she could careabout as much as I cared for Verity. I hated everything about her decisionexcept that it had saved her life. She had left me. She had not been atBuckkeep to share my fall and my disgrace.
 I reached vaguely toward her with the Skill, then abruptly rebukedmyself. Did I really want to see her as she probably was this night,sleeping in another man's arms, his wife? I felt an almost physical pain inmy chest at the thought. I did not have a right to spy on any happiness shehad claimed for herself. Yet as I drowsed off, I thought of her, and longedhopelessly after what had been between us. 
 Some perverse fate brought me a dream of Burrich instead, a vivid dreamthat made no sense. I sat across from him. He was sitting at a table by afire, mending harness as he often did of an evening. But a mug of tea hadreplaced his brandy cup, and the leather he worked at was a low soft shoe,much too small for him. He pushed the awl through the soft leather and itwent through too easily, jabbing him in the hand. He swore at the blood,and then looked up abruptly, to awkwardly beg my pardon for using suchlanguage in my presence.
 I woke up from the dream, disoriented and bemused. Burrich had oftenmade shoes for me when I was small but I could not recall that he had ever apologized for swearing in my presence, though he had rapped me oftenenough when I was a boy if I had dared to use such language in his.Ridiculous. I pushed the dream aside, but sleep had fled with it.
 Around me, when I quested out softly, were only the muzzy dreams of thesleeping animals. All were at peace save me. Thoughts of Chade came toniggle and worry at me. He was an old man in many ways. When King Shrewdhad lived, he had seen to all Chade's needs, so that his assassin mightlive in security. Chade had seldom ventured forth from his concealed room,save to do his "quiet work." Now he was out on his own, doing El knew what,and with Regal's troops in pursuit of him. I rubbed vainly at my achingforehead. Worrying was useless, but I could not seem to stop.
 I heard four light foot scuffs, followed by a thud, as someone climbeddown from the loft and skipped the last step on the ladder. Probably one ofthe women headed for the backhouse. But a moment later I heard Honey'svoice whisper, "Cob?"
 "What is it?" I asked unwillingly.
 She turned toward my voice, and I heard her approach in the darkness.My time with the wolf had sharpened my senses. Some little moonlight leakedin at a badly shuttered window. I picked out her shape in the darkness."Over here," I told her when she hesitated, and saw her startle at howclose my voice was. She groped her way to my corner, and then hesitantlysat down in the straw beside me.
 "I daren't go back to sleep," she explained. "Nightmares."
 "I know how that is," I told her, surprised at how much sympathy Ifelt. "When, if you close your eyes, you tumble right back into them."
 "Exactly," she said, and fell silent, waiting. 
 But I had nothing more to say, and so sat silent in the darkness.
 "What kind of nightmares do you have?" she asked me quietly.
 "Bad ones," I said dryly. I had no wish to summon them by speaking ofthem.
 "I dream Forged ones are chasing me, but my legs have turned to waterand I cannot run. But I keep trying and trying as they come closer andcloser."
 "Uhm," I agreed. Better than dreaming of being beaten and beaten andbeaten ... I reined my mind away from that.
 "It's a lonely thing, to wake up in the night and be afraid."
 I think she wants to mate with you. Will they accept you into theirpack so easily?.
 "What?" I asked startled, but it was the girl who replied, notNighteyes.
 "I said, it's lonely to awake at night and be afraid. One longs for away to feel safe. Protected."
 "I know of nothing that can stand between a person and the dreams thatcome at night," I said stiffly. Abruptly I wanted her to go away.
 "Sometimes a little gentleness can," she said softly. She reached overand patted my hand. Without intending to, I snatched it away.

 "Are you shy, prentice-boy?" she asked coyly.
 "I lost someone I cared for," I said bluntly. "I've no heart to putanother in her place."
 "I see." She rose abruptly, shaking straw from her skirts. "Well. I'msorry to have disturbed you." She sounded insulted, not sorry.
 She turned and groped her way back to the loft ladder. I knew I hadoffended her. I did not feel it was my fault. She went up the steps slowly,and I thought she expected me to call her back. I didn't. I wished I hadnot come to town. 
 That makes two of us. The hunting is poor, this close to all these men.Will you be much longer?
 I fear I must travel with them, for a few days, at least as far as thenext town.
 You would not mate her, she is not pack. Why must you do these things?
 I did not try to form it into words for him. All I could convey was asense of duty, and he could not grasp how my loyalty to Verity bound me tohelp these travelers on the road. They were my people because they were myking's. Even I found the connection so tenuous as to be ridiculous, butthere it was. I would see them safely to the next town.
 I slept again that night, but not well. It was as if my words withHoney had opened the door to my nightmares. No sooner had I dipped downinto sleep than I experienced a sense that I was being watched. I coweredlow inside my cell, praying that I could not be seen, keeping as still as Ipossibly could. My own eyes were clenched tight shut, like a child whobelieves that if he cannot see, he cannot be seen. But the eyes that soughtme had a gaze I could feel; I could sense Will looking for me as if I werehiding under a blanket and hands were patting at it. He was that close. Thefear was so intense that it choked me. I could not breathe, I could notmove. In a panic, I went out of myself, sideways, slipping into someoneelse's fear, someone else's nightmare.
 I crouched behind a barrel of pickled fish in old man Hook's store.Outside, the darkness was splintered by the rising flames and shrieks ofthe captured or dying. I knew I should get out. The Red-Ship Raiders werecertain to loot and torch the store. It was not a good place to hide. Butthere was no good place to hide, and I was only eleven, and my legs wereshaking beneath me so that I doubted I could stand, let alone run.Somewhere out there was Master Hook. When the first cries arose, he hadgrabbed his old sword down and rushed out the door. "Watch the store,Chad!" he had called after him, as if he were just going next door tohobnob with the baker. At first I had been happy to obey him. The uproarwas far down the town, downhill by the bay, and the store seemed safe andstrong around me.
 But that had been an hour ago. Now the wind from the harbor carried thetaint of smoke, and the night was no longer dark, but a terrible torchlittwilight. The flames and the screams were coming closer. Master Hook hadnot come back.
 Get out, I told the boy in whose body I hid. Get out, run away, run as far and as fast as you can. Save yourself. He did not hear me.
 I crawled toward the door that still swung open and wide as Master Hookhad left it. I peered out of it. A man ran past in the street and I coweredback. But he was probably a townsman, not a Raider, for he ran withoutlooking back, with no other thought than to get as far away as he could.Mouth dry, I forced myself to my feet, clinging to the doorjamb. I lookeddown on the town and harbor. Half the town was aflame. The mild summer night was choked with smoke and ash rising on the hot wind off the flames.Ships were burning in the harbor. In the light from the flames I could seefigures darting, fleeing and hiding from the Raiders who strode almostunchallenged through the town.
 Someone came about the corner of the potter's store at the end of thestreet. He was carrying a lantern and walking so casually I felt a suddensurge of relief. Surely if he could be so calm, then the tide of the battlemust be turning. I half rose from my crouch, only to cringe back as heblithely swung the oil lantern against the wooden storefront. The splashingoil ignited as the. lamp broke, and fire raced gaily up the tinder-drywood. I shrank back from the light of the leaping flames. I knew with asudden certainty that there was no safety to be gained by hiding, that myonly hope was in fleeing, and that I should have done it as soon as thealarms sounded. The resolution gave me a small measure of courage, enoughthat I leaped to my feet and dashed out and around the corner of the store.
 For an instant, I was aware of myself as Fitz. I do not think the boycould sense me. This was not my Skilling out but his reaching to me withsome rudimentary Skill sense of his own. I could not control his body atall, but I was locked into his experience. I was riding this boy andhearing his thoughts and sharing his perceptions just as Verity had onceridden me. But I had no time to consider how I was doing it, nor why I hadbeen so abruptly joined to this stranger. For as Chad darted into thesafety of the shadows, he was snatched back suddenly by a rough hand on hiscollar. For a brief moment he was paralyzed with fear, and we looked upinto the bearded grinning face of the Raider who gripped us. Another Raiderflanked him, sneering evilly. Chad went limp with terror in his grasp. Hegazed up helplessly at the moving knife, at the wedge of shining light thatslid down its blade as it came toward his face.
 I shared, for an instant, the hot-cold pain of the knife across mythroat, the anguished moment of recognition as my warm wet blood courseddown my chest that it was over, it was already too late, I was dead now.Then as Chad tumbled heedlessly from the Raider's grasp into the dustystreet, my consciousness came free of him. I hovered there; sensing for oneawful moment the thoughts of the Raider. I heard the harshly guttural tonesof his companion who nudged the dead boy with his booted foot, and knew that he rebuked the killer for wasting one who could have been Forgedinstead. The killer gave a snort of disdain, and replied something to theeffect that he had been too young, not enough of a life behind him to beworth the Masters' time. Knew too, with a queasy swirling of emotions, thatthe killer had desired two things: to be merciful to a lad, and to enjoythe pleasure of a personal kill.
 I had looked into the heart of my enemy. I still could not comprehendhim.
 I drifted down the street behind them, bodiless and substanceless. Ihad felt an urgency the moment before. Now I could not recall it. Instead,I roiled like fog, witnessing the fall and the sacking of Grimsmire Town inBeams Duchy. Time after time, I was drawn to one or another of theinhabitants, to witness a struggle, a death, a tiny victory of escape.Still I can close my eyes and know that night, recall a dozen horrendousmoments in lives I briefly shared. I came finally to where one man stood,great sword in hand, before his blazing home. He held off three Raiders,while behind him his wife and daughter fought to lift a burning beam andfree a trapped son, that they might all flee together. None of them wouldforsake the others, and yet I knew the man was weary, too weary andweakened by blood loss to lift his sword, let alone wield it. I sensed,too, how the Raiders toyed with him, baiting him to exhaust himself, thatthey might take and Forge the whole family. I could feel the creeping chillof death seeping through the man. For an instant his head nodded toward hischest.
 Suddenly the beleaguered man lifted his head. An oddly familiar lightcame into his eyes. He gripped the sword in both hands and with a roarsuddenly sprang at his attackers. Two went down before his first onslaught,dying with amazement still printed plain on their features. The third methis sword blade to blade, but could not overmatch his fury. Blood drippedfrom the townsman's elbow and sheened his chest, but his sword rang likebells against the Raider's, battering down his guard and then suddenlydancing in, light as a feather, to trace a line of red across the Raider'sthroat. As his assailant fell, the man turned and sprang swiftly to hiswife's side. He seized the burning beam, heedless of the flames, and liftedit off his son's body. For one last time, his eyes met those of his wife."Run!" he told her. "Take the children and flee." Then he crumpled into thestreet. He was dead.
 As the stony-faced woman seized her children's hands and raced off withthem, I felt a wraith rise from the body of the man who had died. It's me,I thought to myself, and then knew it was not. It sensed me and turned, hisface so like my own. Or it had been, when he had been my age. It jolted meto think this was how Verity still perceived himself. 
 You, here? He shook his head in rebuke. This is dangerous, boy. Even Iam a fool to attempt this. And yet what else can we do, when they call usto them? He considered me, standing so mute before him. When did you gainthe strength and talent to Skillwalk?
 I made no reply. I had no answers, no thoughts of my own. I felt I wasa wet sheet flapping in the night wind, no more substantial than a blowingleaf.
 Fitz, this is a danger to both of us. Go back. Go back now.
 Is there truly a magic in the naming of a man's name? So much of theold lore insists there is. I suddenly recalled who I was, and that I didnot belong here. But I had no concept of how I had come here, let alone howto return to my body. I gazed at Verity helplessly, unable to evenformulate a request for help.
 He knew. He reached a ghostly hand toward me. I felt his push as if hehad placed the heel of his hand on my forehead and given a gentle shove.
 My head bounced off the wall of the barn, and I saw sudden sparks oflight from the impact. I was sitting there, in the barn behind the Scalesinn. About me was only peaceful darkness, sleeping beasts, tickling straw.Slowly I slid over onto my side as wave after wave of giddiness and nauseaswept over me. The weakness that often possessed me after I had managed touse the Skill broke over me like a wave: I opened my mouth to call forhelp, but only a wordless caw escaped my lips. I closed my eyes and sankinto oblivion.
 I awoke before dawn. I crawled to my pack, pawed through it, and thenmanaged to stagger, to the back door of the inn, where I quite literallybegged a mug of hot water from the cook there. She looked on in disbeliefas I crumbled strips of elfbark into it.
 "S'not good for you, you know that," she warned me, and then watched inawe as I drank the scalding, bitter brew. "They give that to slaves, theydo, down in Bingtown. Mix it in their food and drink, to keep them on theirfeet. Makes them despair as much as it gives them staying power, or so I'veheard. Saps their will to fight back."
 I scarcely heard her. I was waiting to feel the effect. I had harvestedmy bark from young trees and feared it would lack potency. It did. It wassome time before I felt the steeling warmth spread through me, steadying mytrembling hands and clearing my vision. I rose from my seat on the kitchen's back steps, to thank the cook and gave her back her mug.
 "It's a had habit to take up, a young man like you," she chided me, andwent back to her cooking. I departed the inn to stroll the streets as dawnbroke over the hills. For a time, I half expected to find burnedstorefronts and gutted cottages, and empty-eyed Forged ones roaming thestreets. But the Skill nightmare was eroded by the summer morning and theriver wind. By daylight, the shabbiness of the town was more apparent. Itseemed to me there were more beggars than we had had in Buckkeep Town, butI did not know if that was normal for a river town. I considered brieflywhat had happened to me last night; then with a shudder I set it aside. Idid not know how I had done it. Like as not, it would not happen to meagain. It heartened me to know Verity was still alive, even as it chilledme to know how rashly still he expended his Skill-strength. I wonderedwhere he was this morning, and if, like me, he faced the dawn with thebitterness of elfbark all through his mouth. If only I had mastered theSkill, I would not have had to wonder. It was not a thought to cheer one.
 When I returned to the inn, the minstrels were already up and insidethe inn breakfasting on porridge. I joined them at table, and Josh bluntlytold me he had feared I had left without them. Honey had no words at allfor me, but several times I caught Piper looking at me appraisingly.
 It was still early when we left the inn, and if we did not march likesoldiers, Harper Josh still set a respectable pace for us. I had thought hewould have to be led, but he made his walking staff his guide. Sometimes hedid walk with a hand on Honey's or Piper's shoulder, but it seemed morecompanionship than necessity. Nor was our journey boring, for as we walkedhe lectured, mostly to Piper, on the history of this region, and surprisedme with the depth of his knowledge. We stopped for a bit when the sun washigh and they shared with me the simple food they had. I felt uncomfortabletaking it, yet there was no way I could excuse myself to go hunt with thewolf. Once the town was well behind us, I had sensed Nighteyes shadowingus. It was comforting to have him near, but I wished it were just he and Itraveling together. Several times that day we were passed by othertravelers, on horses or mules. Through gaps in the trees we occasionallyglimpsed boats beating their way upriver against the current. As themorning passed, well-guarded carts and wagons overtook us. Each time Joshcalled out to ask if we might ride on the wagons. Twice we were politelyrefused. The others answered not at all. They moved hurriedly, and onegroup had several surly-looking men in a common livery who I surmised werehired guards.
 We walked the afternoon away to the reciting of "Crossfire'sSacrifice," the long poem about Queen Vision's coterie and how they laiddown their lives that she might win a crucial battle. I had heard it before, several times, in Buckkeep. But by the end of the day, I had heardit two score times, as Josh worked with infinite patience to be sure thatPiper sang it perfectly. I was grateful for the endless recitations, for itprevented talk.
 But despite our steady pace, the falling of evening still found us farshort of the next river town. I saw them all become uneasy as the lightbegan to fail. Finally, I took command of the situation and told them wemust leave the road at the next stream we crossed, and find a place tosettle for the evening. Honey and Piper fell back behind Josh and me, and Icould hear them muttering worriedly to one another. I could not reassurethem, as Nighteyes had me, that there was not even a sniff of anothertraveler about. Instead, at the next crossing I guided them upstream andfound a sheltered bank beneath a cedar tree where we might rest for thenight.
 I left them on the pretense of relieving myself, to spend time withNighteyes assuring him all was well. It was time well spent, for he haddiscovered a place where the swirling creek water undercut the bank. Hewatched me intently as I lay on my belly and eased my hands into the water,and then slowly through the curtain of weeds that overhung it. I got a finefat fish on my first try. Several minutes later, another effort yielded mea smaller fish. When I gave up, it was almost full dark, but I had threefish to take back to camp, leaving two, against my better judgment, forNighteyes.
 Fishing and ear scratching. The two reasons men were given hands, hetold me genially as he settled down with them. He had already gulped downthe entrails from mine as fast as I had cleaned them.
 Watch out for bones, I warned him yet again.
 My mother raised me on a salmon run, he pointed out. Fish bones don'tbother me.
 I left him shearing through the fish with obvious relish and returnedto camp. The minstrels had a small fire burning. At the sound of myfootsteps, all three leaped to their feet brandishing their walking staffs."It's me!" I told them belatedly.
 "Thank Eda." Josh sighed as he sat down heavily, but Honey only glaredat me.
 You were gone a long time," Piper said by way of explanation. I held upthe fish threaded through the gills onto a willow stick. 
 "I found dinner," I told them. "Fish," I added, for Josh's benefit.
 "Sounds wonderful," he said.
 Honey took out waybread and a small sack of salt as I found a largeflat stone and wedged it into the embers of the fire. I wrapped the fish inleaves and set them on the stone to bake. The smell of the cooking fishtantalized me even as I hoped it would not draw any Forged ones to ourcampfire.
 I'm keeping watch still, Nighteyes reminded me, and I thanked him.
 As I watched over the cooking fish, Piper muttered "Crossfire'sSacrifice" to herself at my elbow.
 " 'Hist the halt, and Cleave the blind,' " I corrected her distractedlyas I tried to turn the fish over without breaking it.
 "I had it right!" she contradicted me indignantly.
 "I'm afraid you did not, my lass. Cob is correct. Hist was the clubfootand Cleave was blind from birth. Can you name the other five, Cob?" Hesounded just like Fedwren hearing a lesson.
 I had burned my finger on a coal and I stuck it in my mouth beforeanswering. " `Burnt Crossfire led, and those around were like him, not ofbody sound, but strong of heart. And true of soul. And herein let me counttheir roll for you. 'Twas Hist the halt, and Cleave the-blind, and Kevin ofthe wandering mind, hare-lipped Joiner, Sever was deaf, and Porter, who thefoe men left for dead, without his hands or eyes. And if you think youwould despise such ones as these, then let me say ... "
 "Whoa!" Josh exclaimed with pleasure, and then asked, "Had you bard'straining, Cob, when you were small? You've caught the phrasing as well asthe words. Though you make your pauses a bit too plain."
 "I? No. I've always had a quick memory, though." It was hard not tosmile at his praise of me, even though Honey sneered and shook her head atit.
 "Could you recite the whole thing, do you think?" Josh askedchallengingly. 
 "Perhaps," I hedged. I knew I could. Both Burrich and Chade had drilledmy memory skills often. And I'd heard it so often today I could not driveit from my head.
 "Try it then. But not spoken. Sing it."
 "I have no voice for singing."
 "If you can speak, you can sing. Try it. Indulge an old man."
 Perhaps obeying old men was simply too deep a habit with me for me todefy it. Perhaps it was the look on Honey's face that told me plainly shedoubted I could do it. 
I cleared my throat and began it, singing softly until he gestured atme to raise my voice. He nodded his head as I worked my way through it,wincing now and then when I soured a note. I was about halfway through whenHoney observed dryly, "The fish is burning."
 I dropped the song and sprang to poke stone and wrapped fish from thefire. The tails were scorched, but the rest was fine, steaming and firm. Weportioned it out and I ate too rapidly. Twice as much would not have filledme, and yet I must be content with what I had. The waybread tastedsurprisingly good with the fish, and afterward Piper made a kettle of teafor us. We settled on our blankets about the fire.
 "Cob, do you do well as a scribe?" Josh suddenly asked me.
 I made a deprecating sound. "Not as well as I'd like. But I get by."
 "Not as well as he'd like," Honey muttered to Piper in mockingimitation.
 Harper Josh ignored her. "You're old for it, but, you could be taughtto sing. Your voice is not so bad; you sing like a boy, not knowing you'vea man's depth of voice and lungs to call on now. Your memory is excellent.Do you play any instruments?"
 "The sea-pipes. But not well."
 "I could teach you to play them well. If you took up with us ..."/P> 
"Father! We scarcely know him!" Honey objected. 
 "I could have said the same to you when you left the loft last night,"he observed to her mildly.
 "Father, all we did was talk." She flashed a look at me, as if I hadbetrayed her. My tongue had turned to leather in my mouth.
 "I know," Josh agreed. "Blindness seems to have sharpened my hearing.But if you have judged him someone safe to talk to, alone, at night, thenperhaps I have judged him someone safe to offer our company to as well.What say you, Cob?"
 I shook my head slowly; then, "No," I said aloud. "Thank you all thesame. I appreciate what you are offering, and to a stranger. I will travelwith you as far as the next town, and I wish you well in finding othercompanions to travel with you from there. But ... I have no real wishfor ..."/P> 
"You lost someone dear to you. I understand that. But total solitude isnot good for any man," Josh said quietly.
 "Who did you lose?" Piper asked in her open way.
 I tried to think how to explain without leaving myself open for morequestions. "My grandfather," I said at last. "And my wife." Saying thosewords was like tearing a wound open.
 "What happened?" Piper asked.
 "My grandfather died. My wife left me." I spoke shortly, wishing they'dlet it be.
 "The old die in their time," Josh began gently, but Honey cut inbrusquely with, "That was the love you lost? What can you owe to a womanwho left you? Unless you gave her cause to leave you?"
 "It was more that I did not give her cause to stay," I admittedunwillingly. Then, "Please," I said bluntly. "I do not wish to speak ofthese things. At all. I will see you to the next town, but then my way ismy own."
 "Well. That's clearly spoken," Josh said regretfully. Something in histone made me feel I had been rude, but there were no words I wished to callback. 
 There was little talk the rest of that evening, for which I wasgrateful. Piper offered to take first watch and Honey second. I did notobject, as I knew Nighteyes would prowl all about us this night. Little gotpast that one. I slept better out in the open air, and came awake quicklywhen Honey stooped over me to shake me. I sat up, stretched, then nodded toher that I was awake and she could get more sleep. I got up and poked atthe fife, then took a seat by it. Honey came to sit beside me.
 "You don't like me, do you?" she asked quietly. Her tone was gentle.
 "I don't know you," I said as tactfully as I could.
 "Um. And you don't wish to," she observed. She looked at me levelly."But I've wanted to know you since I saw you blush in the inn. Nothingchallenges my curiosity quite as much as a man who blushes. I've known fewmen who turn scarlet like that, simply because they're caught looking at awoman." Her voice went low and throaty, as she leaned forwardconfidentially. "I would love to know what you were thinking that broughtthe blood to your face like that."
 "Only that I had been rude to stare," I told her honestly.
 She smiled at me. "That was not what I was thinking as I was lookingback at you." She moistened her mouth and hitched closer.
 I suddenly missed Molly so acutely it was painful. "I have no heart forthis game," I told Honey plainly. I rose. "I think I shall get a bit morewood for the fire."
 "I think I know why your wife left you," Honey said nastily. "No heart,you say? I think your problem was a bit lower." She rose and went back toher blankets. All I felt was relief that she had given up on me. I kept myword and went to gather more dry wood.
 The first thing I asked Josh the next morning when he arose was "Howfar is it to the next town?"
 "If we keep the same pace we struck yesterday, we should be there bytomorrow noon," he told me.
 I turned aside from the disappointment in his voice. As we shoulderedour packs and set off I reflected bitterly that I had walked away frompeople I had known and cared about to avoid the very situation I was now inwith comparative strangers. I wondered if there was any way to live amongst other people and refuse to be harnessed by their expectations anddependencies.
 The day was warm, but not unpleasantly so. If I had been alone, I wouldhave found it pleasant hiking along the road. In the woods to one side ofus, birds called to one another. To the other side of the road, we couldsee the river through the scanty trees, with occasional barges movingdownstream, or oared vessels moving slowly against the current. We spokelittle, and after a time, Josh put Piper back to reciting "Crossfire'sSacrifice.". When she stumbled, I kept silent.
 My thoughts drifted. Everything had been so much easier when I had nothad to worry about my next meal or a clean shirt. I had thought myself soclever in dealing with people, so skilled at my profession. But I had hadChade to plot with, and time to prepare what I would say and do. I did notdo so well when my resources were limited to my own wits and what I couldcarry on my back. Stripped of everything I had once unthinkingly relied on,it was not just my courage I had come to doubt. I questioned all myabilities now. Assassin, King's Man, warrior, man ... was I any of themanymore? I tried to recall the brash youngster who had pulled an oar onVerity's warship Rurisk, who had flung himself unthinkingly into battlewielding an axe. I could not grasp he had been me.
 At noon Honey distributed the last of their waybread. It was not much.The women walked ahead of us, talking quietly to one another as theymunched the dry bread and sipped from their waterskins. I ventured tosuggest to Josh that we might camp earlier tonight, to give me a chance todo a bit of hunting or fishing.
 "It would mean we would not get to the next town by noon tomorrow," hepointed out gravely.
 "Tomorrow evening would be soon enough," I assured him quietly. Heturned his head toward me, perhaps to hear me better, but his hazed overeyes seemed to look inside me. It was hard to bear the appeal I saw there,but I made no reply to it.
 When the day finally began to cool, I began to look for likely stoppingplaces. Nighteyes had ranged ahead of us to scout when I sensed a suddenprickling of his hackles. There are men here, smelling of carrion and theirown filth. I can smell them, I can see them, but I cannot sense themotherwise. The distress he always felt in the presence of Forged onesdrifted back to me. I shared it. I knew they had once been human, andshared that Wit spark that every living creature does. To me, it waspassing strange to see them move and speak when I could not sense they were alive. To Nighteyes, it was as if stones walked and ate.
 How many? Old, young?
 More than us, and bigger than you. A wolf's perception of odds. Theyhunt the road, just around the bend from you.
 "Let's stop here," I suggested suddenly. Three heads swiveled to regardme in puzzlement.
 Too late. They've scented you, they are coming.
 No time to dissemble, no time to come up with a likely lie.
 "There are Forged ones ahead. More than two of them. They've beenwatching the road, and they're headed toward us now." Strategy? "Getready," I told them.
 "How do you know this?" Honey challenged me.
 "Let's run!" suggested Piper. She didn't care how I knew. The widenessof her eyes told me how much she had feared this.
 "No. They'll overtake us, and we'll be winded when they do And even ifwe did outrun them, we'd still have to get past them tomorrow." I droppedmy bundle to the road, kicked it clear of me. Nothing in it was worth mylife. If we won, I'd be able to pick it up again. If we didn't, I wouldn'tcare. But Honey and Piper and Josh were musicians. Their instruments werein their bundles. None of them moved to free themselves from their burdens. I didn't waste my breath suggesting they do so. Almost instinctively, Piperand Honey moved to flank the old man. They gripped their walking sticks tootightly. Mine settled in my hands and I held it balanced and at the ready,waiting. For an instant I stopped thinking entirely. My hands seemed toknow what to do of their own accord.
 "Cob, take care of Honey and Piper. Don't worry about me, just don'tlet them get hurt," Josh ordered me tersely.
 His words broke through to me, and suddenly terror flooded me. My bodylost its easy ready stance, and all I could think of was the pain defeatwould bring me. I felt sick and shaky and wanted more than anything tosimply turn and run, with no thought for the minstrels. Wait, wait, Iwanted to cry to the day. I am not ready for this, I do not know if I willfight or run or simply faint where I stand. But time knows no mercy. They come through the brush, Nighteyes told me. Two come swiftly and one lagsbehind. I think he shall be mine.
 Be careful, I warned him. I heard them crackling through the brush andscented the foulness of them. A moment later, Piper cried out as shespotted them, and then they rushed out of the trees at us. If my strategywas stand and fight, theirs was simply run up and attack. They were bothlarger than I was, and seemed to have no doubts at all. Their clothing wasfilthy but mostly intact. I did not think they had been Forged long. Bothcarried clubs. I had little time to comprehend more than that.
 Forging did not make folk stupid, nor slow. They could no longer senseor feel emotions from others, nor, it seemed, recall what those emotionsmight make an enemy do. That often made their actions almostincomprehensible. It did not make them any less intelligent than they hadbeen when whole, or any less skilled with their weapons. They did, however,act with an immediacy in satisfying their wants that was wholly animal. Thehorse they stole one day they might eat the next, simply because hunger wasa more immediate want than the convenience of riding. Nor did theycooperate in a battle. Within their own groups, there was no loyalty. Theywere as likely to turn on one another to gain plunder as to attack a commonenemy. They would travel together, and attack together, but not as aconcerted effort. Yet they remained brutally cunning, remorselessly cleverin their efforts to get what they desired.
 I knew all this. So I was not surprised when both of them tried to getpast me to attack the smaller folk first. What surprised me was thecowardly relief I felt. It paralyzed me like one of my dreams, and I letthem rush past me.
 Honey and Piper fought like angry and frightened minstrels with sticks.There was no skill, no training there, not even the experience to fight asa team and thus avoid clubbing each other or Josh in the process. They hadbeen schooled to music, not battle. Josh was paralyzed in the middle,gripping his staff, but unable to strike out without risking injury toHoney or Piper. Rage contorted his face.
 I could have run then. I could have snatched up my bundle and fled downthe road and never looked back. The Forged ones would not have chased me;they were content with whatever prey was easiest. But I did not. Sometatter of courage or pride survived in me still. I attacked the smaller ofthe two men, even though he seemed more skilled with his cudgel. I leftHoney and Piper to whack away at the larger man, and forced the other toengage with me. My first blow caught him low on the legs. I sought tocripple him, or at least knock him down. He did roar out with pain as heturned to attack me, but seemed to move no slower for it. 
 It was another thing I had noticed about Forged ones: pain seemed toaffect them less. I knew that when I had been so badly beaten, a great partof what unmanned me was distress at the destruction of my body. It was oddto realize I had an emotional attachment to any own flesh. My deep desireto keep it functioning well surpassed simple avoidance of pain. A man takespride in his body. When it is damaged, it is more than a physical thing.Regal had known that. He had known that every blow his guardsmen dealt meinflicted a fear with its bruise. Would he send me back to what I had been,a sickly creature who trembled after exertion, and feared the seizures thatstole both body and mind from him? That fear had crippled me as much astheir blows. Forged ones seemed not to have that fear; perhaps when theylost their attachment to everything else, they lost all affection for theirown bodies.
 My opponent spun about and dealt me a blow with his cudgel that sent ashock up to my shoulders as I caught it on my staff. Small pain, my bodywhispered to me of the jolt, and listened for more. He struck at me again,and again I caught it. Once I had engaged him, there was no safe way toturn and flee. He used his cudgel well: probably a warrior once, and onetrained with an axe. I recognized the moves and blocked, or caught, ordeflected each one. I feared him too much to attack him, feared thesurprise blow that might streak past my staff if I did not constantly guardmyself. I gave ground so readily that he glanced back over his shoulder,perhaps thinking he could just turn away from me and go after the women. Imanaged a timid reply to one of his blows; he barely flinched. He did notweary, nor did he give me space to take advantage of my longer weapon.Unlike me, he was not distracted by the shouts of the minstrels as theystrove to defend themselves. Back up in the trees, I could hear muffledcurses and faint growls. Nighteyes had stalked the third man, and hadrushed in to attempt to hamstring him. He had failed, but now he circledhim, keeping well out of range of the sword he carried.
 I do not know that I can get past his blade, brother. But I think I candelay him here. He dares not turn his back on me to come down and attack you.
 Be careful! It was all I had time to say to him, for the man with theclub demanded every bit of my attention. Blow after blow he rained on me,and I soon realized he had stepped up his efforts, putting more force intohis blows. He no longer felt he had to guard against a possible attack fromme; he put all his strength into battering down my defense. Every jolt Icaught squarely with my staff sent an echoing shock up to my shoulders. Theimpacts awakened old pains, jouncing healed injuries I had almostforgotten. My endurance as a fighter was not what it had been. Hunting andwalking did not toughen a body and build muscle the way pulling an oar all day had. A flood of doubt undercut my concentration. I suspected I wasovermatched, and so feared the pain to come that I could not plot how toavoid it. Desperation to avoid injury is not the same as determination towin. I kept trying to work away from him, to gain space for my staff, buthe pressed me relentlessly.
 I caught a glimpse of the minstrels. Josh stood squarely in the middleof the road, staff ready, but the battle had moved away from him. Honey waslimping backward as the man pursued her. She was trying to ward off blowsfrom the man's club while Piper followed, ineffectually thwacking himacross the shoulders with her slender staff. He simply hunched to her blowsand remained intent on the injured Honey. It woke something in me. "Piper,take his legs out!" I yelled to her, and then put my attention to my ownproblems as a cudgel grazed my shoulder. I dealt back a couple of quickblows that lacked force and leaped away from him.
 A sword sliced my shoulder and skimmed along my rib cage.
 I cried out in astonishment and nearly dropped my staff before Irealized the injury wasn't mine. I felt as much as heard Nighteyes'surprised yelp of pain. And then the impact of a boot to my head.
 Dazed, cornered. Help me!
 There were other memories, deeper memories, buried beneath my recall ofthe beatings Regal's guards had inflicted on me. Years before then, I hadfelt the slash of a knife and the impact of a boot. But not on my ownflesh. A terrier I had bonded with, Smithy, not even full grown, had foughtin the dark against one who had attacked Burrich in my absence. Fought, anddied later of his injuries, before I could even reach his side again. Idiscovered abruptly there was a threat more potent than my own death.
 Fear for myself crumpled away before my terror of losing Nighteyes. Idid what I knew I had to do. I shifted my stance, stepped in, and acceptedthe blow on my shoulder to bring me in range. The shock of it jolted downmy arm and for an instant I couldn't feel anything in that hand. I trustedit was still there. I had shortened my grip on my staff, and I brought thatend up sharply, catching his chin. Nothing had prepared him for my abruptchange in tactics. His chin flew up, baring his throat, and I jabbed mystaff sharply against the hollow at the base of his throat. I felt thesmall bones there give way. He gasped out blood in a sudden exhalation ofpain and I danced back, shifted my grip, and brought the other end aroundto impact his skull. He went down, and I turned and raced up into the woods.
 Snarls and grunts of effort led me to them. Nighteyes had been brought 
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to bay, his left forepaw curled up to his chest. Blood slicked his leftshoulder, and beaded like red jewels on the guard hairs all along his leftside. He had backed deeply into a dense thicket of tangled blackberrycanes. The savage thorns and snagging runners that he had sought as shelternow fenced him round and blocked his escape. He had pressed into them asdeeply as he could to avoid the slashes of the sword, and I could feel thedamage to his feet. The thorns that jabbed into Nighteyes likewise kept hisattacker at a distance, and the yielding canes absorbed many of the sword'sblows as the man strove to hack through them and get at the wolf.
 At the sight of me Nighteyes gathered his courage and rounded suddenlyto face his attacker with a savage outburst of snarls. The Forged one drewback his sword for a thrust that would impale my wolf. There was no pointon the end of my staff, but with a wordless cry of fury I drove it into theman's back so brutally that it punched through flesh and into his lungs. Heroared out a spattering of red drops and rage. He tried to turn to confrontme, but I still had hold of my staff. I threw my weight against it, forcinghim staggering into the blackberry tangle. His outstretched hands foundnothing to catch him save tearing brambles. I pinned him into the yieldingblackberry canes with my full weight on the staff and Nighteyes,emboldened, sprang onto his back. The wolf's jaws closed on the back of theman's thick neck and worried at him until blood spattered both of us. TheForged one's strangling cries gradually diminished to passive gurglings.
 I had completely forgotten about the minstrels until a deep cry ofanguish recalled them to me. Stooping, I seized the sword the Forged onehad dropped and ran back to the road, leaving Nighteyes to flop downexhausted and begin licking at his shoulder. As I burst out of the woods, ahorrifying sight met my eyes. The Forged one had flung himself upon astruggling Honey and was tearing at her clothes. Piper knelt in the roaddust, clutching at her arm and shrieking wordlessly. A disheveled and dustyJosh had climbed to his feet and, staffless was groping toward Piper'scries.
 In a moment I was in their midst. I kicked the man to lift him off Honey, then plunged the sword into him in a downward two handed thrust. Hestruggled wildly, kicking and clutching at me, but I leaned on the blade,forcing it down into his chest As he fought against the metal that pinnedhim, he tore the wound wider. His mouth cursed me with wordless cries andthen panting gasps that flung droplets of blood with the sounds. His handsseized my right calf and tried to jerk my leg from under me. I simply putmore weight on the blade. I longed to pull the sword out and kill himquickly, but he was so strong I did not dare release him. Honey ended himfinally, bringing the end of her staff down in a smashing drive to thecenter of his face. The man's sudden stillness was as much a mercy to me asto him. I found the strength to pull the sword out of him, then staggered backward to sit down suddenly in the road.
 My vision dimmed and cleared and dimmed again. Piper's screams of painmight have been the distant crying of seabirds. Suddenly there was too muchof everything and I was everywhere. Up in the woods, I licked at myshoulder, a laying aside of dense fur with my tongue, a careful probing ofthe slash as I coated it with saliva. And yet I sat in the sun on the road,smelling dust and blood and excrement as the slain man's bowels loosened. Ifelt every blow I had taken and dealt, the exertion as well as the joltingdamage from the club's impact. The savage way I had killed suddenly had adifferent connotation to me. I knew what it was to feel the kind of painthat I had inflicted. I knew what they had felt, down and strugglingwithout hope, with death as their only escape from more pain. My mindvibrated between the extremes of killer and victim. I was both.
 And alone. More alone than I had ever been. Always before, at a timelike this, there had been someone for me. Shipmates at the end of a battle,or Burrich coming to patch me up and drag me home, and a home waiting forme, with Patience to come and fuss over me, or Chade and Verity toremonstrate with me to be more careful of myself. Molly arriving with thequiet and the darkness to touch one softly. This time the battle was over,and I was alive, but no one save the wolf cared. I loved him, but suddenlyI knew that I longed for a human touch as well. The separation from thosewho had cared about me was more than I could bear. Had I been truly a wolf,I would have lifted my nose to the sky and howled. As it was, I reachedout, in a way I cannot describe. Not the Wit, not the Skill, but someunholy blending of the two, a terrible questing for someone, anywhere, whomight care to know I was alive.
 Almost, I felt something. Did Burrich, perhaps, somewhere lift up hishead and look about the field he worked in, did he for an instant smellblood and dust instead of the rich earth he turned up to harvest the rootcrops? Did Molly straighten up from her laundering and set her hands to heraching back and look about, wondering at a sudden pang of desolation? Did Itug at Verity's weary consciousness, distract Patience for a moment or twofrom sorting her herbs on the drying trays, set Chade to frowning as he seta scroll aside? Like a moth battering against a window, I rattled myselfagainst their consciousnesses. I longed to feel the affection I had takenfor granted. Almost, I thought, I reached them, only to fall back exhaustedinto myself, sitting alone in the dust of the road, with the blood of threemen spattered on me. 
She kicked dirt on me.
 I lifted my eyes. At first Honey was a dark silhouette against thewestering sun. Then I blinked and saw the look of disgust and fiery on her face. Her clothes were torn, her hair draggled about her face. "You ranaway!" she accused me. I felt how much she despised my cowardice. "You ranaway, and left him to break Piper's arm and club my father down and try torape me. What kind of a man are you? What kind of a man can do a thing likethat?"
 There were a thousand answers to that, and none. The emptiness insideme assured me that nothing would be solved by speaking to her. Instead Ipushed myself to my feet. She stared after me as I walked back down theroad to where I had dropped my pack. It seemed like hours since I hadkicked it clear of my feet. I picked it up and carried it back to whereJosh sat in the dust beside Piper and tried to comfort her. Pragmatic Honeyhad opened their packs. Josh's harp was a tangle of wood bits and string.Piper would play no pipes until her arm healed weeks from now. It was as itwas, and I did what I could do about it.
 And that was nothing, save build a fire by the side of the road, andfetch water from the river and set it to boiling. I sorted out the herbsthat would calm Piper and soften the pain of her arm. I found dry straightsticks and shaved them flat for splinting. And up on the hillside in thewoods behind me? It hurts, my brother, but it did not go deep. Still, itpulls open when I try to walk. And thorns, I am thick with thorns likeflies on carrion.
 I shall come to you now and pick out every one.
 No. I can take care of this myself. See to those others. He paused. Mybrother. We should have run away.
 I know.
 Why was it so hard to go to Honey and ask quietly if she had cloth wecould tear to bind the splinting to Piper's arm? She did not deign to replyto me, but blind Josh mutely handed me the soft fabric that had oncewrapped his harp. Honey despised me, Josh seemed numbed with shock, andPiper was so lost in her own pain she scarcely noticed me. But somehow Igot them to move over beside the fire. I walked Piper over there, my armaround her and my free hand supporting her injured arm. I got her seated,and then gave her first the tea I had brewed. I spoke more to Harper Joshthan to her when I said, "I can draw the bone straight, and splint it. I'vehad to do as much before for men hurt in battle. But I do not claim to be a healer. When we get to the next town, it may have to be set again."
 He nodded slowly. We both knew there was no real alternative. So heknelt behind Piper and held her by the shoulders, and Honey gripped her upper arm firmly. I set my teeth against the pain she felt and firmly drewher forearm straight. She screamed, of course, for no mere tea could deadenthat sort of pain completely. But she also forced herself not to struggle.Tears coursed down her cheeks and her breath came raggedly as I splintedand bound her arm. I showed her how to carry it partially inside her vestto support the weight and steady it against movement. Then I gave heranother mug of the tea and turned to Josh.
 He had taken a blow to the head, and it had dazed him for a moment, butnot knocked him out. There was swelling, and he winced at my touch, but theflesh had not split. I washed it with cool water, and told him the teamight ease him as well. He thanked me, and somehow I felt shamed by it.Then I looked up to where Honey watched me with cat's eyes across the smallfire.
 "Were you hurt?" I asked her quietly.
 "There's a knot on my shin the size of a plum where he hit me. And heleft claw marks down my neck and breasts trying to get at me. But I cancare for my hurts myself, thank you all the same ... Cob. Small thanks toyou I am alive at all."
 "Honey." Josh spoke in a dangerously low voice. There was as muchweariness in it as anger.
 "He ran away, Father. He felled his man and then he turned and ran. Ifhe had helped us then, none of this would have happened. Not Piper's brokenarm, nor your smashed harp. He ran away."
 "But he came back. Let us not imagine what would have happened if hehad not. Perhaps we took some injuries, but you can still thank him thatyou are alive."
 "I thank him for nothing," she said bitterly. "One moment of courage,and he could have saved our livelihood. What have we now? A harper with noharp, and a piper who cannot lift her arm to hold her instrument."
 I rose and walked away from them. I was suddenly too weary to hear herout, and much too discouraged to explain myself at all. Instead I draggedthe two bodies from the road, and pulled them onto the sward on theriverside. In the failing light, I reentered the woods, and sought outNighteyes. He had already cared for his own injuries better than I could. Idragged my fingers through his coat, dusting thorns and bits of blackberrytangle from it. For a short time I sat next to him. He lay down and put hishead on my knee and I scratched his ears. It was all the communication we needed. Then I got up, found the third body, gripped it by the shoulders,and dragged it down out of the woods to join the other two. Withoutcompunction, I went through their pockets and pouches. Two of them yieldedbut a handful of small coins, but the one with the sword had had twelvesilver bits in his pouch. I took his pouch and added the other coins to it.I also took his battered sword belt and sheath, and picked up the swordfrom the road. Then I busied myself until the darkness was complete inpicking up river stones and piling them around and finally on top of thebodies. When I had finished, I went down to the river's edge and laved, myhands and arms and splashed water up onto my face. I took off my shirt andrinsed the blood from it, then put it back on cold and wet. For a moment itfelt good on my bruises; then my muscles began to stiffen with the chill ofit.
 I went back to the small fire that now lit the faces of the folk around it. When I got there, I reached for Josh's hand, and then set the pouchinto it. "Perhaps it will be enough to help you along until you can replaceyour harp," I told him.
 "Dead men's money to ease your conscience?" Honey sneered.
 The frayed ends of my temper parted. "Pretend they survived, for byBuck law they would have had to pay you restitution at least," I suggested."And if that still does not please you, throw the coins in the river forall I care." I ignored her much more thoroughly than she had me. Despite myaches and twinges, I unbundled the sword belt. Nighteyes had been right;the swordsman had been a lot bigger than me. I set the leather against apiece of wood and bored a new hole into the strap with my knife. That done,I stood, and fastened it about me. There was comfort in the weight of asword at my side again. I drew the blade and examined it by the firelight.It was not exceptional, but it was functional and sturdy.
 "Where did you get that?" Piper asked. Her voice was a bit wavery. 
"Took it off the third man, up in the woods," I said shortly. Iresheathed it.
 "What is it?" Harper Josh asked.
 "A sword," Piper said.
 Josh turned his hazy eyes to me. "There was a third man up in the woodswith a sword?"
 "Yes." 
 "And you took it away from him and killed him?"
 "Yes."
 He snorted softly and shook his head at himself. "When we shook hands,I knew well it was no scriber's hand I gripped. A pen does not leavecalluses such as you bear, nor does it muscle a forearm that way. You see,Honey, he did not run away. He but went to ..."/P> 
"If he had killed the man attacking us first, it would have beenwiser," she insisted stubbornly.
 I undid my bundle and shook out my blanket. I lay down on it. I washungry, but there was nothing to be done about that. I could do somethingabout how tired I was.
 "Are you going to sleep?" Piper asked. Her face reflected as much alarmas she could muster in her drugged state.
 "Yes.
 "What if more Forged ones come?" she demanded.
 "Then Honey can kill them in whatever order she deems wise," Isuggested sourly. I shifted on my blanket until my sword was clear andhandy, and closed my eyes. I heard Honey rise slowly and begin to put outbedding for the rest of them.
 "Cob?" Josh asked softly. "Did you take any coin for yourself?"
 "I do not expect to have need of coin again," I told him as quietly. Idid not explain that I no longer planned to have much to do with humans. Inever wanted to explain myself again to anyone. I did not care if theyunderstood me or not.
 I closed my eyes and groped out, to touch briefly with Nighteyes. Likeme, he was hungry but had chosen to rest instead. By tomorrow evening, Ishall be free to hunt with you again, I promised him. He sighed insatisfaction. He was not that far away. My fire was a spark through thetrees below him. He rested his muzzle on his forepaws.
 I was wearier than I had realized. My thoughts drifted, blurred. I letit all go and floated free, away from the pains that niggled at my body. 
Molly, I thought wistfully. Molly. But I did not find her. SomewhereBurrich slept on a pallet made up before a hearth. I saw him, and it feltalmost as if I Skilled him but I could not hold the vision. The firelightilluminated the planes of his face; he was thinner, and burnt dark withhours of field work. I spun slowly away from him. The Skill lapped againstme, but I could find no control of it.
 When my dreams brushed up against Patience, I was shocked to find herin a private chamber with Lord Bright. He looked like a cornered animal. Ayoung woman in a lovely gown was evidently as startled as he to havePatience intrude on them. Patience was armed with a map, and she wasspeaking as she pushed aside a tray of dainties and wine to unfurl it onthe table. "I have found you neither stupid nor craven, Lord Bright. So Imust assume you are ignorant. I intend that your education shall no longerbe neglected. As this map by the late Prince Verity will prove to you, ifyou do not take action soon, all the coast of Buck will be at the mercy ofthe Red-Ships. And they have no mercy." She lifted those piercing hazeleyes and stared at him as she had so often stared at me when she expectedto be obeyed. I almost pitied him. I lost my feeble grip on the scene. Likea leaf borne by wind, I swirled away from them.
 I did not know if I next went higher or deeper, only that I felt allthat bound me to my body was a tenuous thread. I turned and spun in acurrent that tugged at me, encouraging me to let go. Somewhere a wolfwhined in anxiety. Ghostly fingers plucked at me as if seeking my attention.
 Fitz. Be careful. Get back.
 Verity. But his Skilling had no more force than a puff of wind, despitethe effort I knew it cost him. Something was between us, a cold fog,yielding yet resisting, entangling like brambles. I tried to care, tried tofind enough fear to send me fleeing back to my body. But it was like beingtrapped inside a dream and trying to awaken. I could not find a way tostruggle out of it. I could not find the will to try.
 A whiff of dog-magic stench in the air, and look what I find.
 Will hooked into me like cat claws, drew me tight against him. Hello,Bastard. His deep satisfaction reawakened every nuance of my fear. I couldfeel his cynical smile. Neither of them dead, not the Bastard with hisperverted magic nor Verity the Pretender. Tsk, tsk. Regal will be chagrinedto find he was not as successful as he had thought. This time, though, Ishall make sure of things for him. My way. I felt an insidious probing ofmy defenses, more intimate than a kiss. As if be kneaded a whore's flesh,he felt me over for weaknesses. I dangled like a rabbit in his grasp, 
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waiting only for the twist and jerk that would end my life. I felt how hehad grown in strength and cunning.
 Verity, I whimpered, but my king could neither hear nor respond.
 He weighed me in his grip. What use to you this strength you have neverlearned to master? None at all. But to me, ah, to me it shall give wingsand claws. You shall make me strong enough to seek out Verity no matter howhe may hide himself.
 Suddenly I was leaking strength like a punctured waterskin. I had noidea how he had penetrated my defenses, and knew of no way to ward him off:He clutched my mind greedily to his and leeched at me. This was how Justinand Serene had killed King Shrewd. He had gone swiftly, like a bubblepopping. I could find neither will nor strength to struggle as Will forceddown all walls between us. His foreign thoughts were a pressure inside mymind as he scrabbled at my secrets, all the while drawing off my substance.
 But within me, a wolf was waiting for him. My brother! Nighteyesdeclared, and launched at him, tooth and nail. Somewhere in the vastdistance, Will shrieked in horror and dismay. However strong he might be inthe Skill, he had no knowledge at all of the Wit. He was as powerlessbefore Nighteyes' attack as I had been before his. Once, when Justin hadSkill-attacked me, Nighteyes had responded. I had watched as Justin hadgone down just as if he were being physically savaged by a wolf. He hadlost all concentration and control over his Skill and I had been able to break free of him. I could not see what was happening to Will, but I sensedNighteyes' snapping jaws. I was buffeted by the strength of Will's horror.He fled, breaking the Skill link between us so suddenly that for a moment Iwas unsure of my identity. Then I was back, wide-awake, inside my own body.
 I sat up on my blanket, sweat streaming down my back, and slammed upevery wall about myself that I could remember how to erect.
 "Cob?" Josh asked in some alarm, and I saw him sit up sleepily. Honeywas staring at me from her own blanket where she sat keeping watch. Ichoked back a panting sob.
 "A nightmare," I managed huskily. "Just a nightmare." I staggered to myfeet, horrified at how weakened I was. The world spun around me. I couldbarely stand. Fear of my own weakness spurred me. I caught up my smallkettle, and carried it off with me as I headed for the river. Elfbark tea,I promised myself, and hoped it would be potent enough. I veered wide ofthe heaped stones that covered the Forged ones' bodies. Before I reachedthe bank of the river, Nighteyes was beside me, hitching along on three legs. I dropped my kettle and sank down beside him. I threw my arms aroundhim, mindful of the slash on his shoulder, and buried my face in his ruff.
 I was so scared. I nearly died.
 I understand now why we must kill them all, he said calmly. If we donot, they will never let us be. We must hunt them down to their own lairand kill them all.
 It was the only comfort he could offer me. 
CHAPTER SIX 
The Wit and the Skill
 MINSTRELS AND WANDERING scribes hold special places in the society ofthe Six Duchies. They are repositories of knowledge, not only of their owncrafts, but of so much more. The minstrels hold the histories of the SixDuchies, not just the general history that has shaped the kingdom, but theparticular histories of the small towns and even the families who make themup. Although it is the dream of every minstrel to be sole witness to somegreat event, and thus gain the authoring of a new saga, their true andlasting importance lies in their constant witnessing of the small eventsthat make up life's fabric. When there is a question of a property line, orfamily lineage, or even of a long-term promise made, the minstrels arecalled upon to supply the details that others may have forgotten.Supporting them, but not supplanting them, are the wandering scribes. For afee, they will provide written record of a wedding, a birth, of landchanging hands, of inheritances gained or dowries promised. Such recordsmay be intricate things, for every party involved must be identified in away that is unmistakable. Not just by name and profession, but by lineageand location and appearance. As often as not, a minstrel is then called tomake his mark as witness to what the scribe has written, and for thisreason, it is not unusual to find them traveling in company together, orfor one person to profess both trades. Minstrels and scribes are by customwell treated in the noble houses, finding their winter quarters there andsustenance and comfort in old age. No lord wishes to be ill remembered inthe tellings of minstrels and scribes, or worse yet, not remembered at all.Generosity to them is taught as simple courtesy. One knows one is in the presence of a miser when one sits at table in a keep that boasts nominstrels.
 I bid the musicians farewell at the door of an inn in a shoddy littletown called Crowsneck the next afternoon. Rather, I bid Josh farewell.Honey stalked into the inn without a backward glance at me. Piper did lookat me, but the look was so puzzled that it conveyed nothing to me. Then shefollowed Honey in. Josh and I were left standing in the street. We had beenwalking together and his hand was still on my shoulder. "Bit of a step hereat the inn door," I warned Josh quietly. 
He nodded his thanks. "Well. Some hot food will be welcome," heobserved, and pushed his chin toward the door.
 I shook my head, then spoke my refusal. "Thank you, but I won't begoing in with you. I'm moving on."
 "Right now? Come, Cob, at least have a mug of beer and a bite to eat. Iknow that Honey is ... difficult to tolerate sometimes. But you needn'tassume she speaks for all of us."
 "It's not that. I simply have something that I must do. Something Ihave put off for a long, long time. Yesterday I realized that until I havedone it, there will be no peace for me."
 Josh sighed heavily. "Yesterday was an ugly day. I would not base anylife decision on it." He swung his head to look toward me. "Whatever it is,Cob, I think time will make it better. It does most things, you know."
 "Some things," I muttered distractedly. "Other things don't get betteruntil you ... mend them. One way or another."
 "Well." He held out his hand to me, and I took it. "Good luck to youthen. At least this fighter's hand has a sword to grip now. That can't bebad fortune for you."
 "Here's the door," I said, and opened it for him. "Good luck to you aswell," I told him as he passed me, and closed it behind him.
 As I stepped out into the open street again, I felt as if I had tosseda burden aside. Free again. I would not soon weigh myself down withanything like that again. 
 I'm coming, I told Nighteyes. This evening, we hunt.
 I'll be watching for you.
 I hitched my bundle a bit higher on my shoulder, took a fresh grip onmy staff, and strode down the street. I could think of nothing in Crowsneckthat I could possibly desire. My path took me straight through the marketsquare, however, and the habits of a lifetime die hard. My ears pricked upto the grumbles and complaints of those who had come to bargain. Buyersdemanded to know why prices were so high; sellers replied that the tradefrom downriver was scarce, and whatever goods came upriver as far asCrowsneck were dear. Prices were worse upriver, they assured them. For allthose who complained about the high prices, there were as many who camelooking for what was simply not there. It was not just the ocean fish andthe thick wool of Buck that no longer came up the river. It was as Chadehad predicted: there were no silks, no brandies, no fine Bingtown gem work,nothing from the Coastal Duchies, nor from the lands beyond. Regal'sattempt to strangle the Mountain Kingdom's trade routes had also deprivedthe Crowsneck merchants of Mountain amber and furs and other goods.Crowsneck had been a trading town. Now it was stagnant, choking on asurplus of its own goods and naught to trade them for.
 At least one shambling drunk knew where to put the blame. He wove hisway through the market, caroming off stalls and staggering through thewares lesser merchants had displayed on mats. His shaggy black hair hung tohis shoulders and merged with his beard. He sang as he came, or growled,more truly, for his voice was louder than it was musical. There was littlemelody to fix the tune in my mind, and he botched whatever rhyme had oncebeen to the song, but the sense of it was clear. When Shrewd had been Kingof the Six Duchies, the river had run with gold, but now that Regal worethe crown, the coasts all ran with blood. There was a second verse, sayingit was better to pay taxes to fight the Red-Ships than pay them to a kingthat hid, but that one was interrupted by the arrival of the City Guard.There were a pair of them, and I expected to see them halt the drunk andshake him down for coins to pay for whatever he'd broken. I should havebeen forewarned by the silence that came over the market when the guardsappeared. Commerce ceased, folk melted out of the way or pressed backagainst the stalls to allow them passage. All, eyes followed and fixed onthem.
 They closed on the drunk swiftly, and I was one of the silent crowdwatching as they seized him. The drunk goggled at them in dismay, and thelook of appeal he swept over the crowd was chilling in its intensity. Thenone of the guards drew back a gauntleted fist and sank it into his belly.The drunk looked to be a tough man, gone paunchy in the way that some thickly set men do as they age. A soft man would have collapsed at thatblow. He curled himself forward over the guard's fist, his breath whistlingout, and then abruptly spewed out a gush of soured ale. The guards steppedback in distaste, one giving the drunk a shove that sent him tottering offbalance. He crashed against a market stall, sending two baskets of eggssplatting into the dirt. The egg merchant said nothing, only stepped backdeeper into his stall as if he did not wish to be noticed at all.
 The guards advanced on the unfortunate man. The first one there grippedhim by the shirtfront and dragged him to his feet. He struck him a short,straight blow to the face that sent him crashing into the other guard'sarms. That one caught him, and held him up for his partner's fist to findhis belly again. This time the drunk dropped to his knees and the guardbehind him casually kicked him down.
 I did not realize I had started forward until a hand caught at myshoulder. I looked back into the wizened face of the gaunt old woman whoclutched at me. "Don't make them mad," she breathed. "They'll let him offwith a beating, if no one makes them angry. Make them angry, and they'llkill him. Or worse, take him off for the King's Circle."
 I locked eyes with her weary gaze, and she looked down as if ashamed.But she did not take her hand from my shoulder. Like her, then, I lookedaside from what they did, and tried not to hear the impacts on flesh, thegrunts and strangled cries of the beaten man.
 The day was hot, and the guards wore more mail than I was accustomed toseeing on City Guards. Perhaps that was what saved the drunk. No one likesto sweat in armor. I looked back in time to see one stoop and cut loose theman's purse, heft it, and then pocket it. The other guard looked about atthe crowd as he announced, "Black Rolf has been fined and punished for thetreasonous act of making mock of the King. Let it be an example to all."
 The guards left him lying in the dirt and litter of the market squareand continued their rounds. One guard watched over his shoulder as theystrode away, but no one moved until they turned a corner. Then graduallythe market stirred back to life. The old woman lifted her hand from myshoulder and turned back to haggling for turnips. The egg merchant camearound the front of his stall, to stoop and gather the few unbroken eggsand the yolky baskets. No one looked directly at the fallen man.
 I stood still for a time, waiting for a shaky coldness inside me tofade. I wanted to ask why City Guards should care about a drunkard's song,but no one met my querying glance. I suddenly had even less use for anyoneor anything in Crowsneck. I hitched my pack a notch higher and resumed my trek out of town. But as I drew near the groaning man, his pain lappedagainst me. The closer I came, the more distinct it was, almost likeforcing my hand deeper and deeper into a fire. He lifted his face to stareat me. Dirt clung to the blood and vomit on it. I tried to keep walking.
 Help him. My mind rendered thus the sudden mental urging I felt.
 I halted as if knifed, nearly reeling. That plea was not fromNighteyes. The drunk got a hand under himself and levered himself higher.His eyes met mine in dumb appeal and misery. I had seen such eyes before;they were those of an animal in pain.
 Maybe we should help him? Nighteyes asked uncertainly.
 Hush, I warned him.
 Please, help him. The plea had grown in urgency and strength. Old Bloodasks of Old Blood. The voice in my mind spoke more clearly, not in wordsbut images. I Witted the meaning behind it. It was a laying on of clanobligation.
 Are they pack with us? Nighteyes asked wonderingly. I knew he couldsense my confusion, and did not reply.
 Black Rolf had managed to get his other hand under himself. He pushedhimself up onto one knee, then mutely extended a hand to me. I clasped hisforearm and drew him slowly to his feet. Once he was upright, he swayedslightly. I kept hold of his arm and let him catch his balance against me.As dumb as he, I offered him my walking staff. He took it, but did notrelinquish my arm. Slowly we left the marketplace, the drunk leaning on meheavily. Entirely too many people stared after us curiously. As we walkedthrough the streets, people glanced up at us, and then away. The man saidnothing to me. I kept expecting him to point out some direction he wishedto go, some house claimed as his, but he said nothing.
 As we reached the outskirts of, town, the road meandered down to theriverbank. The sun shone through an opening in the trees, glinting silveron the water. Here a shoal of the river swept up against a grassy bankframed by willow woods. Some folk carrying baskets of wet washing were justleaving. He gave me a slight tug on the arm to indicate he wished to get tothe river's edge. Once there, Black Rolf sank to his knees, then leanedforward to plunge not just his face but his entire head and neck into thewater. He came up, rubbed at his face with his hands, and then duckedhimself again. The second time he came up, he shook his head as vigorouslyas a wet dog, sending water spraying in all directions. He sat back on his heels, and looked up at me blearily.
 "I drink too much when I come to town," he said hollowly.
 I nodded to that. "Will you be all right now?"
 He nodded back. I could see his tongue move inside his mouth, checkingfor cuts and loose teeth. The memory of old pain rolled over restlesslyinside me. I wanted to be away from any reminders of that.
 "Good luck, then," I told him. I stooped, upstream of him, and drankand refilled my waterskin. Then I rose, hefted my pack again, and turned toleave. A prickling of the Wit swiveled my head suddenly toward the woods. Astump shifted, then suddenly reared up as a brown bear. She snuffed theair, then dropped to all fours again and shambled toward us. "Rolf," I saidquietly as I started to slowly back up. "Rolf, there's a bear."
 "She's mine," he said as quietly. "You've nothing to fear from her."
 I stood stock-still as she shuffled out of the woods and down the grassy bank. As she drew close to Rolf, she gave a low cry, oddly like acow's bawl for her calf. Then she nudged her big head against him. He stoodup, leaning a hand on her sloping front shoulders to do so. I could sensethem communicating with one another, but had no notion of their messages.Then she lifted her head to look directly at me. Old Blood, sheacknowledged me. Her little eyes were deep set above her muzzle. As shewalked, the sunlight sleeked her glossy, rolling hide. They both cametoward me. I did not move.
 When they were very close, she lifted her nose and pressed her snoutfirmly against me and began to take long snuffs:
 My brother? Nighteyes queried in some alarm.
 I think it is all right. I scarcely dared to breathe. I had never beenthis close to a live bear.
 Her head was the size of a bushel basket. Her hot breath against mychest reeked of river fish. After a moment she stepped away from me,huffing an uh, uh, ah sound in her throat as if considering all she hadscented on me. She sat back on her haunches, taking air in through her openmouth as if tasting my scent on it. She wagged her head slowly from side toside, then seemed to reach a decision. She dropped to all fours again andtrundled off. "Come," Rolf said briefly, and motioned me to follow. They set off toward the woods. Over his shoulder, he added, "We have food toshare. The wolf is welcome, too."
 After a moment, I set out after them.
 Is this wise? I could sense that Nighteyes was not far away and wasmoving toward me as swiftly as he could, eeling between trees as he camedown, a hillside.
 I need to understand what they are. Are they like us? I have neverspoken to any like us.
 A derisive snort from Nighteyes. You were raised by Heart of the Pack.He is more like us than these. I am not certain I wish to come close to a bear, or to the man who thinks with the bear.
 I want to know more, I insisted. How did she sense me, how did shereach out to me? Despite my curiosity, I stayed well back from the strangetwosome. Man and bear shambled along ahead of me. They wended their waythrough the willow woods beside the river, avoiding the road. At a placewhere the forest drew densely down to the opposite side of the road, theycrossed hastily. I followed. In the deeper shadow of these larger trees, wesoon struck a game trail that cut across the face of a hill. I sensedNighteyes before he materialized beside me. He was panting from his haste.My heart smote me at how he moved on three legs. Too often he had takeninjuries on my behalf. What right did I have to ask that of him?
 It is not as bad as all that. 
He did not like to walk behind me, but the trail was too narrow forboth of us. I ceded him the path and walked alongside, dodging branches andtrunks, closely watching our guides. Neither of us were easy about thatbear. A single swipe from one of her paws could cripple or kill, and mysmall experience of bears did not indicate they had even temperaments.Walking in the flow of her scent kept Nighteyes' hackles erect and my skina prickle.
 In time we came to a small cabin set snug against the side of the hill.It was made of stone and log, chinked with moss and earth. The logs thatroofed it were overlaid with turf. Grasses and even small bushes sproutedfrom the roof of the cabin. The door was unusually wide and gaped open.Both man and bear preceded us inside. After a moment of hesitation, Iventured near to peer inside. Nighteyes hung back, hackles half-raised,ears pricked forward. 
 Black Rolf stepped back to the door to look out at us. "Come in and bewelcome," he offered. When he saw that I hesitated, he added, "Old Blooddoes not turn on Old Blood."
 Slowly I entered. There was a low slab table in the center of the roomwith a bench to either side of it, and a river rock hearth in a cornerbetween two large comfortable chairs. Another door led to a smallersleeping room. The cabin smelled like a bear's den, rank and earthy. In onecorner was a scattering of bones and the walls there bore the marks ofclaws.
 A woman was just, setting aside a broom after sweeping the dirt floor.She was dressed in brown, and her short brown hair was sleeked to her headlike an acorn's cap. She turned her head quickly toward me and fixed mewith an unblinking stare from brown eyes. Rolf gestured toward me. "Hereare the guests I was telling you about, Holly," he announced.
 "I thank you for your hospitality," I said.
 She looked almost startled. "Old Blood always welcomes Old Blood," sheasserted.
 I brought my eyes back to confront the glittering blackness of Rolf'sgaze. "I have never heard of this `Old Blood' before," I ventured.
 "But you know what it is." He smiled at me, and it seemed a bear'ssmile. He had the bear's posture: his lumbering walk, a way of slowlywagging his head from side to side, of tucking his chin and looking down asif a muzzle divided his eyes. Behind him, his woman slowly nodded. Shelifted her eyes and exchanged a glance with someone. I followed her gaze toa small hawk perched on a cross rafter. His eyes bored into me. The beamswere streaked white with his droppings.
 "You mean the Wit?" I asked.
 "No. So it is named by those who have no knowing of it. That is thename it is despised by. Those of us who are of the Old Blood do not name itso." He turned away to a cupboard set against the stout wall and began totake food from it. Long thick slabs of smoked salmon. A loaf of bread heavywith nuts and fruit baked into it. The bear rose on her hind legs, thendropped again to all fours, snuffing appreciatively. She turned her headsideways to take a side of fish from the table; it looked small in herjaws. She lumbered off to her corner with it and turned her back as shebegan on it. The woman had silently positioned herself on a chair fromwhich she could watch the whole room. When I glanced at her she smiled and motioned her own invitation to the table. Then she resumed her stillness and her watching.
 I found my own mouth watering at the sight of the food. It had beendays since I had eaten to repletion and I'd had almost nothing in the lasttwo days. A light whine from outside the cottage reminded me that Nighteyeswas in the same condition. "No cheese, no butter," Black Rolf warned mesolemnly. "The City Guard took all the coin I'd traded for before I gotaround to buying butter and cheese. But we've fish and bread in plenty, andhoneycomb for the bread. Take what you wish."
 Almost inadvertently, my eyes flickered toward the door.
 "Both of you," he clarified for me. "Among the Old Blood, two aretreated as one. Always."
 "Sleet and I welcome you as well," the woman added softly. "I am Holly."
 I nodded gratefully to her invitation, and reached for my wolf.
 Nighteyes? Will you come in?
 I will come to the door.
 A moment later a gray shadow slunk past the door opening. I sensed himprowling about outside the cabin, taking up the scents of the place,registering bear, over and over. He passed the door again, peered inbriefly, then made another circuit of the cabin. He discovered a partiallydevoured carcass of a deer, with leaves and dirt scuffed over it, not toofar from the cabin. It was a typical bear's cache. I did not need to warnhim to leave it alone. Finally he came back to the door and settled beforeit, sitting alertly, ears pricked.
 "Take food to him if he does not wish to come inside," Rolf urged me.He added, "None of us believes in forcing a fellow against his naturalinstincts."
 "Thank you," I said, a bit stiffly, but I did not know what mannerswere called for here. I took a slab of the salmon from the table. I tossed it to Nighteyes and he caught it deftly. For a moment he sat with it in hisjaws. He could not both eat and remain totally wary. Long strings of salivabegan to trail from his mouth as he sat there gripping the fish. Eat; Iurged him. I do not think they wish us any harm. 
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 He needed no more urging than that. He dropped the fish, pinned it tothe ground with his forepaw, and then tore off a large hunk of it. Hewolfed it down, scarcely chewing. His eating awoke my hunger with anintensity I had been suppressing. I looked away from him to find that BlackRolf had cut me a thick slab of the bread and slathered it with honey. Hewas pouring a large mug of mead for himself. Mine was already beside myplate.
 "Eat, don't wait for me," he invited me, and when I looked askance atthe woman, she smiled.
 "Be welcome," she said quietly. She came to the table and took aplatter for herself, but put only a small portion of fish and a fragment ofbread on it. I sensed she did so to put me at ease rather than for her ownhunger. "Eat well," she bade me, and added, "We can sense your hunger, youknow." She did not join, us at table, but carried her food off to her chairby the hearth.
 I was only too glad to obey her. I ate with much the same manners asNighteyes. He was on his third slab of salmon, and I had finished as manypieces of bread and was eating a second piece of salmon before I recalledmyself to my host. Rolf refilled my mug with mead and observed, "I oncetried to keep a goat. For milk and cheese and such. But she never couldbecome accustomed to Hilda. Poor thing was always too nervous to let downher milk. So. We have mead. With Hilda's nose for honey, that's a drink wecan supply ourselves with."
 "It's wonderful," I sighed. I set down my mug, a quarter drainedalready, and breathed out. I hadn't finished eating, but the urgent edge ofmy hunger was gone now. Black Rolf picked up another slab of fish from thetable and tossed it casually to Hilda. She caught it, paws and jaws, thenturned aside from us to resume eating. He sent another slab winging toNighteyes, who had lost all wariness. He leaped for it, then lay down, thesalmon between his front paws, and turned his head to scissor off chunksand gulp them down. Holly picked at her food, tearing off small strips ofdried fish and ducking her head as she ate them. Every time I glanced herway, I found her looking at me with her sharp black eyes. I looked back atHilda.
 "How did you ever come to bond with a she-bear?" I asked, and thenadded, "If it isn't a rude question. I've never spoken to anyone else whowas bonded to an animal, at least, no one who admitted it openly."
 He leaned back in his chair and rested his hands upon his belly. "Idon't `admit it openly' to just anyone. I supposed that you knew of me, right away, as Hilda and I are always aware when there are others of theOld Blood nearby. But, as to your question ... my mother was Old Blood, andtwo of her children inherited it. She sensed it in us, of course, andraised us in the ways. And when I was of an age, as a man, I made my quest."
 I looked at him blankly. He shook his head, a pitying smile touchinghis lips.
 "I went alone, out into the world, seeking my companion beast. Somelook in the towns, some look in the forest, a few, I have heard tell, evengo out to sea. But I was drawn to the woods. So I went out alone, senseswide, fasting save for cold water and the herbs that quicken the Old Blood.I found a place, here, and I sat down among the roots of an old tree and Iwaited. And in time, Hilda came to me, seeking just as I had been seeking.We tested one another and found the trust and, well, here we are, sevenyears later." He glanced at Hilda as fondly as if he spoke of a wife andchildren.
 "A deliberate search for one to bond with," I mused.
 I believe that you sought me that day, and that I called out for you.Though neither of us knew at the time what we were seeking, Nighteyesmused, putting my rescuing him from the animal trader in a new light.
 I do not think so, I told him regretfully. I had bonded twice before,with dogs, and had learned too well the pain of losing such a companion. Ihad resolved never to bond again.
 Rolf was looking at me with disbelief. Almost horror. "You had bondedtwice before the wolf? And lost both companions?" He shook his head,denying it could be so. "You are very young even for a first bonding."
 I shrugged at him. "I was just a child when Nosy and I joined. He wastaken away from me, by one who knew something of bonding and did not thinkit was good for either of us. Later, I did encounter him again, but it wasat the end of his days. And the other pup I bonded to ..."
 Rolf was regarding me with a distaste as fervent as Burrich's was forthe Wit while Holly silently shook her head. "You bonded as a child?Forgive me, but that is perversion. As well allow a little girl to be wedoff to a grown man. A child is not ready to share the full life of a beast;all Old Blood parents I know most carefully shelter their children fromsuch contacts." Sympathy touched his face. "Still, it must have beenexcruciating for your bond-friend to be taken from you. But whoever did it,did the right thing, whatever his reason." He looked at me more closely. "I 
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am surprised you survived, knowing nothing of the Old Blood ways."
 "Where I come from, it is seldom spoken of. And when it is, it iscalled the Wit, and is deemed a shameful thing to do."
 "Even your parents told you this? For while I well know how the OldBlood is regarded and all the lies that are told about it, one usually doesnot hear them from one's own parents. Our parents cherish our lines, andhelp us to find proper mates when the time, comes, so that our blood maynot be thinned."
 I glanced from his frank gaze to Holly's open stare. "I did not know myparents." Even anonymously, the words did not come easily to me. "My mothergave me over to my father's family when I was six years old. And my fatherchose not to ... be near me. Still, I suspect the Old Blood came from mymother's side. I recall nothing of her or her family."
 "Six years old? And you recall nothing? Surely she taught you somethingbefore she let you go, gave you some knowledge to protect yourself ... ?"
 I sighed. "I recall nothing of her." I had long ago grown weary of folktelling me that I must remember something of her, that most people havememories that go back to when they were three or even younger.
 Black Rolf made a low noise in his throat, between a growl and a sigh."Well, someone taught you something."
 "No." I said it flatly, tired of the argument. I wished an end to it,and so resorted to the oldest tactic I knew for diverting people when theyasked too many questions about me. "Tell me about yourself," I urged him."What did your mother teach you, and how?"
 He smiled, his cheeks wrinkling fatly about his black eyes and makingthem smaller. "It took her twenty years to teach it to me. Have you thatlong to hear about it?" At my look he added, "No, I know you asked but tomake conversation. But I offer what I see you needing. Stay with us a bit.We'll teach you what you both need to know. But you won't learn it in anhour or a day. It's going to take months. Perhaps years."
 Holly spoke suddenly from the corner in a quiet voice. "We could findhim a mate as well. He might do for Ollie's girl. She's older, but shemight steady him down."
 Rolf grinned widely. "Isn't that like a woman! Knows you for five minutes, and already matching you up for marriage."
 Holly spoke directly to me. Her smile was small but warm. "Vita isbonded to a crow. All of you would hunt well together. Stay with us. Youwill meet her, and like her. Old Blood should join to Old Blood." 
Refuse politely, Nighteyes suggested immediately. Bad enough to denamong men. If you start sleeping near bears, you shall stink so that we cannever hunt well again. Nor do I desire to share our kills with a teasingcrow. He paused. Unless they know of a woman who is bonded with a bitch-wolf ?
 A smile twitched at the corner of Black Rolf's mouth. I suspected hewas more aware of what we said than he let on, and I told Nighteyes as much.
 "It is one of the things that I could teach you, should you choose tostay," Rolf offered. "When you two speak, to one of the Old Blood it is asif you were shouting to one another over the rattle of a tinker's cart.There is no need to be so ... wide open with it. It is only one wolf youaddress, not all of the wolf kindred.
 No. It is even more than that. I doubt if anything that eats meat isunaware of you two. Tell me. When was the last time you encountered a largecarnivore?."
 Dogs chased me some nights ago, Nighteyes said.
 "Dogs will stand and bark from their territory," Rolf observed. "Imeant a wild carnivore."
 "I don't think I've seen any since we bonded," I admitted unwillingly.
 "They will avoid you as surely as Forged ones will follow you," BlackRolf said calmly.
 A chill went down my spine. "Forged ones? But Forged ones seem to haveno Wit at all. I do not sense them with my Wit-sense at all, only with eyesor nose or ..."/P> 
"To your Old Blood senses, all creatures give off a kinship warmth. Allsave the Forged ones. This is true?"
 I nodded uneasily. 
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 "They have lost it. I do not know how it is stolen from them, but thatis what Forging does. And it leaves an emptiness in them. This much is wellknown among those of the Old Blood, and we know, too, that we are morelikely to be followed and attacked by Forged ones. Especially if we usethose talents carelessly. Why this is so, no one can say with certainty.Perhaps only the Forged ones know, if they truly `know' anything anymore.But it gives us one more reason to be cautious of ourselves and ourtalents."
 "Are you suggesting that Nighteyes and I should refrain from using theWit?"
 "I am suggesting that perhaps you should stay here for a while, andtake the time to learn to master the talents of the Old Blood. Or you mayfind yourself in more battles such as the one you fought yesterday." Hepermitted himself a small smile.
 "I said nothing to you of that attack," I said quietly.
 "You did not need to," he pointed out. "I am sure that everyone of OldBlood for leagues around heard you when you fought them. Until you bothlearn to control how you speak to one another, nothing between you is trulyprivate." He paused, then added, "Did you never think it strange thatForged ones would spend time attacking a wolf when there is apparentlynothing to gain from such an attack? They only focus on him because he isbonded to you."
 I gave Nighteyes a brief apologetic glance. "I thank you for youroffer. But we have a thing we must do and it will not wait. I think that weshall encounter fewer Forged ones as we move inland. We should be fine."
 "That is likely. The ones that go so far inland are gathered up by theKing. Still, any that may be left will be drawn to you. But even if youencounter no more Forged ones, you are likely to encounter the King'sguards. They take a special interest in Witted folk these days. Of late,many of the Old Blood have been sold to the King, by neighbors, and evenfamily. His gold is good, and he does not even ask much proof that they aretruly Old Blood. Not for years has the vendetta against us burned so hot."
 I looked away uncomfortably, well aware of why Regal hated those withthe Wit. His coterie would support him in that hate. I felt sickened as Ithought of innocent folk sold to Regal that he might revenge himself onthem in my stead. I tried to keep the rage I felt masked.
 Hilda came back to the table, looked it over consideringly, then seized the pot that held the honeycombs in both her paws. She waddled carefullyaway from the table, to seat herself in the corner and begin a carefullicking out of the, pot. Holly continued to watch me. I could read nothingfrom her eyes.
 Black Rolf scratched at his beard, then winced as his fingers found asore spot. He smiled a careful, rueful smile at me. "I can sympathize withyour desire to kill King Regal. But I do not think you shall find it aseasy as you suppose."
 I just looked at him, but Nighteyes rolled a light snarl in the back ofhis throat. Hilda looked up at that and thumped down on all fours, thehoney jar rolling away from her across the floor. Black Rolf sent her aglance and she sat back, but fixed both Nighteyes and me with a glare. Idon't think there is anything as gut-tightening as an angry glare from abrown bear. I did not move. Holly sat up straight in her chair but remainedcalm. Above us in the rafters, Sleet rattled his plumage.
 "If you bay out all your plans and grievances to the night moon, youcannot be astonished that others know of them. I do not think you shallencounter many of the Old Blood who are sympathetic to King Regal ... orany, perhaps. In fact, many would be willing to aid you if you asked them.Still, silence is wisest, for a plan such as that."
 "From your song earlier, I would suspect you share my sentiments," Isaid quietly. "And I thank you for your warning. But Nighteyes and I havehad to be circumspect before about what we shared with one another. Now weknow there is a danger of being overheard, I think we can compensate forit. One question I will ask of you. What care the City Guard of Crowsneckif a man has a few drinks and sings a mocking song about the... King?" Ihad to force the word from my throat.
 "None at all, when they are Crowsneck men. But that is no longer thecase in Crowsneck, nor in any of the river-road towns. Those are King'sguards, in the livery of the Crowsneck Guard, and paid from the town purse,but King's Men all the same. Regal had not been king two months before hedecreed that change. He claimed the law would be enforced more equitably ifCity Guards were all sworn King's Men, carrying out the law of the SixDuchies above any other. Well. You have seen how they carry it out ...mostly by carrying off whatever they can from any poor sot who treads uponthe King's toes. Still, those two in Crowsneck are not so bad as some I'veheard of. Word is that down in Sandbend, a cutpurse or thief can make aneasy living, so long as the Guard gets a share. The town masters arepowerless to dismiss the Guards the King has appointed. Nor are theyallowed to supplement them with their own men." 
 It sounded only too much like Regal. I wondered how obsessed he wouldbecome with power and control. Would he set spies upon his spies? Or had healready done so? None of it boded well for the Six Duchies as a whole.
 Black Rolf broke me from my musings. "Now, I've a question I would askof you."
 "Be free to ask," I invited him, but held to myself how freely I should answer.
 "Late last night ... after you had finished with the Forged ones.Another attacked you. I could not sense who, only that your wolf defendedyou, and that he somehow went ... somewhere. That he threw his strengthinto a channel I did not understand, nor could follow. I know no more thanthat he, and you, were victorious. What was that thing?"
 "A servant of the King," I hedged. I did not wish to entirely refusehim an answer, and this seemed harmless, as he seemed to already know it.
 "You fought what they call the Skill. Didn't you?" His eyes locked withmine. When I did not answer, he went on anyway. "There are many of us whowould like to know how it was done. In our past, Skilled ones have huntedus down as if we were vermin. No one of the Old Blood can say that hisfamily has not suffered at their hands. Now those days have come again. Ifthere is a way to use the talents of the Old Blood against those who wieldthe Farseer's Skill, it is knowledge worth much to us."
 Holly sidled from the corner, then came to grip the back of Rolf'schair and peer over his shoulder at me. I sensed the importance of myanswer to them.
 "I cannot teach you that," I said honestly.
 His eyes held mine, his disbelief plain. "Twice tonight, I have offeredto teach you all I know of the Old Blood, to open to you all the doors thatonly your ignorance keep closed. You have refused me, but by Eda, I haveoffered, and freely. But this one thing I ask, this one thing that mightsave so many lives of our own kind, you say you cannot teach me?"
 My eyes flickered to Hilda. Her eyes had gone beady and bright again.Black Rolf was probably unaware of how his posture mimicked that of hisbear. They both had me measuring the distance to the door, while Nighteyeswas already on his feet and ready to flee. Behind Rolf, Holly cocked herhead and stared at me. Above us, the hawk turned his head to watch us. I forced myself to loosen my muscles, to behave much more calmly than I felt.It was a tactic learned from Burrich when confronting any distressed animal.
 "I speak truth to you," I said carefully. "I cannot teach you what I donot fully understand myself." I refrained from mentioning that I myselfcarried that despised Farseer blood. I was sure now of what I had onlysuspected before. The Wit could be used to attack a Skilled one only if aSkill channel had been opened between them. Even if I had been able todescribe what Nighteyes and I had done, no one else would have been able tocopy it: To fight the Skill with the Wit, one had to possess both the Skilland the Wit. I met Black Rolf's eyes calmly, knowing I had spoken the truthto him.
 Slowly he relaxed his hunched shoulders, and Hilda dropped back to allfours and went snuffling after the trailing honey. "Perhaps," he said,quietly stubborn. "Perhaps if you stayed with us, and learned what I haveto teach you, you would begin to understand what you do. Then you couldteach it to me. Do you think so?"
 I kept my voice calm and even. "You witnessed one of the King'sservants attack me last night. Do you think they will suffer me to remainhere and learn more to use against them? No. My only chance is to beardthem in their den before they come seeking me out." I hesitated, thenoffered, "Although I cannot teach you to do as I do, you may be assuredthat it will be used against the enemies of the Old Blood."
 This, finally, was a reasoning he could accept. He snuffed severaltimes thoughtfully. I wondered uncomfortably if I had as many wolfmannerisms as he had bear and Holly had hawk.
 "Will you stay the night at least?" he asked abruptly.
 "We do better when we travel by night," I said regretfully. "It is morecomfortable for both of us."
 He nodded sagely to that. "Well. I wish you well, and every goodfortune in achieving your end. You are welcome to rest safely here untilthe moon rises, if you wish."
 I conferred with Nighteyes, and we accepted gratefully. I checked theslash on Nighteyes'' shoulder and found it to be no better than I hadsuspected. I treated it with some of Burrich's salve, and then we sprawledoutside in the shade and napped the afternoon away. It was good for both ofus to be able to relax completely, knowing that others stood guard over us.It was the best sleep either of us had had since we had begun our journey. 
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When we awoke, I found that Black Rolf had put up fish, honey, and breadfor us to carry with us. There was no sign of the hawk. I imagined he hadgone to roost for the night. Holly stood in the shadows near the house,regarding us sleepily.
 "Go carefully, go gently," Rolf counseled us after we had thanked himand packed his gifts. "Walk in the ways Eda has opened for you."
 He paused, as if waiting for a response. I sensed a custom I was notfamiliar with. I wished him simply, "Good luck," and he nodded to that.
 "You will be back, you know," he added.
 I shook my head slowly. "I doubt that. But I thank you for what youhave given me."
 "No. I know you will be back. It is not a matter of your wanting what Ican teach you. You will find you need it. You are not a man as ordinary menare. They think they have a right to all beasts; to hunt them and eat them,or to subjugate them and rule their lives. You know you have no such rightto mastery. The horse that carries you will do so because he wishes to, asdoes the wolf that hunts beside you. You have a deeper sense of yourself inthe world. You believe you have a right, not to rule it, but to be part ofit. Predator or prey; there is no shame to being either one. As time goeson, you will find you have urgent questions. What must you do when yourfriend wishes to run with a pack of true wolves? I promise you, that timewill come. What must he do if you marry and have a child? When the timecomes for one of you to die, as it must, how does the other make room forwhat is left, and carry on alone? In time you will hunger for others ofyour kind. You will need to know how to sense them and how to seek themout. There are answers to these questions, Old Blood answers, ones I cannottell you in a day, ones you cannot understand in a week. You need thoseanswers. And you will come back for them."
 I looked down at the trodden soil of the forest path. I had lost allcertainty that I would not return to Rolf.
 Holly spoke softly but clearly from the shadows. "I believe in what yougo to do. I wish you success, and would aid you if I could." Her eyesdarted to Rolf, as if this were a thing they had discussed, but had notagreed upon. "If you are in need, cry out, as you do to Nighteyes, askingthat any of Old Blood who hear you pass word back to Holly and Sleet ofCrowsneck. Those who hear may come to help you. Even if they do not, theywill send word to me, and I will do what I can." 
 Rolf let out a sudden huff of breath. "We will do what we can," heamended her words. "But you would be wiser to stay here and learn first howto better protect yourself."
 I nodded to his words, but resolved privately that I would not involveany of them in my revenge against Regal. When I glanced up at Rolf, hesmiled at me wryly, and shrugged his shoulders. "Go then. But be wary, bothof you. Before the moon goes down you'll leave Buck behind and be inFarrow. If you think King Regal has a grip on us here, wait until you getto where folk believe he has a right to it."
 I nodded grimly to that, and once more Nighteyes and I were on our way. 
CHAPTER SEVEN 
Farrow
 LADY PATIENCE, THE Lady of Buckkeep as she came to be called, rose topower in a unique fashion. She had been born into a noble family and was bybirth a lady. She was raised to the loftier status of Queen-in-Waiting byher precipitous marriage to King-in-Waiting Chivalry. She never assertedherself in either position to take the power that birth and marriage hadbrought her. It was only when she was alone, almost abandoned as eccentricLady Patience at Buckkeep, that she gathered to herself the reins ofinfluence. She did it, as she had done everything else in her life, in ahaphazard, quaint way that would have availed any other woman not at all.
 She did not call on noble family connections, or exert influentialconnections based on her deceased husband's status. Instead she began withthat lowest tier of power, the so-called men-at-arms, who were just asfrequently women. Those few remaining of King Shrewd's personal guard andQueen Kettricken's guard had been left in the peculiar position ofguardians with nothing left to guard. The Buckkeep Guard had beensupplanted in their duties by the personal troops that Lord Bright broughtwith him from Farrow, and delegated to lesser tasks that involved thecleaning and maintenance of the keep. The former guards were erraticallypaid, had lost respect among and for themselves, and were too often idle oroccupied with denigrating tasks. The Lady Patience, ostensibly because theywere not otherwise busied, began to solicit their services. She began by requesting a guard when she abruptly began to ride out on her ancientpalfrey, Silk. Afternoon rides gradually lengthened to all-day forays, andthen to overnight visits to villages that had either been raided or fearedraids. In the raided villages, she and her maid Lacey did what they couldfor the injured, logged down a tally of those slain or Forged, andprovided, in the form of her guard strong backs to aid in the clearing ofrubble from the main streets and the raising of temporary shelter for folkleft homeless. This, while not true work for fighters, was a sharp reminderof what they had been trained to fight against, and of what happened whenthere were no defenders. The gratitude of the folk they aided restored tothe guard their pride and inner cohesiveness. In the unraided villages, theguard were a small show of force that Buckkeep and the Farseer pride stillexisted. In several villages and towns, makeshift stockades were raisedwhere the folk could retreat from the Raiders and have a small chance of defending themselves.
 There is no record of Lord Bright's feelings regarding Lady Patience'sforays. She never declared these expeditions in any official way. They wereher pleasure rides, the guards that accompanied her had volunteered to doso, and likewise for the duties she put them to in the villages. Some, asshe came to trust them, ran "errands" for her. Such errands might involvethe distance carrying of messages to keeps in Rippon, Bearns, and evenShoaks, requesting news of how the coastal towns fared, and giving news ofBuck; they took her runners into and through occupied territories and werefraught with danger. Her messengers often were given a sprig of the ivy shegrew year-round in her rooms as a token to present to the recipients of hermessages and support. Several ballads have been written about the so-calledIvy Runners, telling of the bravery and resourcefulness they showed, andreminding us that even the greatest walls must, in time, yield to theoverclimbing ivy. Perhaps the most famous exploit was that of Pansy, theyoungest runner. At the age of eleven, she traveled all the way to wherethe Duchess of Bearns was in hiding in the Ice Caves of Bearns, to bringher tidings of when and where a supply boat would beach. For part of thatjourney, Pansy traveled undiscovered amidst the sacks of grain in a wagoncommandeered by the Raiders. From the very heart of a Raiders' camp, sheescaped to continue her mission, but only after she had set fire to thetent in which their leader slept in revenge for her Forged parents. Pansydid not live to be thirteen, but her deeds will be long remembered.
 Others aided Patience in disposing of her jewelry and ancestral landsfor coin, which she then employed "as she pleased, as was her right, " asshe once informed Lord Bright. She bought grain and sheep from inland, andagain her "volunteers" saw to its transport and distribution. Small supplyboats brought hope to embattled defenders. She made token payments tostonemasons and carpenters who helped to rebuild ravaged villages. And shegave coin, not much but accompanied by her sincerest thanks, to those 
guards who volunteered to assist her.
 By the time the Ivy badge came into common usage among the BuckkeepGuard, it was only to acknowledge what was already a fact. These men andwomen were Lady Patience's guard, paid by her when they were paid at all,but more important to them, valued and used by her, doctored by her whenthey were injured, and sharply defended by her acid tongue against any whospoke disparagingly of them. These were the foundation of her influence,and the basis of the strength she came to wield. ` A tower seldom crumblesfrom the bottom up, " she told more than one, and claimed to have thesaying from Prince Chivalry.
 We had slept well and our bellies were full. Without the need to hunt,we traveled the whole night. We stayed off the road, and were far morecautious than we had previously been, but no Forged ones did we encounter.A large white moon silvered us a path through the trees. We moved as onecreature, scarcely even thinking, save to catalog the scents we encounteredand the sounds we heard. The icy determination that had seized me infectedNighteyes as well. I would not carelessly trumpet to him my intention, butwe could think of it without focusing on it. It was a different sort ofhunting urge, driven by a different sort of hunger. That night we walkedthe miles away beneath the moon's peering stare.
 There was a soldier's logic to it, a strategy Verity would haveapproved. Will knew I lived. I did not know if he would reveal that to theothers of the coterie, or even Regal. I suspected he hungered to drain offmy Skill-strength as Justin and Serene had drained King Shrewd's. Isuspected there would be an obscene ecstasy to such a theft of power, andthat Will would wish to savor it alone. I was also fairly certain that hewould search for me, determined to ferret me out no matter where I hid. Heknew also that I was terrified of him. He would not expect me to comestraight for him, determined to kill not only him and the coterie, but alsoRegal. My swift march toward Tradeford might be my best strategy forremaining hidden from him.
 Farrow's reputation is for being as open as Buck is craggy and wooded.That first dawn found us in an unfamiliar type of forest, more open anddeciduous. We bedded down for the day in a birch copse on a gentle hilloverlooking open pasture. For the first time since the fight I took off myshirt and by daylight examined my shoulder where the club had connected. Itwas black-and-blue, and painful if I tried to lift my arm above my head.But that was all. Minor. Three years ago, I would have thought it a seriousinjury. I would have bathed it in cold water and poulticed it with herbs tohasten its healing. Now, although it purpled my whole shoulder and twinged whenever I moved it, it was only a bruise, and I left it to heal on itsown. I smiled wryly to myself as I put my shirt back on.
 Nighteyes was not patient as I looked at the slice in his shoulder. Itwas starting to close. As I pushed the hair back from the edges of the cut,he reached back suddenly and seized my wrist in his teeth. Not roughly, butfirmly.
 Let it alone. It will heal.
 There's dirt in it.
 He gave it a sniff and a thoughtful lick. Not that much.
 Let me look at it.
 You never just look. You poke.
 Then sit still and let me poke at it.
 He conceded, but not graciously. There were bits of grass stuck in itand these had to be plucked loose. More than once he grabbed at my wrist.Finally he rumbled at me in a way that let me know he'd had enough. Iwasn't satisfied. He was barely tolerant of me putting some of Burrich'ssalve on it.
 You worry about these things too much, he informed me irritably.
 I hate that you are injured because of me. It's not right. This isn'tthe sort of life a wolf should lead. You should not be alone, wanderingfrom place to place. You should be with a pack, hunting your territory,perhaps taking a mate someday.
 Someday is someday, and maybe it will be or maybe it won't. This is ahuman thing, to worry about things that may or may not come to be. Youcan't eat the meat until you've killed it. Besides, I am not alone. We aretogether. 
That is true. We are together. I lay down beside Nighteyes to sleep.
 I thought of Molly. I resolutely put her out of my mind and tried tosleep. It was no good. I shifted about restlessly until Nighteyes growled,got up, stalked away from me, and lay down again. I sat up for a bit,staring down into a wooded valley. I knew I was close to a foolish decision. I refused to consider how completely foolish and reckless it was.I drew a breath, closed my eyes, and reached for Molly.
 I had dreaded I might find her in another man's arms. I had feared Iwould hear her speak of me with loathing. Instead, I could not find her atall. Time and again, I centered my thoughts, summoned all my energies, andreached out for her. I was finally rewarded with a Skill image of Burrichthatching the roof of a cottage. He was shirtless and the summer sun haddarkened him to the color of polished wood. Sweat ran down the back of hisneck. He glanced down at someone below him and annoyance crossed hisfeatures. "I know, my lady. You could do it yourself, thank you very much.I also know I have enough worries without fearing that both of you willtumble off here."
 Somewhere I panted with effort, and became aware of my own body again.I pushed myself away and reached for Burrich. I would at least let him knowthat I lived. I managed to find him, but I saw him through a fog."Burrich!" I called to him. "Burrich, it's Fitz!" But his mind was closedand locked to me; I could not catch even a glimmer of his thoughts. Idamned my erratic Skill ability, and reached again into the swirling clouds.
 Verity stood before me, his arms crossed on his chest, shaking hishead. His voice was no louder than a whisper of wind, and he stood so stillI could scarcely see him. Yet I sensed he used great force to reach me."Don't do this, boy," he warned me softly. "It will only hurt you." I wassuddenly in a different place. He leaned with his back against a great slabof black stone and his face was lined with weariness. Verity rubbed at histemples as if pained. "I should not be doing this, either. But sometimes Iso long for ... Ah, well. Pay no mind. Know this, though. Some things arebetter not known, and the risks of Skilling right now are too great. If Ican feel you and find you, so can another. He'll attack you any way he can.Don't bring them to his attention. He would not scruple to use them againstyou. Give them up, to protect them." He suddenly seemed a bit stronger. Hesmiled bitterly. "I know what it means to do that; to give them up to keepthem safe. So did your father. You've the strength for it. Give it all up,boy. Just come to me. If you've still a mind to. Come to me, and I'll showyou what can be done."
 I awoke at midday. The full sunlight falling on my face had given me aheadache, and I felt slightly shaky with it. I made a tiny fire, intendingto brew some elfbark tea to steady myself. I forced myself to be sparing ofmy supply, using only one small piece of bark and the rest nettles. I hadnot expected to need it so often. I suspected I should conserve it; I mightneed it after I faced Regal's coterie. Now, there was an optimisticthought. Nighteyes opened his eyes to watch me for a bit, then dozed offagain. I sat sipping my bitter tea and staring out over the countryside. 
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The bizarre dream had made me homesick for a place and time when people hadcared for me. I had left all that behind me. Well, not entirely. I satbeside Nighteyes and rested a hand on the wolf's shoulder. He shuddered hiscoat at the touch. Go to sleep, he told me grumpily.
 You are all I have, I told him, full of melancholy.
 He yawned lazily. And I am all you need. Now go to sleep. Sleeping isserious, he told me gravely. I smiled and stretched out again beside mywolf, one hand resting on his coat. He radiated the simple contentment of afull belly and sleeping in the warm sun. He was right. It was worth takingseriously. I closed my eyes and slept dreamlessly the rest of the day.
 In the days and nights that followed, the nature of the countrysidechanged to open forests interspersed with wide grassland. Orchards andgrainfields surrounded the towns. Once, long ago, I had traveled throughFarrow. Then I had been with a caravan, and we had gone cross-countryrather than following the river. I had been a confident young assassin onmy way to an important murder. That trip had ended in my first realexperience of Regal's treachery. I had barely survived it. Now once more Itraveled across Farrow, looking forward to a murder at my journey's end.But this time I went alone and upriver, the man I would kill was my ownuncle, and the killing was at my own behest. Sometimes I found that deeplysatisfying. At other times, I found it frightening.
 I kept my promise to myself, and avoided human company assiduously. Weshadowed the road and the river, but when we came to towns, we skirted widearound them. This was more difficult than might be imagined in such opencountry. It had been one thing to circle about some Buck hamlet tucked intoa bend in the river and surrounded by deep woods. It is another to crossgrainfields, or slip through orchards and not rouse anyone's dogs orinterest. To some extent, I could reassure dogs that we meant no harm. Ifthe dogs were gullible. Most farm dogs have a suspicion of wolves that noamount of reassurances could calm. And older dogs were apt to look askanceat any human traveling in a wolf's company. We were chased more than once.The Wit might give me the ability to communicate with some animals, but itdid not guarantee that I would be listened to, nor believed. Dogs are notstupid.
 Hunting in these open areas was different, too. Most of the small gamewas of the burrowing sort that lived in groups, and the larger animalssimply outran us over the long flat stretches of land. Time spent inhunting was time not spent traveling. Occasionally I found unguarded henhouses and slipped in quietly to steal eggs from the sleeping birds. I didnot scruple to raid plums and cherries from the orchards we passed through.Our most fortuitous kill was an ignorant young haragar, one of the rangy swine that some of the nomadic folk herded as a food beast. Where this one had strayed from, we did not question. Fang and sword, we brought it down.I let Nighteyes gorge to his content that night, and then annoyed him bycutting the rest of the meat into strips and sheets which I dried in thesun over a low fire. It took the better part of a day before I wassatisfied the fatty meat was dried enough to keep well, but in the days tofollow, we traveled more swiftly for it. When game presented itself, wehunted and killed, but when it did not, we had the smoked haragar to fallback on.
 In this manner we followed the Buck River northwest. When we drew close to the substantial trading town of Turlake, we veered wide of it, and for atime steered only by the stars. This was far more to Nighteyes' liking,taking us over plains carpeted with dry sedgy grasses at this time of year.We frequently saw herds in the distance, of cattle and sheep or goats, andinfrequently, haragar. My contact with the nomadic folk who followed thoseherds was limited to glimpses of them on horseback, or the sight of theirfires outlining the conical tents they favored when they settled for anight or so.
 We were wolves again for these long trotting nights. I had revertedonce more, but I was aware of it and told myself that as long as I was itwould do me little harm. In truth, I believe it did me good. Had I beentraveling with another human, life would have been complicated. We wouldhave discussed route and supplies and tactics once we arrived in Tradeford.But the wolf and I simply trotted along, night after night, and ourexistence was as simple as life could be. The comradeship between us grewdeeper and deeper.
 The words of Black Rolf had sunk deep into me and given me much tothink about. In some ways, I had taken Nighteyes and the bond between usfor granted. Once he had been a cub, but now he was my equal. And myfriend. Some say "a dog" or "a horse" as if every one of them is like everyother. I've heard a man call a mare he had owned for seven years "it" as ifhe were speaking of a chair. I've never understood that. One does not haveto be Witted to know the companionship of a beast, and to know that thefriendship of an animal is every bit as rich and complicated as that of aman or woman. Nosy had been a friendly, inquisitive, boyish dog when he wasmine. Smithy had been tough and aggressive, inclined to bully anyone whowould give way to him, and his sense of humor had had a rough edge to it.Nighteyes was as unlike them as he was unlike Burrich or Chade. It is nodisrespect to any of them to say I was closest to him.
 He could not count. But I could not read deer scent on the air and tell if it was a buck or doe. If he could not plan ahead to the day aftertomorrow, neither was I capable of the fierce concentration he could bring to a stalk. There were differences between us; neither of us claimedsuperiority. No one issued a command to the other, or expectedunquestioning obedience of the other. My hands were useful. things forremoving porcupine quills and ticks and thorns and for scratchingespecially itchy and unreachable spots on his back. My height gave me acertain advantage in spotting game and spying out terrain. So even when hepitied me for my "cow's teeth" and poor vision at night, and a nose hereferred to as a numb lump between my eyes, he did not look down on me. Weboth knew his hunting prowess accounted for most of the meat that we ate.Yet he never begrudged me an equal share. Find that in a man, if you can.
 "Sit, hound!" I told him once, jokingly. I was gingerly skinning out aporcupine that I had killed with a club after Nighteyes had insisted onpursuing it. In his eagerness to get at the meat, he was about to get usboth full of quills. He settled back with an impatient quivering ofhaunches.
 Why do men speak so? he asked me as I tugged carefully at the skin'sedge of the prickly hide.
 "How?"
 Commanding. What gives a man a right to command a dog, if they are notpack?

 "Some are pack, or almost," I said aloud, consideringly. I pulled thehide tight, holding it by a flap of belly fur where there were no quills,and slicing along the exposed integument. The skin made a ripping sound asit peeled back from the fat meat. "Some men think they have the right," Iwent on after a moment.
 Why? Nighteyes pressed.
 It surprised me that I had never pondered this before. "Some men thinkthey are better than beasts," I said slowly. "That they have the right touse them or command them in any way they please."
 Do you think this way?
 I didn't answer right away. I worked my blade along the line betweenthe skin and the fat, keeping a constant pull on the hide as I worked uparound the shoulder of the animal. I rode a horse, didn't I, when I hadone? Was it because I was better than the horse that I bent it to my will?I'd used dogs to hunt for me, and hawks on occasion. What right had I tocommand them? There I sat, stripping the hide off a porcupine to eat it. I spoke slowly. "Are we better than this porcupine that we are about to eat?Or is it only that we have bested it today?"
 Nighteyes cocked his head, watching my knife and hands bare meat forhim. I think I am always smarter than a porcupine. But not better. Perhapswe kill it and eat it because we can. Just as, and here he stretched hisfront paws out before him languorously, just as I have a well-trained humanto skin these prickly things for me, that I may enjoy eating them thebetter. He lolled his tongue at me, and we both knew it was only part ofthe answer to the puzzle. I ran my knife down the porcupine's spine, andthe whole hide was finally free of it.
 "I should build a fire and cook off some of this fat before I eat it,"I said consideringly. "Otherwise I shall be ill."
 Just give me mine, and do as you wish with your share, Nighteyesinstructed me grandly. I cut around the hind legs and then popped thejoints free and cut them loose. It was more than enough meat for me. I leftthem on the skin side of the hide as Nighteyes dragged his share away. Ikindled a small fire as he was crunching through bones and skewered thelegs to cook them. "I don't think I am better than you," I said quietly. "Idon't think, truly, that I am better than any beast. Though, as you say, Iam smarter than some."
 Porcupines, perhaps, he observed benignly. But a wolf ? I think not.
 We grew to know every nuance of the other's behavior. Sometimes we werefiercely competent at our hunting, finding our keenest joy in a stalk andkill, moving purposefully and dangerously through the world. At othertimes, we tussled like puppies, nudging one another off the beaten trailinto bushes, pinching and nipping at each other as we strode along, scaringoff the game before we even saw it. Some days we lay drowsing in the lateafternoon hours before we roused to hunt and then travel, the sun warm onour bellies or backs, the insects buzzing a sound like sleep itself. Thenthe big wolf might roll over on his back like a puppy, begging me toscratch his belly and check his ears for ticks and fleas, or simply scratchthoroughly all around his throat and neck. On chill foggy mornings wecurled up close beside one another to find warmth before sleep. Sometimes Iwould be awakened by a rough poke of a cold nose against mine; when I triedto sit up, I would discover he was deliberately standing on my hair,pinning my head to the earth. At other times I might awaken alone, to seeNighteyes sitting at some distance, looking out over the surroundingcountryside. I recall seeing him so, silhouetted against a sunset. Thelight evening breeze ruffled his coat. His ears were pricked forward andhis gaze went far into the distance. I sensed a loneliness in him then thatnothing from me could ever remedy. It humbled me, and I let him be, not even questing toward him. In some ways, for him, I was not better than awolf.
 Once we had avoided Turlake and the surrounding towns we swung northagain to strike the Vin River. It was as different from the Buck River as acow is from a stallion. Gray and placid, it slid along between open fields,wallowing back and forth in its wide gravelly channel. On our side of theriver, there was a trail that more or less paralleled the water, but mostof the traffic on it was goats and cattle. We could always hear when a herdor flock was being moved, and we easily avoided them. The Vin was not asnavigable a river as the Buck, being shallower and given to shiftingsandbars, but there was some boat trade on it. On the Tilth side of theVin, there was a well-used road, and frequent villages and even towns. Wesaw barges being drawn upstream by mule teams along some stretches; Isurmised that such cargo would have to be portaged past the shallows.Settlements on our side of the river seemed limited to ferry landings andinfrequent trading posts for the nomadic herders. These might offer an inn,a few shops, and a handful of houses clinging to the outskirts, but notmuch more than that. Nighteyes and I avoided them. The few villages weencountered on our side of the river were deserted at this time of year. 
The nomadic herders, tent dwellers during the hotter months, pasturedtheir herds on the central plains now, moving sedately from waterhole towaterhole across the rich grazing lands. Grass grew in the village streetsand up the sides of the sod houses. There was a peace to these abandonedtowns, and yet the emptiness still reminded me of a raided village. Wenever lingered close to one.
 We both grew leaner and stronger. I wore through my shoes and had topatch them with rawhide. I wore my trousers off at the cuff and hemmed themup about my calves. I grew tired of washing my shirt so often; the blood ofthe Forged ones and our kills had left the front and the cuffs of itmottled brown. It was as mended and tattered as a beggar's shirt, and theuneven color made it only more pathetic. I bundled it into my pack one dayand went shirtless. The days were mild enough that I did not miss it, andduring the cooler nights we were on the move and my body made its ownwarmth. The sun baked me almost as dark as my wolf. Physically, I feltgood. I was not as strong as I had been when I was pulling an oar andfighting, nor as muscled. But I felt healthy and limber and lean. I couldtrot all night beside a wolf and not be wearied. I was a quick and stealthyanimal, and I proved over and over to myself my ability to survive. Iregained a great deal of the confidence that Regal had destroyed. Not thatmy body had forgiven and forgotten all that Regal had done to it, but I hadadapted to its twinges and scars. Almost, I had put the dungeon behind me.I did not let my dark goal overshadow those golden days. Nighteyes and Itraveled, hunted, slept, and traveled again. It was all so simple and good that I forgot to value it. Until I lost it.
 We had come down to the river as evening darkened, intending to drinkwell before beginning our night's travel. But as we drew near, Nighteyeshad suddenly frozen, dropping his belly to the earth while canting his earsforward. I followed his example, and then even my dull nose, caught anunfamiliar scent. What and where? I asked him.
 I saw them before he could reply. Tiny deer, stepping daintily along ontheir way down to water. They were not much taller than Nighteyes, andinstead of antlers, they had goat like spiraling horns that shone glossyblack in the full moon's light. I knew of such creatures only from an oldbestiary that Chade had, and I could not remember what they were properlycalled.
 Food? Nighteyes suggested succinctly, and I immediately concurred. Thetrail they were following would bring them within a leap and a spring ofus. Nighteyes and I held our positions, waiting. The deer came closer, adozen of them, hurrying and careless now as they scented the cool water. Welet the one in the lead pass, waiting to spring on the main body of theherd where they were most closely bunched. But just as Nighteyes gatheredhimself with a quiver to jump, a long wavering howl slid down the night.
 Nighteyes sat up, an anxious whine bursting from him. The deerscattered in an explosion of hooves and horns, fleeing us even though wewere both too distracted to pursue them. Our meal became suddenly a distantlight thunder. I looked after them in dismay, but Nighteyes did not evenseem to notice.
 Mouth open, Nighteyes made sounds between a howl and a keen, his jawsquivering and working as if he strove to remember how to speak. The jolt Ihad felt from him at the wolf's distant howl had made my heart leap in mychest. If my own mother had suddenly called out to me from the night, theshock could not have been greater. Answering howls and barks erupted from agentle rise to the north of us. The first wolf joined in with them.Nighteyes' head swiveled back and forth as he whined low in his throat.Abruptly he threw back his head and let out a jagged howl of his own.Sudden stillness followed his declaration, then the pack on the rise gavetongue again, not a hunting cry, but an announcement of themselves.
 Nighteyes gave me a quick apologetic look, and left. In disbelief Iwatched him race off toward the ridge. After an instant of astonishment, Ileaped to my feet and followed. He was already a substantial distance aheadof me, but when he became aware of me, he slowed, and then rounded to face me. 
 I must go alone, he told me earnestly. Wait for me here. He whirledabout to resume his journey.
 Panic struck me. Wait! You can't go alone. They are not pack. We'reintruders, they'll attack you. Better not to go at all.
 I must! he repeated. There was no mistaking his determination. Hetrotted off.
 I ran after him. Nighteyes, please! I was suddenly terrified for him,for what he was charging into so obsessedly.
 He paused and looked back at me, his eyes meeting mine in what was avery long stare for a wolf. You understand. You know you do. Now is thetime for you to trust as I have trusted. This is something I must do. And Imust do it alone.
 And if you do not come back? I asked in sudden desperation.
 You came back from your visit into that town. And I shall come back toyou. Continue to travel along the river. I shall find you. Go on, now. Goback.
 I stopped trotting after him. He kept going. Be careful! I flung theplea after him, my own form of howling into the night. Then I stood andwatched him trot away from me, the powerful muscles rippling under his deepfur, his tail held out straight in determination. It took every bit ofstrength I had to refrain from crying out to him to come back, to pleadwith him not to leave me alone. I stood alone, breathing hard from running,and watched him dwindle in the distance. He was so intent on his seekingthat I felt closed out and set aside. For the first time I experienced theresentment and jealousy that he had felt during my sessions with Verity, orwhen I had been with Molly and had commanded him to stay away from mythoughts.
 This was his first adult contact with his own kind. I understood his need to seek them out and see what they were, even if they attacked him anddrove him away. It was right. But all the fears I had for him whined at meto run after him, to be by his side in case he was attacked, to be at leastwithin striking distance if he should need me.
 But he had asked me not to.
 No. He had told me not to. Told me, exerting the same privilege of self 
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that I had exerted with him. I felt it wrenched my heart sideways in mychest to turn away from him and walk back toward the river. I felt suddenlyhalf blind. He was not trotting beside and ahead of me, relaying hisinformation to supplement what my own duller senses delivered to me.Instead, I could sense him in the distance. I felt the thrilling ofanticipation, fear, and curiosity that trembled through him. He was toointent on his own life at the moment to share with me. Suddenly I wonderedif this was akin to what Verity had felt, when I was out on the Rurisk,harrying the Raiders while he had to sit in his tower and be content withwhatever information he could glean from me. I had reported much more fullyto him, had made a conscious effort to keep up a stream of information tohim. Still, he must have felt something of this wrenching exclusion thatnow sickened me.
 I reached the riverbank. I halted there, to sit down and wait for him.He had said he would come back. I stared out over the darkness of the moving water. My life felt small inside me. Slowly I turned to lookupstream. All inclination to hunt had fled with Nighteyes.
 I sat and waited for a long time. Finally I got up and moved on throughthe night, paying scant attention to myself and my surroundings. I walkedsilently on the sandy riverbank, accompanied by the hushing of the waters.
 Somewhere, Nighteyes scented other wolves, scented them clean andstrong, well enough to know how many and what sexes they were. Somewhere heshowed himself to them, not threatening, not entering their company, butsimply announcing to them that he was there. For a time they watched him.The big male of the pack advanced and urinated on a tussock of grass. Hethen scratched deep furrows with the claws on his hind feet as he kickeddirt at it. A female stood and stretched and yawned, and then sat, staringgreen-eyed up at him. Two half-grown cubs stopped chewing one another longenough to consider him. One started toward him, but a low rumble from hismother brought him hastening, back. He went back to chewing at hislittermate. And Nighteyes sat down, a settling on the haunches that showedhe meant no harm and let them look at him. A skinny young female gave halfa hesitant whine, then broke it off with a sneeze.
 After a time, most of the wolves got up and set out purposefullytogether. Hunting. The skinny female stayed with the cubs, watching overthem as the others left. Nighteyes hesitated, then followed the pack at adiscreet distance. From time to time, one of the wolves would glance backat him. The lead male stopped frequently to urinate and then scuff at theground with his back legs.
 As for me, I walked on by the river, watching the night age around me.The moon performed her slow passage of the night sky. I took dry meat from my pack and chewed it as I walked, stopping once to drink the chalky water.The river had swung toward me in its gravelly bed. I was forced to forsakethe shore and walk on a tussocky bank above it. As dawn created a horizon,I cast about for a place to sleep. I settled for a slightly higher rise onthe bank and curled up small amidst the coarse grasses. I would beinvisible unless someone almost stepped on me. It was as safe a spot as any.
 I felt very alone.
 I did not sleep well. A part of me sat watching other wolves, stillfrom a distance. They were as aware of me as I was of them. They had notaccepted me, but neither had they driven me oft: I had not gone so close asto force them to decide about me. I had watched them kill a buck, of a kindof deer I did not know. It seemed small to feed all of them. I was hungry,but not so hungry that I needed to hunt yet. My curiosity about this packwas a more pressing hunger. I sat and watched them as they sprawled insleep.
 My dreams moved away from Nighteyes. Again I felt the disjointedknowledge that I was dreaming, but was powerless to awaken. Somethingsummoned me, tugging at me with a terrible urgency. I answered thatsummons, reluctant but unable to refuse. I found another day somewhere, andthe sickeningly familiar smoke and screams rising together into the bluesky by the ocean. Another town in Beams was fighting and falling to theRaiders. Once more I was claimed as witness. On that night, and almostevery night to follow, the war with the Red-Ships was forced back on me.
 That battle and each of the ones that followed are etched somewhere on my heart, in relentless detail. Scent and sound and touch, I lived themall. Something in me listened, and each time I slept, it dragged memercilessly to where Six Duchies folk fought and died for their homes. Iwas to experience more of the fall of Bearns than anyone who actually livedin that duchy. For from day to day, whenever I tried to sleep, I might atany time find myself called to witness. I knew no logic for it. Perhaps thepenchant for the Skill slept in many folk of the Six Duchies, and facedwith death and pain they cried out to Verity and me with voices they didnot know they possessed. More than once, I sensed my king likewise stalkingthe nightmare-racked towns, though never again did I see him so plainly asI had that first time. Later, I would recall that once I had dream-shared atime with King Shrewd when he was similarly called to witness the fall ofSiltbay. I have wondered since how often he was tormented by witnessing theraids on towns he was powerless to protect.
 Some part of me knew that I slept by the Vin River, far from thisrampaging battle, surrounded by tall river grass and swept by a clean wind.It did not seem important. What mattered was the sudden reality of the 
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ongoing battles the Six Duchies faced against the Raiders. This namelesslittle village in Beams was probably not of great strategic importance, butit was falling as I watched, one more brick crumbling out of a wall. Oncethe Raiders possessed the Bearns coast, the Six Duchies would never befreed of them. And they were taking that coast, town by town, hamlet byhamlet, while the erstwhile King sheltered in Tradeford. The reality of ourstruggle against the Red-Ships had been imminent and pressing when I hadpulled an oar on the Rurisk. Over the past few months, insulated andisolated from the war, I had allowed myself to forget the folk who livedthat conflict every day. I had been as unfeeling as Regal.
 I finally awoke as evening began to steal the colors from the river andplain. I did not feel I had rested, and yet it was a relief to awaken. Isat up, looked about myself. Nighteyes had not returned to me. I questedbriefly toward him. My brother, he acknowledged me, but I sensed he wasannoyed at my intrusion. He was watching the two cubs tumble each otherabout. I pulled my mind back to myself wearily. The contrast between ourtwo lives was suddenly too great even to consider. The Red-Ship Raiders,the Forgings and Regal's treacheries, even my plan to kill Regal weresuddenly nasty human things I had foisted off on the wolf. What right wasthere in letting such ugliness shape his life? He was where he was supposedto be.
 As little as I liked it, the task I had set myself was mine alone.
 I tried to let go of him. Still, the stubborn spark remained. He hadsaid he would come back to me. I resolved that if he did, it must be hisown decision. I would not summon him to me. I arose, and pressed on. I toldmyself that if Nighteyes decided to rejoin me, he could overtake me easily.There is nothing like a wolf's trot for devouring the miles. And it was notas if I were traveling swiftly without him. I very much missed his nightvision. I came to a place where the riverbank dropped down to become littlebetter than a swamp. I could not decide at first whether to press throughit or to try to go around it. I knew it could stretch for miles. At lengthI decided to stay as close to the open river as I could. I spent amiserable night, swishing through bulrushes and cattails, stumbling overtheir tangled roots, my feet wet more often than not, and bedeviled byenthusiastic midges.
 What kind of a moron, I asked myself, tried to walk through anunfamiliar swamp in the dark? Serve me right if I found a bog hole anddrowned in it. Above me were only the stars, around me the unchanging wallsof cattails. To my right I caught glimpses of the wide, dark river. I keptmoving upstream. Dawn found me still slogging along. Tiny single-leavedplants with trailing roots coated my leggings and shoes, and my chest waswelted with insect bites. I ate dried meat as I walked. There was no place to rest, so I walked on. Resolving to take some good from this place, Igathered some cattail rootstocks as I trudged. It was past midday beforethe river began to have a real bank again, and I pushed myself on foranother hour beyond that to get away from the midges and mosquitoes. Then Iwashed the greenish swamp slime and mud off my leggings, shoes, and skinbefore flinging myself down to sleep.
 Somewhere, Nighteyes stood still and unthreatening as the skinny femalecame closer to him. As she came closer, he dropped to his belly, rolledover on his side, then curled onto his back and exposed his throat. Shecame closer, a single step at a time. Then she stopped suddenly, sat down,and considered him. He whined lightly. She put her ears back suddenly,bared all her teeth in a snarl, then whirled and dashed away. After a timeNighteyes got up, and went to hunt for meadow mice. He seemed pleased.
 Again, as his presence drifted away from me, I was summoned back toBeams. Another village was burning.
 I awoke discouraged. Instead of pushing on, I kindled a small fire ofdriftwood. I boiled water in my kettle to cook the rootstocks while I cutsome of my dried meat into chunks. I stewed the dried meat with the starchyrootstocks and added a bit of my precious store of salt and some wildgreens. Unfortunately the chalky taste of the river predominated. Bellyfull, I shook out my winter cloak, rolled up in it as protection againstthe night insects, and drowsed off again.
 Nighteyes and the lead wolf stood looking at one another. They were farenough apart that there was no challenge in it, but Nighteyes kept his taildown. The lead wolf was rangier than Nighteyes and his coat was black. Notso well fed, he bore the scars of both fights and hunts. He carried himselfconfidently. Nighteyes did not move. After a time the other wolf walked ashort way, cocked his leg on a tuft of grass, and urinated. He scuffed hisfront feet in the grass, then walked off without a backward glance.Nighteyes sat down and was still, considering.
 The next morning I arose and continued on my way. Nighteyes had left metwo days ago. Only two days. Yet it seemed very long to me that I had beenalone. And how, I wondered, did Nighteyes measure our separation? Not bydays and nights. He had gone to find out a thing, and when he had found itout, then his time to be away from me would be over and he would come backto me. But what, really, had he gone to find out? What it was like to be awolf among wolves, a member of a pack? If they accepted him, what then?Would he run with them for a day, a week, a season? How long would it takefor me to fade from his mind into one of his endless yesterdays? 
 Why should he want to return to me, if this pack would accept him?
 After a time, I allowed myself to realize I was as heart sore and hurtas if a human friend had snubbed me for the company of others. I wanted tohowl, to quest out to Nighteyes with my loneliness for him. By an effort ofwill, I did not. He was not a pet dog, to be whistled to heel. He was afriend and we had traveled together for a time. What right did I have toask him to give up a chance at a mate, at a true pack of his own, simplythat he might be at my side? None at all, I told myself. None at all.
 At noon I struck a trail that followed the bank. By late afternoon Ihad passed several small farmsteads. Melons and grain predominated. Anetwork of ditches carried river water inland to the crops. The sod houseswere set well back from the river's edge, probably to avoid flooding. I hadbeen barked at by dogs, and honked at by flocks of fat white geese, but hadseen no folk close enough to hail. The trail had widened to a road, withcart tracks.
 The sun was beating on my back and head from a clear blue sky. Highabove me, I heard the shrill ki of a hawk. I glanced up at him, his wingsopen and still as he rode the sky. He gave cry again, folded his wings, andplummeted toward me. Doubtless, he dived on some small rodent in one of thefields. I watched him come at me, and only at the last moment realized Iwas truly his target. I flung up an arm to shield my face just as he openedhis wings. I felt the wind of his braking. For a bird his size, he landedquite lightly on my up flung arm. His talons clenched painfully in my flesh.
 My first thought was that he was a trained bird gone feral, who hadseen me and somehow decided to return to man. A scrap of leather danglingfrom one of his legs might be the remainder of jesses. He sat blinking onmy arm, a magnificent bird in every way. I held him out from me to have abetter look at him. The leather on his leg secured a tiny scroll ofparchment. "Can I have a look at that?" I asked him aloud. He turned hishead to my voice and one gleaming eye stared at me. It was Sleet.
 Old Blood.
 I could make no more of his thoughts than that, but it was enough.
 I had never been much good with the birds at Buckkeep. Burrich hadfinally bid me leave them alone, for my presence always agitated them.Nevertheless, I quested gently toward his flame-bright mind. He seemedquiet. I managed to tug the tiny scroll loose. The hawk shifted on my arm,digging his talons into fresh flesh. Then, without warning, he lifted hiswings and launched away from me into the air. He spiraled up, beating 
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heavily to gain altitude, cried once more his high ki, ki, and went slidingoff down the sky. I was left with blood trickling down my arm where histalons had scored my flesh, and one ringing ear from the beating of hiswings as he launched. I glanced at the punctures in my arm. Then curiositymade me turn to the tiny scroll. Pigeons carried messages, not hawks.
 The handwriting was in an old style, tiny, thin, and spidery. Thebrightness of the sun made it even harder to read. I sat down at the edgeof the road and shaded it with my hand to study it. The first words almoststilled my heart. "Old Blood greets Old Blood."
 The rest was harder to puzzle out. The scroll was tattered, thespellings quaint, the words as few as would suffice. The warning was fromHolly, though I suspected Rolf had penned it. King Regal actively hunteddown Old Blood now. To those he captured, he offered coins if they wouldhelp find a wolf-man pair. They suspected Nighteyes and I were the ones hewanted. Regal threatened death to those who refused. There was a littlemore, something about giving my scent to others of Old Blood and askingthat they aid me as they could. The rest of the scroll was too tattered toread. I tucked the scroll into my belt. The bright day seemed edged withdarkness now. So Will had told Regal I yet lived. And Regal feared meenough to set these wheels in motion. Perhaps it was as well that Nighteyesand I had parted company for a time.
 As twilight fell, I ascended a small rise on the riverbank. Ahead ofme, tucked into a bend of the river, were a few lights. Probably anothertrading post or a ferry dock to allow farmers and herders easy passageacross the river. I watched the lights as I walked toward them. Ahead therewould be hot food, and people, and shelter for the night. I could stop andhave a word with the folk there if I wished. I still had a few coins to call my own. No wolf at my heels to excite questions, no Nighteyes lurkingoutside hoping no dogs would pick up his scent. No one to worry aboutexcept myself. Well, maybe I would. Maybe I'd stop and have a glass and abit of talk. Maybe I'd learn how much farther it was to Tradeford, and hearsome gossip of what went on there. It was time I began formulating a realplan as to how I would deal with Regal.
 It was time I began depending only on myself. 
CHAPTER EIGHT 
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Tradeford
 AS SUMMER MELLOWED to an end the Raiders redoubled their efforts to secure as much of the coast of Bearns Duchy as they could before the stormsof winter set in. Once they had secured the major ports, they knew theycould strike along the rest of the Six Duchies coastline at their pleasure.So although they had made raids as far as Shoaks Duchy that summer, as thepleasant days dwindled they concentrated their efforts at making the coastof Bearns their own.
 Their tactics were peculiar. They made no effort to seize towns orconquer the folk. They were solely intent on destruction. Towns theycaptured were burned entirely, the folk slain, Forged, or fled. A few werekept as workers, treated as less than beasts, Forged when they becameuseless to their captors, or for amusement. They set up their own roughshelters, disdaining to use the buildings they could simply have seizedrather than destroyed. They made no effort to establish permanentsettlements but instead simply garrisoned the best ports to be sure theycould not be taken back.
 Although Shoaks and Rippon duchies gave aid to Bearns Duchy where theycould, they had coasts of their own to protect and scant resources toemploy. Buck Duchy wallowed along as best it could. Lord Bright hadbelatedly seen how Buck relied on its outlying holdings for protection, buthe judged it too late to salvage that line of defense. He devoted his menand money to fortifying Buckkeep itself. That left the rest of Buck Duchywith but its own folk and the irregular troops that had devoted themselvesto Lady Patience as a bulwark against the Raiders. Bearns expected nosuccor from that quarter, but gratefully accepted all that came to themunder the Ivy badge.
 Duke Brawndy of Bearns, long past his prime as a fighter, met thechallenge of the Raiders with steel as gray as his hair and beard. Hisresolution knew no bounds. He did not scruple to beggar himself of personaltreasure, nor to risk the lives of his kin in his final efforts to defendhis duchy. He met his end trying to defend his home castle, Ripplekeep. Butneither his death nor the fall of Ripplekeep stopped his daughters fromcarrying on the resistance against the Raiders.
 My shirt had acquired a peculiar new shape from being rolled in my packso long. I pulled it on anyway, grimacing slightly at its musty odor. It smelled faintly of wood smoke, and more strongly of mildew. Damp had gotinto it. I persuaded myself that the open air would disperse the smell. Idid what I could with my hair and beard. That is, I brushed my hair andbound it back into a tail, and combed my beard smooth with my fingers. Idetested the beard, but hated taking the time each day to shave. I left theriverbank where I had made my brief ablutions and headed toward the townlights. This time, I had resolved to be better prepared. My name, I haddecided, was Jory. I had been a soldier, and had a few skills with horsesand a pen, but had lost my home to Raiders. I was presently intent onmaking my way to Tradeford to start life anew. It was a role I could playconvincingly.
 As the last of the day's light faded, more lamps were kindled in theriverside town and I saw I had been much mistaken as to the size of it. The sprawl of the town extended far up the bank. I felt some trepidation, butconvinced myself that walking through the town would be much shorter thangoing around it. With no Nighteyes at my heels I had no reason to add thoseextra miles and hours to my path. I put my head up and affected a confidentstride.
 The town was a lot livelier after dark than most places I had been. Isensed a holiday air in those strolling the streets. Most were headedtoward the center of town, and as I drew closer, there were torches, folkin bright dress, laughter, and the sound of music. The lintels of the inndoors were adorned with flowers. I came to a brightly lit plaza. Here wasthe music, and merrymakers were dancing. There were casks of drink set out,and tables with bread and fruit piled upon them. My mouth watered at thesight of the food, and the bread smelled especially wonderful to one solong deprived of it.
 I lingered at the edges of the crowd, listening, and discovered thatthe Capaman of the town was celebrating his wedding; hence the feasting anddancing. I surmised that the Capaman was some sort of Farrow title for anoble, and that this particular one was well regarded by his folk for hisgenerosity. One elderly woman, noticing me, approached me and pushed threecoppers into my hand. "Go to the tables, and eat, young fellow," she toldme kindly. "Capaman Logis has decreed that on his wedding night all are tocelebrate with him. The food is for the sharing. Go on, now, don't be shy."She patted me reassuringly on the shoulder, standing on tiptoe to do so. Iblushed to be mistaken for a beggar, but thought better of dissuading her.If so she thought me, so I appeared, and better to act as one. Still, as Islipped the three coppers into my pouch, I felt oddly guilty, as if I hadtricked them away from her. I did as she had bid me, going to the table tojoin the line of those receiving bread and fruit and meat.
 There were several young women managing the tables, and one piled up a trencher for me, handing it across the table hastily, as if reluctant tohave any contact with me at all. I thanked her, which caused some gigglingamong her friends. She looked as affronted as if I had mistaken her for awhore, and I quickly took myself away from there. I found a corner of atable to sit at, and marked that no one sat near to me. A young boy settingout mugs and filling them with ale gave me one, and was curious enough toask me where I had come from. I told him only that I had been travelingupriver, looking for work, and asked if he had heard of anyone hiring.
 "Oh, you want the hiring fair, up the water in Tradeford," he told mefamiliarly. "It's less than another day's walk. You might get harvest workthis time of year. And if not, there's always the King's Circle beingbuilt. They'll hire anyone for that as can lift a stone or use a shovel."
 "The King's Great Circle?'" I asked him:
 He cocked his head at me. "So that all may witness the King's justicebeing served."
 Then he was called away by someone waving a mug and I was left alone toeat and muse. They'll hire anyone. So I appeared that wayward and strange.Well, it could not be helped. The food tasted incredibly good. I had allbut forgotten the texture and fragrance of good wheaten bread. The savoryway it mingled with the meat juices on my trencher suddenly recalled CookSara and her generous kitchen to me. Somewhere up the river, in Tradeford,she would be making pastry dough now, or perhaps pricking a roast full ofspices before putting it in one of her heavy black kettles and covering itwell, to let it slow cook in the coals all night. Yes, and in Regal'sstables, Hands would be making his final rounds for the night as Burrichused to do in the stables at Buckkeep, checking to see that every beast hadfresh clean water and that every stall was securely fastened. A dozen otherstablehands from Buckkeep would be there as well, faces and hearts wellknown to me from years spent together in Burrich's domain and under histutelage. House servants, too, Regal had taken with him from Buck. MistressHasty was probably there, and Brant and Lowden and ...
 Loneliness suddenly engulfed me. It would be so good to see them, tolean on a table and listen to Cook Sara's endless gossip, or lie on my backin the hayloft with Hands and pretend I believed his outrageous tales ofthe women he had bedded since last I had seen him. I tried to imagineMistress Hasty's reaction to my present garb, and found myself smiling ather outrage and scandalized offense.
 My reverie was broken by a man shouting a string of obscenities. Noteven the drunkest sailor I had ever known would so profane a wedding feast. 
Mine was not the only head that turned and for a moment all normalconversation lapsed. I stared at what I had not noticed before.
 Off one side of the square, at the edge of the torches' reach, was ateam and cart. A great barred cage sat upon it and three Forged ones werein it. I could make out no more than that; that there were three of themand that they registered not at all upon my Wit. A teamster woman strode upto the cage, cudgel in hand. She banged it loudly on the slats of the cage,commanding those within to be still, and then spun about to two young menlounging against the tail of her cart. "And you'll leave them be as well,you great louts!" she scolded them. "They're for the King's Circle, andwhatever justice or mercy they find there. But until then, you'll leavethem be, you understand me? Lily! Lily, bring those bones from the roastover here and give them to these creatures. And you, I told you, get awayfrom them! Don't stir them up!"
 The two young men stepped back from her threatening cudgel, laughingwith upraised hands as they did so. "Don't see why we shouldn't have ourfun with them first," objected the taller of the lads. "I heard that downto Rundsford, their town's building their own justice circle."
 The second boy made a great show of rolling the muscles in hisshoulders. "Me, I'm for the King's Circle myself."
 "As Champion or prisoner?" someone hooted, mockingly, and both theyoung men laughed, and the taller one gave his companion a rough push byway of jest.
 I remained standing in my place. A sick suspicion was rising in me. TheKing's Circle. Forged ones and Champions. I recalled the avaricious wayRegal had watched his men beat me as I stood encircled by them. A dullnumbness spread through me as the woman called Lily made her way to thecart and then flung a plateful of meat bones at the prisoners there. Theyfell upon them avidly, striking and snapping at one another as each stroveto claim as much of the bounty as he could. Not a few folk stood around thecart pointing and laughing. I stared, sickened. Didn't they understandthose men had been Forged? They were not criminals. They were husbands andsons, fishers and farmers of the Six Duchies, whose only crime had been tobe captured by the Red-Ships.
 I had no count of the number of Forged ones I had slain. I felt arevulsion for them, that was true, but it was the same revulsion I felt atseeing a leg that had gone to gangrene, or a dog so taken with mange thatthere was no cure for him. Killing Forged ones had nothing to do withhatred, or punishment, or justice. Death was the only solution to their condition and it should have been meted out as swiftly as possible, inmercy to the families that had loved them. Those young men had spoken as ifthere would be some sort of sport in killing them. I stared at the cagequeasily.
 I sat down slowly at my place again. There was still food on my platterbut my appetite for it had faded. Common sense told me that I should eatwhile I had the chance. For a moment I just looked at the food. I mademyself eat.
 When I lifted my eyes, I caught two young men staring at me. For aninstant I met their looks; then I recalled who I was supposed to be andcast my glance down. They evidently were amused by me, for they cameswaggering over to sit down, one across the table from me and oneuncomfortably close beside me. That one made a great show of wrinkling hisnose and covering his nose and mouth for his comrade's amusement. I gavethem both good evening.
 "Good evening for you, perhaps. Haven't had a feed like this in awhile, eh, beggar?" This from the one across from me, a towheaded lout witha mask of freckles across his face.
 "That's true, and my thanks to your Capaman for his generosity," I saidmildly. I was already looking for a way to extricate myself.
 "So. What brings you to Pome?" the other asked. He was taller than hisindolent friend, and more muscled.
 "Looking for work." I met his pale eyes squarely. "I've been toldthere's a hiring fair in Tradeford."
 "And what kind of work would you be good at, beggar? Scarecrow? Or doyou perhaps draw the rats out of a man's house with your smell?" He set anelbow on the table, too close to me, and then leaned forward on it, as ifto show me the bunching of muscle in his arm.
 I took a breath, then two. I felt something I had not felt in a while.There was the edge of fear, and that invisible quivering that ran over mewhen I was challenged. I knew, too, that at times it became the tremblingthat presaged a fit. But something else built inside me as well, and I hadalmost forgotten the feel of it. Anger. No. Fury. The mindless, violentfury that gave me the strength to lift an axe and sever a man's shoulderand arm from his body, or fling myself at him and choke the life out of hisbody regardless of how he pummeled at me as I did so. 
 In a sort of awe I welcomed it back and wondered what had summoned it. Had it been recalling friends taken from me forever, or the battle scenes Ihad Skill-dreamed so often recently? It didn't matter. I had the weight ofa sword at my hip and I doubted that the dolts were aware of it, or awareof how I could use it. Probably they'd never swung any blade but a scythe,probably never seen any blood other than that of a chicken or cow. They'dnever awakened at night to a dog's barking and wondered if it was Raiderscoming, never come in from a day's fishing praying that when the cape wasrounded, the town would still be standing. Blissfully ignorant farm boys,living fat in soft river country far from the embattled coast, with nobetter way to prove themselves than to bait a stranger or taunt caged men.
 Would that all Six Duchies boys were so ignorant.
 I started as if Verity had laid his hand on my shoulder. Almost Ilooked behind me. Instead, I sat motionless, groping inside me to find him,but found nothing. Nothing.
 I could not say for certain the thought had come from him. Perhaps itwas my own wish. And yet it was so like him, I could not doubt its source.My anger was gone as suddenly as they had roused it, and I looked at themin a sort of surprise, startled to find they were still there. Boys, yes,no more than big boys, restless and aching to prove themselves. Ignorantand callous as young men often were. Well, I would neither be a provingground for their manhood, nor would I spill their blood in the dust ontheir Capaman's wedding feast.
 "I think perhaps I have overstayed my welcome," I said gravely, androse from the table. I had eaten enough, and I knew I did not need the half-mug of ale that sat beside it. I saw them measure me as I stood and saw onestartle plainly when he saw the sword that hung at my side. The otherstood, as if to challenge my leaving, but I saw his friend give his head aminuscule shake. With the odds evened, the brawny farm boy stepped awayfrom me with a sneer, drawing back as if to keep my presence from soilinghim. It was strangely easy to ignore the insult. I did not back away fromthem, but turned and walked off into the darkness, away from themerrymaking and dancing and music. No one followed me.
 I sought the waterfront, purpose growing in me as I strode along. So Iwas not far from Tradeford, not far from Regal. I felt a sudden desire toprepare myself for him. I would get a room at an inn tonight, one with abathhouse, and I would bathe and shave. Let him look at me, at the scars hehad put upon me, and know who killed him. And afterward? If I lived forthere to be an afterward, and if any who saw me knew me, so be it. Let itbe known that the Fitz had come back from his grave to work a true King'sJustice on this would-be king. 
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 Thus fortified, I passed by the first two inns I came to. From one cameshouts that were either a brawl or an excess of good fellowship; in eithercase, I was not likely to get much sleep there. The second had a saggingporch and a door hung crooked on its hinges. I decided that did not bodewell for the upkeep of the beds. I chose instead one that displayed an innboard of a kettle, and kept a night torch burning outside to guidetravelers to its door.
 Like most of the larger buildings in Pome, the inn was built ofriverstone and mortar and floored with the same. There was a big hearth atthe end of the room, but only a summer fire in it, just enough to keep thepromised kettle of stew simmering. Despite my recent meal, it smelled goodto me. The taproom was quiet, much of the trade drawn off to the Capaman'swedding celebration. The innkeeper looked as if he were ordinarily afriendly sort, but a frown creased his brow at the sight of me. I set asilver piece on the table before him to reassure him. "I'd like a room forthe night, and a bath."
 He looked me up and down doubtfully. "If ye take the bath first," hespecified firmly.
 I grinned at him. "I've no problems with that, good sir. I'll bewashing out my clothes as well; no fear I'll bring vermin to the bedding."
 He nodded reluctantly and sent a lad to the kitchens for hot water."You've come a long way, then?" he offered as a pleasantry as he showed methe way to the bathhouse behind the inn.
 "A long way and a bit beside. But there's a job waiting for me inTradeford, and I'd like to look my best when I go to do it." I smiled as Isaid it, pleased with the truth of it.
 "Oh, a job waiting. I see, then, I see. Yes, best to show up clean andrested, and there's the pot of soap in the corner, and don't be shy aboutusing it."
 Before he left, I begged the use of a razor, for the washroom boasted alooking glass, and he was glad to furnish me one. The boy brought it withthe first bucket of hot water. By the time he had finished filling the tub,I had taken off the length of my beard to make it shavable. He offered towash my clothes out for me for an extra copper, and I was only too happy tolet him. He took them from me with a wrinkling of his nose that showed me Ismelled far worse than I had suspected. Evidently my trek through theswamps had left more evidence than I had thought. 
 I took my time, soaking in the hot water, slathering myself with thesoft soap from the pot, then scrubbing vigorously before rinsing off. Iwashed my hair twice before the lather ran white instead of gray. The waterthat I left in the tub was thicker than the chalky river water. For once Iwent slowly enough with my shaving that I only cut myself twice. When Isleeked my hair back and bound it in a warrior's tail I looked up to find aface in the mirror that I scarcely recognized.
 It had been months since I'd last seen myself, and then it had been inBurrich's small looking glass. The face that looked back at me now wasthinner than I had expected, showing me cheekbones reminiscent of those inChivalry's portrait. The white streak of hair that grew above my brow agedme, and reminded me of a wolverine's markings. My forehead and the tops ofmy cheeks were tanned dark from my summer outside, but my face was palerwhere the beard had been, so that the lower half of the scar down my cheekseemed much more livid than the rest. What I could see of my chest showed alot more ribs than it ever had before. There was muscle there, true, butnot enough fat to grease a pan, as Cook Sara would have said. The constanttraveling and mostly meat diet had left their marks on me.
 I turned aside from the looking glass smiling wryly. My fears of beinginstantly recognized by any who had known me were laid to rest completely.I scarcely knew myself.
 I changed into my winter clothes to make the trip up to my room. Theboy assured me he would hang my other clothes by the hearth and have themto me dry by morning. He saw me to my room and left me with a good-nightand a candle.
 I found the room to be sparsely furnished but clean. There were fourbeds in it, but I was the only customer for the night, for which I wasgrateful. There was a single window, unshuttered and uncurtained forsummer. Cool night air off the river blew into the room. I stood for atime, looking out through the darkness. Upriver, I could see the lights ofTradeford. It was a substantial settlement. Lights dotted the road betweenPome and Tradeford. I was plainly into well-settled country now. Just aswell I was traveling alone, I told myself firmly, and pushed aside the pangof loss I felt whenever I thought of Nighteyes. I tossed my bundle under mybed. The bed's blankets were rough but smelled clean, as did the straw-stuffed mattress. After months of sleeping on the ground, it seemed almostas soft as my old feather bed in Buckkeep. I blew out my candle and laydown expecting to fall asleep at once.
 Instead I found myself staring up at the darkened ceiling. In thedistance, I could hear the faint sounds of the merrymaking. Closer to hand were the now-unfamiliar creakings and settling of a building, the sounds offolk moving in other rooms of the inn. They made me nervous, as the windthrough the branches of a forest, or the gurgling of the river close by mysleeping spot, had not. I feared my own kind more than anything the naturalworld could ever threaten me with.
 My mind wandered to Nighteyes, to wondering what he was doing and if hewas safe this evening. I started to quest out toward him, then stoppedmyself. Tomorrow I would be in Tradeford, to do a thing he could not helpme with. More than that, I was in an area now where he could not safelycome to me. If I succeeded tomorrow, and lived to go on to the Mountains toseek Verity, then I could hope that he would remember me and join me. Butif I died tomorrow, then he was better off where he was, attempting to joinhis own kind and have his own life.
 Arriving at the conclusion and recognizing my decision as correct wereeasy. Remaining firm in it was the difficult part. I should not have paidfor that bed, but have spent the night in walking, for I would have gotmore rest. I felt more alone than I ever had in my life. Even in Regal'sdungeon, facing death, I had been able to reach out to my wolf. Now on thisnight I was alone, contemplating a murder I was unable to plan, fearingRegal would be guarded by a coterie of Skill-adepts whose talents I couldonly guess at. Despite the warmth of the late-summer night, I felt chilledand sickened whenever I considered it. My resolution to kill Regal neverwavered; only my confidence that I would succeed. I had not done so well onmy own but tomorrow I resolved to perform in a way that would make Chadeproud.
 When I considered the coterie, I felt a queasy certainty that I haddeceived myself regarding my strategy. Had I come here of my own will, orwas this some subtle tweaking that Will had wrought on my thoughts, toconvince me that to run toward him was the safest thing to do? Will wassubtle with the Skill. So insidiously gentle a touch he had that one couldscarcely feel when he was using it. I longed suddenly to attempt to Skillout, to see if I could feel him watching me. Then I became sure that myimpulse to Skill out was actually Will's influence on me, tempting me toopen my mind to him. And so my thoughts went, chasing themselves in tighterand tighter circles until I almost felt his amusement as he watched me.
 Past midnight I finally felt myself drawn down into sleep. Isurrendered my tormenting thoughts without a qualm, flinging myself downinto sleep as if I were a diver intent on plumbing the depths. Too late Irecognized the imperatives of that sinking. I would have struggled if Icould have recalled how. Instead I recognized about me the hangings andtrophies that decorated the great hall of Ripplekeep, the main castle ofBearns Duchy. 
 The great wooden doors sagged open on their hinges, victims of the ramthat lay halfway inside them, its terrible work done. Smoke hung in the airof the hall, twining about the banners of past victories. There were bodiespiled thickly there, where fighters had tried to hold back the torrent ofRaiders that the heavy oaken planks had yielded to. A few strides past thatwall of carnage a line of Beams' warriors still held, but raggedly. In themidst of a small knot of battle was Duke Brawndy, flanked by his youngerdaughters, Celerity and Faith. They wielded swords, trying vainly to shieldtheir father from the press of the foe. Both fought with a skill andferocity I would not have suspected in them. Like matched hawks theyseemed, their faces framed by short, sleek black hair, their dark blue eyesnarrowed with hatred. But Brawndy was refusing to be shielded, refusing toyield to the murderous surge of Raiders. He stood splay-legged, spatteredwith blood, and wielded a battle-axe in a two-handed grip.
 Before and below him, in the shelter of his axe's swing, lay the bodyof his eldest daughter and heir. A sword blow had cloven deep between hershoulder and neck, splintering her collarbone before the weapon wedged inthe ruin of her chest. She was dead, hopelessly dead, but Brawndy would notstep back from her body. Tears runneled with blood on his cheeks. His chestheaved like a bellows with every breath he took, and the ropy old musclesof his torso were revealed beneath his rent shirt. He held off two swordsmen, one an earnest young man whose whole heart was intent ondefeating this duke, and the other an adder of a man who held back from thepress of the fighting, his longsword ready to take advantage of any openingthe young man might create.
 In a fraction of a second, I knew all this, and knew that Brawndy wouldnot last much longer. Already the slickness of blood was battling with hisfailing grip on his axe, while every gasp of air he drew down his drythroat was a torment in itself. He was an old man, and his heart wasbroken, and he knew that even if he survived this battle, Beams had beenlost to the Red-Ships. My soul cried out at his misery, but still he tookthat one impossible step forward, and brought his axe down to end the lifeof the earnest young man who had fought him. In the moment that his axesank into the Raider's chest, the other man stepped forward, into the half-second gap, and danced his blade in and out of Brawndy's chest. The old manfollowed his dying opponent down to the bloodied stones of his keep.
 Celerity, occupied with her own opponent, turned fractionally to hersister's scream of anguish. The Raider she had been fighting seized hisopportunity. His heavier weapon wrapped her lighter blade and tore it fromher grip. She stepped back from his fiercely delighted grin, turned herhead away from her death, in time to see her father's killer grip Brawndy'shair preparatory to taking his head as a trophy. 
 I could not stand it.
 I lunged for the axe Brawndy had dropped, seized its blood slick handleas if I were gripping the hand of an old friend. It felt oddly heavy, but Iswung it up, blocked the sword of my assailant, and then, in a combinationthat would have made Burrich proud, doubled it back to take the path of theblade across his face. I gave a small shudder as I felt his facial bonescave away from that stroke. I had no time to consider it. I sprang forwardand brought my axe down hard, severing the hand of the man who had soughtto take my father's head. The axe rang on the stone flags of the floor,sending a shock up my arms. Sudden blood splashed me as Faith's swordplowed up her opponent's forearm. He was towering above me, and so I tuckedmy shoulder and rolled, coming to my feet as I brought the blade of my axeup across his belly. He dropped his blade and clutched at his spilling gutsas he fell.
 There was an insane moment of total stillness in the tiny bubble ofbattle we occupied. Faith stared down at me with an amazed expression thatbriefly changed to a look of triumph before being supplanted with one ofpurest anguish. "We can't let them have their bodies!" she declaredabruptly. She lifted her head suddenly, her short hair flying like the maneof a battle stallion. "Bearns! To me!" she cried, and there was nomistaking the note of command in her voice.
 For one instant I looked up at Faith. My vision faded, doubled for aninstant. A dizzy Celerity wished her sister, "Long life to the Duchess ofBearns." I witnessed a look between them, a look that said neither of themexpected to live out the day. Then a knot of Bearns warriors broke free ofbattle to join them. "My father and my sister. Bear their bodies away,"Faith commanded two of the men. "You others, to me!" Celerity rolled to herfeet, looked at the heavy axe with puzzlement, and stooped to regain thefamiliarity of her sword.
 "There, we are needed there," Faith declared, pointing, and Celerityfollowed her, to reinforce the battle line long enough to allow their folkto retreat.
 I watched Celerity go, a woman I had not loved but would always admire.With all my heart I wished to go after her, but my grip on the scene wasfailing, all was becoming smoke and shadows. Someone seized me.
 That was stupid. 
The voice in my mind sounded so pleased. Will! I thought desperately as my heart surged in my chest.
 No. But it could as easily have been so. You are getting sloppy aboutyour walls Fitz. You cannot afford to. No matter how they call to us, youmust be cautious. Verity gave me a push that propelled me away, and I feltthe flesh of my own body receive me again.
 "But you do it," I protested, but heard only the wan sound of my ownvoice in the inn room. I opened my eyes. All was darkness outside thesingle window in the room. I could not tell if moments had passed or hours.I only knew I was grateful that there was still some darkness left forsleeping, for the terrible weariness that pulled at me now would let methink of nothing else.
 When I awoke the next morning, I was disoriented. It had been too longsince I had awakened in a real bed, let alone awakened feeling clean. Iforced my eyes to focus, then looked at the knots in the ceiling beam aboveme. After a time, I recalled the inn, and that I was not too far fromTradeford and Regal. At almost the same instant, I remembered that DukeBrawndy was dead. My heart plummeted inside me. I squeezed my eyes shutagainst the Skill-memory of that battle and felt the hammer and anvil of myheadache begin. For one irrational instant I blamed it all on Regal. He hadorchestrated this tragedy that took the heart out of me and left my bodytrembling with weakness. On the very morning when I had hoped to arisestrong and refreshed and ready to kill, I could barely find the strength toroll over.
 After a time, the inn-boy arrived with my clothes. I gave him anothertwo coppers and he returned a short time later with a tray. The look andsmell of the bowl of porridge revolted me. I suddenly understood theaversion to food that Verity had always manifested during the summers whenhis Skilling had kept the Raiders from our coast. The only item on the traythat interested me was the mug and the pot of hot water. I clambered out ofbed and crouched to pull my pack from under my bed. Sparks danced andfloated before my eyes. By the time I got the pack open and located theelfbark, I was breathing as hard as if I had run a race. It took all myconcentration to focus my thoughts past the pain in my head. Emboldened bymy headache's throbbing, I increased the amount of elfbark I crumbled intothe mug. I was nearly up to the dose that Chade had been using on Verity.Ever since the wolf had left me, I had suffered from these Skill-dreams. Nomatter how I set my walls, I could not keep them out. But last night's hadbeen the worst in a long time. I suspected it was because I had steppedinto the dream, and through Celerity, acted. The dreams had been a terribledrain both on my strength and my supply of elfbark. I watched impatientlyas the bark leached its darkness into the steaming water. As soon as Icould no longer see the bottom of the mug, I lifted it and drank it off. 
The bitterness nearly gagged me, but it didn't stop me from pouring morehot water over the bark in the bottom of the mug.
 I drank this second, weaker dose more slowly, sitting on the edge of mybed and looking off into the distance outside the window. I had quite aview of the flat river country. There were cultivated fields, and milk cowsin fenced pastures just outside Pome, and beyond I could glimpse the risingsmoke of small farmsteads along the road. No more swamps to cross, no moreopen wild country between Regal and me. From hence forward, I would have totravel as a man.
 My headache had subsided. I forced myself to eat the cold porridge,ignoring my stomach's threats. I'd paid for it and I'd need its sustenancebefore this day was over. I dressed in the clean clothes the boy hadreturned to me. They were clean, but that was as much as I could say forthem. The shirt was misshapen and discolored various shades of brown. Theleggings were worn to thinness in the knees and seat and too short. As Ipushed my feet into my self-made shoes, I became newly aware of howpathetic they were. It had been so long since I had stopped to consider howI must appear to others that I was surprised to find myself dressed morepoorly than any Buckkeep beggar I could recall. No wonder I had excitedboth pity and disgust last night. I'd have felt the same for any fellowdressed as I was.
 The thought of going downstairs dressed as I was made me cringe. Thealternative, however, was to don my warm, woolly winter clothes, andswelter and sweat all day. It was only common sense to descend as I was,and yet I now felt myself such a laughingstock, I wished I could slink out unseen.
 As I briskly repacked my bundle, I felt a moment of alarm when Irealized how much elfbark I had consumed in one draft. I felt alert; nomore than that. A year ago, that much elfbark would have had me swingingfrom the rafters. I told myself firmly it was like my ragged clothes. I hadno choice in the matter. The Skill dreams would not leave me alone, and Ihad no time to lie about and let my body recover on its own, let alone thecoin to pay for an inn room and food while I did so. Yet as I slung mybundle over my shoulder and went down the stairs, I reflected that it was apoor way to begin the day. Brawndy's death and Bearns Duchy falling to theRaiders and my scarecrow clothing and elfbark crutch. It had all put me ina fine state of the doldrums.
 What real chance did I have of getting past Regal's walls and guardsand making an end of him? 
 A bleak spirit, Burrich had once told me, was one of the aftereffectsof elfbark. So that was all I was feeling. That was all.
 I bade the innkeeper farewell and he wished me good luck. Outside, thesun was already high. It bid to be another fine day. I set myself a steadypace as I headed out of Pome and toward Tradeford.
 As I reached the outskirts, I saw an unsettling sight. There were twogallows, and a body dangled from each. This was unnerving enough, but therewere other structures as well: a whipping post, and two stocks. Their woodhad not silvered out in the sun yet; these were recent structures and yetby the look of them they had already seen a bit of use. I strode swiftlypast them but could not help recalling how close I had come to gracing sucha structure. All that had saved me was my bastard royal blood and theancient decree that such a one could not be hanged. I recalled, too,Regal's evident pleasure at watching me beaten.
 With a second chill I wondered where Chade was. If Regal's soldiery didmanage to capture him, I had no doubt that Regal would put a quick end tohim. I tried not to imagine how he would stand, tall and thin and grayunder bright sunlight on a scaffold.
 Or would his end be quick?
 I shook my head to rattle loose such thoughts and continued past thepoor scarecrow bodies that tattered in the sun like forgotten laundry. Someblack humor in my soul pointed out that even they were dressed better thanI was.
 As I hiked along the road I often had to give way to carts and cattle.Trade prospered between the two towns. I left Pome behind me and walked fora time past well-tended farmhouses that fronted the road with theirgrainfields and orchards behind them. A bit farther and I was passingcountry estates, comfortable stone houses with shade trees and plantingsabout their sturdy barns and with riding and hunting horses in thepastures. More than once I was sure I recognized Buckkeep stock there.These gave way for a time to great fields, mostly of flax or hemp.Eventually I began to see more modest holdings and then the outskirts of atown.
 So I thought. Late afternoon found me in the heart of a city, streetspaved with cobbles and folk coming and going on every sort of businessimaginable. I found myself looking around in wonder. I had never seen thelike of Tradeford. There was shop after shop, taverns and inns and stablesfor every weight of purse, and all sprawled out across this flat land as no Buck town ever could. I came to one area of gardens and fountains, templesand theaters and schooling places. There were gardens laid out with pebbledwalkways and cobbled drives that wound between plantings and statuary andtrees. The people strolling down the walks or driving their carriages weredressed in finery that would have been at home at any of Buckkeep's mostformal occasions. Some of them wore the Farrow livery of gold and brown,yet even the dress of these servants was more sumptuous than any clothing Ihad ever owned.
 This was where Regal had spent the summers of his childhood. Always hehad disdained Buckkeep Town as little better than a backward village. Itried to imagine a boy leaving all this in fall, to return to a draftycastle on a rain swept and storm-battered sea cliff above a grubby littleport town. No wonder he had removed himself and his court here as soon ashe could. I suddenly felt an inkling of understanding for Regal. It made meangry. It is good to know well a man you are going to kill; it is not goodto understand him. I recalled how he had killed his own father, my king,and steeled myself to my purpose.
 As I wandered through these thriving quarters, I drew more, than onepitying glance. Had I been determined to make my living as a beggar, Icould have prospered. Instead, I sought humbler abodes and folk where Imight hear some talk of Regal and how his keep at Tradeford was organizedand manned. I made my way down to the waterfront, expecting to feel more athome.
 There I found the real reason for Tradeford's existence. True to its name, the river flattened out here into an immense rippling shallows overgravel and bedrock. It sprawled so wide that the opposite shore wasobscured in mist, and the river seemed to reach to the horizon. I saw wholeherds of cattle and sheep being forded across the Vin River, whiledownstream a series of shallow-draft cable barges took advantage of thedeeper water to transport an endless shuttling of goods across the river.This was where Tilth met Farrow in trade, where orchards and fields andcattle came together, and where goods shipped upriver from Buck or Bearnsor the far lands beyond were unloaded at last and sent on their way to thenobles who could afford them. To Tradeford, in better days, had come thetrade goods of the Mountain Kingdom and the lands beyond: amber, rich furs,carved ivory, and the rare incense barks of the Rain Wilds. Here too wasflax brought to be manufactured into fine Farrow linen, and hemp workedinto fiber for rope and sailcloth.
 I was offered a few hours' work unloading grain sacks from a smallbarge to a wagon. I took it, more for the conversation than the coppers. Ilearned little. No one spoke of Red-Ships or the war being fought along thecoast, other than to complain of the poor quality of goods that came from the coast and how much was charged for the little that was sent. Little wassaid of King Regal, and what few words I did hear took pride in his abilityto attract women and to drink well. I was startled to hear him spoken of asa Mountwell king, the name of his mother's royal line. Then I decided itsuited me just as well that he did not name himself a Farseer. It was oneless thing I had to share with him.
 I heard much of the King's Circle however, and what I heard soured myguts.
 The concept of a duel to defend the truth of one's words was an old onein the Six Duchies. At Buckkeep there were the great standing pillars ofthe Witness Stones. It is said that when two men meet there to resolve a question with their fists, El and Eda themselves witness it and see thatjustice does not go awry. The stones and the custom are very ancient. Whenwe spoke of the King's Justice at Buckkeep, often enough it referred to thequiet work that Chade and I did for King Shrewd. Some came to make publicpetition to King Shrewd himself and to abide by whatever he might see asright. But there were times when other injustices came to be known of bythe King, and then he might send forth Chade or me to work his will quietlyupon the wrongdoer. In the name of the King's Justice I had meted out fatesboth mercifully swift and punitively slow. I should have been hardened todeath.
 But Regal's King's Circle had more of entertainment than justice to it.The premise was simple. Those judged by the King as deserving of punishmentor death were sent to his circle. There they might face animals starved andtaunted to madness, or a fighter, a King's Champion. Some occasionalcriminal who put up a very good show might be granted royal clemency, oreven become a Champion for the King. Forged ones had no such chance. Forgedones were put out for the beasts to maul, or starved and turned loose onother offenders. Such trials had become quite popular of late, so popularthat the crowds were outgrowing the market circle at Tradeford where the"justice" was currently administered. Now Regal was having a special circlebuilt. It would be conveniently closer to his manor house, with holdingcells and secure walls that would confine both beasts and prisoners morestrongly, with seats for those who came to observe the spectacle of theKing's Justice being meted out. The construction of the King's Circle wasproviding new commerce and jobs for the city of Tradeford. All welcomed itas a very good idea in the wake of the shutdown of trade with the MountainKingdom. I heard not one word spoken against it.
 When the wagon was loaded, I took my pay and followed the otherstevedores to a nearby tavern. Here, in addition to ale and beer, one couldbuy a handful of herbs and a Smoke censer for the table. The atmosphereinside the tavern was heavy with the fumes, and my eyes soon felt gummy and my throat raw from it. No one else seemed to pay it any mind, or even to begreatly affected by it. The use of burning herbs as an intoxicant had neverbeen common at Buckkeep and I had never developed a head for it. My coinsbought me a serving of meal pudding with honey and a mug of very bitterbeer that tasted to me of river water.
 I asked several folk if it was true that they were hiring stablehandsfor the King's own stable, and if so, where a man might go to ask for thework. That one such as I might seek to work for the King himself affordedmost of them some amusement, but as I had affected to be slightly simplethe whole time I was working with them, I was able to accept their roughhumor and suggestions with a bland smile. One rake at last told me that Ishould go ask the King himself, and gave me directions to Tradeford Hall. Ithanked him and drank off the last of my beer and set out.
 I suppose I had expected some stone edifice with walls andfortifications. This was what I watched for as I followed my directionsinland and up away from the river. Instead, I eventually reached a lowhill, if one could give that name to so modest an upswelling. The extraheight was enough to afford a clear view of the river in both directions,and the fine stone structures upon it had taken every advantage of it. Istood on the busy road below, all but gawking up at it. It had none ofBuckkeep's forbidding martial aspects. Instead, the white-pebbled drive andgardens and trees surrounded a dwelling at once palatial and welcoming.Tradeford Hall and its surrounding buildings had never seen use as fortressor keep. It had been built as an elegant and expensive residence. Patternshad been worked into the stone walls and there were graceful arches to theentryways. Towers there were, but there were no arrow slits in them. Oneknew they had been constructed to afford the dweller a wider view of hissurroundings, more for pleasure than for any wariness.
 There were walls, too, between the busy public road and the mansion,but they were low, fat stone walls, mossy or ivied, with nooks and crannieswhere statues were framed by flowering vines. One broad carriage way ledstraight up to the great house. Other narrower walks and drives invited oneto investigate lily ponds and cleverly pruned fruit trees or quiet, shadywalks. For some visionary gardener had planted here oaks and willows, atleast one hundred years ago, and now they towered and shaded and whisperedin the wind off the river. All of this beauty was spread over more acreagethan a good-sized farm. I tried to imagine a ruler who had both the timeand resources to create all this.
 Was this what one could have, if one did not need warships and standingarmies? Had Patience ever known this sort of beauty in her parents' home?Was this what the Fool echoed in the delicate vases of flowers and bowls of silver fish in his room? I felt grubby and uncouth, and it was not because of my clothes. This, indeed, I suddenly felt, was how a king should live.Amid art and music and graciousness, elevating the lives of his people byproviding a place for such things to flourish. I glimpsed my own ignorance,and worse, the ugliness of a man trained only to kill others. I felt asudden anger, too, at all I had never been taught, never even glimpsed. Hadnot Regal and his mother had a hand in that as well, in keeping the Bastardin his place? I had been honed as an ugly, functional tool, just as craggy,barren Buckkeep was a fort, not a palace.
 But how much beauty would survive here, did not Buckkeep stand like asnarling dog at the mouth of the Buck River?
 It was like a dash of cold water in my face. It was true. Was not thatwhy Buckkeep had been built in the first place, to gain control of theriver trade? If Buckkeep ever fell to the Raiders, these broad rivers wouldbecome high roads for their shallow-draft vessels. They would plunge like adagger into this soft underbelly of the Six Duchies. These indolent noblesand cocky farm lads would waken to screams and smoke in the night, with nocastle to run to, no guards to stand and fight for them. Before they died,they might come to know what others had endured to keep them safe. Beforethey died, they might rail against a king who had fled those ramparts tocome inland and hide himself in pleasures.
 But I intended that king would die first.
 I began a careful walk of the perimeter of Tradeford Keep. The easiestway in must be weighed against the least-noticed one, and the best ways outmust be planned as well. Before nightfall, I would find out all I couldabout Tradeford Hall. 
CHAPTER NINE
Assassin

 THE LAST TRUE Skillmaster to preside over royal pupils at Buckkeep wasnot Galen, as is often recorded, but his predecessor, Solicity. She hadwaited, perhaps overlong, to select an apprentice. When she chose Galen,she had already developed the cough that was to end her life. Some say shetook him on in desperation, knowing she was dying. Others, that he was forced on her by Queen Desire's wish to see her favorite advanced at court.Whatever the case, he had been her apprentice for scarcely two years beforeSolicity succumbed to her cough and died. As previous Skillmasters hadserved apprenticeships as long as seven years before achieving journeystatus, it was rather precipitate that he declared himself Skillmasterimmediately following Solicity's death. It scarcely seems possible that shecould have imparted her full knowledge of the Skill and all itspossibilities in such a brief time. No one challenged his claim, however.Although he had been assisting Solicity in the training of the two princesVerity and Chivalry, he pronounced their training complete followingSolicity's death. Thereafter, he resisted suggestions that he train anyothers until the years of the Red-Ship Wars, when he finally gave in toKing Shrewd's demand and produced his first and only coterie.
 Unlike traditional coteries that selected their own membership andleader, Galen created his from handpicked students and during his liferetained a tremendous amount of control over them. August, the nominal headof the coterie, had his talent blasted from him in a Skill mishap while ona mission to the Mountain Kingdom. Serene, who next assumed leadershipfollowing Galen's death, perished along with another member, Justin, duringthe riot that followed the discovery of King Shrewd's murder. Will was nextto assume the leadership of what has come to be known as Galen's Coterie.At that time but three members remained: Will himself, Burl, and Carrod. Itseems likely that Galen had imprinted all three with an unswerving loyaltyto Regal, but this did not prevent rivalry among them for Regal's favor.
 By the time dusk fell, I had explored the outer grounds of the royalestate rather thoroughly. I had discovered that anyone might stroll thelower walks freely, enjoying the fountains and gardens, the yew hedges andthe chestnut trees, and there were a number of folk in fine clothes doingjust that. Most looked at me with stern disapproval, a few with pity, andthe one liveried guard I encountered reminded me firmly that no begging wasallowed within the King's Gardens. I assured him that I had come only tosee the wonders I had so often heard of in tales. In turn, he suggestedthat tales of the gardens were more than sufficient for my ilk, and pointedout to me the most direct path for leaving the gardens. I thanked him mosthumbly and walked off. He stood watching me leave until the path carried mearound the end of a hedge and out of his sight.
 My next foray was more discreet. I had briefly considered waylaying oneof the young nobles strolling amongst the flowers and herbaceous bordersand availing myself of his clothes, but had decided against it. I wasunlikely to find one lean enough for his clothes to fit me properly, andthe fashionable apparel they were wearing seemed to require a lot of lacing up with gaily colored ribbons. I doubted I could get myself into any of theshirts without the assistance of a valet, let alone get an unconscious manout of one. The tinkling silver charms stitched onto the dangling lace atthe cuffs were not conducive to an assassin's quiet work anyway. Instead, Irelied on the thick plantings along the low walls for shelter and made myway gradually up the hill.
 Eventually I encountered a wall of smooth-worked stone that encircledthe crown of the hill. It was only slightly higher than a tall man couldreach at a jump. I did not think it had been intended as a serious barrier.There were no plantings along it, but stubs of old trunks and roots showedthat once it had been graced with vines and bushes. I wondered if Regal hadordered it cleared. Over the wall I could see the tops of numerous trees,and so dared to count on their shelter.
 It took me most of the afternoon to make a full circuit of the wall without coming out into the open. There were several gates in it. One finemain one had guards in livery greeting carriages of folk as they came andwent. From the number of carriages arriving, some sort of festivity wasscheduled for the evening. One guard turned, and laughed harshly. The hairstood up on my neck. For a time I stood frozen, staring from my place ofconcealment. Had I seen his face before? It was difficult to tell at mydistance, but the thought roused a strange mixture of fear and anger in me.Regal, I reminded myself. Regal was my target. I moved on.
 Several lesser gates for delivery folk and servants had guards lackingin lace, but making up for it in their militant questioning of every man orwoman who went in and out. If my clothes had been better I would haverisked impersonating a serving man but I dared not attempt it in mybeggar's rags. Instead, I positioned myself out of sight of the guards onthe gate and began to beg of the tradefolk coming and going. I did somutely, simply approaching them with cupped hands and a pleadingexpression. Most of them did what folk do when confronted with a beggar.They ignored me and continued their conversations. And so I learned thattonight was the night of the Scarlet Ball, that extra servants, musicians,and conjurers had been brought in for the festivity, that merrybud hadreplaced mirthweed as the King's favorite Smoke, and that the King had beenvery angry with the quality of the yellow silk one Festro had brought him,and had threatened to flog the merchant for even bringing him such poorstuff: The ball was also a farewell to the King, before he embarked on themorrow for a trip to visit his dear friend Lady Celestra at Amber Hall onthe Vin River. I heard a great deal more, besides, but little that relatedto my purpose. I ended up with a handful of coppers for my time as well.
 I returned to Tradeford. I found a whole street devoted to the tailoring of clothes. At the back door of Festro's shop, I found an apprentice sweeping out. I gave him several coppers for some scraps ofyellow silk in various shades. I then sought out the humblest shop on thestreet, where every coin I possessed was just sufficient to purchase loosetrousers, a smock, and a head kerchief such as the apprentice had beenwearing. I changed my clothes in the shop, braided my warrior's tail up andconcealed it under the kerchief, donned my boots, and emerged from the shopa different person. My sword now hung down my leg inside the trousers. Itwas uncomfortable, but not overly noticeable if I affected a loping stride.I left my worn clothes and the rest of my bundle, save for my poisons andother pertinent tools, in a patch of nettles behind a very smelly backhousein a tavern yard. I made my way back to Tradeford's keep. I did not permitmyself to hesitate. I went directly to the tradefolk's gate and stood inline with the others seeking admittance. My heart hammered inside my ribsbut I affected a calm demeanor. I spent my time studying what I could seeof the house through the trees. It was immense. Earlier I had been amazedthat so much arable land had been given over to decorative gardens andwalks. Now I saw that the gardens were simply the setting for a dwellingthat both sprawled and towered in a style of house completely foreign tome. Nothing about it spoke of fortress or castle; all was comfort andelegance. When it came my turn, I showed my swatches of silk and said Icame bearing Festro's apologies and some samples that he hoped would bemore to the King's liking. When one surly guard pointed out that Festrousually came himself, I replied, somewhat sulkily, that my master thoughtstripes would better become my back than his, if the samples did not pleasethe King. The guards exchanged grins and admitted me.
 I hastened up the path until I was on the heels of a group of musicianswho had come in before me. I followed them around to the back of the manor house. I knelt to refasten my boot as they asked directions and thenstraightened up just in time to follow them inside. I found myself in asmall entry hall, cool and almost dark after the heat and light of theafternoon sun. I trailed them down a corridor. The minstrels talked and laughed among themselves as they hastened on. I slowed my steps and droppedback. When I passed a door that was ajar on an empty room, I stepped intoit and shut the door quietly behind me. I drew a deep breath and lookedaround.
 I was in a small sitting room. The furniture was shabby and illmatched, so I surmised it was for servants or visiting craftsmen. I couldnot count on being alone there for long. There were, however, several largecupboards along the wall. I chose one that was not in direct view of thedoor should it open suddenly, and quickly rearranged its contents in orderto sit inside it. I ensconced myself with the door slightly ajar for somelight and went to work. I inspected and organized my vials and packets ofpoisons. I treated both my belt knife and my sword's edge with poison, thenresheathed them carefully. I arranged my sword to hang outside my trousers. 
Then I made myself comfortable and settled down to wait.
 Days seemed to pass before dusk gave way to full dark. Twice folkbriefly entered the room, but from their gossip I gathered that everyservant was busy preparing for the gathering tonight. I passed the time byimagining how Regal would kill me if he caught me. Several times I almostlost my courage. Each time I reminded myself that if I walked away fromthis, I would have to live with the fear forever. Instead, I tried toprepare myself. If Regal were here, then his coterie would surely be closeby. I put myself carefully through the exercises Verity had taught me toshield my mind from other Skilled ones. I was horribly tempted to ventureout with a tiny touch of the Skill, to see if I could sense them. Irefrained. I doubted I could sense them without betraying myself. And evenif I could so detect them, what would it tell me that I did not alreadyknow? Better to concentrate on guarding myself from them. I refused toallow myself to think specifically of what I would do, lest they pick uptraces of my thoughts. When finally the sky outside the window was fullblack and pricked with stars, I slipped out from my hiding place andventured out into the hallway.
 Music drifted on the night. Regal and his guests were at theirfestivities. I listened for a moment to the faint notes of a familiar. songabout two sisters, one of whom drowned the other. To me, the wonder of thesong was not a harp that would play by itself, but a minstrel who wouldfind a woman's body, and be inspired to make a harp of her breastbone. ThenI put it out of my mind and, concentrated on business.
 I was in a simple corridor, stone-floored and paneled with wood, litwith torches set at wide intervals. Servants' area, I surmised; it was notfine enough for Regal or his friends. That did not make it safe for me,however. I needed to find a servants' stair and get myself to the secondfloor. I crept along the hall. I went from door to door, pausing to listenoutside each one. Twice I heard folk within, women talking together in one,the clack of a weaving frame being used in another. The quiet doors thatwere not locked, I opened briefly. They were workrooms for the most part,with several given over to weaving and sewing. In one, a suit of fine bluefabric was pieced out on a table, ready for sewing. Regal apparently stillindulged his fondness for fine clothing.
 I came to the end of the corridor and peered around the corner. Anotherhallway, much finer and wider. The plastered ceiling overhead had beenimprinted with fern shapes. Again I crept down a corridor, listeningoutside doors, cautiously peeping into some of them. Getting closer, I toldmyself. I found a library, with more vellum books and scrolls than I hadever known existed. I paused in one room where brightly plumed birds inextravagant cages dozed on their perches. Slabs of white marble had been set to hold ponds of darting fishes and water lilies. There were benchesand cushioned chairs set about gaming tables there. Small cherrywood tablesscattered about held Smoke censers. I had never even imagined such a room.
 I eventually came to a proper hall with framed portraits along thewalls and a floor of gleaming black slate. I drew back when I spotted theguard and stood silent in an alcove until his bored pacing carried him pastme. Then I slipped out to flit past all those mounted nobles and simperingladies in their sumptuous frames.
 I blundered out into an antechamber. There were hangings on the walland small tables supporting statuary and vases of flowers. Even the torchsconces here were more ornate. There were small portraits in gilt frames toeither side of a fireplace with an elaborate mantel. Chairs were set closetogether for intimate talk. The music was louder here, and I could hearlaughter and voices as well. Despite the lateness of the hour, themerriment went on. On the opposite wall were two tall carved doors. Theyled to the gathering hall where Regal and his nobles danced and laughed. Ipulled myself back around the corner as I saw two servants in livery enterfrom a door to my far left. They bore trays carrying an assortment ofincense pots. I surmised they were to replace ones that had burned out. Istood frozen, listening to their footsteps and conversation. They openedthe tall doors and the music of harps spilled out more loudly and thenarcotic scent of Smoke. Both were quenched by the closing doors. Iventured to peep out again. All was clear before me, but behind me
 "What do you here?"
 My heart fell into my boots, but I forced a sheepish smile to my faceas I turned to face the guard who had entered the room behind me. "Sir,I've lost my way in this great maze of a house," I said guilelessly.
 "Have you? That doesn't explain why you wear a sword within the King'swalls. All know weapons are forbidden save to the King's own Guard. I sawyou sneaking about just then. Did you think with the merrymaking going on,you could just slip about and fill your pockets with whatever you found,thief?"
 I stood frozen with terror, watching the man approach me. I am sure hebelieved he had discovered my purpose from the stricken look on my face.Verde would never have smiled so if he thought he advanced on a man he hadhelped beat to death in a dungeon. His hand rested carelessly on the hiltof his own blade and he grinned confidently. He was a handsome man, verytall and fair as many of the Farrow folk were. The badge he wore wasMountwell of Farrow's golden oak, with the Farseer buck overleaping it. So Regal had modified his coat of arms as well. I but wished he'd left thebuck off it.
 A part of me noticed all these things as another part relived thenightmare of being dragged to my feet by my shirtfront and stood up, sothat this man could strike me and drive me once more to the floor. He was not Bolt, the one who had broken my nose. No, Verde had followed him,beating me insensible a second time, after Bolt had left me too battered tostand on my own. He had towered over me then and I had cowered and flinchedaway from him, tried vainly to scrabble away from him over the cold stonefloor that was already spattered with my blood. I remembered the oaths hehad laughingly uttered each time he had had to haul me to my feet so hecould hit me again. "By Eda's tits," I muttered to myself, and with thewords, fear died in me.
 "Let's see what you have in that pouch," he demanded, and came closer.
 I could not show him the poisons in my pouch. No way to explain thoseaway. No amount of smooth lying would let me escape this man. I would haveto kill him.
 Suddenly it was all so simple.
 We were much too close to the gathering hall. I wished no sound toalarm or alert anyone. So I retreated from him, a slow step at a time,backing in a wide circle that took me into the chamber I had just left. Theportraits looked down at us as I backed hesitantly away from the tallguardsman.
 "Stand still!" he ordered, but I shook my head wildly in what I hopedwas a convincing display of terror. "I said, stand still, you scrawnylittle thief!" I glanced quickly over my shoulder, then back at him,desperate, as if I were trying to find the courage to turn and run fromhim. The third time I did so, he leaped for me.
 I'd been hoping for that.
 I sidestepped him and then drove my elbow savagely into the small ofhis back, adding just enough momentum to his charge that he went to hisknees. I heard them smack bonily against the stone floor. He gave awordless roar of both anger and pain. I could see how suddenly furious itmade him for the scrawny thief to dare strike him. I silenced him sharplywhen I kicked him under the chin, clacking his mouth shut. I was gratefulthat I'd switched back to my boots. Before he could make another sound Ihad my knife out and across his throat. He gurgled his amazement and lifted both hands in a vain attempt to contain that warm gushing of blood. I stoodover him, looking down into his eyes. "FitzChivalry," I told him quietly."FitzChivalry." His eyes widened in sudden understanding and terror, thenlost all expression as life left him. Abruptly he was stillness andnothingness, as devoid of life as a stone. To my Wit-sense, he haddisappeared.
 So quickly it was done. Vengeance. I stood looking down at him, waitingto feel triumph or relief, or satisfaction. Instead I felt nothing, felt aslost to all life as he was. He was not even meat I could eat. I wondered belatedly if there was somewhere a woman who had loved this handsome man,blond children who depended on his wages for food. It is not good for anassassin to have such thoughts; they had never plagued me when I hadcarried out the King's Justice for King Shrewd. I shook them from my head.
 He was making a very large puddle of blood on the floor. I had silencedhim quickly but this was just the sort of mess I hadn't wished to make. Hewas a large man, and he'd had a lot of blood in him. My mind raced as Idebated whether to take time to conceal the body, or to accept that hewould be quickly missed by his fellow guards and use that discovery as adiversion.
 In the end I took off my shirt and sopped up as much of the blood as Icould with it. Then I dumped it on his chest and wiped my bloody hands onhis shirt. I seized him by the shoulders and dragged him out of theportrait hall, all the time almost shuddering with the effort of strainingmy senses to be aware of anyone coming. My boots kept slipping on thepolished floors and the sound of my panting breath was a roar in my ears.Despite my efforts at mopping up the blood, we left a sheen of red on thefloors behind us. At the door to the room of birds and fish, I forcedmyself to listen well before entering. I held my breath and tried to ignorethe pounding of my heart in my ears. The room was clear of humans, however.I shouldered the door open and dragged Verde in. Then I caught him up andtumbled him into one of the stone fish pools. The fish darted franticallyas his blood trailed and swirled out into the clear water. I hastily rinsedmy hands and chest clean of blood in another pond, and then left by adifferent door. They'd follow the blood trail here. I hoped they'd takesome time puzzling as to why the killer had dragged him here and dumped himin a pond.
 I found myself in an unfamiliar room. I glanced quickly about at thevaulted ceiling and paneled walls. There was a grandiose chair on a dais atthe far end. Some kind of an audience chamber then. I glanced about to getmy bearings, then froze where I was. The carved doors to my far right swungsuddenly open. I heard laughter, a muttered question, and a gigglingresponse. There was no time to hide and nothing to shelter behind. I flattened myself against a wall hanging and was still. The group entered ona wave of laughter. There was a note of helplessness in the laughter thattold me they were either drunk or giddy with Smoke. They walked right pastme, two men vying for the attention of a woman who simpered and titteredbehind a tasseled fan. All three of them were dressed entirely in shades ofred, and one of the men had tinkling silver charms not just at the lace ofhis cuffs, but all along his loose sleeves to his elbows. The other mancarried a small censer of Smoke on an ornamented rod, almost like ascepter. He swung it back and forth before them as they walked so that theywere always wreathed in the sweetish fumes. I doubted that they would havenoticed me even if I had leaped out before them turning cartwheels. Regalseemed to have inherited his mother's fondness for intoxicants, and to beturning it into a court fashion. I stood motionless until they had passed.They went into the fish-and-bird room. I wondered if they would noticeVerde in the pond. I doubted it.
 I flitted to the doorway from which the courtiers had entered, andslipped through it. I found myself suddenly in a great entry hall. It wasfloored with marble and my mind boggled at the expense of hauling such anexpanse of stone to Tradeford. The ceiling was high and plastered white,with designs of immense flowers and leaves pressed into the plaster. Therewere arched windows of stained glass, dark now against the night, butbetween them hung tapestries glowing with such rich colors as to seemwindows on some other world and time. All was illuminated with ornate candelabra hung with sparkling crystals and suspended from gilded chains.Hundreds of candles burned in them. Statues were displayed on pedestals atintervals about the room and from the look of them, most were of Regal'sMountwell ancestors from his mother's side. Despite the danger I was in,the grandness of the room captured me for a moment. Then I lifted my eyesand saw the wide staircase ascending. This was the main staircase, not theback servants' stairs I had sought. Ten men abreast could have gone up iteasily. The woodwork of the balustrades was dark and full of twirlingknots, but shone with a deep luster. A thick rug spilled down the center ofthe steps like a blue cascade.
 The hall was empty, as was the staircase. I did not give myself time tohesitate, but slipped silently across the room and up the stairs. I washalfway up when I heard the scream. Evidently they had noticed Verde. Atthe top of the first landing, I heard voices and running footsteps comingfrom the right. I fled to the left. I came to a door, pressed my earagainst it, heard nothing, and slipped inside, all in less time than ittakes to tell it. I stood in darkness, heart thundering, thanking Eda andEl and any other gods that might exist that the door had not been fastened.
 I stood in the darkness, my ear pressed to the thick door, trying tohear more than my own pounding heart. I heard shouts from below, and boots running down the staircase. A moment or so passed, then I heard anauthoritative voice shouting orders. I slipped to where the opening doorwould at least temporarily conceal me, and waited, breath stilled, handstrembling. Fear welled up in me like a sudden blackness, threatening tooverwhelm me. I felt the floor rock under me and I crouched down quickly tokeep from falling in a faint. The world spun about me. I made myself small,hugging myself tight and squeezing my eyes shut, as if somehow that wouldbetter conceal me. A second wave of fear washed over me. I sank the rest of the way to the floor and fell over on my side, all but whimpering. I curledin a ball, enduring a terrible squeezing pain in my chest. I was going todie. I was going to die and I'd never see them again, not Molly, notBurrich, not my king. I should have gone to Verity. I knew that now. Ishould have gone to Verity. I wanted to scream and weep, for I was suddenlycertain I could never escape, that I would be found and tortured. Theywould find me and kill me very, very slowly. I experienced an almostoverwhelming drive simply to leap up and run out of the room, to draw swordagainst the guards and force them to end me quickly.
 Steady now. They try to trick you into betraying yourself.
 Verity's Skilling was finer than a cobweb. I caught my breath, but hadthe wisdom to keep still.
 After what seemed a long time, my blind terror lifted. I took a longshuddering breath and seemed to come to myself again. When I heard thefootsteps and voices outside the door, my fear surged up again, but Iforced myself to lie still and listen.
 "I was sure of it," said a man.
 "No. He's long gone. If they find him at all, they'll find him out onthe grounds. No one could have stood up to both of us. If he were still inthe house, we would have flushed him out."
 "I tell you, there was something."
 "Nothing," insisted the other voice with some annoyance. "I sensednothing."
 "Check again," insisted the other.
 "No. It's a waste of time. I think you were mistaken." The first man'sanger was becoming obvious despite their subdued voices. 
 "I hope I was, but I fear I am not. If I am correct, we've given Willthe excuse he's been looking for." There was anger in the second man'svoice too, but also a whining self-pity.
 "Looking for an excuse? Not that one. He speaks ill of us to the Kingat every turn. To hear him talk, you would think he was the only one whohad made any sacrifices in King Regal's service. A maidservant told meyesterday that he makes no niceties at all about it anymore. You, he says,are fat, and me he accuses of every weakness of the flesh a man can have."
 "If I am not as lean as a soldier, it is because I am not a soldier. Itis not my body that serves the King, but my mind. As well look to himselfbefore he faults us, him with his one good eye." The whine was unmistakablenow. Burl, I suddenly realized. Burl speaking to Carrod.
 "Well. I am satisfied that tonight at least he cannot fault us. Thereis nothing amiss here that I can find. He has you jumping at shadows andseeing danger in every corner. Calm yourself. This is a matter for theguards now, not us. They'll probably find it was done by a jealous husbandor another guardsman. I've heard it said that Verde won a little too oftenat dice. Perhaps that is why he was left in the gaming room. So if you willexcuse me, I will return to the fairer company from which you distractedme."
 "Go, then, if that is all you can think of," the whiner said sulkily:"But when you've a moment to spare, I think we might be wise to takecounsel together." After a moment, Burl added, "I've more than half a mindto go to him right now. Make it his problem."
 "You'd only end up looking like a fool. When you worry so much, you arebut giving in to his influence. Let him mouth his warnings and direpredictions and spend every moment of his life on guard. To hear him tellit, his watchfulness is all the King needs. He seeks to instill that fearin us. Your quaking probably gives him much satisfaction. Guard suchthoughts carefully."
 I heard one set of footsteps walking briskly away. The roaring in. myears softened a little. After a time, I heard the other man leave, walkingmore ponderously and muttering to himself. When I could no longer hear hisfootfalls, I felt as if a great weight had been lifted off me. I swalloweddryly and debated my next move.
 Dim light filtered in through tall windows. I could make out abedstead, with the blankets turned back to expose the white linens. It wasunoccupied. There was the dark shape of a wardrobe in the corner, and by the bed a stand held a bowl and ewer.
 I forced myself to calmness. I took long steadying breaths, then rosesilently to my feet. I needed to find Regal's bedchamber, I remindedmyself. I suspected it would be on this floor, with servants' quarters inthe higher levels of the house. Stealth had got me this far, but perhapsnow it was time to be bolder. I crossed to the wardrobe in the corner and opened it quietly. Luck had favored me again; this was a man's chamber. Iwent through the garments by touch, feeling for a fabric that feltserviceable. I had to work hastily, for I assumed the rightful owner was atthe festivities below and might return at any time. I found a light-coloredshirt, much more fussy about the sleeves and collar than I could wish, butalmost long enough in the arms. I managed to get into it, and a darker-colored pair of leggings that felt too loose on me. I belted them up andhoped they did not hang too strangely. There was a pot of scented pomade. Ifinger-brushed my hair back from my face with it and secured it afresh in atail, discarding the tradesman's kerchief. Most of the courtiers I had seenearlier wore theirs in oiled curls much as Regal did, but a few of theyounger ones kept their hair tied back. I felt about in several drawers. Ifound some sort of medallion on a chain and put it on. There was a ring,too large for my finger, but that scarcely mattered. I would pass a casualglance and hoped to attract no more than that. They would be looking for ashirtless man in coarse trousers to match the bloodied shirt I had left. I dared to hope they would be seeking him outside. At the threshold I paused,took a deep breath, and then slowly opened the door. The hall was empty andI stepped out.
 Once out in the light, I was not pleased to find the leggings were adark green and the shirt a buttery yellow. It was no more garish than whatI had seen folk wearing earlier, though I could scarcely blend with theguests at this Scarlet Ball. I resolutely set the worry aside and struckoff down the hall, walking casually yet purposefully to seek for a doorthat was larger and more ornate than the others.
 I boldly tried the first one I came to, and found it unlocked. Ientered, only to find myself in a room with an immense harp and severalother musical instruments set out as if awaiting minstrels.
 A variety of cushioned chairs and couches filled the rest of the room.The paintings were all of songbirds. I shook my head, baffled at theendless riches of this one house. I continued my search.
 My nervousness made the hall stretch out endlessly before me. I forcedmyself to walk in an unhurried and confident manner. I passed door afterdoor, cautiously sampling a few. Those on my left seemed to be bedchambers,while those on my right were larger rooms, libraries and dining rooms and the like. Instead of wall sconces, the hall was lit with shielded candles.The wall hangings were richly colored, and at intervals niches held vasesof flowers or small statuary. I could not help but contrast it to the starkstone walls of Buckkeep. I wondered how many warships would have been builtand manned with the coin that instead went to ornament this finelyfeathered nest. My anger fed my competence. I would find Regal's chamber.
 I passed three more doors, then came to one that looked promising. Itwas a double door, of golden oak, and the oak tree that was the symbol ofFarrow was inlaid upon it. I set my ear briefly to the door and heardnothing. Cautiously I tried the burnished handle; the door was latched. Mysheath knife was a crude tool for this type of work. Sweat soaked theyellow shirt to my back before the catch yielded to my efforts. I eased thedoor open and slipped inside, quickly locking it behind me.
 This was certainly Regal's chamber. Not his bedchamber, no, but hisnonetheless. I went through it swiftly. There were no less than four tallwardrobes, two on each side wall with a tall looking glass between eachset. The ornately carved door of one wardrobe was ajar; or possibly thepress of the clothing from within would not allow it to be fully closed.Other garments hung on hooks and racks about the room or were draped onchairs. A set of locked drawers in a small chest probably held jewelry. Thelooking glass between the wardrobes was framed by two branches of candles,now burned low in their holders. Two small censers for Smoke were set to either side of one chair that faced yet another mirror. Behind and to oneside of the chair, a table held brushes, combs, pots of pomade, and vialsof perfume. A narrow twining of gray fumes still rose from one of thecensers. I wrinkled my nose against the sweet odor of it, and went to work.
 Fitz. What do you do? The faintest query from Verity.
 Justice. I put no more than a breath of Skill onto the thought. I wasnot sure if it was my own or Verity's apprehension that I suddenly felt. Ibrushed it aside and turned to my task.
 It was frustrating. There was little here that was a sure vehicle formy poisons. I could treat the pomade, but I was more likely to kill whoeverdressed his hair for him than Regal. The censers held mostly ash. AnythingI placed there would probably be dumped with the ash. The corner hearth wasswept clean for the summer and there was no supply of wood. Patience, Itold myself. His bedchamber could not be far, and opportunities would bebetter there. For now, I treated the bristles of his hairbrush with one ofmy more potent concoctions and used what was left to dip as many of hisearrings as I could. The last drops I added to his vials of scent but withsmall hope that be would apply enough to kill himself. For the scentedhandkerchiefs folded in his drawer, I had the white spore of the death angel mushroom to beguile his hours until death with hallucinations. I tookgreater pleasure in dusting the insides of four sets of gloves withdeadroot powder. This was the poison Regal had used on me in the Mountains,and the most likely source of the seizures that had plagued meintermittently since then. I hoped he would find his own falling fits asamusing as he had mine. I selected three of his shirts that I thought hewould favor, and treated their collars and cuffs as well. There was no woodin the hearth, but I had a poison that blended well with the traces of ashand soot left on the brick. I sprinkled it generously and hoped that whenthey set a fire upon it, the burning fumes might reach Regal's nose. I hadjust returned my poison to my pouch when I heard a key turn the door latch.
 I stepped silently around the corner of a wardrobe and stood there. Myknife was already in my hand, waiting. A deadly calm had settled on me. Ibreathed silently, waiting, hoping fortune had brought Regal to me.Instead, it was another guardsman in Regal's colors. The man pushed intothe room and cast a quick glance about. His irritation showed in his faceas he impatiently said, "It was locked. There's no one in here." I waitedfor his partner to reply, but he was alone. He stood still a moment, thensighed and walked over to the open wardrobe. "Foolishness. I'm wasting timeup here while he's going to get away," he muttered to himself, but he drewhis sword and carefully prodded about the interior behind the clothes.
 As he leaned to reach deeper into the wardrobe's interior, I caught aglimpse of his face in the mirror opposite me. My guts turned to water, andthen hatred blazed up in me. I had no name for this one, but his mockingface had been forever etched into my memory. He had been part of Regal'spersonal guard, and had stood by to witness my death.
 I think he saw my reflection at the same time I saw his. I did not givehim time to react, but sprang on him from behind. The blade of his swordwas still tangled inside Regal's wardrobe when my knife punched low intohis belly. I clamped my forearm across his throat to give me leverage as Idragged up on the knife, gutting him like a fish. His mouth gaped open toscream, and I let go my knife to slap my hand over his mouth. I held him amoment as his entrails bulged out of the gash I'd made. When I let him go,he went down, his unvoiced bellow turned to a groan. He'd not let go of hissword, so I stamped on his hand, breaking his fingers around its hilt. Herolled slightly to one side, to stare up at me in agony and shock. I wentdown on one knee beside him, put my face close to his.
 "FitzChivalry," I said quietly, meeting his eyes, making sure he knew."FitzChivalry." For the second time that night, I cut a throat. It scarcelyneeded doing. I wiped my knife on his sleeve as he died. As I stood, I felttwo things. Disappointment that he had died so swiftly. And a sensation asif a harp string had been plucked, letting out a sound I felt rather than heard.
 In the next instant, I felt a wave of Skill inundate me. It was ladenwith terror, but this time I recognized it for what it was and knew itssource. I stood firm before it, my defenses strong. I almost felt it partand go around me. Yet I sensed that even that act was read by someone,somewhere. I did not wonder who. Will felt the shape of my resistance. Ifelt the echo of his surge of triumph. For a moment it froze me with panic.Then I was moving, sheathing my knife, rising to slip out the door and intothe still-empty hallway. I had but a short time to find a new hiding place.Will had been riding with the guardsman's mind, had seen that chamber andme just as clearly as the dying man had. Like the sounding of horns, Icould sense him Skilling out, setting the guards in motion as if he weresetting dogs to a fox's trail.
 As I fled, a part of me knew with undeniable certainty that I was dead.I might be able to hide myself for a time, but Will knew I was within themansion. All he had to do was block off every exit and begin a systematicsearch. I raced down a hall, turned a corner, and went up a staircasethere. I held my Skill walls firm and clutched my tiny plan to myself as ifit were a precious gem. I would find Regal's chambers and poison everythingthere. Then I would go seeking Regal himself. If the guards discovered mefirst, well, I'd lead them a merry chase. They couldn't kill me. Not withall the poison I was carrying. I'd take my own life first. It wasn't muchof a plan, but the only alternative was surrendering.
 So I raced on, past more doors, more statuary and flowers, morehangings. Every door I tried was locked. I turned another corner and wassuddenly back at the top of the staircase. I felt a moment of dizzydisorientation. I attempted to brush it off but panic rose like a blacktide inside my mind. It appeared to be the same staircase. I knew I had notturned enough corners to have come back to it. I hurried past thestaircase, past the doors again, hearing the shouts of guardsmen below meas knowledge grew and squirmed queasily inside me.
 Will leaned on my mind.
 Dizziness and pressure inside my eyes. Grimly I set my mental walls yetagain. I turned my head quickly and my vision doubled for a moment. Smoke,I wondered? I had no head for any of the fume intoxicants that Regalfavored. Yet this felt like more to me than the giddiness of Smoke or themellowness of merrybud.
 The Skill is a powerful tool in the hand of a master. I had been withVerity when he had used it against the Red-Ships, to so muddle a helmsman that he turned his own ships onto the rocks, to convince a navigator thatbe had not yet passed a point of land when it was far behind him, to raisefears and doubts in a captain's heart before he went into battle, or tobolster the courage of a ship's crew so that they foolhardily set sail intothe very teeth of a storm.
 How long had Will been working on me? Had he lured me here, for thisencounter, by subtly convincing me that he would never expect me to come?
 I forced myself to halt at the next door. I held myself firm, focusedmyself on the latch of the door as I worked it. It was not locked. Islipped into it, closing the door behind me. Blue fabric was set out on atable before me, ready for sewing. I'd been in this room before. I knew amoment of relief, then checked it. No. This room had been on the groundfloor. I was upstairs. Wasn't I? I crossed quickly to the window, stood toone side of it as I peered out. Far below me were the torch lit grounds ofthe King's Gardens. I could see the white of the great drive gleaming inthe night. Carriages were coming up it and liveried servants darted hereand there, opening doors. Ladies and gentlemen in extravagant red eveningclothes were leaving in droves. I gathered that Verde's end had ratherspoiled Regal's ball. There were liveried guards on the doors, regulatingwho might leave and who must wait. All this I took in at a glance, andrealized also that I was up a lot higher than I thought.
 Yet I had been sure that this table and the blue garments waiting to besewn had been down in the servants' wing of the ground floor.
 Well, it was not all that unlikely that Regal would be having twodifferent sets of blue clothes sewn. No time to puzzle about it; I had tofind his bedchamber. I felt a strange elation as I slipped out of the roomand fled once more down the hallway, a thrill not unlike that of a goodhunt. Let them catch me if they could.
 I came suddenly to a T in the corridor and stood a moment, puzzled. Itdid not seem to fit in with what I had seen of the building from outside. Iglanced left, then right. Right was noticeably grander, and the tall doubledoors at the end of the hall were emblazoned with the golden oak of Farrow.As if to put spurs to me, I heard a mutter of angry voices from a roomsomewhere off to my left. I went right, drawing my knife as I ran. When Icame to the great double doors, I put my hand to the latch quietly,expecting to find it locked tight. Instead the door gave easily and swungforward silently. It was almost too easy. I set those apprehensions asideand slipped in, knife drawn.
 The room before me was dark, save for two candles burning in silver holders on the mantelpiece. I slipped inside what was obviously Regal'ssitting room. A second door stood ajar, revealing the corner of amagnificently curtained bed and beyond it a hearth with a rack of firewoodlaid ready in it. I pulled the door gently closed behind me and advancedinto the room. On a low table a carafe of wine and two glasses awaitedRegal's return, as did a platter of sweets. The censer beside it was heapedwith powdered Smoke waiting to be ignited on his return. It was anassassin's fantasy. I could scarcely decide where to begin.
 "That, you see, is how it is done."
 I spun about, then experienced a distortion of my senses that dizziedme. I stood in the middle of a well-lit but rather bare room. Will sat,negligently relaxed, in a cushioned chair. A glass of white wine waited ona table beside him. Carrod and Burl flanked him, wearing expressions ofirritation and discomfiture. Despite my longing, I dared not take my eyesoff them.
 "Go ahead, Bastard, look behind you. I shan't attack you. It would be ashame to spring such a trap as this on one such as you, and have you diebefore you appreciated the fullness of your failure. Go on. Look behindyou."
 I turned my whole body slowly, to allow me to glance back with a mereshifting of my eyes. Gone, it was all gone. No royal sitting room, nocurtained bed or carafe of wine, nothing. A plain, simple room, probablyfor several lady's maids to share. Six liveried guards stood silent butattentive. All had drawn swords.
 "My companions seem to feel that a drenching of fear will ferret outany man. But they, of course, have not experienced your strength of will ascompletely as I have. I do hope you appreciate the finesse I used, insimply assuring you that you were seeing exactly what you most wished tosee." He gave a glance each to Carrod and Burl. "He has walls the like ofwhich you have never experienced. But a wall that will not yield to abattering ram can still be breached by the gentle twining of ivy." He swunghis attention back to me. "You would have been a worthy opponent, save thatin your conceit you always underestimated me."
 I still had not said a word. I stared at them all, letting the hatredthat filled me strengthen my Skill walls. All three had changed since I hadlast seen them. Burl, once a well-muscled carpenter, showed the effects ofa good appetite and lack of exercise. Carrod's attire outshone the manwithin it. Ribbons and charms festooned his garments like blossoms on aspringtime apple tree. But Will, seated between them in his chair, showed the greatest change of all. He was dressed entirely in dark blue, ingarments whose precise tailoring made them seem richer than Carrod'scostume. A single chain of silver, a silver ring on his hand, silverearrings; these were his only ornaments. Of his dark eyes, once soterrifyingly piercing, only one remained. The other was sunken deep in itssocket, showing cloudy in the depths like a dead fish in a dirty pool. Hesmiled at me as he saw me looking at it. He gestured at his eye.
 "A memento of our last encounter. Whatever it was that you threw intomy face."
 "A pity," I said, quite sincerely. "I had meant those poisons to killRegal, not half-blind you."
 Will sighed lackadaisically. "Another admission of treason. As if weneeded one. Ah, well. We shall be more thorough this time. First, ofcourse, we will spend a bit of time ferreting out just how you escapeddeath. A bit of time for that, and however much longer King Regal finds youamusing. He will have no need for either haste or discretion this time." Hegave a minuscule nod to the guards behind me. 
I smiled at him as I set the poisoned blade of my own knife to my leftarm. I clenched my teeth against the pain as I dragged it down the lengthof my arm, not deeply, but enough to open my skin and let the poison fromthe blade into my blood. Will leaped to his feet in shock, while Carrod andBurl looked horrified and disgusted. I passed my knife to my left hand,drew my sword with my right.
 "I'm dying now," I told them, smiling. "Probably very soon. I've notime to waste, and nothing to lose."
 But he had been correct. I had always underestimated him. Somehow Ifound myself facing, not the coterie members, but six guards with drawnblades. Killing myself was one thing. Being hacked to death while those Idesired vengeance on watched was another. I spun about, and felt a wave ofdizziness as I did so, as if the room moved rather than I myself. I liftedmy eyes to find the swordsmen still confronting me. I turned again andagain, experienced a sensation of swinging. The thin line of blood along myarm had begun to burn. My chance to do anything about Will and Burl andCarrod was leaking away as the poison seeped through my blood.
 The guards were advancing on me, unhurriedly, fanning out in a halfcircle and driving me before them as if I were an errant sheep. I backedup, glanced once over my shoulder and caught the most fleeting glimpse ofthe coterie members. Will stood, a step or so in front of the others, an annoyed look on his face. I had come here in the hope of killing Regal. Ihad barely succeeded in annoying his henchman with my suicide.
 Suicide? Somewhere deep within me, Verity was horrorstruck.
 Better than torture. Less than a whisper of Skill on that thought, butI swear I felt Will go groping after it.
 Boy, stop this insanity. Get out of there. Come to me.
 I cannot. It's too late. There's no escape. Let go of me, you onlyreveal yourself to them.
 Reveal myself? Verity's Skill boomed suddenly in my mind, like thunderon a summer night, like storm waves shaking a shale cliff. I had seen himdo this before. Angered, he would expend all of his Skillstrength in oneeffort, with no thought to what might befall him afterward. I felt Willhesitate, then plunge into that Skilling, reaching after Verity and tryingto leech onto him.
 Study this revelation, you nest of adders! My king let forth his wrath.
 Verity's Skilling was a blast, of a strength I had never encounteredanywhere. It was not directed at me, but still I went to my knees. I heardCarrod and Burl cry out, guttural cries of terror. For a moment my head andperceptions cleared, and I saw the room as it had always been, with theguardsmen arrayed between me and the coterie. Will was stretched senselesson the floor.
 Perhaps I alone felt the great surge of strength it cost Verity to saveme. The guards were staggering, wilting like candles in the sun. I spun,saw the door at my back as it opened to admit more guards. Three strideswould carry me to the window.
 COME TO ME!
 There was no choice left for me in that command. It was impregnatedwith the Skill it rode on, and it burned into my brain, becoming one withmy breathing and the beating of my heart. I had to go to Verity. It was acry both of command and, now, of need. My king had sacrificed his reservesto save me.
 There were heavy curtains over the window, and thick whorled glassbehind them. Neither stopped me as I launched myself out into the air beyond, hoping there would at least be bushes below me to break some of myfall. Instead I slammed to the earth amid the shards of glass a fraction ofa moment later. I had leaped, expecting to fall at least one story, from aground floor window. For a split second I appreciated the completeness ofhow Will had deceived me. Then I staggered to my feet, still clutching myknife and my sword, and ran.
 The grounds were not well lit outside the servants' wing. I blessed thedarkness and fled. Behind me I heard cries, and then Burl shouting orders.They'd be on my trail in moments. I'd not escape here on foot. I veered offto the more solid darkness of the stables.
 The departure of the ball's guests had stirred the stable to activity.Most of the hands on duty were probably around in front of the mansion,holding horses. The doors of the stable were opened wide to the soft nightair, and lanterns were lit within it. I charged in, very nearly bowlingover a stablehand. She could not have been more than ten, a skinny,freckled girl, and she staggered back, then shrieked at the sight of mydrawn weapons.
 "I'm just taking a horse," I told her reassuringly. "I won't hurt you."She was backing away as I sheathed my sword and then my knife. She spunsuddenly. "Hands! Hands!" She raced off shrieking his name. I had no timeto give any thought to it. Three stalls down from me, I saw Regal's ownblack regarding me curiously over his manger. I approached him calmly,reached to rub his nose and recall myself to him. Perhaps it had been eightmonths since he'd smelled me, but I'd known him since he was foaled. Henibbled at my collar, his whiskers tickling my neck. "Come on, Arrow. We'regoing for some night exercise. Just like old times, huh, fellow?" I easedhis stall open, took his halter, and walked him out. I didn't know wherethe girl had gone, but I could no longer hear her.
 Arrow was tall, and not accustomed to being ridden bare-back. He crowhopped a bit as I scrabbled up onto his sleek back. Even in the midst ofall the danger, I felt a keen pleasure at being on horseback again. Igripped his mane, kneed him forward. He took three steps, then halted atthe man blocking his way. I looked down at Hands' incredulous face. I hadto grin at his shocked expression.
 "Just me, Hands. Got to borrow a horse, or they'll kill me. Again. "
 I think perhaps I expected him to laugh and wave me through. Instead hejust stared up at me, going whiter and whiter until I thought he'd faint.
 "It's me, Fitz. I'm not dead! Let me out, Hands!" 
 He stepped back. "Sweet Eda!" he exclaimed, and I thought surely hewould throw back his head and laugh. Instead, he hissed, "Beast magic!"Then he spun and fled off into the night, bawling, "Guards! Guards!"
 I lost perhaps two seconds gawking after him. I felt a wrench inside mesuch as I had not felt since Molly had left me. The years of friendship,the long day-in, day-out routine of stablework together, all washed away ina moment of his superstitious terror. It was unfair, but I felt sickened byhis betrayal. Coldness welled up in me, but I set heels to Arrow andplunged out into darkness.
 He trusted me, did that good horse so well trained by Burrich. I tookhim away from the torch lit carriage path and the cleared walkways, fleeingthrough flowerbeds and plantings, before racing out past a huddle of guardsat one of the tradefolk's gates. They had been watching up the path, butArrow and I came thundering across the turf and were out the gate beforethey knew what we were about. They'd wear stripes for that tomorrow, if Iknew Regal at all.
 Beyond the gate, we once more cut across the gardens. Behind us, Icould hear shouts of pursuit. Arrow answered my knees and weight very wellfor a horse that was used to a rein. I convinced him to push through ahedge and out onto a side road. We left the King's Gardens behind us, andkept our gallop up through the better section of town over cobbled streetswhere torches still burned. But soon we left the fine houses behind as well. We thundered along past inns still lit for travelers, past shops darkand shuttered for the night, Arrow's hooves thudding on the clay roads. Aslate as it was, there was little movement on the streets. We raced throughthem as unchecked as the wind.
 I let him slow as we reached the commoner section of town. Here street torches were more widely spaced and some had already burned out for thenight. Still, Arrow sensed my urgency and kept up a respectable pace. OnceI heard another horse, ridden hard, and for a moment I thought the pursuithad found us. Then a messenger passed us by, heading the oppositedirection, without even checking his horse's pace. I rode on and on, alwaysfearing to hear horses behind us, waiting for the sounds of horns.
 Just when I began to think we had eluded pursuit, I discovered thatTradeford held one more horror for me. I entered what had once been the Great Circle Market of Tradeford. In the earliest days of the city, it hadbeen the heart of it, a wonderful great open market where a man mightstroll and find goods from every corner of the known world on display.
 How it had degenerated from that to Regal's King's Circle I have never exactly been able to discover. I only knew that as I rode through the greatopen circle of the market, Arrow snorted at the smell of old blood on thecobbles under his hooves. The old gallows and the whipping posts were stillthere, elevated now for the benefit of the crowd, along with othermechanical devices whose uses I had no wish to understand. No doubt those in the new King's Circle would be even more imaginatively cruel. I kneedArrow and passed them all with a chill shudder and a prayer to Eda that Ibe preserved from them.
 Then a twist of feeling writhed through the air, wrapped itself aroundmy thoughts and bent them. For a heart-thudding moment, I thought that Willreached after me with the Skill and sought to drive me mad. But my Skillwalls were as stout as I knew how to raise, and I doubt that Will or anyoneelse would be soon able to Skill after Verity's blast. No. This was worse.This came from a deeper, more primal source, as insidious as clear waterthat was poisoned. It flowed into me, hatred and pain and stiflingclaustrophobia and hunger all rolled into one dreadful longing for freedomand revenge. It reawakened everything I had ever felt in Regal's dungeons.
 It came from the cages. A great stench came from the row of them at theedge of the circle, a stench of infected wounds and urine and rotted meat.Yet even that affront to my nose was not as great as the press of hell-tinged Wit that emanated from them. They held insane beasts, the creatureskept to savage the human criminals and Forged ones that Regal threw tothem. There was a bear, heavily muzzled despite the bars he paced behind.There were two great cats of a kind I had never seen, in agony from thebroken fangs and torn claws they had wasted on the bars, and yet stubbornlybattling their prisons still. There was an immense black bull with a greatsweep of horns. This last animal's flesh was studded with ribboned dartssunken in wounds that festered and oozed pus down his hide. Their miserydinned at me, clamoring for relief, yet I did not need to stop to see theheavy chains and locks that secured each cage. Had I had a pick, I mighthave tried to cheat the locks. Had I had meat or grain, I might have freedthem with poison. But I had neither of those things, and even less of time.So I rode past them, until the wave of their madness and agony crested overand drenched me.
 I pulled in on the reins. I could not leave them behind. But, Come tome, the command surged through me, Skill-graven. It was not endurable todisobey it. I set my heels to jittering Arrow and left them behind,tallying up to Regal's account yet another debt that someday I would settle.
 True light found us finally on the outskirts of town. I had neverimagined that Tradeford was so large. We came to a slow stream feeding intothe river. I pulled Arrow in, then dismounted, and led him down to thewaterside. I let him drink a bit, then walked him for a while, then let him 
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drink some more. The whole time my mind seethed with a thousand thoughts.They were probably searching the roads that led south, expecting me to headback to Buck. I had a good lead on them now; as long as I kept moving, Ihad a good chance of escape. I recalled my cleverly stashed bundle thatwould never be reclaimed. My winter clothes, my blanket, my cloak, all lostto me. I wondered suddenly if Regal would blame Hands for my stealing thehorse. I kept recalling the look in Hands' eyes before he fled me. I foundmyself being glad I had not yielded to the temptation to track Molly down.It was hard enough to see that horror and disgust in the face of a friend.I never wanted to see it in her eyes. I recalled again the dumb agony ofthe beasts that my Wit made me witness. Such thoughts were pushed aside bymy frustration that my attempt on Regal had been thwarted, and thewondering if they would detect the poisons I had used on his clothes, or ifI might yet succeed at killing him. Over all, thundering through me, wasVerity's command. Come to me, he had said, and I could not quite stophearing those words. A small part of my mind was obsessed with them, naggedme even now not to waste my time in thinking or drinking, but merely to getback on the horse and go, go to Verity, that he needed me, commanded me.
 Yet stoop to drink I did, and it was while I was on my knees at thewater's edge that I noticed I wasn't dead.
 I wet the sleeve of the yellow shirt in the stream, then gently peeledthe blood-caked fabric loose. The cut I had inflicted on myself wasshallow, not much more than a long slice up my arm. It was sore, and angryto look at, but it did not appear poisoned. I recalled belatedly that I hadused my knife to kill twice that night, and wiped it off at least once.There had probably been no more than a trace of poison left on it when Icut myself.
 Like a morning dawning, hope suddenly gleamed for me. They'd be lookingfor a body by the road, or searching for a poisoned man hiding somewhere inthe city, too ill by now to bestride a horse. The whole coterie had watchedme poison myself, and must have sensed my complete belief in my imminentdeath. Could they convince Regal I was dying? I wouldn't trust to that, butI could hope for it. I remounted and pushed swiftly on. We passedfarmsteads, grainfields, and orchards. We passed farmers on carts, too,taking their crops to town. I rode clutching my arm to my chest, staringstraight ahead. It would only be a matter of time before someone thought toquestion folk coming into town. Best to play my part.
 Eventually we began to see stretches of unworked land, with sheep orharagar scattered across them in open pasturage. Shortly after noon, I didwhat I knew I had to do. I dismounted by a brushy creekside, let Arrowwater again, and then turned his head back to Tradeford. "Back to thestables, boy," I told him, and when he did not move, I clapped him soundly on the flank. "Go on, go back to Hands. Tell them all I'm dead somewhere."I pictured his manger for him, brimming with the oats I knew he loved. "Goon, Arrow. Go."
 He snorted at me curiously, but then paced off. He paused once to lookback at me, expecting me to come after him and catch him. "Go on!" Ishouted at him, and stamped my foot. He startled at that, and then took offat his high-kneed trot, tossing his head. Scarcely even tired, that one.When he came back riderless to the stable, perhaps they'd believe I wasdead. Perhaps they'd waste more time searching for a body instead ofpursuing me. It was the best I could do to mislead them, and certainlybetter than riding the King's own horse for all to see. Arrow's hoofbeatswere fading. I wondered if I'd ever again ride an animal that fine, letalone own one. It didn't seem likely.
 Come to me. The command still echoed through my mind.
 "I am, I am," I muttered to myself. "After I hunt for something to eatand get some sleep. But I'm coming." I left the road and followed the creekup into deeper brush. I had a long and weary way to go, with little morethan the clothes on my back. 
CHAPTER TEN 
Hiring Fair
 SLAVERY IS A tradition in the Chalced States, and is at the heart ofmuch of its economy. They claim prisoners taken in war are the major sourceof its slaves. However, a great portion of the slaves who escape to the SixDuchies tell tales of being taken in pirate raids against their nativelands. Chalced's official stance is that such raids do not occur, butChalced also officially denies that they turn a blind eye to piratesoperating from the Trade Islands. The two go hand in hand.
 Slavery has never been commonly accepted in the Six Duchies. Many ofthe early border conflicts between Shoaks and the Chalced States had moreto do with the slavery issue than actual boundary lines. Shoaks familiesrefused to accept that soldiers wounded or captured in war would be keptthe rest of their lives as slaves. Any battle that Shoaks lost was almost immediately followed by a second savage attack against the Chalced Statesto regain those lost in the first battle. In this way, Shoaks came to holdmuch land originally claimed by the Chalced States. The peace between thetwo regions is always uneasy. Chalced constantly brings complaint that thefolk of Shoaks not only shelter run away slaves, but encourage others toescape. No Six Duchies monarch has ever denied the truth of this.
 My whole drive now was to reach Verity, somewhere beyond the MountainKingdom. To do it, I would have to cross all of Farrow first. It would notbe an easy task. While the region along the Vin River is pleasant enough,the farther one travels from the Vin the more arid the countryside becomes.The arable stretches are given over to great fields of flax and hemp, butbeyond these are vast stretches of open, uninhabited land. The interior ofFarrow Duchy, while not a desert, is flat, dry country, used only by thenomadic tribes who move their herds across it, following the forage. Eventhey forsake it after the "green times" of the year are past, to congregatein temporary villages along rivers or near watering places. In the daysthat followed my escape from Tradeford Hall, I came to wonder why KingWielder had ever bothered to subjugate Farrow, let alone make it one of theSix Duchies. I knew that I had to strike away from the Vin, to headsouthwest toward Blue Lake, to cross vast Blue Lake, and then follow theCold River to the hems of the Mountains. Yet it was not a journey for alone man. And without Nighteyes, that was what I was.
 There are no sizable cities in the interior, though there arerudimentary towns that subsist year-round near some of the springs thatrandomly dot the interior. Most of these survive by virtue of the tradecaravans that pass near them. Trade does flow, albeit slowly, between thefolk of Blue Lake and the Vin River, and by this same path do the goods ofthe Mountain folk come into Six Duchies hands. The obvious course was to somehow attach myself to one of those caravans. Yet what is obvious is notalways easy.
 When I had entered Tradeford town, I had looked to be the poorest typeof beggar imaginable. I left it finely dressed, on one of the best animalsever bred at Buckkeep. But the moment after I had parted with Arrow, thegravity of my situation began to dawn on me. I had the clothing I hadstolen and my leather boots, my belt and pouch, a knife and a sword, plus aring and a medallion on a chain. In my pouch there were no coins left atall, though it did contain implements for fire making, a sharpening stonefor my knife, and a good selection of poisons.
 Wolves are not meant to hunt alone. So Nighteyes had once told me, and before the day was out, I came to appreciate the wisdom of that statement.My meal that day consisted of rice-lily roots and some nuts a squirrel hadhoarded in too obvious a hiding place. I would gladly have eaten thesquirrel, who sat overhead scolding at me as I raided his cache, but I hadnot the means to make that wish a reality. Instead, as I pounded the nutswith a stone to open them, I reflected that one by one, my illusions aboutmyself had been stripped away.
 I had believed myself a self-sufficient and clever fellow. I had takenpride in my skills as an assassin, had even, deep down, believed thatalthough I could not competently master my Skill ability, my strength at itwas easily the equal of any in Galen's Coterie. But take away both KingShrewd's largesse and my wolf companion's hunting ability, subtract from meChade's secret information and plotting skill and Verity's Skill-guidance,and what I saw left was a starving man in stolen clothes, halfway betweenBuckkeep and the Mountains, with small prospect of getting any closer toeither one.
 Satisfyingly bleak as such thoughts were, they did nothing to assuagethe nagging of Verity's Skill-suggestion. Come to me. Had he intended forthose words to burn into my mind with such command? I doubted it. I thinkhe had sought only to keep me from killing both Regal and myself. And yetnow the compulsion was there, festering like an arrowhead. It even infectedmy sleep with anxiety, so that I dreamed often of going to Verity. It wasnot that I had given up my ambition of killing Regal; a dozen times a day,I constructed plots in my mind, ways in which I might return to Tradefordand come at him from an unexpected angle. But all such plots began with thereservation "after I have gone to Verity." It had simply become unthinkableto me that there was anything else that had a higher priority.
 Several hungry days upriver of Tradeford is a town called Landing.While not nearly as large as Tradeford, it is a healthy settlement. Muchgood leather is made there, not just from cowhide, but from the toughpigskin of the haragar herds as well. The other main industry of the townseemed to be a fine pottery made from the banks of white clay that frontthe river. Much that one would expect to be made from wood or glass ormetal elsewhere is made from leather or pottery in Landing. Not just shoesand gloves, but hats and other garments are of leather there, as are chairseats and even the roofs and walls of the stalls in the markets. In the shop windows I saw trenchers and candlesticks and even buckets made offinely glazed pottery, all inscribed or painted in a hundred styles andcolors.
 I also found, eventually, a small bazaar where one might sell whateverone had to sell and not be asked too many questions. I traded away my fineclothes for the loose trousers and tunic of a workingman, plus one pair of stockings. I should have got a better trade, but the man pointed outseveral brownish stains on the cuffs of the shirt that he believed would not come out. And the leggings were stretched from fitting me so poorly. Hecould launder them, but he was not sure he could get them back into theirproper shape .... I gave it up and was content with the bargain I'd made.At least these clothes had not been worn by a murderer escaping from KingRegal's mansion.
 In a shop farther down the street I parted with the ring, themedallion, and the chain for seven silver bits and seven coppers. It wasnot near the passage fare to join a caravan to the Mountains, but it wasthe best offer of the six I'd had. The chubby little woman who bought themfrom me reached out timidly to touch my sleeve as I turned away.
 "I'd not ask this, sir, save I can see you're in a desperate way," shebegan hesitantly. "So I pray you, take no offense at my offer."
 "Which is?" I asked. I suspected she would offer to buy the sword. Ihad already decided I would not part with it. I would not get enough moneyfor it to make it worth my while to go unarmed.
 She gestured shyly toward my ear. "Your freeman's earring. I've apatron who collects such rarities. I believe that one is from the ButranClan. Am I correct?" She asked it so hesitantly, as if expecting that atany moment I might fly into a rage.
 "I do not know," I told her honestly: "It was a gift from a friend It'snot a thing I'd part with for silver."
 She smiled knowingly, suddenly more confident. "Oh, I know we arespeaking of golds for such a thing. I would not insult you with an offer ofsilvers. "
 "Golds?" I asked incredulously. I reached to touch the small bauble atmy ear. "For this?"
 "Of course," she assented easily, thinking I was feeling for a bid. "Ican see the workmanship is superior. Such is the reputation of the ButranClan. There is also the rarity of it. The Butran Clan grants freedom to aslave but rarely. Even this far from Chalced, that is known. Once a man orwoman wears the Butran tattoos, well ..."/P> 
It took very little to draw her into a learned conversation aboutChalced's slave trade and slave tattoos and freedom rings. It soon becameapparent that she desired Burrich's earring, not for any patron, but for herself. She'd had an ancestor who had won his way out of slavery. Shestill possessed the freedom ring he'd been granted by his owners as thevisible sign that he was no longer a slave. The possession of such anearring, correctly matching the last clan symbol tattooed on a slave'scheek, was the only way a former slave might move freely in Chalced, letalone leave that country. If a slave was troublesome, it was easily seenfrom the number of tattoos across the face, tracking the history ofownership. So that "mapface" was a byword for a slave that had been soldall over Chalced, a troublemaker fit for nothing but galley or mine work.She bade me take the earring off and truly look at it, at the fineness ofthe linked silver that made up the mesh that entrapped what was definitelya sapphire. "You see," she explained, "a slave has not only to win himselffree, but to then earn from his master the cost of such an earring. Forwithout it, his freedom is little more than an extended leash. He can gonowhere without being stopped at the checkpoints, can accept no freeman'swork without the written consent of his former owner. The former master is no longer liable for his food or shelter, but the former slave has no suchfreedom from his old owner."
 She offered me three golds without hesitation. That was more thancaravan fare; I could have bought a horse, a good horse, and not onlyjoined a caravan but traveled in comfort on that. Instead I left her shopbefore she would try to dissuade me with a higher offer. With a copper Ibought a loaf of coarse bread and sat down to eat it near the docks. Iwondered a great many things. The earring had probably been Burrich'sgrandmother's. He had mentioned she had been a slave but had won free ofthat life. I wondered what the earring had come to mean to him, that he hadgiven it to my father, and what it had meant to my father that he had keptit. Had Patience known any of this when she had passed it on to me?
 I am human. I tempted myself with her offer of golds. I reflected thatif Burrich knew of my situation, he would tell me to go ahead and sell it,that my life and safety were worth more to him than an earring of silverand sapphire. I could get a horse and go to the Mountains and find Verityand put an end to the constant nagging of his Skill-order that was like anitch I could not scratch.
 I stared out over the river and finally confronted the enormous journeybefore me. From here I must journey through near desert to get to BlueLake. I had no idea how I would cross Blue Lake itself. On the other side,forest trails wound through the foothills up into the rugged lands of theMountain Kingdom. To Jhaampe the capital city I must go, to somehow obtaina copy of the map Verity had used. It had been based on old writings in theJhaampe library; perhaps the original was still there. Only it could leadme to Verity somewhere in the unknown territory beyond the MountainKingdom. I would need every coin, every resource I could command. 
 But despite all that, I decided to keep the earring. Not for what itmeant to Burrich, but what it had come to mean to me. It was my lastphysical link to my past, to who I had been, to the man who had raised me,even to the father who had once worn it. It was oddly difficult to bringmyself to do what I knew was wise. I reached up and undid the tiny catchthat secured the earring to my ear. I still had the scraps of silk from mymasquerade, and I used the smallest one to wrap the earring well and put itinside my belt pouch. The trader woman had been too interested in it andmarked its appearance too well. If Regal did decide to send seekers afterme, that earring would be one of the ways I'd be described.
 Afterward I walked about the city, listening to folk talk and trying tolearn what I needed to know without asking questions. I loitered in themarketplace, wandering from stall to stall idly. I allotted myself thelavish sum of four coppers, and spent them on what seemed exotic luxuries:a small bag of tea herbs, dried fruit, a piece of looking glass, a smallcooking pot, and a cup. I asked at several herb stalls for elfbark, buteither they did not know it or they knew it by another name in Farrow. Itold myself it was all right, for I did not expect to have any need for itsrestorative powers. I hoped I was right. Instead I dubiously purchasedsomething called sunskirt seeds, which I was assured would revive a man towakefulness no matter how weary he might be.
 I found a rag woman who let me go through her cart for two morecoppers. I found a smelly but serviceable cloak and some leggings thatpromised to be as itchy as they were warm. I traded her my remaining scrapsof yellow silk for a head kerchief, and with many leering remarks sheshowed me how to tie it about my head. I did as I had done before, makingthe cloak into a bundle to carry my things, and then went down to theslaughter yards east of town.
 I had never encountered such a stench as I found there. There was penafter pen after pen of animals, veritable mountains of manure, the smell ofblood and offal from the slaughter sheds, and the harsh stinks of thetannery pits. As if the assault on my nose was not enough, the air waslikewise filled with the bawling of cattle, the squealing of haragars, thebuzzing of the blowflies, and the shouts of the folk moving the animalsfrom pen to pen or dragging them off to slaughter. Steel myself as I would,I could not insulate myself from the blind misery and panic of the waitinganimals. They had no clear knowledge of what awaited them, but the smell ofthe fresh blood and the cries of the other beasts awoke in some of them a terror equivalent to what I had felt as I sprawled on the dungeon floor.Yet here I must be, for this was where the caravans ended, and also wheresome began. Folk who had driven animals here to sell would most likely bereturning. Most would be buying other trade goods to take back with them, so as not to waste a trip. I had hopes of finding some sort of work withone of them that would gain me the companionship of a caravan at least asfar as Blue Lake.
 I soon found I was not the only one with such hopes. There was a ragtaghiring fair in a space between two taverns that fronted on the holdingpens. Some of the folk there were herders who had come from Blue Lake withone herd, stayed in Landing to spend their earnings, and now, out of coinand far from home, were looking for passage back. For some of them, thatwas the pattern of their lives as drovers. There were a few youngstersthere, obviously looking for adventure and travel and a chance to strikeout on their own. And there were those who were obviously the dregs of thetown, folk who could get no steady work, or had not the character to livein one place for long. I did not blend very well with any group, but Iended up standing with the drovers.
 My tale was that my mother had recently died and turned over herestates to my older sister, who had little use for me. And so I had set outto travel to my uncle, who lived past Blue Lake, but my coin had run outbefore I had reached there. No, I'd not been a drover before, but we'd beenwealthy enough to have horses, cattle, and sheep, and I knew the basic careof them and, so some said, "had a way" with dumb beasts.
 I was not hired that day. Few were, and night found most of us beddingdown right where we had stood all day. A baker's apprentice came amongst uswith a tray of leftover wares, and I parted with another copper for a longloaf of dark bread studded with seeds. I shared it with a stout fellow whose pale hair kept creeping out of his kerchief and over his face. Inreturn, Creece offered me some dried meat, a drink of the most appallingwine I'd ever tasted, and a great deal of gossip. He was a talker, one ofthose men who take the most extreme stance on any topic and have notconversations but arguments with their fellows. As I had little to say,Creece soon needled the other folk about us into a contentious discussion of the current politics in Farrow. Someone kindled a small fire, more forlight than any need for warmth, and several bottles were passed about. Ilay back, my head pillowed on my bundle, and pretended to be dozing as Ilistened.
 There was no mention of the Red-Ships, no talk at all of the war thatraged along the coast. I understood abruptly how much these folk wouldresent being taxed for troops to protect a coast they'd never even seen,for warships to sail an ocean they could not even imagine. The arid plainsbetween Landing and Blue Lake were their ocean, and these drovers thesailors who traveled on it. The Six Duchies were not by nature six regionsof land bound into a whole, but were a kingdom only because a strong lineof rulers had fenced them together with a common boundary and decreed them to be one. Should all of the Coastal Duchies fall to the Red-Ships, itwould mean little for these folk here. There would still be cattle to herd,and loathsome wine to drink; there would still be grass and the river andthe dusty streets. Inevitably I must wonder what right we had to forcethese folk to pay for a war so far from their homes. Tilth and Farrow hadbeen conquered and added to the duchies; they had not come to us asking formilitary protection or the benefits of trade. Not that they hadn'tprospered, freed of all their petty inland herdlords and given an eagermarket for their beef and leather and rope. How much sailcloth, how manycoils of good hemp rope had they sold before they were part of the SixDuchies? But it still seemed a minor return.
 I grew weary of such thoughts. The only constant to their conversationwas complaint about the trade embargo with the Mountains. I had begun todoze off when my ears pricked up to the words "Pocked Man." I opened myeyes and lifted my head slightly.
 Someone had mentioned him in the traditional way, as the harbinger ofdisaster, laughingly saying that Hencil's sheep had all seen him, for theywere dying in their pen before the poor man could even sell them. I frownedto myself at the thought of disease in such close quarters, but another manlaughed and said that King Regal had decreed it was no longer bad luck tosee the Pocked Man, but the greatest good that could befall one. "If I sawthat old beggar, I'd not blanch and flee, but tackle him and take him tothe King himself. He's offered one hundred golds to any man can bring himthe Pocked Man from Buck."
 "Was fifty, only fifty golds, not a hundred," Creece interruptedjeeringly. He took another drink from his bottle. "What a story, a hundredgolds for a gray old man!"
 "No, it's a hundred, for him alone, and another hundred for the manwolfthat dogs his heels. I heard it cried anew just this afternoon. They creptinto the King's Mansion at Tradeford, and slew some of his guard with Beastmagic. Throats torn right out that the wolf might drink the blood. He's theone they want bad now. Dresses like a gentleman, they said, with a ring anda necklace and a silver dangle at his ear. Streak of white in his hair froman old battle with our king, and a scar down his face and a broken nosefrom the same. Yes, and a nice new sword-slash up his arm is what the Kinggive him this time."
 There was a low mutter of admiration from several of them at this. Even I had to admire Regal's audacity at claiming that, even as I turned my faceback into my bundle and burrowed down as if to sleep. The gossip continued. 
 "Supposed to be Wit-bred, he is, and able to turn himself into a wolfwhenever the moon is on him. They sleep by day and prowl by night, they do.It's said it's a curse put on the King by that foreigner queen he chasedout of Buck for trying to steal the crown. The Pocked Man, it's told, is ahalf-spirit, charmed from the body of old King Shrewd by her Mountainmagic, and he travels all the roads and streets, anywhere in the SixDuchies, bringing ill wherever he goes, and wearing the face of the oldKing himself."
 "Dung and rot," Creece said disgustedly. He took another swig himself.But some of the others liked this wild tale and leaned closer, whisperingfor him to go on, go on.
 "Well, that's what I heard," the storyteller said huffily. "That thePocked Man is Shrewd's half-spirit, and he can't know any rest until theMountain queen that poisoned him is in her grave as well."
 "So, if the Pocked Man is Shrewd's ghost, why is King Regal offering ahundred golds' reward for him?" Creece asked sourly.
 "Not his ghost. His half-spirit. He stole part of the King's spirit ashe was dying, and King Shrewd can know no rest until the Pocked Man is deadso the King's spirit can be rejoined. And some say," and he dropped hisvoice lower, "that the Bastard was not killed well enough, that he walksagain as a man-wolf. He and the Pocked Man seek vengeance against KingRegal, to destroy the throne he could not steal. For he was in league to beking to the Vixen Queen once they'd done away with Shrewd."
 It was the right sort of night for such a tale. The moon was swollenand orange and riding low in the sky, while the wind brought us themournful lowing and shifting of the cattle in their pens mixed with thestench of rotting blood and tanning hides. High tattered clouds driftedfrom time to time across the face of the moon. The storyteller's words puta shiver up my back, probably for a different reason than he thought. Ikept waiting for someone to nudge me with a foot, or cry out, "Hey, let'shave a better look at him." No one did. The tone of the man's tale had them looking for wolf eyes in the shadows, not for a weary workman sleeping intheir midst. Nonetheless, my heart was thudding in my chest as I lookedback down my trail. The tailor where I'd traded clothes would recognizethat description. Possibly the earring woman. Even the old rag woman whohad helped me tie the kerchief over my hair. Some might not want to comeforward, some might want to avoid dealing with the King's guards. Somewould, though. I should behave as if they all would.
 The speaker was going on, embroidering his tale of Kettricken's evil ambitions and how she had lain with me to conceive a child we could use to claim the throne. There was loathing in the storyteller's voice as he spokeof Kettricken, and no one scoffed at his words. Even Creece at my side wasacquiescent, as if these bizarre plots were common knowledge. Confirming myworst fears, Creece spoke up suddenly.
 "You tell it like it's all new, but all knew her big belly came notfrom Verity but from the Wit-Bastard. Had Regal not driven off the Mountainwhore, we would eventually have had one like the Piebald Prince in line forthe throne."
 There was a low murmur of assent to this. I closed my eyes and lay backas if bored, hoping that my stillness and lowered lids could conceal therage that threatened to consume me. I reached up to tug my kerchief moresnugly about my hair. What could be Regal's purpose in letting such evilgossip be noised about? For I knew this kind of poison must come from him.I did not trust my voice to ask any questions, nor did I wish to appearignorant of what was evidently common knowledge. So I lay still andlistened with savage interest. I gathered that all knew Kettricken hadreturned to the Mountains. The freshness of the contempt they had for hersuggested to me that this was recent news. There was muttering too that itwas the fault of the Mountain witch that the passes were closed to honestTilth and Farrow traders. One man even ventured to say that now that tradewith the coast was shut down, the Mountains saw a chance to fence Farrowand Tilth in and force them to come to terms or lose all trade routes. One man recounted that even a simple caravan escorted by Six Duchies men inRegal's own colors had been turned back from the Mountain border.
 To me, such talk was obviously stupid. The Mountains needed the tradewith Farrow and Tilth. Grain was more important to the Mountain folk thanthe lumber and furs of the Mountains to these lowlanders. Such free trade had been openly admitted as a reason for wedding Kettricken to Verity. Evenif Kettricken had fled back to the Mountains, I knew her well enough to besure she would not support any cutting off of trade between her folk andthe Six Duchies. She was too bonded to both groups, so intent on beingSacrifice for all of them. If there were a trade embargo as I had heard, Iwas sure it had begun with Regal. But the men about me grumbled on aboutthe Mountain witch and her vendetta against the King.
 Was Regal fomenting a war with the Mountains? Had he been attempting tosend armed troops there under the guise of escorts for traders? It was afoolish idea. Long ago my father had been sent to the Mountains toformalize boundaries and trade agreements with them, marking the end oflong years of border skirmishes and raids. Those years of battle had taughtKing Shrewd that no one was going to take and hold the Mountain Kingdompasses and trails by force. Unwillingly I followed that thought. Regal had been the one to suggest Kettricken as a bride for Verity. He had done allthe courtier's work of wooing her for his brother. Then, as the time forthe wedding drew near, he had attempted to kill Verity, with the aim ofsecuring the Princess as his own bride. He had failed, and his plots andplans had been revealed to only a few. The chance for him to claim PrincessKettricken as his own, and all that went with her, such as her eventualinheritance of the Mountain crown, had slipped through his fingers. Irecalled some talk I had once heard between Regal and the traitorous Galen.They had seemed to think that Tilth and Farrow would be best secured ifthey could control the Mountain ranges and passes that backed them. DidRegal now think to take by force what he had once hoped to claim bymarriage? Did he think he could rally enough ill will against Kettricken tomake his followers believe they were waging a just war, one of vengeanceagainst a Mountain witch, one to keep open key trade routes?
 Regal, I reflected, was capable of believing anything he wished tobelieve. In the depths of his cups, head wreathed with his Smokes, I didnot doubt that he now believed his own wild tales. A hundred golds forChade, and another hundred for me. I knew well enough what I had donelately to merit such a headprice, but I wondered keenly just what Chade hadbeen up to. In all my years with Chade, he had always worked unnamed andunseen. He still had no name, but his pocked skin and resemblance to hishalf-brother were known now. That meant he had been seen somewhere, bysomeone. I hoped he was well and safe this night wherever he was. A part ofme yearned to turn back, to return to Buck and track him down. As ifsomehow I could keep him safe.
 Come to me.
 No matter what I longed to do, no matter what I felt, I knew that firstI would go to Verity. I promised myself that over and over and was finallyable to drop off into a wary doze. I dreamed, but they were pale dreams,barely touched by the Skill, shifting and turning as if blown by the autumnwinds. My mind seemed to have caught up and jumbled together thoughts ofevery person I missed. I dreamed of Chade taking tea with Patience andLacey. He wore a robe of red silk patterned over with stars, cut in a veryold style, and he smiled charmingly at the women over his cup and broughtlaughter even to Patience's eyes, although she looked strangely worn andweary. I then dreamed of Molly peeping out of a cottage door while Burrichstood outside it, pulling his cloak tight against the wind and telling hernot to worry, he'd not be gone that long and any heavy chores could keepuntil he returned, that she should stay within doors and have only a carefor herself. Even of Celerity did I dream, that she had taken shelter inthe fabled Ice Caves of the Hungry Glacier in Bearns, and hid there withwhat troops she could still rally and many of her folk made homeless by theRaider wars. I dreamed she tended Faith, who lay suffering with a fever and a festering arrow wound in her belly. I dreamed finally of the Fool, hiswhite face turned to ivory as he sat before a hearth and stared into theflames. There was no hope left in his face, and I felt that I was withinthe flames, looking deeply into his eyes. Somewhere nearby and yet not verynear, Kettricken was weeping inconsolably. My dreams withered in my mind,and then I dreamed of wolves hunting, hunting, running down a buck, butthey were wild wolves, and if my wolf was among them, he was theirs andmine no longer.
 I awoke with a headache and a crick in my back from a stone I'd slepton. The sun had only begun to crack the sky, but I rose anyway, to go to awell and draw water for washing, and to drink as much as I could hold.Burrich had once told me that drinking a lot of water was a good way tostave off hunger. It was a theory I'd have to test today. I put an edge onmy knife, considered shaving, then decided against it. Better to let mybeard grow over the scar as swiftly as possible. I rubbed reluctantly atthe coarse growth that already irritated me. I went back to where theothers still slept.
 They were just beginning to stir when a bulky little man appeared, tocall shrilly that he would hire a man to help move his sheep from one pento another. It was only a morning's work, if that, and most of the menshook their heads, wishing to remain where they might be hired for adrover's trip to Blue Lake. He almost pleaded, saying he must move thesheep through the city streets, hence he needed to get it done before theday's common traffic began. Finally, he offered to include breakfast, and Ireally think that was why I nodded to him and followed him. His name wasDamon and he talked the whole time we walked, fluttering his hands about,explaining needlessly to me just how he wanted these sheep handled. Theywere good stock, very good stock, and he didn't want them injured or evenflustered. Calmly, slowly, that was the best way to move sheep. I noddedwordlessly to his worrying and followed him to a pen far down the slaughterstreet.
 It soon became apparent why he was so anxious to move his sheep. Thenext pen must have belonged to the luckless Hencil. A few sheep still baaedin that pen, but most of them were down, dead or dying of flux. The stenchof their sickness added a new foul note to the other smells in the air. Some men were there, taking the skins off the dead animals to salvage whatthey could from the flock. They were making bloody, messy work of it,leaving the skinned dead animals right there in the pen with the dyingones. It reminded me in some gruesome way of a battlefield, with lootersmoving among the fallen. I turned my eyes from the sight and helped Damonbunch up his sheep.
 Trying to use the Wit on sheep is almost a waste of time. They are flighty of thought. Even those ones who appear most placid are so becausethey have forgotten what they were thinking about. The worst of them arecapable of an inordinate amount of wariness, becoming suspicious of thesimplest act. The only way to deal with them is much as herd dogs do.Convince them they have had a good idea about where they wish to go, andencourage them in it. I amused myself briefly by considering how Nighteyeswould have bunched up and moved these woolly fools, but my even thinking ofa wolf caused a few of them to halt in their tracks suddenly and glanceabout wildly. I suggested to them they should follow the others before theywere lost, and they started as if surprised at the notion, then crowded inamongst the rest of the sheep.
 Damon had given me a general idea of where we were going, and a longstick. I worked the back and sides of the flock, running and soon pantinglike a dog, while he led the way and kept the flock from scattering atevery intersection. He took us to an area on the outskirts of town, and weput the sheep into one of the ramshackle pens there. Another pen held avery fine red bull, while there were six horses in yet another. After wehad caught our breath, he explained that tomorrow a caravan would beforming up here to travel to Blue Lake. He had bought these sheep justyesterday, and intended to take them to his home there to add to hisflocks. I asked him if he might want another hand to herd the sheep to BlueLake, and he gave me a considering look but no answer.
 He was as good as his word about breakfast. We had porridge and milk,plain fare that tasted wonderfully good to me. It was served to us by awoman who lived in a house near the holding pens and made her livingkeeping watch over the animals penned there and providing meals andsometimes beds for those in charge of them. After we had eaten, Damonlaboriously explained to me that yes, he was in need of an extra hand,possibly two, for the trip, but that he judged by the cut of my clothesthat I knew little of the type of work I was seeking. He'd taken me on thismorning because I was the only one who looked really awake and eager forthe work. I told him my story of my heartless sister, and assured him thatI was familiar with handling sheep, horses, or cattle: After much ditheringand druthering, he hired me. His terms were that he would provide my foodfor the journey, and at the end of it would pay me ten silver bits. He toldme to run and fetch my things and say my goodbyes, but to be certain to beback here by the evening, or he would hire another to take my place.
 "I have nothing to fetch, and no one to bid goodbye to," I told him. Itwould not be wise to go back to town, not after what I'd heard last night.I wished the caravan were leaving right now.
 For an instant he looked shocked, but then decided he was well pleased."Well, I have both to attend to, so I shall leave you here to watch over the sheep. They'll need water hauled to them; that was one reason I wasleaving them in the town pens, they've a pump there. But I didn't like tohave them so near sick sheep. You haul them water, and I'll send a man outwith a cart of hay for them. See you give them a good feed. Now, mind, I'lljudge how we are to go on together by how you begin with me ...." And so onand so on he went, telling me to the last detail how he wished the animalswatered, and how many separate piles of feed to make to be sure each animalgot a share. I suppose it was to be expected; I did not look like ashepherd. It made me miss Burrich, and his calm assumption that I wouldknow my business and do it. As he was turning to go, he suddenly turnedback. "And your name, lad?" he called to me.
 "Tom," I said after an instant's hesitation. Patience had thought onceto call me that, before I had accepted the name FitzChivalry. Thereflection called to mind something Regal had once flung at me. "You haveto but scratch yourself to find Nameless the dogboy," he'd sneered. Idoubted he would think Tom the shepherd much above that.
 There was a dug well, not very near the pens, with a very long rope toits bucket. By working constantly, I finally managed to get the watertrough filled. Actually, I filled it several times before the sheep allowedit to remain filled. About then, a cart with hay arrived, and I carefullycreated four separate piles of feed in the corners of the pen. It wasanother exercise in frustration, as the sheep bunched and fed off each pileas I created it. It was only after all but the weakest were satiated that Icould finally establish a pile in each corner.
 I whiled away the afternoon with drawing more water. The woman gave methe use of a large kettle to heat it, and a private place where I couldwash the worst of the road from my body. My arm was healing well. Not badfor a deadly injury, I told myself, and hoped Chade would never hear of myblundering. How he would laugh at me. When I was clean, I fetched morewater to heat, this for washing out the clothes I'd bought from the ragwoman. I discovered the cloak was actually a much lighter gray than I hadthought it. I could not get all the smell out of it, but by the time I hungit to dry, it smelled more of wet wool and less of its previous owner.
 Damon had left me no provision for food, but the woman offered to feedme if I would haul the water for the bull and the horses, as it was a choreshe'd grown much weary of doing for the last four days. So I did, andearned myself a dinner of stew and biscuits and a mug of ale to wash it alldown. Afterward I checked on my sheep. Finding them all placid, habit mademe turn to the bull and the horses. I stood leaning on the fence, watchingthe animals, wondering how it would be if this were all there was to mylife. It made me realize that it would not have been bad, not if there'dbeen a woman like Molly waiting for me to come home at night. A rangy white mare came over to rub her nose up my shirt and beg to be scratched. Ipetted her and found her missing a freckled farmgirl who had brought hercarrots and called her Princess.
 I wondered if anyone, anywhere, got to live the life he'd wanted.Perhaps Nighteyes finally had. I truly hoped so. I wished him well, but wasselfish enough to hope that sometimes he'd miss me. Sullenly I wondered ifperhaps that was why Verity had not come back. Maybe he'd just got sick ofthe whole business of crowns and thrones and kicked over all his traces. But even as I thought it, I knew it was not so. Not that one. He'd gone tothe Mountains to rally the Elderlings to our aid. And if he'd failed atthat task, then he'd think of another way. And whatever it was, he'd calledme to help him do it. 
CHAPTER ELVEVEN 
Shepherd
 CHADE FALLSTAR, ADVISER to King Shrewd, was a total servant of theFarseer throne. Few knew of his services during the years he served KingShrewd. This did not displease him, for he was not a man who sought glory.Rather he was devoted to the Farseer reign with a loyalty that surpassedhis loyalty to himself or any other consideration most men have. He tookmost seriously his vow to the royal family. With the passing of KingShrewd, he pursued his vow to see that the crown followed the true line ofsuccession. For this reason alone, he was sought after as an outlaw, for heopenly challenged Regal's claim to be King of the Six Duchies. In missiveshe sent to each of the dukes as well as to Prince Regal, he revealedhimself after years of silence, declaring himself a loyal follower of KingVerity and vowing he would follow no other until he was shown proof of theKing's death. Prince Regal declared him a rebel and a traitor and offeredreward for his capture and death. Chade Fallstar evaded him by many cleverartifices and continued to rally the Coastal Dukes to the belief that theirKing was not dead and would return to lead them to victory over the Red-Ships. Bereft of any hope of aid from "King" Regal, many of the lessernobles clung to these rumors. Songs began to be sung, and even the commonfolk spoke with hope that their Skilled King would return to save them,with the legendary Elderlings riding at his back. 
 By late afternoon, folk began to gather for the caravan. One womanowned the bull and horses. She and her husband arrived in a wagon drawn bya brace of oxen. They built their own fire, cooked their own food, andseemed content with their own company. My new master returned later, a bittipsy, and goggled at the sheep to be sure I'd fed and watered them. Hearrived in a high wheeled cart drawn by a sturdy pony, one he immediatelyentrusted to my care. He'd hired another man, he told me, one Creece. Ishould watch for him to come and show him where the sheep were. He thendisappeared into a room to sleep. I sighed to myself to think of a longjourney with Creece's tongue and abrasive way to speed it, but did notcomplain. Instead I busied myself caring for the pony, a willing littlemare named Drum.
 Next to arrive was company of a merrier sort. They were a troupe ofpuppeteers with a gaily painted wagon drawn by a team of dappled horses.There was a window in one side of the wagon that could be let down forpuppet shows, and an awning that could be unrolled from the side to roof astage when they were using the larger marionettes. The master puppeteer wasnamed Dell. He had three apprentices and one journey puppeteer, as well asa minstrel who had joined them for the trip. They did not make their ownfire, but proceeded to liven up the woman's little house with song and theclacking of marionettes and a number of mugs of ale.
 Two teamsters came next, with two wagons full of carefully packedcrockery, and then finally the caravan master and her four helpers. Thesewere the ones who would do more than guide us. The very look of theirleader inspired confidence. Madge was a stoutly built woman, her slate-grayhair constrained from her face by a band of beaded leather. Two of her helpseemed to be a daughter and a son. They knew the waterholes, clean andfoul, would defend us from bandits, carried extra food and water, and hadagreements with nomads whose pasturing territory we'd be passing through.That last was as important as any of the rest, for the nomads did notwelcome folk who passed through their lands with grazing animals to eat thefeed their own flocks needed. Madge called us together that evening toinform us of this, and to remind us that they would keep order within ourgroup as well. No theft or troublemaking would be tolerated, the pace setwould be one all could sustain, the caravan master would handle alldealings at the watering places and with the nomads and all must agree toabide by the decisions of the caravan master as law. I murmured my assentalong with the others. Madge and her help then checked the wagons to besure each was fit for travel, that the teams were sound, and that therewere adequate water and food supplies for emergencies. We would travel azigzag course from watering place to watering place. Madge's wagon carriedseveral oak casks for water, but she insisted every private wagon and team carry some for their own needs.
 Creece arrived with the setting sun, after Damon had already gone backto his room and bed. I dutifully showed him the sheep, and then listened tohis grumbling that Damon had not provided us with a room to sleep in. Itwas a clear, warm night with only a bit of wind, so I saw little tocomplain about. I did not say so, but let him mutter and complain until hewas weary of it. I slept just outside the sheep pen, on guard lest anypredators come near, but Creece wandered off to annoy the puppeteers withhis dour nature and extensive opinions.

 I don't know how long I truly slept. My dreams parted like curtainsblown by a wind. I came alert to a voice whispering my name. It seemed tocome from far away, but as I listened, I was compelled inexorably to it asif summoned by a charm. Like an errant moth, I became aware of candleflames and was drawn toward them. Four candles burned brightly on a roughwooden table and their mingling scents sweetened the air. The two talltapers gave off the scent of bayberry. Two smaller ones burned before them,giving off a sweet spring scent. Violets, I thought, and something else. Awoman leaned forward over them, breathing deeply of the rising perfume. Hereyes were closed, her face misted with sweat. Molly. She spoke my nameagain.
 "Fitz, Fitz. How could you die and leave me like this? It wasn'tsupposed to be this way, you were supposed to come after me, you weresupposed to find me so I could forgive you. You should have lit thesecandles for me. I wasn't supposed to be alone for this."
 The words were interrupted by a great gasp, as of a wrenching pain, andwith it a wave of fear, frantically fought down. "It's going to be allright," Molly whispered to herself. "It's going to be all right. It'ssupposed to be like this. I think."
 Even within the Skill dream, my heart stood still. I looked down atMolly as she stood near the hearth in a small hut. Outside, an autumn stormwas raging. She grasped the edge of a table and half crouched, half leanedover it. She wore only a nightrobe, and her hair was slick with sweat. As Iwatched aghast, she took another great gulping breath, and then cried out,not a scream, but a thin caw of a sound as if that were all she hadstrength for. After a minute she straightened a bit and put her handssoftly on the top of her belly. I felt dizzied at the size of it. It was sodistended, she looked pregnant.
 She was pregnant. 
 If it were possible to lose consciousness when one is asleep, I think Iwould have done so. Instead my mind reeled suddenly, reordering every wordshe had said to me when we had parted, recalling the day when she had askedme what I would do if she had been carrying my child. The baby was the oneshe had spoken of, the one she had left me for, the one she would put aheadof every other in her life. Not another man. Our child. She'd left toprotect our child. And she hadn't told me because she was afraid I wouldn'tgo with her. Better not to ask than to ask and be refused.
 And she had been right. I wouldn't have gone. There had been too muchhappening at Buckkeep, too pressing the duties to my king. She'd been rightto abandon me. It was so like Molly to make the leaving and the facing thisalone her own choice. Stupid, but so like her I wanted to hug her. I wantedto shake her.
 She clutched the table again suddenly, her eyes going wide, voicelessnow with the force that moved through her.
 She was alone. She believed I was dead. And she was having the childalone, in that tiny windswept hut somewhere.
 I reached for her, crying, Molly, Molly, but she was focused inward onherself now, listening only to her own body. I suddenly knew Verity'sfrustration those times when he could not make me hear him and most desperately needed to reach me.
 The door gusted open suddenly, admitting blowing storm wind into thehut and a blast of cold rain with it. She lifted her eyes, panting, tostare at it. "Burrich?" she called breathlessly. Her voice was full of hope.
 Again I felt a wave of astonishment, but it was drowned by hergratitude and relief when his dark face peered suddenly around the doorframe. "It's only me, soaked through. I couldn't get you any dried apples,no matter what I offered. The town stores are bare. I hope the flour didn'tget wet. I'd have been back sooner, but this storm ..." He was coming in ashe spoke, a man coming home from town, a carry sack over his shoulder.Water streamed down his face and dripped from his cloak.
 "It's time, it's now," Molly told him frantically.
 Burrich dropped his sack as he dragged the door shut and latched it."What?" he asked her as he wiped rain from his eyes and pushed the wet hairback from his face.
 "The baby's coming." She sounded oddly calm now. 
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 He looked at her blankly for an instant. Then he spoke firmly. "No. Wecounted, you counted. It can't be coming now." Abruptly he sounded almostangry, he was so desperate to be right. "Another fifteen days, maybelonger. The midwife, I talked to her today and arranged everything, shesaid she'd come to see you in a few days ...."/P> 
His words died away as Molly gripped the table's edge again. Her lipsdrew back from her teeth as she strained. Burrich stood like a man transfixed. He went as pale as I'd ever seen him. "Shall I go back to thevillage and get her?" he asked in a small voice.
 There was the sound of water pattering on the rough floorboards. Afteran eternity, Molly caught a breath. "I don't think there's time."
 Still he stood as if frozen, his cloak dripping water onto the floor.He came no farther into the room, stood still as if she were anunpredictable animal. "Shouldn't you be lying down?" he asked uncertainly.
 "I tried that. It really hurts if I'm lying down and a pain comes. Itmade me scream."
 He was nodding like a puppet. "Then you should stand up, I suppose. Ofcourse." He didn't move.
 She looked up at him pleadingly. "It can't be that different," shepanted. "From a foal or a calf ..."/P> 
His eyes went so wide I could see the whites all round them. He shookhis head fiercely, mutely.
 "But Burrich ... there's no one else to help me. And I'm ..." Her wordswere suddenly torn away from her in a sort of cry. She leaned forward onthe table, her legs folding so her forehead rested on the edge of it. Shemade a low sound, full of fear as well as pain.
 Her fear broke through to him. He gave his head a tiny quick shake, aman awakening. "No. You're right, it can't be that different. Can't be.I've done this hundreds of times. Just the same, I'm sure of it. All right.Now. Let's see. It's going to be all right, let me just ... uh." He toreoff his cloak and let it drop to the floor. He hastily pushed his wet hairback from his face, then came to kneel beside her. "I'm going to touchyou," he warned her, and I saw her bowed head give a small bob of agreement. 
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 Then his sure hands were on her belly, stroking down gently but firmlyas I'd seen him do when a mare was having a bad time and he wished tohasten things for her. "Not long now, not much more," he told her. "It'sreally dropped." He was suddenly confident, and I felt Molly take heartfrom his tone. He kept his hands on her as another contraction took her."That's good, that's right." I'd heard him say those same comforting wordsa hundred times in the stalls of Buckkeep. Between pains, he steadied herwith his hands, talking all the while softly, calling her his good girl,his steady girl, his fine girl that was going to drop a fine baby. I doubteither of them heard the sense of what he said. It was all the tone of his voice. He rose once to get a blanket and folded it on the floor beside him.He said no awkward words as he lifted Molly's nightdress out of the way,but only spoke softly, encouragingly as Molly clenched the table's edge. Icould see the ripple of muscle, and then she cried out suddenly and Burrichwas saying, "Keep going, keep going, here we are, here we are, keep going,that's fine, and what do we have here, who's this?"
 Then the child was in his grasp, head in one cupped, callused hand, hisother supporting the tiny, curled body, and Burrich sat down suddenly onthe floor, looking as amazed as if he had never seen anything born before.The women's talk I had overheard had made me expect hours of screaming andpools of blood. But there was little blood on the babe that looked up atBurrich with calm blue eyes. The grayish cord coiling from the belly lookedlarge and thick compared to the tiny hands and feet. All was silence savefor Molly's panting.
 Then, "Is he all right?" Molly demanded. Her voice shook. "Is somethingwrong? Why doesn't he cry?"
 "She's fine," Burrich said softly. "She's fine. And as beautiful as sheis, what would she have to cry about?" He was silent for a long time, a mantransfixed. Finally he reluctantly set her gently aside on the blanket,turned a corner of it up to cover her. "You've a bit more work to do here,girl, before we're done," he told Molly gruffly.
 But it was not long before he had Molly seated in a chair by the fire,a blanket about her to keep her from taking a chill. He hesitated a moment,then cut the cord with his belt knife before wrapping the child in a cleancloth and taking her to Molly. Molly immediately unwrapped her. WhileBurrich was tidying the room, Molly examined every inch of her, exclaimingover her sleek black hair, the tiny fingers and toes with their perfectnails, the delicacy of her ears. Then Burrich did the same while he heldthe baby and turned his back so that Molly might change into a nightgownthat wasn't soaked through with sweat. He studied her with an intentnessI'd never seen him give to a foal or a pup. "You're going to haveChivalry's brow," he told the babe softly. He smiled at her and touched her cheek with one finger. She turned her head toward the touch.
 When Molly came back to her seat by the fire, he handed the child backto her, but crouched on the floor beside her chair as Molly put the babe toher breast. It took the baby a few tries to find and hold the nipple, butwhen she finally suckled, Burrich heaved such a sigh that I knew he hadbeen holding his breath for fear she would not nurse. Molly had eyes onlyfor the child, but I marked how Burrich lifted his hands to rub at his faceand eyes, and that those hands trembled. He smiled as I had never seen himdo before.
 Molly lifted her gaze to him, her face like a sunrise. "Would you makeme a cup of tea, please?" she softly asked him, and Burrich nodded,grinning like a simpleton.
 I came out of my dream hours before dawn, not knowing at first when Ipassed from thoughtfulness to wakefulness. I became aware my eyes were openand I was staring at the moon. It would be impossible to describe myfeelings at that time. But slowly my thoughts took shape, and I understoodthe previous Skill dreams I'd had of Burrich. It explained much. I'd beenseeing him through Molly's eyes. He'd been there, all this time, withMolly, taking care of her. She was the friend he'd gone to help, the womanwho could use a man's strength for a bit. He'd been there with her, while Ihad been alone. I felt a sudden rising of anger that he had not come to meand told me that she carried my child. It was quickly quenched as Isuddenly realized that perhaps he'd tried. Something had brought him backto the cabin that day. I wondered again what he had thought when he'd foundit abandoned. That all his worst fears for me had come true? That I'd goneferal, never to return?
 But I would return. Like a door swinging open, I suddenly understoodthat I could do that. Nothing truly stood between Molly and me. There wasno other man in her life, only our child. I grinned suddenly to myself. Iwould not let so small a thing as my death come between us. What was death,compared to a child's life shared? I would go to her, and explain, I'd tellher everything this time, and this time she would understand, and she'dforgive me, because there would never be any other secrets between us.
 I didn't hesitate. I sat up in the darkness, picked up my bundle thatI'd been using as a pillow, and set out. Downriver was so much easier thanup. I had a few silvers, I'd get onto a boat somehow, and when they ranout, I'd work my passage. The Vin was a slow river, but once I was past.Turlake, the Buck River would rush me along in its strong current. I wasgoing back. Home, to Molly and our daughter. 
 Come to me.
 I halted. It was not Verity Skilling to me. I knew that. This came fromwithin me, the mark left by that sudden and powerful Skilling. I wascertain that if he knew why I had to go home, he'd tell me to hurry, not toworry about him, that he'd be fine. It would be all right. All I had to dowas keep walking.
 One step after another down a moonlit road. With each footfall, witheach beat of my heart, I heard words in my mind. Come to me. Come to me. Ican't, I pleaded. I won't, I defied them. I kept walking. I tried to thinkonly of Molly, only of my tiny daughter. She would need a name. Would Mollyhave named her before I got there?
 Come to me.
 We'd need to get married right away. Find some local Witnesser in somesmall village. Burrich would vouch that I was a foundling, with noparentage for the Witnesser to memorize. I'd say my name was Newboy. An oddname, but I'd heard odder, and I could live with it the rest of my life.Names, once so important to me, no longer mattered. They could call meHorsedung, as long as I could live with Molly and my daughter.
 Come to me.
 I'd need to get work of some kind, any kind. I abruptly decided thatthe silvers in my pouch were far too important to spend, that I'd have towork for my entire passage home. And once I was there, what could I do toearn a living? What was I fit for? I pushed the thought aside angrily. I'dfind something, I'd find a way. I'd be a good husband, a good father. Theywould want for nothing.
 Come to me.
 My steps had gradually slowed. Now I stood upon a small rise, lookingdown the road before me. Lights still burned in the river town below. I hadto go down there and find a barge heading downriver, willing to take on anunproven hand. That was all. Just keep moving.
 I did not then understand why I could not. I took a step, I stumbled,the world swung around me dizzily, and I went to my knees. I could not goback. I had to go on, to Verity. I still do not understand it, so I cannotexplain it. I knelt on the rise, looking down at the town, knowing clearlywhat I wished with all my heart to do. And I could not do it. Nothing heldme back, no man lifted a hand or sword to me and bid me turn aside. Only the small insistent voice in my mind, battering at me. Come to me, come tome, come to me.
 And I could not do otherwise.
 I could not tell my heart to stop beating, I could not cease breathingand die. And I could not ignore that summoning. I stood alone in the night,trapped and suffocating in another man's will for me. A coolheaded portionof myself said, There, well, you see, that is how it is for them. For Willand the rest of the coterie, Skill imprinted by Galen to be loyal to Regal.It did not make them forget they had had another king, it did not make thembelieve what they did was right. They simply had no choice about itanymore. And to take it back a generation, that was how it had been forGalen, forced to be so fanatically loyal to my father. Verity had told methat his loyalty was a Skill-imprinting, done by Chivalry when they wereall little more than boys. Done in anger against some cruelty Galen hadwrought against Verity. The act of an older brother taking revenge onsomeone who had been mean to his little brother. It had been done to Galen in anger and ignorance, not even knowing fully that such a thing waspossible. Verity said Chivalry had regretted it, would have undone it if hehad known how. Had Galen ever awakened to what had been done to him? Did that account for his fanatical hatred of me, had it been a passing down tothe son of the anger he could not allow himself to feel toward Chivalry, myfather?
 I tried to get to my feet and failed. I sank slowly to the dirt in thecenter of the moonlit road, then sat there hopelessly. It didn't matter.None of it mattered, save that there were my lady and my child, and I couldnot go to them. Could no more go to them than I could climb the night skyand take down the moon. I gazed afar to the river, shining blackly in themoonlight, rippled like black slate. A river that could carry me home, butwould not. Because the fierceness of my will was still not enough to breakpast that command in my mind. I looked up to the moon. "Burrich," I pleadedaloud, as if he could hear me. "Oh, take care of them, see they come to noharm, guard them as if they were your own. Until I can come to them."
 I do not recall going back to the holding pens, or lying down to sleep.But morning came and when I opened my eyes, that was where I was. I lay,looking up at the blue arch of the sky, hating my life. Creece came tostand between me and the heavens and look down on me.
 "You'd better get up," he told me, and then, peering closer, heobserved. "Your eyes are red. You got a bottle you didn't share?"
 "I've got nothing to share with anybody," I told him succinctly. I rolled to my feet. My head was pounding.
 I wondered what Molly would name her. A flower name, probably. Lilac,or something like that. Rose. Marigold. What would I have named her? Itdidn't matter.
 I stopped thinking. For the next few days, I did what I was told. I didit well and thoroughly, distracted by no thoughts of my own. Somewhereinside me, a madman raged in his cell, but I chose not to know of that.Instead I herded sheep. I ate in the morning, I ate in the evening. I laydown at night and I rose in the morning. And I herded sheep. I followedthem, in the dust of the wagons and the horses and the sheep themselves,dust that clotted thick on my eyelashes and skin, dust that coated mythroat with dryness, and I thought of nothing. I did not need to think toknow that every step carried me closer to Verity. I spoke so little thateven Creece wearied of my company, for he could not provoke me to argument.I herded the sheep as single-mindedly as the best sheepdog that ever lived.When I lay down to sleep at night, I did not even dream.
 Life went on for the rest of them. The caravan master guided us welland the trip was blessedly uneventful. Our misfortunes were limited todust, little water, and sparse grazing, and those misfortunes were ones weaccepted as part of the road. In the evenings, after the sheep were settledand the meal cooked and eaten, the puppeteers rehearsed. They had threeplays and they seemed bent on perfecting all of them before we reached BlueLake. Some nights it was merely the motions of the puppets and theirdialogue, but several times they set up completely, torches, stage, andbackdrops, the puppeteers dressed in the pure white drapings that signifiedtheir invisibility, and went through the entire repertoire of plays. Themaster was a strict one, very ready with his strap, and he did not spareeven his journeyman a lash or two if he thought he deserved it. A singleline intoned incorrectly, one flip of a marionette's hand that was not asMaster Dell dictated it, and he was amongst his cast, flaying about withthe strap. Even if I had been in the mood for amusements, that would havespoiled it for me. So more often I went and sat looking out over the sheep,while the others watched the performances.
 The minstrel, a handsome woman named Starling, was often my companion.I doubted that it was from any desire for my company. Rather it was that wewere far enough from the camp that she could sit and practice her own songsand harpings, away from the endless rehearsals and the weeping of thecorrected apprentices. Perhaps it was that I was from Buck, and couldunderstand what she missed when she spoke quietly of the gulls crying andthe blue sky over a sea after a storm. She was a typical Buck woman, dark-haired and dark-eyed, and no taller than my shoulder. She dressed simply,blue leggings and tunic. There were holes in her ears for earrings, but she wore none, nor were there any rings on her fingers. She would sit not farfrom me, and run her fingers over her harp strings and sing. It was good tohear a Buck accent again, and the familiar songs of the Coastal Duchies.Sometimes she talked to me. It was not a conversation. She spoke to herselfin the night and I just happened to be within earshot, as some men talk toa favorite dog. So it was that I knew she had been one of the minstrels ina small keep in Buck, one I'd never been to, held by a minor noble whosename I didn't even recognize. Too late to worry about visiting or knowing;the keep and the noble were no more, swept through and burned out by theRed-Ships. Starling had survived, but without a place to rest her head or amaster to sing for. So she had struck out on her own, resolved to head sofar inland that she'd never again see a ship of any color. I couldunderstand that drive. By walking away she saved Buck for herself, as amemory of how it had been once.
 Death had come close enough to her to brush her with its wingtips, andshe wasn't going to die as she was, a minor minstrel for a lesser noble.No, somehow she was going to make her name, was going to witness some greatevent and make a song about it that would be sung down the years. Thenshe'd be immortal, remembered as long as her song was sung. It seemed to meshe would have had a better chance of witnessing such an event if she'dstayed on the coast where the war was, but as if in answer to my unspokenthought, Starling assured me that she was going to witness something thatleft its witnesses alive. Besides, if you've seen one battle, you've seenthem all. She saw nothing especially musical about blood. To that I noddedmutely.
 "Ah. I thought you looked more like a man-at-arms than a shepherd.Sheep don't break one's nose, or leave a scar like that down your face."
 "They do if you tumble down a cliff looking for some in a mist," I toldher dourly, and turned my face aside from her.
 For a long time, that was as close as I came to having a conversationwith anyone.
 We journeyed on, moving only as fast as laden wagons and a herd ofsheep would permit. The days were remarkably similar. The countryside wepassed was remarkably similar. There were a few novelties. Sometimes therewere other folk camped at the watering places we came to. At one, there wasa tavern of sorts, and here the caravan master delivered some small kegs ofbrandy.
 Once we were followed for half a day by folk on horseback who mighthave been bandits. But they veered off and left our trail in the afternoon, either bound to a destination of their own, or deciding what we possessedwasn't worth the effort of a raid. Sometimes other folk passed us,messengers and folk traveling on horseback, unslowed by sheep and wagons.Once it was a troop of guards in the Farrow colors, pushing their horseshard as they passed us. I felt an uneasiness as I watched them pass ourcaravan, as if an animal scrabbled briefly against the walls that shieldedmy mind. Did a Skilled one ride amongst them, Burl or Carrod, or even Will?I tried to persuade myself it was merely the sight of the gold-and-brownlivery that unnerved me.
 On another day we were intercepted by three of the nomadic folk whosegrazing territory we were in. They came to us on tough little ponies thatwore no more harness than a hackamore. The two grown women and the boy wereall blond with faces baked brown by the sun. The boy's face was tattooedwith stripes like a cat's. Their arrival occasioned a complete halting ofthe caravan, while Madge set up a table and cloth and brewed a special teawhich she served to them with candied fruit and barley-sugar cakes. No coinexchanged hands that I saw, only this ceremonial hospitality. I suspectedfrom their manner that Madge was long known to them, and that her son wasbeing groomed to continue this passage arrangement.
 But most days were the same plodding routine. We rose, we ate, wewalked. We stopped, we ate, we slept. One day I caught myself wondering ifMolly would teach her to make candles and tend bees. What could I teachher? Poisons and strangling techniques, I thought bitterly. No. Her lettersand numbers she'd learn from me. She'd still be young enough when Ireturned for me to teach her that. And all Burrich had ever taught me abouthorses and dogs. That was the day when I realized I was looking aheadagain, was planning for a life after I'd found Verity and somehow taken himsafely back to Buck. My baby was just an infant now, I told myself,suckling at Molly's breast and looking about with wide eyes and seeing allnew. She was too young to know something was missing, too young to know herfather wasn't there. I'd be back with them soon, before she learned to say"Pa." I'd be there to see her first steps.
 That resolve changed something in me. I'd never looked forward tosomething so much. This was not an assassination that would end insomeone's death. No, I looked forward to a life, and imagined teaching herthings, imagined her growing up bright and pretty and loving her father,knowing nothing, ever, of any other life he'd ever led. She wouldn'tremember me with a smooth face and a straight nose. She'd only know me as Iwas now. That was oddly important to me. So I would go to Verity because Ihad to, because he was my king and I loved him, and because he needed me.But finding him no longer marked the end of my journey, but the beginning.Once I had found Verity, I could turn about and come home to them. For atime, I forgot Regal. 
 So I thought to myself sometimes, and when I did I walked behind thesheep in their dust and stink and smiled a tight upped smile behind thekerchief over my face. At other times, when I lay down alone at night, allI could think of was the warmth of a woman and a home and a child of myown. I think I felt every mile that stretched between us. Loneliness was athing that ate at me then. I longed to know every detail of what was goingon. Every night, every moment of quiet was a temptation to reach out withthe Skill. But I understood Verity's admonition now. If I Skilled to them,then Regal's coterie could find them as well as me. Regal would nothesitate to use them against me in any way he could imagine. So I hungeredfor knowledge of them, but dared not attempt to satisfy that hunger.
 We came to one village that was almost worthy of the name. It hadsprouted up like a fairy ring of mushrooms around a deepwater spring. Ithad an inn, a tavern, and even several stores, all catering to travelers,with a scattering of houses surrounding it. We got there at midday, andMadge declared that we would have a rest, and not move on until thefollowing morning. No one really objected. Once we'd watered our animals,we moved our beasts and wagons to the outskirts of town. The puppeteerdecided to take advantage of the situation, and announced in the tavern andinn that his troupe would stage a performance for the whole town, withgratuities cheerfully accepted. Starling had already found a corner of thetavern to call her own and was introducing this Farrow town to some Buckballads.
 I was content to stay with the sheep on the outskirts of the town. Iwas soon the only one at our encampment. I did not especially mind. Thehorses' owner had offered me an extra copper, if I'd keep an eye on them.They scarcely needed watching. They were hobbled, but even so, all theanimals were grateful to stop for a bit and search out whatever grazingthey could find. The bull was staked out and likewise occupied withscavenging grass. There was a sort of peace to being still and alone. I waslearning to cultivate an emptiness of spirit. I could now go for longstretches without thinking of anything in particular. It made my endlesswaiting less painful. I sat on the tail of Damon's cart and stared out overthe animals and the gentle undulating of the brush spotted plain beyondthem.
 It did not last for long. In the late afternoon, the puppeteer's wagoncame rattling into camp. Only Master Dell and the youngest apprentice werein it. The others had stayed in town to drink and talk and generally enjoythemselves. But the shouting of the master soon made it apparent that hisyoungest apprentice had disgraced herself with forgotten lines andincorrect movements. Her punishment was to stay in camp with the wagon. Tothis he added several sharp cuts with his strap. Both the snap of the leather and yelps of the girl were clearly audible across camp. I winced atthe second one and was on my feet by the third one. I had no clear idea ofmy intention, and was actually relieved to see the master go striding offaway from the wagon and back into town.
 The girl wept noisily as she went about the task of unhitching the teamand pegging it out. I'd noticed her before in a casual way. She was theyoungest of the troupe, no more than sixteen, and seemed most often to beunder her master's lash. Not that that was unusual. It was not uncommon for a master to have a lash to keep his apprentices devoted to their tasks.Neither Burrich nor Chade had ever taken a strap to me, but I'd had myshare of cuffs and raps, and an occasional boot from Burrich if I wasn'tmoving fast enough to suit him. The puppeteer was no worse than manymasters that I'd seen, and kinder than some. All of his underlings werewell fed and well clothed. I suppose what irritated me about him was thatone snap of his lash never seemed enough for him. It was always three orfive or even more when he was in a temper.
 The peace of the night was gone. Long after she'd finished staking outthe horses, her deep sobbing rent the stillness. After a time I could notstand it. I went to the back of their traveling wagon and rapped on thesmall door. The weeping paused with a sniff. "Who is it?" she askedhoarsely.
 "Tom the shepherd. Are you all right?"
 I'd hoped that she'd say she was and tell me to go away. Instead thedoor opened after a moment and she stood peering out at me. Blood wasdripping from her jawline. I saw at a glance what had happened. The end ofthe strap had curled past her shoulder and the tip had bitten wickedly intoher cheek. I didn't doubt that it hurt badly, but I suspected the amount ofblood was scaring her even more. I saw a looking glass set up on a tablebehind her and a bloody cloth beside it. For a moment we looked at oneanother wordlessly. Then, "He's ruined my face," she sobbed.
 I couldn't think of words to say. Instead I stepped up into the wagonand took her by the shoulders. I sat her down. She'd been using a dry ragto poke at her face. Had she no sense at all? "Sit still," I told hertersely. "And try to be calm. I'll be right back."
 I took her rag and damped it in cool water. I went back in and dabbedthe blood away. As I suspected, the cut was not large, but it was bleedingprofusely as cuts to the face or scalp often do. I folded the rag into asquare and pressed it against her face. "Hold that there. Press on it abit, but don't move it. I'll be back." I looked up to find her eyes fastened to the scar on my cheek as tears brimmed over from her eyes. Iadded, "Skin as fair as yours doesn't scar all that easily. Even if itleaves a mark, it won't be large."
 The hugeness of her eyes of my words let me know I'd said exactly thewrong thing. I left the wagon, berating myself for getting involved at all.
 I'd lost all my healing herbs and my pot of Burrich's ointment when Ihad abandoned my things in Tradeford. I'd noticed a flower that looked abit like a stunted goldenrod in the area where the sheep were grazing,however, and some succulents sort of like bloodroot. So I pulled up one ofthe succulents, but it smelled wrong, and the juice from the leaves wassticky rather than like jelly. I washed my hands and then looked at thestunted goldenrod. It smelled right. I shrugged. I started out picking justa handful of leaves, but then decided as long as I was at it, I couldrestock a bit of what I'd lost. It appeared to be the same herb, butgrowing smaller and more straggly in this dry rocky soil. I spread out myharvest on the tail of the cart and sorted through it. The fatter leaves Ileft to dry. The smaller tips I crushed between two cleaned stones, andthen took the resulting paste on one of the stones to the puppeteer'swagon. The girl looked at it with doubt, but nodded hesitantly when I toldher, "This will stop the bleeding. Soonest closed is smallest scar."
 When she took the rag away from her face, I saw that it had almoststopped bleeding. I smoothed on a fingertip's worth of the woundwort pasteanyway. She sat quietly under my touch, and it was suddenly unnerving torecall that I had not touched a woman's face since I'd last seen Molly.This girl had blue eyes and they were wide-open and looking up into myface. I looked aside from the earnest gaze. "There. Now leave it alone.Don't wipe at it, don't touch it with your fingers, don't wash it. Let thescab form and then do your best to leave that alone."
 "Thank you," she said in a tiny voice.
 "Welcome," I told her, and turned to leave.
 "My name is Tassin," she said to my back.
 "I know. I've heard him roaring it at you," I said. I started to godown the steps.
 "He's an awful man. I hate him! I'd run away if I could."
 It didn't seem like a good time simply to walk away from her. I steppedoff the wagon and paused. "I know it's hard to feel a strap when you're trying hard. But ... that's how it is. If you ran away and had no food, noplace to sleep, and your clothing all going to rags, that would be worse.Try to do better, so he won't take up the strap." I believed so little ofwhat I said, I could scarcely form the words. But those words seemed betterthan to tell her to leave now and run away. She wouldn't survive a day onthe open prairie.
 "I don't want to do better." She'd found a spark of spirit, to bedefiant. "I don't want to be a puppeteer at all. Master Dell knew that whenhe bought my years."
 I edged away back toward my sheep, but she came down the steps andfollowed after me.
 "There was a man I liked in our village. He'd made an offer for me tobe his wife, but had no money just then. He was a farmer, you see, and itwas spring. No farmer has money in spring. He told my mother he'd pay abride-price for me at harvest time. But my mother said, `If he's poor nowwith one mouth to feed, he'll only be poorer after he has two. Or more.'And then she sold me to the puppeteer, for half what he'd usually pay foran apprentice, because I wasn't willing."
 "They do it differently where I'm from," I said awkwardly. I couldn'tgrasp what she was telling me. "Parents pay a master to take on their childas apprentice, hoping the child can make a better life."
 She smoothed her hair back from her face. It was light brown, with alot of curl to it. "I've heard of that. Some do it that way, but mostdon't. They buy an apprentice, usually a willing one, and if he doesn'twork out, then they can sell him for a drudge. Then you're not much betterthan a slave for six years." She sniffed. "Some say it makes an apprenticetry harder, to know he may end up doing scut work in a kitchen or pumping abellows in a smithy for six years if his master isn't pleased."
 "Well. It sounds to me like you'd better learn to like puppets," I saidlamely. I sat on the tail of my master's cart and looked out over my flock.She sat down next to me.
 "Or hope someone buys me from my master," she said despondently.
 "You make yourself sound like a slave," I said reluctantly. "It's notthat bad, is it?"
 "Doing something you think is stupid, day after day?" she asked me."And being hit for not doing it perfectly? How is that better than being a slave?"
 "Well, you're fed and clothed and sheltered. And he's giving you achance to learn something, a trade that would let you travel all over theSix Duchies if you became good at it. You might end up performing for theKing's Court at Buckkeep."
 She looked at me oddly. "You mean Tradeford." She sighed and shiftedherself closer to me. "It's lonely for me. All the others, they all want tobe puppeteers. They get angry at me when I make mistakes, and always callme lazy and won't talk to me when they say I spoiled a performance. There'snot one kind one among them; none of them would have cared about my facegetting scarred as you did."
 There seemed nothing to reply to that. I didn't know the others wellenough to agree or disagree. So I said nothing and we sat watching thesheep. The silence lengthened as the night got darker. I thought that soonI should kindle a fire.
 "So," she began after a few more minutes of my silence. "How did youbecome a shepherd?"
 "My parents died. My sister inherited. She didn't particularly care forme, and here I am."
 "What a bitch!" she said fiercely.
 I took a breath to defend my fictitious sister, and then realized I'donly be extending the conversation. I tried to think of something I neededto go and do, but the sheep and other beasts were right there before us,grazing peacefully. Useless to hope that the others would soon return. Notwith a tavern and new faces to talk to after our days on the road.
 I finally made excuse that I was hungry and got up to gather stones andthen dry dung and sticks for a fire. Tassin insisted on cooking. I was nottruly hungry, but she ate with a hearty appetite, and fed me well from thepuppeteer's traveling supplies. She made a pot of tea as well, andafterward we sat by the fireside sipping it from heavy red porcelain mugs.
 Somehow the silence had changed from awkward to companionable. It hadbeen pleasant to sit and watch someone else prepare the meal. She hadchattered at first, asking if I liked this sort of spice and did I make mytea strong, but not really listening for any answers. Seeming to find somesort of acceptance in my silence, she had gone on to speak more intimatelyof herself. With a sort of despair, she spoke of days spent learning and practicing a thing she had no desire to learn nor practice. She spoke witha grudging marvel of the dedication of the other puppeteers, and theirenthusiasm that she could not share. Her voice dwindled off and she looked up at me with eyes full of misery. She did not need to explain to me theloneliness she felt. She turned the talk to lighter things, the minorirritations she felt, the foods they ate that she disliked, the way one ofthe other puppeteers always smelled of old sweat, of one woman who remindedher to speak her lines by pinching her.
 Even her complaints were pleasant in an odd way; filling my mind withher trivialities so that I could not focus on my larger problems. Beingwith her was in some ways like being with the wolf. Tassin was focused onthe now, on this meal and this night, with little thought of anything else.From considering this my thoughts wandered to Nighteyes. I quested softlytoward him. I could sense him, somewhere, alive, but could tell little morethan that. Perhaps too great a distance separated us; perhaps he was toofocused on his new life. Whatever the reason, his mind was not as open tome as it had once been. Perhaps he was simply becoming more attuned to theways of his pack. I tried to feel glad that he had found such a life forhimself, with many companions and possibly a mate.
 "What are you thinking about?" Tassin asked.
 She spoke so softly that I replied without thinking, still staring intothe fire. "That sometimes it only makes one more lonely to know thatsomewhere else, one's friends and family are well."
 She shrugged. "I try not to think of them. I suppose my farmer foundanother girl, one whose parents would wait for a bride-price. As for mymother, I suspect her prospects were better without me. She was not so oldthat she could not catch another man." She stretched, an oddly catlikegesture, then turned her head to gaze into my face and added, "There's nosense in thinking of what's far away and what you haven't got. It will onlymake you unhappy. Be content with what you can have now."
 Our eyes were locked suddenly. There was no mistaking her meaning. Foran instant I was shocked. Then she leaned across the small space betweenus. She put one hand on each side of my face. Her touch was gentle. Shepushed the kerchief back from my hair, then used both hands to smooth thehair back from my face. She looked into my eyes as the tip of her tonguemoistened her lips. She slid her hands down the sides of my face, down myneck to my shoulders. I was as entranced as a mouse looking at a snake. Sheleaned forward and kissed me, opening her mouth against mine as she did so.She smelled like sweet smoky incense. 
 I wanted her with a suddenness that dizzied me. Not as Tassin, but aswoman and gentleness and closeness. It was lust that raced through me, andyet it was not that at all. It was like the Skill-hunger that eats at aman, demanding closeness and total communion with the world. I wasunutterably weary of being alone. I caught her to me so quickly I heard hergasp of surprise. I kissed her as if I could devour her and somehow be lesslonely by doing so. Suddenly we were prone and she was making small pleasedsounds that suddenly changed to her pushing at my chest. "Stop a moment,"she hissed. "Just wait. There's a rock under me. And I mustn't spoil myclothes, give me your cloak to spread out .... "I watched her avariciouslyas she spread my cloak out on the earth by the fire. She lay down upon itand patted a place beside her. "Well? Aren't you coming back?" she asked meflirtatiously. More lewdly, she added, "Let me show you all I can do foryou." She smoothed her hands down the front of her shirt, inviting me tothink of my hands doing the same.
 If she had said nothing, if we had never paused, if she had simplylooked up at me from the cloak ... but her question and her manner were allwrong, suddenly. All the illusion of gentleness and closeness was gone,replaced by the same sort of challenge another fighter might offer me in apractice-yard with staves. I am no better than any man. I didn't want tothink, to consider anything. I longed to be able to simply throw myselfdown upon her and quench myself in her, but instead I heard myself asking,"And if I get you with child?"
 "Oh," and she laughed lightly as if she had never considered such athing. "Then you can marry me, and buy my prentice years from Master Dell.Or not," she added, as she saw my face change. "A baby's not so large athing to be rid of as a man might think. A few silvers for the rightherbs ... but we needn't think of that now. Why worry about a thing thatmay never come to pass?"
 Why indeed? I looked at her, wanting her with all the lust of my monthsalone and untouched. But I knew also that for that deeper hunger forcompanionship and understanding, she offered me no more solace than any manmight find in his own hand. I shook my head slowly, more to myself than toher. She smiled up at me mischievously and reached a hand toward me.
 "No." I said the word quietly. She looked up at me, so incredulouslyamazed that I nearly laughed. "This is not a good idea," I said, andhearing the words aloud, I knew they were true. There was nothing lofty init, no thoughts of undying faithfulness to Molly or shame that I hadalready left one woman with the burden of bearing a child alone. I knewthose feelings, but they were not what came to me then. What I sensed was ahollowness in me that would only be made worse by laying myself down besidea stranger. "It's not you," I said as I saw her cheeks redden suddenly and the smile fade from her face. "It's me. The fault's with me." I tried to make my voice comforting. It was a waste.
 She stood up suddenly. "I know that, stupid," she said scathingly. "Ionly meant to be kind to you, nothing more." She stalked angrily away fromthe fire, blending with the shadows quickly. I heard the slam of the wagondoor.
 I stooped slowly to pick my cloak up and shake the dust from it. Then,the night having become suddenly colder with a rising wind, I put it aroundmy shoulders and sat down again to stare into my fire. 
CHAPTER TWELVE 
Suspicions
 THE USE OF the Skill is addictive. All students of this magic arewarned of this from the very beginning. There is a fascination to thispower that draws the user in, tempting him to use it more and more often.As the user's expertise and power increase, so does the lure of the Skill.The fascination of the Skill eclipses other interests and relationships.Yet it is a difficult attraction to describe to anyone who has notexperienced the Skill itself. A rising covey of pheasant on a crisp autumnmorning, or catching the wind's benefit perfectly in a boat's sails, or thefirst mouthful of hot savory stew after a cold and hungry day; these areall sensations that hover for only a moment. The Skill sustains thatsensation, for as long as the strength of the user lasts.
 It was very late when the others came back to our campsite. My masterDamon was drunk and leaning companionably on Creece, who was drunk andirritable and reeked of smoke. They dragged their blankets off the cart androlled up in them. No one offered to relieve me in my watch. I sighed,doubting that I'd get any sleep until the next night.
 Dawn came as early as it always does, and the caravan master wasmerciless in insisting that we rise and get ready for the road. I suppose she was wise. If she'd allowed them to sleep as long as they wanted, theearlier risers would have gone back to town, and she'd have had to spendthe day rounding them up. But it made for a miserable morning. Only theteamsters and the minstrel Starling seemed to have known when to stopdrinking. We cooked and shared porridge while the others compared headachesand complaints.
 I've noticed that drinking together, especially to excess, forms a bondbetween folk. So when the master decided his head ached too badly for himto drive the cart, he allotted that task to Creece. Damon slept in the cartas it jostled along while Creece drowsed over the reins as the ponyfollowed the other wagons. They'd tied the bellwether to the tail of thecart, and the flock followed. Somewhat. To me fell the task of trottingbehind in the dust, keeping the flock as well bunched as I could. The skywas blue but the day remained chill, with rising winds that stirred andcarried the dust we raised. The night had been sleepless for me, and myhead soon pounded with pain.
 Madge called a brief halt at noon. Most of the caravan folk hadrecovered enough by then that they wished to eat. I drank from the watercasks on Madge's wagon, then wet my kerchief and sopped some of the dustfrom my face. I was trying to rinse grit from my eyes when Starling came upbeside me. I stepped aside, thinking she wanted water. Instead, she spokesoftly.
 "I'd keep my kerchief on, were I you."
 I wrung it out and retied it about my head. "I do. It does nothing tokeep the dust from my eyes, though."
 Starling looked at me levelly. "It's not your eyes you should worryabout. It's that white shock of hair. You should black it with grease andash tonight, if you get a private moment. It might make it a bit lessnoticeable."
 I looked questioningly at her, trying to keep my expression bland.
 She smiled at me archly. "King Regal's guards had been through thatwater town just a few days before we arrived. They told the folk there thatthe King believed that the Pocked Man would be crossing Farrow. And youwith him." She paused, expecting me to say something. When I just looked ather, her grin widened. "Or perhaps it's some other fellow with a brokennose, scar down his face, white streak in his hair, and ..." She gesturedtoward my arm. "... a fresh sword-slash up his forearm." 
 I found my tongue and a measure of my wits. I pushed back my sleeve,offered my arm for her inspection. "A sword-slash? This is just a scratch Igot off a nail head in a tavern door. On my way out, a bit unwillingly.Take a look for yourself. It's almost healed now, anyway."
 She leaned over and looked at my arm obligingly. "Oh. I see. Well. Mymistake. Still," and she met my eyes again, "I'd keep your kerchief onanyway. To prevent anyone else from making the same mistake." She paused,then canted her head at me. "I'm a minstrel, you see. I'd rather witnesshistory than make it. Or change it. But I doubt all the others in thiscaravan feel that way."
 I watched mutely as she strolled away, whistling. Then I drank again,being careful not to take too much, and went back to my sheep.
 Creece was on his feet and helping, somewhat, for the rest of theafternoon. Even so, it seemed a longer, wearier day than I'd had in a time.There was nothing complicated about my task to make it so. The problem, Idecided, was that I'd begun thinking again. I let my despair over Molly andour child drag me down. I'd let my guard down, I hadn't been fearful enoughon my own behalf. Now it occurred to me that if Regal's Guard managed tofind me, they'd kill me. Then I'd never see Molly or our daughter. Somehowthat seemed worse than the threat to my life.
 At the evening meal that night, I sat back farther from the fire thanusual, even though it meant wrapping myself in my cloak against the cold.My silence was taken as normal. The rest of them talked, much more thanusual, about the last evening in town. I gathered the beer had been good,the wine poor, while the resident minstrel had had small goodwill towardStarling for performing for his captive audience. The members of ourcaravan seemed to take it as a personal victory that Starling's songs hadbeen well received by the villagers. "You sang well, even if all you knewwas those Buck ballads," Creece even conceded magnanimously. Starlingnodded to that dubious praise.
 As she did every evening, Starling unwrapped her harp after the meal.Master Dell was giving his troupe a rare night off from their constantrehearsing, by which I gathered he had been pleased with his performerssave Tassin. Tassin had not even a glance for me that evening, but insteadperched by one of the teamsters, smiling up at his every word. I noticedthat her injury was little more than a scratch on her face with somebruising around it. It would heal well.
 Creece went off to stand night watch over our flock. I stretched out onmy cloak just beyond reach of the firelight, thinking to drowse off immediately. I expected the others would soon be off to bed as well. Thehum of their conversation was lulling, as was the lazy strumming ofStarling's fingers on her harp strings. Gradually the strumming changed toa rhythmic plucking, and her voice lifted in song.
 I was floating at the edge of sleep when the words "Antler IslandTower" jolted me awake. My eyes flew open as I realized she was singingabout the battle there last summer, the Rurisk's first real engagement withthe Red-Ship Raiders. I recalled both too much and very little about thatbattle. As Verity had observed more than once, despite all Hod's weaponsinstruction, I tended to revert to brawling in any sort of a fight. So I'dcarried an axe into that battle and used it with a savagery I'd neverexpected of myself. Afterward, it had been said that I'd killed the chiefof the raiding party we'd cornered. I'd never known if that was true or not.
 In Starling's song, it certainly was. My heart nearly stood still whenI heard her sing of "Chivalry's son, with eyes of flame, who carried hisblood if not his name." The song went on with a dozen improbableembellishments of blows I'd dealt and warriors I'd felled. It was strangelyhumiliating to hear those deeds sung of as noble and now almost legendary.I knew there were many fighters who dreamed of having songs sung of theirexploits. I found the experience uncomfortable. I didn't recall the sunstriking flames from my axehead or that I fought as bravely as the buck onmy crest. Instead I recalled the clinging smell of blood and treading on aman's entrails, a man who squirmed and moaned still. All the ale inBuckkeep that night had not been enough to bring me any sort of peace.
 When the song was finally done, one of the teamsters snorted. "So,that's the one ye daren't sing in the tavern last night, eh, Starling?"
 Starling gave a deprecating laugh. "Somehow I doubted it would beenjoyed. Songs about Chivalry's Bastard would not have been popular enoughto earn me a penny there."
 "It's an odd song," observed Dell. "Here's the King offering gold forhis head, and the Guard telling all, beware, the Bastard has the Wit andused it to trick death. But your song makes him out to be some sort ofhero."
 "Well, it's a Buck song, and he was well thought of in Buck, at leastfor a time," Starling explained.
 "But not anymore, I'd wager. Save that any man would think well of ahundred gold coins if one could turn him over to the King's Guard," one ofthe teamsters observed. 
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 "Like as not," Starling agreed easily. "Though there's still some inBuck who would tell you that not all his tale has been told, and theBastard was not so black as he's been tarred of late."
 "I still don't understand it. I thought he was executed for using theWit to kill King Shrewd," complained Madge.
 "So some say," Starling replied. "Truth of it was, he died in his cellbefore he could be executed and was buried instead of burned. And the tale goes," and here Starling's voice dropped to a near whisper, "that whenspring came, not a leaf of greenery would grow on his grave. And an oldwise woman, hearing this, knew that meant his Wit magic still slept in hisbones and might be claimed by any bold enough to pull a tooth from hismouth. And so she went, by full moonlight, and took a manservant with aspade with her. She put him to digging up the grave. But he hadn't turnedbut a shovelful of earth before he found splintered wood from the Bastard'scoffin."
 Starling paused theatrically. There wasn't a sound save the cracklingof the fire.
 "The box was empty, of course. And those who saw it said that thecoffin had been splintered out from inside, not stove in. And one man toldit to me that caught in the splintered edge of the coffin lid were thecoarse gray hairs of a wolf's coat."
 A moment longer the silence held. Then, "Not truly?" Madge askedStarling.
 Her fingers ran lightly over her harp strings. "So I heard it told inBuck. But I also heard the Lady Patience, she that buried him, say it wasall nonsense, that his body had been cold and stiff when she washed it andwrapped it in a grave cloth. And of the Pocked Man, that King Regal sofears, she declared he is no more than an old adviser of King Shrewd's,some old recluse with a scarred face, come out of his hermitage to keepalive a belief that Verity still lives and lend heart to those who must goon battling the Red-Ships. So. I suppose you can choose to believewhichever you wish."
 Melody, one of the puppeteers, gave a mock shiver. "Brrr. So. Sing ussomething merry now, to go to sleep on. I've no wish to hear more of yourghost tales before I seek my blankets tonight."
 So Starling willingly swept into a love ballad, an old one with a lilting refrain that Madge and Melody joined in singing. I lay in thedarkness, pondering all I'd heard. I was uncomfortably aware that Starlinghad stirred it up intending for me to hear it. I wondered if she thoughtshe was doing me a favor, or if she simply wished to see if any of theothers had suspicions of me. One hundred gold coins for my head. That wasenough to make a duke greedy, let alone a strolling minstrel. Despite myweariness, it was a long time before I dozed off that night.
 The next day's drive was almost comforting in its monotony.
 I paced along behind my sheep, and tried not to think. It was not aseasy to do as previously. It seemed that whenever I blanked my mind to myworries, I heard Verity's Come to me echoing inside my head. When we madecamp that night, it was on the banks of a giant sinkhole with water at itscenter. The talk about the fire was desultory. I think we were all morethan a little weary of our trudging pace and longed to see the shores ofBlue Lake. I wished simply to go to sleep, but I had first watch over theflock.
 I climbed slightly up the hillside to where I could sit looking down onmy woolly charges. The great bowl of the sinkhole cupped our whole caravan,with the small cook fire near the water showing like a star at the bottomof a well. Whatever wind blew passed us by, leaving us sheltered in a greatstillness. It was almost peaceful.
 Tassin probably thought she was being stealthy. I watched her comesilently, her cloak pulled well up over her hair and about her face. Shecircled widely as if to pass by me. I did not follow her with my eyes, butlistened to her as she went above me on the hillside and then came back down behind me. I caught her scent even in the still air and felt aninvoluntary anticipation. I wondered if I'd have the strength of will torefuse her a second time. Mistake it might be, but my body was all in favorof making it. When I judged her about a dozen steps away, I turned to lookat her. She startled back from my gaze.
 "Tassin," I greeted her quietly, and then turned to look back at mysheep. After a moment, she came down the slope to stand a few steps awayfrom me. I turned slightly and looked up at her without speaking. Shepushed her hood back from her face and confronted me, challenge in her eyesand stance.
 "You're him, aren't you?" she demanded breathlessly. There was a veryslight edge of fear in her voice.
 It was not what I'd expected her to say. I didn't have to pretend surprise. "I'm him? I'm Tom the shepherd if that's the him you mean."
 "No, you're him, that Wit-Bastard the King's Guard is seeking. Drew theteamster told me what they were saying in town, after Starling told thattale last night."
 "Drew told you I was a Wit-Bastard?" I spoke carefully, as if baffledby her tumbling words. A terrible cold fear was welling up inside me.
 "No." A trace of anger mixed with her fear. "Drew told me what theKing's Guard said of him. A broken nose and a scar on the cheek and a whitestreak in his hair. And I saw your hair that night. You've a white streakin it."
 "Any man who's been hit on the head can have a white streak in hishair. It's an old scar." I tilted my head and looked at her critically."I'd say your face is healing well."
 "You're him, aren't you?" She sounded even angrier that I'd tried tochange the subject.
 "Of course not. Look. He's got a sword-slash on his arm, hasn't he?Look at this." I bared my right arm for her inspection. The knife-slash I'dgiven. myself was down the back of my left forearm. I was gambling thatshe'd know a slash taken defending myself should have been on my sword arm.
 She scarcely glanced at my arm. "Do you have any coin?" she asked mesuddenly.
 "If I'd had any coin, why would I have stayed in camp when the otherswent to town? Besides, why would you care?"
 "I wouldn't. But you would. You could use it to buy my silence.Otherwise, I might go to Madge with what I suspect. Or the teamsters." Shelifted her chin defiantly at me.
 "Then they could look at my arm, as easily as you've done," I saidwearily. I turned away from her to look back over my sheep. "You're being asilly little girl, Tassin, letting Starling's ghost tales get you allstirred up. Go back to bed." I tried to sound disgusted with her.
 "You've a scratch on your other arm. I saw it. Some might take it for asword-slash." 
 "Probably the same ones that would take. you for intelligent," I saidderisively.
 "Don't make mock of me," she warned me in a voice gone flat withugliness. "I won't be made fun of."
 "Then don't say stupid things. What's the matter with you, anyway? Isthis some sort of revenge? Are you angry because I wouldn't bed you? I toldyou, it's nothing to do with you. You're pretty to look at, and I don'tdoubt there'd be pleasure in touching you. But not for me."
 She spat suddenly on the ground beside me. "As if I'd have let you. Iwas amusing myself, shepherd. No more than that." She made a small sound inher throat. "Men. How can you look at yourself and think anyone would wantyou for your own sake? You stink of sheep, you're skinny, and your facelooks like you've lost every fight you've ever been in." She turned on herheel, then seemed to abruptly remember why she'd come. "I won't tell any ofthem. Yet. But when we get to Blue Lake, your master must pay yousomething. See you bring it to me, or I'll have the whole town seeking youout."
 I sighed. "Whatever amuses you, I'm sure you'll do. Create all the fussyou wish. When it comes to naught and folk laugh about it, it will probablygive Dell one more reason to beat you."
 She turned away from me and went stalking off down the hillside. Shelost her footing in the moonlight's uncertainty and nearly took a tumble.But she recovered herself and then glared back at me, as if daring me tolaugh. I had no such inclination. Despite my defiance of her, my stomachwas clenched up under my throat. A hundred gold coins. Spread a rumor ofit, and that much money was enough to start a riot. After I was dead,they'd probably decide they had the wrong man.
 I wondered how well I'd do at crossing the rest of the Farrow plainsalone. I could leave right after Creece relieved me on watch. I'd go to thewagon and get my things quietly and sneak away into the night. How muchfarther could it be to Blue Lake anyway? I was pondering that as I watchedyet another figure slip away from the campsite and come up the slope toward me.
 Starling came quietly, but not stealthily. She lifted a hand to me ingreeting before she sat down companionably at my side. "I hope you didn'tgive her any money," she greeted me affably.
 "Umph," I said, letting her take it however she wished. 
 "Because you're at least the third man who's supposedly got herpregnant on this trip. Your master had the honor of being the firstaccused. Madge's son was the second. At least I think he was. I don't knowhow many fathers she's selected for this possible child."
 "I haven't been with her, so she could scarcely accuse me of, that," Isaid defensively.
 "Oh? Then you're probably the only man in the caravan who hasn't."
 That jolted me a bit. Then I thought about it and wondered if I wouldever reach a place in which I ceased finding out how stupid I could be. "Soyou think she's with child and is looking for a man to buy her out of herapprenticeship?"
 Starling snorted. "I doubt she's with child at all. She wasn't askingto be married, only for coin to buy herbs to shake the child loose. I thinkMadge's boy might have actually given her some. No. I don't think she wantsa husband, just some money. So she looks for ways that allow her a bit of atumble, and a man who might pay her for it afterward." She shifted, tossedaside an offending stone. "So. If you haven't got her pregnant, what haveyou done to her?"
 "I told you. Nothing."
 "Ah. That explains why she speaks so ill of you then. But only in thelast day or so, so I supposed you `nothinged' her the night the rest of uswent to town."
 "Starling," I began warningly, and she raised a placating hand.
 "I shan't say a word about whatever you didn't do to her. Not anotherword. That's not what I came up here to speak to you about anyway."
 She paused, and when I refused to ask the question, she did. "What doyou plan to do after we get to Blue Lake?"
 I glanced at her. "Collect my pay. Have a beer and a decent meal, a hotbath and a clean bed for one night at least. Why? What do you plan?"
 "I thought I might go on to the Mountains." She gave me a sidewaysglance. 
 "To seek your songworthy event there?" I tried to keep my questioncasual.
 "Songs are more likely to be found clinging to a man than bound to aplace," she suggested. "I thought you might be going to the Mountains aswell. We could travel together."
 "You've still that idiotic notion that I'm the Bastard," I accused herflatly.
 She grinned. "The Bastard. The Witted one. Yes."
 "You're wrong," I said flatly. "And even if you were right, why followhim to the Mountains? I'd take the chance for a bigger profit, and sell himto the King's Guard. With a hundred gold pieces, who'd need to make songs?"
 Starling made a small sound of disgust. "You've more experience of theKing's Guard than I have, I'm sure. But even I've enough to know that aminstrel who tried to claim that reward would probably be found floating inthe river a few days later. While some guardsmen became suddenly verywealthy. No. I've told you. I'm not after gold, Bastard. I'm after a song."
 "Don't call me that," I warned her sharply. She shrugged and turnedaway. After a moment she twitched as if I'd poked her and then turned backto me with a grin widening across her face.
 "Ah. I believe I've worked it out. That's how Tassin was squeezing you,isn't it? Asking for money to still her tongue."
 I made no reply.
 "You're smart to refuse her. Give her any and she'll think she's right.If she truly believed you were the Bastard, she'd be holding her secret tosell to the King's Guard. Because she's had no experience of them, andwould believe she might actually get to keep the gold." Starling stood,stretching leisurely. "Well. I'm back to bed while I may. But keep my offerin mind. I doubt you'll find a better one." She swirled her cloak aboutherself theatrically, then bowed to me as if I were the King. I watched herstroll away from me down the hill, surefooted as a goat even in themoonlight. She reminded me briefly of Molly.
 I considered slipping away from the camp and going on to Blue Lake onmy own. I decided that if I did, Tassin and Starling would only becomecertain that they had guessed correctly. Starling might try to follow and find me. Tassin would try to find a way to collect the reward. I wantedneither of those things. Better to stick it out and plod along as Tom theshepherd.
 I lifted my eyes to the night sky. Clear and cold it arched above me.The dead of the night had a nasty chill to it of late. By the time I got tothe Mountains, winter would be more than just a threat. If only I hadn'twasted those early months of summer being a wolf, I'd be in the Mountainsby now. But that was another useless thought. The stars were close andbright tonight. It made the world seem a smaller place to have the sky soclose. I felt suddenly that if I just opened up and reached for Verity, Iwould find him there, right at my fingertips. Loneliness swelled sosuddenly inside me that I felt it would tear its way out of me. Molly andBurrich were no farther away than the closing of my eyes. I could go tothem, could trade the hunger of not knowing for the pain of being unable totouch. The Skill walls, clutched so closely every waking moment since I hadleft Tradeford, now felt suffocating rather than shielding. I bowed my headto my drawn-up knees and hugged myself against the chill emptiness of thenight.
 After a time, the hunger passed. I lifted my head and looked out overthe peaceful sheep, the cart and wagons, the motionless camp. A glance atthe moon told me my watch was well over. Creece was never good aboutrousing himself to take his turn. So I stood and stretched and went downthe hill to poke him from his warm blankets.
 The next two days passed uneventfully, save that the weather grewcolder and windier. On the evening of the third, just as we had settled forthe night and I had taken up my first watch of the evening, I saw a dustcloud on the horizon. I thought little of it at first. We were on one ofthe more traveled caravan routes, and had stopped at a watering place. Awagon full of a tinker family had already been there. I assumed thatwhoever was raising the dust would also be seeking a water-place to restfor the night. So I sat and watched the dust get closer as the eveningdarkened. Slowly the dust resolved into figures on horseback, riding in anorderly formation. The closer they came, the more certain I became. King'sGuards. The light was too weak for me to see the gold and brown of Regal'scolors, but I knew.
 It was all I could do to keep myself from leaping up and fleeing. Coldlogic told me that if they were seeking me specifically, it would only takethem a few minutes to ride me down. This vast plain offered me no nearhiding places. And if they were not seeking me, to flee would only attracttheir attention, and make both Tassin and Starling certain in theirsuspicions. So I gritted my teeth and remained where I was, sitting with mystick across my knees watching the sheep. The riders bypassed me and the sheep and went directly to the water. I counted as they went past. Six ofthem. I recognized one of the horses, a buckskin colt Burrich had saidwould be a good courser someday. Seeing him reminded me too vividly of howRegal had plundered Buckkeep of every valuable thing before he left it tofend for itself. A tiny spark of anger ignited in me, one that somehow madeit easier to sit and bide my time.
 After a while, I decided that they were just on their way as we were,and had stopped only to water and rest for the night. Then Creece camelumbering out to find me. "You're wanted in the camp," he told me with ill-conceived irritability. Creece always liked to sleep as soon as he'd eaten.I asked him what had changed our schedule as he settled down in my place.
 "King's Guards," he huffed angrily. "Pushing everybody about, demandingto see every. member of our caravan. They searched all the wagons, too."
 "What are they looking for?" I asked idly.
 "Damned if I know. Didn't care to get a fist in the face for asking,either. But you suit yourself about finding out."
 I took my staff with me as I walked back into the camp. My shortswordstill hung at my side. I thought of concealing it, then decided against it.Anyone might carry a sword, and if I needed to draw it, I didn't want to bewrestling with my trousers.
 The camp was like a stirred hornet's nest. Madge and her folk lookedboth apprehensive and angry. The guardsmen were currently harassing thetinker. One guardswoman kicked over a stack of tin pots with a fine clatterand then shouted something about searching anything she pleased, any wayshe pleased. The tinker stood by his wagon, his arms crossed on his chest.He looked as if he'd already been knocked down once. Two guardsmen had hiswife and youngsters backed up against the tail of the wagon. The wife had atrickle of blood coming from her nose. She still looked ready to fight. Idrifted into camp as silent as smoke and took a place beside Damon as ifI'd always been there. Neither of us spoke.
 The leader of the guards turned away from his confrontation with thetinker, and a shiver went up my back. I knew him. It was Bolt, favored byRegal for his skill with his fists. I'd last seen him in the dungeon. Hewas the one who had broken my nose. I felt the beating of my heart pick upspeed and heard my pulse in my ears. Darkness threatened the edges of myvision. I fought to breathe quietly. He paced to the center of the camp andcast a disdainful eye over us. "This is everyone?" he demanded more thanqueried. 
 We all bobbed nods. He cast his gaze over us and I looked down to avoidit. I forced my hands to be still; to stay away from both knife and sword.I tried not to let my tension show in my stance.
 "As sorry a lot of vagabonds as I've ever seen." His tone dismissed ourimportance. "Caravan master! We've been riding all day. Have your boy seeto our horses. We'll want food prepared, and more fuel gathered for thefire. And warm us some water for washing." He ran his glance over us again."I want no trouble. The men we were looking for aren't here, and that's allwe required to know. Just do as we ask, and there won't be any problems.You can go about your normal business."
 There were a few mutters of agreement, but mostly silence greeted this.He snorted his disdain for us, then turned to his riders and spoke quietlyto them. Whatever orders he was giving did not seem to sit well with them,but the two that had cornered the tinker woman came to heel at his words. They took over the fire Madge had built earlier, forcing the folk of ourcaravan to move off from it. Madge spoke quietly to her help, sending twooff to care for the guards' horses, and another to fetch water and set itto warm. She herself strode heavily past our cart toward her own wagon andthe food stores.
 An uneasy semblance of order returned to the camp. Starling kindled asecond, smaller fire. The puppeteer's troupe, the minstrel, and theteamsters resettled next to it. The horse owner and her husband went quietly off to bed. "Well, seems to have settled down," Damon observed tome, but I noticed that he still twisted his hands nervously. "I'm off tobed. You and Creece settle out the watches between you."
 I started to go back to my sheep. Then I paused and looked back aroundthe camp. The guards were silhouettes around the fire now, lounging andtalking, while a single one of them stood slightly back of the groupkeeping a general watch. He was looking toward the other fire. I followedhis gaze. I could not decide if Tassin was looking back at him, or simplystaring off at the other guards about their fire. Either way, I suspected Iknew what was on her mind.
 I turned aside and went to the back of Madge's wagon. She was scoopingout beans and peas from sacks and measuring them into a soup kettle. Itouched her lightly on the arm, and she jumped.
 "Beg pardon. Could you use some help with that?"
 She raised an eyebrow at me. "Why would I?" 
 I glanced down at my feet and chose my lie carefully. "I didn't carefor how they looked at the tinker woman, ma'am."
 "I know how to handle myself among rough men; shepherd. I couldn't be acaravan master if I didn't." She measured salt into the kettle, then ahandful of seasonings.
 I nodded my head and said nothing. It was too obviously true for me toprotest. But I did not leave, either, and after a few moments, she handedme a bucket and told me to fetch her some clean water. I obeyed herwillingly, and when I brought it back, I stood holding it until she took itfrom me. I watched her fill the soup kettle and stood at her elbow untilshe told me with some asperity to get out from under her feet. I apologizedand backed away, upsetting her water bucket as I did so. So I took it andfetched her more fresh water in it.
 After that, I went and got a blanket from Damon's cart, and rolled upin it for a few hours. I lay under the cart as if sleeping and watched, notthe guardsmen, but Starling and Tassin. I noticed she did not take out herharp that night, as if she did not wish to call any attention to herselfeither. That somewhat reassured me about her. It would have been easyenough for her to visit their fire with her harp, to ingratiate herselfwith a few songs, and then offer to sell me. Instead she seemed as intenton watching Tassin as I was. Tassin rose once to leave on some excuse. Idid not hear what Starling said quietly, but Tassin glared at her andMaster Dell angrily ordered her back to her place. Certainly Dell wantednothing to do with the guards in any way. But even after they had all goneoff to bed, I could not relax. When it came time to relieve Creece onwatch, I went reluctantly, not at all sure that Tassin would not choose thesmall hours of night in which to seek out the guards.
 I found Creece sound asleep, and had to wake him to send him back tothe cart. I sat down, my blanket around my shoulders, and thought of thesix men down below, now sleeping around their fire. I had cause for truehatred of only one of them. I recalled Bolt to myself as he had been then,smirking as he drew on his leather gloves to beat me, sulking when Regalreprimanded him for breaking my nose lest it make me less presentable ifthe dukes wished to see me. I recalled the disdainful way he had performedhis task for Regal, hammering easily past my token defense as I strove tokeep Will and his Skill out of my mind.
 Bolt hadn't even known me. He'd run his eyes over me and dismissed me,not even recognizing his own handiwork. I sat thinking for a bit aboutthat. I supposed I had changed that much. Not just the scars he'd given me.Not just the beard and the workman's garb and the dirt of the road on me and my gauntness. FitzChivalry wouldn't have lowered his eyes before hisgaze, would not have stood silent and let the tinkerfolk fend forthemselves. FitzChivalry would not, perhaps, have poisoned all six guardsfor the sake of killing one. I wondered if I had grown wiser or wearier.Both, perhaps. It did not make me proud.
 The Wit-sense gives me an awareness of other living things, all otherliving things, around me. I am seldom startled by anyone. So they did nottake me by surprise. The dawn had just begun to blanch the blackness fromthe sky when Bolt and his guards came for me. I sat still, first feelingand then hearing their stealthy approach. Bolt had roused all five of hissoldiers for the task.
 With a sinking dismay, I wondered what had gone wrong with my poison.Had it lost its potency from being carried about so long? Been rendereduseless by the cooking with the soup? I swear that for a moment myuppermost thought was that Chade would not have made this error. But I hadno time to think about it. I glanced about at the gently undulating, near-featureless plain. Scrub brush and a few rocks. Not even a gully or a moundfor cover.
 I could have run, and perhaps lost them for a time in the darkness. Butin the end, that game was theirs. I'd have to come back for watereventually. If they did not track me down on the flat land by daylight onhorseback, they could simply sit by the waterhole and wait me out. Besides,to flee was to admit I was FitzChivalry. Tom the shepherd would not run.
 And so I looked up, startled and anxious when they came for me, butnot, I hoped, betraying the heart-pounding fear I felt. I came to my feet,and when one seized me by an arm, I did not struggle but only looked up athim incredulously. Another guard came up from the other side, to take bothmy knife and my sword. "Come down to the fire," she told me gruffly."Captain wants a look at you."
 I went quietly, almost limply, and when they had reassembled at thecampfire to present me to Bolt, I looked fearfully from one face toanother, being careful not to single out Bolt. I was not sure I could lookat him full face at close range and betray nothing. Bolt stood up, kickedat the fire to stir up the flames, and then came to inspect me. I caught aglimpse of Tassin's pale face and hair peeking at me around the end of thepuppeteer's wagon. For a time Bolt just stood looking at me. After a time,he pursed his mouth and gave his guards a disgusted look. With a smallshake of his head, he let them know I wasn't what he'd wanted. I dared totake a deeper breath. 
 "What's your name?" Bolt suddenly demanded of me sharply.
 I squinted at him across the fire. "Tom, sir. Tom the shepherd. I'vedone nothing wrong."
 "Haven't you? Then you're the only man in the world who hasn't. Yousound like a Buckman, Tom. Take off your kerchief."
 "I am, sir. From Buck, sir. But times are hard there." I hastilydragged my kerchief off, then stood clutching and wringing it. I hadn'ttaken Starling's advice about staining my hair. That wouldn't have done anygood during a close inspection. Instead, I had used my looking glass andplucked out a good portion of the white hairs. Not all of them, but what Ihad now appeared more as a scattering of gray hair above my brow ratherthan a white streak. Bolt came around the fire to have a closer look at it. I flinched when he gripped me by the hair and tilted my head back to staredown into my face. He was as big and muscled as I remembered him. Everyevil memory I had of him suddenly flooded my mind. I swear I even recalledthe smell of him. The wretched sickness of fear filled me.
 I offered him no resistance as he glared down at me. Nor did I meet hiseyes, but rather shot frightened looks at him and then glanced away as ifbeseeching help. I noticed that Madge had come from somewhere and wasstanding, arms crossed on her chest, regarding us.
 "Got a scar on your cheek, don't you, man?" Bolt demanded of me.
 "Yes, sir, I do. Got it when I was a boy, fell out of a tree and abranch cut me ...."
 "You break your nose then, too?"
 "No, sir, no, that was a tavern brawl, that was, about a year ago ...."/P> 
"Take off your shirt!" he demanded.
 I fumbled at the neck of it, then dragged it off over my head. I hadthought he would look at my forearms and was prepared with my nail storyfor that. Instead he leaned over to look at a place between my shoulder andmy neck, where a Forged one had bitten a chunk out of me in a long-agofight. My bowels turned to water. He looked at the gnarled scar there, thensuddenly threw his head back and laughed. 
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 "Damn. I didn't think it was you, Bastard. I was sure it wasn't. Butthat's the mark I remember seeing, the first time I drove you into thefloor." He looked at the men standing around us, surprise and delight stillon his face. "It's him! We've got him. The King's got his Skillwizardsspread from the Mountains to the coast looking for him, and he falls likefruit into our hands." He licked his lips as he ran his eyes over megloatingly. I sensed a strange hunger in him, one he almost feared. Heseized me suddenly by the throat and hauled me up on my toes. He broughthis face close to mine as he hissed, "Understand me. Verde was a friend.It's not a hundred gold pieces for you alive that keeps me from killing youhere. It's only my faith that my king can come up with more interestingways for you to die than I can improvise here. You're mine again, Bastard,in the circle. Or as much of you as my king leaves for me anyway."
 He shoved me violently away from him into the fire. I stumbled throughit and was immediately seized by two men on the other side. I looked fromone to the other wildly. "It's a mistake!" I cried out. "A terriblemistake!"
 "Shackle him," Bolt ordered them hoarsely.
 Madge stepped suddenly forward. "You're certain of this man?" she askedhim directly.
 He met her eyes, captain to captain. "I am. It's the WitBastard."
 A look of total disgust crossed Madge's face. "Then take him andwelcome to him." She turned on her heel and walked away.
 My guards had been watching the conversation between Madge and theircaptain rather than paying attention to the trembling man between them. Ichanced it all, breaking toward the fire as I snapped my arms free of theircareless grips. I shouldered a startled Bolt aside and fled like a rabbit.I wove through the camp, past the tinker's wagon, and saw only wide-opencountry before me. Dawn had grayed the plain to a featureless rumpledblanket. No cover, no destination. I just ran.
 I had expected men on foot after me, or men on horses. I hadn'texpected a man with a sling. The first rock hit me on the flat of my leftshoulder, numbing my arm. I kept running. I thought at first I'd taken anarrow. Then the bolt of lightning hit me.
 When I woke up, my wrists were chained. My left shoulder achedhorribly, but not as badly as the lump on my head. I managed to wiggle upto a sitting position. No one paid much attention to me. A shackle on each of my ankles was hooked to the length of chain that ran up and through aloop forged onto the chain that shackled my wrists together. A second, muchshorter chain between my ankles was not even enough to let me take a fullstep. If I'd been able to stand.
 I said nothing, did nothing. Shackled, I had no chance against sixarmed men. I didn't want to give them any excuse to brutalize me. Still, ittook every bit of my will to sit quietly and consider my situation. Thesheer weight of the chain was daunting, as was the chill of the iron bitinginto my flesh in the cold night air. I sat, head bowed, looking at my feet.Bolt noticed I was awake. He came to stand looking down at me. I kept myeyes on my own feet.
 "Say something, damn you!" Bolt ordered me suddenly.
 "You've got the wrong man, sir," I said timidly. I knew there would beno convincing him of that, but perhaps I could shake his men's belief.
 Bolt laughed. He went and sat back down by the fire. Then he lay backon his elbows. "If I have, it's just too damn bad for you. But I know Idon't. Look at me, Bastard. How was it you didn't stay dead?"
 I shot him a fearful glance. "I don't know what you mean, sir."
 It was the wrong response. He was tigerish in his speed, coming up fromhis reclining position to fly across the fire at me. I scrabbled to my feetbut there was no escaping him. He seized me by my chains, drew me up, andslapped me stingingly. Then, "Look at me," he ordered.
 I brought my eyes back to his face.
 "How was it you didn't die, Bastard?"
 "It wasn't me. You've got the wrong man."
 I got the back of his hand the second time.
 Chade had once told me that, under torture, it is easier to resistquestioning if you focus your mind on what you will say, rather than whatyou must not. I knew it was stupid and useless to tell Bolt I was notFitzChivalry. He knew I was. But having adopted that course, I stuck to it.The fifth time he hit me, one of his men spoke out behind me.
 "With all respect, sir?" 
 Bolt flashed a furious look at the man. "What is it?"
 The man wet his lips. "The captive was to be alive, sir. For the goldto be paid."
 Bolt turned his eyes back to me. It was unnerving to see the hunger inhim, a craving such as Verity had for the Skill. This man liked to givepain. Liked to kill slowly. It only made him hate me all the more that hecould not. "I know that," he said brusquely to the man. I saw his fistcoming, but there was no way to avoid it.
 When I came awake, it was full morning. There was pain. For a time,that was all I really knew. Pain, bad pain in one shoulder, and down myribs on the same side. He'd probably kicked me, I decided. I didn't want tomove any part of my face. Why, I wondered, is pain always worse when you'recold? I felt curiously detached from my situation. I listened for a time,with no desire at all to open my eyes. The caravan was getting ready tomove on. I could hear Master Dell yelling at Tassin, who was crying that itwas her money by right, that if he'd only help her get it, he could havehis apprentice fee back and full welcome to it. He ordered her to get inthe wagon. Instead I heard her footsteps crunching across the dry earth asshe hurried over to me. But it was Bolt she spoke to in a whining voice. "Iwas right. You didn't believe me, but I was right. I found him for you. Ifit weren't for me, you'd have ridden off after looking right at him. Thatgold is mine, by right. But I'll give you half and be more than happy.That's better than fair for you, you know it is."
 "I'd get in that wagon, were I you," Bolt answered her coldly."Otherwise, once it leaves and we leave, you're left with nothing but along walk."
 She had the sense not to argue with him, but she muttered dirty namesto herself all the way back to the wagon. I heard Dell tell her she wasnothing but trouble and he'd be well rid of her at Blue Lake.
 "Get him on his feet, Joff," Bolt ordered someone.
 They dashed water on me, and I got one eye open. I watched a guard pickup the slack of my chain and jerk on it. That woke a host of lesser pains."Get up!" she ordered me. I managed to nod. One of my teeth was loose. Icould only see out of one eye. I started to lift my hands to my face to seehow bad it was, but a tug on my chain prevented me. "Does he ride or walk?" 
the one holding my chain asked Bolt as I staggered upright.
 "I'd love to drag him, but it would slow us down too much. He rides.You double with Arno and put him on your horse. Tie him in the saddle andkeep a tight grip on your horse's lead. He's playing dumb now, but he'smean and he's tricky. I don't know if he can do all the Wit things they sayhe can, but I don't want to find out. So keep a good grip on that leadrope. Where's Arno, anyway?"
 "Off in the scrub, sir. His guts ain't too well today. He was up anddown all night, dumping his sack."
 "Get him." Bolt's tone made it plain that he wasn't interested in theman's problems. My guard hurried off, leaving me swaying on my feet. Ilifted my hands to my face. I had only seen the one blow coming, butplainly there had been others. Endure, I told myself sternly. Live, and seewhat chances are offered you. I dropped my hands to find Bolt watching me.
 "Water?" I asked in a slurry voice.
 I didn't really expect any, but he turned to one of his other guardsand made a small motion. A few moments later the fellow brought me a bucketof water and two dry biscuits. I drank and splashed my face. The biscuitswere hard and my mouth was very sore, but I tried to get down what I couldof them. I doubted I'd get much more in the day to come. I noticed thenthat my pouch was gone. I supposed Bolt had taken it while I wasunconscious., My heart sank at the thought of Burrich's earring gone. As Ignawed gingerly at my biscuit, I wondered what he had thought of thepowders in my pouch.
 Bolt had us mounted and riding out before the caravan left. I caughtone glimpse of Starling's face, but could not read her expression. Creeceand my master carefully avoided even looking at me for fear of catching mytaint. It was as if they had never known me at all.
 They'd put me on a sturdy mare. My wrists were strapped tightly to thesaddle pommel, making it impossible to ride comfortably or well even if Ihadn't felt like a bag of broken bones. They hadn't taken the shackles off,only removed the short chain between my ankles. The longer chain to mywrists was looped up over the saddle. There was no way to avoid the chain'schafing. I had no idea what had become of my shirt, but I sorely missed it.The horse and motion would warm me somewhat, but not in any comfortableway. When a very pale-faced Arno was mounted behind his fellow guard, weset off; back toward Tradeford. My poison, I reflected ruefully, had doneno more than give one man slack bowels. Such an assassin I was. 
 Come to me.
 Would that I could, I told myself wearily as I was led off in the wrongdirection. Would that I could. Every step the mare took rubbed my painstogether. I wondered if my shoulder were broken or dislocated. I wonderedat the strange sense of removal I felt from everything. And I wondered if Ishould hope to get to Tradeford alive, or try to get them to kill me beforethen. I could imagine no way of talking my way out of the chains, let alonefleeing in this flat land. I lowered my throbbing head and watched my handsas we rode. I shivered with the cold and the wind. I groped toward themare's mind, but only succeeded in making her aware of my pain. She had nointerest in jerking her head free and galloping away with me. She didn'tmuch like the way I smelled of sheep, either.
 The second time we halted for Arno to empty his guts, Bolt rode backand reined in beside me. "Bastard!"
 I turned my head slowly to look at him.
 "How did you do it? I saw your body, and you were dead. I know a deadman when I see one. So how are you walking around again?"
 My mouth wouldn't let me form words even if I'd had any. After amoment, he snorted at my silence. "Well, don't count on it happening again.This time I'm cutting you up personally. I've got a dog at home. Eatsanything. Figure he'll get rid of your liver and heart for me. What do youthink of that, Bastard?"
 I felt sorry for the dog, but I said nothing. When Arno staggered backto his horse, Joff helped him mount. Bolt spurred his horse back to thehead of our column. We rode on.
 The morning was not even half gone when Arno had his friend halt forthe third time. He slipped down from the horse's back and staggered a fewsteps away to vomit. He doubled up, holding his aching guts as he did so,and then suddenly fell forward on his face in the dirt. One of the otherguards laughed aloud, but when Arno only rolled over, groaning, Boltordered Joff to see what ailed him. We all watched as Joff dismounted and took water to Arno. Arno could not take the proffered water bottle and whenJeff put it to his mouth the water just ran over his chin. He turned hishead aside from it slowly and closed his eyes. After a moment, Joff lookedup, her eyes wide with disbelief.
 "He's dead, sir." Joff's voice went a bit shrill on the words. 
 They scraped out a shallow grave for him and heaped rocks over the top.Two more guards had vomited before the burial was completed. Bad water wasthe consensus, though I caught Bolt looking at me with narrowed eyes. Theyhadn't bothered to take me off my horse. I hunched over my belly as if itpained me and kept my eyes down. It was no difficulty at all to look sick.
 Bolt got his men remounted and we pushed on. By noon it was apparentthat no one was well. One boy was swaying in his saddle as we rode. Bolthalted us for a brief rest but it turned into a longer one. No sooner wouldone man finish retching than another would begin. Bolt finally ordered themtersely back to their saddles despite their groaning complaints. We went onbut at a gentler pace. I could smell the sour reek of sweat and puke on thewoman who led my mare.
 As we were going up a gentle rise, Joff fell from her saddle into thedust. I gave my mare a sharp nudge with my heels, but she only sidledsideways and put her ears back, too well trained to gallop off with herreins dangling down from her bit. Bolt halted his troop, and every manimmediately dismounted, some to puke, others to simply sink down in miserybeside the horses. "Make camp," Bolt ordered, despite the early hour. Thenhe walked aside a little way, to crouch and retch dryly for a time. Joffdidn't get up. 
It was Bolt who walked back to me and cut my wrists loose from mysaddle pommel. He gave a tug at my chain and I all but fell down on top ofhim. I staggered away a few steps, then sank down, my hands over my belly.He came to hunker down beside me. He grabbed the back of my neck, grippedit tightly. But I could feel his strength was not what it had been. "Whatdo you think, Bastard?" he asked me in a hoarse growl. He was very close tome and his breath and body stank of sickness. "Was it bad water? Orsomething else?"
 I made gagging sounds and leaned toward him as if to puke. He movedwearily away from me. Only two of his guards had managed to unsaddle theirmounts. The others were collapsed miserably in the dirt. Bolt moved amongthem, cursing them uselessly but feelingly. One of the stronger guardsfinally began to gather the makings for a fire, while another crabbed downthe line of horses, doing little more than uncinching saddles and draggingthem from the horses' backs. Bolt came to fasten the hobble chain between my ankles.
 Two more guards died that evening. Bolt himself dragged their bodies toone side, but could not find the strength to do more than that. The firethey had managed to kindle died soon for lack of fuel., The open night onthe flat land seemed darker than anything I ad ever known and the dry cold a part of the darkness. I heard the groans of the men, and one babblingabout his guts, his guts. I heard the restless shifting of the unwateredhorses. I thought longingly of water and warmth. Odd pains bothered me. Mywrists were chafed raw from the shackles. They hurt less than my shoulder,but in an ever-present way I could not ignore. I guessed the blade-bone inmy shoulder was at least fractured.
 Bolt came staggering over to where I lay at dawn. His eyes were sunken,his cheeks drawn with his misery. He fell to his knees beside me andgripped my hair. I groaned. "Are you dying, Bastard?" he asked me hoarsely.I moaned again and tried feebly to pull free of him. It seemed to satisfyhim. "Good. Good then. Some were saying it was the Wit magic you'd put onus, Bastard. But I think bad water can kill a man, be he Witted orhonorable. Still. Let's be sure of it, this time."
 It was my own knife that he drew out. As he dragged back on my hair toexpose my throat, I brought up my shackled hands to crash the chain againsthis face. At the same time I repelled at him with all the strength of Wit Icould muster. He fell back from me. He crawled a few paces away, then fellon his side in the sand. I heard him breathing heavily. After a time, hestopped. I closed my eyes, listening to that silence, feeling the absenceof his life like sunlight on my face.
 After a time, when the day was stronger, I forced myself to open myeye. It was harder to crawl over to Bolt's body. All my aches had stiffenedand combined to one pain that shrieked whenever I moved. I went over hisbody carefully. I found Burrich's earring in his pouch. Odd to think that Istopped right then and put it back in my ear lest I lose it. My poisonswere there as well. What wasn't in his pouch was the key to my shackles. Istarted to sort my possessions out from his, but the sun was poundingspikes into the back of my head. I simply put his pouch at my belt.Whatever he'd had in there was mine now. Once you've poisoned a man, Ireflected, you might as well rob him as well. Honor no longer seemed tohave much to do with my life.
 Whoever had shackled me probably carried the key, I surmised. I crawledto the next body, but found nothing in his pouch save some Smoke herbs. Isat up, and became aware of faltering footsteps crunching over the dryearth toward me. I lifted my eyes, squinted against the sunlight. The boycame slowly toward me, his steps wavering. In one hand he had a waterskin.In the other he held the key where I might see it.
 A dozen steps away from me, he halted. "Your life for mine," hecroaked. He was swaying where he stood. I made no response. He tried again."Water and the key to your bonds. Any horse you want to take. I won't fightyou. Only lift your Wit-curse off me." 
 He looked so young and pitiful standing there. 
"Please," he begged me abruptly.
 I found myself shaking my head slowly. "It was poison," I told him."There's nothing I can do for you."
 He stared at me, bitterly, incredulous. "Then I have to die? Today?"His words came out as a dry whisper. His dark eyes locked to mine. I foundmyself nodding.
 "Damn you!" He shrieked the words, burning whatever life strength hehad left. "Then you die, too. You die right here!" He flung the key from usas far as he could, then staggered off in a feeble run, squawking andflailing at the horses.
 The beasts had stood all night unpicketed, had even waited all morninghoping for grain and water. They were well-trained animals. But the smellof sickness and death and this boy's incomprehensible behavior were toomuch for them. When he screamed suddenly and then fell facedown almostamongst them, a big gray gelding threw up his head, snorting. I sentcalming thoughts toward him, but he had thoughts of his own. He prancednervously away, then suddenly decided this was a good decision and brokeinto a canter. The other horses followed his lead. Their hooves were not a thundering on the plain; rather they were the diminishing patter of arainstorm as it vanishes, taking all hope of life with it.
 The boy did not move again, but it was a time before he died. I had tolisten to his soft weeping as I searched for the key. I wanted desperatelyto go look for waterskins instead, but I feared that if I turned away fromthe area where he had thrown it, I would never be able to decide whichunremarkable stretch of sand held my salvation. So I crawled over it on myhands and knees; manacles cutting and chafing at my wrists and ankles, as Ipeered at the ground with my one good eye. Even after the sound of hisweeping became too soft to hear, even after he died, I heard it stillinside my mind. Sometimes I still can. Another young life endedsenselessly, to no profit, as a result of Regal's vendetta with me. Orperhaps because of mine with him.
 I did eventually find the key, just as I was certain that the settingsun would hide it forever. It was crudely made and turned very stiffly inthe locks, but it worked. I opened the shackles, prying them out of mypuffy flesh. The one on my left ankle had been so tight that my foot wascold and near numb. After a few minutes, pain flooded back into my foot with life. I didn't pay much attention. I was too busy seeking for water.
 Most of the guards had drained their waterskins just as my poison haddrained all fluids from their guts. The one the boy had shown me held onlya few mouthfuls. I drank them very slowly, holding the water in my mouthfor a long time before swallowing it. In Bolt's saddlebags I found a flaskof brandy. I allowed myself one small mouthful of it, then capped it andset it aside. It was not much more than a day's walk back to the waterhole.I could make it. I'd have to.
 I robbed the dead for what I needed. I went through the saddlebags andbundles on the heaped saddles. When I was finished, I wore a blue shirtthat fit me in the shoulders, though it hung almost to my knees. I haddried meat and grain, lentils and peas, my old sword that I decided fit mebest, Bolt's knife, a looking glass, a small kettle, a mug and a spoon. Ispread out a sturdy blanket and put these things on it. To them I added achange of clothing that was too large for me, but would be better thannothing. Bolt's cloak would be long on me, but it was the best made, so Itook it. One of the men had carried some linen for bandaging and somesalves. I took these, an empty waterskin, and Bolt's flask of brandy.
 I could have gone over the bodies for money and jewelry. I could haveburdened myself with a dozen other perhaps-useful possessions. I found Iwanted only to replace what I'd had, and to be away from the smell of thebloating bodies. I made the bundle as small and tight as I could, cinchingit with leather straps from the horses' harness. When I lifted it to mygood shoulder, it still felt much too heavy.
 My brother?
 The query seemed tentative, faint with more than distance.
 With disuse. As if a man spoke in a language he had not used in many years.
 I live, Nighteyes. Stay with your pack, and live also.
 Do you not need me? I felt his twinge of conscience as he asked this.
 I always need you. I need to know you are alive and free.
 I sensed his faint assent, but little more than that. After a time Iwondered if I had not imagined his touch against my mind. But I felt oddlystrengthened as I walked away from the bodies into the deepening night. 
CHAPTER THIRTEEN 
Blue Lake
 BLUE LAKE IS the terminus of the Cold River. It is also the name of the largest town on its shores. Early in King Shrewd's reign, the countrysurrounding the northeast side of the lake was renowned for its grainfieldsand orchards. A grape peculiar to its soil produced a wine with a bouquetno other could rival. Blue Lake wine was known not just throughout the SixDuchies, but was exported by the caravan load as far as Bingtown. Then camethe long droughts and the lightning fires that followed them. The farmersand vintners of the area never recovered. Blue Lake subsequently began torely more heavily on trade. The present-day town of Blue Lake is a tradetown, where the caravans from Farrow and the Chalced States meet to barterfor the goods of the Mountain folk. In summers, huge barges navigate theplacid waters of the lake, but in winter the storms that sweep down fromthe Mountains drive the bargefolk from the lake and put an end to trade onthe water.
 The night sky was clear with an immense orange moon hanging low. Thestars were true and I followed their guidance, sparing a few moments forweary wonderment that these were the same stars that had once shone down onme as I made my way home to Buckkeep. Now they guided me back to theMountains.
 I walked the night away. Not swiftly, and not steadily, but I knew thatthe sooner I got to water, the sooner I could ease my pains. The longer Iwent without water, the weaker I would become. As I walked, I moistened oneof the linen bandages with Bolt's brandy, and dabbed at my face. I hadlooked at the damage briefly in the looking glass. There was no mistakingthat I had lost another fight. Most of it was bruising and minor cuts. Iexpected no new scars. The brandy stung on the numerous abrasions, but themoisture eased some of the scabbing so that I could open my mouth withminimal pain. I was hungry, but feared the salty dried meat would onlyaccentuate my thirst. 
 I watched the sun come up over the great Farrow plain in a marvelousarray of colors. The chill of the night eased and I loosened Bolt's cloak.I kept walking. With the increasing light, I scanned the ground hopefully.Perhaps some of the horses had headed back to the waterhole. But I saw nofresh tracks, only the crumble-edged hoofprints we had made yesterday,already being devoured by the wind.
 The day was still young when I reached the water-place. I approached itcautiously, but my nose and my eyes told me it was blessedly deserted. Iknew I could not depend on my luck that it would be that way long. It was aregular stopping place for caravans. My first act was to drink my fill.Then there was a certain luxury to building my own small fire, heating akettle of water and adding lentils, beans, grain, and dried meat to it. Iset it on a stone. close to the fire to simmer while I stripped and washedin the waterhole. It was shallow at one end, and the sun had almost warmedit. The flat blade of my left shoulder was still quite painful to touch ormove, as were the chafed places on my wrists and ankles, the knot on theback of my head, my face in general ... I left off cataloging my pain formyself. I wasn't going to die from any of it. What more than that mattered?
 The sun dried me while I shivered. I sloshed out my clothes and spreadthem on some brush. While the sun dried them, I wrapped myself in Bolt'scloak, drank brandy, and stirred my soup. I had to add more water, and itseemed to take years for the dried beans and lentils to soften. I sat by myfire, occasionally adding some more branches or dried dung to it. After atime, I opened my eyes again and tried to decide if I were drunk, beaten,or incredibly weary. I decided that was as profitable as cataloging mypain. I ate the soup as it was, with the beans still a bit hard. I had moreof the brandy with it. There wasn't much left. It was difficult to persuademyself to do it, but I cleaned the kettle and warmed more water. I cleanedthe worst of my cuts, treated them with the salve, wrapped the ones thatcould be bandaged. One ankle looked nasty; I could not afford for it tobecome infected. I lifted my eyes to find the daylight fading. It seemed tohave gone swiftly. With the last of my energy, I put out my fire, bundledup all my possessions, and moved away from the waterhole. I needed to sleepand I would not risk being discovered by other travelers. I found a smalldepression that was slightly sheltered from the wind by some tarry-smellingbrush. I spread out the blanket, covered myself with Bolt's cloak, and sankdown into sleep.
 I know that for a time I slept dreamlessly. Then I had one of thoseconfusing dreams in which someone called my name, but I could not find who.A wind was blowing and it was rainy. I hated the sound of the blowing wind,so lonely. Then the door opened and Burrich stood in it. He was drunk. Ifelt both irritated and relieved. I had been waiting for him to come homesince yesterday, and now he was here, he was drunk. How dared he be so? 
 A shivering ran over me, an almost-awakening. And I knew that thesewere Molly's thoughts, it was Molly I was Skilldreaming. I should not, Iknew I should not, but in that edgeless dream state, I had not the will toresist. Molly stood up carefully. Our daughter was sleeping in her arms. Icaught a glimpse of a small face, pink and plump, not the wrinkled red faceof the newborn I'd seen before. To have already changed so much! Silently,Molly carried her to the bed and placed her gently on it. She turned up acorner of the blanket to keep the baby warm. Without turning around, shesaid in a low tight voice, "I was worried. You said you'd be backyesterday."
 "I know. I'm sorry. I should have been, but ..." Burrich's voice washoarse. There was no spirit in it.
 "But you stayed in town and got drunk," Molly filled in coldly.
 I ... yes. I got drunk." He shut the door and came into the room. Hemoved to the fire to warm his red hands before it. His cloak was drippingand so was his hair, as if he had not bothered to pull the hood up as hewalked home. He set a carrysack down by the door. He took the soaked cloakoff and sat down stiffly in the chair by the hearth. He leaned forward torub his bad knee.
 "Don't come in here when you're drunk," Molly told him flatly.
 "I know that's how you feel. I was drunk yesterday. I had a bit,earlier today, but I'm not drunk. Not now. Now I'm just ... tired. Verytired." He leaned forward and put his head in his hands.
 "You can't even sit up straight." I could hear the anger rising inMolly's voice. "You don't even know when you're drunk."
 Burrich looked up at her wearily. "Perhaps you're right," he conceded,shocking me. He sighed. "I'll go," he told her. He rose, wincing as he putweight on his leg, and Molly felt a pang of guilt. He was still cold, andthe shed where he slept at night was drafty and damp. But he'd brought iton himself. He knew how she felt about drunkards. Let a man have a drink or two, that was fine, she had a cup herself now and then, but to comestaggering home like this and try to tell her ...
 "Can I see the baby for a moment?" Burrich asked softly. He had pausedat the door. I saw something in his eyes, something Molly did not know himwell enough to recognize, and it cut me to the bone. He grieved. 
 "She's right there, on the bed. I just got her to sleep," Molly pointedout briskly.
 "Can I hold her ... just for a minute?"
 "No. You're drunk and you're cold. If you touch her, she'll wake up.You know that. Why do you want to do that?"
 Something in Burrich's face crumpled. His voice was hoarse as he said,"Because Fitz is dead, and she's all I have left of him or his father. Andsometimes ..." He lifted a wind-roughened hand to rub his face. "Sometimesit seems as if it's all my fault." His voice went very soft on those words."I should never have let them take him from me. When he was a boy. Whenthey first wanted to move him up to the keep, if I'd put him on a horsebehind me and gone to Chivalry, maybe they'd both still be alive. I thoughtof that. I nearly did it. He didn't want to leave me, you know, and I madehim. I nearly took him back to Chivalry instead. But I didn't. I let themhave him, and they used him."
 I felt the trembling that ran suddenly through Molly. Tears stungsuddenly at her own eyes. She defended herself with anger. "Damn you, he'sbeen dead for months. Don't try to get around me with drunkard's tears."
 "I know," Burrich said. "I know. He's dead." He took a sudden deepbreath, and straightened himself in that old familiar way. I saw him foldup his pains and weakness and hide them deep inside himself. I wanted toreach out and put a steadying hand on his shoulder. But that was truly meand not Molly. He started for the door, and then paused. "Oh. I havesomething." He fumbled inside his shirt. "This was his. I ... took it fromhis body, after he died. You should keep it for her, so she has somethingof her father's. He had this from King Shrewd."
 My heart turned over in my chest as Burrich stretched out his hand.There on his palm was my pin, with the ruby nestled in the silver. Mollyjust looked at it. Her lips were set in a flat line. Anger, or tightcontrol of whatever she felt. So harsh a control even she did not know what she hid from. When she did not move toward him, Burrich set it carefully onthe table.
 It all came together for me suddenly. He'd gone up to the shepherd'scabin, to try again to find me, to tell me I had a daughter. Instead, whathad he found? A decayed body, probably not much more than bones by now,wearing my shirt with the pin still thrust safely into the lapel. TheForged boy had been dark haired, about my height and age. 
 Burrich believed I was dead. Really and truly dead. And he mourned me.
 Burrich. Burrich, please, I'm not dead. Burrich, Burrich!
 I rattled and raged around him, battering at him with every bit of mySkill-sense, but as always, I could not reach him. I came suddenly awaketrembling and clutching at myself, feeling as if I were a ghost. He'dprobably already gone to Chade. They'd both think me dead. A strange dreadfilled me at that thought. It seemed terribly unlucky to have all of one'sfriends believe one to be dead.
 I rubbed gently at my temples, feeling the beginning of a Skill-headache. A moment later I realized my defenses were down, that I'd beenSkilling as fiercely as I was able toward Burrich. I slammed my walls upand then curled up shivering in the dusk. Will hadn't stumbled onto mySkilling that time, but I could not afford to be so careless. Even if myfriends believed me dead, my enemies knew better. I must keep those wallsup, must never take a chance of letting Will into my head. The new pain ofthe headache pounded at me, but I was too weary to get up and make tea.Besides, I had no elfbark, only the Tradeford woman's untried seeds. Idrank the rest of Bolt's brandy instead, and went back to sleep. At theedge of awareness, I dreamed of wolves running. I know you live. I shallcome to you if you need me. You need but ask. The reaching was tentativebut true. I clung to the thought like a friendly hand as sleep claimed me.
 In the days that followed, I walked to Blue Lake. I walked through windcarrying scouring sand in it. The scenery was rocks and scree, cracklybrush with leathery leaves, low-growing fat-leaved succulents and farahead, the great lake itself. At first the trail was no more than ascarring in the crusty surface of the plain, the cuts of hooves and thelong ridges of the wagon paths fading in the ever-present cold wind. But asI drew closer to the lake, the land gradually became greener and gentler.The trail became more of a road. Rain began to fall with the wind, hardpattering rain that pelted its way through my clothes. I never feltcompletely dry.
 I tried to avoid contact with the folk that traveled the road. There was no hiding from them in that flat country, but I did my best to lookuninteresting and forbidding. Hard-riding messengers passed me on thattrail, some headed toward Blue Lake, others back toward Tradeford. They didnot pause for me, but that was small comfort. Sooner or later, someone wasgoing to find five unburied King's Guards and wonder at that. And the taleof how the Bastard had been captured right in their midst would be toojuicy a gossip for Creece or Starling to forbear telling. The closer I gotto Blue Lake, the more folk were on the road, and I dared to hope I blendedin with other travelers. For in the rich grassy pasturelands, there were holdings and even small settlements. One could see them from a greatdistance, the tiny hummock of a house and the wisp of smoke rising from achimney. The land began to have more moisture in it, and brush gave way tobushes and trees. Soon I was passing orchards and then pastures with milkcows, and chickens scratching in the dirt by the side of the road. FinallyI came to the town that shared the name of the lake itself.
 Beyond Blue Lake was another stretch of flat land, and then thefoothills. Beyond them, the Mountain Kingdom. And somewhere beyond theMountain Kingdom was Verity.
 It was a little unsettling when I considered how long it had taken meto come this far afoot compared to the first time when I had traveled witha royal caravan to claim Kettricken as bride for Verity. Out on the coast,summer was over and the wind of the winter storms had begun their lashing.Even here, it would not be long before the harsh cold of an inland winterseized the plains in the grip of the winter blizzards. While up in theMountains, I supposed the snow had already begun to fall in the higheststretches. It would be deep before I reached the Mountains, and I did notknow what conditions I would face as I traveled up into the heights to findVerity in the lands beyond. I did not truly know if he still lived; he hadspent much strength helping me win free of Regal. Yet Come to me, come tome seemed to echo with the beating of my heart, and I caught myself keepingstep to that rhythm. I would find Verity or his bones. But I knew I wouldnot truly belong to myself again until I had done so.
 Blue Lake town seems a larger city than it is because it sprawls so. Isaw few dwellings of more than one story. Most were low, long houses, withmore wings added to the building as sons and daughters married and broughtspouses home. Timber was plentiful on the other side of Blue Lake, so thepoorer houses were of mud brick while those of veteran traders and fisherswere of cedar plank roofed with wide shingles. Most of the houses werepainted white or gray or a light blue, which made the structures seem evenlarger. Many had windows with thick, whorled panes of glass in them. But Iwalked past them and went to where I always felt more at home.
 The waterfront was both like and unlike a seaport town's. There were nohigh and low tides to contend with, only storm driven waves, so many morehouses and businesses were built out on pilings quite a way into the lakeitself. Some fisherfolk were able to tie up literally at their owndoorsteps, and others delivered their catch to a back door so that the fishmerchant might sell it out the front. It seemed strange to smell waterwithout salt or iodine riding the wind; to me the lake air smelled greenishand mossy. The gulls were different, with black-tipped wings, but in allother ways as greedy and thieving as any gulls I'd ever known. There werealso entirely too many guardsmen for my liking. They prowled about like trapped cats in Farrow's gold-and-brown livery. I did not look in theirfaces, nor give them reason to notice me.
 I had a total of fifteen silvers and twelve coppers, the sum of myfunds and what Bolt had been carrying in his own purse. Some of the coinswere a style I did not recognize, but their weight felt good in my hand. Iassumed they'd be accepted. They were all I had to get me as far as theMountains, and all I had that I might ever take home to Molly. So they weredoubly valuable to me and I did not intend to part with any more than Imust. But neither was I so foolish as to even consider heading into theMountains without some provisions and some heavier clothes. So spend some Imust, but I also hoped to find a way to work my passage across Blue Lake,and perhaps beyond.
 In every town, there are always poorer parts, and shops or carts wherefolk deal in the cast-off goods of others. I wandered Blue Lake for a bit,staying always to the waterfront where trade seemed the liveliest, andeventually I came to streets where most of the shops were of mud brick evenif they were roofed with shingles. Here I found weary tinkers sellingmended pots and rag pickers with their carts of well-worn wares and shopswhere one might buy odd crockery and the like.
 From now on, I knew, my pack would be heavier, but it could not behelped. One of the first things I bought was a sturdy basket plaited fromlake reeds with carry-straps to go over my shoulders. I placed my presentbundle inside it. Before the day was out, I had added padded trousers, aquilted jacket such as the Mountain folk wore, and a pair of loose boots,like soft leather socks. This last item had leather lacing to secure themtightly to my calves. I bought also some thick woolen stockings, mismatchedin color but very thick, to wear beneath the boots. From another cart Ipurchased a snug woolen cap and a scarf. I bought a pair of mittens thatwere too large for me, obviously made by some Mountain wife to fit herhusband's hands.
 At a tiny herb stall, I was able to find elfbark, and so secured asmall store of that for myself. In a nearby market, I bought strips ofdried smoked fish, dried apples, and flat cakes of very hard bread that thevendor assured me would keep well no matter how far I might travel.
 I next endeavored to book passage for myself on a barge across BlueLake. Actually, I went to the waterfront hiring square, hoping to work mypassage across. I swiftly found out no one was hiring. "Look, mate," a boyof thirteen loftily told me. "Everyone knows the big barges don't work thelake this time of year less there's gold in it. And there ain't this year.Mountain witch shut down all the trade to the Mountains. Nothing to haulmeans no money worth taking the risk. And that's it, plain and simple. But even if the trade was open, you'd not find much going back and forth inwinter. Summers is when the big barges can cross from this side to that.Winds can be iffy even then, but a good crew can work a barge, sail andoar, there and back again. But this time of year, it's a waste of time. Thestorms blow up every five days or so and the rest of the time the windsonly blow one way, and if they aren't full of water, they're carrying iceand snow. It's a fine time to come from the Mountain side to Blue Lake town, if you don't mind getting wet and cold and chopping ice off yourrigging all the way. But you won't find any of the big freight bargesmaking the run from here to there until next spring. There's smaller boatsthat will take folk across, but passage on them is dear and for the daring.If you take ship on one of those, it's because you're willing to pay goldfor the passage, and pay with your life if your skipper makes a mistake.You don't look as if you've got the coin for it, man, let alone to pay theKing's tariff on the trip."
 Boy he might have been, but he knew what he spoke about. The more Ilistened, the more I heard the same thing. The Mountain witch had closedthe passes and innocent travelers were being attacked and robbed byMountain brigands. For their own good, travelers and traders were beingturned back at the border. War was looming. That chilled my heart, and mademe all the more certain I must reach Verity. But when I insisted I had toget to the Mountains, and soon, I was advised to somehow avail myself offive gold pieces for the passage across the lake and good luck from there.In one instance, a man hinted he knew of a somewhat illegal endeavor inwhich I might gain that much in a month's time or less, if I wereinterested. I was not. I already had enough difficulties to contend with.
 Come to me.
 I knew that somehow, I would.
 I found a very cheap inn, run-down and drafty, but at least notsmelling too much of Smoke. The clientele could not afford it. I paid for abed and got a pallet in an open loft above the common room. At least heatalso rose with the errant smoke from the hearth below. By draping my cloakand clothes over a chair by my pallet, I was finally able to dry themcompletely for the first time in days. Song and conversation, both rowdyand quiet, were a constant chorus to my first effort at sleep. There was noprivacy and I finally got the hot bath I longed for at a bath-andsteamhouse five doors away. But there was a certain weary pleasure inknowing where I would sleep at night, if not how well.
 I had not planned it, but it was an excellent way also to listen to thecommon gossip of Blue Lake. The first night I was there, I learned muchmore than I wished to of a certain young noble who had got not one, but two serving women with child and the intimate details of a major brawl in atavern two streets away that had left Jake Ruddy Nose without his namesakeportion of anatomy, having had it bitten off by Crookarm the Scribe.
 The second night I was at the inn, I heard the rumor that twelve King'sguards had been found slaughtered by brigands half a day's ride pastJernigan's Spring. By the next night, someone had made the connection, andtales were told of how the bodies had been savaged and fed upon by a beast.I considered it quite likely that scavengers had found the bodies and fedfrom them. But as the tale was told, it was clearly the work of theWitBastard, who had changed himself into a wolf to escape his fetters ofcold iron, and fallen upon the whole company by the light of a full moon towreak his savage violence on them. As the teller described me, I had littlefear of being discovered in their midst. My eyes did not glow red infirelight, nor did my fangs protrude from my mouth. I knew there would beother, more prosaic descriptions of me passed about. Regal's treatment ofme had left me with a singular set of scars that were difficult to conceal.I began to grasp how difficult it had been for Chade to work with a pock-scarred face.
 The beard I had once found an irritant now seemed natural to me. It grew in wiry curls that reminded me of Verity's and was just as unruly. Thebruises and cuts Bolt had left on my face were mostly faded, though myshoulder still ached endlessly in the cold weather. The damp chill of thewintry air reddened my cheeks above my beard and fortunately made the edgeof my scar less noticeable. The cut on my arm had long healed, but thebroken nose I could do little about. It, too, no longer startled me when Isaw it in a mirror. In a way, I reflected, I was as much Regal's creationnow as Chade's. Chade had only taught me how to kill; Regal had made me atrue assassin.
 My third evening in the inn, I heard the gossip that made me cold.
 "The King hisself, it was, aye, and the head Skill-wizard. Cloaks offine wool with so much fur at the collar and hood you could scarcely seetheir faces. Riding black horses with gold saddles, fine as you please, anda score of brown-and-golds riding at their heels. Cleared the whole squareso they might pass, did the guards. So I said to the fella next to me, Hey,what's all this, you know? And he told me King Regal has come to town tohear for himself what the Mountain witch has been doing to us, and to putan end to it. And more. Says he, the King himself has come to track downthe Pocked Man and the Witted Bastard, for it's well known they work handin glove with the Mountain witch."
 I overheard this from a rheumy-eyed beggar who'd earned enough coin tobuy a mug of hot cider and nurse it next to the inn fire. This bit of gossip earned him another round, while his patron told him yet again thetale of the Wit-Bastard and how he had slaughtered a dozen of the King'sGuard and drunk their blood for his magic. I found myself a turmoil ofemotions. Disappointment that my poisons had evidently done nothing toRegal. Fear that I might be discovered by him. And a savage hope that Imight have one more chance at him before I found my way to Verity.
 I scarcely needed to ask any questions. The next morning found all ofBlue Lake abuzz with the King's arrival. It had been many years since acrowned king had actually visited Blue Lake, and every merchant and minornoble intended to take advantage of the visit. Regal had commandeered thelargest and finest inn in the town, blithely ordering that all the rooms becleared for him and his retinue. I heard rumors that the innkeeper was bothflattered and aghast at being chosen, for while it would certainlyestablish the reputation of his inn, there had been no mention ofrecompense, only a lengthy list of victuals and vintages that King Regalexpected to be available.
 I dressed in my new winter garments, pulled my wool cap down over myears, and set forth. The inn was found easily. No other inn at Blue Lakewas three stories high, nor could any boast so many balconies and windows.The streets outside the inn were thick with nobles attempting to presentthemselves to King Regal, many with comely daughters in tow. They werejostling elbow to elbow with minstrels and jugglers offering to entertain,merchants bearing samples of their finest wares as gifts, as well as thosemaking deliveries of meat, ale, wine, bread, cheese, and every otherfoodstuff imaginable. I did not attempt to get in, but listened mostly tothose coming out. The taproom was packed with guardsmen, and a rude lotwere they, badmouthing the local ale and whores as if they got better inTradeford. And King Regal was not receiving today, no, he felt poorly afterhis hasty trip, and had sent for the best stocks of merrybud to settle hiscomplaints. Yes, there was to be a dinner this evening, a most lavishaffair, my dear, only the very finest of folk to be invited. And did yousee him, with that one eye gone like a dead fish's, fair give me thecreeps, was I the King, I'd find a better-made man to advise me, Skill orno. Such was the talk from a variety of folk leaving by front door andback, and I stored it all away as well as noting which windows in the innwere curtained against the day's brief light. Resting, was he? I could aidhim with that.
 But there I found my dilemma. A few weeks ago, I would simply haveslipped in and done my best to plant a knife in Regal's chest, and damn theconsequences. But now I not only had Verity's Skill-command eating at me,but also the knowledge that if I survived, I had a woman and child awaitingme. I was no longer willing to trade my life for Regal's. This time, Ineeded a plan. 
 Nightfall found me on the roof of the inn. It was a cedar shake roof,sharply peaked, and very slippery with frost. There were several wings tothe inn, and I lay in the juncture of the pitched roofs between two ofthem, waiting. I was grateful to Regal for having chosen the largest andfinest inn. I was up well above the level of the neighboring buildings. Noone was going to see me with a casual glance; they'd have to be looking forme. Even so, I waited till full dark before I half slid and half clambereddown to the edge of the eaves. I lay there a time, calming my heart. Therewas nothing to hold on to. The roof had a generous eave, to shield thebalcony below it. I would have to slide down, catch the eave with my handsin passing, and swing myself in if I was to land on the balcony. Otherwise,it was a three-story drop to the street. I prayed I would not land upon thebalcony's decoratively spiked railing.
 I had planned well. I knew which rooms were Regal's bedchamber andsitting room, I knew the hour at which he would be at dinner with hisguests. I had studied the door and window latches on several buildings inBlue Lake. I found nothing I was unfamiliar with. I had secured some smalltools, and a length of light line would provide my exit. I would enter andleave without a trace. My poisons waited in my belt pouch.
 Two awls taken from a cobbler's shop earlier in the day provided myhand grips as I worked my way down the roof. I thrust them, not into thetough shakes, but between them so they caught on the overlapping shakesbelow. I was most nervous for the moments when part of my body dangled offthe roof, with no clear view of what was happening below. At the crucialmoment, I swung my legs a few times for impetus, and braced myself to let go.
 Trap, trap.
 I froze where I was, my legs curled under the eave of the roof while Iclung to the two awls sunk between the shakes. I did not even breathe. Itwas not Nighteyes.
 No. Small Ferret. Trap, trap. Go away. Trap, trap.
 It's a trap?
 Trap, trap for Fitz-Wolf. Old Blood knows, Big Ferret said, go with, gowith, warn Fitz-Wolf. Rolf-Bear knew your smell. Trap, trap. Go away.
 I almost cried out when a small warm body suddenly struck my leg andthen ran up my clothes. In a moment, a ferret poked its whiskery face into mine. Trap, trap, he insisted. Go away, go away.
 Dragging my body back up onto the roof was more difficult than loweringit down. I had a bad moment when my belt caught on the edge of the eaves.After a bit of wriggling, I got loose and slowly slithered back up onto theroof. I lay still a moment, catching my breath, while the ferret satbetween my shoulders, explaining over and over. Trap, trap. A tiny,savagely predatory mind was his, and I sensed a great anger in him. I wouldnot have chosen such a bond-animal for myself, but someone had. Someone who was no more.

 Big Ferret hurt to death. Tells Small Ferret, go with, go with: Takethe smell. Warn Fitz-Wolf. Trap, trap.
 There was so much I wanted to ask. Somehow Black Rolf had interceded for me with the Old Blood. Since I had left Tradeford, I had feared thatevery Witted one I encountered would be against me. But someone had sentthis small creature to warn me. And he had held to his purpose, even thoughhis bond-partner was dead. I tried to learn more from him, but there wasnot much more in that small mind. Great hurt and outrage at the passing ofhis bond-partner. A determination to warn me. I would never learn who BigFerret had been, nor how he had discovered this plan nor how his bond-beasthad managed to conceal himself in Will's possessions. For that was whom heshowed me waiting silently in the room below. One-Eye. The Trap, trap.
 Come with me? I offered him. Fierce as he was, he still seemed smalland all alone. To touch minds with him was like seeing what remained of ananimal cloven in two. The pain drove from his mind all save his purpose.There was room for only one other thing now.
 No. Go with, go with. Hide in One-Eye's things. Warn FitzWolf. Go with,go with. Find Old Blood Hater. Hide-hide. Wait, wait. Old Blood Hatersleep, Small Ferret kill.
 He was a small animal, with a small mind. But an image of Regal, OldBlood Hater, was fixed in that simple mind. I wondered how long it hadtaken Big Ferret to implant this notion firmly enough for him to carry itfor weeks. Then I knew. A dying wish. The little creature had been drivenall but mad by the death of his bond-human. This had been Big Ferret's lastmessage to him. It seemed a futile errand for so small a beast.
 Come with me, I suggested gently. How can Small Ferret kill Old BloodHater?
 In an eye-blink he was at my throat. I actually felt the sharp teeth grip the vein in my throat. Snip-snip when he sleeps. Drink his blood, likea coney. No more Big Ferret, no more holes, no more coneys. Only Old BloodHater. Snip-snip. He let go of my jugular and slipped suddenly inside myshirt. Warm. His small clawed feet were icy on my skin.
 I had a strip of dried meat in my pocket. I lay on the roof and fed itto my fellow assassin. I would have persuaded him to come with me if Icould, but I sensed he could no more change his mind than I could refuse togo to Verity. It was all he had left of Big Ferret. Pain, and a dream ofrevenge. "Hide-hide. Go with, go with the One-Eye. Smell the Old' BloodHater. Wait until he sleeps. Then snip, snip. Drink his blood like aconey's."
 Yes yes. My hunt. Trap, trap Fitz-Wolf Go away, go away.
 I took his advice. Someone had given much to send me this courier. Idid not wish to face Will in any case. Much as I wanted to kill him, I knewnow I was not his equal in the Skill. Nor did I wish to spoil SmallFerret's chance. There is honor among assassins, of a kind. It warmed myheart to know I was not Regal's only enemy. Soundless as the dark, I mademy way over the inn roof and then down to the street by the stable.
 I returned to my dilapidated inn, paid my copper and took a place at aplank table beside two other men. We ate the inn's potato-and-onionmainstay. When a hand fell on my shoulder, I, did not startle so much asflinch. I had known there was someone behind me; I had not expected him totouch me. My hand went to my belt knife stealthily as I turned on my benchto face him. My tablemates went on eating, one noisily. No man in this innprofessed an interest in any business save his own.
 I looked up at Starling's smiling face and my guts turned over insideme. "Tom!" she greeted me jovially, and claimed a seat at the table besideme. The man next to me gave over the space without a word, scraping hisbowl along with himself over the stained table plank. After a moment I tookmy hand from my knife and put it back on the table's edge. Starling gave asmall nod to that gesture. She wore a black cloak of good thick wool,trimmed with yellow embroidery. Small silver rings graced her ears now. Shewas entirely too pleased with herself to suit me. I said nothing, but onlylooked at her. She made a small gesture toward my bowl.
 "Please, go on eating. I didn't mean to disturb your meal. You look asif you could use it. Short rations lately?"
 "A bit," I said softly. When she said no more, I finished the soup,wiping out the wooden bowl with the last two bites of coarse bread that had come with it. By then Starling had attracted the attention of a servinggirl, who brought us two mugs of ale. She took a long draw from hers, madea face, and then set it back on the table. I sipped at mine and found it noworse to the palate than the lake water that was the alternative.
 "Well?" I said at last when she still had not spoken. "What do youwant?"
 She smiled affably, toying with the handle of her mug. "You know what Iwant. I want a song, one that will live after me." She glanced about us,especially at the man who was still noisily sucking down his soup. "Haveyou a room?" she asked me.
 I shook my head. "I've a pallet in the loft. And I've no songs for you,Starling."
 She shrugged her shoulders, a tiny movement. "I've no songs for youright now, but I've got tidings that would interest you. And I've a room.At an inn some way from here. Walk there with me, and then we shall talk.There was a fine shoulder of pork roasting on the hearth fire when I left.It would likely be cooked by the time we got there."
 Every sense I had pricked up at the mention of meat. I could smell it,I could almost taste it. "I couldn't afford it," I told her bluntly.
 "I could," she offered blandly. "Get your things. I'll share my room aswell."
 "And if I decline?" I asked quietly.
 Again she made the tiny shrugging motion. "It's your choice." Shereturned my gaze levelly. I could not decide if there was a threat in hersmall smile or not.
 After a time I rose and went to the loft. When I returned, I had mythings. Starling was waiting for me by the base of the ladder.
 "Nice cloak," she observed wryly. "Haven't I seen it somewhere before?"
 "Perhaps you have," I said quietly. "Would you like to see the knifethat goes with it?"
 Starling only smiled more broadly and made a small warding gesture withher hands. She turned and walked away, not looking back to see if I followed. Again, there was that curious mixture of trusting me andchallenging me. I walked behind her.
 Outside it was evening. The sharp wind that blew through the streetswas full of lake damp. Even though it was not raining, I felt the moisturebeading on my clothes and skin. My shoulder began to ache immediately.There were no street torches still burning; what little light there wasescaped from shutters and doorsills. But Starling walked with sureness andconfidence, and I followed, my eyes swiftly adjusting to the darkness.
 She led me away from the waterfront, away from the poorer quarters ofthe town, up to the merchant streets and the inns that served the tradefolkof the town. It was not so far from the inn where King Regal was not trulystaying at all. She opened an inn door that was inscribed with a tuskedboar's head, and nodded to me to precede her. I did, but cautiously,glancing about well before I entered. Even after I saw no guardsmen, I wasnot sure if I was running my head into a snare or not.
 This inn was bright and warm, with glass as well as shutters for itswindows. The tables were clean, the reeds on the floor almost fresh, andthe smell of roasting pork filled the air. A serving boy walked by us witha tray full of brimming mugs, looked at me, then raised an eyebrow toStarling, obviously questioning her choice of men. Starling replied with aswooping bow, and in the process swept off her damp cloak. I followed suitmore slowly, and then trailed after her as she led me to a table near thehearth.
 She seated herself, then looked up at me. She was confident she had menow. "Let's eat before we talk, shall we?" she invited me engagingly, andindicated the chair opposite her. I took the offered seat, but turned it somy back was to the wall and I could command a view of the room. A smallsmile twitched at her mouth and her dark eyes danced. "You've nothing tofear from me, I assure you. On the contrary, it is I who place myself atrisk in seeking you out."
 She glanced about, then called to a boy named Oak that we wished twoplatters of the roast pork, some fresh bread and butter, and apple wine togo with it. He hastened off to fetch it, and served it out on our tablewith a charm and grace that bespoke his interest in Starling. He exchangedsome small chatter with her; he noticed me very little, save to make a faceof distaste as he stepped around my damp carry-basket. Another patroncalled him away, and Starling attacked her plate with appetite. After amoment, I sampled mine. I had not had fresh meat in some days, and the hotcrackling fat on the pork almost made me dizzy with its savor. The breadwas fragrant, the butter sweet. I had not tasted food this good sinceBuckkeep. For a second my appetite was all I considered. Then the taste of the apple wine put me suddenly in mind of Rurisk and how he had died ofpoisoned wine. I set my goblet carefully back on the table and recalled mycaution. "So. You sought me out, you say?"
 Starling nodded as she chewed. She swallowed, wiped her mouth, andadded, "And you were not easy to find, for I was not asking folk for newsof you. Only looking with my own two eyes. I hope you appreciate that."
 I gave a half nod. "And now that you have found me? What do you want ofme? A bribe for your silence? If so, you'll have to content yourself with afew coppers."
 "No." She took a sip of wine, then cocked her head to look at me. "Itis as I've told you. I want a song. It seems to me I've missed one already,not following you when you were ... removed from our company. Though I hopeyou'll favor me with the details of exactly how you survived." She leanedforward, the power of her trained voice dropping down to a confidentialwhisper. "I can't tell you what a thrill that was for me, when I heardthey'd found those six guardsmen dead. I had thought I was wrong about you,you see. I truly believed they had dragged off poor old Tom the shepherd asa scapegoat. Chivalry's son, I told myself, would never go as quietly asall that. And so I let you go and I didn't follow. But when I heard thenews, it put a shiver up my spine as stood every hair on my body on end.`It was him,' I chided myself. `The Bastard was there and I watched himtaken away and never stirred a finger.' You can't imagine how I cursedmyself for doubting my instincts. But then I decided, well, if yousurvived, you'd still come here. You're on your way to the Mountains,aren't you?"
 I just looked at her, a flat gaze that would have sent any Buckkeepstableboy scuttling, and wiped the grin from the face of a Buck guard. ButStarling was a minstrel. Singers of songs are never easily abashed. Shewent on with her meal, waiting for my answer. "Why would I be going to theMountains?" I asked her, softly.
 She swallowed, took a sip of wine, then smiled. "I don't know why. Torally to Kettricken's aid perhaps? Whatever the reason, I suspect there's asong in it, don't you?"
 A year ago, her charm and smile might have won me. A year ago I wouldhave wanted to believe this engaging woman, I'd have wanted her to be myfriend. Now she only made me tired. She was an encumbrance, a connection toavoid. I didn't answer her question. I only said, "It's a foolish time toeven think of going to the Mountains. The winds are against the trip; therewill be no barge runs until spring; and King Regal has forbidden travel or trade between the Six Duchies and the Mountains. No one's going to theMountains."
 She nodded her agreement. "I understand that the King's guards pressedtwo barges and their crews a week ago, and forced them to attempt the trip.Bodies from at least one barge washed back to shore. Men and horses. No oneknows if the other soldiers made it across or not. But" she smiled with satisfaction and drew closer to me as she dropped her voice "I do know ofone group who are still bound for the Mountains."
 "Who?" I demanded.
 She made me wait a moment.
 "Smugglers." She spoke the word very softly. 
"Smugglers?" I asked cautiously. It made sense. The tighter therestrictions on trade, the more profitable for those who managed it. Therewould always be men who would risk their lives for a profit.
 "Yes. But that is not truly why I sought you out. Fitz, you must haveheard that King Regal has come to Blue Lake. But it's all a lie, a trap tolure you in. You must not go there."
 "I knew that," I told her calmly.
 "How?" she demanded. She spoke quietly, but I could see how annoyed shewas that I had known before she had told me.
 "Perhaps a little bird told me," I told her loftily. "You know how itis, we Witted ones speak the tongues of all the animals."
 "Truly?" she asked me, gullible as a child.
 I raised one eyebrow at her. "It would be more interesting to me toknow how you knew."
 "They tracked us down to question us. Everybody they could find fromMadge's caravan."
 "And?"
 "And such tales as we told! According to Creece, several sheep werelost along the way, dragged off at night without a sound. And when Tassin told of the night you tried to rape her, she said it was only then shenoticed that your nails were black like a wolf's claws, and your eyesglowed in the darkness."
 "I never tried to rape her!" I exclaimed, and then hushed myself whenthe waiting-boy turned toward us inquiringly.
 Starling leaned back in her chair. "But such a fine tale as it made, itfair brought tears to my eyes. She showed the Skillwizard the mark on hercheek where you'd clawed her, and said she would never have escaped you butfor the wolfsbane that happened to grow nearby."
 "It sounds to me as if you should follow Tassin about if you arelooking for a song," I muttered disgustedly.
 "Oh, but the tale I told was even better," she began, then shook herhead at the serving boy as he approached. She pushed away her empty plateand glanced about the room. It was starting to fill with the evening'scustomers. "I have a room upstairs," she invited me. "We can talk moreprivately there."
 This second meal had finally filled my belly. And I was warm. I shouldhave felt wary, but the food and the warmth were making me sleepy. I triedto focus my thoughts. Whoever these smugglers were, they offered the hopeof getting to the Mountains.
 The only hope I'd had lately. I gave a small nod. She rose and Ifollowed with my carry-basket.
 The room upstairs was clean and warm. There was a feather bed on thebedframe, with clean wool blankets upon it. A pottery ewer of water and awashbasin rested on a small stand by the bed. Starling lit several candlesin the room, driving the shadows back into the corners. Then she gesturedme in. As she latched the door behind us, I sat down on the chair. Odd, howa simple, clean room could seem such a luxury to me now. Starling sat downon the bed.
 "I thought you said you had no more coin than I did," I commented.
 "I didn't, back then. But since I came to Blue Lake, I've been indemand. Even more so since the guards' bodies were found."
 "How is that?" I asked her coldly. 
 "I'm a minstrel'' she retorted. "And I was there when the Wit-Bastard was taken. Do you think I can't tell the story of that well enough to beworth a coin or two?"
 "So. I see." I mulled over what she had told me, then asked, "So, do Iowe my glowing red eyes and fangs to your telling?"
 She gave a snort of disdain. "Of course not. Some street corner balladmaker came up with that." Then she halted, and smiled almost to herself"But I'll admit to a bit of embroidery. As I tell it, Chivalry's Bastardwas stoutly thewed and fought like a buck, a young man in the prime of hisyears, despite the fact that his right arm still bore the savage marks ofKing Regal's sword. And above his left eye, he'd a streak of white as wideas a man's hand in his hair. It took three guardsmen just to hold him, andhe did not stop fighting, even when the leader of the guard struck him sohard it knocked the teeth from the front of his mouth." She paused andwaited. When I said nothing, she cleared her throat. "You might thank mefor making it a bit less likely that folk would recognize you on thestreet."
 "Thank you. I suppose. How did Creece and Tassin react to that?"
 "They nodded all the while. My story only made theirs all the better,you see."
 "I see. But you still haven't told me how you know it was a trap."
 "They offered us money for you. If any of us had had word from you.Creece wanted to know how much. We had been taken up to the King's ownsitting room for this questioning. To make us feel more important, Isuppose. We were told the King himself felt ill after his long trip, andwas resting right next door. While we were there, a servant came out,bringing the King's cloak and his boots to be cleaned of mud." Starlinggave me a small smile. "The boots were immense."
 "And you know the size of the King's feet?" I knew she was correct.Regal had small hands and feet, and was more vain of them than many a courtlady.
 "I've never been to court. But a few of those better born at our keephad been up to Buckkeep for occasions. They spoke much of the handsomeyoungest prince, of his fine manners and dark curling hair. And his tinyfeet, and how well he danced on them." She shook her head. "I knew it wasnot King Regal in that room. The rest was easy to deduce. They had come toBlue Lake too promptly following the killings of the guards. They came for you."
 "Perhaps," I conceded. I was beginning to have a high opinion ofStarling's wits. "Tell me more of the smugglers. How did you come to hearof them?"
 She shook her head, smiling. "If you strike a bargain with them, itwill be through me. And I shall be a part of it."
 "How are they getting to the Mountains?" I asked.
 She looked at me. "If you were a smuggler, would you tell others whatroute you used?" Then she shrugged. "I've heard gossip that smugglers havea way to cross the river. An old way. I know there was once a trade routethat went upriver and then across. It fell out of favor when the riverbecame so unpredictable. Since the bad fires a few years back, the riverfloods every year. When it does, it shifts in its bed. So the regulartraders have come to rely more on boats than on a bridge that may or maynot be intact." She paused to gnaw briefly at a thumbnail. "I think that atone time there was a bridge a way upstream, but after the river washed itout for the fourth consecutive year, no one had the heart to rebuild it.Someone else told me that in summer there is a pulley ferry, and that theyused to cross on the ice in winter. In the years when the river freezes.Maybe they are hoping the river will freeze this year. My own thought is,when trade is stopped in one place, it starts in another. There will be away across."
 I frowned. "No. There must be another way to the Mountains."
 Starling seemed mildly insulted that I'd doubt her. "Ask about ityourself, if you choose. You might enjoy waiting with the King's Guard thatstrut all about the waterfront. But most folk will tell you to wait forspring. A few will tell you that if you want to get there in the winter,you don't start from here. You could go south, around Blue Lake entirely.From there, I gather there are several trade routes to the Mountains, evenin winter."
 "By the time I did that, it would be spring. I could get to theMountains just as quickly by waiting it out here."
 "That's another thing I've been told," Starling agreed smugly.
 I leaned forward and put my head in my hands. Come to me. "Are there noclose, easy ways across that damnable lake?" 
 "No. If there were an easy way to cross, there would not still beguardsmen infesting the entire waterfront."
 There seemed no other choice for me. "Where would I find these smugglers?"
 Starling grinned broadly. "Tomorrow, I will take you to them," shepromised. She rose and stretched. "But tonight I must take myself to theGilded Pin. I have not sung my songs there yet, but yesterday I wasinvited. I've heard their clients can be quite generous to travelingminstrels." She stooped to gather up her well-wrapped harp. I rose as shepicked up her still-damp cloak.
 "I must be on my way as well," I said politely.
 "Why not sleep here?" she offered. "Less chance of being recognized anda lot fewer vermin in this room." A smile twisted the corner of her mouth as she looked at my hesitant face. "If I wanted to sell you to the King'sGuard, I could have done it. As alone as you are, FitzChivalry, you hadbetter decide to trust someone."
 When she called me by my name, it was as if something twisted insideme. And yet, "Why?" I asked her softly. "Why do you aid me? And don't tellme it's the hope of a song that may never be."
 "That shows how little you understand minstrels," she said. "There isno more powerful lure for one than that. But I suppose there is more. No. Iknow there is." She looked up at me suddenly, her eyes meeting minesquarely. "I had a little brother. Jay. He was a guard stationed at theAntler Island Tower. He saw you fight the day the Raiders came." She gave abrief snort of laughter. "Actually, you stepped over him. You sank your axeinto the man who had just struck him down. And waded deeper into the battlewithout even a glance back at him." She looked at me from the corner of hereye. "That is why I sing `Antler Tower Raid' slightly differently from anyother minstrel. He told me of it, and I sing you as he saw you. A hero. Yousaved his life."
 She looked abruptly aside from me. "For a time, anyway. He died later,fighting for Buck. But for a time, he lived because of your axe." Shestopped speaking, and swung her cloak around her shoulders. "Stay here,"she told me. "Rest. I won't be back until late. You can have the bed until then, if you want."
 She whisked out the door without waiting for a reply. I stood for atime staring at the closed door. FitzChivalry. Hero. Just words. But it was as if she had lanced something inside me, drained away some poison, and nowI could heal. It was the strangest feeling. Get some sleep, I advisedmyself. I actually felt as if I could. 
CHAPTER FOURTEEN 
Smugglers
 THERE ARE FEW spirits so free as those of traveling minstrels, at leastwithin the Six Duchies. If a minstrel is sufficiently talented, he canexpect almost all rules of conduct to be suspended for him. They arepermitted to ask the most prying of questions as a normal part of theirtrade. Almost without exception, a minstrel can presume hospitalityanywhere from the King's own table to the lowliest hovel. They seldom marryin youth, though it is not unusual for them to bear children. Such childrenare free of the stigma of other bastards, and are frequently keep raised tobecome minstrels themselves. It is expected of minstrels that they willconsort with outlaws and rebels as well as nobles and merchants. They carrymessages, bring news, and hold in their long memories many an agreement andpromise. At least, so it is in times of peace and plenty.
 Starling came in so late, Burrich would have regarded it as earlymorning. I was awake the instant she touched the latch. I rolled quicklyoff her bed as she came in, then wrapped myself well in my cloak and laydown on the floor. "FitzChivalry," she greeted me fuzzily, and I couldsmell the wine on her breath. She stripped off her damp cloak, lookedsideways at me, then spread it over me as an extra covering. I closed my eyes.
 She dropped her outer clothing to the floor behind me with a finedisregard for my presence. I heard the give of the bed as she threw herselfonto it. "Um. Still warm," she muttered, shouldering into the bedding andpillows. "I feel guilty, taking your warm spot. "
 Her guilt could not have been too sharp-edged, for in just a matter ofmoments her breathing went deep and even. I followed her example. 
 I awoke very early and left the inn. Starling didn't stir as I letmyself out of her room. I walked until I found a bathhouse. The baths werealmost deserted at this hour of the day; I had to wait while the day'sfirst water was warmed. When it was ready, I stripped down and clamberedgingerly in. I eased the ache in my shoulder in the deep, hot tub. I washedmyself. Then I leaned back in the hot water and silence and thought.
 I didn't like taking up with the smugglers. I didn't like linking upwith Starling. I couldn't see any other choice. I could not think of howI'd bribe them to take me. I had little enough coin. Burrich's earring? Irefused to consider it. For a long time, I lay up to my chin in the waterand refused to consider it. Come to me. I would find another way, I sworeto myself. I would. I thought of what I had felt back in Tradeford whenVerity had intervened to save me. That blast of Skill had left Veritywithout reserves. I did not know his situation, only that he had nothesitated to expend all he had for my sake. And if I had to choose betweenparting with Burrich's earring and going to Verity, I would choose Verity.Not because he had Skill-summoned me, nor even for the oath I had sworn tohis father. For Verity.
 I stood up and let the water stream off me. I dried off, spent a fewminutes attempting to trim my beard, gave it up as a bad job, and went backto the Boar's Head. I had one bad moment on my way back to the inn. A wagonpassed me as I strode along, none other than the wagon of Dell thepuppeteer. I kept walking briskly and the young journeyman driving thewagon gave no sign of noticing me. Nonetheless, I was glad to reach the innand get inside.
 I found a corner table near the hearth and had the serving boy bring mea pot of tea and a loaf of morning bread. This last proved to be a Farrowconcoction full of seeds and nuts and bits of fruit. I ate slowly, waitingfor Starling to descend. I was both impatient to be out to meet thesesmugglers, and reluctant to put myself in Starling's power. As the morninghours dragged by, I caught the serving boy looking oddly at me twice. Thethird time I caught his stare, I returned it until he blushed suddenly andlooked aside. I divined then the reason for his interest. I'd spent thenight in Starling's room, and no doubt he wondered what would possess herto share quarters with such a vagabond. But it was still enough to make meuncomfortable. The day was more than halfway to noon anyway. I rose andwent up the stairs to Starling's door.
 I knocked quietly and waited. But it took a second round of louderknocking before I heard a sleepy reply. After a bit she came to the door,opened it a crack, then yawned at me and motioned me in. She wore only herleggings and a recently donned oversized tunic. Her curly dark hair was tousled all about her face. She sat down heavily on the edge of her bed,blinking her eyes as I closed and fastened the door behind me. "Oh, youtook a bath," she greeted me, and yawned again.
 "Is it that noticeable?" I asked her testily.
 She nodded at me affably. "I woke up once and thought you'd just leftme here. I wasn't worried about it, though. I knew you couldn't find themwithout me." She rubbed her eyes, and then looked at me more critically."What happened to your beard?"
 "I tried to trim it. Without much success."
 She nodded in agreement. "But it was a good idea," she saidcomfortingly. "It might make you look a bit less wild. And it might preventCreece or Tassin or anyone else from our caravan from recognizing you.Here. I'll help you. Go sit on that chair. Oh, and open the shutters, letsome light in here."
 I did as she suggested, without much enthusiasm. She arose from thebed, stretched, and rubbed her eyes. She took a few moments to splash somewater on her face, then worried her own hair back into order and fastenedit with a couple of small combs. She belted the tunic to give it a shape,then slipped on her boots and laced them up. In a remarkably short time shewas presentable. Then she came to me, and taking hold of my chin turned myface back and forth in the light with no shyness at all: I could not be asnonchalant as she was.
 "Do you always blush so easily?" she asked me with a laugh. "It's rareto see a Buck man able to flush so red. I suppose your mother must havebeen fair-skinned."
 I could think of nothing to say to that, so I sat silently as sherummaged in her pack and came up with a small pair of shears. She workedquickly and deftly. "I used to cut my brothers' hair," she told me as sheworked. "And my father's hair and beard, after my mother died. You've anice shape to your jaw, under all this brush. What have you been doing withit, just letting it grow out any way it pleased?"
 "I suppose," I muttered nervously. The scissors were flashing awayright under my nose. She paused and brushed briskly at my face. Asubstantial amount of curly black hair fell to the floor. "I don't want myscar to be visible," I warned her.
 "It won't," she said calmly. "But you will have lips and a mouth 
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instead of a gap in your mustache. Tilt your chin up. There. Do you have ashaving blade?"
 "Only my knife," I admitted nervously.
 "We'll make do then," she said comfortingly. She walked to the door,flung it open, and used the power of a minstrel's lungs to bellow for theserving boy to bring her hot water. And tea. And bread and some rashers ofbacon. When she came back into the room, she cocked her head and looked atme critically. "Let's cut your hair, too," she proposed. "Take it down."
 I moved too slowly to satisfy her. She stepped behind me, tugged off mykerchief, and freed my hair from the leather thong. Unbound, it fell to myshoulders. She took up her comb and curried my hair roughly forward. "Let'ssee," she muttered as I gritted my teeth to her rough combing.
 "What do you propose?" I asked her, but hanks of hair were alreadyfalling to the floor. Whatever she had decided was rapidly becoming areality. She pulled hair forward over my face, then cut it off square abovemy eyebrows, tugged her comb through the rest of it a few times, then cutit off at jaw length. "Now," she told me, "you look a bit more like Farrowmerchant stock. Before you were obviously a Buckman. Your coloring is stillBuck, but now your hair and clothes are Farrow. As long as you don't talk,folk won't be certain where you're from." She considered a moment, thenwent to work again on the hair above my brow. After a moment she rummagedaround and gave me a mirror. "The white will be a lot less noticeable now."
 She was right. She had trimmed out most of the white hair, and pulledforward black hair to fall over the stubble. My beard now hugged my face aswell. I nodded a grudging approval. There was a knock at the door. "Leaveit outside!" Starling called through the door. She waited a few moments,then fetched in her breakfast and the hot water. She washed, then suggestedI put a good edge on my knife while she ate. I did so, wondering as I honedthe blade if I felt flattered or irritated at her refashioning of me. Shewas beginning to remind me of Patience. She was still chewing as she cameto take the knife from my hand. She swallowed, then spoke.
 "I'm going to give your beard a bit more shape. You'll have to keep itup, though, I'm not going to shave you every day," she warned me. "Now dampyour face down well."
 I was substantially more nervous as she brandished the knife,especially as she worked near my throat. But when she was finished and Itook up the looking glass, I was amazed at the changes she had wrought. Shehad defined my beard, confining it to my jaw and cheek. The square-cut hair hanging over my brow made my eyes look deeper. The scar on my cheek wasstill visible, but it followed the line of my mustache and was lessnoticeable. I ran my hand lightly over my beard, pleased with how much lessof it there was. "It's quite a change," I told her.
 "It's a vast improvement," she informed me. "I doubt that Creece orDell would recognize you now. Let's just be rid of this." She gathered upthe hair cuttings and opened the window to fling them out onto the wind.Then she shut it and brushed off her hands.
 "Thank you," I said awkwardly.
 "You're welcome," she told me. She glanced about the room, and breatheda small sigh. "I'm going to miss that bed," she told me. She set to packingwith a swift efficiency. She caught me watching her and grinned. "Whenyou're a minstrel who wanders, you learn to do this quickly and well." Shetossed in the last items, then laced her pack shut. She swung it to oneshoulder. "Wait for me at the bottom of the back stairs," she commanded."While I go settle my bill."
 I did as she bade me, but waited substantially longer in the cold andwind than I had expected. Eventually she emerged, rosycheeked and ready forthe day. She stretched herself like a little cat. "This way," she directed me.
 I had expected to shorten my stride to accommodate her, but found thatwe matched pace easily. She glanced across at me as we strode away from themerchants' sector of town, and headed to the northern outskirts. "You lookdifferent today," she informed me. "And it's not just the haircut. You'vemade up your mind about something."
 "I have," I agreed with her.
 "Good," she said warmly, as she took my arm companionably. "I hope it'sto trust me."
 I glanced at her and said nothing. She laughed, but did not release my arm.
 The wooden walkways of the merchants' section of Blue Lake soondisappeared and we walked in the street past houses that huddled againsteach other as if seeking shelter from the cold.
 The wind was a constant chill push against us as we strode along cobbled streets that gave way eventually to roads of packed earth that ranpast small farmsteads. The road was rutted and muddy from the rains of thelast few days. This day at least was fair, even if the blustery wind wascold. "Is there much farther to go?" I finally asked of her.
 "I'm not certain. I'm simply following directions. Watch for threestacked rocks at the side of the road."
 "What do you really know of these smugglers?" I demanded.
 She shrugged a bit too casually. "I know they are going to theMountains, when no one else is. And I know they are taking the pilgrimswith them."
 "Pilgrims?"
 "Or whatever you wish to call them. They go to honor Eda's shrine inthe Mountain Kingdom. They had bought passage on a barge earlier in thesummer. But then the King's Guard claimed all the barges for their own useand shut down the borders to the Mountain Kingdom. The pilgrims have beenstuck in Blue Lake since then, trying to find a way to continue theirjourney."
 We came to the three stacked rocks, and a weedy track through a rocky,brambly pasture surrounded by a rock-and-pole fence. A few horses weregrazing disconsolately. I noted with interest they were Mountain-bred,small and patchy-coated at this time of year. A little house was set wellback from the road. It was built of river rock and mortar, with a sod roof.The small outbuilding behind it matched it. A thin trickle of smoke escapedits chimney, to be swiftly dispersed by the wind. A man sat on the fence,whittling at something. He lifted his eyes to regard us and evidentlydecided we were no threat. He made no challenge to us as we passed him andwent to the door of the cottage. Just outside the cottage, fat pigeonscooed and strutted in a cote. Starling knocked at the door, but the answercame from a man who walked around the corner of the house. He had roughbrown hair and blue eyes and was dressed like a farmer. He carried abrimming bucket of warm milk. "Who do you seek?" he greeted us.
 "Nik," Starling replied.
 "I know no Nik," the man said. He opened the door and went into thehouse. Starling boldly followed him, and I trailed her with lessconfidence. My sword was at my hip. I put my hand closer to the hilt butnot on it. I didn't want to provoke a challenge. 
 Inside the hut, a driftwood fire burned in the hearth. Most but not allof the smoke was going up the chimney. A boy and a spotted kid shared apile of straw in one corner. He regarded us with wide blue eyes, but saidnothing. Smoked hams and sides hung low from the rafters. The man carriedthe milk to a table where a woman was chopping up fat yellow roots. He setthe bucket down beside her work and turned to us mildly.
 "I think you've come to the wrong house: Try down the road a ways. Notthe next house. That's where Pelf lives. But beyond, maybe."
 "Thank you kindly. We shall." Starling smiled round at them all, andwent to the door. "Coming, Tom?" she asked me. I nodded pleasantly at thefolk and followed her. We left the house and walked up the lane. When wewere well away I asked her, "Now what?"
 "I'm not precisely sure. From what I overheard, I think we go to Pelf'shouse and ask for Nik."
 "From what you overheard?"
 "You don't think I have personal knowledge of smugglers, do you? I wasin the public baths. Two women were talking as they bathed. Pilgrims ontheir way to the Mountains. One was saying it might be their last chance ata bath for a while, and the other was saying she didn't care as long asthey finally got to leave Blue Lake. Then one told the other where theywere supposed to meet the smugglers."
 I said nothing. I suppose my expression said it all, for Starling askedme indignantly, "Do you have any better ideas? This will either work out orit won't."
 "It may work out to us with our throats cut."
 "Then go back to town and see if you can do better."
 "I think if we did that, the man following us would decide we werecertainly spies and do more than just follow us. Let us go on to Pelf, andsee what comes of it. No, don't look back."
 We returned to the road and walked to the next farmstead. The wind had become stronger and I tasted snow on it. If we did not find Nik soon, itwas going to be a long, cold walk back to town.
 Someone had once cared about this next farm. Once there had been a line of silver birches to either side of the drive. Now they were brittlescarecrows of trees, their branches long bare, bark peeling in the wind. Afew survivors wept yellow coin leaves in the wind. Extensive pastures andfields had been fenced, but whatever stock they had held was long gone. Theweedy fields went unplanted, the thistly pastures ungrazed. "What happenedto this land?" I demanded as we walked past the desolation.
 "Years of drought. Then, a summer of fire. Out beyond these farmsteads,the riverbanks used to be covered with open oak forests and grazing land.Here, these were dairy farms. But out there, smallholders ran their goatsin the free pasturage, and their haragars scavenged under the oaks foracorns. I've heard it was magnificent hunting as well. Then came the fire.It burned for over a month they say, so that a man could scarcely breatheand the river ran black with ash. Not just the forests and wild meadows,but hayfields and homes were torched by the flying sparks. After the yearsof drought, the river was no more than a trickle of itself. There wasnowhere to flee from the fire. And after the fire came more hot dry days.But the winds that blew carried dust now as well as ash. Smaller streams choked with it. It blew until the rains finally came that fall. All thewater that folk had prayed for years came in one season. Floods of it. Andwhen the water went down, well, you see what was left. Washed-out gravellysoil."
 "I recall hearing something of the sort." It had been a conversationlong ago. Someone ... Chade? ... had told me that the people held the Kingaccountable for everything, even droughts and fires. It had meant little tome then, but to these farmers it must have seemed like the end of the world.
 The house, too, spoke of a loving hand and better times. It was twostories, built of timber, but its paint was long faded. Shutters wereclosed tight over the windows in the upper story. There were two chimneysat either end of the house, but one was losing its stones. Smoke rose fromthe other one. A young girl stood before the door of the house. A fat graypigeon perched on her hand and she was stroking it lightly. "Good day," shebid us in a pleasantly low voice as we approached. Her tunic was leatherover a loose cream shirt of wool. She wore leather trousers as well, andboots. I put her age at about twelve, and knew she was some kin to the folkin the other house by her eyes and hair.
 "Good day," Starling returned to her. "We are looking for Nik."
 The girl shook her head. "You have come to the wrong house. There is noNik here. This is Pelf's house. Perhaps you should seek farther down theroad." She smiled at us, no more than puzzlement on her face. 
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 Starling gave me an uncertain glance. I took her arm. "We have beengiven poor directions. Come, let us take ourselves back to town and tryagain." At that time I hoped no more than to get ourselves out of thesituation.
 "But ..." she objected in confusion.
 I had a sudden inspiration. "Shush. We were warned these are not peopleto take lightly. The bird must have gone astray, or a hawk taken it. Thereis nothing more to be done here today."
 "A bird?" the girl piped suddenly.
 "Only a pigeon. Good day to you." I put my arm about Starling andturned her firmly. "We did not mean to bother you."
 "Whose pigeon?"
 I let my eyes meet hers for a moment. "A friend of Nik's. Do not let itconcern you. Come, Starling."
 "Wait!" the girl said suddenly. "My brother is inside. Perhaps he knowsthis Nik."
 "I would not wish to bother him," I assured her.
 "No bother." The bird on her hand stretched out his wings as shegestured to the door with it. "Come inside out of the cold for a bit."
 "It is a cold day," I conceded. I turned to confront the whittler justas he was emerging from the line of birches. "Perhaps we should all goinside."
 "Perhaps." The girl grinned at my shadow's discomfiture.
 Within the door was a bare entry hall. The fine inlaid wood of thefloor was scuffed and had gone unoiled for some time. Lighter spaces on thewalls showed where paintings and tapestries had once hung. A bare staircaseled to the upper floor. There was no light save what came in the thickwindows. Inside, there was no wind, but it was not much warmer. "Waithere," the girl told us, and entered a chamber to our right, closing thedoor firmly behind her. Starling stood a bit closer to me than I wished.The whittler watched us expressionlessly. 
 Starling took a breath. "Hush," I told her before she could speak.Instead, she took my arm. I made the excuse of stooping to adjust my boot.As I straightened, I turned and put her on my left side. She immediatelytook hold of that arm. It seemed a very long time before the door opened. Atall man, brown-haired and blue-eyed, came out. He was dressed like thegirl in leathers. A very long knife hung at his belt. The girl came on hisheels, looking petulant. He had rebuked her, then. He scowled at us anddemanded, "What's this about?"
 "My mistake, sir," I said immediately. "We were seeking one named Nik,and obviously we have come to the wrong house. Your pardon, sir."
 He spoke reluctantly. "I've a friend with a cousin named Nik. I couldgive word of you to him, perhaps."
 I squeezed Starling's hand for silence. "No, no, we wouldn't wish totrouble you. Unless you'd like to tell us where we could find Nik himself."
 "I could take a message," he offered again. But it was not really anoffer.
 I scratched at my beard and considered. "I've a friend whose cousinwished to send something across the river. He had heard that Nik might knowsomeone who could take it for him. He promised my friend's cousin that hewould send a bird, to let Nik know we were coming. For a fee, of course.That was all, a paltry matter."
 He gave a slow nod. "I've heard of folks hereabouts who do such things.It's dangerous work, yes, treasonous work, too. They'd pay with their headsif the King's Guard caught them."
 "That they would," I agreed readily. "But I doubt that my friend'scousin would do business with the kind of folk who'd get caught. That waswhy he was wishing to speak to Nik."
 "And who was it sent you here to seek this Nik?"
 "I forget," I said coolly. "I'm afraid I'm rather good at forgettingnames."
 "Are you?" the man asked consideringly. He glanced at his sister andgave a small nod. "May I offer you some brandy?"
 "That would be most welcome," I told him. 
 I managed to pry my arm free of Starling as we entered the chamber. Asthe door shut behind us, Starling sighed in the welcome warmth. This roomwas as opulent as the other was bare. Rugs coated the floor, tapestrieslined the walls. There was a heavy oak table with a branch of white candlesfor illumination. A fire blazed in the huge hearth before a half circle ofcomfortable chairs. It was to this area our host led us. He snagged a glassdecanter of brandy as he passed the table. "Find some cups," heperemptorily ordered the girl. She seemed to take no offense at it. Iguessed his age at about twenty-five. Older brothers are not the kindest ofheroes. She handed the whittler her pigeon, and gestured both of them outbefore she went to find cups.
 "Now. You were saying," he offered when we were settled before the fire.
 "Actually, you were saying," I suggested.
 He was silent as his sister came back with cups. He passed them to usas he filled them and the four of us raised cups together.
 "To King Regal," he suggested.
 "To my king," I offered affably, and drank. It was good brandy, oneBurrich would have appreciated.
 "King Regal would see folk like our friend Nik swinging," the mansuggested.
 "Or more likely in his circle," I suggested. I gave a small sigh. "It'sa dilemma. On the one hand, King Regal threatens his life. On the otherhand, without King Regal's embargo on the Mountain, what livelihood wouldNik pursue? I heard all that his family's holdings grow these days isrocks."
 The man nodded in commiseration. "Poor Nik. A man must do something tosurvive."
 "That he must," I agreed. "And sometimes to survive, a man must cross ariver, even if his king forbids it."
 "Must he?" the man asked. "Now, that's a bit different from sendingsomething across the river."
 "Not that different," I told him. "If Nik is good at his trade, the oneshould no more tax him than the other. And I'd heard Nik was good." 
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 "The best," the girl said with quiet pride.
 Her brother shot her a warning glance. "What would this man be offeringto cross?" he asked quietly.
 "He'd offer it to Nik himself," I said as softly.
 For a few breaths the man looked into the fire. Then he stood and extended a hand. "Nik Holdfast. My sister Pelf."
 "Tom," I said.
 "Starling," the minstrel added.
 Nik held his cup aloft again. "To a bargain in the making," hesuggested, and again we drank. He sat and asked immediately, "Shall wespeak plainly?"
 I nodded. "The plainest possible. We had heard that you were taking agroup of pilgrims over the river and across the border into the MountainKingdom. We seek the same service."
 "At the same price," Starling chimed in smoothly.
 "Nik, I don't like this," Pelf broke in suddenly. "Someone's tongue hasbeen wagging too freely. I knew we should never have agreed to the firstlot. How do we know ..."/P> 
"Hush. I'm the one taking the risks, so I'll be the one to say what Iwill or will not do. You've naught to do but wait here and mind thingswhile I'm gone. And see that your own tongue doesn't wag." He turned backto me. "It will be a gold each, up front. And another on the other side ofthe river. A third at the Mountain border."
 "Ah!" The price was shocking. "We can't ..." Starling dug her nailssuddenly into my wrist. I shut my mouth.
 "You will never convince me the pilgrims paid that much," Starling saidquietly.
 "They have their own horses and wagons. Food supplies, too." He cockedhis head at us. "But you look to be folk traveling with what's on yourbacks and no more." 
 "And a lot easier to conceal than a wagon and team. We'll give you onegold now, and one at the Mountain border. For both of us," Starling offered.
 He leaned back in his chair and pondered a moment. Then he poured morebrandy all round. "Not enough," he said regretfully. "But I suspect it'sall you have."
 It was more than I had. I hoped, perhaps, it was what Starling had."Take us over the river for that much," I offered. "From there, we're onour own."
 Starling kicked me under the table. She seemed to be speaking only tome as she said, "He's taking the others to the Mountain border and acrossit. We may as well enjoy the company that far." She turned back to Nik. "Itwill have to take us all the way to the Mountains."
 Nik sipped at his brandy. He sighed heavily. "I'll see your coin,begging your pardon, before we say it's a bargain."
 Starling and I exchanged glances. "We'll require a private moment," shesaid smoothly. "Begging your pardon." She rose and taking my hand, led meto the corner of the room. Once there she whispered, "Have you neverbargained before in your life? You give too much, too fast. Now. How muchcoin do you truly have?"
 For answer, I upended my purse in my hand. She picked through thecontents as swiftly as a magpie stealing grain. She hefted the coins in herhand with a practiced air. "We're short. I thought you'd have more thanthis. What's that?" Her finger jabbed at Burrich's earring. I closed myhand around it before she could pick it up.
 "Something very important to me."
 "More important than your life?"
 "Not quite," I admitted. "But close. My father wore it, for a time. Aclose friend of his gave it to me."
 "Well, if it must go, I'll see that it goes dearly." She turned awayfrom me without another word and walked back to Nik. She took her seat,tossed the rest of her brandy down and waited for me. When I was seated,she told Nik, "We'll give you what coin we have now. It's not as much asyou ask. But at the Mountain border, I'll give you all my jewelry as well. 
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Rings, earrings, all of it. What say you?"
 He shook his head slowly. "It's not enough for me to risk hanging over."
 "What's the risk?" Starling demanded. "If they discover you with thepilgrims, you'll hang. You've already been paid for that risk in what theygave you. We don't increase your risk, only your supply burden. Surely it'sworth that."
 He shook his head, almost reluctantly. Starling turned and held out herhand to me. "Show it to him," she said quietly. I felt almost sick as Iopened my pouch and fingered out the earring.
 "What I have might not seem like much at first glance," I told him."Unless a person were knowledgeable about such things. I am. I know what Ihave and I know what it's worth. It's worth whatever trouble you'd have togo through for us."
 I spread it out on my palm, the fine silver net trapping the sapphirewithin. Then I picked it up by the pin and held it before the dancing fire."It's not just the silver or the sapphire. It's the workmanship. Look howsupple is the silver net, see how fine the links."
 Starling reached one fingertip to touch it. "King-in-Waiting Chivalryonce owned it," she added respectfully.
 "Coins are more easily spent," Nik pointed out.
 I shrugged. "If coins to spend are all a man wants, that is true.Sometimes there is pleasure in the owning of something, pleasure greaterthan coins in the pocket. But when it is yours, you could change it forcoins, if you wished. Were I to attempt it now, in haste, I'd get but afraction of its worth. But a man with your connections, and the time tobargain well, could get well over four golds for it. But if you'd rather, Icould go back to town with it and ..."/P> 
Greed had kindled in his eyes. "I'll take it," he conceded.
 "On the other side of the river," I told him. I lifted the jewelry andrestored it to my ear. Let him look at it each time he looked at me. I madeit formal. "You undertake to get us both safely to the other side of theriver. And when we get there, the earring is yours."
 "As your sole payment," Starling added quietly. "Though we will allow 
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you to hold all our coins until then. As a surety."
 "Agreed, and here's my hand on it," he acknowledged. We shook hands.
 "When do we leave?" I asked him.
 "When the weather's right," he said.
 "Tomorrow would be better," I told him.
 He rose slowly. "Tomorrow, eh? Well, if the weather's right tomorrow,then is when we'll leave. Now I've a few things I need to attend to. I'llhave to excuse myself, but Pelf can see to you, here."
 I had expected to walk back to town for the night, but Starlingbargained with Pelf, her songs for a meal for us, and then to prepare us aroom for the night. I was a bit ill at ease to sleep among strangers, butreflected it might actually be safer than going back to town. If the foodPelf cooked for us was not as fine as we had enjoyed at Starling's inn thenight before, it was still far better than onion-and-potato soup. There wasthick slices of fried ham and applesauce and a cake made with fruits andseeds and spices. Pelf brought us beer to go with it and joined us attable, speaking casually of general topics. After we'd eaten, Starlingplayed a few songs for the girl, but I found I could scarcely keep my eyesopen. I asked to be shown to a room, and Starling said she, too, was weary.
 Pelf showed us to a chamber above Nik's elaborate room. It had been a very fine room once, but I doubted it had been regularly used for years.She had started a fire in the hearth there, but the long chill of disuseand the must of neglect still filled the room. There was an immense bedwith a feather bed on it and graying hangings. Starling sniffed criticallyat it, and as soon as Pelf left, she busied herself in draping the blanketsfrom the bed over a bench and setting it by the fire. "They will both airand warm that way," she told me knowledgeably.
 I had been barring the door, and checking the latches on the windowsand shutters. They all seemed sound. I was suddenly too weary to reply. Itold myself it was the brandy followed by the beer. I dragged one chair towedge it against the door while Starling watched me with amusement. Then Icame back to the fire and sank down onto the blanket-draped bench andstretched my legs to the warmth. I toed my boots off. Well. Tomorrow I'd beon my way to the Mountains.
 Starling came to sit beside me. For a time she didn't speak. Then shelifted a finger and batted at my earring with it. "Was it truly Chivalry's?" she asked me.
 "For a while."
 "And you'd give it up to get to the Mountains. What would he say?"
 "Don't know. Never knew the man." I suddenly sighed. "By all accounts,
he was fond of his little brother. I don't think he'd begrudge me spendingit to get to Verity."
 "Then you do go to seek out your king."
 "Of course." I tried in vain to stifle a yawn. Somehow it seemedfoolish to deny it now. "I'm not sure it was wise to mention Chivalry toNik. He might make a connection." I turned to look at her. Her face was tooclose. I couldn't bring her features into focus. "But I'm too sleepy tocare," I added.
 "You've no head for merrybud," she laughed.
 "There was no Smoke tonight."
 "In the cake. She told you it was spiced."
 "Is that what she meant?"
 "Yes. That's what spiced means all over Farrow."
 "Oh. In Buck it means there's ginger. Or citron."
 "I know that." She leaned against me and sighed. "You don't trust these
people, do you?"
 "Of course not. They don't trust us. If we trusted them, they'd have norespect for us. They'd think us gullible fools, the sort who get smugglers
into trouble by talking too much."
 "But you shook hands with Nik."
 "I did. And I believe he will keep his word. As far as it goes."
 We both fell silent, thinking about that. After a time, I started awake
again. Starling sat up beside me. "I'm going to bed," she announced. 
 "Me, too," I replied. I claimed a blanket and started to roll up in itby the fire.
 "Don't be ridiculous," she told me. "That bed's big enough for four.Sleep in a bed while you can, for I bet we aren't going to see another onesoon."
 I took very little persuading. The feather bed was deep, if a triflesmelly from damp. We each had a share of the blankets. I knew I shouldretain some caution but the brandy and the merrybud had unloosed the knotof my will. I fell into a very deep sleep.
 Toward morning, I awoke once when Starling threw an arm over me. Thefire had burned out and the room was cold. In her sleep she had migratedacross the bed and was pressed up against my back. I started to ease awayfrom her but it was too warm and companionable. Her breath was against theback of my neck. There was a woman smell to her that was not a perfume buta part of her. I closed my eyes and lay very still. Molly. The suddendesperate longing I felt for her was like a pain. I clenched my teeth toit. I willed myself into sleep again.
 It was a mistake.
 The baby was crying. Crying and crying. Molly was in her nightrobe witha blanket draped over her shoulders. She looked haggard and weary as shesat by the fire and rocked her endlessly. Molly sang a little song to her,over and over, but the tune had long since gone out of it. She turned herhead slowly to the door as Burrich opened it. "May I come in?" he askedquietly.
 She nodded him in. "What are you doing awake at this hour?" she askedhim tiredly.
 "I could hear her crying clear out there. Is she ill?" He went to thefire and poked it up a little. He added another piece of wood, then stoopedto look in the baby's small face.
 "I don't know. She just cries and cries and cries. She doesn't evenwant to nurse. I don't know what's wrong with her." There was misery inMolly's voice far past the use of tears.
 Burrich turned to her. "Let me take her for a while. You go lie downand try to rest a bit, or you'll both be ill. You can't do this night afternight." 
 Molly looked up at him without comprehension. "You want to take care ofher? You'd truly do that?"
 "I may as well," he told her wryly. "I can't sleep through her crying."
 Molly stood up as if her back ached. "Warm yourself first. I'll makesome tea."
 For answer he took the babe from her arms. "No, you go back to bed fora while. No sense in all of us not sleeping."
 Molly seemed unable to grasp it. "You truly don't mind if I go back tobed?"
 "No, go ahead, we'll be fine. Go on, now." He settled the blanket abouther and then set the infant to his shoulder. She looked very tiny with hisdark hands against her. Molly walked slowly across the room. She lookedback at Burrich but he was looking into the baby's face. "Hush now," hetold her. "Hush."
 Molly clambered into bed and pulled the blankets up over herself.Burrich did not sit down. He stood before the fire, rocking slightly on hisfeet as he patted the baby's back slowly.
 "Burrich," Molly called to him quietly.
 "Yes?" He did not turn to look at her.
 "There's no sense your sleeping in that shed in this weather. Youshould move inside for the winter, and sleep by the hearth."
 "Oh. Well. It's not so very cold out there. It's all in what you'reused to, you know."
 A small silence fell.
 "Burrich. I would feel safer, were you closer." Molly's voice was verysmall.
 "Oh. Well. Then I suppose I shall be. But there's nothing you need feartonight. Go to sleep, now. Both of you." He bent his head and I saw hislips brush the top of the baby's head. Very softly he began singing to her.I tried to make out the words, but his voice was too deep. Nor did I know the language. The baby's wailing became less determined. He began to paceslowly around the room with her. Back and forth before the fire. I was withMolly as she watched him until she, too, fell asleep to Burrich's soothingvoice. The only dream I had after that was of alone wolf, running,endlessly running. He was as alone as I was. 
CHAPTER FIFTEEN 
Kettle
 QUEEN KETTRICKEN WAS carrying Verity's child when she fled King-in-Waiting Regal to return to her Mountains. Some have criticized her, sayingif she had remained at Buck and forced Regal's hand, the child would havebeen born safely there. Perhaps if she had, Buckkeep Castle would haverallied to her, perhaps all of Buck Duchy would have presented a moreunified resistance to the OutIslander Raiders. Perhaps the Coastal Duchieswould have fought harder if they had had a queen at Buck. So some say.
 The general belief of those who lived in Buckkeep Castle at the timeand were well informed of the internal politics of the Farseer Regency isvery different. Without exception, they believed that both Kettricken andher unborn child would have met with foul play. It can be substantiatedthat even after Queen Kettricken had removed herself from Buckkeep, thosewho supported Regal as king did all that they could to discredit her, evento saying that the child she carried was not Verity's at all, but had beenfathered by his bastard nephew FitzChivalry.
 Whatever suppositions might be made about what would have happened ifKettricken had remained at Buckkeep are but useless speculations now. Thehistorical fact is that she believed her child would have the best chance of surviving if born in her beloved Mountain Kingdom. She also returned tothe Mountains in the hope of being able to find Verity and restore herhusband to power. Her search efforts, however, only yielded her grief Shefound the battle site of his companions against unidentified attackers. Theunburied remains were little more than scattered bones and draggled bits ofclothing after the scavengers had finished with them. Among those remains,however, she found the blue cloak Verity had worn when she had last seenhim, and his sheath knife. She returned to the royal residence at Jhaampeand mourned her husband as dead. 
 More distressing to her was that for months afterward she receivedreports of sightings of folk in the garb of Verity's Guard in the mountainsbeyond Jhaampe. These individual guards were seen wandering alone byMountain villagers. They seemed reluctant to have conversation with thevillagers and despite their ragged condition often refused offers of aid orfood. Without exception, they were described by those who saw them as"pathetic" or `piteous. " Some few of these men trickled in to Jhaampe fromtime to time. They seemed unable to answer her questions about Verity andwhat had become of him coherently. They could not even recall when they hadparted company with him or under what circumstances. Without exception,they seemed almost obsessed with returning to Buckkeep.
 In time she came to believe that Verity and his Guard had beenattacked, not only physically but by magic. The ambushers who struck at himwith arrow and sword, and the false coterie that disheartened and confusedhis Guard were, she surmised, in the employ of his younger brother, PrinceRegal. This is what precipitated her unceasing ill will toward her brother-in-law.
 I awoke to a hammering on the door. I shouted something back as I satup disoriented and cold in the dark. "We leave in an hour!" was the reply. 
I fought my way clear of weltering blankets and Starling's sleepyembrace. I found my boots and pulled them on, and then my cloak. I snuggedit around me against the chilly room. Starling's only move had been toimmediately burrow into the warm place where I had lain. I leaned over thebed. "Starling?" When there was no response, I reached down and shook herslightly. "Starling! We leave in less than an hour. Get up!"
 She heaved a tremendous sigh. "Go ahead. I'll be ready." She shouldereddeeper into the blankets. I shrugged my shoulders and left her there.
 Downstairs in the kitchen Pelf had stacks of griddle cakes keeping warmby the cooking hearth. She offered me a plate with butter and honey and Iwas only too glad to accept. The house, so quiet a place the day before,was now thronged with folk. From the strong resemblances, this was a familybusiness. The small boy with the spotted kid was sitting at a stool by thetable, feeding the goat bits of griddle cake. From time to time, I caughthim staring at me. When I smiled back, the boy's eyes got wide. With aserious expression he arose and carried his plate off, with the goatskittering after him. 
 Nik strode through the kitchen, black wool cloak swirling about hiscalves. It was dotted with fresh snowflakes. He caught my eye in passing."Ready to go?"
 I gave a nod.
 "Good." He gave me a glance on his way out. "Dress warmly. Storm isjust beginning." He grinned. "Perfect traveling weather for you and me."
 I told myself I had not expected to enjoy the trip. I had finished mybreakfast before Starling came down the stairs. When she reached thekitchen, she surprised me. I had expected her to be sleepy. Instead she wasbrightly alert, her cheeks flushed and mouth laughing. As she came into thekitchen she was trading quips with one of the men, and getting the best ofit. She did not hesitate when she got to table, but helped herself to ahearty serving of everything. When she looked up from her empty plate, shemust have seen the surprise on my face.
 "Minstrels learn to eat well when food is offered," she said, and heldher cup out to me. She was drinking beer with her breakfast. I filled hercup from the pitcher on the table. She had just set her mug down with asigh when Nik came through the kitchen looking like a storm cloud. Hecaught sight of me and stopped in midstride. "Ah. Tom. Can you drive ahorse?"
 "Certainly."
 "Well?"
 "Well enough," I said quietly.
 "Good, then, we're ready to go. My cousin Hank was to drive, but he'sbreathing like a bellows this morning, took a cough in the night. His wifewon't let him go. But if you can drive a cart ..."/P> 
"He'll expect you to adjust your fee," Starling broke in suddenly. "Bydriving a horse for you, he's saved you the cost of a horse for himself.And what your cousin would have eaten."
 Nik was taken aback for a moment. He glanced from Starling to me. "Fairis fair," I observed. I tried not to smile.
 "I'll make it right," he conceded, and hastened out of the kitchenagain. In a short time he was back. "The old woman says she'll try you. 
It's her horse and wagon, you see."
 It was still dark outside. Torches spluttered in the wind and snow.Folk hurried about, hoods up and cloaks well fastened. There were fourwagons and teams. One was full of people, about fifteen of them. Theyhuddled together, bags on their laps, heads bowed against the cold. A womanglanced toward me. Her face was full of apprehension. At her side, a childleaned against her. I wondered where they had all come from. Two men loadeda cask into the last wagon, then stretched a canvas over the whole load.
 Behind the wagon loaded with passengers was a smaller two wheeled cart.A little old woman swathed all in black sat erect on the seat. She was well bundled in cloak, hood, and shawl, with a traveling blanket thrown acrossher knees as well. Her sharp black eyes watched me carefully as I walkedaround her rig. The horse was a speckled mare. She didn't like the weatherand her harness was binding her. I adjusted it as best as I could,persuading her to trust me. When I was finished, I looked up to find theold woman watching me closely. Her hair was glistening black where itpeeped from her hood, but not all of the white in it was snow. She pursedher lips at me but said nothing, even when I stowed my pack under the seat.I gave her "Good day" as I climbed up on the seat beside her and took upthe reins. "I think I'm supposed to be driving for you," I said genially.
 "You think. Don't you know?" She peered at me sharply.
 "Hank has been taken ill. Nik asked if I would drive your mare. My nameis Tom."
 "I don't like changes," she told me. "Especially not at the lastminute. Changes say you weren't really ready in the first place, and nowyou're even less ready."
 I suspected I knew why Hank was suddenly feeling poorly. "My name isTom," I introduced myself again.
 "You already said that," she informed me. She stared off into thefalling snow. "This whole trip was a bad idea," she said aloud, but not tome. "And no good is going to come of it. I can see that right now." Shekneaded her gloved hands in her lap. "Damn old bones," she said to thefalling snow. "If it weren't for my old bones, I'd not need a one of you.Not a one."
 I could think of nothing to reply to that, but was saved by Starling.She reined in beside me. "Will you look at what they've given me to ride?"she challenged me. Her mount shook her black mane and rolled her eyes at me as if demanding that I look at what she was expected to carry.
 "Looks fine to me. She's Mountain stock. They're all like that. Butshe'll go all day for you, and most of them have sweet tempers."
 Starling scowled. "I told Nik that for what we're paying, I expected aproper horse."
 Nik rode past us at that moment. His mount was no larger thanStarling's. He looked at her and then away, as if wary of her tongue."Let's go," he said in a quietly carrying voice. "It's better not to talk,and it's best to stay close to the wagon in front of you. It's easier tolose sight of each other in this storm than you might think."
 For all his soft voice, the command was instantly obeyed. There were noshouted commands nor calls of farewell. Instead the wagons in front of usrolled silently away from us. I stirred the reins and clucked to the horse.The mare gave a snort of disapproval, but stepped out to the pace. We movedforward in near silence through a perpetual curtain of falling snow.Starling's pony tugged restlessly at her bit until Starling gave her herhead. Then she trotted swiftly up to join the other horses at the front ofthe group. I was left sitting by the silent old woman.
 I soon found the truth to Nik's warning. The sun came up, but the snowcontinued to fall so thickly the light seemed milky. There was a mother-ofpearl quality to the swirling snow that both dazzled and wearied the eye.It seemed an endless tunnel of white that we traveled through with only thetail of the other wagon to guide us.
 Nik did not take us by the road. We went crunching off across thefrozen fields. The thickly falling snow soon filled in the tracks we left.In no time, there would be no trace of our passage. We traveled cross-country until past noon, with the riders dismounting to take down fencerailings and then restoring them in our wake. I glimpsed another farmhouseonce through the swirling storm, but its windows were dark. Shortly aftermidday a final fence was opened for us. With a creak and a jolt, we cameout of the field onto what had once been a road but was now little more than a trail. The only tracks on it were those we made ourselves, and thesnow swiftly erased those.
 And all that way, my companion had been as chilly and silent as thefalling snow itself. From time to time, I watched her from the corner of myeye. She stared straight ahead, her body swaying to the motion of thewagon. She kneaded her hands restlessly in her lap as if they pained her.With little else to amuse myself, I spied upon her. Buck stock, obviously. 
The accent of my home was on her tongue still, though faded by many yearsof travel in other places. Her headscarf was the work of Chalced weavers,but the embroidery along the edges of her cloak, done black on black, wastotally unfamiliar to me.
 "You're a long way from Buck, boy," she observed abruptly. She staredstraight ahead as she said it. Something about her tone set my back up.
 "As are you, old woman," I replied.
 She turned her whole face to look at me. I was not sure if I glimpsedamusement or annoyance in her bright crow eyes. "That I am. Years anddistance alike, a long way." She paused, then asked abruptly, "Why are youbound for the Mountains?"
 "I want to see my uncle," I replied truthfully.
 She gave a snort of disdain. "A Buck boy has an uncle in the Mountains?And you want to see him enough to put your head at risk?"
 I looked over at her. "He's my favorite uncle. You, I understand, go toEda's shrine?"
 "The others do," she corrected me. "I'm too old to pray for fertility.I seek a prophet." Before I could speak, she added, "He's my favoriteprophet." Almost, she smiled at me.
 "Why don't you travel with the others in the wagon?" I asked her.
 She gave me a chill look. "They ask too many questions," she replied.
 "Ah!" I said, and grinned at her, accepting the rebuke.
 After a few moments, she spoke again. "I've been a long time on my own,Tom. I like to go my own way and keep my own counsel and decide for myselfwhat I'll eat for my supper. Those ones, they're nice enough folk, but theyscratch and peck like a flock of chickens. Left to themselves, not a one ofthem would make this journey alone. They all need the others to say, Yes,yes, this is what we should be doing, it's worth the risk. And now thatthey've decided it, the decision is bigger than all of them. Not a one ofthem could turn back on their own."
 She shook her head at that, and I nodded thoughtfully. She said nothingmore for a long time. Our trail had found the river. We followed it upstream, through a scanty cover of brush and very young trees. I couldscarcely see it through the steadily falling snow, but I could smell it andhear the rush of its passage. I wondered how far we'd go before we tried tocross it. Then I grinned to myself. I was certain Starling would know whenI saw her this evening. I wondered if Nik was enjoying her company.
 "What are you smirking about?" the old woman demanded suddenly.
 "I was thinking of my friend the minstrel. Starling."
 "And she makes you smile like that?"
 "Sometimes."
 "She's a minstrel, you say. And you? Are you a minstrel?"
 "No. Just a shepherd. Most of the time."
 "I see."
 Our talk died off again. Then as evening began to fall, she told me,"You may call me Kettle."
 "I'm Tom," I replied.
 "And that's the third time you've told me," she reminded me.
 I had expected we would camp at nightfall, but Nik kept us moving. Wehalted briefly while he took out two lanterns and hung them from a coupleof the wagons. "Just follow the light," he told me tersely as he rode pastus. Our mare did just that.
 The light was gone and the cold getting intense when the wagon in frontof us turned off the road and jolted into an opening in the trees by theriver. Obediently I turned our mare to follow, and we bumped down off theroad with a thud that made Kettle curse. I smiled; there were few Buckkeepguardsmen who could have done better.
 In a short time we halted. I kept to my seat, wondering, for I couldnot see a thing. The river was a black sweeping force somewhere to ourleft. The wind off it added a new note of damp to the cold. The pilgrims inthe wagon ahead of us were shifting restlessly and talking in softwhispers. I heard Nik's voice speaking and saw a man lead his horse pastus. He took the lantern from the tail of the wagon as he went by. I followed its passage. In a moment man and horse had passed into a long, lowbuilding that had been invisible in the dark.
 "Get down, go inside, we'll spend the night here," Nik instructed us ashe rode past us, again. I dismounted and then waited to help Kettle down.As I offered her my hand, she looked almost startled.
 "I thank you, kind sir," she said quietly as I helped her down.
 "You're welcome, my lady," I replied. She took my arm as I guided hertoward the building.
 "Pretty damn well-mannered for a shepherd, Tom," she observed in anentirely different voice. She gave a snort of laughter at the door and wentinside, leaving me to go back and unhitch the mare. I shook my head atmyself, but had to smile. I liked this old woman. I slung my pack over myshoulder and led the mare into the building where the others had gone. As Ilifted her harness from her, I glanced around. It was one long open room. Afire had been kindled in a hearth at one end. The low-ceilinged buildingwas of river rock and clay with an earthen floor. The horses were at oneend, crowding around a manger full of hay. As I turned our mare in with theothers, one of Nik's men came bringing buckets of water to fill a trough.The depth of manure at that end of the room told me this building wasfrequently used by the smugglers.
 "What was this place originally?" I asked Nik as I joined the othersaround the hearth.
 "Sheep camp," he told me. "The shelter was for the early lambing. Thenlater, we'd shear here, after we'd washed the sheep in the river." His blueeyes were afar for a time. Then he gave a harsh laugh. "That was a longtime ago. Now there's not enough feed for a goat, let alone sheep like wehad." He gestured at the fire. "Best eat and sleep while you can, Tom.Morning comes early for us." His glance seemed to linger on my earring ashe passed me.
 Food was simple. Bread and smoked fish. Porridge. Hot tea. Most of itwas from the pilgrims' supplies, but Nik put in enough that they did notobject to feeding his men and Starling and me. Kettle ate by herself, fromher own stores, and brewed her own pot of tea. The other pilgrims werepolite to her and she was courteous in return but there was plainly no bondbetween them save that they were all going to the same place. Only thethree children of the party seemed unafraid of her, begging dried applesand stories from her until she warned them they would all be sick. 
 The shelter soon warmed, from the horses and folk in it as much as fromthe hearth. Door and window shutters were closed tight, to keep in lightand sound as well as warmth. Despite the storm and lack of other travelerson our path, Nik was taking no chances. I approved of that in a smuggler.The meal had given me my first good look at the company. Fifteen pilgrims,of mixed age and gender, not counting Kettle. About a dozen smugglers, ofwhom six had enough resemblance to Nik and Pelf that they were at leastcousins. The others looked a mixed bunch, professionally tough andwatchful. At least three were on watch at all times. They spoke little andknew their tasks well enough that Nik directed them very little. I foundmyself feeling confident that I would see at least the other side of theriver, and probably the Mountain border. It was the most optimistic I'dfelt in a long time.
 Starling showed to her best advantage in such a company. As soon as wehad eaten, she took out her harp, and despite Nik's frequent cautions to usto speak softly, he did not forbid the soft music and song she gave us. Forthe smugglers she sang an old ballad about Heft the highwayman, probablythe most dashing robber that Buck had ever known. Even Nik was smiling atthat song, and Starling's eyes flirted with him as she sang. To thepilgrims she sang about a winding river road that carried folk home, andfinished with a lullaby for the three children in our midst. By then morethan just the children were stretched out on bedrolls. Kettle hadperemptorily sent me out to fetch hers from the back of her cart. Iwondered when I had been promoted from driver to servant, but said nothingas I fetched it for her. I supposed there was something about me that madeall elderly folk assume my time was at their disposal.
 I unrolled my own blankets next to Kettle's and lay down to seek sleep.Around me most of the others were already snoring. Kettle curled in herblankets like a squirrel in its nest. I could imagine how much her bonesached with the cold, but there was little I could do for her. Over by thehearth, Starling sat talking to Nik. From time to time, her fingerswandered lightly over her harp strings, their silvery notes a counterpointto her low voice. Several times she made Nik laugh.
 I was almost asleep.
 My brother?
 My whole body jerked with the shock of it. He was near.
 Nighteyes?
 Of course! Amusement. Or do you have another brother now? 
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 Never! Only you, my friend. Where are you?
 Where am I? Outside. Come to me.

 I rose hastily and redonned my cloak. The man guarding the door frownedat me, but asked me no questions. I walked into the darkness, beyond thepulled-up wagons. The snow had ceased and the blowing wind had cleared apatch of starlit sky. Snow silvered the branches of every bush and tree. Iwas casting about for his presence when a solid weight hit me in the back.I was flung face first in the snow and would have cried out, save that mymouth was full of snow. I managed to roll over and was trampled severaltimes by a joyous wolf.
 How did you know where to find me?
 How do you know where to scratch when it itches?
 I suddenly knew what he meant. I was not always aware of our bond. Butto think of him now and to find him was suddenly no more difficult than tobring my two hands together in the dark. Of course I knew where he was. Hewas a part of me.
 You smell like a female. You have taken a new mate?
 No. Of course not.
 But you share a den?
 We travel together, as a pack. It is safer so.
 I know.
 For a time we sat in stillness of mind and body, simply adjusting toone another's physical presence again. I felt whole once more. I had peace.I had not known I had worried so much about him until the sight of him putmy mind at rest. I sensed his unwilling agreement to that. He knew I hadfaced hardship and dangers alone. He had not thought I could survive them.But he had also missed me. He had missed my form of thinking, the sorts ofideas and discussions that wolves never shared amongst themselves. Is thatwhy you came back to me? I asked him.
 He stood up suddenly and shook himself all over. It was time to comeback, he replied evasively. Then he added, I ran with them. They finally allowed me to be part of their pack. We hunted together, we killedtogether, we shared meat. It was very good.
 But?
 I wanted to be the leader. He turned and looked at me over his shoulder, his tongue lolling out. I am used to being the leader, you know.
 Are you? And they would not accept you?
 Black Wolf is very large. And quick. I am stronger than he is, I think,but he knows more tricks. It was much like when you fought Heart of thePack.
 I laughed quietly and he spun on me, lifting his lips in a mock snarl.
 "Be easy," I said quietly, warding him off with open hands. "So. Whathappened?"
 He flung himself down beside me. He is still the leader. He still hasthe mate and the den. He considered and I sensed him wrestling with theconcept of the future. It could be different, another time.
 "It could be," I agreed. I scratched him gently behind the ear and heall but fell over in the snow. "Will you go back to them, someday?"
 He was having difficulty focusing on my words while I scratched hisears. I stopped and asked him again. He cocked his head to one side andregarded me with amusement. Ask me on the someday, and I will be able to answer.
 One day at a time, I agreed with him. I am glad you are here. But Istill don't understand why you came back to me. You could have stayed withthe pack.
 His eyes met mine, and even in the darkness they gripped me.
 You are called, are you not? Did not your king howl to you, "Come tome"?
 I nodded unwillingly. I am called.
 He stood suddenly, shook himself all over. He looked off into thenight. If you are called, I am called, too. He did not admit it willingly. 
 You do not have to come with me. This call from my king binds me, not you.
 In that, you are wrong. What binds you, binds me.
 I do not understand how that could be, I said carefully.
 Nor do I. But it is so. "Come to me, " he called to us. And for a time,I could ignore it. But no more.
 I am sorry. I groped for a way to express it. He has no right to you. Iknow that. I do not think he intended to call you. I do not think heintended to bind me. But it happened, and I must go to him.
 I stood up and dusted off the snow that was starting to melt on me. Ifelt ashamed. Verity, a man whom I trusted, had done this to me. That wasbad enough. But through me it was imposed on the wolf. Verity had no rightto put any demands on Nighteyes. For that matter, I had no right to put anydemands on him. What had been between us had always been entered intovoluntarily, a mutual giving on both sides with no laying-on ofobligations. Now, through me, he was entrapped as surely as if I had cagedhim.
 We share a cage, then.
 I wish it were otherwise. I wish there were someway I could free you ofthis. But I do not even know how to free myself. Not knowing how you arebound, I do not know how to loose you. You and I, we share the Wit. Verityand I share the Skill. How could his Skill-sending have gone through me toseize you? You were not even with me when he summoned me.
 Nighteyes sat very still in the snow. The wind had come up, and in thefaint starlight I could see it ruffling his coat. I am always with you,brother. You may not always be aware of me, but I am always with you. We are one.
 We share many things, I agreed. Uneasiness itched at me.

 No. He turned to face me squarely, met my eyes as no wild wolf wouldhave. We do not share. We are one. I am no longer a wolf, you are no longera man. What we are together, I have no name for. Perhaps the one who spoketo us of the Old Blood would have a word to explain it. He paused. See howmuch a man I am, that I speak of having a word for an idea? No word is needed. We exist, and we are whatever we are.
 I would set you free if I could.
 Would you? I would not part from you.
 That is not what I meant. I meant I would have for you a life of your own.
 He yawned, then stretched. I will have for us a life of our own. Weshall win it together. So. Do we travel by night or by day?
 We travel by day.
 He sensed what I meant. You will stay with this huge pack to travel?Why not break free of it and run with me? We shall go faster.
 I shook my head. It is not that simple. To travel where we must, I willneed shelter, and I have none that is mine alone. I need the aid of thispack to survive in this weather.
 There followed a difficult half hour, as I tried to explain to him thatI would need the support of the others in the caravan to reach theMountains. Had I had a horse and provisions of my own, I would not havehesitated to trust to luck and strike out with the wolf. But on foot with only what I could carry myself, facing the deep snows and deeper cold ofthe Mountains, not to mention a river crossing? I would not be that great afool.
 We could hunt, Nighteyes insisted. We would curl together in the snowat night. He could take care of me as he always had. With persistence, Iwas able to convince him that I must continue to travel as I did. Then I shall have to continue to sneak along like a stray dog, following all thesefolk?
 "Tom? Tom, are you out there?" There was irritated annoyance and worryin Nik's voice.
 "Right here!" I stepped out of the bushes.
 "What were you doing?" he demanded suspiciously.
 "Pissing," I told him. I made a sudden decision. "And my dog hasfollowed me from town and caught up with us here. I left him with friends, 
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but he must have chewed his rope. Here, boy, come to heel."
 I'll chew your heel off for you, Nighteyes offered savagely, but hecame, following me out into the cleared yard.
 "Damn big dog," Nik observed. He leaned forward. "Looks more than halfa wolf to me."
 "Some in Farrow have told me that. It's a Buck breed. We use them for 
herding sheep."
 You will pay for this. I promise you.
 In answer I leaned down to pat his shoulder and then scratch his ears.
Wag your tail, Nighteyes. "He's a loyal old dog. I should have known hewouldn't be left behind."
 The things I endure for you. He wagged his tail. Once.
 "I see. Well. You'd best get yourself inside and get some sleep. Andnext time, don't go off by yourself. For anything. At least, not withoutletting me know first. When my men are on watch, they get jumpy. They mightcut your throat before they knew you."
 "I understand."
 I walked right past two of them.
 "Nik, you don't mind, do you? The dog, I mean." I tried to act affably
abashed. "He can stay outside. He's a real good watchdog, actually." "Just don't expect me to feed him for you," Nik growled. "And don't let
him be any trouble to us."
 "Oh, I'm sure he won't. Will you, boy?"
 Starling chose that moment to come to the door. "Nik? Tom?"
 "We're right here. You were right, he was just pissing," Nik said
quietly. He took Starling's arm and began to guide her back into the shed. "What's that?" she demanded, sounding almost alarmed. 
 I suddenly had to wager everything on her quick wits and ourfriendship. "Just the dog," I said quickly. "Nighteyes must have chewed hisrope. I warned Creece to watch him when I left him there, that he'd want tofollow me. But Creece didn't listen, and here he is. I guess I'll have totake him to the Mountains with us after all."
 Starling was staring at the wolf. Her eyes were as wide and black asthe night sky above us. Nik tugged at her arm and she finally turned backto the door. "I suppose so," she said faintly.
 I silently thanked Eda and any other god that might be listening. ToNighteyes I said, "Stay and guard, there's a good fellow."
 Enjoy it while you can, little brother. He flung himself down by thecart. I doubted that he'd stay there for more than a few heartbeats. Ifollowed Starling and Nik inside. Nik shut the door firmly behind us anddropped the bolt in place. I pulled off my boots and shook out my snow-laden cloak before I wrapped myself in my blankets. Sleep was suddenly veryclose as I grasped the full relief I felt. Nighteyes was back. I feltwhole. Safe, with the wolf at the door.
 Nighteyes. I'm glad you're here.
 You've an odd way of showing it, he replied, but I could sense he wasmore amused than upset.
 Black Rolf sent me a message. Regal seeks to turn those of Old Bloodagainst us. He offers them gold to hunt us down for him. We should notspeak overly much.
 Gold. What is gold to us, or those like us? Do not fear, littlebrother. I am here to take care of you again.
 I closed my eyes and sank into sleep, hoping he was right. For aninstant, as I teetered on the edge of wakefulness, I noticed that Starlinghad not spread her blankets by mine. She sat on her blankets on the otherside of the room. By Nik. Heads together, they spoke softly aboutsomething. She laughed. I could not hear the words she next said, but thetone was a teasing challenge.
 I almost felt a pang of jealousy. I rebuked myself for it. She was acompanion, no more. What was it to me how she spent her nights? Last nightshe had slept against my back. This night she would not. I decided it wasthe wolf. She couldn't accept it. She was not the first. Knowing I wasWitted was not the same thing as confronting my bond-animal. Well. That was 
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how that was. I slept.
 Sometime in the night I felt a gentle groping. It was the barestbrushing of the Skill across my senses. I came alert, but still, waiting. Ifelt nothing. Had I imagined it, dreamed it? A more chilling thought cameto me. Perhaps it was Verity, too weakened to do more than reach for me.Perhaps it was Will. I lay still, longing to reach out, and fearing to. Iwanted so badly to know that Verity was all right; since he had blastedRegal's coterie that night, I had felt nothing of him. Come to me, he hadsaid. What if that had been his dying wish? What if all my seeking wouldyield me were bones? I pushed the fear away and tried to be open.
 The mind I felt brush mine was Regal's.
 I had never Skilled to Regal, had only suspected he was able to Skill.Even now, I doubted what I sensed. The strength of the Skill seemed Will's,but the feel of the thoughts was Regal's. And you have not found the womaneither? The Skilling was not meant for me. He reached for someone else. Igrew bolder, venturing closer. I tried to be open to his thoughts withoutreaching for them.
 Not as of yet, my king. Burl. Hiding his trembling behind formality andcourtesy. I knew Regal could sense it as clearly as I could. I even knewthat he enjoyed it. Regal had never been able to grasp the differencebetween fear and respect. He had no belief in a man's respect for himunless it was tainted with fear. I had not thought he would extend that tohis own coterie. I wondered what the threat was that he held over them.
 And nothing of the Bastard? Regal demanded. There was no mistaking itnow. Regal Skilled, using Will's strength. Did that mean he could not Skillby himself?
 Burl steeled himself. My king, I have found no sign of him. I believehe is dead. Truly dead, this time. He cut himself with a poisoned blade;the despair he felt at that moment of decision was absolute. No man couldhave pretended it.
 Then there should be a body, should there not?
 Somewhere, my king, I am sure there is. Your guards have simply notfound it yet. This from Carrod, who did not tremble with fear. He hid hisfear even from himself, pretending it was anger. I understood how he mightneed to do that, but doubted the wisdom of it. It forced him to stand up to Regal. Regal did not appreciate a man who spoke his mind.
 Perhaps I should put you in charge of riding the roads, looking for it,Regal suggested pleasantly. At the same time, you might find the man whokilled Bolt and his patrol.
 My lord king ... Carrod began, but SILENCE! Regal overrode him. He drewfreely on Will's strength to do it. The effort cost him nothing.
 I believed him dead once before, and my trust in the word of othersnearly got me killed. This time I will see him, see him hacked in piecesbefore I rest. Will's feeble attempt to trap the Bastard into betrayinghimself failed miserably.
 Perhaps because he is already dead, Carrod ventured foolishly.
 Then I witnessed a thing I wished I had not. A needle of pain, hot andpiercing, he sent to Carrod with Will's Skill. In that sending, I finallyglimpsed the whole of what they had become. Regal rode Will, not like a manrides a horse, to be thrown by the horse in anger, but as a tick or a leechbites into its victim and clings and sucks life from him. Waking or asleep,Regal was with him always, had access always to his strength. And now hespent it viciously, caring nothing for what it would cost Will. I had notknown pain could be inflicted with Skill alone. A numbing blast of strengthsuch as Verity had spent upon them, that I knew. But this was different.This was no show of force or temper. This was a display of purestvindictiveness. Somewhere, I knew, Carrod fell to the floor and thrashed inwordless agony. Linked as they were, Burl and Will must have shared ashadow of that pain. It surprised me that a member of a coterie was evencapable of doing that to another. But then, it was not Will who sent thepain. It was Regal.
 It passed, after a time. Perhaps in reality it only lasted an instant.For Carrod, it certainly lasted long enough. I sensed from him a faintmental whimpering. He was capable of no more than that just now.
 I do not believe the Bastard died. I dare not believe it until I've seen his body. Someone killed Bolt and his men. So find his body and bringit to me, whether alive or dead. Burl. Remain where you are, and redoubleyour efforts. I am certain he is bound that way. Let no traveler pass youunchallenged. Carrod, I think perhaps you should join Burl. An indolentlife does not seem to agree with your temperament. Be on your way tomorrow.And as you travel, do not be lazy. Keep your minds upon your task. We knowthat Verity lives; he proved that to all of you most effectively. TheBastard will try to get to him. He must be stopped before he does so, and then my brother must be eliminated as a threat. These are the only tasks Ihave given you; why cannot you do them? Have you no thought for what willbecome of us should Verity succeed? Search for him, with Skill and men. Donot let folk forget what I have offered for his capture. Do not let themforget the punishment for aiding him. Am I understood?
 Of course, my lord king. I shall spare no effort. Burl was quick toreply.
 Carrod? I hear nothing from you, Carrod. The threat of punishment hungover them all.
 Please, my lord king. I shall do all, everything. Alive or dead, Ishall find him for you. I shall.
 Without even an acknowledgment, Will and Regal's presence vanished. Ifelt Carrod collapse. Burl lingered a moment longer. Did he listen, did hegrope back toward my presence? I let my thoughts float free, myconcentration dissipate. Then I opened my eyes and lay staring at theceiling, thinking. The Skilling had left me queasy and trembling.
 I am with you, my brother, Nighteyes assured me.
 And I am glad that you are. I rolled over and tried to find sleep. 
CHAPTER SIXTEEN 
Bolthole
 IN MANY OF the old legends and tales of the Wit, it is insisted that aWit user eventually takes on many traits of his bond-animal. Some of themost frightening tales say that eventually a Witted one becomes capable ofassuming the guise of that animal. Those who know intimately of such magichave assured me it is not so. It is true that a Witted one may, withoutrealizing it, assume some of the physical mannerisms of his bond-animal,but one bonded to an eagle will not sprout wings, nor will one bonded to ahorse begin to neigh. As time goes by, a Witted one grows in understandingof the bond-beast, and the longer a human and an animal are bonded, the greater will be the similarity of their mannerisms. The bond-animal is aslikely to assume the mannerisms and traits of the human as the human is toadopt those of his beast. But this only happens over a long period ofintense contact.
 Nik agreed with Burrich's idea of when mornings began. I awoke to thesound of his men leading the horses out. A cold wind blew in the open door.Around me in the darkness the others were stirring. One of the children wascrying at being awakened so early. Her mother shushed her. Molly, I thoughtwith sudden longing. Somewhere hushing my child.
 What's this?
 My mate bore a cub. Far away.
 Immediate concern. But who will hunt meat to feed them? Should not we return to her?
 Heart of the Pack watches over her.
 Of course. I should have known that. That one knows the meaning ofpack, no matter how he denies it. All is well, then.
 As I rose and bundled my blankets together, I wished I could accept itas blithely as he did. I knew Burrich would care for them. It was hisnature. I recalled all the years he had watched over me as I had grown.Often I had hated him then; now I could not think of anyone else I wouldprefer to care for Molly and my baby. Save myself. I would much rather itwas I watching over them, even rocking a crying babe in the middle of thenight. Though I rather wished, just now, that the pilgrim woman would finda way to quiet her child. I was paying for my Skill-spying of the nightbefore with a savage headache.
 Food seemed to be the answer, for when the girl had a piece of breadand some honeycomb, she soon quieted. It was a hasty meal we shared, theonly hot item being tea. I noticed Kettle was moving very stiffly and tookpity on her. I fetched her a cup of hot tea to wrap her twisted fingersaround while I rolled up her blankets for her. I had never seen hands sodistorted by rheumatism; they reminded me of bird claws. "An old friend ofmine said that sometimes the sting of nettles actually relieved his handswhen they ached," I suggested to her as I tied her bundle. 
 "You find me nettles growing under the snow and I'll try them, boy,"she replied peevishly. But a few moments later she was offering me a driedapple from her small store. I accepted it with thanks. I loaded our thingsonto the cart and harnessed the mare while she finished her tea. I glancedabout but saw nothing of Nighteyes.
 Hunting, came the reply.
 Wish I were with you. Good luck.
 Aren't we supposed to speak but little, lest Regal hear us?
 I didn't reply. It was a clear cold morning, almost shockingly brightafter yesterday's snow. It was colder than it had been the day before; thewind off the river seemed to cut right through my garments, finding thegaps at cuffs and collars to poke its cold fingers through. I helped Kettlemount the cart, and then tucked one of her blankets around her in additionto her wraps. "Your mother trained you well, Tom," she said with genuinekindness.
 I still winced at the remark. Starling and Nik stood talking togetheruntil everyone else was ready to go. Then she mounted her Mountain pony andtook a place beside Nik at the head of our procession. I told myself thatit was likely Nik Holdfast would make a better ballad than FitzChivalryanyway. If he could persuade her to go back with him at the Mountainborder, my life would only be simpler.
 I gave my mind to my task. There was really little to it, other than tokeep the mare from lagging too far behind the pilgrims' wagon. I had timeto see the country we traversed. We regained the little-used road we hadbeen on the day before and continued to follow the river upstream. Alongthe river, it was sparsely treed, but a short distance away from theriverbank, it became a rolling, treeless terrain of brush and scrub.Gullies and washes cut our road on their way to the river. It seemed thatat some time water had been plentiful here, perhaps in spring. But now theland was dry save for the crystal snow that blew loosely across it likesand and the river in its bed.
 "Yesterday the minstrel made you smile to yourself. For whom is thefrown today?" Kettle asked quietly.
 "I was thinking it a shame, to see what this rich land has come to."
 "Were you?" she asked dryly. 
 "Tell me of this seer of yours," I said, mostly to change the subject.
 "He is not mine," she said with asperity. Then she relented. "It isprobably a fool's errand I go on. He whom I seek may not even be there. Andyet what better use do I have for these years, than to chase a chimera?"
 I kept silent. I was beginning to find it was the question she answeredbest. "Do you know what's in this cart, Tom? Books. Scrolls and writings.Ones I've collected for years. I have gathered them in many lands, learnedto read many tongues and letterings. In so many places, I found mention,over and over again, of the White Prophets. They appear at the junctures ofhistory and shape it. Some say they come to set history on its propercourse. There are those who believe, Tom, that all of time is a circle. Allof history a great wheel, turning inexorably. Just as seasons come and go,just as the moon moves endlessly through her cycle, so does time. The samewars are fought, the same plagues descend, the same folk, good or evil,rise to power. Humanity is trapped on that wheel, doomed endlessly torepeat the mistakes we have already made. Unless someone comes to changeit. Far to the south, there is a land where they believe that for everygeneration, somewhere in the world there is a White Prophet. He or shecomes, and if what is taught is heeded, the cycle of time moves into abetter course. If it is ignored, all time is pushed into a darker path."
 She paused, as if waiting for me to say something. "I know nothing ofsuch teachings," I admitted.
 "I would not expect you to. It was in a far place I first studied suchthings. There they held that if such prophets fail, again and again, therepeating history of the world will grow more and more evil, until theentire cycle of time, hundreds of thousands of years, becomes a history ofmisery and wrong."
 "And if the prophet is heeded?"
 "Each time one succeeds, it is easier for the next one. And when anentire cycle passes in which every prophet succeeds, time itself willfinally stop."
 "So they work for the end of the world to come?"
 "Not the end of the world, Tom. The end of time. To free humanity oftime. For time is the great enslaver of us all. Time that ages us, timethat limits us. Think how often you have wished to have more time forsomething, or wished you could go back a day and do something differently.When humanity is freed of time, old wrongs can be corrected before they are done." She sighed. "I believe this is the time for such a prophet to come.And my readings lead me to believe that this generation's White Prophetshall arise in the Mountains."
 "But you are alone on your quest. Do no others agree with you?"
 "Many others. But few, very few, go to seek a White Prophet. It is thefolk the prophet is sent to who must heed him. Others should not interfere,lest they set all time awry forever."
 I was still puzzling over what she had said about time. It seemed tomake a knot in my thinking. Her voice fell silent. I stared forward betweenthe mare's ears and pondered. Time to go back and be honest with Molly.Time to follow Fedwren the scribe instead of being an assassin'sapprentice. She had given me much to think about.
 Our talk lapsed for some time.
 Nighteyes reappeared shortly after noon. He came trotting purposefullyout of the trees, to fall into place beside our wagon. The mare gave himseveral nervous glances as she tried to puzzle out wolf smell and dogbehavior. I quested toward her and reassured her. He had been for some timeat my side of the cart before Kettle caught sight of him. She leanedforward to look past me, then sat back again. "There's a wolf beside ourcart," she observed.
 "He's my dog. Though he has some wolf blood in him," I admittedcasually.
 Kettle leaned forward to look at him again. She glanced up at my placidexpression. Then she sat back. "So they herd sheep with wolves in Buckthese days," she nodded, and said no more about him.
 We pushed on steadily for the rest of the day. We saw no folk saveourselves, and only one small cabin sending up a trail of smoke in thedistance. The cold and the blowing wind were a constant, but not one thatbecame easier to ignore as the day went on. The faces of the pilgrims inthe wagon in front of us became paler, noses redder, lips almost blue onone woman. They were packed together like fish in brine but all theircloseness seemed to be no protection against the cold.
 I moved my feet inside my boots to keep my toes awake, and shifted thereins from one hand to the other as I took turns warming my fingers undermy arm. My shoulder ached, and the ache ran down my arm until even myfingers throbbed with it. My lips were dry but I dared not wet them lest they crack. Few things are as miserable to confront as constant cold. Asfor Kettle, I did not doubt it tortured her. She did not complain, but asthe day went by she seemed to get smaller within her blanket as she curledcloser on herself. Her silence seemed but further evidence of her misery.
 We were still short of darkness when Nik turned our wagons away fromthe road and up a long trail nearly obscured by the blown snow. The onlysign of it I could make out was that less grass stuck up above the snow,but Nik seemed to know it well. The mounted smugglers broke trail for thewagons. It was still heavy going for Kettle's little mare. I looked backbehind us once to see the sweeping hand of the wind smoothing our trail outto no more than a ripple in the snowy landscape.
 The land we crossed seemed featureless, but it undulated gently. Weeventually crested the long rise we had ascended, and looked down onto ahuddle of buildings that had been invisible from the road. Evening wasdrawing on. A single light shone in a window. As we wended our way downtoward it, other candles were lit, and Nighteyes caught a trace of woodsmoke on the wind. We were expected:
 The buildings were not old. They looked as if they had been recentlycompleted. There was an ample barn. Wagons and all, we led the horses downinto it, for the earth had been dug away so that the barn was halfunderground. This low profile was why we had not seen this place from theroad, and I didn't doubt that was the reason for it. Unless a man knew thisplace was here, he'd never find it. The earth from the digging had beenheaped up around the barn and other buildings. Inside the thick walls withthe doors shut, we could not even hear the wind. A milk cow shifted in herstall as we unhitched the horses and put them in stalls. There was strawand hay and a trough of fresh water.
 The pilgrims had got out of the wagon, and I was helping Kettle downwhen the barn door opened again. A lithe young woman with a mass of redhair piled on her head came storming in. Fists on her hips, she confrontedNik. "Who are all these people and why have you brought them here? Whatgood is a bolthole if half the countryside knows of it?'"
 Nik handed his horse to one of his men and turned to her. Without a word, he swept her into his arms and kissed her. But a moment later, shepushed him away. "What are you ..."/P> 
"They paid well. They've their own food, and can make do in here forthe night. Then they'll be on their way to the Mountains tomorrow. Upthere, no one cares what we do. There's no danger, Tel, you worry too much." 
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 "I have to worry for two, for you haven't the sense to. I've foodready, but not enough for all this lot. Why didn't you send a bird to warnme?"
 "I did. Didn't it get here? Maybe the storm delayed it."
 "That's what you always say when you don't think to do it."
 "Let it go, woman. I've good tidings for you. Let's go back to yourhouse and talk." Nik's arm rested easily about her waist as they left. Itwas up to his men to settle us. There was straw to sleep in and plenty ofspace to spread it. There was a dug well with a bucket outside for water.There was a small hearth at one end of the barn. The chimney smoked badly,but it sufficed to cook on. The barn was not warm, save in comparison tothe weather outside. But no one complained. Nighteyes had stayed outside.
 They've a coop full of chickens, he told me. And a pigeon coop, too.
 Leave them alone, I warned him.
 Starling started to leave with Nik's men when they went up to thehouse, but they stopped her at the door. "Nik says all of you are to stayinside tonight, in one place." The man shot a meaningful glance at me. In alouder voice, he called, "Get your water now, for we'll be bolting the doorwhen we leave. It keeps the wind out better."
 No one was fooled by his comment, but no one challenged it. Obviouslythe smuggler felt the less we knew of his bolthole, the better. That wasunderstandable. Instead of complaining we fetched water. Out of habit, Ireplenished the animals' trough. As I hauled the fifth bucket, I wonderedif I would ever lose the reflex of seeing to the beasts first. The pilgrimshad devoted themselves to seeing to their own comfort. Soon I could smellfood cooking on the hearth. Well, I had dried meat and hard bread. It wouldsuffice.
 You could be hunting with me. There's game here. They had a garden thissummer and the rabbits are still coming for the stalks.
 He sprawled in the lee of the chicken house, the bloody remnants of arabbit across his forepaws. Even as he ate, he kept one eye on the snow-covered garden patch, watching for other game. I chewed a stick of dry meatglumly while I heaped up straw for Kettle's bed in the stall next to herhorse. I was spreading her blanket over it when she returned from the firecarrying her teapot. 
 "Who put you in charge of my bedding?" she demanded. As I took a breathto reply, she added, "Here's tea if you've a cup to your name. Mine's in mybag on the cart. There's some cheese and dried apples there as well. Fetchit for us, there's a good lad."
 As I did so, I heard Starling's voice and harp take up a tune. Singingfor her supper, I didn't doubt. Well, it was what minstrels did, and Idoubted she'd go hungry. I brought Kettle's bag back to her, and sheportioned me out a generous share while eating lightly herself. We sat onour blankets and ate. During the meal, she kept glancing at me, and finallydeclared, "You've a familiar cast to your features, Tom. What part of Buckdid you say you were from?"
 "Buckkeep Town," I replied without thinking.
 "Ah. And who was your mother?"
 I hesitated, then declared, "Sal Flatfish." She had so many childrenrunning about Buckkeep Town, there was probably one named Tom.
 "Fisherfolk? How did a fisherwoman's son end up a shepherd?"
 "My father herded," I extemporized. "Between the two trades, we didwell enough."
 "I see. And they taught you courtly courtesies to old women. And you'vean uncle in the Mountains. Quite a family."
 "He took to wandering at an early age, and settled there." Thebadgering was beginning to make me sweat a little. I could tell she knewit, too. "What part of Buck did you say your family came from?" I askedsuddenly.
 "I didn't say," she replied with a small smile.
 Starling suddenly appeared at the door of the stall. She perched on theedge of it and leaned over. "Nik said we'd cross the river in two days,"she offered. I nodded, but said nothing. She came around the end of thestall and casually tossed her pack down beside mine. She followed it to sitleaning against it, her harp on her lap. "There are two couples down by thehearth, squabbling and bickering. Some water got into their travel bread,and all they can think to do is spit about whose fault it is. And one ofthe children is sick and puking. Poor little thing. The man who is so angryabout the wet bread keeps going on about it's just a waste of food to feed the boy until he stops being sick."
 "That would be Rally. A more conniving, tightfisted man I never met,"Kettle observed genially. "And the boy, Selk. He's been sick on and offsince we left Chalced. And before, like as not. I think his mother thinksEda's shrine can cure him. She's grasping at straws, but she has the goldto do so. Or did."
 It started off around of gossiping between the two. I leaned in thecorner and listened with half an ear and dozed. Two days to the river, Ipromised myself. And how much longer to the Mountains? I broke in to askStarling if she knew.
 "Nik says there's no way to tell that, it all depends on weather. Buthe told me not to worry about it." Her fingers wandered idly over thestrings of her harp. Almost instantly, two children appeared in the door ofthe stall.
 "Are you going to sing again?" asked the girl. She was a spindly littlechild of about six, her dress much worn. There were bits of straw in herhair.
 "Would you like me to?"
 For answer, they came bounding in to sit on either side of her. I hadexpected Kettle to complain at this invasion, but she said nothing, evenwhen the girl settled comfortably against her. Kettle began to pick thestraw from the child's hair with her twisted old fingers. The little girlhad dark eyes and clutched a puppet with an embroidered face. When shesmiled up at Kettle, I could see they were not strangers.
 "Sing the one about the old woman and her pig," the boy begged Starling.
 I stood up and gathered my pack. "I need to get some sleep," I excusedmyself. I suddenly could not bear to be around the children.
 I found an empty stall nearer the door of the barn and bedded downthere. I could hear the mutter of the pilgrims' voices at their hearth.Some quarreling still seemed to be going on. Starling sang the song aboutthe woman, the stile, and the pig, and then a song about an apple tree. Iheard the footsteps of a few others as they came to sit and listen to themusic. I told myself they'd be wiser to sleep, and closed my own eyes.
 All was dark and still when she came to find me in the night. She 
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stepped on my hand in the dark, and then near dropped her pack on my head.I said nothing, even when she stretched out beside me. She spread herblankets out to cover me as well, then wiggled in under the edge of mine. Ididn't move. Suddenly I felt her hand touch my face questioningly. "Fitz?"she asked softly in the darkness.
 "What?"
 "How much do you trust Nik?"
 "I told you. Not at all. But I think he'll get us to the Mountains, Forhis own pride, if nothing else." I smiled in the dark. "A smuggler'sreputation must be perfect, among those who know of it. He'll get us there."
 "Were you angry at me, earlier today?" When I said nothing, she added,"You gave me such a serious look this morning."
 "Does the wolf bother you?" I asked her as bluntly.
 She spoke quietly. "It's true then?"
 "Did you doubt it before?"
 "The Witted part ... yes. I thought it an evil lie they had told aboutyou. That the son of a prince could be Wilted ... You did not seem a manwho would share his life with an animal." The tone of her voice left me no doubt as to how she regarded such a habit.
 "Well. I do." A tiny spark of anger made me forthright. "He'severything to me. Everything. I have never had a truer friend, willingwithout question to lay his life down for mine. And more than his life. Itis one thing to be willing to die for another. It is another to sacrificethe living of one's life for another. That is what he gives me. The samesort of loyalty I give to my king."
 I had set myself to thinking. I'd never put our relationship in thoseterms before.
 "A king and a wolf," Starling said quietly. More softly she added, "Doyou care for no one else?"
 "Molly."
 "Molly?" 
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 "She's at home. Back in Buck. She's my wife." A queer little tremor ofpride shivered through me as I said the words. My wife.
 Starling sat up in the blankets, letting in a draft of cold air. Itugged at them vainly as she asked, "A wife? You have a wife?"
 "And a child. A little girl." Despite the cold and the darkness, Igrinned at those words. "My daughter," I said quietly, simply to hear howthe words sounded. "I have a wife and a daughter at home."
 She flung herself down in the darkness beside me. "No you don't!" shedenied it with an emphatic whisper. "I'm a minstrel, Fitz. If the Bastardhad married, the word would have gone round. In fact, there were rumors youwere for Celerity, Duke Brawndy's daughter."
 "It was done quietly," I told her.
 "Ah. I see. You're not married at all. You've a woman, is what you'retrying to say."
 The words stung me. "Molly is my wife," I said firmly. "In every waythat matters to me, she is my wife."
 "And in the ways that might matter to her? And a child?" Starling askedme quietly.
 I took a deep breath. "When I go back, that will be the first thing weremedy. It is promised to me, by Verity himself, that when he is king, Ishould marry whomever I wished." Some part of me was aghast at how freely Iwas speaking to her. Another part asked, what harm could it do for her toknow? And there was relief in being able to speak of it.
 "So you do go to find Verity?"
 "I go to serve my king. To lend whatever aid I may to Kettricken andVerity's heir-child. And then to go on, to beyond the Mountains, to findand restore my king. So he may drive the Red-Ships from the Six Duchiescoast and we may know peace again."
 For a moment all was silence save for the slicing wind outside thebarn. Then she snorted softly. "Do even half of that, and I shall have myhero song." 
 "I have no desire to be a hero. Only to do what I must to be free tolive my own life."
 "Poor Fitz. None of us is ever free to do that."
 "You seem very free to me."
 "Do I? To me it seems as if every step I take carries me deeper into amire, and the more I struggle, the more firmly I embed myself."
 "How is that?"
 She gave a choked laugh. "Look about you. Here I am, sleeping in strawand singing for my supper, gambling that there will eventually be a way tocross this river and go on to the Mountains. And if I get through all that,have I achieved my goal? No. I still must dangle after you until you dosomething song worthy."
 "You really needn't," I said in some dismay at the prospect. "You couldgo on your way, making your way as a minstrel. You seem to do well enoughat it."
 "Well enough. Well enough for a traveling minstrel. You've heard mesing, Fitz. I've a good enough voice, and nimble enough fingers. But I amnot extraordinary, and that is what it takes to win a position as keepminstrel. That's assuming there will be any more keeps in five years or so.I've no mind to sing to a Red-Ship audience."
 For a moment we were both quiet; considering.
 "You see," she went on after a time, "I've no one anymore. Parents andbrother gone. My old master gone, Lord Bronze gone, who was partial to memostly for my master's sake. All gone when the keep burned. The Raidersleft me for dead, you know, or I'd truly be dead." For the first time, Iheard hints of an old fear in her voice. She was quiet for a time, thinkingof all that she would not mention. I rolled to face her. "I've only myselfto rely on. For now, for always. Only myself. And there's a limit to howlong a minstrel can wander about singing for coins in inns. If you wish tobe comfortable when you're old, you have to earn a place in a keep. Only atruly great song will do that for me, Fitz. And I've a limited amount oftime in which to find one." Her voice grew softer, her breath warm as shesaid, "And so I shall follow you. For great events seem to happen in yourwake." 
 "Great events?" I scoffed.
 She hitched herself closer to me. "Great events. The abdication of the throne by Prince Chivalry. The triumph against the Red-Ships at AntlerIsland. Were not you the one who saved Queen Kettricken from Forged onesthe night she was attacked, right before the Vixen Queen's Hunt? Now,there's a song I wish I had written. To say nothing of precipitating theriots the night of Prince Regal's coronation. Let's see. Rising from thedead, making an attempt on Regal's life right inside Tradeford Hall, andthen escaping unscathed. Killing half a dozen of his Guard single-handedlywhile manacled ... I had a feeling I should have followed you that day. ButI'd say I've a good chance of witnessing something noteworthy if I but heldon to your shirttail from now on."
 I'd never thought of those events as a list of things I'd caused. Iwanted to protest that I had not caused any of them, that I had merely beencaught up in the grinding wheels of history. Instead I just sighed. "All Iwant to do is go home to Molly and our little daughter."
 "She probably longs for the same thing. It can't be easy for her,wondering when you'll come back, or if."
 "She doesn't wonder. She already believes me dead."
 After a time, Starling said hesitantly, "Fitz. She thinks you dead. Howcan you believe she will be there waiting when you return, that she won'tfind someone else?"
 I had played a dozen scenes in my head. That I might die before Ireturned home, or that when I returned, Molly would see me as a liar and aWitted one, that she would be repelled by my scars. I fully expected her tobe angry at me for not letting her know I was alive. But I would explainthat I had believed she had found another man and was happy with him. Andthen she'd understand and forgive me. After all, she was the one who hadleft me. Somehow I had never imagined returning home to find she hadreplaced me with someone else. Stupid. How could I not have foreseen thatmight happen, simply because it was the worst possible thing I couldimagine? I spoke more to myself than Starling. "I suppose I'd better getword to her. Send her a message, somehow. But I don't know exactly whereshe is. Nor who I'd entrust with such a message."
 "How long have you been gone?" she demanded to know.
 "From Molly? Almost a year." 
 "A year! Men," Starling muttered softly to herself. "They go off tofight or to travel and they expect their lives to be waiting for them whenthey get back. You expect the women who stay behind to keep the fields andraise the children and patch the roof and mind the cow, so that when youwalk back in the door, you can find your chair still by the fire and hotbread on the table. Yes, and a warm, willing body in your bed, stillwaiting for you." She was beginning to sound angry. "How many days have youbeen gone from her? Well, that's how many days she has had to cope withoutyou. Time doesn't stop for her just because you're gone. How do you thinkof her? Rocking your baby beside a warm hearth? How about this? The baby isinside, crying and untended on the bed, while she's out in the rain andwind trying to split wood for kindling because the fire went out while shewas walking to and from the mill to get a bit of meal ground."
 I pushed the image away. No. Burrich wouldn't let that happen. "In mymind, I see her in many ways. Not just in good times," I defended myself."And she isn't completely alone. A friend of mine is looking after her."
 "Ah, a friend," Starling agreed smoothly. "And is he handsome,spirited, and bold enough to steal any woman's heart?"
 I snorted. "No. He's older. He's stubborn, and cranky. But he's alsosteady and reliable and thoughtful. He always treats women well. Politelyand kindly. He'll take good care of both her and the child." I smiled tomyself, and knew the truth of it as I added, "He'll kill any man that evenlooks a threat at them."
 "Steady, kind, and thoughtful? Treats women well?" Starling's voicerose with feigned interest. "Do you know how rare a man like that is? Tellme who he is, I want him for myself. If your Molly will let him go."
 I confess I knew a moment's unease. I remembered a day when Molly hadteased me, saying I was the best thing to come out of the stables sinceBurrich. When I had been skeptical as to whether that was a compliment, shehad told me he was well regarded among the ladies, for all his silences andaloof ways. Had she ever looked at Burrich and considered him? No. It was Ishe had made love with that day, clinging to me although we could not bewed. "No. She loves me. Only me."
 I had not intended to say the words aloud. Some note in my voice musthave touched a kinder place in Starling's nature. She gave over tormentingme. "Oh. Well, then. I still think you should send her word. So she hashope to keep her strong."
 "I will," I promised myself. As soon as I reached Jhaampe. Kettricken would know some way by which I could get word back to Burrich. I could sendback just a brief written message, not too plainly worded in case it wasintercepted. I could ask him to tell her I was alive and I would return toher. But how would I get the message to him?
 I lay silently musing in the dark. I did not know where Molly wasliving. Lacey would possibly know. But I could not send word via Laceywithout Patience finding out. No. Neither of them must know. There had tobe someone we both knew, someone I could trust. Not Chade. I could trusthim, but no one would know how to find Chade, even if they knew him by that name.
 Somewhere in the barn, a horse thudded a hoof against a stall wall."You're very quiet," Starling whispered.
 "I'm thinking."
 "I didn't mean to upset you."
 "You didn't. You just made me think."
 "Oh." A pause. "I am so cold."
 "Me, too. But it's colder outside."
 "That doesn't make me the least bit warmer. Hold me."
 It was not a request. She burrowed into my chest, tucking her headunder my chin. She smelled nice. How did women always manage to smell nice?Awkwardly I put my arms around her, grateful for the added warmth butuneasy at the closeness. "That's better," she sighed. I felt her body relaxagainst mine. She added, "I hope we get a chance to bathe soon."
 "Me, too."
 "Not that you smell that bad."
 "Thank you," I said a bit sourly. "Mind if I go back to sleep now?"
 "Go ahead." She put a hand on my hip and added, "If that's all you canthink of to do."
 I managed to draw a breath. Molly, I told myself. Starling was so warmand near, smelling so sweet. Her minstrel's ways made nothing of what she suggested. To her. But what was Molly, truly, to me? "I told you. I'mmarried." It was hard to speak.
 "Um. And she loves you, and you obviously love her. But we are the oneswho are here, and cold. If she loves you that much, would she begrudge youan added bit of warmth and comfort on such a cold night?"
 It was difficult, but I forced myself to think about it a bit, thensmiled to myself in the darkness. "She wouldn't just begrudge me. She'dknock my head off my shoulders."
 "Ah." Starling laughed softly into my chest. "I see." Gently she drewher body away from mine. I longed to reach out and pull her back to me."Perhaps we'd better just go to sleep, then. Sleep well, Fitz."
 So I did, but not right away and not without regrets.
 The night brought us rising winds, and when the barn doors wereunbolted in the morning, a fresh layer of snow greeted us. I worried thatif it got much deeper, we'd have serious problems with the wagons. But Nikseemed confident and genial as he loaded us up. He bid a fond farewell tohis lady and we set forth again. He led us away from the place by adifferent trail from the one we had followed to get there. This one wasrougher, and in a few places the snow had drifted deep enough that thewagon bodies gouged a path through it. Starling rode beside us for part ofthe morning, until Nik sent a man back to ask her if she'd come ride withthem. She thanked him cheerily for the invitation and promptly went to jointhem.
 In the early afternoon, we came back to the road. It seemed to me thatwe had gained little by avoiding the road for so long, but doubtless Nikhad had his reasons. Perhaps he simply did not want to create a beatentrack to his hiding place. That evening our shelter was crude, sometumbledown huts by the riverbank. The thatched roofs were giving way, sothere were fingers of snow on the floors in places and a great plume ofsnow that had blown in under the door. The horses had no shelter at all other than the lee of the cabins. We watered them at the river and theyeach got a portion of grain, but no hay awaited them here.
 Nighteyes went with me to gather firewood, for while there was enoughby the hearths to start a fire for a meal, there was not enough to last thenight. As we walked down to the river to look for driftwood I mused on howthings had changed between us. We spoke less than we once had, but I feltthat I was more aware of him than I had ever been before. Perhaps there wasless need to speak. But we had also both changed in our time apart. When I looked at him now, I sometimes saw the wolf first and then my companion.
 I think you have finally begun to respect me as I deserve.
 There was teasing but also truth in that statement. He appearedsuddenly in a patch of brush on the riverbank to my left, loped easilyacross the snow swept trail, and somehow managed to vanish in little morethan snow dunes and leafless, scrubby bushes.
 You're no longer a puppy, that's true.
 Neither of us are cubs anymore. We've both discovered that on thisjourney. You no longer think of yourself as a boy at all.
 I trudged wordlessly through the snow and pondered that. I did not knowquite when I had finally decided I was a man and not a boy any longer, butNighteyes was right. Oddly, I felt a moment of loss for that vanished ladwith the smooth face and easy courage.
 I think I made a better boy than I do a man, I admitted ruefully to thewolf.
 Why not wait until you've been at it a bit longer and then decide? hesuggested.
 The track we followed was barely a cart wide and visible only as aswatch where no brush poked up above the snow. The wind was busy sculptingthe snow into dunes and banks. I walked into the wind, and my forehead andnose soon burned with its rough kiss. The terrain was little different fromwhat we had passed for the last few days, but the experience of movingthrough it with only the wolf, silently, made it seem a different world.Then we came to the river.
 I stood on top of the bank and looked across. Ice frosted the edges inplaces, and occasional knots of driftwood washing down the river sometimescarried a burden of dirty ice and clinging snow. The current was strong, asthe swiftly bobbing driftwood showed. I tried to imagine it frozen over andcould not. On the far side of that rushing flood were foothills dense withevergreens that gave onto a plain of oaks and willows that came right downto the water's edge. I suppose the water had stopped the fire's spreadthose years ago. I wondered if this side of the river had ever been asthickly treed as that.
 Look, Nighteyes growled wistfully. I could feel the heat of his hunger as we eyed a tall buck that had come down to the river to water. He liftedhis antlered head, sensing us, but regarded us calmly, knowing he was safe.I found my mouth watering with Nighteyes' thoughts of fresh meat. Huntingwill be much better on the other side.
 I hope so. He leaped from the bank to the snow-swathed gravel and rockof the river edge, and padded off upriver. I followed him less gracefully,finding dry sticks as I went. The walking was rougher down here, and thewind crueler, laden as it was with the river's cold. But it was also moreinteresting walking, somehow laden with more possibility. I watchedNighteyes range ahead of me. He moved differently now. He had lost a lot ofhis puppyish curiosity. The deer skull that once would have required acareful sniffing now got no more than a swift flipping over to be sure itwas truly bare bones before he moved on. He was purposeful as he checkedtangles of driftwood to see if game might be sheltering underneath it. Hewatched the undercut banks of the river as well, sniffing for game sign. Hesprang upon and devoured a small rodent of some kind that had ventured outof a den under the bank. He dug briefly at the den's entrance, then thrusthis muzzle in to snuff thoroughly. Satisfied there were no otherinhabitants to dig out, he trotted on.
 I found myself watching the river as I followed him. It became moredaunting, not less, the more I saw of it. The depth of it and the strengthof its current were attested to by the immense snaggle-rooted logs thatswung and turned as the waters rushed them along. I wondered if thewindstorm had been worse upriver to tear loose such giants, or if the riverhad slowly eaten away their foundations until the trees had tottered intothe water.
 Nighteyes continued to range ahead of me. Twice more I saw him leap andpin a rodent to the earth with his teeth and paws. I was not sure what theywere; they did not look like rats exactly, and the sleekness of their coatsseemed to indicate they'd be at home in the water.
 Meat doesn't really need a name, Nighteyes observed wryly, and I wasforced to agree with him. He flipped his prey gleefully into the air andcaught it again as it somersaulted down. He worried the dead thing fiercelyand then launched it once more, dancing after it on his hind legs. For amoment his simple pleasure was contagious. He had the satisfaction of asuccessful hunt, meat to fill his belly and time to eat it unmolested. Thistime it went winging over my head, and I leaped up to catch the limp bodyand then fling it up higher still. He sprang high after it, all four legsleaving the ground. He seized it cleanly, then crouched, showing it to me,daring me to chase him. I dropped my armload of wood and sprang after him.He evaded me easily, then looped back to me, daring me, rushing past mejust out of arm's reach as I flung myself at him. 
 "Hey!"
 We both halted in our play: I got up slowly from the ground. It was oneof Nik's men, standing far up the riverbank and staring at us. He carriedhis bow. "Get some wood and come back now," he ordered me. I glanced about,but could see no reason for the edgy tone to his voice. Nevertheless, Igathered my scattered armload of wood and headed back to the huts.
 I found Kettle squinting at a scroll by the firelight, ignoring thosewho were trying to cook around her. "What are you reading?" I asked her.
 "The writings of Cabal the White. A prophet and seer of Kimoalan times."
 I shrugged. The names meant nothing to me.
 "Through his guidance, a treaty was wrought that put an end to ahundred years of war. It enabled three folk to become one people. Knowledgewas shared. Many kinds of foods that once grew only in the southern valleysof Kimoala came into common usage. Ginger, for instance. And kim-oats."
 "One man did that?"
 "One man. Or two, perhaps, if you count the general he persuaded toconquer without destroying. Here, he speaks of him. `A catalyst was DarAlesfor his time, a changer of hearts and lives. He came not to be hero, but toenable the hero in others. He came, not to fulfill prophecies, but to openthe doors to new futures. Such is ever the task of the catalyst.' Above, hehas written that it is in every one of us to be a catalyst in our own time.What do you think of that, Tom?"
 "I'd rather be a shepherd," I answered her truthfully. "Catalyst" wasnot a word I cherished.
 That night I slept with Nighteyes at my side. Kettle snored softly notfar from me, while the pilgrims huddled together in one end of the hut.Starling had chosen to sleep in the other hut with Nik and some of his men.For a time, the sound of her harp and voice were occasionally. borne to meon gusts of wind.
 I closed my eyes and tried to dream of Molly. Instead I saw a burningvillage in Buck as the Red-Ships pulled away from it. I joined a young ladas he put on sail in the dark, to ram his dory into the side of a Red-Ship.He flung a burning lantern on board her and followed it with a bucket of 
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cheap fish oil such as poor folk burned in their lamps. The sail blazed upas the boy sheered away from the burning ship. Behind him the curses andcries of the burning men rose with the flames. I rode with him that night,and felt his bitter triumph. He had nothing left, no family, no home, buthe had spilled some of the blood that had spilled his. I understood thetears that wet his grinning face only too well. 
CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 
River Crossing
 THE OUTISLANDERS HAVE always spoken mockingly the Six Duchies folk,declaring us slaves of the earth, farmers fit only for grubbing in thedirt. Eda, the mother goddess who is thanked for plentiful crops andmultiplying flocks, is disdained by the Outlslanders as a goddess for asettled folk who have lost all spirit. The Outlslanders themselves worshiponly El, the god of the sea. He is not a deity to offer thanks to, but agod to swear by. The only blessing he sends his worshipers are storms andhardships to make them strong.
 In this they misjudged the people of the Six Duchies. They believedfolk who planted crops and raised sheep would soon come to have no morespirit than sheep. They came amongst us slaughtering and destroying andmistook our concern for our folk for weakness. In that winter, the smallfolk of Buck and Bearns, Rippon and Shoaks, the fisherfolk and herders,goose-girls and pig-boys, took up the war that our wrangling nobles andscattered armies waged so poorly and made it their own. The small folk of aland can only be oppressed so long before they rise up in their owndefense, be it against outlanders or an unjust lord of their own.
 The others grumbled the next morning about the cold and the need forhaste. They spoke longingly of hot porridge and hearth cakes. There was hotwater, but little more than that to warm our bellies. I filled Kettle'steapot for her and then went back to fill my cup with hot water. I squintedmy eyes against the pain as I dug in my pack for my elfbark. My Skill-dreamof the night before had left me feeling sick and shaky. The very thought offood made me ill. Kettle sipped her tea and watched as I used my knife to scrape shavings from a lump of bark into my mug. It was hard to make myselfwait for the liquid to brew. The extreme bitterness of it flooded my mouth,but almost immediately I felt my headache ease. Kettle abruptly reached aclawlike hand to pluck the chunk of bark from my fingers. She looked at it,sniffed it, and "Elfbark!" she exclaimed. She gave me a look of horror."That's a vicious herb for a young man to be using."
 "It calms my headaches," I told her. I took a breath to steel myself,then drank off the rest of the mug. The gritty remnants of bark stuck to mytongue. I forced myself to swallow them, then wiped out my mug and returnedit to my pack. I held out my hand and she gave back the chunk of bark, butreluctantly. The look she was giving me was very strange.
 "I've never seen anyone just drink it down like that. Do you know whatthat stuff is used for, in Chalced?"
 "I've been told they feed it to galley slaves, to keep their strengthup."
 "Strength up and hopes down. A man on elfbark is easily discouraged.Easier to control. It may dull the pain of a headache, but it dulls themind as well. I'd be wary of it, were I you."
 I shrugged. "I've used it for years," I told her as I put the herb backin my pack.
 "All the more reason to stop now,". she replied tartly. She handed meher pack to put back in the wagon for her.
 It was midafternoon when Nik ordered our wagons to a halt. He and twoof his men rode ahead, while the others assured us all was fine. Nik wentahead to ready the crossing place before we arrived there. I did not evenneed to glance at Nighteyes. He slipped away to follow Nik and his men. Ileaned back on the seat and hugged myself, trying to stay warm.
 "Hey, you. Call your dog back!" one of Nik's men commanded me suddenly.
 I sat up and made a show of looking around for him. "He's probably justscented a rabbit. He'll be back. Follows me everywhere, he does."
 "Call him back now!" the man told me threateningly. 
 So I stood up on the wagon seat and called Nighteyes. He did not come.I shrugged an apology at the men and sat down again. One continued to glareat me, but I ignored him.
 The day had been clear and cold, the wind cutting. Kettle had beenmiserably silent all day. Sleeping on the ground had awakened the old painin my shoulder to a constant jab. I did not even want to imagine what shewas feeling. I tried to think only that we would soon be across the river,and that after that the Mountains were not far. Perhaps in the Mountains Iwould finally feel safe from Regal's coterie.
 Some men pull ropes by the river. I closed my eyes and tried to seewhat Nighteyes did. It was difficult, for he directed his eyes at the menthemselves, while I wished to study the task they did. But just as Idiscerned they were using a guideline to restring a heavier rope across theriver, two other men on the far side began energetically digging through apile of driftwood in the curve of a bank. The concealed barge was soonrevealed, and the men went to work chopping away the ice that had formed onit.
 "Wake up!" Kettle told me irritably, and gave me a poke in the ribs. Isat up to see the other wagon already in motion. I stirred the mare's reinsand followed the others. We traveled a short way down the river road beforeturning off it onto an open section of bank. There were some burned-outhuts by the river that had apparently perished in the fires years ago.There was also a crude ramp of logs and mortar, much decayed now. On thefar side of the river, I could see the remains of the old barge, halfsunken. Ice covered parts of it, but dead grass also stuck up from it. Ithad been many seasons since it had floated. The huts on the other side werein as poor repair as the ones over here, for their thatched roofs hadcollapsed completely. Behind them rose gentle hills covered in evergreens.Beyond them, towering in the distance, were the peaks of the MountainKingdom.
 A team of men had attached the revealed barge and were working itacross the river to us. The bow was pointed into the current. The barge wastightly bridled to the pulley line; even so, the angry river strove to tearit loose and wash it downstream. It was not a large vessel. A wagon andteam was going to be a snug fit. There were railings down the side of thebarge, but other than that it was simply a flat, open deck. On our side,the ponies that Nik and his men had been riding had been harnessed to pullon the barge's towline while on the other side a team of patient mulesbacked slowly toward the water. As the barge came slowly toward us, her bowrose and fell as the river pushed against it. The current foamed andchurned around its sides, while an occasional dip of the bow allowed asurge of water to fly up and over. It was not going to be a dry ride across. 
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 The pilgrims muttered amongst themselves anxiously, but one man's voicesuddenly rose to quell them. "What other choice do we have?" be pointedout. Thereafter silence fell. They watched the barge come toward us withdread.
 Nik's wagon and team were the first load across. Perhaps Nik did itthat way to give the pilgrims courage. I watched as the barge was broughtup snug to the old ramp and secured stern-in. I sensed the displeasure ofhis team, but also that they were familiar with this. Nik himself led themonto the barge and held their heads while two of his men scrambled aboutand tied the wagon down to the cleats. Then Nik stepped off, and waved hishand in signal. The two men stood, one by each horse's head, as the muleteam on the other side took up the slack. The barge was cast off and movedout into the river. Laden, it sat more deeply in the water, but it did notbob as freely as it had. Twice the bow lifted high and then plunged backdeeply enough to take a wash of water over it. All was silence on our sideof the river as we watched the barge's passage. On the other side, it waspulled in and secured bow first, the wagon was unfastened, and the mendrove it off and up the hill.
 "There. You see. Nothing to worry about:" Nik spoke with an easy grin,but I doubted that he believed his own words.
 A couple of men rode the barge back as it came across. They did notlook happy about it. They clung to the railings and winced away from theflying spray off the river. Nevertheless they were both soaked by the timethe barge reached our side and they stepped off. One man gestured Nik toone side and began to confer with him angrily, but he clapped him on theshoulders and laughed loudly as if it were all a fine joke. He held out hishand and they passed him a small pouch. He hefted it approvingly beforehanging it from his belt. "I keep my word," he reminded them, and thenstrode back to our group.
 The pilgrims went across next. Some of them wished to cross in thewagon, but Nik patiently pointed out that the heavier the load, the lowerthe barge rode in the river. He herded them onto the barge and made surethat each person had a good place to grip along the rail. "You, too," hecalled, motioning to Kettle and Starling.
 "I'll go across with my cart," Kettle declared, but Nik shook his head.
 "Your mare isn't going to like this. If she goes crazy out there, youdon't want to be on the barge. Trust me. I know what I'm doing." He glancedat me. "Tom? You mind riding across with the horse? You seem to handle her well."
 I nodded, and Nik said, "There, now, Tom'll see to your mare. You goon, now."
 Kettle scowled, but had to own the sense of that. I helped her down,and Starling took her arm and walked her to the barge. Nik stepped onto thebarge and spoke briefly to the pilgrims, telling them to simply hold on andnot fear. Three of his men boarded the barge with them. One insisted onholding the smallest pilgrim child himself. "I know what to expect," hetold the anxious mother. "I'll see she gets across. You just have a care toyourself" The little girl began to cry at that and her shrill wailing couldbe heard even over the rushing of the river water as the barge was pulledout onto the river. Nik stood beside me watching them go.
 "They'll be fine," he said, as much to himself as to me. He turned tome with a grin. "Well, Tom, a few more trips and I'll be wearing thatpretty earring of yours."
 I nodded to that silently. I'd given my word on the bargain but I wasnot happy about it.
 Despite Nik's words, I heard him sigh with relief when the bargereached the other side. The drenched pilgrims scuttled off even as the menwere securing it. I watched Starling help Kettle off, and then some ofNik's men hurried them up the bank and into the shelter of the trees. Thenthe barge was coming back to us again, bearing two more men. The pilgrims'empty wagon went next, along with a couple of ponies. The pilgrims' horseswere not at all pleased. It took blindfolds and three men tugging to getthem onto the barge. Once there and tied down, the horses still shifted asmuch as they could, snorting and shaking their heads. I watched them cross.On the other side, the team needed no urging to get the wagon swiftly offthe barge. A man took the reins and the wagon rattled up the hill and outof sight.
 The two men who rode back that time had the worst crossing yet. Theywere halfway across the river when an immense snag came in sight, bearingdirectly down on the barge. The clawing roots looked like a monstrous handas the log bobbed in the fierce current. Nik shouted at our ponies and allof us sprang to help them haul on the rope, but even so the log struck thebarge a glancing blow. The men on board yelled as the impact shook themfrom their grips on the railing. One was nearly flung off, but managed tocatch a second post and hung on for dear life. Those two came off glaringand cursing, as if they suspected the mishap had been deliberate. Nik hadthe barge secured and himself checked all the lines fastening her to the pulley rope. The impact had knocked one railing loose. He shook his headover that, and warned his men about it as they drove the last wagon aboard.
 Its crossing was no worse than any of the others. I watched with sometrepidation, knowing that my turn was next. Fancy a bath, Nighteyes?
 It will be worth it if there's good hunting on the other side, hereplied, but I could sense he shared my nervousness.
 I tried to calm myself and Kettle's mare as I watched them fasten thebarge to the landing. I spoke soothingly to her as I led her down, doingall I could to assure her that she would be fine. She seemed to accept it,stepping calmly onto the scarred timbers of the deck. I led her out slowly,explaining it all as I went. She stood quietly as I tied her to a ring setin the deck. Two of Nik's men roped the cart down fast. Nighteyes leapedon, then sank down, belly low, his claws digging into the wood. He didn'tlike the way the river tugged at the barge greedily. Truth to tell, neitherdid I. He ventured over to crouch beside me, feet splayed.
 "You go on across with Tom and the cart," Nik told the soaked men whohad already made one trip. "Me and my boys will bring our ponies on thelast trip. Stay clear of that mare, now, in case she decides to kick."
 They came aboard warily; eyeing Nighteyes almost as distrustfully asthey watched the mare. They clustered at the back of the cart, and held onthere. Nighteyes and I remained at the bow. I hoped we'd be out of reach ofthe mare's hooves there. At the last moment, Nik declared, "I think I'llride this one over with you." He cast the barge off himself with a grin anda wave at his men. The mule team on the other side of the river started up,and with a lurch we moved out into the river.
 Watching something is never the same as doing it. I gasped as the firstslashing spray of river water struck me. We were suddenly a toy in theclutches of an unpredictable-child. The river rushed past us, tearing atthe barge and roaring its frustration that it could not drag us free. Thefurious water near deafened me. The barge took a sudden plunge and I foundmyself gripping the railing as a surge of water flowed over the deck andclutched at my ankles in passing. The second time a plume of water smackedup from the bow and drenched us all, the mare screamed. I let go of my gripof the railing, intending to take hold of her headstall. Two of the menseemed to have the same idea. They were working their way forward, clingingto the cart. I waved them away and turned to the mare.
 I will never know what the man intended. Perhaps to club me with thepommel of his knife. I caught the motion from the corner of my eye and turned to face him just as the barge gave another lurch. He missed me andstaggered forward against the mare. The horse, already anxious, panickedinto a frenzy of kicking. She threw her head wildly, slamming it against meso that I staggered away. I had almost caught my balance when the man madeanother flailing try at me. On the back of the cart, Nik was strugglingwith another man. He angrily shouted something about his word and hishonor. I ducked my attacker's blow just as a crash of water came over thebow. The force of it washed me toward the center of the barge. I caughthold of a cartwheel and clung there, gasping. I clawed my sword half-freejust as someone else grabbed me from behind. My first attacker came at me,grinning, his knife blade first this time. Suddenly a wet furry bodystreaked past me. Nighteyes hit him squarely in the chest, slamming himback against the railing.
 I heard the crack of the weakened post. Slowly, so slowly, wolf, man,and railing went tipping toward the water. I lunged after them, dragging myassailant with me. As they went in, I managed to catch both the shatteredremains of the post and Nighteyes' tail. I sacrificed my sword to do it. Mygrip was only on the end of his tail but I held on. His head came up, hisfront paws scrabbled frantically against the edge of the barge. He startedto climb back on.
 Then a booted foot came down with a smash on my shoulder. The dull achein it exploded. The next boot caught me in the side of the head. I watchedmy fingers fly open, saw Nighteyes spun away from me, snatched by the riverand borne off.
 "My brother!" I cried aloud. The river swallowed my words, and the nextslosh of water over the deck drenched me and filled my mouth and nose. Whenthe water passed, I tried to get to my hands and knees. The man who hadkicked me knelt beside me. I felt the press of his knife against my neck.
 "Just stay where you are, and hold on," he suggested grimly. He turnedand yelled back at Nik. "I'm doing this my way!"
 I did not answer. I was questing out savagely, putting all my strengthinto reaching after the wolf. The barge surged under me, the river roaredpast, and I was drenched by spray and waves. Cold. Wet. Water in my mouthand nose, choking. I couldn't tell where I ended and Nighteyes began. If hestill existed at all.
 The barge scraped suddenly against the ramp.
 They were clumsy in getting me to my feet on the other side. The oneremoved his knife before the second man had a good grip on my hair. I came up fighting, caring nothing for anything else they might do to me now. Iradiated hate and fury and the panicky horses followed my lead. One manwent down close enough to the mare that one of her hooves stove in hisribs. That left two, or so I thought. I shouldered one into the river. Hemanaged to catch hold of the barge and clung there while I choked hiscompanion. Nik shouted what sounded like a warning. I was squeezing histhroat and bashing his head on the deck when the others fell on me. Theseones wore their brown and gold openly. I tried to make them kill me, butthey didn't. I heard other cries from far up the hillside and thought Irecognized Starling's voice raised in anger.
 After a time, I lay trussed on the snowy riverbank. A man stood guardover me with a drawn sword. I didn't know if he threatened me, or if he wascharged with keeping the others from killing me. They stood in a circle,staring down at me avidly, like a pack of wolves who had just brought downa deer. I didn't care. Frantically, I quested out, caring nothing foranything they might do to me. I could sense that somewhere he fought forhis life. My sense of him grew. fainter and fainter as he put all hisenergies into simply surviving.
 Nik was suddenly flung down beside me. One of his eyes was starting topuff shut and when he grinned at me, blood stained his teeth. "Well, herewe are, Tom, on the other side of the river. I said I'd bring you here, andhere we are. I'll take that earring now, as we agreed."
 My guard kicked him in the ribs. "Shut up," he growled.
 "This wasn't the agreement," Nik insisted when he could take a breath.
 He looked up at them all, tried to choose one to speak to. "I had adeal with your captain. I told him I'd bring him this man, and in return,he offered me gold and safe passage. For me and the others."
 The sergeant gave a bitter laugh. "Well, it wouldn't be the first dealCaptain Mark made with a smuggler. Odd. Not a one of them ever profited us,hey, boys? And Captain Mark, he's down the river a way now, so it's hard totell just what he promised you. Always liked his glory shows, did Mark.Well, now he's gone. But I know what my orders are, and that's to arrestall smugglers and bring them back to Moonseye. I'm a good soldier, I am."
 The sergeant stooped down and relieved Nik of the pouch of gold, andhis own pouch as well. Nik struggled, and lost some blood in the process. Idid not bother watching much of it. He'd sold me to Regal's guards. And howhad he known who I was? Pillow talk with Starling, I told myself bitterly.I had trusted, and it had brought me what it always did. I did not even turn to look when they dragged him away.
 I had but one true friend, and my foolishness had cost him. Again. Istared up at the sky and reached out of my body, threw my senses as wide asI could, questing, questing. I found him. Somewhere, his claws scrabbledand scratched at a steep and icy bank. His dense coat was laden with water,heavy with it so he could scarcely keep his head up. He lost his purchase,the river seized him again, and once more he spun around in it. It pulledhim under and held him there, then threw him suddenly to the surface. Theair he gasped in was laden with spray. He had no strength left.
 Try! I commanded him. Keep trying!
 And the fickle current flung him again against a riverbank; but thisone was a tangle of dangling roots. His claws caught in them, and he hauledhimself high, scrabbling at them as he choked out water and gasped in air.His lungs worked like bellows.
 Get out! Shake off!
 He gave me no answer at all, but I felt him haul himself out. Little bylittle, he gained the brushy bank. He crawled out like a puppy, on hisbelly. Water ran from him, forming a puddle around him where he cowered. Hewas so cold. Frost was already forming on his ears and muzzle. He stood upand tried to shake. He fell over. He staggered to his feet again andtottered a few more steps from the river. He shook again, water flyingeverywhere. The action both lightened him and stood his coat up. He stood,head down, and gagged out a gush of river water. Find shelter. Curl up andget warm, I told him. He was not thinking very well. The spark that wasNighteyes had almost winked out. He sneezed violently several times, thenlooked around himself. There, I urged him. Under that tree. Snow had bentthe evergreen's fronds almost to the ground. Beneath the tree was a littlehollow, thickly floored with shed needles. If he crept in there, and curledup, he might get warm again. Go on, I urged him. You can make it. Go on.
 "I think you kicked him too hard. He's just staring at the sky."
 "Did you see what that woman did to Skef? He's bleeding like a pig. Hepopped her a good one back."
 "Where'd the old one go? Did anyone find her?"
 "She won't get far in this snow, so don't worry about it. Wake him upand get him on his feet." 
 "He's not even blinking his eyes. He's hardly even breathing."
 "I don't care. Just take him to the Skill-wizard. After that, he's notour problem."
 I knew guards dragged me to my feet, I knew I was walked up the hill. Ipaid no attention to that body. Instead, I shook myself again, and thencrept under the tree. There was just room to curl myself up. I put my tailover my nose. I flicked my ears a few times to shake the last of the waterfrom them. Go to sleep now. Everything's fine. Go to sleep. I closed hiseyes for him. He was still shivering, but I could feel a hesitant warmthcreeping through him again. Gently I drew myself clear.
 I lifted my head and looked out of my own eyes. I was walking up atrail, with a tall Farrow guard on either side of me. I didn't need to lookback to know that others followed. Ahead of us, I saw Nik's wagons, pulledup in the shelter of the trees. I saw his men sitting on the ground withtheir hands bound behind them. The pilgrims, still dripping, huddled arounda fire. Several guards stood around their group as well. I didn't seeStarling or Kettle. One woman clutched her child to her and wept noisilyover his shoulder. The boy did not appear to be moving. A man met my eyes,then turned aside to spit on the ground. "It's the Wilted Bastard's faultwe've come to this," I heard him say loudly. "Eda scowls upon him! Hetainted our pilgrimage!"
 They marched me to a comfortable tent pitched in the lee of some greattrees. I was shoved through the tent flaps and pushed down onto my knees ona thick sheepskin rug on an elevated wooden floor. One guard kept a firmgrip on my hair as the sergeant announced, "Here he is, sir. The wolf gotCaptain Mark, but we got him."
 A fat brazier of coals gave off a welcome heat. The interior of thetent was the warmest place I'd been in days. The sudden heat almoststupefied me. But Burl did not share my opinion. He sat in a wooden chairon the other side of the brazier, his feet outstretched toward it. He wasrobed and hooded and covered over with furs as if there were nothing elsebetween him and the night cold. He had always been a large framed man; nowhe was heavy as well. His dark hair had been curled in imitation ofRegal's. Displeasure shone in his dark eyes.
 "How is it that you aren't dead?" he demanded of me.
 There was no good answer to that question. I merely looked at him,expression bland, walls tight. His face flushed suddenly red and his cheeksappeared swollen with his anger. When he spoke, his voice was tight. He glared at the sergeant.
 "Report properly." Then, before the man could begin, he asked, "You letthe wolf get away?"
 "Not let him, no, sir. He attacked the captain. He and Captain Markwent into the river together, sir, and were carried off. Water that coldand swift, neither had a chance to survive. But I've sent a few mendownriver to check the bank for the captain's body."
 "I'll want the wolf's body as well, if it's washed up. Be sure your menknow that."
 "Yes, sir."
 "Did you secure the smuggler, Nik? Or did he get away, as well?" Burl'ssarcasm was heavy.
 "No, sir. We have the smuggler and his men. We have those travelingwith him as well, though they put up more of a fight than we expected. Someran off in the woods, but we got them back. They claim to be pilgrimsseeking Eda's shrine in the Mountains."
 "That concerns me not at ail. What matters why a man broke the King'slaw, after he has broken it? Did you recover the gold the captain paid thesmuggler?"
 The sergeant looked surprised. "No, sir. Gold paid to a smuggler? Therewas no sign of that. I wonder if it went downriver with Captain Mark.Perhaps he hadn't given it to the man ..."/P> 
"I am not a fool. I know far more of what goes on than you think I do.Find it. All of it, and return it here. Did you capture all the smugglers?"
 The sergeant took a breath and decided on the truth. "There were a fewwith the pony team on the far side when we took down Nik. They rode offbefore ..."/P> 
"Forget them. Where is the Bastard's accomplice?"
 The sergeant looked blank. I believe he did not know the word.
 "Did not you capture a minstrel? Starling?" Burl demanded again. 
 The sergeant looked uncomfortable. "She got a bit out of control, sir.When the men were subduing the Bastard on the ramp. She lit into the manholding her and broke his nose. It took a bit to ... get her under control."
 "Is she alive?" Burl's tone left no doubt of his contempt for theircompetence.
 The sergeant flushed. "Yes, sir. But ... " Burl silenced them with alook. "Were your captain still alive, he would wish he were dead now. Youhave no concept of how to report, or of how to retain control of asituation. A man should have been sent to me immediately, to inform me ofthese events as they happened. The minstrel should not have been permittedto see what was happening, but secured immediately. And only an idiot wouldhave tried to subdue a man on a barge in the middle of a strong currentwhen all he had to do was wait for the barge to land. He'd have had a dozenswords at his command there. As for the smuggler's bribe, it will bereturned to me, or you shall all go unpaid until it is made up. I am not afool." He glared around at everyone in the tent. "This has been bungled. Iwill not excuse it." He folded his lips tightly. When he spoke again, hespat out the words. "All of you. Go."
 "Yes, sir. Sir? The prisoner?"
 "Leave him here. Leave two men outside, swords drawn. But I wish tospeak to him alone." The sergeant bowed and hastened out of the tent. Hismen followed him promptly.
 I looked up at Burl and met his eyes. My hands were bound tightlybehind me, but no one held me on my knees anymore. I got to my feet andstood looking down on Burl. He met my gaze unflinchingly. When he spoke hisvoice was quiet. It made his words all the more threatening. "I repeat toyou what I told the sergeant. I am not a fool. I do not doubt that youalready have a plan to escape. It probably includes killing me. I have aplan as well, and it includes my surviving. I am going to tell it to you.It's a simple plan, Bastard. I have always preferred simplicity. It isthis. If you give me any trouble at all, I shall have you killed. As youhave no doubt deduced, King Regal wishes you brought to him alive. Ifpossible. Don't think that will prevent me from killing you if you becomeinconvenient. If you are thinking of your Skill, I will warn you my mind iswell warded. If I even suspect you of trying it, we will try your Skillagainst my guard's sword. As for your Wit, well, it seems my problems aresolved there, as well. But should your wolf materialize, he, too, is notproof against a sword."
 I said nothing. 
 "Do you understand me?"
 I gave a single nod.
 "That is as well. Now. If you give me no problems, you will be treatedfairly. As will the others. If you are difficult at all, they, too, willshare your privations. Do you understand that as well?" He met my gaze,demanding an answer.
 I matched his quiet tone. "Do you truly think I'd care if you spilledNik's blood, now that he's sold me to you?"
 He smiled. It turned me cold, for that smile had once belonged to thecarpenter's genial apprentice. A different Burl now wore his skin. "You'rea wily one, Bastard, and have been since I've known you. But you've thesame weakness of your father and the Pretender; you believe even one ofthese peasants' lives to be worth the equal of yours. Be any trouble to me,and they all pay, to the last drop of blood. Do you understand me? EvenNik."
 He was right. I had no stomach to visualize the pilgrims paying for mydaring. I quietly asked, "And if I am cooperative? What becomes of them,then?"
 He shook his head over my foolishness in caring. "Three years'servitude. Were I a less kindly man, I'd take a hand from each of them, forthey have directly disobeyed the King's orders in attempting to cross theborder and deserve to be punished as. traitors. Ten years for thesmugglers."
 I knew few of the smugglers would survive. "And the minstrel?"
 I do not know why he answered my question, but he did. "The minstrelwill have to die. You know that already. She knew who you were, for Willquestioned her back in Blue Lake. She chose to help you, when she couldhave served her king instead. She is a traitor."
 His words ignited the spark of my temper. "In helping me, she servesthe true king. And when Verity returns, you will feel his wrath. There willbe no one to shield you or the rest of your false coterie."
 For a moment, Burl only looked at me. I caught control of myself. I hadsounded like a child, threatening another with his big brother's wrath. Mywords were useless, and worse than useless. 
 "Guards!" Burl did not shout. He scarcely lifted his voice at all, butthe two were inside the tent instantly, swords drawn and pointed at myface. Burl behaved as if he did not notice the weapons. "Bring the minstrelto us here. And see that she does not get `out of control' this time." Whenthey hesitated, he shook his head and sighed. "Go on, now, both of you.Send your sergeant to me as well." When they had departed, he met my eyesand made a face of discontent. "You see what they give me to work with.Moonseye has ever been the refuse pile for Six Duchies soldiery. I have thecravens, the fools, the discontents, the connivers. And then I must face myking's displeasure when every task given them is botched."
 I think he actually expected me to commiserate with him. "So, Regal hassent you here to join them," I observed instead.
 Burl gave me a strange smile. "As King Shrewd sent your father andVerity here before me."
 That was true. I looked down at the thick sheepskin covering the floor.I was dripping on it. The warmth from the brazier was seeping into me,causing me to shiver as if my body were giving up cold it had hoarded. Foran instant I quested away from myself. My wolf slept now, warmer than Iwas. Burl reached to a small table beside his chair and took up a pot. Hepoured a steaming cup of beef broth for himself and sipped at it. I couldsmell its savor. Then he sighed and leaned back in his chair.
 "We've come a long ways from where we began, haven't we?" He almostsounded regretful.
 I bobbed my head. He was a cautious man, Burl, and I did not doubt thathe would carry out his threats. I had seen the shape of his Skill, andseen, too, how Galen had bent and twisted it into a tool that Regal woulduse. He was loyal to an upstart prince. That Galen had forged into him; hecould no longer separate it from his Skill. He had ambitions for power, andhe loved the indolent life his Skill had earned him. His arms no longerbulged with the muscles of his work. Instead his belly stretched his tunicsand the jowls of his cheeks hung heavy. He seemed a decade older than Iwas. But he would guard his position against anything that threatened it.Guard it savagely.
 The sergeant reached the tent first, but his men came with Starlingshortly afterward. She walked between them and entered the tent withdignity despite her bruised face and swollen lip. There was an icy calm toher as she stood straight before Burl and gave him no. greeting at all.Perhaps only I sensed the fury she contained. Of fear she showed no sign at all.
 When she stood alongside me, Burl lifted his eyes to consider us both.He pointed one finger at her. "Minstrel. You are aware that this man isFitzChivalry, the Witted Bastard."
 Starling made no response. It was not a question.
 "In Blue Lake, Will, of Galen's Coterie, servant of King Regal, offeredyou gold, good honest coin, if you could help us track down this man. Youdenied all knowledge of where he was." He paused, as if giving her a chanceto speak. She said nothing.
 "Yet, here we have found you, traveling in his company again." He tooka deep breath. "And now he tells me that you, in serving him, serve Veritythe Pretender. And he threatens me with Verity's wrath. Tell me. Before Irespond to this, do you agree with this? Or has he misspoken on yourbehalf?"
 We both knew he was offering her a chance. I hoped she'd have the senseto take it. I saw Starling swallow. She did not look at me. When she spoke,her voice was low and controlled. "I need no one to speak for me, my lord.,Nor am I any man's servant. I do not serve FitzChivalry." She paused, and Ifelt dizzying relief. But then she took breath and went on, "But if VerityFarseer lives; then he is true King of the Six Duchies. And I do not doubtthat all who say otherwise will feel his wrath. If he returns."
 Burl sighed out through his nose. He shook his head regretfully. Hegestured to one of the waiting men. "You. Break one of her fingers. I don'tcare which one."
 "I am a minstrel!" Starling objected in horror. She stared at him indisbelief. We all did. It was not unheard of for a minstrel to be executed for treason. To kill a minstrel was one thing. To harm one was entirelyanother.
 "Did you not hear me?" Burl asked the man when he hesitated.
 "Sir, she's a minstrel." The man looked stricken. "It's bad luck toharm a minstrel."
 Burl turned away from him to his sergeant. "You will see he receivesfive lashes before I retire this night. Five, mind you, and I wish to beable to count the separate welts on his back." 
 "Yes, sir," the sergeant said faintly.
 Burl turned back to the man. "Break one of her fingers. I don't carewhich one." He spoke the command as if he had never uttered the wordsbefore.
 The man moved toward her like a man in a dream. He was going to obey,and Burl was not going to stop the order.
 "I will kill you," I promised Burl sincerely.
 Burl smiled at me serenely. "Guardsman. Make that two of her fingers. Ido not care which ones." The sergeant moved swiftly, drawing his knife andstepping behind me. He set it to my throat and pushed me to my knees. Ilooked up at Starling. She glanced at me once, her eyes flat and empty,then looked away. Her hands, like mine, were bound behind her. She staredstraight ahead at Burl's chest. Still and silent she stood, going whiterand whiter until he actually touched her. She cried out, a hoarse gutturalsound as he gripped her wrists. Then she screamed, but her cry could notcover the two small snaps her fingers made as the man bent them backward atthe joints.
 "Show me," Burl commanded.
 As if angry with Starling that he had had to do this, the man thrusther down on her face. She lay on the sheepskin before Burl's feet. Afterthe scream, she had not made a sound. The two smallest fingers on her lefthand stood out crazily from the others. Burl looked down at them, andnodded, satisfied.
 "Take her away. See she is well guarded. Then come back and see yoursergeant. When he is finished with you, come to me." Burl's voice was even.
 The guard seized Starling by her collar and dragged her to her feet. Helooked both ill and angry as he prodded her out of the tent. Burl nodded tothe sergeant. "Let, him up, now."
 I stood looking down at him, and he looked up at me. But there was nolonger the slightest doubt as to who was in control of the situation. Hisvoice was very quiet as he observed, "Earlier you said you understood me.Now I know that you do. The journey to Moonseye can be swift and easy foryou, FitzChivalry. And for the others. Or it can be otherwise. It isentirely up to you." 
 I made no reply. None was needed. Burl nodded to the other guardsman.He took me from Burl's tent to another one. Four other guards inhabited it.He gave me both bread and meat and a cup of water. I was docile as heretied my hands in front of me so I could eat. Afterward, he pointed me toa blanket in a corner, and I went like an obedient dog. They bound my handsbehind me again and tied my feet. They kept the brazier burning all night,and always there were at least two watching me.
 I did not care. I turned away from them and faced the wall of the tent.I closed my eyes, and went, not to sleep, but to my wolf. His coat wasmostly dry, but still he slept in exhaustion. Both the cold and thebattering of the river had taken their toll of him. I took what smallcomfort was left to me. Nighteyes lived, and now he slept. I wondered onwhich side of the river. 
CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 
Moonseye
 MOONSEYE IS a small but fortified town on the border between the Six Duchies and the Mountain Kingdom. It is a provisioning town and traditionalstopping place for trade caravans using the Chelika trail to the Wide Yalepass and the lands beyond the Mountain Kingdom. It was from Moonseye thatPrince Chivalry negotiated his last great treaty with Prince Rurisk of theMountain Kingdom. On the heels of finalizing this treaty came the discoverythat Chivalry was father to an illegitimate son conceived with a woman fromthat area and already some six years old. King-in-Waiting Chivalryconcluded his negotiations and immediately rode home to Buckkeep, where heoffered his queen, father, and subjects his deepest apologies for hisyouthful failure, and abdicated the throne to avoid creating any confusionas to the line of succession.
 Burl kept his word. By day I walked, flanked by guards, my hands boundbehind me. I was housed in a tent by night and my hands unbound that Imight feed myself. No one was unnecessarily cruel to me. I do not know ifBurl had ordered that I be strictly left alone, or if enough tales of theWitted, poisoning Bastard had been spread that no one ventured to bother me. In any case, my trek to Moonseye was no more unpleasant than foulweather and military provisions made it. I was sequestered from thepilgrims so I knew nothing of how Kettle, Starling, and the others fared.My guards did not talk among themselves in my presence, so I had not evencamp gossip for rumors. I dared not ask after any of them. Even to think ofStarling and what they had done to her made me ill. I wondered if anyonewould pity her enough to straighten and bind her fingers. I wondered ifBurl would allow it. It surprised me how often I thought of Kettle and thechildren of the pilgrims.
 I did have Nighteyes. My second night in Burl's custody, after a hastyfeeding of bread and cheese, I was left alone in a corner of a tent thathoused six men-at-arms as well. My wrists and ankles were well bound, butnot cruelly tight, and a blanket flung over me. My guards soon becameengrossed in a game of dice by the candle that lit the tent. It was a tentof good goat leather, and they had floored it with cedar boughs for theirown comfort, so I did not suffer much from cold. I was aching and weary andthe food in my belly made me drowsy. Yet I struggled to stay awake. Iquested out toward Nighteyes, almost fearful of what I might find. I hadhad only the barest traces of his presence in my mind since I had bid himsleep. Now I reached for him and was jolted to feel him quite close by. Herevealed himself as if stepping through a curtain, and seemed amused at myshock.
 How long have you been able to do that?
 A while. I had been giving thought to what the bear-man told us. Andwhen we were apart, I came to know I had a life of my own. I found a placeof my own in my mind.
 I sensed a hesitancy to his thought, as if he expected me to rebuke himfor it. Instead I embraced him, wrapping him in the warmth. I felt for him.I feared you would die.
 I fear the same for you, now, Almost humbly he added, But I lived. Andnow at least one of us is free, to rescue the other.
 I am glad you are safe. But I fear there is little you can do for me.And if they catch sight of you, they will not rest until they have killed you.
 Then they shall not catch sight of me, he promised lightly. He carriedme off hunting with him that night.
 The next day it took all of my concentration to stay on my feet and moving. A storm blew up. We attempted a military pace despite the snowytrails we followed and the shrieking winds that constantly buffeted us withthreats of snow. As we moved away from the river and up into the foothills,the trees and underbrush were thicker. We heard the wind in the trees above us, but felt it less. The cold became drier and more bitter at night thehigher we went. The food I was given was enough to keep me on my feet andalive, but little more. Burl rode at the head of his procession, followedby his mounted guard. I walked behind in the midst of my guards. Behind uscame the pilgrims flanked by regulars. Behind all that trailed the baggagetrain.
 At the end of each day's march, I was confined to a swiftly pitchedtent, fed, and then ignored until the next day's rising. My conversationswere limited to accepting my meals, and to nighttime thought-sharing withNighteyes. The hunting on this side of the river was lush compared to wherewe had been. He found game almost effortlessly and was well on his way torebuilding his old strength. He found it no trouble at all to keep pacewith us and still have time to hunt. Nighteyes had just torn into arabbit's entrails on my fourth night as a prisoner when he suddenly liftedhis head and snuffed the wind.
 What is it?
 Hunters. Stalkers. He abandoned his meat and stood. He was on a hillside above Burl's camp. Moving toward it, slipping from tree to tree,were at least two dozen shadowy figures. A dozen carried bows. As Nighteyeswatched, two crouched in the cover of a dense thicket. In a few moments,his keen nose caught the scent of smoke. A tiny fire glowed dully at theirfeet. They signaled the others, who spread out, noiseless as shadows.Archers sought vantage points while the others slipped into the camp below.Some went toward the picket lines of the animals. With my own ears, I heardstealthy footsteps outside the tent where I lay trussed. They did notpause. Nighteyes smelled the stench of burning pitch. An instant later, twoflaming bolts went winging through the night. They struck Burl's tent. In amoment, a great cry arose. As sleeping soldiers stumbled out of their tentsand headed toward the blaze, the archers on the hillside rained arrows downon them.
 Burl stumbled out of the burning tent, wrapping his blankets abouthimself as he came and bellowing orders. "They're after the Bastard, youfools! Guard him at all costs!" Then an arrow went skipping past him overthe frozen ground. He cried out and flung himself flat into the shelter ofa supply wagon. A breath later two arrows thudded into it.
 The men in my tent had leaped up at the first commotion. I had largelyignored them, preferring Nighteyes' view of the events. But when the sergeant burst into the tent, his first order was "Drag him outside beforethey fire the tent. Keep him down. If they come for him, cut his throat!"
 The sergeant's orders were followed quite literally. A man knelt on myback, his bared knife set to my throat. Six others surrounded us. All aboutus, in the darkness, other men scrambled and shouted. There was a secondoutcry as another tent went up in flames, joining Burl's, which now blazedmerrily and lit his end of the camp well. The first time I tried to lift myhead and see what was happening, the young soldier on my back slammed myface back into the frozen ground energetically. I resigned myself to iceand gravel and looked through the wolf's eyes instead.
 Had not Burl's guard been so intent on keeping me, and on protectingBurl, they might have perceived that neither of us were the targets of thisraid. While arrows fell about Burl and his blazing tent, at the dark end ofthe camp the silent invaders were freeing smugglers and pilgrims andponies. Nighteyes' spying had shown me that the archer who had fired Burl'stent wore the Holdfast features as clearly as Nik did. The smugglers hadcome after their own. The captives trickled out of the camp like meal froma holed sack while Burl's men guarded him and me.

 Burl's assessment of his men had been correct. More than one man-atarms waited out that raid in the shadow of a wagon or a tent. I did notdoubt that they'd fight well if personally attacked, but no one ventured tolead a sortie against the archers on the hill. I suspected then thatCaptain Mark had not been the only man to have an arrangement with thesmugglers. The fire they did return was ineffective, for the blazing tentsin the camp had ruined their night vision, whereas the fire madesilhouettes and targets of the archers who stood to return the smugglers'fire.
 It was over in a remarkably short time. The archers on the hillcontinued to loose arrows down on us as they slipped away, and that fireheld the attention of Burl's men. When the rain of missiles abruptlyceased, Burl immediately roared for his sergeant, demanding to know if Ihad been kept. The sergeant looked warningly about at his men, and thencalled back that they'd held them off me.
 The rest of that night was miserable. I spent a good part of itfacedown in the snow while a half-dressed Burl snorted and stamped allaround me. The burning of his tent had consumed most of his personalsupplies. When the escape of the pilgrims and smugglers was discovered, itseemed to be of secondary importance to the fact that no one else in camphad clothing of a size that would fit Burl. 
 Three other tents had been fired. Burl's riding horse had been taken inaddition to the smugglers' ponies. For all Burl's bellowed threats of direvengeance, he made no effort to organize a pursuit. Instead he contentedhimself with kicking me several times. It was nearly dawn before he thoughtto ask if the minstrel, too, had been taken. She had. And that, hedeclared, proved that I had been the true target of the raid. He tripledthe guard around me for the rest of that night, and for the next two days'journey to Moonseye. Not surprisingly, we saw no more of our attackers.They had got all they wished and vanished into the foothills. I had nodoubt that Nik had boltholes on this side of the river as well. I could not feel any warmth toward the man who had sold me but I confessed to myself agrudging admiration that he had carried off the pilgrims with him when heescaped. Perhaps Starling could make a song of that.
 Moonseye seemed a small town hidden in a fold of the mountains' skirts.There were few outlying farmsteads, and the cobbled streets began abruptlyjust outside the wooden palisade that surrounded the town. A sentry issueda formal challenge to us there from a tower above the walls. It was onlyafter we had entered it that I appreciated what a thriving little city itwas. I knew from my lessons with Fedwren that Moonseye had been animportant military outpost for the Six Duchies before it had become astopping place for caravans bound for the other side of the Mountains. Nowtraders in amber and furs and carved ivory passed through Moonseye on aregular basis and enriched it in their passing. Or so it had been in theyears since my father had succeeded in negotiating an open-pass treaty withthe Mountain Kingdom.
 Regal's new hostilities had changed all that. Moonseye had reverted tothe military holding it had been in my grandfather's day. The soldiers thatmoved through the streets wore Regal's gold and brown instead of Buck'sblue, but soldiers are soldiers. The merchants had the weary, wary air ofmen rich only in their sovereign's scrip and wondering how redeemable itwould prove in the long run. Our procession attracted the attention of thelocals, but it was a surreptitious curiosity they showed us. I wonderedwhen it had become bad luck to wonder too much about the King's business.
 Despite my weariness, I looked about the town with interest. This waswhere my grandfather had brought me to abandon me to Verity's care, andwhere Verity had passed me on to Burrich. I had always wondered if mymother's folk had lived near Moonseye or if we had traveled far to seek outmy father. But I looked in vain for any landmark or sign that would awakensome memory of my lost childhood in me. Moonseye looked to me both asstrange and as familiar as any small town I had ever visited.
 The town was thick with soldiers. Tents and lean-tos had been thrown upagainst every wall. It looked as if the population had recently increased a great deal. Eventually we came to a courtyard that the animals in thebaggage train recognized as home. We were drawn up and then dismissed withmilitary precision. My guard marched me off to a squat wooden building. Itwas windowless and forbidding. Inside was a single room where an old mansat on a low stool by a wide hearth where a welcoming fire burned. Lesswelcoming were three doors with small barred windows on them that openedoff that room. I was shown into one, my bonds summarily cut, and then I wasleft alone.
 As prisons go, it was the nicest one I'd ever been in. I caught myselfin that thought and bared my teeth to it in something that was not quite agrin. There was a rope-laced bedstead with a bag of straw on it for amattress. There was a chamber pot in the corner. Some light came in fromthe barred window, and some warmth. Not much of either, but it was still agreat deal warmer than outside. It had not the severity of a seriousprison. I decided it was a holding area for drunk or disruptive soldiers.It felt odd to take off my cloak and mittens and set them aside. I sat downon the edge of the bed and waited.
 The only remarkable thing that happened that evening was that the mealoffered meat and bread and even a mug of ale. The old man opened the doorto pass me the tray. When he came to take the tray back, he left twoblankets for me. I thanked him, and he looked startled. Then he shocked meby observing, "You've your father's voice as well as his eyes." Then heshut the door in my face, rather hastily. No one spoke further to me, andthe only conversation I overheard were the curses and gibes of a dice game.From the voices I decided there were three younger men in the antechamberas well as the old key holder.
 As evening came on, they gave up their dice for quiet talk. I couldmake out little of what was said over the shrilling of the wind outside. Iarose soundlessly from my bed and ghosted to the door. When I peered out ofits barred window, I saw no less than three sentries on duty. The old manwas asleep on his own bed in the corner, but these three in Regal's goldand brown took their duties seriously. One was a beardless boy, probably nomore than fourteen. The other two moved like soldiers. One had a face more scarred than mine; I decided he was a brawler. The other wore a neatlytrimmed beard and was obviously in command of the other two. All wereawake, if not exactly alert. The brawler was teasing the boy aboutsomething. The boy's face was sullen. Those two, at least, did not getalong. From teasing the lad, the brawler went to endlessly complainingabout Moonseye. The liquor was bad, there were too few women, and thosethere were as cold as the winter itself. He wished the King would cut theirleash and let them loose on the Mountain whore's thieving cutthroats. Heknew they could cut a path to Jhaampe and take that tree-fort town in amatter of days. Where was the sense in waiting? On and on, he ranted. The others nodded to it as to a litany they knew well. I slipped away from thewindow and returned to my bed to think.
 Nice cage.
 At least they fed me well.
 Not as well as I fed myself. A little warm blood in your meat is whatyou need. Will you escape soon?
 As soon as I work out how.
 I spent some time carefully exploring the limits of my cell. Walls andfloors of hewn plank, old and hard as iron to my fingers. A tightly plankedceiling I could barely brush with my fingertips. And the wooden door withthe barred window.
 If I were getting out, it would have to be through the door. I returnedto the barred window. "Could I have some water?" I called out softly.
 The youngster startled rather badly, and the brawler laughed at him.The third guard looked at me, then went silently to take a dipper of waterfrom a barrel in the corner. He brought it to the window and passed onlythe bowl of it through the bars. He let me drink from it, then withdrew itand walked away. "How long are they going to hold me here?" I called afterhim.
 "Till you're dead," the brawler said confidently.
 "We're not to speak to him," the boy reminded him, and "Shut up!"ordered their sergeant. The command included me. I stayed at the door,watching them, gripping the bars. It made the boy nervous but the brawlerregarded me with the avaricious attention of a circling shark. It wouldtake very little baiting to make that one want to hit me. I wondered ifthat could be useful. I was very tired of being hit, but it seemed the onething I did well lately. I decided to press a little, to see what wouldhappen. "Why are you not to speak to me?" I asked curiously.
 They exchanged glances. "Get away from the window and shut up," thesergeant ordered me.
 "I just asked a question," I objected mildly. "What can be the harm inspeaking to me?" 
 The sergeant stood up and I immediately backed away obediently.
 "I'm locked up and there's three of you. I'm bored, that's all. Can'tyou at least tell me what you know about what's to become of me?"
 "They'll do with you what should have been done the first time theykilled you. Hanged over water and chopped into quarters and burned,Bastard," the brawler offered me.
 His sergeant rounded on him. "Shut up. He's baiting you, you idiot. Noone says another word to him. Not one. That's how a Wilted one gets youinto his power. By drawing you into talk. That's how he killed Bolt and histroop." The sergeant shot me a savage look, then turned it on his men aswell. They resumed their posts. The brawler gave me a sneering smile.
 "I don't know what they've told you about me, but it's not true," Ioffered. No one replied. "Look, I'm no different from you. If I had somegreat magical power, do you think I'd be locked up like this? No. I'm justa scapegoat, that's all. You all know how it's done. If something goeswrong, someone has to take the blame for it. And I'm the one who's landedin the shit. Well, look at me and think of the stories you've heard. I knewBolt when he was with Regal at Buckkeep. Do I look like a man who couldtake Bolt down?" I kept it up for the better part of their watch. I did notreally think I could convince them I was an innocent man. But I couldconvince them that my talking or their replying was nothing to be feared. Itold tales of my past life and misfortunes, certain they would be repeatedall over the camp. Though what good that might do me, I did not know. But Istood at the door, gripping the bars at the window and with very tinymotions, twisted at the bars I gripped. Back and forth I worked themagainst their settings. If they moved, I could not detect it.
 The next day dragged for me. I felt that each hour that passed was onethat brought danger closer to me. Burl had not come to see me. I felt surehe was holding me, waiting for someone to come and take me off his hands. Ifeared it would be Will. I did not think Regal would trust me to anyoneelse to transport. I did not want another encounter with Will. I did notfeel I had the strength to withstand him. My work for the day consisted ofjimmying at my bars and watching my captors. By the end of that day, I wasready to take a chance. After my evening meal of cheese and porridge, I laydown on my bed and composed myself to Skill.
 I lowered my walls cautiously, fearing to find Burl waiting for me. Ireached out of myself and felt nothing. I composed myself and tried again,with the same results. I opened my eyes and stared up into blackness. Theunfairness of it sickened me. The Skill-dreams could come and take me at their will, but now when I sought that Skill river, it eluded mecompletely. I made two more efforts before a throbbing headache forced meto give it up. The Skill was not going to help me get out of here.
 That leaves the Wit, Nighteyes observed. He felt very near.
 I don't really see how that is going to help me, either, I confided tohim.
 Nor do I. But I have dug out a spot under the wall, in case you areable to get out of your cage. It was not easy, for the ground is frozen andthe logs of the wall were buried deep. But if you can get out of the cage,I can get you out of the city.
 That is wise planning, I praised him. At least one of us was doingsomething.
 Do you know where I den tonight? There was suppressed merriment in thethought.
 Where do you den? I asked obediently.
 Right under your feet. There was just space enough for me to crawlunder here.
 Nighteyes, this is foolish boldness. You may be seen or the marks ofyour digging discovered.
 A dozen dogs have been here before me. No one will mark my coming andgoing. I have used the evening to see much of this men's warren. All of thebuildings have spaces beneath them. It is very easy to slip from one toanother.
 Be careful, I warned him, but could not deny there was comfort inknowing him so close. I passed an uneasy night. The three guards werecareful always to keep a door between us. I tried my charms on the old manthe next morning when he passed me a mug of tea and two pieces of bardbread. "So you knew my father," I observed as he maneuvered my food throughthe bars. "You know, I have no memories of him. He never spent any timewith me."
 "Count your blessings, then," the old man replied shortly. "Knowing thePrince was not the same as liking him. Stiff as a stick be was. Rules andorders for us, while he was out making bastards. Yes, I knew your father. I knew him too well for my comfort." And he turned away from the bars,dashing any hope I had of making him an ally. I retired to sit on my bedwith my bread and tea and stare hopelessly at the walls. Another day hadticked endlessly by. I was sure it brought Will another day's journeycloser to me. Another day closer to being dragged back to Tradeford. Oneday closer to death.
 In the cold and the dark of the night, Nighteyes awoke me.
 Smoke. A lot of it.
 I sat up in my bed. I went to the barred window and peered out. The oldman was asleep in his cot. The boy and the brawler were playing at dice,while the other man carved at his nails with his belt knife. All was calm.
 Where is the smoke coming from?
 Shall I go see?
 If you would. Be careful.
 When am I not?
 A time passed, during which I stood to one side of my cell door andwatched my guards. Then Nighteyes reached me again. It's a big building,smelling of grain. It burns in two places.
 Does no one cry an alarm?
 No one. The streets are empty and dark. This end of town is asleep.
 I closed my eyes and shared his vision. The building was a granary.Someone had set two fires against it. One only smoldered, but the other waslicking well up the dry wooden wall of the building.
 Come back to me. Perhaps we can use this to our advantage.
 Wait.
 Nighteyes moved purposefully up the street, slipping from building tobuilding as he went. Behind us, the granary fire began to crackle as itgained strength. He paused, sniffed the air, and changed his direction.Soon he was looking at another fire. This one was eating eagerly into acovered pile of hay at the back of a barn. Smoke rose lazily, wisping up into the night. Suddenly, a tongue of flame leaped up and with an immensewhoosh, the whole pile was suddenly ablaze. Sparks rode the heat into thenight sky. Some still glowed as they settled onto roofs nearby.
 Someone is setting those fires. Come back to me now!
 Nighteyes came swiftly. On his way to me, he saw another fire nibblingat a pile of oily rags stuffed under the corner of a barracks. An errantbreeze encouraged it to explore. The flames licked up a piling supportingthe building, and curled eagerly along the bottom of the floor.
 Winter had dried the wooden town with its harsh cold as thoroughly asany heat of summer. Lean-tos and tents spanned the spaces between thebuildings. If the fires burned undetected much longer, all of Moonseyewould be a cinder by morning. And I with it, if I were still locked in mycell.
 How many guard you?
 Four. And a locked door.
 One of them will have the key.
 Wait. Let us see if our odds get better. Or they may open the door to move me.
 Somewhere in the cold town, a man raised his voice in a shout. Thefirst fire had been spotted. I stood inside my cell, listening withNighteyes' ears. Gradually the outcry increased, until even the guardsoutside my door stood, asking one another, "What's that?"
 One went to the door and opened it. Cold wind and the smell of smokecoiled into the room. The brawler drew his head back in and announced,"Looks like a big fire at the other end of town." In an instant, the othertwo men were leaning out the door. Their tense conversation woke the oldman, who also came to have a look. Outside, someone ran past in the street,shouting, "Fire! Fire down by the granary! Bring buckets!"
 The boy looked to the officer. "Should I go and see?"
 For a moment the man hesitated but the temptation was too much. "No.You stay here while I go. Stay alert." He snatched up his cloak and headedout into the night. The boy looked disappointedly after him. He remainedstanding at the door, staring out into the night. Then, "Look, there's more flames! Over there!" he exclaimed. The brawler swore, then snatched up hiscloak.
 "I'm going to go and have a look."
 "But we were told to stay and guard the Bastard!"
 "You stay! I'll be right back, I just want to see what's going on!" Hecalled the last words over his shoulder as he hurried away. The boy and theold man exchanged glances. The old man went back to his bed and lay down,but the boy continued to hang out the door. From my cell door I could see aslice of the street. A handful of men ran by; then someone drove a team andwagon past at a fast clip. Everyone seemed headed toward the fire.
 "How bad does it look?" I asked.
 "Can't see much from here. Just flames beyond the stables. A lot ofsparks flying up." The boy sounded disappointed to be so far from theexcitement. He suddenly recalled whom he was speaking to. He abruptly drewin his head and shut the door. "Don't talk to me!" he warned me and their went to sit down.
 "How far from here is the granary?" I asked. He refused to even glanceat me, but sat stony-eyed, staring at the wall. "Because," I went onconversationally, "I just wondered what you were going to do if the firesspread this far. I wouldn't care to burn alive. They did leave you thekeys, didn't they?" The boy, glanced immediately toward the old man. Hishand made an involuntary twitch toward his pouch as if to be sure he hadthem still, but neither made a reply. I stood by the barred window andwatched him. After a time the boy went to the door and peered out again. Isaw his jaw clench. The old man went to look over his shoulder.
 "It's spreading, isn't it? A winter fire is a terrible thing.Everything dry as bones."
 The boy would not reply, but he turned to look at me. The old man'shand stole down to the key in his pouch.
 "Come and bind my hands now and take me out of here. None of us wantsto be in this building if the flames come this far."
 A glance from the boy. "I'm not stupid," he told me. "I won't be theone to die for letting you go free." 
 "Burn where you stand, Bastard, for all I care," the old man added. Hecraned his neck out the door again. Even from afar I could hear the suddenwhoosh as some building vanished in an eruption of fire. The wind broughtthe smell of the smoke strongly now and I saw tension building in the boy'sstance. I saw a man run past the open door, shouting something to the boyabout fighting in the market square. More men ran past in the street, and Iheard the jangle of swords and light armor as they ran. Ash rode on thewinds now and the roaring of flames was louder than the gusting winds.Drifting smoke grayed the air outside.
 Then suddenly boy and man came tumbling back into the room. Nighteyesfollowed them, showing every tooth he had. He filled the door and blockedtheir escape. The snarl he let loose was louder than the crackling of theflames outside.
 "Unlock the door of my cell, and he won't hurt you," I offered them.
 Instead the boy drew his sword. He was good. He did not wait for thewolf to come in, but charged at him, weapon leveled, forcing Nighteyes backout of the door. Nighteyes avoided the blade easily, but he no longer hadthem cornered. The boy followed up his advantage, stepping out into thedarkness to follow the wolf. The second the door was no longer blocked, theold man slammed it.
 "Are you going to stay in here and burn alive with me?" I asked himconversationally.
 In an instant, he had decided. "Burn alone!" he spat at me. He flungthe door open again and raced outside.
 Nighteyes! He's the one with the key, the old one who runs away.
 I'll get it.
 I was alone in my prison now. I half expected the boy to come back, buthe did not. I grabbed the bars of the windows and shook the door againstits latch. It barely budged. One bar felt slightly loose. I wrenched at it,bracing my feet against the door to lever at it with all my weight. Aneternity later, one end twisted free. I bent it down and worked it back andforth until it came out in my hand. But even if all the bars came out, theopening would still be too small for me to get through. I tried, but theloose bar I gripped was too thick to get into the cracks around the door topry at it. I could smell smoke everywhere now, thick in the air. The firewas close. I slammed my shoulder against the door but it didn't evenshiver. I reached through the window and groped down. My straining fingers encountered a heavy metal bar. I walked my fingertips across it until Icame to the lock that secured it in place. I could brush my fingers againstit but no more. I couldn't decide if the room was truly getting warmer orif I were imagining it.
 I was blindly bashing my iron bar against the lock and the braces thatsupported it when the outer door opened. A guard in gold and brown strodeinto the room, calling, "I've come for the Bastard." Then her glance tookin the empty room.
 In a moment, she pushed back her hood and became Starling. I stared ather in disbelief.
 "Easier than I'd hoped," she told me with a stark grin. It lookedghastly on her bruised face, more like a snarl.
 "Maybe not," I said faintly. "The cell's locked."
 Her grin became a look of dismay. "The back of this building issmoldering."
 She snatched my bar with her unbandaged hand. Just as she lifted it tosmash at the lock, Nighteyes appeared in the door. He padded into the roomand dropped the old man's pouch on the floor. Blood had darkened theleather.
 I looked at him, suddenly aghast. "You killed him?"
 I took from him what you needed. Hurry. The back of this cage burns.
 For a moment I could not move. I looked at Nighteyes and wondered whatI was making of him. He had lost some of his clean wildness. Starling'seyes went from him, to me, to the pouch on the floor. She did not move.
 And some of what makes you a man is gone from you. We have no time forthis, my brother. Would not you kill a wolf if it would save my life?
 I didn't need to answer that. "The key is in that pouch," I toldStarling.
 For a moment she just stared down at it. Then she stooped and fumbledthe heavy iron key out of the leather pouch. I watched her fit it into thekeyhole, now praying that I had not dented the mechanism too badly. Sheturned the key, jerked loose the hasp, and then lifted the bar from the door. As I came out she ordered me, "Bring the blankets. You'll need them.The cold outside is fierce."
 As I snatched them up, I could feel the heat radiating from the backwall of my cell. I grabbed up my cloak and mittens. Smoke was beginning toslink in between the planks. We fled with the wolf at our heels.
 No one took any notice of us outside. The fire was beyond battling. Itheld the town and raced wherever it willed. The people I saw were engagedin the selfish business of salvage and survival. A man trundled a barrow ofpossessions past us with no more than a warning look. I wondered if theywere his. Down the street I could see a stable afire. Frantic grooms weredragging horses out but the screams of the panicked animals still withinwere shriller than the wind. With a tremendous crash a building across thestreet collapsed, wheezing hot air and ash toward us in a terrible sigh.The wind had spread the fire throughout all Moonseye. The fire sped frombuilding to building, and the wind carried burning sparks and hot ashbeyond the walls to the forest above. I wondered if even the deep snowswould be enough to stop it. "Come on!" Starling yelled angrily, and Irealized I had been standing and gawking. Clutching the blankets, Ifollowed her wordlessly. We ran through the winding streets of the burningtown. She seemed to know the way.
 We came to a crossroads. Some sort of struggle had taken place there.Four bodies sprawled in the street, all in Farrow colors. I paused, tostoop over a soldier and take the fallen woman's knife and the pouch at herbelt.
 We neared the gates of the town. Suddenly a wagon rattled up beside us.The two horses drawing it were mismatched and lathered. "Get in!" someoneshouted at us. Starling leaped into the wagon without hesitation.
 "Kettle?" I asked, and "Hurry up!" was her reply. I climbed in and thewolf leaped easily up beside me. She did not wait to see us settled butslapped the reins on the horses. The wagon plunged forward with a lurch.
 Ahead of us were the gates. They were open and unmanned, swinging ontheir hinges in the wind from the fire. To one side I caught a glimpse of asprawled body. Kettle did not even slow the team. We were through the gateswithout a backward glance, and rattling down the dark road, to join othersfleeing the destruction with carts and barrows. Most seemed bound towardthe few outlying homesteads to seek shelter for the night, but Kettle keptour horses moving. As the night about us grew-darker and folk fewer, Kettlestirred the horses to a faster clip. I peered ahead into the darkness. 
 I realized Starling was looking back behind us.. "It was only supposedto be a diversion," she said in an awestruck voice. I turned to look back.
 An immense orange glow silhouetted the palisade of Moonseye in black.Sparks rose thick as swarming bees into the night sky above it. The roar ofthe flames was like storm winds. As we watched, a building caved in andanother wave of sparks rose into the air.
 "A diversion?" I peered at her through the darkness. "You did all that?To free me?"
 Starling shot me an amused glance. "Sorry to disappoint you. No. Kettleand I came along for you, but that was not what this was about. Most ofthat is the work of Nik's family. Revenge against those who broke faithwith them. They went in to find them and kill them. Then they left." Sheshook her head. "It's too complicated to explain it all right now, even, ifI understood it. Evidently the King's Guard at Moonseye has been corruptfor years. They've been well paid to see nothing of the Holdfast smugglers.And the smugglers have seen to it that the men posted here enjoyed some ofthe better things in life. I gather that Captain Mark enjoyed the best ofthe profits. He was not alone, but neither was he generous about sharing.
 "Then Burl was sent here. He knew nothing of the arrangement. Hebrought a huge influx of soldiers with him, and tried to impose militarydiscipline here. Nik sold you to Mark. But when Nik was selling you toMark, someone saw a chance to sell Mark and his arrangement to Burl. Burlsaw a chance to take you, and clean up a ring of smugglers. But NikHoldfast and his clan had paid well for safe passage for the pilgrims. Thenthe soldiers broke faith with them, and the Holdfast promise to thepilgrims was broken." She shook her head. Her voice went tight. "Some ofthe women were raped. One child died of the cold. One man will never walkagain because he tried to protect his wife." For a time, the only soundswere the noises of the wagon and the distant roaring of the fires. Her eyeswere very black as she looked back at the burning town. "You've heard ofhonor among thieves? Well, Nik and his men have avenged theirs."
 I was still staring back at the destruction of Moonseye. I cared not awhit for Burl and his Farrowmen. But there had been merchants there, andtraders, families and homes. The flames were devouring them all. And SixDuchies soldiers had raped their captives as if they were lawless raidersinstead of King's guards. Six Duchies soldiers, serving a Six Duchies king.I shook my head. "Shrewd would have hanged them all."
 Starling cleared her throat. "Don't blame yourself," she told me. "Ilearned long ago not to blame myself for evil done to me. It wasn't my fault. It wasn't even your fault. You were just the catalyst that startedthe chain of events."
 "Don't call me that," I begged her. The wagon rumbled on, carrying usdeeper into the night. 
CHAPTER NINETEEN 
Pursuit
 THE PEACE BETWEEN the Six Duchies and the Mountain Kingdom wasrelatively new at the time of King Regal's reign. For decades, the MountainKingdom had controlled all trade through the passes with as tight a grip asthe Six Duchies had on all trade on the Cold and Buck rivers. Trade and passage between the two regions had been capriciously managed by bothpowers, to the detriment of both. But during the reign of King Shrewd,mutually beneficial trade agreements were worked out between King-in-Waiting Chivalry of the Six Duchies and Prince Rurisk of the Mountains. Thepeace and prosperity of this arrangement was secured further when, over adecade later, the Mountain princess Kettricken became the bride of King-in-Waiting Verity. Upon the untimely death of her older brother, Rurisk, onthe very eve of her wedding, Kettricken became the sole heir to theMountain crown. Thus it appeared for a time that the Six Duchies and theMountain Kingdom might share a monarch and eventually become one land.
 Circumstances put all such hope to ruin, however. The Six Duchies werethreatened from without by the Raiders, and torn within by the bickering ofprinces. King Shrewd was murdered, King-in-Waiting Verity disappeared whileon a quest, and when Prince Regal claimed the throne for his own, hishatred for Kettricken was such that she felt obliged to flee to her nativeMountains for the sake of her unborn child. Self-proclaimed "King" Regalsaw this somehow as a reneging on a promised surrender of territory. Hisinitial endeavors to move troops into the Mountain Kingdom, ostensibly as"guards" for trading caravans, were repulsed by the Mountain folk. Hisprotestations and threats prompted the closing of the Mountain borders toSix Duchies trade. Thwarted, he embarked on a vigorous campaign ofdiscrediting Queen Kettricken and building patriotic hostility toward theMountain Kingdom. His eventual goal seemed obvious: to take, by force ifnecessary, the lands of the Mountain Kingdom as a Six Duchies province. It seemed a poor time for such a war and such a strategy. The lands he justlypossessed were already under siege by an outside enemy, one he seemedunable or disinclined to defeat. No military force had ever conquered theMountain Kingdom, and yet this was what he seemed intent upon doing. Why heso desperately desired to possess this territory was a question thatinitially baffled everyone.
 The night was clear and cold. The bright moonlight was enough to showus where the road ran, but not more than that. For a time I simply sat inthe wagon, listening to the crunching of the horses' hooves on the road andtrying to absorb all that had happened. Starling took the blankets we hadbrought from my cell and shook them out. She gave me one and draped oneacross her own shoulders. She sat huddled and apart from me, looking outthe back of the wagon. I sensed she wanted to be left alone. I watched theorange glow that had been Moonseye dwindle in the distance. After a time,my mind started working again.
 "Kettle?" I called over my shoulder. "Where are we going?"
 "Away from Moonseye," she said. I could hear the weariness in her voice.
 Starling stirred and glanced at me. "We thought you would know."
 "Where did the smugglers go?" I asked.
 I felt more than saw Starling shrug. "They wouldn't tell us. They saidif we went after you, we had to part company with them. They seemed tobelieve Burl would send soldiers after you, no matter how badly Moonseyehad been hit."
 I nodded, more to myself than to her. "He will. He's going to blame thewhole raid on me. And it will be said that the raiders were actually fromthe Mountain Kingdom, soldier's sent to free me." I sat up, easing awayfrom Starling. "And when they catch us, they'll kill you both."
 "We didn't intend that they should catch us," Kettle observed.
 "And they won't," I promised. "Not if we act sensibly. Pull up thehorses."
 Kettle scarcely needed to stop them. They had slowed to a weary walklong ago. I tossed my blanket at Starling and went around the team. 
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Nighteyes launched himself from the wagon and followed me curiously. "Whatare you doing?" Kettle demanded as I unbuckled harness and let it fall tothe snowy ground.
 "Changing this over so they can be ridden. Can you ride bareback?" Iwas using the guard's knife to hack through the reins as I spoke. She'dhave to ride bareback, whether she could or not. We had no saddles.
 "I suppose I'll have to," she observed grumpily as she clambered downfrom the wagon. "But we aren't going to get very far very fast, doubled onthese horses."
 "You and Starling will do fine," I promised her. "Just keep going."
 Starling was standing in the bed of the wagon looking down on me. Ididn't need the moonlight to know there was disbelief on her face. "You'releaving us here? After we came back for you?"
 That wasn't how I'd seen it. "You are leaving me here," I told herfirmly. "Jhaampe is the only large settlement, once you've turned your backon Moonseye and headed toward the Mountain Kingdom. Ride steadily. Don't godirectly to Jhaampe. That's what they'll expect us to do. Find one of thesmaller villages and hide there for a time. Most of the Mountain folk arehospitable. If you hear no rumors of pursuit, go on to Jhaampe. But get asfar as you can as fast as you can before you stop to ask for shelter orfood."
 "What are you going to do?" Starling asked in a low voice.
 "Nighteyes and I are going our own way. As we should have a long timeago. We travel fastest alone."
 "I came back for you," Starling said. Her voice was close to breakingat my betrayal. "Despite all that had happened to me. Despite ... myhand ... and everything else ..."/P> 
"He's drawing them off our trail," Kettle suddenly said.
 "Do you need help to mount?" I asked Kettle quietly.
 "We don't need any help from you!" Starling declared angrily. She shookher head. "When I think of all I've been through, following you. And all wedid to free you ... You'd have burned alive in that cell back there but forme!" 
 "I know." There was no time to explain all of it to her. "Goodbye," Isaid quietly. And I left them there, walking away from them into theforest. Nighteyes walked at my side. The trees closed in around us and theywere soon lost to sight.
 Kettle had seen quickly to the heart of my plan. As soon as Burl hadthe fires under control, or perhaps before, he would think of me. They'dfind the old man killed by a wolf, and never believe I had perished in mycell. There would be pursuit. They'd send out riders on all the roads intothe mountains, and they'd soon catch up with Kettle and Starling. Unlessthe hunters had another, more difficult trail to follow. One that cut cross-country, headed directly to Jhaampe. Due west.
 It would not be easy. I had no specific knowledge of what lay betweenme and the capital city of the Mountain Kingdom. No towns, most likely, forthe Mountain Kingdom was sparsely populated. The folk were mostly trappers,hunters, and nomadic herders of sheep and goats who tended to live inisolated cabins or tiny villages surrounded by ample hunting and trappingrange. There would be little chance for me to beg or steal food orsupplies. What worried me more was that I might find myself on the edge ofan unscalable ridge or having to ford one of the many swift cold riversthat swept fiercely down the ravines and narrow valleys.
 Useless to worry until we find ourselves blocked, Nighteyes pointedout. If it happens, then we must simply find a way around it. It may slowus down. But we will never get there at all if we stand still and worry.
 So we hiked the night away, Nighteyes and I. When we came to clearings,I studied the stars, and tried to travel as close to due west as I could.The terrain proved every bit as challenging as I had expected it to be.Deliberately I chose routes kinder to a man and wolf afoot than to men onhorseback. We left our trail up brushy hillsides and through tangledthickets in narrow gorges. I comforted myself as I forged through suchplaces by imagining Starling and Kettle making good time on the roads. Itried not to think that Burl would send out enough trackers to follow morethan one trail. No. I had to get a good lead on them and then lure Burl tosend them after me in full force.
 The only way I could think of to do that was to represent myself as athreat to Regal. One that must be dealt with immediately.
 I lifted my eyes to the top of a ridge. Three immense cedars stoodtogether in a clump. I would stop there, build a tiny fire, and try toSkill. I had no elfbark, I reminded myself, so I would have to makeprovisions to rest well afterward. 
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 I will watch over you, Nighteyes assured me.
 The cedars were huge, their reaching branches interweaving overhead sothickly that the ground beneath was bare of snow. The soil was thicklycarpeted with fragrant bits of cedar frond that had fallen over time. Iscraped myself up a couch of them to keep my body off the cold earth andthen gathered a good supply of firewood. For the first time, I lookedinside the pouch I had stolen. There was a fire flint. Also five or sixcoins, some dice, a broken bracelet, and folded up in a scrap of fabric, alock of fine hair. It summarized too neatly a soldier's life. I scrapedaway a bit of earth and buried the hair, the dice, and the bracelettogether. I tried not to wonder if it was a child or a lover that she hadleft behind. Her death was none of my doing, I reminded myself. Still, achill voice whispered the word "catalyst" in the back of my mind. But forme, she would be alive still. For a moment, I felt old and weary and sick.Then I forced myself to set both the soldier and my own life aside. Ikindled the fire and fed it up well. I stacked the rest of my firewoodclose to hand. I wrapped myself in my cloak and lay back on my cedar-frondbed. I took a breath, closed my eyes and Skilled.
 It was as if I had tumbled into a swift river. I had not been preparedto succeed so easily, and was nearly swept away. Some how the Skill riverseemed deeper and wilder and stronger here. I did not know if it was awaxing of my own abilities or something else. I found and centered myselfand resolutely firmed my will against the temptations of the Skill. Irefused to consider that from here I might fling my thoughts to Molly andour child, might see as with my own eyes how she was growing and how theyboth fared. Nor would I reach for Verity, much as I longed to. The strengthof this Skilling was such I had no doubt I could find him. But that was notwhat I was here for. I was here to taunt an enemy and must be on my guard.I set every ward I could that would not seal me off from the Skill, andturned my will toward Burl.
 I extended myself, feeling for him cautiously. I was ready to fling upmy walls in an instant if attacked. I found him easily and was almoststartled at how unaware of my touch he was.
 Then his pain jolted through me.
 I drew back, faster than a startled sea anemone in a tide pool. Ishocked myself by opening my eyes and staring up into cedar boughs burdenedwith snow. Sweat slicked my face and back.
 What was that? Nighteyes demanded. 
 You know as much as I do, I told him.
 It had been purest pain. Pain independent of an injury to the body,pain that was not sorrow or fear. Total pain, as if every part of the body,inside and out, were immersed in fire.
 Regal and Will were causing it.
 I lay shaking in the aftermath, not of the Skilling, but Burl's pain.It was a monstrosity larger than my mind could grasp. I tried to sort outall I had sensed in that brief moment. Will, and perhaps some shadow ofCarrod's Skill, immobilizing Burl for this punishment. From Carrod therehad been poorly masked horror and distaste for this task. Perhaps he fearedit would someday be turned upon him again. Will's strongest emotion hadbeen wrath that Burl had had me in his power and somehow let me slip away.But beneath the wrath was a sort of fascination with what Regal was doingto Burl. Will did not take any pleasure in it. Not yet.
 But Regal did.
 There had been a time when I had known Regal. Never well, it was true.Once he had been simply the younger of my uncles, the one who did not likeme at all. He had vented it boyishly, in shoves and clandestine pinches, inteasing and tattling. I had not liked it, I had not liked him, but it hadbeen almost understandable. It had been a boy's jealousy that the favoredeldest son had created yet another rival for King Shrewd's time andattention. At one time he had been simply a pampered young prince, enviousthat his elder brothers were in line for the throne ahead of him. He had been spoiled and rude and selfish.
 But he had been human.
 What I had felt from him just now was so far beyond what I couldunderstand in terms of cruelty that it was almost incomprehensible. Forgedones had lost their humanity, but in their emptiness was the shadow of whatthey had been. Had Regal opened his breast and showed me a nest of vipers,I could not have been more shocked. Regal had thrown humanity aside, toembrace something darker. And this was the man the Six Duchies now calledKing.
 This was the man who would send troops after Starling and Kettle.
 "I'm going back," I warned Nighteyes, and did not give him time toobject. I closed my eyes and flung myself into the Skill river. I opened myself wide to it, drawing its cold strength into me without thought thattoo much of it would devour me. At the instant Will became aware of me, Ispoke to them. "You will die at my hand, Regal. As certainly as Verity willreign again as King." Then I smashed that gathered power against them.
 It was almost as instinctive as a clenched fist. I did not plan it, butsuddenly I understood this was what Verity had done to them back inTradeford. There was no message, nothing but a furious unleashing ofstrength upon them. I opened wide to them and showed myself, then when theyturned to me, I willed myself to blast them with every bit of Skill I hadgathered. Like Verity, I held back nothing of my strength. I believe ifthere had been only one, I would have succeeded in burning the Skill rightout of him. Instead, they shared the jolt. I will never know what effect ithad on Burl. Perhaps he was grateful for my savagery, for it shatteredWill's concentration and released him from Regal's sophisticated torture. Ifelt Carrod's shriek of terror as he broke off his Skilling. I think Willmight have stood and challenged me, had not Regal feebly commanded himBreak it off, you fool, do not risk me for your vengeance! In the blinkingof an eye; they were gone.
 The day was strong when I was next aware. Nighteyes was lying almost ontop of me and there was blood on his coat. I pushed feebly at him and hemoved immediately. He stood up and sniffed my face. I smelled my own bloodwith him; it was revolting. I sat up suddenly and the world spun around me.I became slowly aware of the clamor of his thoughts.
 Are you all right? You were trembling and then you began to bleed fromyour nose. You have not been here, I have not been able to hear you at all!
 "I'm all right," I soothed him hoarsely. "Thanks for keeping me warm."
 My fire was down to a few embers. I reached carefully for my wood andadded a few sticks to the fire. It seemed as if my hands were a long wayaway from me. When I had the fire burning, I sat and warmed myself. Then Istood and staggered a few steps to where the snow began. I rubbed a handfulacross my face to cleanse it of the taste and smell of blood. I put a bitof clean snow in my mouth for my tongue felt thick and clotted.
 Do you need to rest? Do you need food? Nighteyes asked me anxiously.
 Yes and yes. But most of all, we needed to flee. I had no doubt thatwhat I had done would bring them after me. I had done what I had wanted,and beyond all my expectations, it had been real. I had given them a reasonto fear me. Now they would never rest until they'd destroyed me. I had alsoshown them plainly where I was; they'd have a feel for where to send their men. I must not be here when they arrived. I went back to my fire andkicked earth onto it. I stamped it to be sure it was out. Then we fled.
 We traveled as swiftly as I could manage. There was no question that Iheld Nighteyes back. He would look at me pityingly as I toiled up a hill,hip-deep in snow that he but spread toes and ran lightly over. It was notunusual that when I begged for a rest and stopped to lean against a tree,he would range ahead, searching out the best trail. When both light and mystrength were near exhausted and I would stop to build a fire for thenight, he would disappear to return with meat for both of us. Most often itwas white snow hares, but once it was a fat beaver that had ventured toofar from its iced-over pond. I made pretense to myself that I cooked mymeat, but it was a very brief searing over a fire. I was too tired and toohungry to do more. The meat diet put no fat on my flesh, but it did keep mealive and moving. I had little of true sleep, for I had to constantlyreplenish my fire to keep from freezing and rise several times a night tostamp feeling back into my feet. Endurance. That was what it was all about.Not swiftness or great strength, but a miserly eking out of my ability toforce myself to keep moving every day.
 I kept my Skill walls up tight, but even so I. was aware of Will'sbattling against them. I did not think he could track me as long as Iguarded myself, but I was not certain of that. The constant mental warinesswas yet another draw on my strength. Some nights I longed simply to dropall my guards and let him in, to finish me off once and for all. But atsuch times, all I had to do was recall what Regal was now capable of doing.Without fail it put a bolt of terror through me and inspired me to pushmyself all the harder to increase the distance between us.
 When I arose on the fourth dawn of our traveling, I knew we were deepwithin the Mountain Kingdom. I had seen no sign of pursuit since we hadleft Moonseye. Surely this deep within Kettricken's own land, we were safe
 How much farther is this Jhaampe, and what shall we do when we getthere?
 I don't know how much farther. And I don't know what we shall do.
 For the first time, I considered it. I forced myself to think of allthat I had not permitted myself to consider before. I knew nothing truly ofwhat had become of Kettricken since the time I had sent her from the King'sside to flee into the night. She had had no word from me or about me.Kettricken would have borne the child by now. By my reckoning, her babewould be close in age to my own daughter. I suddenly found myself verycurious. I could hold that babe and say to myself, "This must be how it feels to hold my daughter."
 Except that Kettricken believed me dead. Executed by Regal and longburied would be what she had heard. She was my queen and Verity's wife.Surely I could reveal to her how I had survived. But to tell the truth toher would be like dropping a pebble in a pond. Unlike Starling or Kettle oranyone else who had deduced who I was, Kettricken had known me before. Itwould not be rumor or legend, not a wild tale of someone who had glimpsedme for a moment, but a fact. She could say to others who had known me,"Yes, I saw him, and he truly lives. How? Why, by his Wit, of course."
 I trudged along behind Nighteyes through the snow and cold and thoughtwhat that would mean to Patience when word reached her. Shame, or joy? Hurtthat I had not revealed myself to her? Through Kettricken, word could besent, to spread to those I had known. Eventually, it would reach Molly andBurrich. What would it do to Molly, to hear it from afar like that, notonly that I was alive and had not returned to her, but that I was taintedwith the Wit? It had cut me to the heart to know she had kept from me theknowledge that she carried our child. That had been my first true glimpseof how betrayed and hurt she must have felt by all the secrets I had keptfrom her over the years. To have one more and one of such magnitude pushedin her face might end whatever feelings she might still have for me. Mychances of rebuilding a life with her were small enough; I could not bearfor them to dwindle further.
 And all the others, the stablefolk I had known, the men I had rowed andfought alongside, the common soldiers of Buckkeep, would find out as well.However I might feel about the Wit, I had already seen the disgust in onefriend's eyes. I had seen how it had changed even Starling's attitudetoward me. What would folks think of Burrich, that he had had a Witted onein his stable and tolerated me? Would he be discovered as well? I grittedmy teeth. I would have to remain dead. Better, perhaps, to bypass Jhaampealtogether and press on to find Verity. Save that, without supplies I hadas much chance of that as Nighteyes had of passing himself off as a lapdog.
 And there was one other small matter. The map.
 When Verity had departed Buckkeep, it had been on the strength of amap. It was an old one that Kettricken had unearthed in the Buckkeeplibraries. It had been faded and ancient, made in the days of King Wisdom,who had first visited the Elderlings and enlisted them to the aid of theSix Duchies. The detail of the map had faded, but both Kettricken andVerity had been convinced that one of the marked trails led to where KingWisdom had first encountered those elusive beings. Verity had left Buckkeepdetermined to follow the map into the regions beyond the Mountain Kingdom.He had taken with him the fresh copy of the map he had made. I had no idea what had become of the older map; probably carried off to Tradeford whenRegal had looted Buckkeep's libraries. But the style of the map and theunusual characteristics of the bordering had made me long suspect that themap was a copy of yet an older map. The bordering was in the Mountainstyle; if the original were to be found anywhere, it would be in thelibraries of Jhaampe. I had had some access to them in the months of myconvalescence in the Mountains. I knew their library was both extensive andwell kept. Even if I did not find the original of that particular map, Imight perhaps find others that covered the same area.
 During my time in the Mountains, I had also been impressed with what atrusting folk they were. I had seen few locks and no guards such as we hadat Buckkeep. It would be no trick to get into the royal residence. Even ifthey had established a practice of setting guards, the walls were only madeof layers of barkcloth that had been plastered over with clay and painted.I felt confident I could get in one way or another. Once I was within, itwould not take me long to rifle through their library and steal what Ineeded. I could resupply at the same time.
 I had the grace to be ashamed of that thought. I also knew that shamewould not keep me from doing it. Once again, I had no choice. I slogged upyet another ridge through the snow and it seemed to me my heart beat outthat phrase over and over. No choice, no choice, no choice. Never anychoice about anything. Fate had made me a killer, a liar, and a thief. Andthe harder I tried to avoid those roles, the more firmly I was pushed intothem. Nighteyes padded at my heels, and fretted about my black mood.
 So distracted were we that we crested the ridge and both of us stood,foolishly outlined, in full view of the troop of horsemen on the road belowus. The yellow and brown of their jackets stood out against the snow. Ifroze like a startled deer. Even so, we might have escaped their noticewere it not for the pack of hounds with them. I took it in at a glance. Sixhounds, not wolf-hounds, thank Eda, but short-legged rabbit-hounds,unsuited to this weather or terrain. There was one long-legged dog, agangly, curly-backed mongrel. He and his handler moved separately from thepack. The pursuit was using whatever it had to find us. There were a dozenmen on horseback, however. Almost instantly the mongrel threw his head upand bayed. In an instant the hounds took it up, milling, heads raised tosnuff, and giving cry as they found our scents. The huntsman controllingthe hounds lifted a hand and pointed up at us as we took to our heels. Themongrel and his handler were already racing toward us.
 "I didn't even know there was a road there," I panted apologetically toNighteyes as we fled down the hillside. We had a very brief advantage. Wewent downhill following our own trail, while the hounds and horsemen inpursuit of us must come up a hill of unbroken snow. I hoped that by the time they reached the ridge we had just left, we could be out of view inthe brushy ravine below us. Nighteyes was holding back, loath to leave mebehind. The hounds were baying and I heard the voices of men raised inexcitement as they took up the chase.
 RUN! I commanded Nighteyes.
 I will not leave you.
 I'd have small chance if you did, I admitted. My mind workedfrantically. Get to the bottom of the ravine. Lay as much false trail asyou can, loop around, go downstream following the ravine. When I get there,we'll flee uphill. It may delay them a while.
 Fox tricks! he snorted, and then raced past me in a blur of gray andvanished into the thick brush of the ravine. I tried to drive myself fasterthrough the snow. Just before I reached the brushy ravine's edge, I lookedback. Dogs and horsemen were just cresting the ridge. I gained the shelterof the snow-cloaked brush and scrabbled down the steep sides. Nighteyes hadleft enough tracks there for a whole pack of wolves. Even as I paused for aquick breath, he raced past me in yet another direction.
 Let's get out of here!
 I did not wait for his reply, but took off up the ravine as fast as mylegs would carry me. The snow was shallower at the very bottom, for theoverhanging trees and brush had caught and held most of it. I went halfdoubled over, knowing that if I snagged on the branches they would dumptheir cold loads upon me. The belling of the hounds rang in the freezingair. I listened to it as I pushed my way on. When I heard their excitementgive way to a frustrated canine yelling, I knew they had reached themuddled trail at the bottom of the ravine. Too soon; they were there toosoon and would be coming too fast.
 Nighteyes!
 Silence, fool! The hounds will hear you! And that other.
 My heart near stopped in my chest. I could not believe how stupid I hadbeen. I flailed on through the snowy brush, my ears straining after whatwas happening behind us. The huntsmen had liked the false trail Nighteyeshad left and were all but forcing the hounds along it. There were too manymen on horseback for the narrowness of the ravine. They were getting in oneanother's way, and perhaps fouling our true trail. Time gained, but only abit of it. Then suddenly I heard alarmed cries and a wild yelping of hounds. I picked up a confused babble of doggy thoughts. A wolf had sprungdown on them and raced right through the center of their pack, slashing ashe went, dashing off right through the very legs of the horses the men rodebehind them. One man was down and having trouble catching his wild-eyedmount. A dog had lost most of one floppy ear and was agonized with it. Itried to shut my mind to his pain. Poor beast, and all for none of your owngain. My legs were like lead and my mouth dry, but I tried to force speedfrom myself, to use well the time Nighteyes had gained at such risk tohimself. I wanted to cry out to him to leave off his taunting, to flee withme, but dared not betray to the pack the true direction of our retreat.Instead I pushed myself on.
 The ravine was getting narrower and deeper. Vines and brambles andbrush grew from the steepening sides and dangled down. I suspected I walkedon top of a winter-frozen stream. I began to look for a way out of it.Behind me the hounds were yelping again, baying out to one another thatthey had the true trail now, follow the wolf, the wolf, the wolf. I knewthen with certainty that Nighteyes had shown himself to them once more andwas deliberately drawing them away from me. Run, boy, run! He flung thethought to me, uncaring that the hounds would hear him. There was a wildmerriment to him, a hysterical silliness to his thought. It reminded me ofthe night I had chased Justin through the halls of Buckkeep, to slaughterhim in the Great Hall before all the guests at Regal's King-in-Waitingceremony. Nighteyes was in a frenzy that had carried him past worrying overhis own survival. I plunged on, my heart in my throat for him, fighting thetears that pricked the corners of my eyes.
 The ravine ended. Before me was a glistening cascade of ice, a memorialto the mountain stream that cut this canyon during the summer months. Theice hung in long, rippled icicles down the face of a rocky crack in themountain, gleaming with a faint sheen of moving water still. The snow atits base was crystalline. I halted, suspecting a deep pool, one I mightunwittingly find under a layer of too-thin ice. I lifted my eyes. The wallshere were mostly undercut and overgrown. In other places, bare slabs ofrock showed through the drapery of snow. Runty saplings and twiggy brushgrew in a scattering, leaning out to catch the sunlight from above. None ofit looked promising for a climb. I turned to double back on my trail and,heard a single howl rise and fall. Neither hound nor wolf, it could only bethe mongrel dog. Something in the certainty of his cry convinced me he wason my trail. I heard a man shout encouragement and the dog yelped again,closer. I turned to the wall of the ravine and started to climb. I heard the man halloo to the others, calling and whistling for them to follow him,he had a man's tracks here, never mind the wolf, it was just a Wit-trick.In the distance the hounds suddenly took up a different yelping. In thatmoment, I knew that Regal had finally found what he had sought. A Wittedone to hunt me. Old Blood had been bought. 
 I jumped and caught at a sapling leaning out from the wall of theravine. I hauled myself up, got my feet on it, balanced, and reached foranother above me. When I put my weight on it, its roots tore loose from therocky soil. I fell, but managed to catch myself on the first tree again. Upagain, I told myself fiercely. I stood on it, and heard it crack under myweight. I reached up to grab handfuls of twiggy brush leaning down from theundercut bank. I tried to go up quickly, to not let my weight hang from anysapling or bush for more than a few moments. Handfuls of twigs broke off inmy grip, tufts of old grasses pulled free, and I found myself scrabblingalong the lip of the ravine but not getting any higher. I heard a shoutbelow me and against my will I glanced back and down. A man and dog were inthe clearing below. As the mongrel bayed up at me, the man was nocking anarrow to his bow. I hung helpless above them, as easy a shot as a man couldwish.
 "Please," I heard myself gasp, and then heard the tiny unmistakablesound of a bowstring being released. I felt it hit me, a fist in the back,one of Regal's old tricks from my childhood, and then a deeper, hotter paininside me. One of my hands had let go. I had not commanded it to, it hadsimply come unhooked from its grip. I swung from my right hand. I couldhear, so clearly, the yelping of the dog as it smelled my blood. I couldhear the rustle of the man's garment as he drew another arrow from hisquiver.
 Pain bit again, deep into my right wrist. I cried out as my fingers letgo. In a reflex of terror, my legs scrabbled fiercely against the yieldingbrush that dangled over the undercut bank. And somehow I was rising, myface brushing crusty snow. I found my left arm and made vague swimmingmotions with it. Get your legs up! Nighteyes snapped at me. He made not asound, for his teeth were set firmly in the sleeve and flesh of my rightarm as he dragged me up. The chance at living rejuvenated me. I kickedwildly and then felt solid ground under my belly. I clawed my way forward,trying to ignore the pain that centered in my back, but spread out fromthere in red waves. If I had not seen the man loose an arrow, I would havebelieved I had a pole as thick as a wagon axle sticking out of my back.
 Get up, get up! We have to run.
 I don't recall how I got to my feet. I heard dogs scrabbling up thecliff behind me. Nighteyes stood back from the edge and met them as theycame. up. His jaws tore them open and he flung their bodies back down onthe rest of the pack. When the curly-backed mongrel fell, there was asudden lessening in the yelping below. We both knew his agony, and heardthe screams of the man below as his bond-animal bled to death in the snow. The other huntsman was calling his dogs off; angrily telling the others it would do no good to send them up to be slaughtered. I could hear the menyelling and cursing as they turned their weary horses and started back downthe ravine, to try and find a place where they could get up and after us,to try and pick up our trail again.
 Run! Nighteyes told me. We would not speak of what we had just done.There was a sensation of terrible warmth running down my back that was alsoa spreading coldness. I put my hand to my chest, almost expecting to feelthe arrowhead and shaft sticking out there. But no, it was buried deep. Istaggered after Nighteyes, my consciousness awash in too much sensation,too many kinds of pain. My shirt and cloak tugged against the arrow shaftas I moved, a tiny wiggling of the wood that was echoed by the arrowheaddeep inside me. I. wondered how much further damage it was doing. I thoughtof the times I had butchered arrow-slain deer, of the black puddingy fleshfull of blood that one found around such a wound. I wondered if he'd got mylung. A lung-shot deer didn't go far. Did I taste blood in the back of mythroat ... ?
 Don't think about it! Nighteyes commanded me savagely. You weaken usboth. Just walk. Walk and keep walking.
 So he knew as well as I did that I could not run. I walked and he walked at my side. For a time. Then I was walking blindly forward in thedark, not even caring in which direction I went, and he was not there. Igroped for him, but could not find him. Somewhere afar I heard the yelpingof dogs again. I walked on. I blundered into trees. Branches scratched myface but it was all right because my face was numb. The shirt on my backwas a slushy sheet of frozen blood that moved chafingly against my skin.
 I tried to pull my cloak more closely around me, but the sudden painnearly drove me to my knees. Silly me. I had forgotten it would dragagainst the arrow shaft. Silly me. Keep walking, boy. I walked on.
 I bumped into another tree. It released a shower of snow on me. Istaggered clear and kept on walking. For a long time. Then I was sitting inthe snow, getting colder and colder. I had to get up. I had to keep moving.
 I walked again. Not for very long, I don't think. Under the shelter ofsome great evergreens where the snow was shallow, I sank to my knees."Please," I said. I had not the strength to weep for mercy. "Please." Icould not think whom I was asking.
 I saw a hollow between two thick roots. Pine needles were thick on the ground there. I huddled into the small space. I could not lie down for thearrow sticking out of my back. But I could lean my forehead against the friendly tree and cross my arms on my chest. I made myself small, foldingmy legs under me and sinking into the space between the roots. I would havebeen cold save I was too tired. I sank into sleep. When I woke up, I'dbuild a fire and get warm. I could imagine how warm I'd be, could almostfeel it.
 My brother!
 I'm here, I told him calmly. Right here. I quested out to touch himreassuringly. He was coming. The ruff around his throat was spiky withfrozen saliva, but not a tooth had got through. He had one slash down theside of his muzzle but it was not bad. He'd led them in circles and then harried their horses from behind before leaving them plunging through asnow-covered swale of deep grass in the dark. Only two of their dogs wereleft alive and one of the horses was limping so badly the rider had doubledup with another.
 Now he came to find me, surging up the snowy slopes easily. He wastired, yes, but the energy of triumph surged through him. The night wascrisp and clean around him. He caught the scent and then the tiny eyeflicker of the hare that crouched beneath a bush, hoping he'd pass by. Wedid not. A single, sudden sideways pounce and the hare was in his jaws. Weclutched it by its bony head and snapped its spine with one shake. Wetrotted on, the meat a welcome dangling weight from his jaws. We would eatwell. The night forest was silver and black around us.
 Stop. My brother, do not do this.
 Do what?
 I love you. But I do not wish to be you.
 I hovered where I was. His lungs working so strongly, drawing in thecold night air past the hare's head in his mouth. The slight sting of theslash down his muzzle, his powerful legs carrying his lean body so well.
 You do not wish to be me, either, Changer. Not really.
 I was not sure he was correct. With his eyes I saw and smelled myself.I had wedged myself into the space between the roots of the great tree, andwas curled up as small as an abandoned pup. My blood smell was strong onthe air. Then I blinked, and I was looking down into the darkness of mycrooked elbow over my face. I lifted my head slowly, painfully. Everythinghurt and all the pain traced back to that arrow centered in my back. 
 I smelled rabbit guts and blood. Nighteyes stood beside me, feet bracedon the carcass as he tore it open. Eat, while it's hot.
 I don't. know if I can.
 Do you want me to chew it for you?
 He was not jesting. But the only thing more revolting than eating wasthe thought of eating disgorged meat. I managed a tiny shake of my head. Myfingers were almost numb, but I watched my hand pinch up the small liverand carry it up to my mouth. It was warm and rich with blood. Suddenly Iknew Nighteyes was right. I had to eat. Because I had to live. He had tornthe hare apart. I picked up a portion and bit into the warm meat. It wastough but I was determined. Without thinking, I had nearly abandoned mybody for his, nearly climbed in beside him into that perfect healthy wolf'sbody. I had done it once before, with his consent. But now we both knewbetter. We would share, but we could not become one another. Not withoutboth of us losing.
 Slowly I sat up. I felt the muscles of my back move against the arrow,protesting the way it snagged them. I could feel the weight of the shaft.When I imagined it sticking out of me, I nearly lost the food I'd eaten. Iforced myself to a calm I did not feel. Suddenly, oddly, an image ofBurrich came to me. That deadly stillness in his face when he had flexedhis knee and watched the old wound pulling open. Slowly I reached my handback. I walked my fingers up my spine. It made the muscles pull against thearrow. Finally my fingers touched the sticky wood of the arrow shaft. Eventhat light touch was a new sort of pain. Awkwardly I closed my fingersaround the shaft, closed my eyes and tried to pull on it. Even if there hadbeen no pain involved, it would have been difficult. But the agony rockedthe world around me, and when it steadied, I found myself on my hands andknees with my head hanging down.
 Shall I try?
 I shook my head, remaining as I was. I was still afraid I'd faint. Itried to think. If he pulled it out, I knew I'd pass out. If the bleedingwas bad, I'd have no way to stop it. No. Best to leave it in there. Igathered all my courage. Can you break it off ?
 He came close to me. I felt his head against my back. He turned hishead, maneuvered his jaws so that his back teeth would close on the shaft.Then he closed his jaws. There was a snick, like a gardener pruning asapling, and a shiver of new pain. A wave of giddiness washed over me. Butsomehow I reached back and tugged my blood sodden cloak free of the stub of arrow. I pulled it closer around me, shuddering. I closed my eyes.
 No. Build a fire first.
 I peeled my eyes open again. It was all too hard. I scraped togetherall the twigs and sticks within easy reach. Nighteyes tried to help,fetching branches to me, but it still took an eternity before I had a tinyflame dancing. Slowly I added sticks. About the time I had the fireburning, I realized the day was dawning. Time to move on again. We stayedonly to finish eating the rabbit and to let me get my hands and feetthoroughly warm. Then we started off again, Nighteyes leading meunpityingly onward. 
CHAPTER TWENTY 
Jhaampe
 JHAAMPE, THE CAPITAL city of the Mountain Kingdom, is older thanBuckkeep, just as the ruling line of the Mountain Kingdom is older than thehouse of Farseer. As a city, Jhaampe is as far removed in style from thefortress city of Buckkeep as the Farseer monarchs are different from thephilosopher guides of the Sacrifice lineage that rules the Mountains.
 There is no permanent city such as we know. There are few permanentbuildings. Instead, along the carefully planned and garden-bordered roadsare spaces where the nomadic folk of the Mountains may come and go. Thereis a designated space for the market, but the merchants migrate in aprocession that parallels that of the seasons. A score of tents may springup overnight and their inhabitants swell the population of Jhaampe for aweek or a month, only to disappear without a trace when their visiting andtrading is over. Jhaampe is an ever-changing city of tents populated by thevigorous outdoor-dwelling folk of the mountains.
 The homes of the ruling family and the companions that choose to stayyear-round with them are not at all like our castles and halls. Instead,their dwellings center around great trees, living still, their trunks andbranches patiently trained over scores of years to provide a framework forthe building. This living structure is then draped with a fabric woven oftree-bark fibers and reinforced with a latticework. Thus the walls can take on the gently curving shapes of a tulip bud or the dome of an egg. A claycoating is spread over the fabric layer and this in turn is painted with ashiny resinous paint in the bright hues the mountain folk enjoy. Some aredecorated with fanciful creatures or patterns but most are left simple.Purples and yellows predominate, so that to come upon the city growing inthe shade of the great mountain trees is like coming upon a patch of crocusin springtime.
 About these homes and at the intersections of the roads in this nomadic "city" are the gardens. Each is unique. One may center around an unusuallyshaped stump or an arrangement of stones or a graceful bit of wood. Theymay contain fragrant herbs or bright flowers or any combination of plants.One notable one has at its heart a bubbling spring of steaming water. Heregrow plants with fleshy leaves and exotically scented flowers, denizens ofsome warmer clime brought here to delight the Mountain dwellers with theirmystery. Often visitors leave gifts in the gardens when they depart, awooden carving or a graceful pot or perhaps merely an arrangement of brightpebbles. The gardens belong to no one, and all tend them.
 At Jhaampe can also be found hot springs, some of water that can scalda man, others merely a gently bubbling warmth. These have been confined,both as public baths and as a source of heat in some of the smallerdwellings. In every building; in every garden, at every turn the visitorfinds the austere beauty and simplicity of color and form that are theMountain ideal. The overall impression that one carries away is oftranquillity and joy in the natural world. The chosen simplicity of lifethere may lead the visitor to question his own choice in life.
 It was night. I recall little more than that it followed long days ofpain. I moved my staff and took another step. I moved my staff again. Wewere not going quickly. A scurrying of snowflakes in the air was moreblinding than the darkness. I could not get away from the circling windthat carried them. Nighteyes wove a pacing path around me, guiding myhesitant steps as if it could hurry me. From time to time he keenedanxiously. His body was tight with fear and weariness. He smelled woodsmoke and goats .... not to betray you, my brother. But to help you.Remember that. You need someone with hands. But if they try to mistreatyou, you have but to call and I shall come. I shall not be far ....I couldnot make my mind focus on his thoughts. I felt his bitterness that he couldnot help me and his fear that he was leading me into a trap. I thought wehad been arguing but I could not remember what I had been insisting on.Whatever it was, Nighteyes had won, simply by virtue of knowing what hewanted. My feet slipped on the packed snow of the road and I went to myknees. Nighteyes sat down beside me and waited. I tried to lie down and he seized my wrist in his jaws. He tugged gently, but the thing in my backburst into sudden flames. I made a noise.
 Please, my brother. There are huts ahead, and lights within them. Firesand warmth. And someone with hands, who can cleanse the foul wound in yourback. Please. Get up. Just once more.
 I lifted my hanging head and tried to see. There was something in theroad ahead of us, something the road forked and went around on either side.The silver moonlight gleamed on it but I could not make out what it was. Iblinked hard, and it became a carved stone, taller than a man. It had notbeen shaped to be an object, but was simply smoothed into a graceful shape.At its base, bare twiggy limbs recalled summer shrubbery. An irregular wallof smaller stones bordered it. Snow garnished all. It reminded me ofKettricken somehow. I tried to rise but could not. Beside me, Nighteyeswhined in agony. I could not frame a thought to reassure him. It took allmy strength to remain on my knees.
 I did not hear footsteps but I felt a sudden increase in the tensionthrumming through Nighteyes. I lifted my head again. Far ahead of me, pastthe garden, someone came walking through the night. Tall and slender,draped in heavy fabric, hood pulled forward so far it was almost a cowl. Iwatched the person come. Death, I thought. Only death could come sosilently, gliding so smoothly through this icy night. "Run away," Iwhispered to Nighteyes. "No sense in letting him take both of us. Run awaynow."
 For a wonder, he obeyed me, slipping away silently from my side. When Iturned my head, I could not see him, but I sensed he was not far. I felthis strength leave me as if I had taken off a warm coat. Part of me triedto go with him, to cling to the wolf and be the wolf. I longed to leavethis battered body behind.
 If you must, my brother. If you must, I will not turn you away
 I wished he had not said it. It did not make it easier to resist the temptation. I had promised myself I would not do that to him, that if die Imust, I would die and leave him free and clean of me to carve his own life.Yet as the moment for dying grew nearer there seemed so many good reasonsto forsake that promise. The healthy wild body, that simple life in the nowcalled to me.
 Slowly the figure drew nearer. A great shivering of cold and painracked me. I could go to the wolf. I summoned the last of my strength todefy myself. "Here!" I croaked to Death. "Here I am. Come and take me and let it be done at last."
 He heard me. I saw him halt and stand stiffly as if afraid. Then hecame with sudden haste, his white cloak swirling in the night wind. Hestood by me, tall and slender and silent. "I've come to you," I whispered.Abruptly he knelt by me, and I glimpsed the chiseled ivory of his bonyface. He put his arms around me and lifted me to bear me away. The pressureof his arm on my back was agonizing. I fainted.
 Warmth was seeping back into me, bringing pain with it. I sprawled onmy side, within walls, for the wind surged like the ocean outside. Ismelled tea and incense, paint and wood shavings and the wool rug I lay on.My face burned. I could not stop the shuddering that ran through me, thoughevery wave of it awakened the searing pain in my back. My hands and feetthrobbed.
 "The knots of your cloak-strings are frozen. I'm going to cut them. Liestill now." The voice was curiously gentle, as if unused to such a tone.
 I managed to get an eye open. I was lying on the floor. My face wasturned toward a stone hearth where a fire burned. Someone leaned over me. I saw the glitter of a blade nearing my throat, but I could not move. I feltit sawing and honestly could not tell if it tasted my flesh. Then my cloakwas being lifted back. "It's frozen to your shirt," someone muttered. Ialmost thought I knew the voice. A gasp. "It's blood. All this is frozenblood." My cloak made an odd tearing sound as it was peeled loose. Thensomeone sat down on the floor beside me.
 I turned my eyes up slowly but could not lift my head to see a face.Instead I saw a slender body clothed in a soft robe of white wool. Handsthe color of old ivory pushed the cuffs of his sleeves up. The fingers werelong and thin, the wrists bony. Then he rose abruptly to get something. Fora time I was alone. I closed my eyes. When I opened them a wide vessel ofblue pottery was by my head. Steam rose from it and I smelled willow androwan. "Steady," said the voice, and for a moment one of those hands restedon my shoulder reassuringly. Then I felt spreading warmth on my back.
 "I'm bleeding again," I whispered to myself.
 "No. I'm soaking the shirt loose." Once again, the voice was almostfamiliar. I closed my eyes. A door opened and shut and a gust of cold airwafted across me. The man beside me paused. I felt him glance up. "Youmight have knocked," he said with mock severity. I felt again the warm trickle of water on my back. "Even one such as I occasionally has otherguests."
 Feet crossed hastily to me. Someone lowered herself fluidly to thefloor beside me. I saw the folding of her skirts as she sank down. A handpushed the hair back from my face. "Who is he, holy one?"
 "Holy one?" There was bitter humor in his voice. "If you would speak ofholes, you should speak of him, not me. Here, look at his back." He spokesofter then. "As to who he is, I have no idea."
 I heard her give a gasp. "All of that is blood? How does he yet live?Let us get some warmth to him, and clean away the blood." Then she tuggedat my mittens and dragged them free of my hands. "Oh, his poor hands, hisfingers all gone black at the ends!" she exclaimed in horror:
 That I did not want to see or know. I let go of everything.
 For a time, it seemed as if I were a wolf again. I stalked anunfamiliar village, alert for dogs or anyone stirring about, but all waswhite silence and snow falling in the night. I found the hut I sought andprowled about it, but dared not enter it. After a time, it seemed I haddone all I could about something. So I went hunting. I killed, I ate, Islept.
 When I opened my eyes again, the room was washed with the pale light ofday. The walls curved. I thought at first my eyes would not focus, and thenI recognized the shape of a Mountain dwelling. Slowly I took in detail.Thick rugs of wool on the floor, simple wooden furniture, a window ofgreased hide. On a shelf, two dolls leaned their heads together beside awooden horse and tiny cart. A huntsman puppet dangled in a corner. On atable were bits of brightly painted wood. I smelled the clean shavings andthe fresh paint. Puppets, I thought. Someone was making puppets. I wasbelly down on a bed with a blanket over me. I was warm. The skin of my faceand my hands and feet burned unpleasantly but that could be ignored, forthe great pain that bored into my back took precedence. My mouth was not sodry. Had I drunk something? I seemed to recall the spill of warm tea in mymouth but it was not a definite memory. Feet in felted wool slippersapproached my bed. Someone bent down and lifted the blanket off me. Coolair flowed across my skin. Deft hands moved over me, prodding the areaaround my wound. "So thin. Were he better fleshed, I'd say he had morechance," said an old woman's voice sadly.
 "Will he keep his toes and fingers?" A woman's voice, close by. A youngwoman. I could not see her but she was near. The other woman bent over me. 
She handled my hands, bending the fingers and pinching at the ends of them.I winced and tried feebly to pull away. "If he lives, he'll keep hisfingers," she said, not unkindly but factually. "They will be tender, forhe must shed all the skin and flesh that was frozen. By themselves, theyare not too bad. The infection in his back is what may kill him. There'ssomething inside that wound. An arrowhead and part of the shaft by the lookof it."
 "Cannot you take it out?" Ivory-hands spoke from somewhere in the room.
 "Easily," the woman replied. I realized she was speaking the tongue ofBuck, with a Mountain accent. "But he will certainly bleed and he has notmuch blood left he can part with. And the foulness of his wound may spreadin fresh-flowing blood to poison all his body." She sighed. "Would thatJonqui were alive still. She was very wise in this type of thing. It wasshe who pulled from Prince Rurisk the arrow that had pierced his chest. Thewound bubbled with his very life's breath and still she did not let himdie. I am not such a healer as she, but I will try. I will send myapprentice with a salve for his hands and feet and face. Rub his skin wellwith it each day, and do not be dismayed at the shedding of skin. As forhis back, that we must keep a drawing poultice on, to suck the poisons fromit as best we may. Food and drink you must get into him, as much as he willtake. Let him rest. And a week hence, we will pull that arrow and hope hehas built the strength to live through it, Jofron. Know you a good drawingpoultice?"
 "One or two. Bran and goosegrass is a good one," she offered.
 "It will do well. Would that I could stay and tend him, but I have manyanother to see to. Cedar Knoll was attacked last night. A bird has comewith tidings that many were injured before the soldiers were driven off. Icannot tend one and leave many. I must leave him in your hands."
 "And in my bed," Ivory-hands said dolefully. I heard the door closebehind the healer.
 I drew in a deeper breath but found no strength to speak.
 Behind me, I heard the man moving about the hut, the small sounds ofwater poured and crockery moved. Footsteps came closer. "I think he'sawake," Jofron said softly.
 I gave a small nod against my pillow.
 "Try to get this down him, then," suggested Ivory-hands. 
 "Then let him rest. I shall return with bran and goosegrass for yourpoultice. And some bedding for myself, for I suppose he must stay here." Atray was passed over my body and came into my view. There were a bowl and acup on it. A woman sat beside me. I could not turn my head to see her face,but the fabrics of her skirt were Mountain woven. Her hand spooned up a bitfrom the bowl and offered it to me. I sipped at it cautiously. Some sort ofbroth. From the cup wafted the scents of chamomile and valerian. I heard adoor slide open, and then shut. I felt a waft of cold air move through theroom. Another spoonful of broth. A third.
 "Where?" I managed to say.
 "What?" she asked, leaning closer. She turned her head and leaned downto see my face. Blue eyes. Too close to my own. "Did you say something?"
 I refused the spoon. It was suddenly too much effort to eat, eventhough what I had taken had heartened me. The room seemed darker. When nextI awoke night was deep around me. All was silent save for the mutedcrackling of a fire in the hearth. The light it cast was fitful, but enoughto show me the room. I felt feverish and very weak and horribly thirsty.There was a cup of water on a low table near my bed. I tried to reach forit, but the pain in my back stopped my arm's movement. My back felt tautwith the swollen wound. Any movement awakened it. "Water," I mouthed, butthe dryness of my mouth made it a whisper. No one came.
 Near the hearth, my host had made up a pallet for himself. He sleptlike a cat, lax, but with that aura of constant wariness. His head waspillowed on his outstretched arm and the fire glazed him with light. Ilooked at him and my heart turned over in my chest.
 His hair was smoothed back sleek on his skull, confined to a singleplait, baring the clean lines of his face. Expressionless and still, itseemed a chiseled mask. The last trace of boyishness had been burned away,leaving only the clean planes of his lean cheeks and high forehead and longstraight nose. His lips were narrower, his chin firmer than I recalled. Thedance of the firelight lent color to his face, staining his white skin withits amber. The Fool had grown up in the time we had been apart. It seemedtoo much change for twelve months, and yet this year had been longer thanany in my life. For a time I simply lay and looked at him.
 His eyes opened slowly, as if I had spoken to him. For a time he staredback at me without a word. Then a frown creased his brow. He sat up slowly,and I saw that truly he was ivory, his hair the color of fresh groundflour. It was his eyes that stopped my heart and tongue. They caught the firelight, yellow as a cat's. I finally found my breath. "Fool," I sighedsadly. "What have they done to you?" My parched mouth could barely shapethe words. I reached out my hand to him, but the movement pulled themuscles of my back and I felt my injury open again. The world tilted andslid away.
 Safety. That was my first clear sensation. It came from the soft warmthof the clean bedding, the herb fragrance of the pillow beneath my head.Something warm and slightly damp pressed gently on my wound and muffled itsstab. Safety clasped me as gently as the cool hands that held myfrostbitten hands between them. I opened my eyes and the fire lit roomslowly swam into focus.
 He was sitting by my bed. There was a stillness about him that was notrepose as he stared past me and into the darkened room. He wore a plainrobe of white wool with a round collar. The simple clothes were a shockafter the years of seeing him in motley. It was like seeing a garish puppetstripped of its paint. Then a single silver tear tracked down one cheekbeside the narrow nose. I was astonished.
 "Fool?" My voice came out as a croak this time.
 His eyes came instantly to mine and he dropped to his knees beside me.His breath came and went raggedly in his throat. He snatched up the cup ofwater and held it to my mouth while I drank. Then he set it aside, to takeup my dangling hand. He spoke softly as he did this, more to himself thanto me. "What have they done to me, Fitz? Gods, what have they done to you,to mark you so? What has become of me, that I did not even know you thoughI carried you in my arms?" His cool fingers moved tentatively down my face,tracing the scar and the broken nose. He leaned down suddenly to rest hisbrow against mine. "When I recall how beautiful you were," he whisperedbrokenly, and then fell silent. The warm drip of his tear against my facefelt scalding.
 He sat up abruptly, clearing his throat. He wiped his sleeve across hiseyes, a child's gesture that unmanned me even more. I drew a deeper breathand gathered myself. "You've changed," I managed to say.
 "Have I? I imagine I have. How could I not have changed? I thought youdead, and all my life for naught. Then now, this moment, to be given backboth you and my life's purpose ... I opened my eyes to you and thought myheart would stop, that madness had finally claimed me. Then you spoke myname. Changed, you say? More than you can imagine, as much as you haveplainly changed yourself. This night, I hardly know myself." It was asclose as I had ever heard the Fool come to babbling. He took a breath, and his voice cracked on his next words. "For a year, I have believed you dead,Fitz. For a whole year."
 He had not released my hand. I felt the trembling that went throughhim. He stood suddenly, saying, "We both need something to drink." Hewalked away from me across the darkened room. He had grown, but it was inshape rather than size. I doubted he was much taller, but his body was nolonger a child's. He was lean and slight as ever, muscled as tumblers are.He brought a bottle from a cabinet, two simple cups. He uncorked the bottleand I smelled the warmth of the brandy before he poured. He came back tosit by my bed and offer me a cup. I managed to wrap my hand around itdespite my blackened fingertips. He seemed to have recovered some of hisaplomb. He looked at me over the rim as he drank. I lifted my head andtipped a spill of mine into my mouth. Half went down my beard and I chokedas if I had never had brandy before. Then I felt the hot race of it in mybelly. The Fool shook his head as he gently wiped my face.
 "I should have listened to my dreams. Over and over, I dreamed you werecoming. It was all you ever said, in the dream. I am coming. Instead Ibelieved so firmly that I had failed somehow, that the Catalyst was dead. Icould not even see who you were when I picked you up from the ground."
 "Fool," I said quietly. I wished he would stop speaking. I simplywanted to be safe for a time, and think of nothing. He did not understand.
 He looked at me and grinned his old sly Fool's smile. "You still don'tunderstand, do you? When word reached us that you were dead, that Regal hadkilled you ... my life ended. It was worse, somehow, when the pilgrimsbegan to trickle in, to hail me as the White Prophet. I knew I was theWhite Prophet. I've known it since I was a child, as did those who raisedme. I grew up, knowing that someday I would come north to find you and thatbetween the two of us we would put time in its proper course. All of mylife, I knew I would do that.
 "I was not much more than a child when I set out. Alone, I made my wayto Buckkeep, to seek the Catalyst that only I would recognize. And I foundyou, and I knew you, though you did not know yourself. I watched theponderous turning of events and marked how each time you were the pebblethat shifted that great wheel from its ancient path. I tried to speak toyou of it, but you would have none of it. The Catalyst? Not you, oh, no!"He laughed, almost fondly. He drained off the rest of his brandy at a gulp,then held my cup to my lips. I sipped.
 He rose, then, to pace a turn about the room, and then halted to refillhis cup. He came back to me again. "I saw it all come to the tottering brink of ruin. But always you were there, the card never dealt before, theside of the die that had never before fallen uppermost. When my king died,as I knew he must, there was an heir to the Farseer line, and FitzChivalryyet lived, the Catalyst that would change all things so that an heir wouldascend to the throne." He gulped his brandy again and when he spoke thescent of it rode his breath. "I fled. I fled with Kettricken and the unborn child, grieving, yet confident that all would come to pass as it must. Foryou were the Catalyst. But when word came to us that you were dead ..." Hehalted abruptly. When he tried to speak again, his voice had gone thick andlost its music. "It made of me a lie. How could I be the White Prophet ifthe Catalyst were dead? What could I predict? The changes that could havebeen, had you lived? What would I be but a witness as the world spun deeperand deeper into ruin? I had no purpose anymore. Your life was more thanhalf of mine, you see. It was in the interweaving of our doings that Iexisted. Worse, I came to wonder if any part of the world were truly what Ibelieved it. Was I a white prophet at all, or was it but some peculiarmadness, a self-deception to console a freak? For a year, Fitz. A year. Igrieved for the friend I had lost, and I grieved for the world that somehowI had doomed. My failure, all of it. And when Kettricken's child, my lasthope, came into the world still and blue, what could it be but my doingsomehow?"
 "No!" The word burst from me with a strength I had not known I had. TheFool flinched as if I had struck him. Then, "Yes," he said simply,carefully taking my hand again. "I am sorry. I should have known you didnot know. The Queen was devastated at the loss. And I. The Farseer heir. Mylast hope crumbled away. I had held myself together, telling myself, well,if the child lives and ascends the throne, perhaps that will have beenenough. But when she was brought to bed with naught but a dead babe for allher travails ... I felt my whole life had been a farce, a sham, an eviljest played on me by time. But now ..." He closed his eyes a moment. "Now Ifind you truly alive. So I live. And again, suddenly, I believe. Once moreI know who I am. And who my Catalyst is." He laughed aloud, never dreaminghow his words chilled my blood. "I had no faith. I, the White Prophet, didnot believe my own foreseeing! Yet here we are, Fitz, and all will stillcome to pass as it was ever meant to do."
 Again he tipped the bottle to fill his cup. The liquor, when he pouredit, was the color of his eyes. He saw me staring and grinned delightedly."Ah, you say, but the White Prophet is no longer white? I suspect it is theway of my kind. I may gain more color now, as the years pass." He made adeprecating motion. "But that is of little import. I have already talkedtoo much. Tell me, Fitz. Tell me all. How did you survive? Why are youhere?"
 "Verity calls me. I must go to him." 
 The Fool drew in breath at my words, not a gasp, but a slow inhalationas if he took life back into himself. He almost glowed with pleasure at mywords. "So he lives! Ah!" Before I could speak more, he lifted his hands."Slowly. Tell me all, in order. These are words I have hungered to hear. Imust know everything."
 And so I tried. My strength was small and sometimes I felt myself borneup on my fever so that my words wandered and I could not recall where I hadleft off my tale of the past year. I got as far as Regal's dungeon, thencould only say, "He had me beaten and starved." The Fool's quick glance atmy scarred face and the casting aside of his eyes told me he understood.He, too, had known Regal too well. When he waited to hear more, I shook myhead slowly.
 He nodded, then put a smile on his face. "It's all right, Fitz. You areweary. You have already told me what I most longed to hear. The rest willkeep. For now, I shall tell you of my year." I tried to listen, clinging tothe important words, storing them in my heart. There was so much I hadwondered for so long. Regal had suspected the escape. Kettricken hadreturned to her rooms to find that her carefully chosen and packed supplieswere gone, spirited away by Regal's spies. She had left with little morethan the clothes on her back and a hastily grabbed cloak. I heard of theevil weather the Fool and Kettricken had faced the night they slipped awayfrom Buckkeep.
 She had ridden my Sooty and the Fool had battled headstrong Ruddy allthe way across the Six Duchies in winter. They had reached Blue Lake at theend of the winter storms. The Fool had supported them and earned theirpassage on a ship by painting his face and dyeing his hair and juggling inthe streets. What color had he painted his skin? White, of course, all thebetter to hide the stark white skin that Regal's spies would be watchingfor.
 They had crossed the lake with little incident, and passed Moonseye andtraveled into the Mountains. Immediately Kettricken had sought her father'said in finding what had become of Verity. He had, indeed, passed throughJhaampe but nothing had been heard of him since. Kettricken had put riderson his trail and even joined in the search herself. But all her hopes hadcome to grief. Far up in the mountains, she had found the site of a battle.The winter and the scavengers had done their work. No one man could beidentified, but Verity's buck standard was there. The scattered arrows andhewn ribs of one body showed it was men and not the beasts or elements thathad attacked them. There were not enough skulls to go with the bodies andthe scattering of the bones made the number of dead uncertain. Kettrickenhad clung to hope until a cloak had been found that she remembered packing for Verity. Her hands had embroidered the buck on the breast patch. Atumble of moldering bones and ragged garments were beneath it. Kettrickenhad mourned her husband as dead.
 She had returned to Jhaampe to pendulum between devastated grief andseething rage at Regal's plots. Her fury had solidified into adetermination that she would see Verity's child upon the Six Duchiesthrone, and a fair reign returned to the folk. Those plans had sustainedher until the stillbirth of her child. The Fool had scarcely seen hersince, save to catch glimpses of her pacing through her frozen gardens, herface as still as the snows that overlaid the beds.
 There was more, shuffled in with his account, of both major and minornews for me. Sooty and Ruddy were both alive and well. Sooty was in foal tothe young stallion despite her years. I shook my head over that. Regal hadbeen doing his best to provoke a war. The roving gangs of bandits that nowplagued the Mountain folk were thought to be in his pay. Shipments of grainthat had been paid for in spring had never been delivered, nor had theMountain traders been permitted to cross the border with their wares.Several small villages close to the Six Duchies border had been foundlooted and burned with no survivors. King Eyod's wrath, slow to stir, wasnow at white heat. Although the Mountain folk had no standing army as such,there was not one inhabitant who would not take up arms at the word oftheir Sacrifice. War was imminent.
 And he had tales of Patience, the Lady of Buckkeep, brought erraticallyby word of mouth passed among merchants and on to smugglers. She did allshe could to defend Buck's coast. Money was dwindling, but the folk of theland gave to her what they called the Lady's Levy and she disposed of it asbest she could amongst her soldiers and sailors. Buckkeep had not fallenyet, though the Raiders now had encampments up and down the whole coastlineof the Six Duchies. Winter had quieted the war, but spring would bathe thecoast in blood once more. Some of the smaller keeps spoke of treaties withthe Red-Ships. Some openly paid tribute in the hopes of avoiding Forging.
 The Coastal Duchies would not survive another summer. So said Chade. Mytongue was silent as the Fool spoke of him. He had come to Jhaampe bysecret ways in high summer, disguised as an old peddler but made himselfknown to the Queen when he arrived. The Fool had seen him then. "War agreeswith him," the Fool observed. "He strides about like a man of twenty. Hecarries a sword at his hip and there is fire in his eyes. He was pleased tosee how her belly swelled with the Farseer heir, and they spoke bravely ofVerity's child on the throne. But that was high summer." He sighed. "Now Ihear he has returned. I believe because the Queen has sent word of herstillbirth. I have not been to see him yet. What hope he can offer us now,I do not know." He shook his head. "There must be an heir to the Farseer throne," he insisted. "Verity must get one. Otherwise ..." He made ahelpless gesture.
 "Why not Regal? Would not a child from his loins suffice?"
 "No." His eyes went afar. "No. I can tell you that quite clearly, yet Icannot tell you why. Only that in all futures I have seen, he makes nochild. Not even a bastard. In all times, he reigns as the last Farseer, andushers in the dark."
 A shiver walked over me. He was too strange when he spoke of suchthings. And his odd words had brought another worry into my mind. "Therewere two women. A minstrel Starling, and an old woman pilgrim, Kettle. Theywere on their way here. Kettle said she sought the White-Prophet. I littlethought he might be you. Have you heard aught of them? Have they reachedJhaampe town?"
 He shook his head slowly. "No one has come seeking the White Prophetsince winter closed on us." He hatted, reading the worry in my face. "Ofcourse, I do not know of all who come here. They may be in Jhaampe. But Ihave heard nothing of two such as that." He reluctantly added, "Banditsprey on roadside travelers now. Perhaps they were delayed."
 Perhaps they were dead. They had come back for me, and I had sent themon alone.
 "Fitz?"
 "I'm all right. Fool, a favor?"
 "I like not that tone already. What is it?"
 "Tell no one I am here. Tell no one I am alive, just yet."
 He sighed. "Not even Kettricken? To tell her that Verity lives still?"
 "Fool, what I have come to do, I intend to do alone. I would not raisefalse hopes in her. She has endured the news of his death once. If I canbring him back to her, then will be time enough for true rejoicing. I knowI ask much. But let me be a stranger you are aiding. Later, I may need youraid in obtaining an old map from the Jhaampe libraries. But when I leavehere, I would go alone. I think this quest is one best accomplishedquietly." I glanced aside from him and added, "Let FitzChivalry remaindead. Mostly, it is better so." 
 "Surely you will at least see Chade?" He was incredulous.
 "Not even Chade should know I live." I paused, wondering which wouldanger the old man more: that I had attempted to kill Regal when he hadalways forbidden it, or that I had so badly botched the task. "This questmust be mine alone." I watched him and saw a grudging acceptance in hisface.
 He sighed again. "I will not say I agree with you completely. But Ishall tell no one who you are." He gave a small laugh. Talk fell offbetween us. The bottle of brandy was empty. We were reduced to silence,staring at one another drunkenly. The fever and the brandy burned in me. Ihad too many things to think of and too little I could do about any ofthem. If I lay very still, the pain in my back subsided to a red throb. Itkept pace with the beating of my heart.
 "Too bad you didn't manage to kill Regal," the Fool observed suddenly.
 "I know. I tried. As a conspirator and an assassin, I'm a failure."
 He shrugged for me. "You were never really good at it, you know. Therewas a naïveté to you that none of the ugliness could stain, as if you nevertruly believed in evil. It was what I liked best about you." The Foolswayed slightly where he sat, but righted himself. "It was what I missedmost, when you were dead."
 I smiled foolishly. "A while back, I thought it was my great beauty."
 For a time the Fool just looked at me. Then he glanced aside and spokequietly. "Unfair. Were I myself, I would never have spoken such wordsaloud. Still. Ah, Fitz." He looked at me and shook his head fondly. Hespoke without mockery, making almost a stranger of himself. "Perhaps halfof it was that you were so unaware of it. Not like Regal. Now there's apretty man, but he knows it too well. You never see him with his hairtousled or the red of the wind on his cheeks."
 For a moment I felt oddly uncomfortable. Then I said, "Nor with anarrow in his back, more's the pity," and we both went off into the foolishlaughter that only drunks understand. It woke the pain in my back to astabbing intensity however, and in a moment I was gasping for breath. TheFool rose, steadier on his feet than I would have expected, to take adrippy bag of something off my back and replace it with one almostuncomfortably warm from a pot on the hearth. That done, he came again tocrouch beside me. He looked directly in my eyes, his yellow ones as hard to read as his colorless ones had been. He laid one long cool hand along mycheek and then gentled the hair back from my eyes.
 "Tomorrow," he told me gravely. "We shall be ourselves again. The Fooland the Bastard. Or the White Prophet and the Catalyst, if you will. Wewill have to take up those lives, as little as we care for them, andfulfill all fate has decreed for us. But for here, for now, just between ustwo, and for no other reason save I am me and you are you, I tell you this.I am glad, glad that you are alive. To see you take breath puts the breathback in my lungs. If there must be another my fate is twined around, I amglad it is you."
 He leaned forward then and for an instant pressed his brow to mine.Then he breathed a heavy sigh and drew back from me. "Go to sleep, boy," hesaid in a fair imitation of Chade's voice. "Tomorrow comes early. And we'vework to do." He laughed unevenly. "We've the world to save, you and I." 
CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE 
Confrontations
 DIPLOMACY MAY VERY well be the art of manipulating secrets. What wouldany negotiation come to, were not there secrets to either share orwithhold? And this is as true of a marriage pact as it is of a tradeagreement between kingdoms. Each side knows truly how much it is willing tosurrender to the other to get what it wishes; it is in the manipulation ofthat secret knowledge that the hardest bargain is driven. There is noaction that takes place between humans in which secrets do not play a part,whether it be a game of cards or the selling of a cow. The advantage isalways to the one who is shrewder in what secret to reveal and when. KingShrewd was fond of saying that there was no greater advantage than to knowyour enemy's secret when he believed you ignorant. of it. Perhaps that isthe most powerful secret of all to possess.
 The days that followed were not days for me, but disjointed periods ofwakefulness interspersed with wavery fever dreams. Either my brief talkwith the Fool had burned my last reserves, or I finally felt safe enough to surrender to my injury. Perhaps it was both. I lay on a bed near the Fool'shearth and felt wretchedly dull when I felt anything at all. Overheardconversations rattled against me. I slipped in and out of awareness of myown misery, but never far away, like a drum beating the tempo of my painwas Verity's Come to me, come to me. Other voices came and went through thehaze of my fever but his was a constant.
 "She believes you are the one she seeks. I believe it, too. I think youshould see her. She has come a long and weary way, seeking the WhiteProphet." Jofron's voice was low and reasonable.
 I heard the Fool set down his rasp with a clack. "Tell her she ismistaken, then. Tell her I am the White Toymaker. Tell her the WhiteProphet lives farther down the street, five doors down on the left."
 "I will not make mock of her," Jofron said seriously. "She has traveleda vast distance to seek you and on the journey lost all but her life. Come,holy one. She waits outside. Will not you talk to her, just for a bit?"
 "Holy one," the Fool snorted with disdain. "You have been reading toomany old scrolls. As has she. No, Jofron." Then he sighed, and relented."Tell her I will talk with her two days hence. But not today."
 "Very well." Jofron plainly did not approve. "But there is another onewith her. A minstrel. I don't think she will be put off as easily. I thinkshe is seeking him."
 "Ah, but no one knows he is here. Save you, me, and the healer. Hewishes to be left alone for a time, while he heals."
 I moved my mouth. I tried to say I would see Starling, that I had notmeant to turn Starling away.
 "I know that. And the healer is still at Cedar Knoll. But she is a smart one, this minstrel. She has asked the children for news of astranger. And the children, as usual, know everything."
 "And tell everything," the Fool replied glumly. I heard him fling downanother tool in annoyance. "I see I have but one choice then."
 "You will see them?" 
 A snort of laughter from the Fool. "Of course not. I mean that I willlie to them."
 Afternoon sun slanting across my closed eyes. I woke to voices, arguing.
 "I only wish to see him." A woman's voice, annoyed. "I know he is here."
 "Ah, I suppose I shall admit you are right. But he sleeps." The Fool,with his maddening calm.
 "I still would see him." Starling, pointedly.
 The Fool heaved a great sigh. "I could let you in to see him. But thenyou would wish to touch him. And once you had touched him, you would wishto wait until he awakened. And once he awakened, you would wish to havewords with him. There would be no end to it. And I have much to do today. Atoymaker's time is not his own."
 "You are not a toymaker. I know who you are. And I know who he trulyis." The cold was flowing in the open door. It crept under my blankets,tightened my flesh and tugged at my pain. I wished they would shut it.
 "Ah, yes, you and Kettle know our great secret. I am the White Prophet,and he is Tom the shepherd. But today I am busy, prophesying puppetsfinished tomorrow, and he is asleep. Counting sheep, in his dreams."
 "That's not what I mean." Starling lowered her voice, but it carriedanyway. "He is FitzChivalry, son of Chivalry the Abdicated. And you are theFool."
 "Once, perhaps, I was the Fool. It is common knowledge here in Jhaampe.But now I am the Toymaker. As I no longer use the other title, you may takeit for yourself if you wish. As for Tom, I believe he takes the title BedBolster these days."
 "I will be seeing the Queen about this."
 "A wise decision. If you wish to become her Fool, she is certainly theone you must see. But for now, let me show you something else. No, stepback, please, so you can see it all. Here it comes." I heard the slam andthe latch. "The outside of my door," the Fool announced gladly. "I paintedit myself. Do you like it?" 
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 I heard a thud as of a muffled kick, followed by several more. The Foolcame humming back to his worktable. He took up the wooden head of a dolland a paintbrush. He glanced over at me. "Go back to sleep. She won't getin to see Kettricken any time soon. The Queen sees few people these days.And when she does, it's not likely she'll be believed. And that is the bestwe can do for now. So sleep while you may. And gather strength, for I fearyou will need it."
 Daylight on white snow. Belly down in the snow amongst the trees,looking down on a clearing. Young humans at play, chasing one another,leaping and dragging one another down to roll over and over in the snow.They are not so different from cubs. Envious. We never had other cubs toplay with while we were growing. It is like an itch, the desire to racedown and join in. They would be frightened, we caution ourselves. Onlywatch. Their shrill yelps fill the air. Will our she-cub grow to be likethese, we wonder? Braided hair flies behind as they race through the snowchasing one another.
 "Fitz. Wake up. I need to talk to you."
 Something in the Fool's tone cut through both fog and pain. I opened myeyes, then squinted painfully. The room was dark, but he had brought abranch of candles to the floor by my bedside. He sat beside them, lookinginto my face earnestly. I could not read his face; it seemed that hopedanced in his eyes and at the corners of his mouth, but also he seemedbraced as if he brought me bad tidings. "Are you listening? Can you hearme?" he pressed.
 I managed a nod. Then, "Yes." My voice was so hoarse I hardly knew it.Instead of getting stronger for the healer to pull the arrow, I felt as ifthe wound were getting stronger. Each day the area of pain spread. Itpushed always at the edge of my mind, making it hard to think.
 "I have been to dine with Chade and Kettricken. He had tidings for us."He tilted his head and watched my face carefully as he said, "Chade saysthere is a Farseer child in Buck. Just a babe yet, and a bastard. But ofthe same Farseer lineage as Verity and Chivalry. He swears it is so."
 I closed my eyes.
 "Fitz. Fitz! Wake up and listen to me. He seeks to persuade Kettrickento claim the child. To either say that it is her rightful child by Verity, hidden by a false stillbirth to protect her from assassins. Or to say thechild is Verity's bastard, but that Queen Kettricken chooses to legitimizeher and claim her as heir."
 I could not move. I could not breathe. My daughter, I knew. Kept safeand hidden, guarded by Burrich. To be sacrificed to the throne, Taken fromMolly, and given to the Queen. My little girl, whose name I didn't evenknow. Taken to be a princess and in time a queen. Put beyond my reachforever.
 "Fitz!" The Fool put his hand on my shoulder and squeezed it gently. Iknew he longed to shake me. I opened my eyes.
 He peered into my face. "Have you nothing to say to me?" he askedcarefully.
 "May I have some water?"
 While he got it for me, I composed myself. He helped me drink. By thetime he took the cup, I had decided what question would be most convincing."What did Kettricken say to the news that Verity had fathered a bastard? Itcould scarcely bring her joy."
 The uncertainty I had hoped for spread across the Fool's face.
 "The child was born at the end of harvest. Too late for Verity to havesired it before he left on his quest. Kettricken grasped it faster than Idid." He spoke almost gently. "You must be the father. When Kettrickenasked Chade directly, he said as much." He cocked his head to study me."You did not know?"
 I shook my head slowly. What was honor to one such as I? Bastard andassassin, what claim did I have to nobility of soul? I spoke the lie Iwould always despise. "I could not have fathered a child born at harvest.Molly had turned me out of her bed months before she left Buck." I tried tokeep my voice steady as I spoke. "If the mother is Molly, and she claimsthe child is mine, she lies." I strove to be sincere as I added, "I amsorry, Fool. I have fathered no Farseer heir for you, nor do I intend to."It was no effort to let my voice choke and tears mist my eyes. "Strange." Ishook my head against the pillow: "That such a thing could bring me suchpain. That she could seek to pass the babe off as mine." I closed my eyes: 
The Fool spoke gently. "As I understand it, she has made no claims forthe child. As of yet, I believe she knows nothing of Chade's plan." 
 "I suppose I should see both Chade and Kettricken. To tell them I amalive and reveal the truth to them. But when I am stronger. Just now, Fool,I would be alone," I begged him. I wanted to see neither sympathy norpuzzlement on his face. I prayed he would believe my lie even as I despisedmyself for the foul thing I had said of Molly. So I kept my eyes closed,and he took his candles and went away.
 I lay for a time in the dark, hating myself. It was better this way, Itold myself. If ever I returned to her, I could make all right And if I didnot, at least they would not take our child from her. I told myself overand over again I had done the wise thing. But I did not feel wise. I felttraitorous.
 I dreamed a dream at once vivid and stultifying. I chipped black stone.That was the entire dream, but it was endless in its monotony. I was usingmy dagger as a chisel and a rock as a hammer. My fingers were scabbed andswollen from the many times my grip had slipped and I'd struck them insteadof the dagger hilt. But it didn't stop me. I chipped black stone. Andwaited for someone to come and help me.
 I awoke one evening to find Kettle sitting by my bed. She looked evenolder than I recalled. Hazy winter daylight seeped through a parchmentwindow to touch her face. I studied her for a time before she realized I was awake. When she did, she shook her head at me. "I should have guessed,from all your strangeness. You were bound for the White Prophet yourself."She leaned closer and spoke in a whisper. "He will not allow Starling in tosee you. He says you are too weak for so lively a visitor. And that youwish no one to know you are here, just yet. But I'll take word of you toher, shall I?"
 I closed my eyes.
 A time of bright morning and a knock at the door. I could not sleep,nor could I stay awake for the fever that racked me. I had drunk willowbarktea until my belly was sloshing. Still my head pounded, and I was alwaysshivering or sweating. The knock came again, louder, and Kettle set downthe cup she had been plaguing me with. The Fool was at his worktable. Heput aside his carving tool, but Kettle called "I'll get it!" and opened thedoor, even as he was saying, "No, let me." 
 Starling pushed in, so abruptly that Kettle exclaimed in surprise.Starling came past her, into the, room, shaking snow from her cap andcloak. She shot the Fool a look of triumph. The Fool merely noddedcordially at her as if he had been expecting her. He turned back to hiscarving without a word. The bright sparks of anger in her eyes grew hotter,and I sensed her satisfaction in something. She shut the door loudly behindher and came into the room like the north wind herself. She dropped to sitcross-legged on the floor beside my bed. "So, Fitz. I'm so glad to finallysee you again. Kettle told me you were hurt. I'd have come to see youbefore, but I was turned away at the door. How are you today?"
 I tried to focus my mind. I wished she would move more slowly and speakmore softly. "It's too cold in here," I complained petulantly. "And I'velost my earring." I had only discovered the loss that morning. It frettedme. I could not recall why it was so important, but my mind would not letgo of it either. The very thought made my headache worse.
 She stripped off her mittens. One hand was bandaged still. She touchedmy forehead with the other. Her hand was blessedly cold. Odd that coldcould feel so good. "He's burning up!" she accused the Fool. "Haven't youthe sense to give him willowbark tea?"
 The Fool shaved off another curl of wood. "There's a pot of it there byyour knee, if you haven't overset it. If you can get him to drink any moreof it, you're a better man than I." Another curl of wood.
 "That would not be hard," Starling said in an ugly little voice. Then,in a kinder tone, to me, "Your earring isn't lost. See, I have it righthere." She took it from the pouch at her belt. One small part of me workedwell enough to notice that she was warmly dressed in the Mountain stylenow. Her hands were cold and a bit rough as she put the earring back in myear for me. I found a question.
 "Why did you have it?"
 "I asked Kettle to bring it to me," she told me bluntly. "When he wouldnot let me in to see you. I had to have a token, something to prove toKettricken that all I told her was true. I have been to her and spoken toher and her counselor, this very day."
 The Queen's name broke through my wandering thoughts and gave me amoment of focus. "Kettricken! What have you done?" I cried in dismay. "Whathave you told her?" 
 Starling looked startled. "Why, all she must know so that she will helpyou on your quest. That you are truly alive. That Verity is not dead, andthat you will seek him. That word must be sent to Molly that you are aliveand well, so that she shall not lose heart but will keep your child safeuntil you return. That ..."/P> 
"I trusted you!" I cried out. "I trusted you with my secrets and youhave betrayed me. What a fool I've been!" I cried out in despair. All, allwas lost.
 "No, I am the Fool." He broke into our conversation. he walked slowlyacross the room and stood looking down on me. "The more so that I hadbelieved you trusted me, it seems," he went on, and I had never seen him sopale. "Your child," he said to himself. "A true child of Farseer lineage."His yellow eyes flickered like a dying fire as they darted from Starling tome. "You know what such tidings mean to me. Why? Why lie to me?"
 I did not know what was worse, the hurt in the Fool's eyes, or thetriumph in the glance Starling gave him.
 "I had to lie, to keep her mine! The child is mine, not a Farseerheir!" I cried out desperately. "Mine and Molly's. A child to grow andlove, not a tool for a kingmaker. And Molly must not hear I am alive fromany save me! Starling, how could you have done this to me? Why was I suchan idiot, why did I talk of such things at all to anyone?"

 Now Starling looked as injured as the Fool. She stood up stiffly andher voice was brittle. "I but sought to help you. To help you do what youmust do." Behind Starling, the wind gusted the door open. "That woman has aright to know her husband is alive."
 "To which woman do you refer?" asked another icy voice. To myconsternation, Kettricken swept into the room with Chade at her heels. Sheregarded me with a terrible face. Grief had ravaged her, had carved deeplines beside her mouth and eaten the flesh from her cheeks. Now anger ragedin her eyes as well. The blast of cold wind that came with them cooled mefor an instant. Then the door was closed and my eyes moved from face tofamiliar face. The small room seemed crowded with staring faces, with coldeyes looking at me. I blinked. There were so many of them and so close, andall stared at me. No one smiled. No welcome, no joy. Only the savageemotions that I had wakened with all the changes I had wrought. Thus wasthe Catalyst greeted. No one wore any expression I'd hoped to see.
 None save Chade. He crossed the room to me in long strides, strippingoff his riding gloves as he came. When he threw back the hood of his winter cloak, I saw that his white hair was bound back in a warrior's tail. Hewore a band of leather across his brow, and centered on his forehead was amedallion of silver. A buck with antlers lowered to charge. The sign Verityhad given to me. Starling moved hastily from his path. He gave her not aglance as he folded easily to sit on the floor by my bed. He took my handin his, narrowed his eyes at the sight of the frostbite. He held it softly."Oh, my boy, my boy, I believed you were dead. When Burrich sent me word hehad found your body, I thought my heart would break. The words we had whenlast we parted ... but here you are, alive if not well."
 He bent and kissed me. The hand he set to my cheek was callused now,the pocks scarcely visible on the weathered flesh. I looked up in his eyesand saw welcome and joy. Tears clouded my own as I had to demand, "Wouldyou truly take my daughter for the throne? Another bastard for the Farseerline ... Would you have let her be used as we have been used?"
 Something grew still in his face. The set of his mouth hardened intoresolve. "I will do whatever I have to do to see a true hearted Farseer on the Six Duchies throne again. As I am sworn to do. As you are sworn also."His eyes met mine.
 I looked at him in dismay. He loved me. Worse, he believed in me. Hebelieved that I had in me that strength and devotion to duty that had beenthe backbone of his life. Thus he could inflict on me things harder andcolder than Regal's hatred of me could imagine. His belief in me was suchthat he would not hesitate to plunge me into any battle, that he wouldexpect any sacrifice of me. A dry sob suddenly racked me and tore at thearrow in my back. "There is no end!" I cried out. "That duty will hound meinto death. Better I were dead! Let me be dead then!" I snatched my handaway from Chade, heedless of how much that motion hurt. "Leave me!"
 Chade didn't even flinch. "He is burning with fever," he saidaccusingly to the Fool. "He doesn't know what he's saying. You should havegiven him willowbark tea."
 A terrible smile crooked the Fool's lips. Before he could reply, therewas a sharp shredding sound. A gray head was forced through the greasedhide window, flashing a muzzle full of white teeth. The rest of the wolfsoon followed, oversetting a shelf of potted herbs onto some scrolls setout below them. Nighteyes sprang, nails skittering on the wood floor, andslid to a halt between me and the hastily standing Chade. He snarled allround. I will kill them all for you, if you say so. I dropped my head downto my pillows. My clean, wild wolf. This was what I had made of him. Was itany better than what Chade had made of me? 
 I looked around them again. Chade was standing, his face very still.Every single face held some shock, some sadness, some disappointment that Iwas responsible for. Despair and fever shook me. "I'm sorry," I saidweakly. "I have never been what you thought I was," I confessed. "Never."
 Silence filled up the room. The fire crackled briefly.
 I dropped my face to my pillow and closed my eyes. I spoke the words Iwas compelled to say. "But I shall go and find Verity. Somehow, I willbring him back to you. Not because I am what you believe me to be," Iadded, slowly lifting my head. I saw hope kindle in Chade's face. "Butbecause I have no choice. I have never had any choices."
 "You do believe Verity is alive!" The hope in Kettricken's voice wassavagely hungry. She swept toward me like an ocean storm.
 I nodded my head. Then, "Yes," I managed. "Yes, I believe he lives. Ihave felt him strongly with me." Her face was so close, huge in my sight. Iblinked my eyes, and then could not focus them.
 "Why has not he returned then? Is he lost? Injured? Does he have nocare for those he left behind?" Her questions rattled against me like flungstones, one after another.
 "I think," I began, and then could not. Could not think, could notspeak. I closed my eyes. I listened to a long silence. Nighteyes whined,then growled deep in his throat. 
"Perhaps we should all leave for a time," Starling ventured unevenly."Fitz is not up to this just now."
 "You may leave," the Fool told her grandly. "Unfortunately I still livehere."
 Going hunting. It is time to go hunting. I look to where we came in,but the Scentless One has blocked that way, covering it over with anotherpiece of deerskin. Door, part of us knows that is the door and we go to it,to whine softly and prod at it with our nose. It rattles against its catchlike a trap about to spring shut. The Scentless One comes, steppinglightly, warily. He stretches his body past me, to put a pale paw on thedoor and open it for me. I slip out, back into a cool night world. It feelsgood to stretch my muscles again, and I flee the pain and the stuffy hut and the body that does not work to this wild sanctuary of flesh and fur.The night swallows us and we hunt.
 It was another night, another time, before, after, I did not know, mydays had come unlinked. from one another. Someone lifted a warm compressfrom my brow and replaced it with a cooler one. "I'm sorry, Fool," I said.
 "Thirty-two," said a voice wearily. Then, "Drink," it added moregently. Cool hands raised my face. A cup lapped liquid against my mouth. Itried to drink. Willowbark tea. I turned my face away in disgust. The Foolwiped my mouth and sat down on the floor beside my bed. He leanedcompanionably close against it. He held his scroll up to the lamplight andwent on reading. It was deep night. I closed my eyes and tried to findsleep again. All I could find were things I'd done wrong, trusts I'dbetrayed.
 "I'm so sorry," I said.
 "Thirty-three," said the Fool without looking up.
 "Thirty-three what?" I asked.
 He glanced over at me in surprise. "Oh. You're truly awake and talking?"
 "Of course. Thirty-three what?"
 "Thirty-three `I'm sorry's. To various people, but the greatest numberof them to me. Seventeen calls for Burrich. I lost count of your calls forMolly, I'm afraid. And a grand total of sixty-two `I'm coming, Verity's."
 "I must be driving you crazy. I'm sorry."
 "Thirty-four. No. You've just been raving, rather monotonously. It'sthe fever, I suppose."
 "I suppose."
 The Fool went back to reading. "I'm so tired of lying on my belly," Iventured.
 "There's always your back," the Fool suggested to see me wince. Then,"Do you want me to help you shift to your side?" 
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 "No. That just hurts more."
 "Tell me if you change your mind." His eyes went back to the scroll.
 "Chade hasn't been back to see me," I observed.
 The Fool sighed and set aside his scroll. "No one has. The healer camein and berated us all for bothering you. They're to leave you alone untilshe pulls the arrow out. That's tomorrow. Besides, Chade and the Queen havehad much to discuss. Discovering that both you and Verity are still alivehas changed everything for them."
 "Another time, he would have included me." I paused, knowing I waswallowing in self-pity, but unable to stop myself. "I suppose they feelthey cannot trust me anymore. Not that I blame them. Everyone hates me now.For the secrets I kept. For all the ways I failed them."
 "Oh, not everyone hates you," the Fool chided gently. "Only me, really."
 My eyes darted to his face. His cynical smile reassured me. "Secrets,"he said, and sighed. "Someday I shall write a long philosophical treatiseon the power of secrets, when kept or told."
 "Do you have any more brandy?"
 "Thirsty again? Do have some more willowbark tea." There was acidcourtesy in his voice now, overladen with honey. "There's plenty, you know.Buckets of it. All for you."
 "I think my fever is down a bit," I offered humbly.
 He lifted a hand to my brow. "So it is. For now. But I do not think thehealer would approve of you getting drunk again."
 "The healer is not here," I pointed out.
 He arched a pale eyebrow at me. "Burrich would be so proud of you." Buthe rose gracefully and went to the oak cabinet. He stepped carefully aroundNighteyes sprawled on the hearth in heat-soaked sleep. My eyes traveled tothe patched window and then back to the Fool. I supposed some sort ofagreement had been worked out between them. Nighteyes was so deeply asleephe was not even dreaming. His belly was full as well. His paws twitchedwhen I quested toward him, so I withdrew. The Fool was putting the bottle 
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and two cups on a tray. He seemed too subdued.
 "I am sorry, you know."
 "So you have told me. Thirty-five times."
 "But I am. I should have trusted you and told you about my daughter."Nothing, not a fever, not an arrow in my back would keep me from smilingwhen I said that phrase. My daughter. I tried to speak the simple truth. Itembarrassed me that it seemed a new experience. "I've never seen her, youknow. Only with the Skill, anyway. It's not the same. And I want her to bemine. Mine and Molly's. Not a child that belongs to a kingdom, with somevast responsibility to grow into. Just a little girl, picking flowers,making candles with her mother, doing ..." I floundered and finished,"Whatever it is that ordinary children are allowed to do. Chade would endthat. The moment that anyone points to her and says, `There, she could bethe Farseer heir,' she's at risk. She'd have to be guarded and taught tofear, to weigh every word and consider every action. Why should she? Sheisn't truly a royal heir. Only a bastard's bastard." I said those harshwords with difficulty, and vowed never to let anyone say them to her face."Why should she be put in such danger? It would be one thing if she wereborn in a palace and had a hundred soldiers to guard her. But she has onlyMolly and Burrich."
 "Burrich is with them? If Chade chose Burrich, it is because he thinkshim the equal of a hundred guards. But far more discreet," the Foolobserved. Did he know how that would wrench me? He brought the cups and thebrandy and poured for me. I managed to pick up my own cup. "To a daughter.Yours and Molly's," he offered, and we drank. The brandy burned clean in mythroat.
 "So," I managed. "Chade knew all along and sent Burrich to guard her.Even before I knew, they knew." Why did I feel they had stolen somethingfrom me? 
"I suspect so, but I am not certain." The Fool paused, as if wonderingat the wisdom of telling me. Then I saw him discard the reserve. "I've beenputting pieces together, counting back the time. I think Patiencesuspected. I think that's why she started sending Molly to take care ofBurrich when his leg was injured. He didn't need that much care, and heknew it as well as Patience did. But Burrich is a good ear; mostly becausehe talks so little himself. Molly would need someone to talk to, perhapssomeone that had once kept a bastard himself. That day we were all up inhis room ... you had sent me there, to see what he could do for myshoulder? The day you locked Regal out of Shrewd's rooms to protect him ..." For a moment he seemed caught in that memory. Then he recovered."When I came up the stairs to Burrich's loft I heard them arguing. Well,Molly arguing, and Burrich being silent, which is his strongest way toargue. So, I eavesdropped," he admitted `frankly. "But I didn't hear much.She was insisting he could get some particular herb for her. He wouldn't.Finally, he promised her he would tell no one, and bade her to think welland do what she wished to do, not what she thought was wisest. Then theysaid no more, so I went in. She excused herself and departed. Later, youcame and said she had left you." He paused. "Actually, looking back, I wasas dull-wilted as you, not to have worked it out just from that."
 "Thank you," I told him dryly.
 "You're welcome. Though I will admit we all had much on our minds thatday."
 "I'd give anything to be able to go back in time and tell her that ourchild would be the most important thing in the world for me. More importantthan king or country."
 "Ah. So you would have left Buckkeep that day, to follow her andprotect her." The Fool quirked an eyebrow at me.
 After a time, I said, "I couldn't." The words choked me and I washedthem down with brandy.
 "I know you couldn't have. I understand. You see, no one can avoidfate. Not as long as we are trapped in time's harness, anyway. And," hesaid more softly, "no child can avoid the future that fate decrees. Not afool, not a bastard. Not a bastard's daughter."
 A shiver walked up my spine. Despite all my disbelief, I feared. "Areyou saying that you know something of her future?"
 He sighed and nodded. Then he smiled and shook his head. "That is howit is, for me. I know something of a Farseer's heir. If that heir is she,then doubtless, years from now, I shall read some ancient prophecy and say,Ah, yes, there it is, it was foretold how it would come to be. No one trulyunderstands a prophecy until it comes true. It's rather like a horseshoe.The smithy shows you a bit of iron stock and you say, it will never fit.But after it's been through the fire and hammered and filed, there it is,fitting perfectly to your horse's hoof as it would never fit any other."
 "It sounds as if you are saying prophets shape their prophecies to betrue after the fact." 
 He cocked his head. "And a good prophet, like a good smith, shows youthat it fits perfectly." He took the empty glass from my hand. "You shouldbe sleeping, you know. Tomorrow the healer is going to draw the arrowheadout. You will need your strength."
 I nodded, and suddenly found my eyes were heavy
 Chade gripped my wrists and pulled down firmly. My chest and cheekpressed against the hard wooden bench. The Fool straddled my legs andpinned my hips down with his leaning weight. Even Kettle had her hands onmy bare shoulders, pressing me down on the unyielding bench. I felt like ahog trussed for slaughter. Starling stood by with lint bandaging and abasin of hot water. As Chade drew my hands down tight, I felt as if mywhole body might split open at the rotten wound in my back. The healersquatted beside me. I caught a glimpse of the pincers she held. Black iron.Probably borrowed from the blacksmith's shed.
 "Ready?" she asked.
 "No," I grunted. They ignored me. It wasn't me she was talking to. Allmorning she had worked on me as if I were a broken toy, prodding andpressing the foul fluids of infection from my back while I squirmed andmuttered curses. All had ignored my imprecations, save the Fool, who hadoffered improvements on them. He was very much himself again. He hadpersuaded Nighteyes to go outside. I could sense the wolf prowling aboutthe door. I had tried to convey to him what was to be done. I'd pulledenough quills from him in our time together that he had some idea ofnecessary pain. He still shared my dread.
 "Go ahead," Chade told the healer. His head was close to mine, hisbeard scratching my shaven cheek. "Steady my boy," he breathed into my ear.The cold jaws of the pincers pressed against my inflamed flesh.
 "Don't pant. Hold still," the healer told me severely. I tried. It feltas if she were plunging them into my back seeking for a grip. After aneternity of probing, the healer said, "Hold him." I felt the jaws of thepincers clench. She pulled, ripping my spine up and out of my body.
 Or so it felt. I recall that first grating of metal head against bone,and all my resolutions not to scream were forgotten. I roared out my painand my consciousness together. I tumbled again into that vague place thatneither sleep nor wakefulness could reach. My feverish days had made it 
entirely too familiar to me.
 Skill river. I was in it and it was in me. Only a step away, it hadalways been only a step away. Surcease from pain and loneliness. Swift andsweet. I was tattering away in it, coming undone like a piece of knittingcomes unraveled when the right thread is tugged. All my pain was comingundone as well. No. Verity forbade it firmly. Back you go, Fitz. As if heshooed a small child away from the fire. I went.
 Like a diver surfacing, I came back to the hard bench and voices overme. The light seemed dim. Someone exclaimed about blood and called for acloth full of snow. I felt it pressed to my back while a sopping red ragwas tossed to the Fool's rug. The stain spread out on the wool and I flowedwith it. I was floating and the room was full of black specks. The healerwas busy by the fire. She drew another smith's tool from the flames. Itglowed and she turned to look at me. "Wait!" I cried in horror and halfreared up off the bench, only to have Chade catch me by the shoulders.
 "It has to be done," he told me harshly and held me in a grip of ironas the healer came near. At first I felt only pressure as she held a hotbrand to my back. I smelled the burning of my own flesh and thought I didnot care, until a spasm of pain jerked me more sharply than a hangman'snoose. The black rose up to drag me down. "Hung over water and burned!" Icried out in despair. A wolf whined.
 Rising. Coming up, nearer and nearer the light. The dive had been deep,the waters warm and full of dreams. I tasted the edge of consciousness,took a breath of wakefulness.
 "Chade.... but surely you could have told me, at least, that he wasalive and had come to you. Eda and El in a knot, Fool, how often have Itrusted you with my closest counsels?"
 "Almost as often as you have not," the Fool replied tartly. "Fitz askedme to keep his presence here a secret. And it was, until that minstrelinterfered. What would it have hurt if he had been left alone to rest completely before that arrow came out? You've listened to his ravings. Dothey sound to you like a man at peace with himself?" 
 Chade sighed. "Still. You could have told me. You know what it wouldhave meant to me, to know he was alive."
 "You know what it would have meant to me, to know there was a Farseerheir," the Fool retorted.
 "I told you as soon as I told the Queen!"
 "Yes, but how long had you known she existed? Since you sent Burrich tokeep watch over Molly? You knew Molly carried his child when last you cameto visit, yet you said nothing."
 Chade took a sharp breath, then cautioned. "Those are names I'd as soonyou did not speak, not even here. Not even to the Queen have I given thosenames. You must understand, Fool. The more folk who know, the greater therisk to the child. I'd never have revealed her existence, save that theQueen's child died and we believed Verity dead."
 "Save your hope of keeping secrets. A minstrel knows Molly's name;minstrels keep no secrets." His dislike of Starling glittered in his voice.In a colder tone, he added, "So what did you really plan to do, Chade? Passoff Fitz's daughter as Verity's? Steal her from Molly and give her to theQueen, to raise as her own?" The Fool's voice had gone deadly soft.
 "I ... the times are hard and the need so great ... but ... not stealher, no. Burrich would understand, and I think he could make the girlunderstand. Besides. What can she offer the child? A penniless candlemaker,bereft of her trade ... how can she care for her? The child deserves better. As does the mother, truly, and I would do my best to see she wasprovided for, also. But the baby cannot be left with her. Think, Fool. Onceothers knew the babe was of Farseer lineage she could only be safe on thethrone, or in line for it. The woman listens to Burrich. He could make hersee that."
 "I'm not so sure you could make Burrich see that. He gave one child upto royal duty. He may not feel. it's a wise choice a second time."
 "Sometimes all the choices are poor ones, Fool, and still a man mustchoose."
 I think I made some small sound, for they both came to me quickly."Boy?" Chade demanded anxiously. "Boy, are you awake?"
 I decided I was. I opened one eye a crack. Night. Light from the hearth and a few candles. Chade and the Fool and a bottle of brandy. And me. Myback felt no better. My fever felt no less. Before I could even try to ask,the Fool held a cup to my lips. Damnable willowbark tea. I was so thirsty,I drank it all. The next cup he offered was meat broth, wonderfully salty."I'm so thirsty," I managed to say when I'd finished it. My mouth feltsticky with thirst, thick with it.
 "You've lost a lot of blood," Chade explained needlessly.
 "Do you want more broth?" the Fool asked.
 I managed the tiniest nod. The Fool took the cup and went to thehearth. Chade leaned close and whispered, strangely urgent, "Fitz. Tell meone thing. Do you hate me, boy?"
 For a moment, I didn't know. But the thought of hating Chade meant toogreat a loss to me. Too few folk in the world cared for me. I could nothate even one of them. I shook my head a tiny bit. "But," I said slowly,carefully forming the thick words, "don't take my child."
 "Do not fear," he told me gently. His old hand smoothed my hair backfrom my face. "If Verity's alive, there will be no need of it. For the timebeing, she is safest where she is. And if King Verity returns and assumeshis throne, he and Kettricken will get children of their own."
 "Promise?" I begged.
 He met my eyes. The Fool brought the broth to me, and Chade steppedaside to make room for him. This cup was warmer. It was like life itselfflowing back into me. When it was gone, I could speak more strongly."Chade," I said. He had walked over to the hearth and was staring into it.He turned back to me when I spoke.
 "You did not promise, "I reminded him.
 "No," he agreed gravely. "I did not promise. Times are too uncertainfor that promise."
 For a long time I just looked at him. After a time, he gave his head atiny shake and looked aside. He could not meet my eyes. But he offered meno lies. So it was up to me.
 "You can have me," I told him quietly. "And I will do my best to bringVerity back, and do all I can to restore to him his throne. You can have my death, if that is what it takes. More than that, you can have my life,Chade. But not my child's. Not my daughter's."
 He met my eyes and nodded slowly.
 Recovery was a slow and painful business. It seemed to me that I shouldhave relished each day in a soft bed, each mouthful of food, each moment ofsafe sleep. But it was not so. The frostbitten skin on my fingers and toespeeled and snagged on everything, and the new skin beneath was horriblytender. Every day the healer came to poke at me. She insisted that thewound on my back must be kept open and draining. I grew weary of the foulsmelling bandages she took away, and wearier still of her picking at mywound to see that it did not close too soon. She reminded me of a crow on a dying animal, and when I tactlessly told her so one day, she laughed at me.
 After a few days, I was moving about again, but never carelessly. Everystep, every reach of a hand was a cautious thing. I learned to keep myelbows snug to my side to decrease the pull of muscles in my back, learnedto walk as if I balanced a basket of eggs on my head. Even so, I weariedquickly, and too strenuous a stroll might bring the fever back at night. Iwent daily to the baths and though soaking in the hot water eased my body,I could not. be there even a moment without recalling that here was whereRegal sought to drown me, and there was where I had seen Burrich clubbed tothe ground. Come to me, come to me, would begin the siren call in my headthen, and my mind would soon be full of thoughts and wonderings aboutVerity. It was not conducive to a peaceful spirit. Instead I would findmyself planning every detail of my next journey. I made a mental list ofthe equipment I must beg from Kettricken and debated long and hard overtaking a riding animal. In the end I decided against it. There was nograzing for one; my capacity for unthinking cruelty was gone. I would nottake a horse or pony simply to have it die. I knew, too, that soon I mustask leave to search the libraries to see if there might be found aprecursor to Verity's map. I dreaded seeking out Kettricken for she had notsummoned me at all.
 Every day I reminded myself of these things, and every day I put it offone more day. As of yet, I still could not walk the length of Jhaampewithout stopping to rest. Conscientiously, I began to force myself to eatmore and to push the limits of my strength. Often the Fool joined me on mystrengthening walks. I knew he hated the cold, but I welcomed his silentcompanionship too much to suggest he stay warm within. He took me once tosee Sooty, and that placid beast welcomed me with such pleasure that Ireturned every day thereafter. Her belly was swelling with Ruddy's foal;she'd drop early in spring. She seemed healthy enough, but I fretted over her age. I took an amazing amount of comfort from the old mare's gentlepresence. It pulled at my injury to lift my arms to groom her, but I didanyway, and Ruddy as well. The spirited young horse needed more handlingthan he was getting. I did my best with him, and missed Burrich everymoment of it.
 The wolf came and went as he pleased. He joined the Fool and me on ourwalks, and strolled into the hut afterward at our heels. It was almostdistressing to see how swiftly he adapted. The Fool muttered about the clawmarks on his door and the shed fur on his rugs, but they liked each otherwell enough. A wolf puppet began to emerge in sections from chunks of woodon the Fool's worktable. Nighteyes developed a taste for a certain seedcakethat was also the Fool's favorite. The wolf would stare fixedly at himwhenever the Fool was eating it, drooling great pools of saliva onto thefloor until the Fool would relent and give him a share. I scolded them bothabout what sweets could do to his teeth and coat and was ignored by both ofthem. I suppose I felt a bit of jealousy at how quickly he came to trustthe Fool, until Nighteyes asked pointedly one day, Why should not I trustwhom you trust? I had no answer to that.
 "So. When did you become a toymaker?" I asked the Fool idly one day. Iwas leaning on his table, watching his fingers thread the limbs and torsoof a jumping jack onto his stick framework. The wolf was sprawled out underthe table, deeply asleep.
 He shrugged one shoulder. "It became obvious once I was here that KingEyod's court was no place for a Fool." He gave a short sigh. "Nor did Itruly have the desire to be the Fool for anyone save King Shrewd. Thatbeing so, I cast about for some other means to earn my bread. One evening,quite drunk, I asked myself what I knew best. `Why, being a puppet,' Ireplied to myself. Jerked about by the strings of fate, and then tossedaside to crumple in a heap. That being so, I decided that I would no longerdance to the string's pull, but would pull the strings. The next day I putmy resolution to the test. I soon discovered a liking for it. The simpletoys I grew up with and the ones that I saw in Buck seem wondrous strangeto Mountain children. I found I needed to have few dealings with theadults, which suited me well. Children here learn to hunt and fish andweave and harvest at a very early age, and whatever they garner is theirown. So I trade for what I need. Children, I have found, are much moreswift to accept the unusual. They admit their curiosity, you see, ratherthan disdaining the object that arouses it." His pale fingers tied acareful knot. Then he picked his creation up and set it to dancing for me.
 I watched its gay prancing with a retroactive desire to have possessedsuch a thing of brightly painted wood and finely sanded edges. "I want mydaughter to have things such as that," I heard myself say aloud. "Well made 
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toys and soft bright shirts, pretty hair ribbons and dolls to clutch." "She will," he promised me gravely. "She will."
 The slow days passed. My hands began to look normal again and even tohave some callus on them again. The healer said I might go with nobandaging on my back. I began to feel restless but knew I did not yet havethe strength to leave. My disquiet in turn agitated the Fool. I did notrealize how much I paced until the evening he rose from his chair andshoved his table over into my path to divert me from my course. We bothlaughed, but it did not dispel the underlying tension. I began to believe Idestroyed peace wherever I went.
 Kettle visited often and drove me to distraction with her knowledge ofthe scrolls concerning the White Prophet. Too often they mentioned aCatalyst. Sometimes the Fool was drawn into her discussions. More often hesimply made noncommittal noises as she tried to explain it all to me. Ialmost missed her dour taciturnity. I confess, too, that the more shetalked, the more I wondered how a woman of Buck had ever chanced to wanderso far from her homeland, to become a devotee of a distant teaching thatwould someday lead her back to her homeland. But the old Kettle showedthrough when she deflected my slyly posed questions.
 Starling came,. though not as often as Kettle, and usually when theFool was out and about on errands. It seemed that they could not be in thesame room without striking sparks from one another. As soon as I was ableto move about at all, she began to persuade me to take outside walks withher, probably to avoid the Fool. I suppose they did me good, but I took noenjoyment in them. I had had my fill of winter cold and usually herconversation made me feel both restless and spurred. Her talk was often ofthe war back in Buck, snippets of news overheard from Chade and Kettricken,for she was often with them. She played for them in the evenings, as bestshe could with her damaged hand and a borrowed harp. She lived in the mainhall of the royal residence. This taste of a court life seemed to agreewith her. She was frequently enthused and animated. The bright clothes ofthe Mountain folk set off her dark hair and eyes, while the cold broughtcolor to her face. She seemed to have recovered from all misfortune, to beonce more filled with life. Even her hand was healing well, and Chade hadhelped her barter for wood to make a new harp. It shamed me that heroptimism only made me feel older and weaker and more wearied. An hour ortwo with her wore me out as if I had been exercising a headstrong filly. Ifelt a constant pressure from her to agree with her. Often I could not. 
 "He makes me nervous," she told me once, in one of her frequentdiatribes against the Fool. "It's not his color; it's his manner. He neversays a kind or simple word to anyone, not even to the children who come totrade for his toys. Have you marked how he teases and mocks them?"
 "He likes them, and they like him," I said wearily. "He does not teasethem to be cruel. He teases them as he teases everyone. The children enjoyit. No child wishes to be spoken down to." The brief walk had tired me morethan I wished to admit to her. And it was tedious constantly to defend himto her.
 She made no reply. I became aware of Nighteyes shadowing us. He driftedfrom the shelter of a cluster of trees to the snowladen bushes of a garden.I doubted his presence was a great secret, and yet he was uneasy aboutstrolling openly through the streets. It was strangely comforting to knowhe was close by.
 I tried to find another topic. "I have not seen Chade in some daysnow," I ventured. I hated to fish for news of him. But he had not come tome and I would not go to him. I did not hate him, but I could not forgivehis plans for my child.
 "I sang for him last night." She smiled at the recollection. "He was athis most witty. He can even bring a smile to Kettricken's face. It is hardto believe he lived in such isolation for years. He draws people to himselflike a flower draws bees. He has a most gentlemanly way of letting a womanknow she is admired. And ..."
 "Chade?" The word burst from me incredulously. "Gentlemanly?"
 "Of course," she said in amusement. "He can be quite charming, when hehas the time. I sang for him and Kettricken the other night, and he wasquite gracious in his thanks. A courtier's tongue he has." She smiled toherself, and I could see that whatever Chade had said had stayed pleasantlywith her. To try to envision Chade as a charmer of women required my mindto bend in an unaccustomed direction. I could think of nothing to say, andso left her in her pleasant reverie. After a time, she added unexpectedly,"He will not be going with us, you know."
 "Who? Where?" I could not decide if my recent fever had left me slowwilted or if the minstrel's mind jumped about like a flea.
 She patted my arm comfortingly. "You are getting tired. We had bestturn back. I can always tell when you are wearied, you ask the most inanequestions." She took a breath and returned to her topic. "Chade will not be going with us to seek Verity. He has to go back to Buck, to pass the wordof your quest and hearten the folk there. Of course, he will respect yourwishes and make no mention of you. Only that the Queen has set forth tofind the King and restore him to the throne."
 She paused, and tried to say casually, "He has asked me to devise somesimple ditties for him, based on the old songs so they may be easilylearned and sung." She smiled at me and I could tell how pleased she was hehad asked this of her. "He will spread them among the taverns and inns ofthe road and like seeds they will sprout and trail from there. Simple songssaying that Verity will return to set things right and that a Farseer heirwill rise to the throne to unite the Six Duchies in both victory and peace.He says it is most important to keep the heart in the people, and to keepbefore them the image of Verity returning."
 I sorted my way back through her chatter of songs and prophecies. "Us,you said. Us, who? And going where?"
 She stopped off her glove and set her hand to my forehead quickly. "Areyou feverish, again? A bit, perhaps. Let us turn back now." As we beganretracing our steps through the quiet streets, she added patiently. "Us,you and I and Kettricken, going to find Verity. Had you forgotten that waswhy you came to the Mountains? Kettricken says the way will be hard. It isnot terribly difficult to travel to the scene of the battle. But if Veritywent on from there, then it is on one of the ancient paths marked on herold map, and they may not be paths at all anymore. Her father is plainlynot enthused with her undertaking. His mind is fixed only on the waging ofwar against Regal. `While you seek your husband king, your false brotherseeks to make our folks his slaves!' he has told her. So she must gatherwhat supplies are given to her willingly, and take only such folk as wouldgo with her rather than stay to fight Regal. There are not many of those,to be sure, and ..."/P> 
"I wish to go back to the Fool's house," I said faintly. My head wasspinning and my stomach churning. I had forgotten that this had been theway of it at King Shrewd's court. Why had I expected it to be differenthere? The plans would be made, the arrangements undertaken, and then theywould tell me what they wished me to do and I would do it. Had not thatalways been my function? To go to such and such a place, and kill thatcertain man, a man I'd never met before, all on someone else's say? I didnot know why it suddenly shocked me so to find that all their momentousplanning had moved on without any words from me, as if I were no more thana horse in a stall, waiting to be saddled, mounted, and reined to the hunt.
 Well, was not that the bargain I had offered Chade, I reminded myself.That they could have my life, if they would but leave my child alone. Why be surprised? Why even be concerned at all? I should simply go back to theFool's, to sleep and eat and build my strength until called for.
 "Are you all right?" Starling asked me suddenly, anxiously. "I don'tthink I have ever seen you so pale."
 "I'm fine," I assured her dully. "I was just thinking it would bepleasant to help the Fool make the puppets for a time."
 She frowned again. "I still do not understand what you see in him. Whydo not you come to stay in a room near Kettricken and me? You need littletending anymore; it is time you resumed your rightful place at the Queen'sside."
 "When the Queen summons me, I will go to her," I said dutifully. "Thatwill be time enough." 
CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO 
Departure
 CHADE FALLSTAR OCCUPIES a unique niche in the history of the SixDuchies. Although he was never acknowledged, his strong physicalresemblance to the Farseers makes it almost certain that he was blood-related to the royal line. Be that as it may, who he was pales insignificance compared to what he was. Some have said he was a spy for KingShrewd for decades before the Red-Ship Wars. Others have linked his name tothat of Lady Thyme, who almost certainly was a poisoner and thief for theroyal family. These beliefs can never be substantiated.
 What can be known, without a doubt, was that he emerged into publiclife following the desertion of Buckkeep by the Pretender, Regal Farseer.He put his services at the beck and call of Lady Patience. She was able todraw on his established network of people throughout the Six Duchies, bothto gather information and to distribute resources for the defense of thecoastline. There is much evidence to suggest that initially he endeavoredto remain a private and secretive figure. His unique appearance made thisdifficult and he eventually abandoned all attempts. Despite his years, he became something of a hero, a dashing old man, if you will, coming andgoing from inns and taverns at all hours, eluding and taunting Regal'sguardsmen, bringing news and passing funds for the defense of the CoastalDuchies. His exploits made him admired. Always he bade the folk of the SixDuchies to take heart and foretold to them that King Verity and QueenKettricken would return, to lift from their backs the yokes of taxation andwarfare under which they suffered. While a number of songs have been madeof his deeds, the most accurate is the song cycle
 "Chade Fallstar's Reckoning, " attributed to Queen Kettricken'sminstrel, Starling Birdsong.
 My memory rebels at recalling those last days in Jhaampe. A bleaknessof spirit settled on me, one that remained unchanged by friendship orbrandy. I could find no energy, no will to bestir myself. "If fate is somegreat wave that is going to bear me up and dash me against a wall,regardless of what I choose, why then I choose to do nothing. Let it dowith me as it will," I declared grandiosely, if a trifle drunkenly, to theFool one evening. To this he said nothing. He simply continued sanding theshags into the wolf-puppet's coat. Nighteyes, wakeful but silent, lay atthe Fool's feet. When I was drinking he shielded his mind from me andexpressed his disgust by ignoring me. Kettle sat in the hearth corner,knitting and alternating between looking disappointed or disapproving.Chade sat in a straight backed chair across the table from me. A cup of teawas before him and his eyes were cold as jade. Needless to say, I wasdrinking alone, for the third straight night. I was testing to the limitsBurrich's theory that while drinking could solve nothing, it could make theunbearable tolerable. It did not seem to be working for me. The more Idrank, the less tolerable my situation seemed. And the more intolerable Ibecame to my friends.
 The day had brought me more than I could bear. Chade had come to see mefinally, to say that Kettricken wished to see me on the morrow. I allowedas I would be there. With a bit of prodding from Chade, I agreed that Iwould be presentable--washed, shaven, cleanly attired, and sober. None ofwhich I was at that moment. It was a poor time for me to endeavor to matchwits or words with Chade, but my judgment was such that I attempted it. Iasked bellicose and accusing questions. He answered them calmly. Yes, hehad suspected Molly carried my child, and yes, he had urged Burrich tobecome her protector. Burrich had already been seeing that she had moneyand shelter; he had been reluctant to share her dwelling, but when Chadehad pointed out the dangers to her and the child if anyone else figured outthe circumstances, Burrich had agreed. No, he had not told me. Why? BecauseMolly had coerced Burrich into promising her he would not tell me of her pregnancy. His condition for guarding her as Chade requested was that Chadewould also respect that promise. Initially Burrich had hoped I would puzzleout for myself why Molly had disappeared. He had also confided to Chadethat as soon as the child was born he would consider himself freed of his promise and would tell me, not that she was pregnant, but that I had achild. Even in my state, I could see that that was about as devious asBurrich had ever managed to be. A part of me appreciated the depth of hisfriendship that he'd bend his promise that far for me. But when he had goneto tell me of my daughter's birth, he had instead discovered evidence of mydeath.
 He had gone straight to Buck, to leave word with a stonemason there,who passed word to another and so on until Chade came to meet Burrich atthe fish-docks. They had both been incredulous. "Burrich could not believethat you had died. I could not understand why you had still been there. Ihad left word with my watchers, all up and down the river road, for I hadbeen sure you would not flee to Bingtown, but would immediately set out forthe Mountains. I had been so sure that despite all you had endured, yourheart was true. It was what I told to Burrich that night: that we mustleave you alone, to discover for yourself where your loyalty was. I hadwagered Burrich that left to your own devices you would be like an arrowreleased from a bow, flying straight to Verity. That, I think, was whatshocked us both the most. That you had died there, and not on the road toyour king."
 "Well," I declared with a drunkard's elaborate satisfaction, "you wereboth wrong. You both thought you knew me so well, you both thought you hadcrafted such a tool as could not defy your purposes. But I did NOT diethere! Nor did I go to seek my king. I went to kill Regal. For myself." Ileaned back in my chair and crossed my arms on my chest. Then sat upabruptly at the uncomfortable pressure on my healing injury. "For myself!"I repeated. "Not for my king or Buck or any of the Six Duchies. For me, Iwent to kill him. For me."
 Chade merely looked at me. But from the hearth corner where Kettlerocked, her old voice rose in complacent satisfaction. "The WhiteScriptures say, `He shall thirst for the blood of his own kin, and histhirst shall go unslaked. The Catalyst shall hunger for a hearth andchildren in vain, for his children shall be another's, and another's childhis own .... "
 "No one can force me to fulfill any such prophecies!" I vowed in aroar. "Who made them, anyway?"
 Kettle went on rocking. It was the Fool who answered me. He spokemildly, without looking up from his work. "I did. In my childhood, in the days of my dreaming. Before I knew you anywhere, save in my dreams."
 "You are doomed to fulfill them," Kettle told me gently.
 I slammed my cup back onto the table. "Damned if I will!" I shouted. Noone jumped or replied. In a terrible instant of crystalline recall, I heardMolly's father's voice from his chimney, corner. "Damn you, girl!" Mollyhad flinched but ignored him. She had known there was no reasoning with adrunk. "Molly," I moaned soddenly and put my head down on my arms to weep.
 After a time, I felt Chade's hands on my shoulders. "Come, boy, thisavails you nothing. To bed with you. Tomorrow you must face your queen."There was far more patience in his voice than I deserved, and I suddenlyknew the depths of my churlishness.
 I rubbed my face on my sleeve and managed to lift my head. I did notresist as he helped me to my feet and steered me toward the cot in thecorner. As I sat down on the edge of it, I said quietly, "You knew. Youknew all along."
 "Knew what?" he asked me tiredly.
 "Knew all this about the Catalyst and the White Prophet."
 He blew air out through his nose. "I `know' nothing of that. I knewsomething of the writings about them. Recall that things were comparativelysettled before your father abdicated. I had many long years after I hadtaken to my tower, when my king did not require my services for months at atime. I had much time for reading, and many sources for scrolls. So I hadencountered some of the foreign tales and writings that deal with aCatalyst and a White Prophet." His voice became milder, as if he'dforgotten the anger in my question.
 "It was only after the Fool had come to Buckkeep, and I had quietlydiscovered that he had a strong interest in such writings, that my owninterest was piqued. You yourself once told me that he had referred to youas the Catalyst. So I began to wonder ... but in truth, I give allprophecies small credence."
 I lay back gingerly. I could almost sleep on my back again. I rolled tomy side, kicked off my boots, and dragged a blanket up over me.
 "Fitz?" 
 "What?" I asked Chade grudgingly.
 "Kettricken is angry with you. Do not expect her patience tomorrow. Butkeep in mind that she is not only our queen. She is a woman who has lost achild and been kept in suspense over her husband's fate for over a year,hounded away from her adopted country, only to have trouble dog her stepsto her native land. Her father is understandably bitter. He turns awarrior's eyes toward the Six Duchies and Regal, and has no time for queststo search for the brother of his enemy, even if he believed he lived.Kettricken is alone, more grievously alone than you or I can imagine. Findtolerance for the woman. And respect for your queen." He pauseduncomfortably. "You will need both tomorrow. I can be of little help to youwith her."
 I think he went on after that, but I had ceased to listen. Sleep soondragged me under its waves.
 It had been some time since Skill dreams had troubled me. I do not know if my physical weakness had finally banished my dreams of battle, or if myconstant guard against Regal's coterie had blocked them from my mind. Thatnight my brief respite ended. The strength of the Skill dream that snatchedme from my body was as if a great hand had reached inside me, seized me bythe heart, and dragged me out of myself. I was suddenly in another place.
 It was a city, in the sense that folk dwelt there in great number. Butthe folk were unlike any I had ever seen, nor had I ever seen suchdwellings. The buildings soared and spiraled to airy heights. The stone ofthe walls seemed to have flowed into their forms. There were bridges ofdelicate tracery and gardens that both cascaded down and tendriled up thesides of the structures. There were fountains that danced and others that pooled silently. Everywhere brightly clad people moved through the city, asnumerous as ants.
 Yet all was silent and still. I sensed the flow of folk, the play ofthe fountains, the perfume of the unfolding blossoms in the gardens. Allwas there, but when I turned to behold it, it was gone. The mind couldsense the delicate tracery of the bridge but the eye saw only the fallenrubble gone to rust and rot. Frescoed walls had been wind-polished away toroughly plastered bricks. A turn of the head changed a leaping fountain toweedy dust in a cracked basin. The hastening crowd in the market spoke onlywith the voice of a racing wind heavy with stinging sand. I moved throughthis ghost of a city, bodiless and seeking, unable to decipher why I wasthere or what was drawing me. It was neither light nor dark there, neithersummer nor winter. I am outside time, I thought, and wondered if this wasthe ultimate hell of the Fool's philosophy or the final freedom. 
 I saw at last, far ahead of me, a small figure plodding along one ofthe vast streets. His head was bowed to the wind and he held his cloak's hem over his mouth and nose as he walked to shield him from the sand laden wind. He was not a part of the ghostly crowd but moved through the rubble,skirting the places where some unrest in the earth had sunken or ridged thepaved street. I knew in that instant of sighting him that this was Verity.I knew by the jerk of life I felt in my chest, and knew then that what hadpulled me here was the tiny pebble of Verity's Skill that hid still withinmy own consciousness. I sensed also that the danger to him was extreme. YetI saw nothing to threaten him. He was at a great distance from me, seenthrough the hazy shadows of buildings that had been, veiled in the ghostsof a market-day crowd. He trudged heavily along, alone and immune to theghost city, and yet entwined in it. I saw nothing, but danger loomed overhim like a giant's shadow.
 I hastened after him and in the blinking of an eye was beside him."Ah," he greeted me. "So you have come at last, Fitz. Welcome." He did notpause as he walked, nor turn his head. Yet I felt a warmth as if he hadclasped my hand in greeting, and I felt no need to reply. Instead I sawwith his eyes the lure and the danger.
 A river flowed ahead. It was not water. It was not glistening stone. Itpartook of both those things, but was neither. It sliced through the citylike a gleaming blade, sliding out of the riven mountain behind us andcontinuing until it disappeared into a more ancient river of water. Like aseam of coal bared by a cutting tide, or gold veining quartz, it layexposed on the earth's body. It was magic. Purest ancient magic, inexorableand heedless of men, flowed there. The river of Skill I had so tediouslylearned to navigate was to this magic as the bouquet of wine is wine. Thatwhich I glimpsed with Verity's eyes had a physical existence as concrete asmy own. I was immediately drawn to it as a moth is drawn to a candle flame.
 It was not just the beauty of that shining flow. The magic filled everyone of Verity's senses. The sound of its rushing was musical, a running ofnotes that kept one waiting and listening, in the certainty that the soundwas building to something. The wind carried its scent, elusive andchangeable, one moment the edge of lemon blossoms and the next a smokycoiling of spices. I tasted it on every breath, and longed to plunge myselfinto it. I was suddenly sure that it could quench every appetite I had eversuffered, not just those of my body but the vague yearnings of my soul aswell. I longed for my body to be here as well, that I might experience itas completely as Verity did.
 Verity paused, lifting his face. He drew in a deep breath, air ladenwith Skill as fog is laden with moisture. Suddenly I could taste in theback of Verity's throat a hot metallic tang. The longing he had felt for it suddenly became an all-consuming desire. He thirsted for it. When he got toit, he would throw himself on his knees and drink his fill. He would befilled with all the consciousness of the world, he would partake of thewhole and become the whole. At last he would know completion.
 But Verity himself would cease to exist.
 I drew back in fascinated horror. I don't think there is anything morefrightening than to encounter the true will for self-destruction. Despitemy own attraction to the river, it touched off an anger in me. This was notworthy of Verity. Neither the man nor the prince I had known could becapable of such a cowardly act. I looked at him as if I had never seen him.
 And realized how long it had been since I had seen him.
 The bright blackness of his eyes had become a dull darkness. The cloakthat the wind snapped about him was a rent rag of a thing. The leather ofhis boots had long ago cracked, the stitches of the seams giving way andgaping open. The steps he took were uncertain, uneven things. Even if thewind had not buffeted him, I doubted his stride would have been steady. Hislips were pale and cracked and his flesh had a grayish overtone to it as ifthe very blood of his body had forsaken it. There had been summers when heSkilled against the Red-Ships to such an extent that the flesh and musclefell from his body, leaving him a gaunt skeleton of a man with no physicalstamina. Now he was a man of stamina alone, ropy muscles stretched on aframework of bones that was scarcely cloaked in flesh at all. He was theembodiment of weary purpose. Only his will kept him upright and moving.Toward the magic flow.
 I do not know where I found my own will to resist it. Possibly it wasbecause I had paused and focused myself on Verity for an instant, and seenall the world would lose if he ceased to exist as himself. Whatever the source of my strength, I pitted it against his. I threw myself into hispath but he walked through me. There was nothing to me, here. "Verity,please, stop, wait!" I cried and flung myself at him, a furious feather onthe wind. I had no effect on him. He didn't even pause.
 "Someone has to do it," he said quietly. Three steps later he added,"For a time, I hoped it would not be me. But over and over, I have askedmyself, `Who else, then?' " He turned to look at me with those burnt-toashes eyes. "No other answer has ever come. It has to be me."
 "Verity, stop," I pleaded, but he continued to walk. Not hurrying, notlagging, but simply trudging along the way a man does when he has measuredthe distance he must go and matched his strength to it. He had the endurance to get there if he walked.
 I withdrew a bit, feeling my strength ebbing. For a moment, I feared Iwould lose him by being drawn back to my sleeping body. Then I realized anequally potent fear. Linked so long, and even now being pulled along afterhim, I might find myself drowned alongside him in that vein of magic. If Ihad had a body in that realm, I probably would have seized onto somethingand held on. As I pleaded with Verity to stop and listen to me, I insteadanchored myself in the only other way I could imagine. I reached with mySkill, grasping after those others whose lives touched mine: Molly, mydaughter, Chade and the Fool, Burrich and Kettricken. I had no true Skilllinks with any of them so my grip was a tenuous one at best, lessened by myfrantic fear that at any moment Will or Carrod or even Burl might somehowbecome aware of me. It seemed to me that it slowed Verity. "Please wait," Isaid again.
 "No," he said quietly. "Don't seek to dissuade me, Fitz. It's what Ihave to do."
 I had never thought to measure my Skill-strength against Verity's. Ihad never imagined we could be opposed to each other. But as I proceeded tobatter myself against him, I felt very much like a child kicking andscreaming as his father calmly carried him off to bed. Verity not onlyignored my attack, I sensed that his will and concentration were elsewhere.He moved implacably on toward the black flow, and my consciousness wasborne along with him. Self-preservation lent a frantic new strength to mystruggles. I strove to push him away, to drag him back, but it availed menothing.
 But there was a terrible duality to my struggle. I longed for him towin. If he overpowered me and dragged me down with him, then I need take noresponsibility for it. I could open myself to that flow of power and bequenched in it. It would be an end to all torments, surcease at last. I wasso tired of doubts and guilts, so weary of duties and debts. If Veritycarried me into that flow of Skill with him I could finally surrender withno shame.
 There came a moment when we stood on the brink of that iridescent flow of power. I stared down at it with his eyes. There was no gradual shore.Instead there was a knife's edge brink where solid earth gave way to astreaming otherness. I stared at it, seeing it as a foreign thing in ourworld, a warping of our very world's nature. Ponderously Verity loweredhimself to one knee. He stared into that black luminescence. I did not know if he hesitated to say farewell to our world, or if he paused to gather hiswill to destroy himself. My will to resist was suspended. This was a doorto an otherness I could not even imagine. Hunger and curiosity drew uscloser to the brink.
 In the next moment he plunged his hands and forearms into the magic.
 I shared that sudden knowledge with him. So I screamed with him as thehot current ate the flesh and muscle from his arms. I swear I felt the acid lick of it across the bared bones of his fingers and wrist and forearm. Iknew his pain. Yet it was crowded from his features by the rapturous smilethat overwhelmed his face. My link with him was suddenly a clumsy thingthat barred me from sensing in full what he felt. I longed to be besidehim, to bare my own flesh to that magic river. I shared his conviction thathe could end all pain if only he would give in and plunge the rest ofhimself into the stream. So easy. All he had to do was lean forward a bitand let go. He crouched over the stream on his knees, sweat dripping fromhis face only to disappear as tiny puffs of steam when it fell into theflow. His head was bowed, and his shoulders moved up and down with thestrength of his panting. Then he begged me suddenly, in a tiny voice, "Pullme back."
 I had not had the strength to oppose his determination. But when Ijoined my will to his and together we fought the terrible allure of thepower, it was just enough. He was able to draw his forearms and hands freefrom the stuff, though it felt as if he drew them out of solid stone. Itgave him up reluctantly and as he staggered back I sensed in full for amoment what he had shared: There was the oneness of the world flowingthere, like a single sweet note drawn purely out. It was not the song ofhumanity but an older, greater song of vast balances and pure being. HadVerity surrendered to it, it would have ended all his torments.
 Instead, he tottered to his feet and turned away from it. He carriedhis forearms stretched out before him, palms up, the fingers curled intocups as if he begged something. In shape they had not changed. But now armsand fingers gleamed silver with the power that had penetrated and fusedwith his flesh. As he began to walk away from the stream with the samestudied purposefulness with which he had approached it, I felt how his armsand hands burned as if with frostbite.
 "I don't understand," I said to him.
 "I don't want you to. Not yet." I felt a duality in him. The Skillburned in him like a forge-fire of incredible heat, but the strength of hisbody was only sufficient to keep him walking. It was effortless for him to shield my mind from the pull of that river now. But for him to move his ownbody up the path taxed both his flesh and his will. "Fitz. Come to me.Please." It was no Skill order this time, not even the command of a prince,only the plea of a man to another. "I have no coterie, Fitz. Only you. Ifthe coterie that Galen created for me had been true, then I would have morefaith that what I must do is possible. Yet not only are they false to me,but they seek to defeat me. They peck at me like birds on a dying buck. Ido not think their attacks can destroy me, but I fear they may weaken meenough that I do not succeed. Or worse yet, that they may distract me andsucceed in my place. We cannot allow that, boy. You and I are all thatstand between them and their triumph. You and I. The Farseers."
 I was not there in any physical sense. Yet he smiled at me and liftedone terrible gleaming hand to cup my face. Did he intend what he did? I donot know. The jolt was as powerful as if a warrior had slammed his shieldinto my face. But not pain. Awareness. Like sunlight bursting throughclouds to illuminate a clearing in the forest. Everything suddenly stoodout clearly, and I saw all the hidden reasons and purposes for what we did,and I understood with a painful purity of enlightenment why it wasnecessary I follow the path before me.
 Then all was gone, and I dwindled off into blackness. Verity was goneand my understanding with him. But for one brief instant, I had glimpsedthe completeness of it. Only I remained now, but my self was so tiny Icould only exist if I held on with all my might. So I did.
 From a world away I heard Starling cry out in fear, "What's wrong withhim?" And Chade replied gruffly, "It's only a seizure, such as he has fromtime to time. His head, Fool, hold his head or he'll dash his own brainsout." Distantly I felt hands gripping and restraining me. I surrenderedmyself to their care and sank into the darkness. I came to, for a bit, sometime later. I recall little of it. The Fool raised my shoulders andsteadied my head that I could drink from a cup a concerned Chade held to mylips. The familiar bitterness of elfbark puckered my mouth. I had a glimpseof Kettle standing over me, lips folded in a tight line of disapproval.Starling stood away, her eyes huge as a cornered animal's, not deigning totouch me. "That should bring him round," I heard Chade say as I sank into adeep sleep.
 The next morning I arose early despite my pounding head and sought thebaths. I slipped out so silently that the Fool did not waken, but Nighteyesarose and ghosted out with me.
 Where did you go, last night? he demanded, but I had no answer for him.He sensed my reluctance to think about it. I go to hunt now, he informed metartly. I advise you to drink but water after this. I assented humbly and he left me at the door of the bathhouse.
 Within was the mineral stink of the hot water that bubbled up from theearth. The Mountain folk trapped it in great tanks, and channeled itthrough pipes to other tubs so that one might choose the heat and depth onewished. I scrubbed myself off in a washing tub, then submerged myself inthe hottest water I could stand and tried not to recall the scalding of theSkill on Verity's forearms. I emerged red as a boiled crab. At the cool endof the bath but there, were several mirrors on the wall. I tried not to seemy own face as I shaved. It reminded me too vividly of Verity's. Some ofthe gauntness had left it in the last week or so, but the streak of whiteat my brow was back and showed even more plainly when I bound my hair backin a warrior's tail. I would not have been surprised to see Verity'shandprint on my face, or to find my scar eradicated and my nosestraightened, such had been the power of that touch. But Regal's scar on myface stood out pallidly against my steam reddened face. Nothing hadimproved the broken nose. There was no outward sign of my encounter lastnight at all. Again and again, my mind circled back to that moment, to thattouch of purest power. I fumbled to recall it and almost could. But theabsolute experience of it, like pain or pleasure, could not be recalled infull, but only in pale memory. I knew I had experienced somethingextraordinary. The pleasures of Skilling, which all Skill users werecautioned against, were like a tiny ember compared to the bonfire ofknowing, feeling, and being that I had briefly shared last night.
 It had changed me. The anger I had been nursing toward Kettricken andChade was gutted. I could find the emotion still, but I could not bring itback in force. I had briefly seen not only my child but the entiresituation from all possible views. There was no malice in their intent, noreven selfishness. They believed in the morality of what they did. I didnot. But I could no longer deny entirely the sense of what they sought. Itleft me feeling soulless. They would take my child away from Molly and me.I could hate what they did, but I could not focus that anger at them.
 I shook my head, drawing myself back to the moment. I looked at myselfin the mirror, wondering how Kettricken would see me. Did she still see theyoung man who had dogged Verity's steps and so often served her at court?Or would she look at my scarred face and think she did not know me, thatthe Fitz she had known was gone? Well, she knew by now how I had gained myscars. My queen should not be surprised. I would let her judge who stoodbehind those marks.
 I braced my nerves, then turned my back to the mirror. I looked over myshoulder. The center of injury in my back reminded me of a sunken redstarfish in my flesh. Around it the skin was tight and shiny. I flexed myshoulders and watched the skin tug against the scar. I extended my sword arm and felt the tiny pull of resistance there. Well, no sense worryingabout it. I pulled on my shirt.
 I returned to the Fool's hut to clothe myself afresh and found to mysurprise that he was dressed and ready to accompany me. Clothes were laidout on my cot: a white loose-sleeved shirt of soft warm wool, and darkleggings of a heavier woolen weave. There was a short dark surcoat to matchthe leggings. He told me that Chade had left them. It was all very simpleand plain.
 "It suits you," the Fool observed. He himself had dressed much as hedid every day, in a woolen robe, but this one was dark blue with embroideryat the sleeves and hem. It was closer to what I had seen the Mountain folk wear. It accentuated his pallor far more than the white one had, and madeplainer to my eyes the slight tawniness his skin, eyes, and hair werebeginning to possess. His hair was as fine as ever. Left to itself, itstill seemed to float freely around his face, but today he was binding itback.
 "I did not know Kettricken had summoned you," I observed, to which hegrimly replied, "All the more reason to present Myself Chade came to checkon you this morning, and was concerned to find you gone. I think he halffears that you have run off with the wolf again. But in case you had not,he left a message for you. Other than those who have been in this hut, noone in Jhaampe has been told your true name. Much as it must surprise youto find that the minstrel had that much discretion. Not even the healer knows who she healed. Remember, you are Tom the shepherd until such time asQueen Kettricken feels she can speak more plainly to you. Understand?"
 I sighed. I understood all too well. "I never knew Jhaampe to hostintrigue before," I observed.
 He chuckled. "You have visited here only briefly before this. Believeme, Jhaampe breeds intrigues every bit as convoluted as Buckkeep did. Asstrangers here, we are wise to avoid being drawn into them, as much as wecan."
 "Save for the ones we bring with us," I told him, and he smiledbitterly as he nodded.
 The day was bright and crisp. The sky glimpsed overhead through thedark evergreen boughs was an endless blue. A small breeze ran alongside us,rattling dry snow crystals across the frozen tops of the snowbanks. The drysnow squeaked under our boots and the cold roughly kissed my freshly shavencheeks. From farther off in the village, I could hear the shouts of children at play. Nighteyes pricked his ears to that, but continued toshadow us. The small voices in the distance reminded me of seabirds cryingand I suddenly missed the shores of Buck acutely.
 "You had a seizure last night," the Fool said quietly. It was not quitea question.
 "I know," I said briefly.
 "Kettle seemed very distressed by it. She questioned Chade most closelyabout the herbs he prepared for you. And when they did not rouse you as hehad said they would, she went off in her corner. She sat there most of thenight, knitting loudly and peering at him disapprovingly. It was a reliefto me when they all finally left."
 I wondered if Starling had stayed, but did not ask it. I did not evenwant to know why it mattered to me.
 "Who is Kettle?" the Fool asked abruptly.
 "Who is Kettle?" I asked, startled.
 "I believe I just said that."
 "Kettle is ..." It suddenly seemed odd that I knew so little aboutsomeone I had traveled with so long. "I think she grew up in Buck. And thenshe traveled, and studied scrolls and prophecies, and returned to seek theWhite Prophet." I shrugged at the scantiness of my knowledge.
 "Tell me. Do you find her ... portentous?"
 "What?"
 "Do you not feel there is something about her, something that ..." Heshook his head angrily. It was the first time I had ever seen the Foolsearching for words. "Sometimes, I feel she is significant. That she iswound up with us. Other times, she seems but a nosy old woman with anunfortunate lack of taste in her choice of companions."
 "You mean me," I laughed.
 "No. I mean that interfering minstrel."
 "Why do you and Starling dislike one another so?" I asked tiredly. 
 "It is not dislike, dear Fitzy. On my part, it is disinterest.Unfortunately, she cannot conceive of a man who could look at her with nointerest in bedding her. She takes my simple dismissal of her as an insult,and strives to make of it some lack or fault in me. Whilst I take offense at her proprietary attitude toward you. She has no true affection for Fitz,you know, only for being able to say she knew FitzChivalry."
 I was silent, fearing that what he said was true. And so we came to thepalace at Jhaampe. It was as unlike Buckkeep as I could imagine. I haveheard it said that the dwellings at Jhaampe owe their origins to the dome-shaped tents some of the nomadic tribes still use. The smaller dwellingswere still tent like enough that they did not startle me as the palacestill did. The living heart tree that was its centerpole towered immenselyabove us. Other secondary trees had been patiently contorted over years toform supports for the walls. When this living framework had beenestablished, mats of barkcloth had been draped gracefully over them to formthe basis for the smoothly curving walls. Plastered with a sort of clay andthen painted in bright colors, the houses would always remind me of tulipbuds or mushroom caps. Despite its great size, the palace seemed organic,as if it had sprouted up from the rich soil of the ancient forest thatsheltered it.
 Size made it a palace. There were no other outward signs, no flags, noroyal guards flanking the doors. No one sought to bar our entrance. TheFool opened the carved wood-framed doors of a side entrance, and we wentin. I followed him as he threaded his way through a maze of freestandingchambers. Other rooms were on platforms above us, reached by ladders or,for the grander ones, staircases of wood. The walls of the chambers wereflimsy things, with some temporary rooms of no more than barkclothtapestries stretched on frameworks. The inside of the palace was but onlyslightly warmer than the forest outside. The individual chambers wereheated by freestanding braziers in the winter.
 I followed the Fool to a chamber whose outer walls were decorated with delicate illustrations of waterbirds. This was a more permanent room, withsliding wooden doors likewise carved with birds. I could hear the notes ofStarling's harp from within and the murmur of low voices. He tapped at thedoor, waited briefly, and then slid it open to admit us. Kettricken waswithin, and the Fool's friend Jofron and several other people I did notrecognize. Starling sat on a low bench to one side, playing softly whileKettricken and the others embroidered a quilt on a frame that almost filledthe room. A bright garden of flowers was being created on the quilt top.Chade sat not far from Starling. He was dressed in a white shirt and darkleggings with a long wool vest, gaily embroidered, over the shirt. His hairwas pulled back in a gray warrior's tail, with the leather band on his brow bearing the buck sigil. He looked decades younger than he had at Buckkeep.They, spoke together more softly than the music.
 Kettricken looked up, needle in hand, and greeted us calmly. Sheintroduced me to the others as Tom, and politely asked if I were recoveringwell from my injury. I told her I was, and she bade me be seated and restmyself a bit. The Fool circled the quilt, complimented Jofron on herstitchery, and when she invited him, he took a place beside her. He took upa needle and floss, threaded it, and began adding butterflies of his owninvention to one corner of the quilt while he and Jofron talked softly ofgardens they had known. He seemed very at ease. I felt at a loss, sittingidly in a room full of quietly occupied people. I waited for Kettricken tospeak to me, but she went on with her work. Starling's eyes met mine andshe smiled but stiffly. Chade avoided my glance, looking past me as if wewere strangers.
 There was conversation in the room, but it was soft and intermittent,mostly requests for a skein of thread to be passed, or comments on eachother's work. Starling played the old familiar Buck ballads, butwordlessly. No one spoke to me or paid me any mind. I waited.
 After a time, I began to wonder if it was a subtle form of punishment.I tried to remain relaxed, but tension repeatedly built up in me. Every fewminutes I would remember to unclench my jaws and loosen my shoulders. Ittook some time for me to see a similar anxiety in Kettricken. I had spentmany hours attending my lady in Buckkeep when she had first come to court.I had seen her lethargic at her needlework, or lively in her garden, butnow she sewed furiously, as if the fate of the Six Duchies depended on hercompleting this quilt. She was thinner than I recalled, the bones andplanes of her face showing more plainly. Her hair, a year after she had cutit to mourn Verity, was still too short for her to confine it well. Thepale strands of it constantly crept forward. There were lines in her face,around her eyes and mouth, and she frequently chewed on her lips, a thing Ihad never seen her do before.
 The morning seemed to drag on, but finally one of the young men sat upstraight, then stretched and declared his eyes were getting too weary forhim to do any more today. He asked the woman at his side if she had a mindto hunt with him today, and she readily agreed. As if this were some sortof signal, the others began to rise and stretch and make their farewells toKettricken. I was struck at their familiarity with her, until I recalledthat here she was not regarded as Queen, but as eventual Sacrifice to theMountains. Her role among her own folk would never be seen as that ofruler, but as guide and coordinator. Her father King Eyod was known amongsthis own folk as the Sacrifice, and was expected to be ever and alwaysunselfishly available to his folk to help in any way they might require. It was a position that was both less regal than that of Buck royalty, and morebeloved. I wondered idly if it might not have suited Verity more to havecome here and been Kettricken's consort.
 "FitzChivalry."
 I looked up to Kettricken's command. Only she, I, Starling, Chade, andthe Fool remained in the room. I almost looked to Chade for direction. But his eyes had excluded me earlier. I sensed I was on my own here. The toneof Kettricken's voice made this a formal interview. I stood straight, andthen managed a rather stiff bow. "My queen, you summoned me."
 "Explain yourself."
 The wind outside was warmer than her voice. I glanced up at her eyes.Blue ice. I lowered my gaze and took a breath. "Shall I report, my queen?"
 "If it will explain your failures, do so." That startled me. My eyesflew to hers, but though our glances met, there was no meeting. All thegirl in Kettricken had burned away, as the impurities are burned and beatenfrom iron ore in a foundry. With it seemed to have gone any feeling for herhusband's bastard nephew. She sat before me as ruler and judge, not friend.I had not expected to feel that loss so keenly.
 Despite my better judgment, I let ice creep into my own voice. "I shallsubmit to my queen's judgment on that," I offered.
 She was merciless. She had me start not with my own death, but daysbefore that, when we had first begun plotting to whisk King Shrewd secretlyfrom Buckkeep and Regal's reach. I stood before her, and had to admit thatthe Coastal Dukes had approached me with the offer of recognizing me asKing-in-Waiting rather than Regal. Worse, I had to tell her that although Ihad refused that, I had promised to stand with them, assuming the commandof Buckkeep Castle and the protection of Buck's coast. Chade had oncewarned me that it was as close to treason as made no difference. But I was tired to death of all my secrets, and I relentlessly bared them. More thanonce I wished Starling were not in the room, for I dreaded hearing my ownwords made into a song denouncing me. But if my queen deemed her worthy ofconfidence, it was not my place to question it.
 So on I went, down the weary track of days. For the first time, sheheard from me how King Shrewd had died in my arms, and how I had hunteddown and killed both Serene and Justin in the Great Hall before everyone.When it came to my days in Regal's dungeon, she had no pity on me. "He hadme beaten and starved, and I would have perished there if I had not feigned death," I said. It was not good enough for her.
 No one, not even Burrich, had known a full telling of those days. Isteeled myself and launched into it. After a time, my voice began to shake.I faltered in my telling. Then I looked past her at the wall, took abreath, and went on. I glanced at her once, to find her gone white as ice.I stopped thinking of the events behind my words. I heard my own voicedispassionately relating all that had happened. I heard Kettricken draw inher breath when I spoke of Skilling to Verity from my cell. Other thanthat, there was not a sound in the room. Once my eyes wandered to Chade. Ifound him sitting, deathly still, his jaw set as if he endured some tormentof his own.
 I forged my way on through the story, telling without judgment of myown resurrection by Burrich and Chade, of the Wit magic that made itpossible and of the days that followed. I told of our angry parting, of myjourneys in detail, of the times when I could sense Verity and the briefjoinings we shared, of my attempt on Regal's life, and even of how Verityhad unwittingly implanted into my soul his command to come to him. On andon, my voice getting huskier as my throat and mouth dried with the telling.I did not pause nor rest until I had finished telling her of my finalstaggering trek into Jhaampe. And when at last my full tale of days wastold out to her, I continued to stand, emptied and weary. Some people saythere is a relief in the sharing of cares and pains. To me there was nocatharsis, only an unearthing of rotting corpses of memories, a baring ofstill suppurating wounds. After a time of silence, I found the cruelty toask, "Does my account excuse my failures, my queen?"
 But if I had thought to rend her, I failed there also. "You make nomention of your daughter, FitzChivalry."
 It was true. I had not made mention of Molly and the child.
 Fear sliced through me like a cold blade. "I had not thought of her aspertaining to my report."
 "She obviously must," Queen Kettricken said implacably. I forced myselfto look at her. She clasped her hands before her. Did they tremble, did shefeel any remorse for what she said next? I could not tell. "Given herlineage, she much more than `pertains' to this discussion. Ideally, sheshould be here, where we could guarantee a measure of safety to the Farseerheir."
 I imposed calm on my voice. "My queen, you are mistaken in naming herso. Neither I nor she have any legitimate claim to the throne. We are both illegitimate."
 Kettricken was shaking her head. "We do not consider what is or is notbetween you and her mother. We consider only her bloodline. Irregardless ofwhat you may claim for her, her lineage will claim her. I am childless."Until I heard her speak that word aloud, I did not grasp what her depth ofpain was. A few moments ago, I had thought her heartless. Now I wondered ifshe was completely sane anymore. Such was the grief and despair that oneword conveyed. She forced herself on. "There must be an heir to the Farseerthrone. Chade has advised me that alone I cannot rally the people toprotect themselves. I am too foreign to their eyes still. But no matter howthey see me, I remain their queen. I have a duty to do. I must find a wayto unite the Six Duchies and repulse the invaders from our shores. To dothat, they must have a leader. I had thought to offer you, but he has saidthat they will not accept you either. That matter of your supposed deathand use of Beast magic is too big an obstacle. That being so, there remainsonly your child of the Farseer line. Regal has proven false to his ownblood. She, then, must be Sacrifice for our people. They will rally to her."
 I dared to speak. "She is only an infant, my queen. How can she ... "
 "She is a symbol. It is all the people will require of her right now,that she exist. Later, she will be their queen in truth."
 I felt as if she had knocked the wind from me. She spoke on. "I shallbe sending Chade to fetch her here, where she maybe kept safe and properlyeducated as she grows." She sighed. "I would like her mother to be withher. Unfortunately, we must present the child as mine, somehow. How I hatesuch deceptions. But Chade has convinced me of the necessity. I hope hewill also be able to convince your daughter's mother." More to herself, sheadded, "We shall have to say that we said my child was stillborn to makeRegal believe there was no heir to threaten. My poor little son. His peoplewill never even know he was born. And that, I suppose, is how he isSacrifice for them."
 I found myself looking at Kettricken closely, and finding thereremained very little of the Queen I had known at Buckkeep. I hated what shewas saying; it outraged me. Yet my voice was gentle as I asked, "Why is anyof this necessary, my queen? King Verity lives. I shall find him and do allI can to return him to you. Together, you shall rule at Buckkeep, and yourchildren after you."
 "Shall he? Will we? Will they?" Almost she shook her head in denial."It may be, FitzChivalry. But for too long I put my faith in believing thatthings would turn out as they should. I will not fall prey to those 
file:///C|/Documents%20and%20Settings/Tony/My%20Docu...sin's%20Quest(1997)[v2](html)/Assassin's%20Quest.htm (429 of 753)12/11/2005 20:42:20 
expectations again. Some things must be made certain before further riskscan be taken. An heir to the Farseer line must be assured." She met my eyescalmly. "I have made up the declaration and given a copy to Chade, withanother to be kept safely here. Your child is heir to the throne,FitzChivalry."
 I had been keeping my soul intact with a tiny hope for so long. For somany months, I had lured myself along with the idea that when all was overand done, I could somehow go back to Molly and win again her love, that Icould claim my daughter as my own. Other men might dream of high honors orriches or deeds of valor sung by minstrels. I wanted to come to a small cotas light faded, to sit in a chair by a fire, my back aching from work, myhands rough with toil, and hold a little girl in my lap while a woman wholoved me told me of her day. Of all the things I had ever had to give upsimply by virtue of the blood I carried, that was the dearest. Must I nowsurrender that? Must I become to Molly forever the man who had lied to her,who had left her with child and never returned, and then caused that childto be stolen from her as well?
 I had not meant to speak aloud. I did not realize I had until the Queenreplied. "That is what it is to be Sacrifice, FitzChivalry. Nothing can beheld back for oneself. Nothing."
 "I will not acknowledge her, then." The words burned my tongue to speakthem. "I will not claim her as mine."
 "You need not, for I shall claim her as mine. No doubt she will carrythe Farseer looks. Your blood is strong. For our purposes, it is sufficientthat I know the child is yours. You have already acknowledged that toStarling the minstrel. To her you said you had fathered a child with Molly,a candlemaker from Buckkeep Town. In all of the Six Duchies, the witness ofa minstrel is recognized by law. She has already set her hand to thedocument, with her oath that she knows the child to be a true Farseer.FitzChivalry," she went on, and her voice was almost kind, though my earsrang to hear her words and I near reeled where I stood. "No one can escapefate. Not you, nor your daughter. Step back and see this is why she came tobe. When all circumstances conspired to deny the Farseer line an heir,somehow one was yet made. By you. Accept, and endure."
 They were the wrong words. She might have been raised to them, but Ihad been told, "The fight is not over until you have won it." I lifted myeyes and looked around at them all. I don't know what they saw on my facebut their faces became still. "I can find Verity," I said quietly. "And Iwill." 
 They were silent.
 "You want your king," I said to Kettricken. I waited until I saw assentin her face.
 "I want my child," I said quietly.
 "What are you saying?" Kettricken demanded coldly.
 "I am saying that I want the same things you do. I wish to be with theone I love, to raise our child with her." I met her eyes. "Tell me I canhave that. It is all I have ever wanted."
 She met my eyes squarely. "I cannot make you that promise,FitzChivalry. She is too important for simple love to claim her."
 The words struck me as both utterly absurd and completely true. I bowedmy head in what was not assent. I stared a hole into the floor, trying tofind other choices, other ways.
 "I know what you will say next," Kettricken said bitterly. "That if Iclaim your child for the throne, you will not help me find Verity. I haveconsidered long and well, knowing that this will sever me from your help. Iam prepared to seek him out on my own. I have the map. Somehow, Ishall ..."/P> 
"Kettricken." I cut into her speech with her name said quietly, bereftof her title. I had not meant to. I saw it startled her. I found myselfslowly shaking my head. "You do not understand. Were Molly standing herebefore me with our daughter, still I would have to seek my king. No matterwhat is done to me, no matter how I am wronged. Still, I must seek Verity."
 My words changed the faces in the room. Chade lifted his head andlooked at me with fierce pride shining in his eyes. Kettricken turnedaside, blinking at tears. I think she may have felt slightly ashamed. Tothe Fool, I was once more his Catalyst. In Starling there bloomed the hopethat I might still be worthy of a legend.
 But in me there was the overriding hunger for the absolute. Verity hadshown it to me, in its pure physical form. I would answer my king's Skill-command and serve him as I had vowed. But another call beckoned me now as well. The Skill. 
CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
The Mountains

 0NE MIGHT SUPPOSE that the Mountain Kingdom, with its sparse hamletsand scattered folk, was a new realm but recently gathered together. Intruth, its history far predates any of the written records of the SixDuchies. To call this region a kingdom is truly a misnomer. In ancienttimes, the diverse hunters, herders, and farmers, both nomadic and settled,gradually gave their allegiance to a Judge, a woman of great wisdom, whoresided at Jhaampe. Although this person has come to be called the King orQueen of the Mountains by outsiders, to the residents of the MountainKingdom, he or she is still the Sacrifice, the one who is willing to giveall, even life, for the sake of those who are ruled. The first Judge wholived at Jhaampe as now a shadowy figure of legend, her deeds known only bythe songs of her that Mountain folk still sing.
 Yet old as those songs are, there is an even older rumor of a moreancient ruler and capital city. The Mountain Kingdom, as we know it today,consists almost entirely of the wandering folk and settlements on theeastern flanks of the Mountains. Beyond the Mountains lie the icy shoresthat border the White Sea. Some few trade routes still meander through thesharp teeth of the Mountains to reach the hunting folk who live in thatsnowy place. To the south of the Mountains are the unsettled forests of theRain Wilds, and somewhere the source of the Rain River that is the tradeboundary of the Chalced States. These are the only lands and folks thathave been truly charted beyond the Mountains. Yet there have always beenlegends of another land, one locked and lost in the peaks beyond theMountain Kingdom. As one travels deeper in the Mountains, past theboundaries of the folk who owe allegiance to Jhaampe, the land becomes evenmore rugged and unyielding. Snow never leaves the taller peaks, and somevalleys host only glacial ice. In some areas, it is said that great steamsand smokes pour up from cracks in the mountains and that the earth maytremble quietly or wrench itself in violent shakings. There are few reasonsfor anyone to venture into that region of scree and cliffs. Hunting iseasier and more profitable on the greener slopes of the mountains. There isinsufficient grazing to lure any shepherd's flocks.
 Regarding that land, we have the usual tales that distant lands spawn.Dragons and giants, ancient tumbledown cities, savage unicorns, treasurehoards and secret maps, dusty streets paved with gold, valleys of eternal spring where the water rises steaming from the ground, dangerous sorcerersspell-locked in caves of gems and ancient sleeping evils embedded in theearth. All are said to reside in the ancient, nameless land beyond theboundaries of the Mountain Kingdom.
 Kettricken truly had expected me to refuse to help her search forVerity. In the days of my convalescence she had determined she would seekfor him on her own, and to that end she had mustered supplies and animals.In the Six Duchies, a queen would have had the royal treasury to draw on,as well the enforced largesse of her nobles. Such was not the case in theMountain Kingdom. Here, while King Eyod remained alive, she was no morethan a younger relative of the Sacrifice. While it was expected that shewould succeed him someday, it gave her no right to command the wealth ofher people. In truth, even were she Sacrifice, she would have not hadaccess to riches and resources. The Sacrifice and his immediate familylived simply within their beautiful dwelling. All of Jhaampe, the palace,the gardens, the fountains, all belonged to the folk of the MountainKingdom. The Sacrifice did not want for anything, but neither did he possess excess.
 So Kettricken turned not to royal coffers and nobles eager to curryfavor, but to old friends and cousins for what she needed. She hadapproached her father, but he had told her, firmly but sadly, that findingthe King of the Six Duchies was her concern, not that of the MountainKingdom. Much as he grieved with his daughter over the disappearance of theman she loved, he could not divert supplies from defending the MountainKingdom from Regal of the Six Duchies. Such was the bond between them thatshe could accept his refusal with understanding. It shamed me to think ofthe rightful Queen of the Six Duchies turning to the charity of herrelatives and friends. But only when I was not nursing my resentment towardher.
 She had designed the expedition to her convenience, not mine. Iapproved of little of it. In the few days before we departed, she deignedto consult me on some aspects of it, but my opinions were overridden asoften as they were listened to. We spoke to one another civilly, withoutthe warmth of either anger or friendship. There were many areas where wedisagreed, and when we did, she did as she judged wisest. Unspoken butimplied was that my judgment in the past had been faulty and shortsighted.
 I wanted no beasts of burden that might starve and freeze. Block as Imight, the Wit left me vulnerable to their pain. Kettricken, however, hadprocured half a dozen creatures that she claimed did not mind snow andcold, and browsed rather than grazed. They were jeppas, creatures native to some of the remoter parts of the Mountain Kingdom. They reminded me of longnecked goats with paws instead of hooves. I had small faith that they wouldbe able to carry enough to make them worth the nuisance of dealing withthem. Kettricken told me calmly that I would soon get used to them.
 It all depends on how they taste, Nighteyes suggested philosophically.I was prone to agree with him.
 Her choice of companions for the expedition irked me even more. I sawno sense to her risking herself, but on that point I knew better than toargue. I resented Starling's going, once I discovered what she hadbargained to be allowed to go. Her reason was still to find a song thatwould make her reputation. She had bought her place in our group by herunspoken trade that only if she were allowed to go would she make writtenrecord that Molly's child was mine also. She knew I felt she had betrayedme, and wisely avoided my company after that. With us would go threecousins of Kettricken's, all big, stoutly muscled folk well practiced intraveling through the Mountains. It would not be a large party. Kettrickenassured me that if six were not enough to find Verity, then six hundredwould not suffice. I agreed with her that it was easier to supply a smallerparty; and that often they traveled faster than large groups.
 Chade was not to be of our party. He was going back to Buckkeep, tobear the tidings to Patience that Kettricken would seek out Verity, and toplant the seeds of rumor that there was, indeed, an heir to the Six Duchiesthrone. He would also be seeing Burrich and Molly and the child. He hadoffered to let Molly and Patience and Burrich know that I was still alive.The offer had come awkwardly, for he knew full well that I hated the parthe had played in claiming my daughter for the throne. But I swallowed myanger and spoke to him politely and was rewarded with his solemn promisethat he would say nothing of me to any of them. At the time it seemed likethe wisest course. I felt that only I could filly explain to Molly why Ihad acted as I had. And she had already mourned me as dead once. If I didnot survive this quest, she would not grieve any more than she had.
 Chade came to bid me farewell the night he left for Buck. At first weboth tried to pretend that all was well between us. We talked of smallthings that had once mattered to both of us. I felt genuine loss when hetold me of Slink's death. I tried to talk him into taking Ruddy and Sootywith him, to return them to Burrich's care. Ruddy needed a firmer hand thanhe was getting, and the stallion could be far more than transportation toBurrich. His stud service could be sold or traded, and Sooty's foalrepresented more wealth to come. But Chade shook his head and said he musttravel swiftly and attract no attention. One man with three horses was atarget for bandits if nothing else. I had seen the vicious little geldingChade had for a mount. Bad-tempered as he was, he was tough and agile and, Chade assured me, very swift in a chase over bad terrain. He grinned as hesaid it, and I knew that that particular ability of the horse had been welltested. The Fool was right, I thought then bitterly. War and intrigue didagree with him. I looked at him, in his tall boots and swirling cloak, atthe rampant buck he wore so openly on his brow above his green eyes, andtried to equate him with the gentle-handed old man who had schooled me inhow to kill people. His years were there still, but he carried themdifferently. Privately I wondered what drugs he used to prolong his energy. 
Yet as different as he was, he was still Chade. I wanted to reach outto him and know that there was still a bond of some kind between us, but Icould not. I could not understand myself. How could his opinion stillmatter so much to me, when I knew he was willing to take my child and myhappiness for the sake of the Farseer throne? I felt it as a weakness inmyself that I could not find the strength of will to hate him. I reachedfor that hatred, and came up with only a boyish sulkiness that kept me fromclasping his hand at his departure or wishing him well. He ignored mysurliness, which made me feel even more childish.
 After he was gone, the Fool gave me the leather saddlebag he had leftfor me. Inside was a very serviceable sheath knife, a small pouch of coins,and a selection of poisons and healing herbs, including a generous supplyof elfbark. Wrapped and carefully labeled that it should be used only withthe greatest caution and in greatest need was a small paper of carris seed.In a battered leather sheath was a plain but serviceable shortsword. I felta sudden anger at him that I could not explain. "It is so typical of him,"I exclaimed, and dumped the bag out on the table for the Foot to witness."Poison and knives. That is what he thinks of me. This is still how he sees me. Death is all he can imagine for me."
 "I doubt he expected you to use them on yourself," the Fool observedmildly. He pushed the knife away from the marionette he was stringing."Perhaps he thought you might use them to protect yourself."
 "Don't you understand?" I demanded of him. "These are gifts for the boyChade taught to be an assassin. He can't see that isn't who I am anylonger. He can't forgive me for wanting a life of my own."
 "Any more than you can forgive him for no longer being your benevolentand indulgent tutor," the Fool observed dryly. He was knotting the stringsfrom the control paddles to the marionette's limbs. "It's a bit of athreat, isn't it, to see him stride about like a warrior, putting himselfjoyfully in danger for something he believes in, flirting with women, andgenerally acting as if he'd claimed a life of his own for himself?" 
 It was like a dash of cold water in the face. Almost, I had to admit myjealousy that Chade had boldly seized what still eluded me. "That isn't itat all!" I snarled at the Fool.
 The marionette he was working on wagged a rebuking finger at me whilethe Fool smirked at me over his head. It had an uncanny resemblance toRatsy. "What I see," he observed to no one in particular, "is that it isnot Verity's buck head he wears on his brow. No, the sigil he chose is morelike one, oh, let me see, one that Prince Verity chose for his bastardnephew. Do not you see a resemblance?"
 I was silent for a time. Then, "What of it?" I asked grudgingly.
 The Fool swung his marionette to the floor, where the bony creatureshrugged eerily. "Neither King Shrewd's death nor Verity's supposed deathflushed that weasel out of hiding. Only when he believed you murdered didanger flare up in him hot enough for him to fling aside all hiding andpretense and declare he would yet see a true Farseer on the throne." Themarionette wagged a finger at me.
 "Are you trying to, say he does this for me, for my sake? When the lastthing I would wish is to see the throne claim my child?"
 The marionette crossed its arms and wagged its head thoughtfully. "Itseems to me that Chade has always done what he thought was best for you.Whether you agreed or not. Perhaps he extends that to your daughter. Shewould be, after all, his grandniece, and the last living remnant of hisbloodline. Excluding Regal and yourself, of course." The marionette danceda few steps. "How else would you expect a man that old to provide for achild so young? He does not expect to live forever. Perhaps he thought shewould be safer astride a throne than ridden over by another who wished toclaim it."
 I turned away from the Fool and made some pretense of gatheringclothing to wash. It would take me a long time to think through what he hadsaid.
 I was willing to accept Kettricken's choice of tents and clothing forher expedition, and honest enough to be grateful that she saw fit toprovide for my clothing and shelter as well. Had she excluded me totallyfrom her entourage, I could not have completely faulted her. Instead,Jofron came one day bearing a stack of clothing and bedding for me, and tomeasure my feet for the sack like boots the Mountain folk favored. She proved merry company, for she and the Fool exchanged playful barbs all thewhile. His fluency in Chyurda exceeded my own, and at times I was hardpressed to follow the conversation, while half of the Fool's wordplaysescaped me. I wondered in passing exactly what went on between those two.When I had first arrived, I had thought her some sort of disciple to him.Now I wondered if she had not affected that interest simply as an excuse tobe near him. Before she left, she measured the Fool's feet as well, andasked him questions as to what colors and trims he wished worked into theboots.
 "New boots?" I asked him after she had gone. "As little as you ventureoutside, I would scarcely think you need them."
 He gave me a level look. The recent merriment faded from his face. "Youknow I must go with you," he pointed out calmly. He smiled an odd smile."Why else do you think we have been brought together in this far place? Itis by the interaction of the Catalyst and the White Prophet that the eventsof this time shall be returned to their proper course. I believe that if wesucceed, the Red-Ships will be driven from the Six Duchies coast, and aFarseer will inherit a throne."
 "That would seem to fit most of the prophecies," Kettle agreed from herhearth corner. She was tying off the last row of knitting on a thickmitten. "If the plague of the mindless hunger is Forging, and your actionsput a stop to that, that would fit another prophecy as well."
 Kettle's knack of providing a prophecy for every occasion was beginningto grate on me. I took a breath, and then asked the Fool, "And what doesQueen Kettricken say about your joining her party?"
 "I haven't discussed it with her," he replied blithely. "I am notjoining her, Fitz. I am following you." A sort of bemusement came over hisface. "I have known since I was a child that together we should do thistask. It had not occurred to me to question that I would go with you. Ihave been making preparations since the day you arrived here."
 "As have I," Kettle observed quietly.
 We both turned to stare at her. She feigned not to notice as she triedon the mitten and admired its fit.
 "No." I spoke bluntly. Bad enough to look forward to dying packanimals. I was not going to witness the death of another friend. It was tooobvious to voice that she was hopelessly too old for such a trek. 
 "I thought you might stay here, in my home," the Fool offered moregently. "There is plenty of firewood for the rest of the winter and somesupplies of meal and--"
 "I expect to die on the journey, if it's any comfort to you." She tookoff the mitten and set it with its mate. Casually she inspected what wasleft of her skein of wool. She began to cast on stitches, the yarn flowingeffortlessly through her fingers. "And you needn't worry about me beforethen. I've made provision for myself. Done a bit of trading, and I have thefood and such that I'll need." She glanced up at me from her needles, andadded quietly, "I have the wherewithal to see this journey through to theend."
 I had to admire her calm assumption that her life was still her own, todo with as she wished. I wondered when I had begun to think of her as ahelpless old woman that someone would have to look after now. She lookedback down to her knitting. Needlessly, for her fingers continued to workwhether she watched them or not. "I see you understand me," she saidquietly. And that was that.
 I have never known any expedition to get off exactly as planned.Generally, the larger one is, the more difficulties it has. Ours was noexception. The morning before we were scheduled to depart, I was rudelyshaken out of my sleep.
 "Get up, Fitz, we have to leave now," Kettricken said tersely.
 I sat up slowly. I was wide awake instantly, but my healing back stilldid not encourage me to move swiftly. The Fool was sitting on the edge ofhis bed, looking more anxious than I had ever seen him. "What is it?" Idemanded.
 "Regal." I had never heard so much venom in one word. Her face was verywhite and she knotted and unknotted her fists at her side. "He has sent a courier under a truce flag to my father, saying that we harbor a knowntraitor to the Six Duchies. He says that if we release you to him, he willsee it as a sign of good faith with the Six Duchies and will not considerus an enemy. But if we do not, he will loose the troops he has poised onour borders, for he will know that we plot with his enemies against him,"She paused. "My father is considering what to do."
 "Kettricken, I am but the excuse," I protested. My heart was hammeringin my chest. Nighteyes whined anxiously. "You must know it has taken himmonths to mass those troops. They are not there because I am here. They arein place because he plans to move against the Mountain Kingdom no matter what. You know Regal. It is all a bluff to see if he can get you to turn meover to him. Once you do, he will find some other pretext to attack."
 "I am not a simpleton," she said coldly. "Our watchers have known ofthe troops for weeks. We have been doing what we can to prepare ourselves.Always our mountains have been our strongest defense. But never before havewe confronted an organized foe in such numbers. My father is Sacrifice,Fitz. He must do whatever will best serve the Mountain Kingdom. So now hemust ponder if by turning you over, he will have a chance to treat withRegal. Do not think my father is stupid enough to trust him. But the longerhe can delay an attack against his people, the better prepared they willbe."
 "It sounds as if there is little left to decide," I said bitterly.
 "There was no reason for my father to make me privy to the courier'smessage," Kettricken observed. "The decision is his." Her eyes met minesquarely, and held a shadow of our old friendship. "I think perhaps heoffers me a chance to spirit you away. Before I would be defying his ordersto turn you over to Regal.
 Perhaps he thinks to tell Regal you have escaped but he intends totrack you down."
 Behind Kettricken, the Fool was pulling on leggings under hisnightshirt.
 "It will be harder than I had planned," Kettricken confided in me. "Icannot involve any other Mountain folk in this. It will have to be you, me,and Starling. Alone. And we must leave now, within the hour."
 "I'll be ready," I promised her.
 "Meet me behind Joss's woodshed," she said, and left.
 I looked at the Fool. "So. Do we tell Kettle?"
 "Why are you asking me?" he demanded.
 I gave a small shrug. Then I got up and began dressing hastily. Ithought of all the small ways in which I was not prepared and then gave itup as useless. In a very short time, the Fool and I shouldered our packs.Nighteyes rose, stretched thoroughly, and went to the door to precede us. Ishall miss the fireplace. But the hunting will be better. He accepted all so calmly.
 The Fool took a careful look around the hut, and then closed the doorbehind us. "That's the first place I've ever lived that was solely mine,"he observed as we walked away from it.
 "You leave so much behind to do this," I said awkwardly, thinking ofhis tools, his half-finished puppets, even the plants growing inside by thewindow. Despite myself, I felt responsible for it. Perhaps it was because Iwas so glad that I was not going on alone.
 He glanced over at me and shrugged. "I take myself with me. That's allI truly need, or own." He glanced back at the door he had painted himself."Jofron will take good care of it. And of Kettle, too."
 I wondered if he left behind more than I knew.
 We were nearly to the woodshed when I saw some children racing down thepath toward us. "There he is!" one cried, pointing. I shot a startledglance at the Fool, then braced myself, wondering what was to come. Howcould one defend oneself against children? At a loss, I awaited the attack.But the wolf did not wait. He sank low to his belly in the snow, even histail flat. As the children closed the distance, he suddenly shot forwardstraight at the leader. "NO!" I cried aloud in horror, but none of thempaid me any heed. The wolf's front paws struck the boy's chest, to drivehim down hard in the snow. In a flash Nighteyes was up and after theothers, who fled, shrieking with laughter as one after another he caught upwith them and mowed them down. By the time he'd felled the last one, thefirst boy was up and after him, vainly trying to keep up with the wolf andmaking wild grabs at his tail as Nighteyes flashed by him, tongue lolling.
 He felled them all again, twice more, before he halted in one of hisracing loops. He watched the children getting to their feet, then glancedover his shoulder at me. He folded his ears down abashedly, then lookedback to the children, his tail wagging low. One girl was already digging achunk of fatbread out of her pocket while another teased him with a stripof leather, snaking it over the snow and trying to get him involved in atug-of-war. I feigned, not to notice.
 I'll catch up with you later, he offered.
 No doubt, I told him dryly. The Fool and I kept walking. I glanced backonce to see the wolf, teeth set in the leather and all four feet bracedwhile two boys dragged at the other end of it. I surmised that I now knewhow he had been spending his afternoons. I think I felt a pang of envy. 
 Kettricken was already waiting. Six laden jeppas were roped together ina train. I wished now I had taken the time to learn more about them, but Ihad assumed the others would have the care of them. "We're still taking allof them?" I asked in dismay.
 "It would take too long to unpack the loads and repack with only whatwe need. Perhaps later we'll abandon the extra supplies and animals. Butfor now, I simply wish to be gone as soon as possible."
 "Then let's leave," I suggested.
 Kettricken looked pointedly at the Fool. "What are you doing here?Wishing Fitz farewell?"
 "I go where he goes," the Fool said quietly.
 The Queen looked at him and something in her face almost softened. "Itwill be cold, Fool. I have not forgotten how you suffered from the cold onthe way here. Where we go, now, the cold will linger long after spring hasreached Jhaampe."
 "I go where he does," the Fool repeated quietly.
 Kettricken shook her head to herself. Then she shrugged. She strode tothe head of the line of jeppas and snapped her fingers. The lead animalflapped his hairy ears and followed her. The others followed him. Theirobedience impressed me. I quested briefly toward them and found such astrong herd instinct at work that they scarcely thought of themselves asseparate animals. As long as the lead animal followed Kettricken, therewould be no problems with the others.
 Kettricken led us along a trail that was little more than a path.
 It wound mostly behind the scattered cottages that housed the winterresidents of Jhaampe. In a very short time we left the last of the hutsbehind and traveled through ancient forest. The Fool and I walked behindthe string of animals. I watched the one in front of us, marking how hiswide, flat feet spread on the snow much as the wolf's did. They set a paceslightly faster than a comfortable walk.
 We had not gone too far before I heard a shout behind us. I flinchedand glanced hastily over my shoulder. It was Starling, coming at a run, herpack jouncing on her shoulders. When she came up to us, she saidaccusingly, "You left without me!" 
 The Fool grinned. I shrugged. "I left when my queen commanded it," Iobserved.
 She glared at us, and then hurried past us, floundering through theloose snow beside the trail to pass the jeppas and catch up withKettricken. Their voices carried clearly in the cold air. "I told you I wasleaving right away," the Queen said tersely. "Then I did."
 To my amazement, Starling had the sense to be quiet. For a brief timeshe struggled along in the loose snow beside Kettricken. Then she graduallygave it up, letting first the jeppas, and then the Fool and me pass her.She fell in behind me. I knew our pace would be difficult for her to match.I felt sorry for her. Then I thought of my daughter, and did not even lookback to see if she was keeping up.
 It was the beginning of along, uneventful day. The path led alwaysuphill, never steeply, but the constant grade was taxing. Kettricken didnot let up on the pace, but kept us moving steadily. None of us talkedmuch. I was too busy breathing, and trying to ignore the graduallyincreasing ache in my back. Sound flesh covered the arrow wound now, butthe muscles under it still complained of their new healing.
 Great trees towered above us. Most of the trees were evergreens, someof kids I had never seen before. They made a perpetual twilight of thebrief winter day's grayness. There was little underbrush to struggle with;most of the scenery was of the staggered ranks of immense trunks and a fewlow swooping branches. For the most part, the live branches of the treesbegan far over our heads. From time to time, we passed patches of smallerdeciduous trees that had sprung up in patches of open forest made by agreat tree's demise. The path was well packed, evidently used often byanimals and by folk on skis. It was narrow, and if one did not payattention, it was easy to step off the path and sink surprisingly deep inthe unpacked snow. I tried to pay attention.
 The day was mild, by mountain standards, and I soon discovered that theclothing Kettricken had procured for me was very efficient at keeping mewarm. I loosened my coat at the throat and then the collar of my shirt tolet body heat escape. The Fool threw back the fur rimmed hood of his coat,to reveal that he wore a gay woolen hat within it. I watched the tassel onthe end of it bobbing as he walked. If the pace bothered him, he saidnothing about it. Perhaps, like me, he had no breath left to complain.
 Shortly after midday, Nighteyes joined us. 
 "Good doggie!" I observed aloud to him.
 That pales in comparison to what Kettle is calling you. He observedsmugly. I pity you all when the old bitch catches up with the pack. She hasa stick.
 Is she following us?
 She tracks quite well, for a noseless human. Nighteyes trotted past us,moving with surprising ease even in the unpacked snow to the side of thetrail. I could tell he was enjoying the ripple of unease that his scentpushed through the trailing jeppas. I watched him as he passed them all andthen Kettricken. Once he was in the lead, he ranged confidently ahead, justas if he knew where we were going. I soon lost sight of him, but I did notworry. I knew he would circle back often to check on us.
 "Kettle is following us," I told the Fool.
 He shot me a questioning look.
 "Nighteyes says she is quite angry with us."
 His shoulders rose and fell in a quick sigh. "Well. She has a right toher own decision," he observed to himself. Then, to me, he added, "It stillunnerves me a bit when you and the wolf do that."
 "Does it bother you? That I am Wilted?"
 "Does it bother you to meet my eyes?" he rejoined.
 It was enough. We kept walking.
 Kettricken held us to a steady pace for as long as the daylight lasted.A trampled area under the shelter of some of the great trees was ourstopping place. While it did not look frequently used, we were on some sortof traders' trail to Jhaampe. Kettricken was matter-of-fact in her totalcommand of us. She gestured Starling to a small rick of dry firewoodprotected from the snow by canvas. "Use some to get a fire started, andthen take care to replace at least as much as we use. Many folk stop here,and in foul weather, a life may depend on that wood being there." Starlingmeekly obeyed.
 She directed the Fool and I as we assisted her in setting up a shelter.When we were finished, we had a tent shaped rather like the cap of a mushroom. That done, she portioned out the tasks of unloading bedding andmoving it into the tent, unloading the animals and picketing the leadanimal, and melting snow for water. She herself shared fully in the tasks.I watched the efficiency with which she established our camp and saw to ourneeds. With a pang, I realized she reminded me of Verity. She would havemade a good soldier.
 Once our basic camp was established, the Fool and I exchanged glances.I went to where Kettricken was checking our jeppas. Those hardy beasts werealready at work nibbling bud tips and bark from the smaller trees thatfronted one side of the camp. "I think Kettle may be following us," I toldher. "Do you think I should go back and look for her?"
 "To what end?" Kettricken asked me. The question sounded callous, butshe went on, "If she can catch up with us, then we will share what we have.You know that. But I suspect that she will weary before she gets here, andturn back to Jhaampe. Perhaps she has already turned back."
 And perhaps she has become exhausted and sunk down by the side of thetrail, I thought. But I did not go back. I recognized in Kettricken's wordsthe harsh practicality of the Mountain folk. She would respect Kettle'sdecision to follow us. Even if her attempt to do so killed her, Kettrickenwould not interfere with her own will for herself. I knew that among theMountain folk, it was not unusual for an old person to choose what theycalled sequestering, a self-imposed exile where cold might put an end toall infirmities. I, too, respected Kettle's right to choose her life path,or die in the attempt. But it did not stop me from sending Nighteyes backdown our trail to see if she was still coming. I chose to believe it wasonly curiosity on my part. He had just returned to camp with a bloody whitehare in his jaws. At my request, he stood, stretched, and woefullycommanded me, Guard my meat, then. He disappeared into the gathering dusk.
 The evening meal of porridge and hearth cakes was just finished cookingwhen Kettle came into camp with Nighteyes at her heels. She stalked up tothe fire and stood warming her hands at it as she glowered at the Fool andme. The Fool and I exchanged a glance. It was a guilty one. I hastilyoffered Kettle the cup of tea I had just poured for myself. She took it anddrank it before she said accusingly, "You left without me."
 "Yes," I admitted. "We did. Kettricken came to us and said we mustleave right away, so the Fool and I--"
 "I came anyway," she announced triumphantly, cutting through my words."And I intend to go on with you." 
 "We are fleeing," Kettricken said quietly. "We can't slow our pace foryou."
 Sparks near leaped from Kettle's eyes. "Did I ask you to?" she askedthe Queen tartly.
 Kettricken shrugged. "Just so you understand," she said quietly.
 "I do," Kettle replied as quietly. And it was settled.
 I had watched this interchange with a sort of awe. I felt an increasein respect for both of the women afterward. I think I fully grasped thenhow Kettricken perceived herself. She was the Queen of the Six Duchies andshe did not doubt it. But unlike many, she had not hidden behind a title ortaken offense at Kettle's quick reply to her. Instead, she had answeredher, woman to woman, with respect but also authority. Once more I hadglimpsed her mettle and found I could not fault it.
 We all shared the yurt that night. Kettricken filled a small brazierwith coals from our fire and brought it within. It made the sheltersurprisingly comfortable. She posted a watch and included both Kettle andherself in that duty. The others slept well. I lay awake for a time. I wasonce more on my way to find Verity. That brought a tiny measure of releasefrom the incessant Skillcommand. But I was also on my way to the riverwhere he had laved his hands in raw Skill. That seductive image lurkedalways at the edge of my mind now. Resolutely I pushed the temptation frommy mind, but that night my dreams were full of it. We broke camp early, andwere on our way before the day was fairly born. Kettricken bid us discard asecond, smaller yurt that had been brought along to accommodate ouroriginal larger party. She left it carefully stowed at the stopping placewhere another might find and make use of it. The freed beast was loadedinstead with the bulk of the packs the humans had carried. I was grateful,for the throbbing of my back was unceasing now.
 For four days Kettricken held us to that pace. She did not say if shetruly expected pursuit. I did not ask. There were no real opportunities forprivate talk with anyone. Kettricken always led, followed by the animals,the Fool and me, Starling, and often trailing us by quite a distance,Kettle. Both women kept their promises. Kettricken did not slow the pacefor the old woman, and Kettle never complained of it. Each night she cameinto camp late, usually accompanied by Nighteyes. She was often just intime to share our food and shelter for the night. But she arose the momentKettricken did the next day and never complained.
 The fourth night, when we were all within the tent and settling down to sleep, Kettricken suddenly addressed me. "FitzChivalry, I would have yourthoughts on something," she declared.
 I sat up, intrigued by the formality of her request. "I am at yourservice, my queen."
 Beside me, the Fool muffled a snicker. I suppose we both looked a bitodd, sitting in a welter of blankets and furs and addressing one another soformally. But I kept my demeanor.
 Kettricken added a few bits of dry wood to the brazier to bring up aflame and light. She took out an enameled cylinder, removed the cap, andcoaxed out a piece of vellum. As she gently unrolled it, I recognized themap that had inspired Verity to his quest. It seemed odd to look at thefaded map in this setting. It belonged to a much more secure time in mylife, when hot meals of good food were taken for granted, when my clotheswere tailored to fit me and I knew where I would sleep each night. Itseemed unfair that my whole world had changed so much since I had last seenthe map, but that it remained unchanged, an aging flap of vellum with aworn tracery of lines on it. Kettricken held it flat on her lap and tappeda blank spot on it. "This is about where we are," she told me. She took abreath as if bracing herself. She tapped another spot, likewise unmarked."This is about where we found the signs of a battle. Where I found Verity'scloak and ... the bones." Her voice quavered a bit on the words. She lookedup suddenly and her eyes met mine as they had not since Buckkeep. "Youknow, Fitz, it is hard for me. I gathered up those bones and thought theywere his. For so many months, I believed him dead. And now, solely on yourword of some magic that I do not possess or understand, I try to believe heis alive. That there is hope still. But ... I have held those bones. And myhands cannot forget the weight and chill of them, nor my nose that smell."
 "He lives, my lady," I assured her quietly.
 She sighed again. "Here is what I would ask you. Shall we go directlyto where the trails are marked on this map, the ones that Verity said hewould follow? Or do you wish to be taken to the battle site first?"
 I thought for a time. "I am sure you gathered from that place all therewas to gather, my queen. Time has passed, part of a summer and more thanhalf of a winter since you were last there. No. I can think of nothing Imight find there that your trackers did not when the ground was bared ofsnow. Verity lives, my queen, and he is not there. So let us not seek himthere, but where he said he would go."
 She nodded slowly, but if she took heart from my words, she did not show it. Instead, she tapped the map again. "This road here shown is knownto us. It was a trade road once, and although no one even recalls what itsdestination was, it is still used. The more remote villages and thesolitary trappers have their paths to it, and they then follow it down toJhaampe. We could have been traveling on it all this time, but I did notwish to. It is too well used. We have come by the swiftest route, if notthe widest. Tomorrow, however, we shall cross it. And when we do, we shallset our backs toward Jhaampe and follow it up into the Mountains." Herfinger traced it on the map. "I have never been to that part of theMountains," she said simply. "Few have, other than trappers or occasionaladventurers who go to see if the old tales are true. Usually they bringback tales of their own that are even stranger than the ones that promptedthem to go adventuring."
 I watched her pale fingers walk slowly across the map. The faint linesof the ancient road diverged into three separate trails with differentdestinations. It began and ended, that road, with no apparent source ordestination. Whatever had once been marked at the end of those lines had faded away into inky ghosts. Neither of us had any way of knowing whichdestination Verity had chosen. Though they did not look far separated onthe map, the terrain of the Mountains could mean they were days or evenweeks apart. I also had small trust in such an old map being reliably toscale.
 "Where are we going first?" I asked her.
 She hesitated briefly, then her finger tapped one of the trail ends."Here. I think this one would be closest."
 "Then that is a wise choice."
 She met my eyes again. "Fitz. Could not you simply Skill to him, andask him where he is? Or bid him come to us? Or at least ask him why he hasnot returned to me?"
 At each small shake of my head, her eyes grew wilder. "Why not?" shedemanded in a shaking voice. "This great and secret magic of the Farseerscannot even call him to us in such need?"
 I kept my eyes on her face, but wished there had been fewer listeningears. Despite all Kettricken knew of me, I still felt very uneasy speakingof the Skill with anyone save Verity. I chose my words carefully. "BySkilling to him, I might place him in great danger, my lady. Or drawtrouble down on us." 
 "How?" she demanded.
 I briefly considered the Fool, Kettle, and Starling. It was hard toexplain to myself the uneasiness I felt at speaking bluntly of a magic thathad been guarded as a secret for so many generations. But this was my queenand she had asked me a question. I lowered my eyes and spoke. "The coterieGalen made was never loyal to the King. Not to King Shrewd, not to KingVerity. Always they were the tool of a traitor, used to cast doubt on theKing's abilities and undermine his ability to defend his kingdom."
 From Kettle came a small gasp of indrawn breath, while Kettricken'sblue eyes went steely gray with cold. I continued. "Even now, were I toopenly Skill to Verity, they might find a way to listen. By such aSkilling, they might find him. Or us. They have grown strong in the Skill,and ferreted out ways of using it that I have never learned. They spy onother Skill users. They can, using only the Skill, inflict pain, or createillusion. I fear to Skill to my king, Queen Kettricken. That he has notchosen to Skill to me makes me believe my caution is the same as his."
 Kettricken had gone snow pale as she mulled my words. Softly she asked,"Always disloyal to him, Fitz? Speak plainly. Did not they aid in defendingthe Six Duchies at all?"
 I weighed my words as if I were reporting to Verity himself. "I have noproof, my lady. But I would guess that Skill-messages of Red-Ships weresometimes never relayed, or were deliberately delayed. I think the commandsthat Verity Skilled forth to the coterie members in the watchtowers werenot passed on to the keeps they were to guard. They obeyed him enough thatVerity could not tell his messages and commands had been delivered hoursafter he had sent them. To his dukes, his efforts would appear inept, hisstrategies untimely or foolish." My voice trailed away at the anger thatblossomed in Kettricken's face. Color came up in her cheeks, angry roses.
 "How many lives?" she asked harshly. "How many towns? How many dead, orworse, Forged? All for a prince's spite, all for a spoiled boy's ambitionfor the throne? How could he have done it, Fitz? How could he have stood tolet people die simply to make his brother look foolish and incompetent?"
 I did not have any real answer to that. "Perhaps he did not think theywere people and towns," I heard myself say softly. "Perhaps to him theywere only game pieces. Possessions of Verity's to be destroyed if he couldnot win them for himself."
 Kettricken closed her eyes. "This cannot be forgiven," she said quietlyto herself. She sounded ill with it. With an oddly gentle finality, she added, "You will have to kill him, FitzChivalry."
 So odd, to be given that royal command at last. "I know that, my lady.I knew it when last I tried."
 "No," she corrected me. "When last you attempted it, it was foryourself. Did not you know that had angered me? This time, I tell you thatyou must kill him for the sake of the Six Duchies." She shook her head,almost surprised. "It is the only way in which he can be Sacrifice for hispeople. To be killed for them before he can hurt them any more."
 She looked around abruptly at the circle of silent people huddled inbedding, staring at her. "Go to sleep," she told all of us, as if we werewillful children. "We must get up early again tomorrow and once more travelswiftly. Sleep while you can."

 Starling went outside to take up her first night's watch. The otherslay back, and as the flames from the brazier fell and the light dimmed, Iam sure they slept. But despite my weariness, I lay and stared into thedarkness. About me were only the sounds of people breathing, of the nightwind barely moving through the trees. If I quested out, I could senseNighteyes prowling about, ever alert for the unwary mouse. The peace andstillness of the winterbound forest was all around us. They all sleptdeeply, save for Starling on watch.
 No one else heard the rushing drive of the Skill-urge that grewstronger within me every day of our journeying. I had not spoken to theQueen of my other fear: that if I reached out to Verity with the Skill, Iwould never return, but would instead immerse myself in that Skill river Ihad glimpsed and be forever borne away on it. Even to think on thattemptation brought me quivering to the edge of acquiescence. Fiercely I setmy walls and boundaries, putting every guard between me and the Skill thatI had ever been taught. But tonight I set them, not just to keep Regal andhis coterie out of my mind, but to keep myself in it. 
CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
The Skill Road
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 WHAT IS THE true source of magic? Is one born with it in the blood, assome dogs are born to follow a scent while others are best at herdingsheep? Or is it a thing that may be won by any with the determination tolearn? Or rather are magics inherent to the stones and waters and earths ofthe world, so that a child imbibes abilities with the water he drinks orthe air he breathes? I ask these questions with no concept of how todiscover the answers. Did we know the source, could a wizard of great powerbe deliberately created by one desiring to do so? Could one breed for magicin a child as one breeds a horse for strength or speed? Or select a babe,and begin instruction before the child could even speak? Or build one'shouse where one might tap the magic where the earth is richest with it?These questions so frighten me that I have almost no desire to pursue theanswers, save that if I do not, another may.
 It was early afternoon when we came to the wide trail marked on themap. Our narrow path merged into it as a stream joins a river. For somedays we were to follow it. Sometimes it led us past small villages tuckedinto sheltered folds of the Mountains, but Kettricken hastened us past themwithout stopping. We passed other travelers on the road, and these shegreeted courteously, but firmly turned aside all efforts at conversation.If any recognized her as Eyod's daughter, they gave no sign of it. Therecame a day, however, when we passed the entire day without so much as aglimpse of another traveler, let alone a village or hut. The trail grewnarrower, and the only tracks upon it were old ones, blurred by fresh snow.When we rose the next day and set forth upon it, it soon dwindled to nomore than a vague track through the trees. Several times Kettricken pausedand cast about, and once she made us backtrack and then go on in a newdirection. Whatever signs she was following were too subtle for me.
 That night, when we camped, she again took out her map and studied it.I sensed her uncertainty, and came to sit beside her. I asked no questionsand offered no advice, only gazing with her at the map's worn markings.Finally she glanced up at me.
 "I think we are here," she said. Her finger showed me the end of thetrade trail we had followed. "Somewhere north of us, we should find thisother road. I had hoped there would be some ancient connecting trailbetween the two. It was an idea that made sense to me, that this old roadwould perhaps connect to one even more forgotten. But now ..." She sighed."Tomorrow, I suppose we blunder on and hope for luck to aid us."
 Her words did not put heart into any of us. 
 Nevertheless, the next day we moved on. We moved steadily north,through forest that seemed to have been forever untouched by an axe. Treebranches laced and intertwined high above us, while generations of leavesand needles lay deep beneath the uneven blanketing of snow that hadfiltered down to the forest floor. To my Wit-sense, these trees had aghostly life that was almost animal, as if they had acquired some awarenesssimply by virtue of their age. But it was an awareness of the greater worldof light and moisture, soil and air. They regarded our passage not at all,and by afternoon I felt no more significant than an ant. I had neverthought to be disdained by a tree.
 As we traveled on, hour after hour, I am sure I was not the only one towonder if we had lost our way completely. A forest this old could haveswallowed a road a generation ago. Roots would have lifted its cobbles,leaves and needles blanketed it. What we sought might no longer existexcept as a line on an old map.
 It was the wolf, ranging well ahead of us as always, who came upon itfirst.
 I like this not at all, he announced.
 "The road is that way," I called to Kettricken ahead of me. My punyhuman voice seemed like a fly's buzzing in a great hall. I was almostsurprised when she heard me and looked back. She took in my pointing hand,then, with a shrug, led her pack sheep in a more westerly direction. Westill walked for some time before I saw an arrow-straight break through theclustering trees ahead of us. A stripe of light penetrated the forestthere. Kettricken led her pack sheep down onto its wide surface.
 What is wrong with it?
 He shook himself all over as if to rid his coat of water. It is too much of man. Like afire to cook meat over.
 I do not understand.
 He lay back his ears. Like a great force made small and bent to a man'swill. Always fire seeks a way to escape containment. So does this road.
 His answer made no sense to me. Then we came to the road. I watched Kettricken and the jeppas precede me. The wide road was a straight cutthrough the trees, its surface lower than that of the forest floor, as whena child drags a stick through sand and leaves a trough behind. The foresttrees grew alongside it and leaned over it, but none of them had sent roots thrusting out into the road, nor had any saplings sprouted up from it.Neither had the snow that covered the road's surface been marred, not evenby a bird's track. There were not even the muted sign of old tracks coveredwith snow. No one had trodden this road since the winter snows had begun.As far as I could see, no game trails even crossed it.
 I stepped down onto the road's surface.
 It was like walking into trailing cobwebs face-first. A piece of icedown the back. Stepping into a hot kitchen after being out in an icy wind.It was a physical sensation that seized me, as sharply as any of thoseothers, and yet as indescribable as wet or dry is. I halted, transfixed.Yet none of the others showed any awareness of it as they hopped down fromthe lip of the forest onto the road surface. Starling's only comment, toherself, was that at least here the snow was shallower and the walkingbetter. She did not even ask herself why the snow should be shallower onthe road, but only hurried after the trailing line of jeppas. I was stillstanding on the road, looking about me, some minutes later when Kettlestepped out of the trees and onto the road's surface. She, too, halted. Foran instant, she seemed startled and muttered something.
 "Did you say Skill-wrought?" I demanded of her.
 Her eyes jumped to me as if she had been unaware of me standing rightthere before her. She glared. For a moment she didn't speak. Then, "I said`Hell-rot!' " she declared. "Near twisted my ankle jumping down. Thesemountain boots are no stiffer than socks." She turned away from me andtrudged off after the others. I followed her. For some reason, I felt as ifI were wading in water, save without the resistance of water. It is adifficult sensation to describe. As if something flowed uphill around meand hurried me along with its current.
 It seeks a way to escape containment, the wolf observed again sourly. Iglanced up to find him trotting along beside me, but on the lip of theforest rather than on the smooth road surface. You'd be wiser to travel uphere, with me.
 I thought about it. I seem to be all right. Walking is easier here.Smoother.
 Yes, and fire makes you warmer, right up until the time it burns you.
 I had no reply to that. Instead I walked alongside Kettle for a way.After days of traveling single file on the narrow trail, this seemed easierand more companionable. We walked all the rest of the afternoon on the ancient road. It climbed ever upward, but always angling across the facesof the hills, so that the going was never too steep. The only things thatever marred the smooth coat of snow on its surface were occasional dead branches dropped from trees above, and most of these were decaying intosawdust. Not once did I see any animal tracks, either on the road orcrossing it.
 Not even a sniff of any game, Nighteyes confirmed woefully. I shallhave to range this night to find fresh meat for myself.
 You could go now, I suggested.
 I trust you not alone upon this road, he informed me sternly.
 What could harm me? Kettle is right here beside me, so I would not bealone.
 She is as bad as you are, Nighteyes insisted stubbornly. But despite myquestions, he could not explain to me what he meant.
 Yet as afternoon deepened into evening, I began to have notions of myown. Time and again, I caught my mind drifting in vivid daydreams, musingsso engrossing that coming out of them was like waking with a start. Andlike many a dream, they popped like bubbles, leaving me with almost norecall of what I had been thinking. Patience giving military commands as ifshe were Queen of the Six Duchies. Burrich bathing a baby and humming as hedid so. Two people I did not know, setting charred stones upon one anotheras they rebuilt a house. Foolish, bright-colored images they seemed, butedged so vividly that almost I believed my own musings. The easy walking onthe road that had seemed so pleasant at first began to seem an involuntaryhurrying, as if a current urged me on independent of my own will. Yet Icould not have been hurrying much, for Kettle kept pace with me all theafternoon. Kettle broke in often on my thoughts, to ask me trivialquestions, to draw my attention to a bird overhead, or to ask if my backwas bothering me. I endeavored to answer, but moments later I could notrecall what we had been talking about. I could not blame her for frowningat me, so muddle-wilted was I, but neither could I seem to find a remedyfor my absent mind. We passed a fallen log across the road. I thought ofsomething odd about it, and intended to mention it to Kettle, but thethought fled before I could master it. So caught up was I in nothing at allthat when the Fool hailed me, I startled. I peered ahead, but could noteven see the jeppas anymore. Then, "FitzChivalry! " he shouted again, and Iturned around, to find I had walked past not only him, but our wholeexpedition. Kettle at my side muttered to herself as she turned back. 
 The others had halted and were already unloading the jeppas. "Surelyyou don't mean to pitch the tent in the center of the road?" Kettle askedin alarm.
 Starling and the Fool looked up from where they were stretching out thegoat leather shape of the yurt. "Fear ye the hurrying throngs and carts?"the Fool asked sarcastically.
 "It's flat and level. Last night, I had a root or a rock under mybedding," Starling added.
 Kettle ignored them and spoke to Kettricken. "And we'd be in full viewfor anyone who stepped onto this road for quite a way in both directions. Ithink we should move off and camp under the trees."
 Kettricken glanced about. "It's nearly dark, Kettle. And I do not thinkwe have a great deal to fear from pursuit. I think ..."/P> 
I flinched when the Fool took my arm and walked me to the edge of theroad. "Climb up," he told me gruffly when we got to the edge of the forest.I did, scrambling up to stand once more on forest moss. Once I was there, Iyawned, feeling my ears pop. Almost right away, I felt more alert. Iglanced back to the road where Starling and Kettricken were gathering upthe yurt hides to move them. Kettle was already dragging the poles off theroad. "So, we've decided to camp off the road," I observed stupidly.
 "Are you all right?" the Fool asked me anxiously.
 "Of course. My back is no worse than usual," I added, thinking hereferred to that.
 "You were standing there, staring off up the road, paying no heed toanyone. Kettle says you've been like that most of the afternoon."
 "I've been a bit muddled," I admitted. I dragged off my mitten to touchmy own face. "I don't think I'm getting a fever. But it was like that ...bright-edged fever thoughts."
 "Kettle says she thinks it's the road. She said that you said it wasSkill-wrought."
 "She said I said? No. I thought that was what she said when we cameonto it. That it was Skill-wrought." 
 "What is `Skill-wrought'?" the Fool asked me.
 "Shaped by the Skill," I replied, then added, "I suppose. I've neverheard of the Skill used to make or shape something." I looked wonderingback at the road. It flowed so smoothly through the forest, a pure whiteribbon, vanishing off under the trees. It drew the eye, and almost I couldsee what lay beyond the next fold of the forested hillside.
 "Fitz!"
 I jerked my attention back to the Fool in annoyance. "What?" I demanded.
 He was shivering. "You've just been standing there, staring off downthe road since I left you. I thought you'd gone to get firewood, until Ilooked up and saw you standing here still. What is the matter?"
 I blinked my eyes slowly. I had been walking in a city, looking at thebright yellow and red fruit heaped high in the market stalls. But even as Igroped after that dream, it was gone, leaving only a confusion of color andscent in my mind. "I don't know. Perhaps I am feverish. Or just very weary.I'll go get the wood."
 "I'm going with you," the Fool announced.
 By my knee, Nighteyes whined anxiously. I looked down at him. "What'sthe matter?" I asked him aloud.
 He looked up at me, the fur between his eyes ridged with worry. You donot seem to hear me. And your thoughts are not ... thoughts.
 I'll be all right. The Fool is with me. Go and hunt. I can feel yourhunger.
 And I feel yours, he answered ominously.
 He left then, but reluctantly. I followed the Fool into the woods, butdid little more than carry the wood he picked up and handed to me. I feltas if I could not quite wake up. "Have you ever been studying somethingtremendously interesting, only to suddenly look up and realize hours havepassed? That is how I feel just now."
 The Fool handed me another stick of wood. "You are frightening me," heinformed me quietly. "You speak much as King Shrewd did in the days he wasweakening." 
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 "But he was drugged then, against pain," I pointed out. "And I am not."
 "That is what is frightening," he told me.
 We walked together back to camp. We had been so slow that Kettle andStarling had gathered some fuel and got a small fire going already. Thelight of it illuminated the dome-shaped tent and the folk moving around it.The jeppas were shadows drifting nearby as they browsed. As we piled ourwood by the fire for later use, Kettle looked up from her cooking.
 "How are you feeling?" she demanded.
 "Better, somewhat," I told her.
 I glanced about for any chores that needed doing, but camp had been setwithout me. Kettricken was inside the tent, poring over the map bycandlelight. Kettle stirred porridge by the fire while, strange to say, theFool and Starling conversed quietly. I stood still, trying to recallsomething I'd meant to do, something I'd been in the middle of doing. Theroad. I wanted another look at the road. I turned and walked toward it.
 "FitzChivalry!"
 I turned, startled at the sharpness in Kettle's call. "What is it?" 
"Where are you going?" she asked. She paused, as if surprised by her
own question. "I mean, is Nighteyes about? I haven't seen him for a bit."
 "He went to hunt. He'll be back." I started toward the road again.
 "Usually he's made his kill and come back by now," she continued.
 I paused. "There's not much game near the road, he said. So he's had to
go farther." I turned away again.
 "Now, there's a thing that seems odd," she went on. "There's no sign ofhuman traffic on the road. And yet the animals avoid it still. Doesn't game
usually follow whatever path is easiest?"
 I called back to her, "Some animals do. Others prefer to keep to cover."
 "Go and get him, girl!" I heard Kettle tell someone sharply. 
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 "Fitz!" I heard Starling call, but it was the Fool who caught up withme and took me by the arm.
 "Come back to the tent," he urged me, tugging at my arm.
 "I just want to have another look at the road."
 "It's dark. You'll see nothing now. Wait until morning, when we'retraveling on it again. For now, come back to the tent."
 I went with him, but told him irritably, "You're the one who is actingstrange, Fool."
 "You'd not say that, had you seen the look on your face but a momentago."
 The rations that night were much the same as they had been since weleft Jhaampe: thick grain porridge with some chopped dried apple in it,some dried meat, and tea. It was filling, but not exciting. It did nothingto distract me from the intent way the others watched me. I finally setdown my tea mug and demanded, "What?"
 No one said anything at first. Then Kettricken said, bluntly, "Fitz,you don't have a watch tonight. I want you to stay in the tent and sleep."
 "I'm fine, I can stand a watch," I began to object, but it was my queenwho ordered, "I tell you to stay within the tent tonight."
 For a moment I fought my tongue. Then I bowed my head. "As you command.I am, perhaps, overly tired."
 "No. It is more than that, FitzChivalry. You scarcely ate tonight, andunless one of us forces you to speak you do nothing save gaze off into thedistance. What distracts you?"
 I tried to find an answer to Kettricken's blunt question. "I do notknow. Exactly. At least, it is a difficult thing to explain." The onlysound was the tiny crackling of the fire. All eyes were on me. "When one istrained to Skill," I went on more slowly, "one becomes aware that the magicitself has a danger to it. It attracts the attention of the user. When oneis using the Skill to do a thing, one must focus one's attention tightly onthe intent and refuse to be distracted by the pulling of the Skill. If theSkill user loses that focus, if he gives in to the Skill itself, he canbecome lost in it. Absorbed by it." I lifted my eyes from the fire and looked around at their faces. Everyone was still save for Kettle, who wasnodding ever so slightly.
 "Today, since we found, the road, I have felt something that is almostlike the pull of the Skill. I have not attempted to Skill; actually, forsome days, I have blocked the Skill from myself as much as I can, for Ihave feared that Regal's coterie may try to break into my mind and do meharm. But despite that, I have felt as if the Skill were luring me. Like amusic I can almost hear, or a very faint scent of game. I catch myselfstraining after it, trying to decide what calls me ...."
 I snapped my gaze back to Kettle, saw the distant hunger in her eves."Is it because the road is Skill-wrought?"
 A flash of anger crossed her face. She looked down to her old handscurled in her lap. She gave a sigh of exasperation. "It might. The oldlegends that I have heard say that when a thing is Skill-wrought, it can bedangerous to some folk. Not to ordinary people, but to those who have anaptitude for the Skill but have not been trained in it. Or to those whosetraining is not advanced far enough for them to know how to be wary."
 "I have never heard of any legends about Skill-wrought things." Iturned to the Fool and Starling. "Have either of you?"
 Both shook their heads slowly.
 "It seems to me," I said carefully to Kettle, "that someone as well-read as the Fool should have come across such legends. And certainly atrained minstrel should have heard something about them." I continued tolook at her levelly.
 She crossed her arms on her chest. "I am not to blame for what theyhave not read or heard," she said stiffly. "I only tell you what I wastold, a long time ago."
 "How long ago?" I pressed. Across from me, Kettricken frowned, but didnot interfere.
 "A very long time ago," Kettle replied coldly. "Back when young menrespected their elders." 
The Fool's face lit with a delighted grin. Kettle seemed to feel shehad won something, for she set her tea mug in her porridge bowl with aclatter and handed them to me. "It is your turn to clean the dishes," she told me severely. She got up and stamped away from the fire and into thetent.
 As I slowly gathered the dishes to wipe them out with clean snow,Kettricken came to stand beside me. "What do you suspect?" she asked me inher forthright way. "Do you think she is a spy, an enemy among us?"
 "No. I do not think she is an enemy. But I think she is ... something.Not just an old woman with a religious interest in the Fool. Something morethan that."
 "But you don't know what?"
 "No. I don't. Only I have noticed that she seems to know a deal moreabout the Skill than I expect her to. Still, an old person gathers much oddknowledge in a lifetime. It may be no more than that." I glanced up towhere the wind was stirring the tree tops. "Do you think we shall have snowtonight?" I asked Kettricken.
 "Almost certainly. And we shall be fortunate if it stops by morning. Weshould gather more firewood, and stack it near the tent's door. No, notyou. You should go within the tent. If you wandered off now, in thisdarkness and with snow to come, we'd never find you."
 I began to protest, but she stopped me with a question. "My Verity. Heis more highly trained than you are in the Skill?"
 "Yes, my lady."
 "Do you think this road would call to him, as it does to you?"
 "Almost certainly. But he has always been far stronger than I inmatters of Skill or stubbornness."
 A sad smile tweaked her lips. "Yes, he is stubborn, that one." Shesighed suddenly, heavily. "Would that we were only a man and a woman,living far from both sea and mountains. Would that things were simple forus."
 "I wish for that as well," I said quietly. "I wish for blisters on myhands from simple work and Molly's candles lighting our home. "
 "I hope you get that, Fitz," Kettricken said quietly. "I truly do. Butwe've a long road to tread between here and there." 
 "That we do," I agreed. And a sort of peace bloomed between us. I didnot doubt that if circumstances demanded it, she would take my daughter forthe throne. But she could no more have changed her attitude about duty andsacrifice than she could have changed the blood and bones of her body. Itwas who she was. It was not that she wished to take my child from me.
 All I needed do to keep my daughter was to bring her husband safelyback to her.
 We went to bed later that night than had become our custom. All werewearier than usual. The Fool took first watch despite the lines of strainin his face. The new ivory cast his skin had taken on made him lookterrible when he was cold, like a statue of misery carved from old bone.The rest of us did not notice the cold much when we were moving during theday, but I don't think the Fool was ever completely warm. Yet he bundledhimself warmly and went to stand outside in the rising wind without amurmur of complaint. The rest of us lay down to sleep.
 The storm was, at first, a thing that was happening above us, in thetreetops. Loose needles fell rattling against the yurt's skin and as thestorm grew more intense, small branches and occasional dumps of icy snow.The cold grew stronger and became a thing that crept in at every gap ofblanket or garment. Midway through Starling's watch, Kettricken called herin, saying the storm would stand watch for us now. When Starling entered,the wolf slunk in at her heels. To my relief, no one objected very loudly.When Starling commented that he carried snow in with him, the Fool repliedthat he had less on him than she did. Nighteyes came immediately, to ourpart of the tent, and lay down between the Fool and the outer wall. He sethis great head on the Fool's chest and heaved a sigh before closing hiseyes. I almost felt jealous.
 He's colder than you are. Much colder. And, in the city, where huntingwas so poor, he often shared food with me.
 So. He is pack, then? I asked with a trace of amusement.
 You tell me, Nighteyes challenged me. He saved your life, fed you fromhis kills, and shared his den with you. Is he pack with us or not?
 I suppose he is, I said after a moment's consideration. I had neverseen things in quite that light before. Unobtrusively, I shifted in mybedding to be slightly closer to the Fool. "Are you cold?" I asked himaloud. 
 "Not so long as I keep shivering," he told me miserably. Then he added,"Actually, I'm warmer with the wolf between me and the wall. He gives off alot of heat."
 "He's grateful for all the times you fed him in Jhaampe."
 The Fool squinted at me through the tent's dimness. "Really? I did notthink animals carried memories for that long."
 That startled me into thinking about it. "Usually, they don't. Buttonight, he recalls that you fed him and is grateful."
 The Fool lifted a hand to scratch carefully around Nighteyes' ears.Nighteyes made a puppy growl of pleasure and happily snuggled closer. Iwondered again at all the changes I was seeing in him. More and more often,his reactions and thoughts were a mixture of human and wolf.
 I was too tired to give it much thought. I closed my eyes and startedto sink into sleep. After a time, I realized that my eyes were tightlyshut, my jaw clenched, and I was no closer to sleep. I wanted to simply letgo of consciousness, so weary was I, but the Skill so threatened and luredme that I could not relax enough to sleep. I kept shifting, trying to finda physical position that was more relaxing, until Kettle on the other sideof me pointedly asked me if I had fleas. I tried to be still.
 I stared up into the darkness of the tent's ceiling, listening to theblowing wind outside and the quiet breathing of my companions inside. Iclosed my eyes and relaxed my muscles, trying to at least rest my body. Iwanted so desperately to fall asleep. But Skill dreams tugged at me liketiny barbed hooks in my mind until I thought I should scream. Most werehorrible. Some sort of Forging ceremony in a coastal village, a huge fireburning in a pit, and captives dragged forward by jeering Outlslanders andoffered the choice of being Forged or flinging themselves into the pit.Children were watching. I jerked my mind back from the flames.
 I caught my breath and calmed my eyes. Sleep. In a night chamber inBuckkeep Castle, Lacey was carefully removing lace from an old weddinggown. Her mouth was pinched shut with disapproval as she picked out thetiny threads that secured the ornate work. "It will bring a good price,"Patience said to her. "Perhaps enough to supply our watchtowers for anothermonth. He would understand what we must do for Buck." She held her head very upright, and there was more gray in the black of her hair than Irecalled as her fingers unfastened the strings of tiny pearls thatglistened in scalloping at the neckline of the gown. Time had aged thewhite of the gown to ivory, and the luxuriant breadth of the skirts cascaded over their laps. Patience cocked her head suddenly as iflistening, a puzzled frown on her face. I fled.
 I used all my will to pry my eyes open. The fire in the small brazierburned small, shedding a reddish light. I studied the poles that supportedthe taut hides. I willed my breath to calmness. I dared not think ofanything that might lure me out of my own life, not Molly, not Burrich, notVerity. I tried to find some neutral image to rest my mind upon, somethingwith no special connotations to my life. I called up a bland landscape. Asmooth blank plain of land cloaked in white snow, a peaceful night sky overit. Blessed stillness ... I sank into it as into a soft feather bed.
 A rider came, swiftly, leaning low, clinging to his horse's neck,urging him on. There was a simple safe beauty to the duo, the runninghorse, the man's streaming cloak echoed by the horse's flowing tail. For atime, there was no more than this, the dark horse and rider cleaving thesnowy plain under an open moonlit night. The horse ran well, an effortlessstretching and gathering of muscles and the man sat him lightly, almostappearing to ride above him rather than on his back. The moon glintedsilver off the man's brow, glistening upon the rampant buck badge that hewore. Chade.
 Three riders and horses appeared. Two came from behind, but thosehorses were running wearily, heavily. The lone rider would outdistance themif the chase went much longer. The third pursuer cut the plain at an angleto the others. The piebald horse ran with a will, unmindful of the deepersnow he churned through in pursuit. His small rider sat him high and well,a woman or a young man. The moonlight danced lightly along a drawn blade.For a time it looked as if the young rider would intersect with Chade'spath of flight, but the old assassin saw him. He spoke to his horse, andthe gelding put on a burst of speed, incredible to see. He left the twolumbering pursuers far behind, but the piebald reached the packed trail nowand his legs stretched long as he endeavored to catch up. For a time, itlooked as if Chade would escape cleanly, but the piebald horse was fresher.The gelding could not maintain his burst of speed, and the even pace of thepiebald slowly ate into his lead. The gap closed gradually butrelentlessly. Then the piebald ran right behind the black gelding. Thegelding slowed and Chade turned in the saddle and lifted an arm ingreeting. The other rider shouted to him, her voice thin in the cold air."For Verity the true King!" She tossed a bag to him, and he threw a packetto her. Abruptly they separated, the two horses both veering from thetrodden path to go wide of one another. The hoofbeats dwindled in the night.
 The laboring mounts of the pursuers were lathered and wet, steaming inthe cold air. Their riders pulled them up, cursing, when they reached theplace where Chade and his cohort separated. Snatches of conversation mixed 
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with curses floated on. the air. "Damned Farseer partisans!" and "No way totell which one has it now!" and finally "Not going back to face a lash overthis mess." They seemed to reach an agreement, for they let their horsesbreathe, and then proceeded more slowly, following the trodden path awayfrom wherever they had come.
 I found myself briefly. Strange to discover I was smiling even thoughsweat misted my face. The Skilling was strong and true. I was breathingdeep with the strain of it. I tried to draw back from it, but the sweetrush of knowing was too keen. I was elated at Chade's escape, elated toknow that there were partisans who worked on Verity's behalf. The worldstretched out wide before me, tempting as a tray of sweet cakes. My heartchose instantly.
 A baby wailed, in that endless, hopeless way that infants have. Mydaughter. She lay on a bed, still wrapped in a blanket that was beaded withrain. Her face was red with the earnestness of her screaming. The pentfrustration in Molly's voice was frightening as she said, "Be quiet. Can'tyou just be quiet!"
 Burrich's voice, stern and weary. "Don't be cross at her. She's only ababe. She's probably just hungry."
 Molly stood, lips pinched tight, arms folded tightly across her chest.Her cheeks were red, her hair had gone to wet strands.
 Burrich hung up his dripping cloak. They had all been somewhere,together, and just returned. The ashes were dead in the fireplace, thecottage cold. Burrich went to the hearth and awkwardly knelt by it,favoring his knee, and began to select kindling to build a fire. I couldfeel the tension in him, and I knew how he strove to contain his temper."Take care of the baby," he suggested quietly. "I'll get the fire going andput some water to boil."
 Molly took off her cloak and moved deliberately to hang it by his. Iknew how she hated to be told what to do. The baby continued wailing, asremorseless a demand as the winter wind outside. "I am cold, and tired, andhungry, and wet. She's going to have to learn that sometimes she just hasto wait."
 Burrich leaned down to blow on a spark, cursed softly when it did notcatch. "She is cold and hungry and tired and wet, too," he pointed out. Hisvoice was getting crisper. He continued doggedly with his fire making. "And she is too small to do anything about it. So she cries. Not to torment you,but to tell you she needs help. It's like a puppy yelping, woman, or achick cheeping. She doesn't do it to annoy." His voice was rising on everysentence.
 "Well, it annoys me!" Molly declared, and turned to the fight. "Shewill just have to cry it out. I'm too tired to deal with her. And she'sgetting spoiled. All she does is cry to be held. I never have a moment tomyself any longer. I can't even sleep a night through. Feed the baby, washthe baby, change the baby, hold the baby. That's all my life is anymore."She listed off her grievances aggressively. That glint was in her eye, thesame one I'd seen when she defied her father, and I knew she expectedBurrich to stand and advance on her. Instead, he blew on a tiny glow andgrunted in satisfaction when a narrow tongue of flame licked up and kindleda curl of birch bark. He didn't even turn to look at Molly or the wailingchild. Twig after twig he set on the tiny fire, and I marveled that hecould not be aware of Molly seething behind him. I would not have been socomposed were she behind me and wearing that expression.
 Only when the fire was well established did he rise, and then heturned, not to Molly but to the child. He walked past Molly as if she werenot there. I did not know if he saw how she steeled herself not to flinch from the sudden blow she half-expected from him. It wrung my heart to seethis scar her father left on her. Burrich leaned over the baby, speaking inhis calming voice as he unwrapped her. I watched in a sort of awe as hecompetently changed her napkin. He glanced about, then took up a wool shirtof his that was hanging on a chair back and wrapped her in it. Shecontinued to wail, but on a different note. He propped her against hisshoulder and used his free hand to fill the kettle and set it on the fire. It was as if Molly were not there at all. Her face went white and her eyeswere huge as he began to measure out grain. When he found the water was notyet boiling, he sat down with the baby and patted her back rhythmically.The wailing became less determined, as if the baby was wearying of crying.
 Molly stalked over to them. "Give me the baby. I'll nurse her now."
 Burrich slowly turned his eyes up to her. His face was impassive. "Whenyou're calm, and want to hold her, I'll give her to you."
 "You'll give her to me now! She's my child!" Molly snapped, and reachedfor her. Burrich stopped her with a look. She stepped back. "Are you tryingto make me ashamed?" she demanded. Her voice was going shrill. "She's mychild. I have a right to raise her as I see fit. She doesn't need to beheld all the time. " 
 "That's true," he agreed blandly, but made no move to give her thechild. 
"You think I'm a bad mother. But what do you know about children, tosay I'm wrong?"
 Burrich got up, staggered a half step on his bad leg, and regained hisbalance. He took up the measure of grain. He sprinkled it over the boilingwater, then stirred it to wet it evenly. Then he put a tight lid on the potand pulled it slightly back from the fire's reach. All this while balancingthe babe in the crook of one arm. I could tell he had been thinking when heanswered, "Not babies, perhaps. But I know about young things. Foals,puppies, calves, piglets. Even hunting cats. I know if you want them totrust you, you touch them often when they are small. Gently, but firmly, sothey believe in your strength, too."
 He warmed to his subject. I'd heard this lecture a hundred timesbefore, usually delivered to impatient stableboys. "You don't shout atthem, or make sudden moves that look threatening. You give them good feedand clean water, and keep them clean and give them shelter from theweather." His voice dropped accusingly as he added, "You don't take outyour temper on them, or confuse punishment with discipline."
 Molly looked shocked at his words. "Discipline comes from punishment. Achild learns discipline when she is punished for doing something wrong."
 Burrich shook his head. "I'd like to `punish' the man that beat thatinto you," he said, and an edge of his old temper crept into his voice."What did you really learn from your father taking his temper out on you?"he demanded. "That to show tenderness to your baby is a weakness? That togive in and hold your child when she cries because she wants you is somehownot an adult thing to do?"
 "I don't want to talk about my father," Molly declared suddenly, butthere was uncertainty in her voice. She reached for the baby like a childclutching at a favorite toy and Burrich let her take the infant. Molly saton the hearthstones and opened her blouse. The baby sought her breastgreedily and was instantly silent. For a time the only sounds were the windmuttering outside, the bubbling of the porridge pot, and the small sticknoises of Burrich feeding the fire. "You did not always keep your patiencewith Fitz when he was little," Molly muttered chidingly.
 Burrich gave a brief snort of laughter. "I don't think anyone wouldhave been eternally patient with that one. When I got him, he was five orsix, and I knew nothing of him. And I was a young man, with many other interests. You can put a colt in a corral, or tie a dog up for a time. Notso with a child. You can never forget you have a child for even aninstant." He shrugged his shoulders helplessly. "Before I knew it, he'dbecome the center of my life." An odd little pause. "Then they took himfrom me, and I let them .... And now he's dead."
 A silence. I wanted desperately to reach to them both, to tell themthat I lived. But I could not. I could hear them, I could see them, but Icould not reach them. Like the wind outside the house, I roared and poundedat the walls, to no avail.
 "What am I going to do? What will become of us?" Molly asked abruptlyof no one. The despair in her voice was rending. "Here I am. No husband,and a child, and no way to make my own way in the world. Everything I savedis gone." She looked at Burrich. "I was so stupid. I always believed hewould come to find me, that he would marry me. But he never did. And now henever will." She began to rock as she clutched the baby to her. Tearsspilled unheeded down her cheeks. "Don't think I didn't hear that old mantoday, the one that said he'd seen me in Buckkeep Town and I was the Wit-Bastard's whore. How long before that tale races through Capelin Beach? Idaren't go to town anymore, I can't hold up my head."
 Something went out of Burrich at her words. He slumped, elbow on knee,head in his hand. He muttered, "I thought you had not heard him. Had he notbeen half as old as God, I'd have made him answer for his words."
 "You can't challenge a man for speaking the truth," Molly saiddispiritedly.
 That brought Burrich's head up. "You're not a whore!" he declaredhotly. "You were Fitz's wife. It's not your fault if not all were privy toit."
 "His wife," Molly said mockingly to herself. "I was not, Burrich. Henever married me."
 "Such was how he spoke of you to me. I promise you, I know this. Had henot died, he would have come to you. He would. He always intended to makeyou his wife."
 "Oh, yes, he had many intentions. And he spoke many lies. Intentionsare not deeds, Burrich. If every woman who had heard a man promise marriagewere a wife, well, there'd be a spate less of bastards in the world." Shestraightened up and wiped the tears from her face with a weary finality.Burrich made no answer to her words. She looked down into the little face that was finally at peace. The babe went to sleep. She slipped her littlefinger into the child's mouth to free her nipple from the babe's sleepygrip on it. As Molly did up her blouse, she smiled weakly. "I think I feela tooth coming through. Maybe she's just colicky from teething."
 "A tooth? Let me see!" Burrich exclaimed, and came to bend over thebaby as Molly carefully pushed down her pink lower lip to reveal a tinyhalf-moon of white showing in her gum. My daughter pulled away from thetouch, frowning in her sleep. Burrich took her gently from Molly andcarried her over to the bed. He settled her into it, still wrapped in hisshirt. By the fire, Molly took the lid off the kettle and gave the porridgea stir.
 "I'll take care of you both," Burrich offered awkwardly. He looked downat the child as he spoke. "I'm not so old I can't get work, you know. Aslong as I can swing an axe, we can trade or sell firewood in town. We'llget by."
 "You're not old at all," Molly said absently as she sprinkled a bit ofsalt into the porridge. She went to her chair and dropped into it. From abasket by her chair, she took up a piece of mending and turned it about inher hands, deciding where to begin. "You seem to wake up new each day. Lookat this shirt. Torn out at the shoulder seam as if a growing boy did it. Ithink you get younger each day. But I feel as if I get older with everypassing hour. And I can't live on your kindness forever, Burrich. I've gotto get on with my life. Somehow. I just can't think how to begin, just now."
 "Then don't worry about it, just now," he said comfortingly.
 He came to stand behind her chair. His hands lifted as if he would putthem on her shoulders. Instead he crossed his arms on his chest. "Soon it will be spring: We'll put in a garden and the fish runs will begin again.There may be some hiring work down in Capelin Beach. You'll see, we'll getby."
 His optimism reached something in her. "I should start now and makesome straw hives. With great good luck, I might chance on a swarming ofbees."
 "I know a flowering field up in the hills where the bees work thick insummer. If we set out hives there, would the bees move into them?"
 Molly smiled to herself. "They are not like birds, silly. They onlyswarm when the old hive has too many bees. We might get a swarm that way,but not until high summer or autumn. No. Come spring, when the bees first 
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stir, we'll try to find a bee tree. I used to help my father hunt bees whenI was smaller, before I grew wise enough to winter a hive over. You put outa dish of warmed honey to draw them. First one, and then another will come.If you are good at it, and I am, you can find the bee line and follow itback to the bee tree. That is only the start, of course. Then you have toforce the swarm out of the tree and into the hive you've made ready.Sometimes, if the bee tree is small, you can simply cut it down and takethe bee gum home with you."
 "Bee gum?"
 "The part of the tree they nest in."
 "Don't they sting you?" Burrich asked incredulously.
 "Not if you do it right," she told him calmly.
 "You'll have to teach me how," he said humbly.
 Molly twisted in her seat to look up at him. She smiled, but it was notlike her old smile. It was a smile that acknowledged that they werepretending it would all go as they planned. She knew too well now that nohope could be completely trusted. "If you'll teach me to write my letters.Lacey and Patience started, and I can read a bit, but the writing comesharder to me."
 "I'll teach you and then you can teach Nettle," he promised her.
 Nettle. She named my daughter Nettle, after the herb she loves, thoughit leaves great rashes on her hands and arms if she is careless when shegathers it. Is that how she felt about our daughter, that she brought paineven as she brought enjoyment? It pained me to think it was so. Somethingtugged at my attention, but I clung fiercely where I was. If this was asclose as I could come to Molly right now, then I would take what I couldand cling to it.
 No. Verity spoke firmly. Come away now. You put them in danger. Do youthink they would scruple to destroy them, if they thought by doing so theycould hurt and weaken you?
 Abruptly I was with Verity. He was somewhere cold and windy and dark. Itried to see more of what was around us, but he blocked my eyes. Soeffortlessly he had brought me here against my will, so effortlessly heclosed off my vision. The strength of Skill on him was frightening. Yet I could sense he was tired, weary almost to death despite this vast power.The Skill was like a strong stallion and Verity was the fraying rope thattethers it. It pulled at him every minute and every minute he resisted it.
 We are coming to you, I told him needlessly.
 I know. Hurry. And do this no more, think of them no more, and give nothought at all to the names of those who would do us harm. Every whisperhere is a shout. They have powers you do not imagine, in strengths youcannot defy. Where you go, your enemies may follow. So leave no trail.
 But where are you? I demanded as he. thrust me away from him.
 Find me! he commanded me, and slammed me back into my own body and life.
 I sat up in my blankets, convulsively gasping for air. It reminded meof wrestling and being slammed down on the flat of my back. For a moment Imade tiny sounds as I sought to fill my lungs. Finally I drew a fullbreath. I looked about me in the darkness. Outside the tent, the windstormhowled. The brazier was a small red glow in the center that illuminatedlittle more than Kettle's huddled form sleeping close to it.
 "Are you all right?" the Fool asked me quietly.
 "No," I said softly. I lay back down beside him. I was suddenly tootired to think, too tired to say another word. The sweat on my body chilledand I began to shiver. The Fool surprised me by putting an arm around me. Imoved closer to him gratefully, sharing warmth. The sympathy of my wolfwrapped me. I waited for the Fool to say something comforting. He was toowise to try. I fell asleep longing for words that did not exist. 
CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
Strategy

 Six Wisemen came to Jhaampe-town 
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 Climbed a hill, and never came down
Found their flesh and lost their skins
 Flew away on stony wings.

 Five Wisemen came to Jhaampe-town
Walked a road not up nor down
Were torn to many and turned to one,
In the end, left a task half-done.

 Four Wisemen came to Jhaampe-town
They spoke in words without a sound
They begged their Queen to let them go
And what became of them, no one can know.

 Three Wisemen came to Jhaampe-town
They'd helped a king to keep his crown.
But when they tried to climb the hill
Down they came in a terrible spill.

 Two Wisemen came to Jhaampe-town
Gentle women there they found.
Forgot their quest and lived in love
Perhaps were wiser than ones above.

 One Wiseman came to Jhaampe-town.
He set aside both Queen and Crown
Did his task and fell asleep
Gave his bones to the stones to keep.

 No wise men go to Jhaampe-town.
To climb the hill and never come down.
 'Tis wiser far and much more brave
 To stay at home and face the grave.

 "Fitz? Are you awake?" The Fool was bending over me, his face veryclose to mine. He seemed anxious.
 "I think so." I shut my eyes. Images and thoughts flickered through mymind. I could not decide which of them were mine. I tried to remember if it was important to know that.
 "Fitz!" This was Kettricken, shaking me. 
 "Make him sit up," Starling suggested. Kettricken promptly gripped meby my shirtfront and hauled me into a sitting position. The sudden changedizzied me. I could not understand why they wanted me to be awake in themiddle of the night. I said so.
 "It's midday," Kettricken said tersely. "The storm hasn't let up sincelast night." She peered at me closely. "Are you hungry? Would you like acup of tea?"
 While I was trying to decide, I forgot what she had asked me. Therewere so many people talking softly, I could not sort my thoughts fromtheirs. "I beg your pardon," I told the woman politely. "What did you askme?"
 "Fitz!" the pale man hissed in exasperation. He reached behind me anddragged a pack over to him. "He has elfbark in here, for tea. Chade left itwith him. It should bring him back to himself."
 "He doesn't need that," an old woman said sharply. She crawled closerto me, reached up, and gripped my ear. She pinched it tightly.
 "Ouch! Kettle!" I rebuked her, and tried to pull away. She kept herpainful hold. "Wake up!" she told me sternly. "Right now!"
 "I'm awake!" I promised her, and after a scowl at me, she let go of myear. While I looked about me in some confusion, she muttered angrily,"We're too close to that damnable road."
 "It's still stormy outside?" I asked bewilderedly.
 "You've only been told that six times," Starling retorted, but I couldhear the worry that underlay her words.
 "I had ... nightmares last night. I didn't sleep well." I looked aroundat the circle of folk clustered around the small brazier. Someone had braved the wind for a fresh supply of wood. A kettle hung on a tripod overthe brazier, heaped full of melting snow. "Where's Nighteyes?" I asked assoon as I missed him.
 "Hunting," Kettricken said and, With very little luck, came the echofrom the hillside above us. I could feel the wind past his eyes. He hadfolded his ears back from it. Nothing is moving in this storm. I don't knowwhy I bother. 
 Come back and stay warm, I suggested. At that moment, Kettle leanedover and pinched my arm savagely. I jerked back from it with a cry.
 "Pay attention to us!" she snapped at me.
 "What are we doing?" I demanded as I sat rubbing my arm. No one'sbehavior made any sense to me today.
 "Waiting for the storm to pass," Starling told me. She leaned closer tome, peering into my face. "Fitz, what is the matter with you? I feel as ifyou're not really here."
 "I don't know," I admitted. "I feel caught in a dream. And if I don'tconcentrate on staying awake, I start to fall right back to sleep."
 "Then concentrate," Kettle advised me roughly. I could not understandwhy she seemed so angry with me.
 "Maybe he should just sleep," the Fool suggested. "He seems tired, andfrom all the leaping and yelping he did in his sleep last night, his dreamswere scarcely restful."
 "So he will get more rest staying awake now than from going back todreams like that," Kettle insisted mercilessly. She poked me suddenly inthe ribs. "Talk to us, Fitz."
 "About what?" I hedged.
 Kettricken moved quickly to the attack. "Did you dream of Verity lastnight?" she demanded. "Is Skilling last night what has left you so dazedtoday?"
 I sighed. One does not answer a direct question from one's queen with alie. "Yes," I told her, but as her eyes lit I had to add, "But it was adream that will bring you small comfort. He is alive, in a cold; windyplace. He would let me see no more than that, and when I asked where hewas, he simply told me to find him."
 "Why would he behave so?" Kettricken asked. The hurt on her face was asif Verity himself had shoved her away.
 "He warned me severely against all Skilling. I had been ... watchingMolly and Burrich." It was so hard to admit this, for I wanted to speaknothing of what I had seen there. "Verity came and took me away from there, and warned me that our enemies might find them through me and hurt them. Ibelieve that is why he concealed his surroundings from me. Because hefeared that if I knew them, somehow Regal or his coterie might come to knowthem."
 "Does he fear that they seek for him also?" Kettricken askedwonderingly.
 "So it seems to me. Though I have felt no tremor of their presence, heseems to believe they will seek him out, either by the Skill or in theflesh."
 "Why should Regal bother to do so, when all believe Verity dead?"Kettricken asked me.
 I shrugged. "Perhaps to make certain that he never returns to provethem all wrong. I do not truly know, my queen. I sense that my kingconceals much from me. He warned me that the powers of the coterie are manyand strong."
 "But surely Verity is as strong?" Kettricken asked with a child's faith.
 "He masters a storm of power such as I have never witnessed, my lady.But it takes all his will to control it."
 "All such control is an illusion," Kettle mumbled to herself. "A trapto deceive the unwary."
 "King Verity is scarcely unwary, Dame Kettle!" Kettricken retortedangrily.
 "No, he is not," I agreed in a conciliatory tone. "And the words weremine, not Ver ... King Verity's, my lady. I only seek to make youunderstand that what he now does is beyond my comprehension. All I can dois trust that he knows what he is about. And do as he has ordered me."
 "To find him," Kettricken agreed. She sighed. "Would that we couldleave now, this very minute. But only a fool defies a storm such as thisone."
 "While we bide here, FitzChivalry is in constant danger," Kettleinformed us. All eyes turned to her.
 "What makes you say so, Kettle?" Kettricken asked. 
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 She hesitated. "Anyone can see it is so. Unless he is kept talking, histhoughts drift, his eyes become empty. He cannot sleep at night without theSkill coming upon him. It is obvious that the road is at fault."
 "While these things are so, it is not at all obvious to me that theroad is the problem. A lingering fever from his injury could be at fault,or ..."/P> 
"No." I risked interrupting my queen. "It is the road. I have no fever.And I did not feel this way before I traveled on it."
 "Explain this to me," Kettricken commanded.
 "I don't understand it myself. I can only suppose that Skill wassomehow used to construct that road. It runs straighter and more level thanany road I have ever known. No tree intrudes upon it, despite how little itis used. There are no animal tracks upon it. And did you mark the one treewe passed yesterday, the log that had fallen across the road? The stump andthe uppermost branches were still almost sound ... but all of the trunkthat had fallen upon the road itself was rotted away to almost nothing.Some force moves still in that road, to keep it so clear and true. And Ithink whatever it is, it is related to the Skill."
 Kettricken sat a moment considering this. "What do you suggest we do?"she asked me.
 I shrugged. "Nothing. For now. The tent is well pitched here. We'd befoolish to try to move it in this wind. I must simply be aware of thedanger to myself, and endeavor to avoid it. And tomorrow, or whenever thewind falls, I should walk beside the road instead of upon it."
 "That will be little better for you," Kettle grumbled.
 "Perhaps. But as the road is our guide to Verity, it would be foolishto leave it. Verity survived this path, and he walked it alone." I paused,thinking that I now understood better some of the fragmented Skill dreams Ihad had of him. "I will manage, somehow."
 The circle of faces doubtfully regarding me were not reassuring. "Youmust, I suppose," Kettricken concluded dolefully. "If there is any way wecan assist you, FitzChivalry ..."/P> 
"There is none that I can think of," I admitted. 
 "Save to keep his mind occupied as best we can," Kettle offered. "Donot let him sit idly, nor sleep overmuch. Starling, you have your harp,have you not? Could not you play and sing for us?"
 "I have a harp," Starling corrected her sourly. "It's a poor thingcompared to my old one that was taken from me at Moonseye." For a momenther face emptied and her eyes turned inward. I wondered if that was how Ilooked when the Skill pulled at me. Kettle reached to pat her softly on oneknee, but Starling flinched to the touch. "Still, it's what I have, andI'll play it, if you think it will help." She reached behind her for herpack and drew from it a bundled harp. As she drew the harp from itswrappings, I could see that it was little more than a framework of raw woodwith strings stretched across it. It had the essential shape of her oldharp, but with none of its grace and polish. It was to Starling's old harpwhat one of Hod's practice blades was to a fine sword; a thing of utilityand function, no more than that. But she settled it on her lap and begantuning it. She began the opening notes of an old Buck ballad when she wasinterrupted by a snowy nose poking its way into the tent door.
 "Nighteyes!" The Fool welcomed him.
 I've meat to share. This came as a proud announcement. More than enoughto gorge well on.
 It was not an exaggeration. When I crawled out of the tent to see hiskill, it was a sort of boar. The tusks and coarse hair were much the sameas those I had hunted before, but this creature had larger ears and thecoarse hair was mottled black and white. When Kettricken joined me, sheexclaimed over it, saying she had seen few of them before, but they wereknown to roam the forests and had a reputation as vicious game best leftalone. She scratched the wolf behind the ear with a mittened hand and praised him overmuch for his bravery and skill, until he fell over in thesnow overcome with pride in himself. I looked at him, lolling near on hisback in the snow and wind, and could not help but grin. In an instant hehad flipped to his feet, to give me a nasty pinch on the leg and demandthat I open its belly for him.
 The meat was fat and rich. Kettricken and I did most of the butchering,for the cold savaged the Fool and Kettle mercilessly and Starling beggedoff for the sake of a harpist's hands. Cold and damp were not the bestthings for her still-healing fingers. I did not much mind. Both the taskand the harsh conditions kept my mind from wandering as I worked, and therewas an odd pleasure to being alone with Kettricken, even under suchcircumstances, for in sharing this humble work, we both forgot station andpast and became but two people in the cold rejoicing in a richness of meat. 
We cut off long skewering strips that would cook swiftly over the littlebrazier in sufficient quantity for all of us to gorge. Nighteyes took theentrails for himself, reveling in the heart and liver and guts and then afront leg with the satisfaction of bones to crack. He brought this gristlyprize into the tent with him, but no one made comment on the snowy, bloodywolf that lay along one side of the tent wall and noisily chewed his meatsave to praise him. I thought him insufferably satisfied with himself andtold him so; he but informed me that I had never made so difficult a killalone, let alone dragged it back intact to share. All the while the Foolscratched his ears.
 Soon the rich smell of cooking filled the tent. It had been some dayssince we had had fresh meat of any kind, and the cold we had endured madethe fat taste doubly rich to us. It brought our spirits up and we couldalmost forget the howling of the wind outside and the cold that pressed sofiercely against our small shelter. After we were all sated with meat,Kettle made tea for us. I know of nothing more warming than hot meat andtea and good fellowship.
 This is pack, Nighteyes observed in contentment from his corner. And Icould do no more than agree.
 Starling cleansed her fingers of grease and took her harp back from theFool, who had asked to see it. To my surprise, he leaned over it with her,and traced down the frame with a pale fingernail, saying, "Had I my toolshere, I could shave the wood here, and here, and smooth a curve like soalong this side. I think it might fit your hands better."
 Starling looked at him hard, caught between suspicion and hesitancy.She studied his face for mockery, but found none. Carefully she observed,as if she spoke to us all, "My master who taught me harping was good at themaking of harps as well. Too good, perhaps. He tried to teach me, and Ilearned the basics, but he could not stand to watch me `fumble and scrapeat fine wood,' as he put it. So I never learned for myself the finer pointsof shaping the frame. And with this hand still stiff ..."/P> 
"Were we back at Jhaampe, I could let you fumble and scrape as much asyou wanted. To do is truly the only way to learn. But for here, for now,even with such knives as we have, I think I might bring a more gracefulshape out of this wood." The Fool spoke openly.
 "If you would," she accepted quietly. I wondered when they had setaside their hostilities and realized I had not, for some days, paid muchattention to anyone save myself. I had accepted that Starling wanted littlemore to do with me than to be present if I did something of vast import. I had not made any of friendship's demands upon her. Both Kettricken's rankand her grief had imposed a barrier between us that I had not ventured tobreach. Kettle's reticence about herself made any true conversationdifficult. But I could think of no excuse for how I had excluded the Fool and the wolf from my thoughts lately.
 When you throw up walls against those who would use Skill against you,you lock more than your Skill-sense inside, Nighteyes observed.
 I sat pondering that. It seemed to me that my Wit and my feeling forpeople had dimmed somewhat of late. Perhaps my companion was right. Kettlepoked me suddenly, sharply. "Don't wander!" she chided me.
 "I was just thinking," I said defensively.
 "Well, think aloud then."
 "I've no thoughts worth sharing just now."
 Kettle glowered at me for being uncooperative.
 "Recite then," commanded the Fool. "Or sing something. Anything to keepyourself focused here."
 "That's a good idea," Kettle agreed, and it was my turn to glower atthe Fool. But all eyes were on me. I took a breath and tried to think ofsomething to recite. Almost everyone had a favorite story or bit of poetrymemorized. But most of what I had possessed had to do with the poisoningherbs or others of the assassin's arts. "I know one song," I finallyadmitted. " `Crossfire's Sacrifice.' "
 Now Kettle scowled, but Starling struck up the opening notes with anamused smile on her face. After one false start, I launched into it, andcarried it off fairly well, though I saw Starling flinch a time or two at asoured note. For whatever reason my choice of song displeased Kettle, whosat grim and staring at me defiantly. When I had finished, the turn waspassed to Kettricken, who sang a hunting ballad from the Mountains. Then itwas the Fool's turn, and he humored us with a ribald folk song aboutcourting a milkmaid. I believe I saw grudging admiration from Starling forthat performance. That left Kettle, and I had expected her to beg off.Instead, she sang the old children's nursery rhyme about "Six Wise Men wentto Jhaampe-town, climbed a hill and never came down," all the time eyeingme as if each word from her cracked old voice were a barb meant just forme. But if there was a veiled insult there, I missed it, as well as thereason for her ill will. 
 Wolves sing together, Nighteyes observed, just as Kettricken suggested,"Play us something we all know, Starling. Something to give us heart." SoStarling played that ancient song about gathering flowers for one'sbeloved, and we all sang along, some with more heart than others.
 As the last note died away, Kettle observed, "The wind's dropping."
 We all listened, and then Kettricken crawled from the tent. I followedher, and we stood quiet for a time in a wind that had gone quieter. Duskhad stolen the colors from the world. In the wake of the wind, snow hadbegun thickly falling. "The storm has almost blown itself out," sheobserved. "We can be on our way tomorrow."
 "None too soon for me," I said. Come to me, come to me still echoed inthe beating of my heart. Somewhere up in those Mountains, or beyond them,was Verity.
 And the river of Skill.
 "As for me," Kettricken said quietly. "Would that I had followed myinstincts a year ago, and gone to the ends of the map. But I reasoned thatI could do no better than Verity had done. And I feared to risk his child.A child I lost anyway, and thus failed him both ways."
 "Failed him?" I exclaimed in horror. "By losing his child?"
 "His child, his crown, his kingdom. His father. What did he entrust mewith that I did not lose, FitzChivalry? Even as I rush to be with himagain, I wonder how I can meet his eyes."
 "Oh, my queen, you are mistaken in this, I assure you. He would notperceive that you have failed him, but fears only that he abandoned you inthe greatest of danger."
 "He only went to do what he knew he must," Kettricken said quietly. Andthen added plaintively, "Oh, Fitz, how can you speak for what he feels,when you cannot even tell me where he is?"
 "Where he is, my queen, is but a bit of information, a spot on thatmap. But what he feels, and what he feels for you ... that is what hebreathes, and when we are together in the Skill, joined mind to mind, thenI know such things, almost whether I would or no." I recalled the othertimes I had been privy unwillingly to Verity's feelings for his queen, and was glad the night hid my face from her.
 "Would this Skill were a thing I could learn .... Do you know how oftenand how angry I have felt with you, solely because you could reach forth tothe one I longed for, and know his mind and heart so easily? Jealousy is anugly thing, and always I have tried to set it aside from me. But sometimesit seems so monstrously unfair that you are joined to him in such a way,and I am not."
 It had never occurred to me that she might. feel such a thing.Awkwardly, I pointed out, "The Skill is as much curse as it is gift. Or soit has been to me. Even if it were a thing I could gift you with, my lady,I do not know that is a thing one would do to a friend."
 "To feel his presence and his love for even a moment, Fitz ... for thatI would accept any curse that rode with it. To know his touch again, in anyform ... can you imagine how I miss him?"
 "I think I can, my lady," I said quietly. Molly. Like a hand grippingmy heart. Chopping hard winter turnips on the tabletop. The knife was dull,she would ask Burrich to put an edge on it if he ever came in from therain. He was cutting wood to take down to the village and sell tomorrow.The man worked too hard, his leg would be hurting him tonight.
 "Fitz? FitzChivalry!"
 I snapped back to Kettricken shaking me by the shoulders.
 "I'm sorry," I said quietly. I rubbed at my eyes and laughed. "Irony.All my life, it has been so difficult to use the Skill. It came and wentlike the wind in a ship's sails. Now I am here, and suddenly Skilling is aseffortless as breathing. And I hunger to use it, to find out what ishappening to those I love best. But Verity warns me I must not, and I mustbelieve he knows best."
 "As must I," she agreed wearily.
 We stood a moment longer in the dimness, and I fought a sudden impulseto put my arm around her shoulders and tell her it would be all right, thatwe would find her husband and king. Briefly, she seemed that tall slendergirl who had come from the Mountains to be Verity's bride. But now she wasthe Queen of the Six Duchies, and I had seen her strength. Surely sheneeded no comfort from one such as I. 
 We cut more slices of meat from the freezing boar and then rejoined ourcompanions in the tent. Nighteyes was sleeping contentedly. The Fool hadStarling's harp clutched between his knees and was using a skinning knifeas a makeshift drawknife to gentle some of the frame's lines. Starling satbeside him, watching and trying not to look anxious. Kettle had taken off alittle pouch she wore about her neck and opened it, and was sorting out ahandful of polished stone. As Kettricken and I built up the small fire inthe brazier and prepared to cook the meat, Kettle insisted on explainingthe rules of a game to me. Or attempting to. She finally gave up,exclaiming, "You'll understand it when you've lost a few times."
 I lost more than a few times. She kept me at it for long hours after wehad eaten. The Fool continued to shave wood from Starling's harp, with manypauses to put a fresh edge on the knife. Kettricken was silent, almostmoody, until the Fool noticed her melancholy mood and began to tell talesof Buckkeep life before she had come there. I listened with one ear, andeven I was drawn back to those days when the Red-Ships were no more than atale and my life had been almost secure if not happy. Somehow the talkrounded into the various minstrels that had played at Buckkeep, both famousand lesser, and Starling plied the Fool with questions about them.
 I soon found myself caught up in the play of the stones. It wasstrangely soothing: the stones themselves were red, black, and white,smoothly polished and pleasant to hold. The game involved each playerrandomly drawing stones from the pouch and then placing them on theintersections of lines on a patterned cloth. It was a game at once simpleand complex. Each time I won a game, Kettle immediately introduced me tomore complicated strategies. It engrossed me and freed my mind frommemories or ponderings. When finally all the others were already drowsingin their sleeping skins, she set up a game on the board and bade me studyit.
 "It can be won decisively in one move of a black stone," she told me."But the solution is not easy to see."
 I stared at the game layout and shook my head. "How long did it takeyou to learn to play?"
 She smiled to herself. "As a child, I was a fast learner. But I willadmit you are faster."
 "I thought this game came from some far land."
 "No, it is an old Buck game." 
 "I've never seen it played before."
 "It was not uncommon when I was a girl, but it was not taught toeveryone. But that is of no matter now. Study the layout of the pieces. Inthe morning, tell me the solution."
 She left the pieces set up on the cloth by the brazier. Chade's longtraining of my memory served me well. When I lay down, I visualized theboard and gave myself one black stone with which to win. There were quite avariety of possible moves, as a black stone could also claim the place of ared stone and force it to another intersection, and a red stone had similarpowers over a white. I closed my eyes, but held on to the game, playing thestone in various ways until I finally fell asleep. Either I dreamed of thegame, or of nothing at all. It kept the Skill dreams safely at bay, butwhen I awoke in the morning, I still had no solution to the puzzle she hadset me.
 I was the first one awake. I crawled out of the tent and returned with a pot packed full of new wet snow to melt for morning tea. It wassubstantially warmer outside than it had been in days. It cheered me, evenas it made me wonder if spring was already a reality in the lowlands.Before my mind could start wandering, I returned to puzzling about thegame. Nighteyes came to rest his head on my shoulder where I sat.
 I'm tired of dreaming of rocks. Lift up your eyes and see the wholething, little brother. It is a hunting pack, not isolated hunters. See.That one. Put the black there, and do not use the red to displace a white,but set it there to close the trap. That is all.
 I was still wondering at the marvelous simplicity of Nighteyes'solution when Kettle awoke. With a grin she asked me if I had solved ityet. In answer, I took a black stone from the pouch and made the moves thewolf had suggested. Kettle's face went slack with astonishment. Then shelooked up at me in awe. "No one has ever figured it out that rapidly," shetold me.
 "I had help," I admitted sheepishly. "It's the wolf's game, not mine."
 Kettle's eyes grew round. "You are jesting with an old woman," sherebuked me carefully.
 "No. I am not," I told her, as I seemed to have hurt her feelings. "Ithought about it for most of the night. I believe I even dreamed about gamestrategies. But when I woke, it was Nighteyes who had the solution." 
 She was silent for a time. "I had thought that Nighteyes was ... aclever pet. One who could hear your commands even if you did not speak themaloud. But now you say he can comprehend a game. Will you tell me heunderstands the words I speak?"
 Across the tent, Starling was propped up on one elbow, listening to theconversation. I tried to think of a way to dissemble, then rejected itfiercely. I squared my shoulders as if I were reporting to Verity himselfand spoke clearly. "We are Wit-bound. What I hear and understand, hecomprehends as I do. What interests him, he learns. I do not say he couldread a scroll, or remember a song. But if a thing intrigues him, he thinkson it, in his own way. As a wolf, usually, but sometimes almost as anyonemight ..."/P> 
I struggled to try and put in words something I myself did notunderstand perfectly. "He saw the game as a pack of wolves driving game.Not as black and red and white markers. And he saw where he would go, werehe hunting with that pack, to make their kill more likely. I suppose thatsometimes I see things as he sees them ... as a wolf. It is not wrong, Ibelieve. Only a different way of perceiving the world."
 There was still a trace of superstitious fear in Kettle's eyes as sheglanced from me to the sleeping wolf. Nighteyes chose that moment to lethis tail rise and fall in a sleepy wag to indicate he was fully cognizantthat we spoke of him. Kettle gave a shiver. "What you do with him ... is itlike Skilling from human to human, only to a wolf?"
 I started to shake my head, but then had to shrug. "The Wit begins moreas a sharing of feelings. Especially when I was a child. Following smells,chasing a chicken because it would run, enjoying food together. But whenyou have been together as long as Nighteyes and I have, it starts to besomething else. It goes beyond feelings, and it's never really words. I ammore aware of the animal that my mind lives inside. He is more aware of ..."
 Thinking. Of what comes before and after choosing to do an action. Onebecomes aware that one is always making choices, and considers what thebest ones are.
 Exactly. I repeated his words aloud for Kettle. By now Nighteyes wassitting up. He made an elaborate show of stretching and then sat looking ather, his head cocked to one side.
 "I see," she said faintly. "I see." Then she got up and left the tent.
 Starling sat up and stretched. "It gives one an entirely different 
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outlook on scratching his ears," she observed. The Fool answered her with asnort of laughter, sat up in his bedding, and immediately reached toscratch Nighteyes behind the ears. The wolf fell over on him inappreciation. I growled at both of them and went back to making tea.
 We were not as swift to be packed and on our way. A thick layer of dampsnow overlay everything, making breaking camp that much more difficult. Wecut up what was left of the boar and took it with us. The jeppas wererounded up; despite the storm, they had not wandered far. The secret seemedto be in the bag of sweetened grain that Kettricken kept to lure theleader. When we were loaded and finally ready to leave, Kettle announcedthat I must not be allowed to walk on the road, and that someone mustalways be with me. I bristled a bit at that, but they ignored me. The Foolvolunteered quickly to be my first partner. Starling gave him an odd smileand a shake of her head over that. I accepted their ridicule by sulkingmanfully. They ignored that, too.
 In a short time the women and the jeppas were moving easily up theroad, while the Fool and I scrabbled alongside on the berm that marked theedge of it. Kettle turned to shake her walking stick. "Get him farther awaythan that!" she scolded the Fool. "Get to where you can just see us tofollow us. Go on, now. Go on."
 So we obediently edged back into the woods. As soon as we were out ofsight of the others, the Fool turned to me and excitedly demanded, "Who isKettle?"
 "You know as much as I do," I pointed out shortly. And added a questionof my own, "What is between you and Starling now?"
 He lifted his eyebrows at me and winked slyly.
 "I doubt that very much," I retorted.
 "Ah, not all are as immune to my wiles as you are, Fitz. What can Itell you? She pines for me, she yearns for me in the depths of her soul,but knows not how to express it, poor thing."
 I gave it up as a bad question. "What do you mean by asking me, `Who,is Kettle?' "
 He gave me a pitying glance. "It is not so complex a question,princeling. Who is this woman who knows so much of what troubles you, whosuddenly fishes out of a pocket a game I have only seen mentioned once in avery old scroll, who sings for us `Six Wise Men Went to Jhaampe-Town' with two additional verses I've never heard anywhere. Who, O light of my life,is Kettle, and why does so ancient a woman choose to spend her last dayshiking up a mountain with us?"
 "You're in fine spirits this morning," I observed sourly.
 "Aren't I?" he agreed. "And you are almost as adept at avoiding myquestion. Surely, you must have some musings on this mystery to share witha poor Fool?"
 "She doesn't give me enough information about herself to base anywondering on," I returned.
 "So. What can we surmise about one who guards her tongue as closely asall that? About someone who seems to know something of the Skill as well?And the ancient games of Buck, and old poetry? How old do you suppose sheis?"
 I shrugged. "She didn't like my song about Crossfire's coterie," Ioffered suddenly.
 "Ah, but that could easily have been just your singing. Let's not graspat straws, here."
 In spite of myself, I smiled. "It has been so long since your tonguehas had an edge to it, it's almost a relief to hear you mock me.'
 "Had I known you missed it, I would have been rude to you much sooner."He grinned. Then he grew more serious. "FitzChivalry, mystery hovers aboutthat woman like flies on ... spilt beer. She absolutely reeks of omens andportents and prophecies coming into focus. I think it is time one of usasked her a few direct questions." He smiled at me. "Your best chance willbe when she is shepherding you along this afternoon. Be subtle, of course.Ask her who was king when she was a girl. And why she was exiled."
 "Exiled?" I laughed aloud. "There's a leap of the imagination."
 "Do you think so?. I don't. Ask her. And be sure to tell me whatevershe doesn't say."
 "And in return for all this, you will tell me what is truly going onbetween you and Starling?"
 He gave me a sideways glance. "Are you sure you want to know? The last time we made such a trade, when I gave you the secret you'd bargained for,you found you did not want it."
 "Is this such a secret?"
 He arched one eyebrow at me. "You know, I am hardly certain of theanswer to that myself. Sometimes you surprise me, Fitz. More often, youdon't, of course. Most often I surprise myself. Such as when I volunteer toslog through loose snow and dodge trees with some bastard when I could beparading up a perfectly straight avenue with a string of charming jeppas."
 I got as little information from him the rest of the morning. Whenafternoon came, it was not Kettle but Starling who was my walkingcompanion. I expected that to be uncomfortable. I still had not forgottenthat she had bargained her knowledge of my child in order to be part ofthis expedition. But somehow in the days since we had begun our journey, myanger had become a weary wariness toward her. I knew now there was no bitof information she would scruple to use against me, and so I guarded mytongue, resolving to say nothing at all of Molly or my daughter. Not thatit would do much good now.
 But to my surprise, Starling was affable and chatty. She plied me withquestions, not about Molly, but about the Fool, to the point at which Ibegan to wonder if she had conceived a sudden affection for him. There hadbeen a few times at court when women had taken an interest in him and pursued him. To those who were attracted by the novelty of his appearance,he had been mercilessly cruel in exposing the shallowness of theirinterest. There had been one gardener maid who was impressed with his witso much that she was tongue-tied in his presence. I heard kitchen gossipthat she left bouquets of flowers for him at the base of his tower stairs,and some surmised that she had occasionally been invited to ascend thosesteps. She had had to leave Buckkeep Castle to care for her elderly motherin a distant town, and that had been where it ended, as far as I knew.
 Yet as slight as this knowledge of the Fool was, I kept it fromStarling, turning aside her questions with banalities that the two of uswere childhood friends whose duties had left us very little time forsocializing. This was actually very close to the truth, but I could see itboth frustrated and amused her. Her other questions were as odd. She askedif I had ever wondered what his true name was. I told her that not beingable to recall the name my own mother had given me had left me chary ofasking others such questions. That quieted her for a time, but then shedemanded to know how he had dressed as a child. My descriptions of hisseasonal motleys did not suit her, but I truthfully told her that untilJhaampe I had never seen him dressed in other than his jester's clothes. Byafternoon's end, her questions and my answers had more of sparring in them than conversation. I was glad to join the others in a camp, pitched atquite a distance from the Skill road.
 Even so, Kettle kept me busy, letting me do her chores as well as myown for the sake of occupying my mind. The Fool concocted a respectablestew from our supplies and the pork. The wolf contented himself withanother leg off the animal. When the meal things were finally cleared away,Kettle immediately set out the gamecloth and pouch of stones. "Now we shallsee what you have learned," she promised me.
 But half a dozen games later, she squinted up at me with a frown. "Youwere not lying!" she accused me.
 "About what?"
 "About the wolf devising the solution. Had you mastered that strategyyourself, you would play a different game now. Because someone gave you theanswer rather than your discovering it yourself, you don't fully understandit."
 At the moment the wolf rose and stretched. I weary of stones and cloth,he informed me. My hunting is more fun, and offers real meat at the end ofit.
 So you are hungry?
 No. Bored. He nosed the flap of the tent open and slipped out into thenight.
 Kettle watched him go with pursed lips. "I was about to ask if youcould not team together to play this game. It would interest me to see howyou played."
 "I think he suspected that," I muttered, a bit disgruntled that he hadnot invited me to join him.
 Five games later, I grasped the brilliant simplicity of Nighteyes'noose tactic. It had lain before me all that time, but suddenly it was asif I saw the stones in motion rather than resting on the vertices of thecloth's pattern. In my next move, I employed it to win easily. I won thenext three games handily, for I saw how it could be employed in a reversesituation as well.
 At the fourth win, Kettle cleared the cloth of stones. Around us the others had already sunk into sleep. Kettle added a handful of twigs to thebrazier to give us one last burst of light. Rapidly her knotted old fingersset out the stones on the cloth. "Again, this is your game, and it is yourmove," she informed me. "But this time, you have only a white stone toplace. A little weak white stone, but it can win for you. Think well onthis one. And no cheating. Leave the wolf out of it."
 I stared at the situation to fix the game in my mind and then lay downto sleep. The game she had set out for me looked hopeless. I did not seehow it could be won with a black stone, let alone a white one. I do notknow if it were the stone game or our distance from the road, but I sankquickly into a sleep that was dreamless until near dawn. Then I joined thewolf in his wild running. Nighteyes had left the road far behind him andwas joyously exploring the surrounding hillsides. We came on two snow catsfeeding off a kill, and for a time he taunted them, circling just out ofreach to make them hiss and spit at us. Neither would be lured from themeat and after a time we gave up the game to head back for the yurt. As weapproached the tent, we circled stealthily about the jeppas, scaring theminto a defensive bunch and then nudging them along to mill about justoutside the tent. When the wolf crept back into the tent, I was still withhim as he poked the Fool rudely with an icy nose.
 It is good to see you have not lost all spirit and fun, he told me as Iunlocked my mind from his and roused up in my own body.
 Very good, I agreed with him. And rose to face the day. 
CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX 
Signposts
 0NE THING I have learned well in my travels. The riches of one regionare taken for granted in another. Fish we would not feed to a cat inBuckkeep is prized as a delicacy in the inland cities. In some places wateris wealth, in others the constant flooding of the river is both anannoyance and a peril. Fine leather, graceful pottery, glass as transparentas air, exotic flowers ... all of these I have seen in such plentifulsupply that the folk who possess them no longer see them as wealth. 
 So perhaps, in sufficient quantity, magic becomes ordinary. Instead ofa thing of wonder and awe, it becomes the stuff of roadbeds and signposts,used with a profligacy that astounds those who have it not.
 That day I traveled, as before, across the face of a wooded hillside.At first the flank of the hill was broad and gentle. I could walk in sightof the road and only slightly below it on the hillside. The huge evergreensheld most of the burden of winter snow above me. The footing was uneven andthere were occasional patches of deep snow but walking was not toodifficult. By the end of that day, however, the trees were beginning todwindle in size and the slope of the hill was markedly steeper. The roadhugged the hillside, and I walked below it. When it came time to camp thatnight, my companions and I were hard-pressed to find a level place to pitchthe tent. We scrabbled quite a way down the hill before we found a placewhere it leveled. When we did have the yurt up, Kettricken stood lookingback up at the road and frowning to herself. She took out her map and wasconsulting it by the waning daylight when I asked her what the matter was.
 She tapped the map with a mittened finger and then gestured to theslope above us. "By tomorrow, if the road keeps climbing and the slopes getsteeper, you won't be able to keep pace with us. We'll be leaving the treesbehind us by evening tomorrow. The country is going to be bare, steep androcky. We should take firewood with us now, as much as the jeppas caneasily carry." She frowned. "We may have to slow our pace to allow you tomatch us."
 "I'll keep up," I promised her.
 Her blue eyes met mine. "By the day after tomorrow, you may have tojoin us on the road." She looked at me steadily.
 "If I do, then I'll have to cope with it." I shrugged and tried tosmile despite my uneasiness. "What else can I do?"
 "What else can any of us do?" she muttered to herself in reply.
 That night when I had finished cleaning the cooking pots, Kettle onceagain set out her cloth and stones. I looked at the spread of pieces andshook my head. "I haven't worked it out," I told her.
 "Well, that is a relief," she told me. "If you, or even if you and yourwolf had, I would have been too astonished for words. It's a difficultproblem. But we shall play a few games tonight, and if you keep your eyes open and your wits sharp, you may see the solution to your problem."
 But I did not, and lay down to sleep with gamecloth and piecesscattered in my brain.
 The next day's walk went as Kettricken had foretold. By noon I wasscrabbling through brushy places and over tumbles of bared rock withStarling at my heels. Despite the breathless effort the terrain demanded,she was full of questions, and all about the Fool. What did I know of hisparentage? Who had made his clothing for him? Had he ever been seriouslyill? It had become routine for me to answer her by giving her little or noinformation. I had expected her to weary of this game, but she was astenacious as a bulldog. Finally, I rounded on her in exasperation anddemanded to know exactly what it was about him that fascinated her so.
 A strange look came to her face, as one who steels oneself to a dare.She started to speak, paused, and then could not resist. Her eyes were avidon my face as she announced, "The Fool is a woman, and she is in love withyou."
 For a moment it was as if she had spoken in a foreign language. I stoodlooking down on her and trying to puzzle out what she had meant. Had shenot begun to laugh, I might have thought of a reply. But something in herlaughter offended me so deeply that I turned my back on her and continuedmaking my way across the steep slope.
 "You're blushing!" she called from behind me. Merriment choked hervoice. "I can tell from the back of your neck! All these years, and younever even knew? Never even suspected?"
 "I think it's a ridiculous idea," I said without even looking back.
 "Really? What part of it?"
 "All of it," I said coldly.
 "Tell me you absolutely know that I'm wrong."
 I didn't dignify her taunt with an answer. I did forge through a patchof thick brush without pausing to hold the branches back for her. I knowshe knew I was getting angry, because she was laughing. I pushed my wayclear of the last of the trees and stood looking out over a nearly sheerrock face. There was almost no brush, and cracked gray stone pushed up inicy ridges through the snow. "Stay back!" I warned Starling as she pushed up beside me. She looked around me and sucked in her breath.
 I looked up the steep hillside to where the road was scored across themountain's face like a gouge in a piece of wood. It was the only safe wayacross that sheer mountain face. Above us was the steep boulder strewnmountainside. It was not quite sheer enough to call it a cliff: There was ascattering of wind-warped trees and bushes, some with roots straggling overthe rocky soil as much as in it. Snow frosted it unevenly. Climbing up tothe road would be a challenge. The slope we traversed had been gettingsteeper all morning. I should not have been surprised, but I had been sointent on picking the best path that it had been some time since I hadlooked up to the road.
 "We'll have to return to the road," I told Starling and she noddedmutely.
 It was easier said than done. In several places I felt rock and screeslew under my feet, and more than once I went on all fours. I could hearStarling panting behind me. "Only a little farther!" I called back to heras Nighteyes came toiling up the slope beside us. He passed useffortlessly, moving by leaps up the slope until he reached the edge of theroad. He disappeared over the edge of it, and then returned to stand on thelip looking down at us. In a moment the Fool appeared beside him, to gazedown at us anxiously. "Need any help?" he called down.
 "No. We'll make it!" I called back up to him. I paused, crouching andclinging to the trunk of a stunted tree, to catch my breath and wipe thesweat from my eyes. Starling halted behind me. And suddenly I felt the roadabove me. It had a current like a river, and as the current of a riverstirs the air to wind over it, so did the road. It was a wind not of wintercold, but of lives, both distant and near. The Fool's strange essencefloated on it, and Kettle's closemouthed fear and Kettricken's saddetermination. They were as separate and recognizable as the bouquets ofdifferent wines. 
"FitzChivalry!" Starling emphasized my name by hitting me between theshoulder blades.
 "What?" I asked her absently.
 "Keep moving! I can't cling here much longer, my calves are cramping! "
 "Oh." I found my body and climbed the remaining distance to the lip ofthe road. The flowing Skill made me effortlessly aware of Starling behindme. I could feel her placing her feet and gripping the scraggly mountain willow at the edge of the cliff. I stood for an instant on the lip of theroad's edge. Then I stepped down, onto the smooth surface of the road,slipping into its pull like a child slipping into a river.
 The Fool had waited for us. Kettricken was at the head of the line of jeppas, looking back anxiously to watch us join them. I took a deep breathand felt as if I were gathering myself together. Beside me, Nighteyessuddenly flipped my hand with his nose.
 Stay with me, he suggested. I felt him groping for a firmer grip on ourbond. That I could not help him alarmed me. I looked down into his deepeyes and suddenly found a question.
 You're on the road. I didn't think animals could come on the road.
 He gave a sneeze of disgust. There's a difference between thinking anaction is wise and doing it. And you might have noticed that the jeppashave been traveling on the road for some days.
 It was too obvious. Why do the wild animals avoid it then?
 Because we still depend on ourselves for survival. The jeppas depend onhumans, and will follow them into any danger, no matter how foolish itseems to them. Thus they have not the sense to run from a wolf, either.Instead they flee back to you humans when I scare them. It's a lot likehorses or cattle and rivers. Left to themselves, they swim them only ifdeath is right behind them, from predators or starvation. But humansconvince them to swim rivers any time the human wishes to be on the otherside. I think they are rather stupid.
 So why are you on this road? I asked him with a smile.
 Do not question friendship, he told me seriously.
 "Fitz!"
 I startled, and turned to Kettle. "I'm fine," I told her, even as Iknew I was not. My Wit sense usually made me very aware of others aroundme. But Kettle had walked up right behind me and I'd not noticed until shespoke to me. Something about the Skill road was dulling my Wit. When I didnot think specifically of Nighteyes, he faded into a vague shadow in mymind.
 I'd be less than that, were I not striving to stay with you, he pointed out worriedly.
 "It will be all right. I just have to pay attention," I told him.
 Kettle assumed I was speaking to her. "Yes, you do." Pointedly she tookmy arm and started me walking. The others had gone ahead. Starling waswalking with the Fool, and singing some love ditty as she walked, but hewas looking over his shoulder worriedly at me. I gave him a nod and henodded back uneasily. Beside me, Kettle pinched my arm. "Pay attention tome. Talk to me. Tell me. Have you solved the game problem I gave you?"
 "Not yet," I admitted. The days were warmer, but the wind that blewpast us now still brought the threat of ice on the higher mountain peaks.If I thought about it, I could feel the cold on my cheeks, but the Skillroad bade me ignore it. The road was steadily climbing now. Even so, Iseemed to walk effortlessly on its surface. My eyes told me that we weregoing uphill, but I strode along as easily as if it were down.
 Another pinch from Kettle. "Think about the problem," she bade mecurtly. "And do not be deceived. Your body labors and is cold. Simplybecause you are not constantly aware of it does not mean you can ignore it.Pace yourself "

 Her words seemed both foolish and wise. I realized that by hanging onto my arm, she was not only supporting herself but was forcing me to walkmore slowly. I shortened and slowed my stride to match hers. "The othersseem to take no harm from it," I observed to her.
 "True. But they are neither old nor Skill-sensitive. They will achetonight, and tomorrow they will slow their pace. This road was built withthe assumption that those who used it would be either unaware of its moresubtle influences, or trained in how to manage them."
 "How do you know so much about it?" I demanded.
 "Do you want to know about me, or about this road?" she snapped angrily.
 "Both, actually," I told her.
 She didn't answer that. After a time she asked me, "Do you know yournursery rhymes?"
 I don't know why it made me so angry. "I don't know!" I retorted. "Idon't recall my earliest childhood, when most children learn them. I 
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suppose you could say I learned stable rhymes instead. Shall I recite foryou the fifteen points of a good horse?"
 "Recite for me instead `Six Wisemen Went to Jhaampe Town'!" shesnarled. "In my days, children were not only taught their learning rhymes,they knew what they meant. This is the hill in the poem, you ignorant pup!The one no wise man goes up and expects to come down again!"
 A shiver walked down my spine. There have been a few times in my lifewhen I have recognized some symbolic truth in a way that stripped it downto its most frightening bones. This was one. Kettle had brought to theforefront of my mind a thing I had known for days. "The Wisemen wereSkilled ones, weren't they?" I asked softly. "Six, and five, and four ...coteries, and the remains of coteries ..." My mind skipped up the stair oflogic, substituting intuition for most of the steps. "So that's what becameof the Skilled ones, the old one we could not find. When Galen's coteriedid not work well, and Verity needed more help to defend Buck, Verity and Isought for older Skilled ones, folk who had been trained by Solicity beforeGalen became Skillmaster," I explained to Kettle. "We could find fewrecords of names. And they had all either died, or disappeared. Wesuspected treachery."
 Kettle snorted. "Treachery would be nothing new to coteries. But whatmore commonly happened is that as people grew in the Skill, they becamemore and more attuned to it. Eventually the Skill called them. If one werestrong enough in the Skill, one could survive the trip up this road. But ifshe were not, she perished."
 "And if one succeeded?" I asked.
 Kettle gave me a sidelong glance, but said nothing.
 "What is at the end of this road? Who built it, and where does it lead?"
 "Verity," she said quietly at last. "It leads to Verity. You and I needknow no more than that."
 "But you know more than that!" I accused her. "As do I. It leads to thesource of all Skill as well."
 Her glance became worried, then opaque. "I know nothing," she told mesourly. Then, as conscience smote her, "There is much I suspect, and manyhalf-truths have I heard. Legends, prophecies, rumors. Those are what Iknow." 
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 "And how do you know them?" I pressed.
 She turned to regard me levelly. "Because I am fated to do so. Even asyou are."
 And not another word on the subject would she say. Instead, she set uphypothetical game boards and demanded to know what moves I would make,given a black, red, or white stone. I tried to focus on the tasks, knowingthat she gave them to me to keep my mind my own. But ignoring the Skill-force of that road was rather like ignoring a strong wind or a current oficy water. I could choose not to pay attention to it, but that did not.make it stop. In the midst of puzzling out game strategy, I would wonder atthe pattern of my own thoughts and believe them--not my own at all, butthose of another whom I had somehow tapped. While I could keep the gamepuzzle in front of me, it did not stop the gallery of voices whispering inthe back of my mind.
 The road wound up and up. The mountain itself rose nearly sheer on ourleft, and dropped off as abruptly on our right. This road went where nosane builders would have placed it. Most trade routes meandered betweenhills and over passes. This one traversed the face of a mountain, carryingus ever higher. By the time the day was fading, we had fallen far behindthe others. Nighteyes raced ahead of us and then came trotting back toreport that they had come to a resting place, wide and level, where theywere setting up the tent. With the coming of night, the mountain winds bitmore fiercely. I was glad to think of warmth and rest, and persuaded Kettleto try to hurry.
 "Hurry?" she asked. "You are the one who keeps slowing. Keep up, now."
 The last march before rest always seems longest. So the soldiers ofBuckkeep always told me. But that night I felt we waded through cold syrup,so heavy did my feet seem. I think I kept pausing. I know that severaltimes Kettle tugged at my arm and told me to come along. Even when werounded a fold in the mountainside and saw the lit tent ahead of us, Icould not seem to make myself move faster. As if in a fever dream, my eyesbrought the tent closer to me, and then set it afar. I plodded on.Multitudes whispered around me. The night dimmed my eyes. I had to squintto see in the cold wind. A crowd streamed past us on the road, ladendonkeys, laughing girls carrying baskets of bright yarn. I turned to watcha bell merchant pass us. He carried a rack high on his shoulder, and dozensof brass bells of every shape and tone jingled and rang as he walked along.I tugged at Kettle's arm to bid her turn and see it, but she only seized myhand in a grip of iron and hurried me on. A boy strode past us, going downto the village with a basketful of bright mountain flowers. Their fragrance was intoxicating. I pulled free of Kettle's grip. I hurried after him, tobuy, a few for Molly to scent her candles.
 "Help me!" Kettle called. I looked to see what was the matter, but shewas not by me. I couldn't find her in the crowd.
 "Kettle!" I called. I glanced back but then realized I was losing theflowermonger. "Wait!" I called to him.
 "He's getting away!" she cried, and there was fear and desperation inher voice.
 Nighteyes suddenly hit me from behind, his front paws striking myshoulders. His weight and speed threw me face-first on the thin layer ofsnow covering the road's smooth surface. Despite my mittens, I skinned thepalms of my hands and the pain in my knees was like fire. "Idiot!" Isnarled at him and tried to rise, but he caught me by one ankle and flippedme down onto the road again. This time I could look down over the edge intothe abyss below. My pain and astonishment had stilled the night, the folkhad all vanished, leaving me alone with the wolf.
 "Nighteyes!" I protested. "Let me up!" 
Instead he seized my wrist in his jaws, clamped his teeth down andbegan to drag me on my knees away from the road's edge. I had not known hehad such strength, or rather, I had never supposed it would be turned onme. I swatted at him ineffectually with my free hand, all the while yellingand trying to get to my feet. I could feel blood running on my arm whereone tooth had sunk in.
 Kettricken and the Fool suddenly flanked me, seizing me by my upperarms and hoisting me to my feet. "He's gone mad!" I exclaimed as Starlingraced up behind them. Her face was white, her eyes huge.
 "Oh, wolf," she exclaimed, and dropped to one knee to give him a hug.Nighteyes sat panting, obviously enjoying her embrace.
 "What is the matter with you?" I demanded of him. He looked up at me,but did not reply.
 My first reaction was a stupid one. I lifted my hands to my ears. Butthat had never been how I had heard Nighteyes. He whined as I did so, and Iheard that clearly. It was just a dog's whine. "Nighteyes!" I cried. Hereared up to stand on his hind legs, his front paws on my chest. He was so big he could almost look me in the eye. I caught an echo of his worry anddesperation, but no more than that. I quested out toward him with myWitsense. I could not find him. I could not sense any of them. It was as ifthey had all been Forged.
 I looked around at their frightened faces and realized they weretalking, no, almost shouting, something about the edge of the road and theblack column and what was the matter, what was the matter? For the firsttime it struck me how ungainly speech was. All of those separate words,strung together, every voice mouthing them differently, and this was how wecommunicated with each other. "Fitz, fitz, fitz," they shouted, my name,meaning me, I suppose, but each voice sounding the word differently, andeach with a different image of whom they spoke to and why they needed tospeak to me. The words were such awkward things, I could not concentrate onwhat they were trying to convey by them. It was like dealing with foreigntraders, pointing and holding up fingers, smiling or frowning, andguessing, always guessing at what the other truly meant.
 "Please," I said. "Hush. Please!" I only wanted them to be silent, tostop their noises and mouthings. But the sound of my own words caught myattention. "Please," I said again, marveling at all the ways my mouth mustmove to make that inexact sound. "Hush!" I said again, and realized theword meant too many things to have any real meaning at all.
 Once, when I was very new to Burrich, he had told me to unharness ateam. It was when we were still getting a measure of one another, and notask any sane man would give a child. But I managed, climbing all over thedocile beasts, and unfastening every shining buckle and clasp until theharness lay in pieces on the ground. When he came to see what was taking meso long, Burrich had been mutely astounded but unable to fault that I haddone what he had told me to do. As for me, I had been amazed at how manypieces there were to something that had seemed to be all one thing when Ihad started in on it.
 So it was for me then. All these sounds to make a word, all these wordsto frame a thought. Language came apart in my hands. I had never stopped toconsider it before. I stood before them, so drenched in the Skill-essenceon that road that speech seemed as childishly awkward as eating porridgewith one's fingers. Words were slow and inexact, hiding as much meaning asthey revealed. "Fitz, please, you have to ..." began Kettricken, and soengrossed did I become in considering every possible meaning those fivewords might have that I never heard the rest of what she said.
 The Fool took hold of my hand and led me into the tent. He pushed at meuntil I sat down, and took off my hat and mittens and outer coat. Without aword, he put a hot mug into my hands. That I could understand, but the rapid, worried conversation of the others was like the frightened squawkingof a coop full of chickens. The wolf came and lay down beside me, to resthis big head on one of my thighs. I reached down to stroke the broad skulland finger the soft ears. He pressed closer against me as if pleading. Iscratched him behind the ears, thinking that might be what he wanted. Itwas terrible not to know.
 I was not much use to anyone that evening. I tried to do my share ofthe chores, but the others kept taking them out of my hands. Several timesI was pinched, or poked and bid "Wake up!" by Kettle. One time I became sofascinated by the motion of her mouth as she scolded me that I didn'trealize when she walked away from me. I don't remember what I was doingwhen the back of my neck was seized in her clawlike grip. She dragged myhead forward and kept her hold while she tapped each stone in turn on hergamecloth. She put a black stone in my hand. For a time I just stared atthe markers. Then suddenly I felt that shift in perception. There was nospace between me and the game. For a time I tried my pebble in variouspositions. I finally found the perfect move, and when I set my stone inplace, it was as if my ears had suddenly cleared, or like blinking sleepfrom my eyes. I lifted my eyes to consider those around me.
 "Sorry," I muttered inadequately. "Sorry."
 "Better now?" Kettle asked me softly. She spoke as if I were a toddler.
 "I'm more myself now," I told her. I looked up at her, suddenlydesperate. "What happened to me?"
 "The Skill," she said simply. "You just aren't strong enough in it. Younearly followed the road where it no longer goes. There is some sort ofmarker there, and once the road diverged there, one track going down intothe valley and the other continuing across the mountainside. The downhillpath is sheared off, carried away in a cataclysm years ago. There isnothing but tumbled stone at the bottom, but one can just see where theroad emerges from the ruin and continues. It vanishes in another jumble ofstone in the distance. Verity could not have gone there. But you nearlyfollowed its memory to your death." She paused and looked at me severely."In my days ... you haven't been trained enough to do what you've beendoing, let alone face this challenge. If this is the best you weretaught ... Are you certain Verity is alive?" she suddenly demanded of me."That he survived this trial alone?"
 I decided one of us had to stop keeping secrets. "I saw him, in a Skilldream. In a city, with folk such as we passed today. He laved his bands andarms in a magic river, and walked away laden with power." 
 "God of fishes!" Kettle swore. Something of horror and something of awelit in her face.
 "We passed no folk today," Starling objected. I had not been aware shehad seated herself by me until she spoke. I jumped, startled that someonecould get that close to me and I had not sensed it.
 "All those who have ever trodden this road have left something ofthemselves upon it. Your senses are muffled to those ghosts, but Fitz walkshere naked as a newborn child. And as naive." Kettle leaned back suddenlyagainst her bedroll, and all the lines in her face deepened. "How can sucha child be the Catalyst?" she asked of no one in particular. "You don'tknow how to save yourself from yourself. How are you going to save theworld?"
 The Fool leaned over from his bedroll suddenly to take my hand.Something like strength flowed into me with that reassuring touch. His tonewas light, but his words sank into me. "Competence was never guaranteed inthe prophecies. Only persistence. What does your White Column say? `Theycome like raindrops against the stone towers of time. But in time it isalways the rain that prevails, not the tower.' " He gave my hand a squeeze.
 "Your fingers are like ice," I told him as he let go.
 "I am cold past belief," he agreed with me. He drew his knees up to hischest and wrapped his arms around them. "Cold and tired. But persistent."
 I lifted my eyes from him to find Starling with a knowing smile on herface. Gods, how it irked me. "I have elfbark in my pack," I suggested tothe Fool. "It gives warmth as well as strength."
 "Elfbark," Kettle scowled, as if it were disgusting. But after amoment's reflection, she said excitedly, "Actually, that might be a goodidea. Yes. Elfbark tea."
 When I took the drug out of my pack, Kettle snatched it out of my handsas if I might cut myself on it. She muttered to herself as she measuredtiny portions of it into mugs for us. "I've seen what kind of doses youexpose yourself to," she chided me, and brewed the tea herself. She putnone of it in the tea she prepared for Kettricken, Starling, and herself.
 I sipped at my hot tea, tasting first the acrid bite of the elfbark andthen the warmth of it in my belly. Its enervating heat spread through me. Iwatched the Fool, and saw him relax in its embrace, even as his eyes began to sparkle with it.
 Kettricken had her map out and was frowning over it. "FitzChivalry,study this with me," the Queen suddenly commanded. I moved around thebrazier to sit next to her. I was scarcely settled before she began. "Ibelieve we are here," she told me. Her finger tapped the first juncture ofthe trail that was marked on the map. "Verity said he would visit all threeplaces that were marked on the map. I believe that when this map was made,the road that you nearly followed tonight was intact. Now it is no longerthere. And has not been there for some time." Her blue eyes met mine. "Whatdo you suppose Verity did when he reached this point?"
 I considered a moment. "He's a pragmatic man. This other, seconddestination looks no more than three or four days from here. I think hemight go there first, seeking the Elderlings there. And this third one isbut, oh, seven days past there. I think he would decide it would be fastestto visit those two places first. Then, if he had no success there, he mightreturn here, to try and find a way down to ... whatever's there."
 She wrinkled her brow. I suddenly recalled how smooth it had been whenshe was first his bride. Now I seldom saw her without lines of care and worry in her face. "He has been gone long, my husband. Yet it did not takeus all that long to reach here. Perhaps he has not yet returned because heis down there. Because it took him so long to find a way down there tocontinue his journey."
 "Perhaps," I agreed uneasily. "Bear in mind that we are well suppliedand travel together. By the time Verity reached this far, he would havebeen alone, and with few resources." I refrained from telling Kettrickenthat I suspected he had been injured in that last battle. There was nosense in giving her more anxiety. Against my will, I felt a part of megroping out toward Verity. I shut my eyes and resolutely sealed myself inagain. Had I imagined a taint upon the Skill-current, a too-familiarfeeling of insidious power? I set my walls again 
"... split the party?"
 "I beg pardon, my queen," I said humbly.
 I did not know if the look in her eyes was exasperation or fear. Shetook my hand and held it firmly. "Attend me," she commanded. "I said,tomorrow we shall seek a way down. If we see anything that looks promising,we will attempt it. But I think we should give such a search no more thanthree days. If we find nothing, we should move on. But an alternative is tosplit the party. To send ..." 
 "I do not think we should split the party," I said hastily.
 "You are most likely correct," she conceded. "But it takes so long, sovery long, and I have been alone with my questions too long."
 I could think of nothing to say to that, so I pretended to be busyrubbing Nighteyes' ears.
 My brother. It was a whisper, no more, but I looked down at Nighteyesbeside me. I rested a hand on his ruff, strengthening the bond with atouch. You were as empty as an ordinary human. I could not make you evenfeel me.
 I know. I don't know what happened to me.
 I do. You are moving ever farther from my side to the other side. Ifear you will go too far and be unable to return: I feared it had alreadyhappened today.
 What do you mean, my side, and the other side?
 "Can you hear the wolf again?" Kettricken asked me worriedly. I wassurprised, when I looked up, to see how anxiously she regarded me.
 "Yes. We are together again," I told her. A thought occurred to me."How did you know we were unable to communicate?"
 She shrugged. "I suppose I assumed it. He seemed so anxious and youseemed so distant from everyone."
 She has the Wit. Don't you, my queen?
 I can not say for certain that something passed between them. Once,long before in Buckkeep, I thought I had sensed Kettricken using the Wit. Isuppose she well could have been using it then, for my own sense of it wasso diminished I could scarce sense my own bond-animal. In any caseNighteyes lifted his head to look at her and she returned his gazesteadily. With a small frown, Kettricken added, "Sometimes I wish I couldspeak to him as you do. Had I his speed and stealth at my disposal, I couldbe more certain of the safety of the road, both before us and behind. Hemight be able to find a path down, one not apparent to our eyes."
 If you can keep your Wits about you enough to tell her what I see, I 
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would not mind doing such a task.
 "Nighteyes would be most pleased to help you in such a way, my queen,"I offered.
 She gave a weary smile. "Then, I suppose, if you can keep aware of bothof us, you may serve as go-between."
 Her eerie echoing of the wolf's thought unsettled me, but I only noddedmy assent. Every aspect of conversation now demanded my complete attention,or it slipped away from me. It was like being horribly tired and having toconstantly fight off sleep. I wondered if it was this hard for Verity.
 There is a way to ride it, but lightly, lightly, like mastering an ill-tempered stallion who rebels against every touch of the rein or heel. Butyou are not ready to do so yet. So fight it, boy, and keep your head abovewater. I would that there were another way for you to come to me. But thereis only the road, and you must follow it. No, make no reply to me. Knowthat there are others that listen avariciously if not as keenly as I. Be wary.
 Once, in describing my father, Chivalry, Verity had said that when heSkilled it was like being trampled by a horse, that Chivalry would rushinto his mind, dump out his messages, and flee. I now had a betterunderstanding of what my uncle had meant. I felt rather like a fishsuddenly deserted by a wave. There was that gaping sense of somethingmissing in the instant after Verity's departure. It took me a moment toremember I was a person. Had I not been fortified already with the elfbark,I think I might have fainted. As it was, the drug was increasing its holdon me. I had a sense of being muffed in a warm soft blanket. My wearinesswas gone, but I felt muted. I finished the little that was left in my cupand waited for the flush of energy that elfbark usually gave me. It didn't come.
 "I don't think you used enough," I told Kettle.
 "You have had plenty," she said with asperity. She sounded like Mollydid when she thought I was drinking too much. I braced myself, expectingimages of Molly to fill my mind. But I stayed within my own life. I do notknow if I felt relieved or disappointed. I longed to see her and Nettle.But Verity had warned me .... Belatedly I announced to Kettricken, "VeritySkilled to me. Just now." Then I cursed myself as a churl and a lackwit asI saw the hope flush her face. "It was not really a message," I amendedhastily. "Just a warning reminder to me that I am to avoid Skilling. Hestill believes there may be others seeking me that way." 
 Her face fell. She shook her head to herself. Then she looked up todemand, "He had no word at all for me?"
 "I do not know if he realizes you are with me," I hastily sidesteppedthe question.
 "No words," she said dully as if she had not heard me. Her eyes wereopaque as she asked. "Does he know how I have failed him? Does he knowabout ... our child?"
 "I do not believe he does, my lady. I sense no such grief in him, andwell I know how it would grieve him."
 Kettricken swallowed. I cursed my clumsy words, and yet, was it myplace to utter words of comfort and love to his wife? She straightened upabruptly, then rose. "I think I shall bring in a bit more firewood fortonight," she announced. "And grain the jeppas. There is scarcely a twigfor them to browse on here."
 I watched her leave the tent for the dark and still cold outside. No one spoke a word. After a breath or two, I rose and followed her. "Don't belong," Kettle warned me enigmatically. The wolf shadowed after me.
 Outside the night was clear and cold. The wind was no worse than usual.Familiar discomforts can almost be ignored. Kettricken was neither fetchingwood nor graining the jeppas. I was sure both tasks had already been doneearlier. Instead she was standing at the edge of the cloven road, staringout over the blackness of cliff at her feet. She stood tall and stiff as a soldier reporting to his sergeant and made not a sound. I knew she wascrying.
 There is a time for courtly manners, a time for formal protocol, and atime for humanity. I went to her, took her by the shoulders, and turned herto face me. She radiated misery, and the wolf beside me whined high."Kettricken," I said simply. "He loves you. He will not blame you. He willgrieve, yes, but what kind of a man would not? As for Regal's deeds, theyare Regal's deeds. Do not take the blame for those to yourself. You couldnot have stopped him."
 She wiped a hand across her face and did not speak. She looked past me,her face a pale mask in the starlight. She sighed heavily, but I couldsense her strangling on her sorrow. I set my arms about my queen and pulledher to me, pressing her face to my shoulder. I stroked her back, feelingthe terrible tension there. "It's all right," I lied to her. "It's going to be all right. In time, you'll see. You'll be together again, you'll makeanother child, both of you will sit in the Great Hall at Buckkeep andlisten to the minstrels sing. There will be peace again, somehow. You'venever seen Buckkeep at peace. There will be time for Verity to hunt andfish, and you'll ride at his side. Verity will laugh and shout and roarthrough the halls like the north wind again. Cook used to chase him out ofthe kitchen for slicing the meat from the roast before it was cookedthrough, he would come home from the chase that hungry. He'd come right inand cut the leg off a cooking fowl, that he would, and carry it about withhim, telling stories in the guardroom, waving it about like a sword ..."/P> 
I patted her back as if she were a child and told her tales of thebluff, hearty man I remembered from my boyhood. For a time, her foreheadrested on my shoulder and she was completely still. Then she coughed once,as if starting to choke, but instead terrible sobs welled up from her. Shecried suddenly and unabashedly as a child that has taken a bad fall and ishurt as well as frightened. I sensed these were tears that had long goneunshed, and I did not try to help her stop. Instead I went on talking andpatting her, scarcely hearing what I was saying myself, until her sobsbegan to quiet and her shaking to still. At last she drew away from me alittle, to grope in her pocket for a kerchief. She wiped her face and eyesand blew her nose before she tried to speak.
 "I'm going to be all right," she said. To hear the strength of herbelief in those words made my heart ache. "It's just ... It's hard justnow. Waiting to tell him all these terrible things. Knowing how they willhurt him. They taught me so many things about being Sacrifice, Fitz. Fromthe beginning, I knew I might have terrible sorrows to bear. I am strongenough ... to bear these things. But no one warned me that I might come tolove the man they'd choose for me. To bear my sorrow is one thing. To bringsorrow to him is another." Her throat closed on the words and she bowed her head. I feared she might begin to weep again. Instead when she lifted herhead she smiled at me. Moonlight touched the silver wetness on her cheeksand lashes. "Sometimes I think only you and I see the man beneath thecrown. I want him to laugh, and roar about, and leave his bottles of inkopen and his maps scattered about. I want him to put his arms about me andhold me. Sometimes I want those things so much, I forget about the Red-Ships and Regal and ... everything else. Sometimes I think that, if wecould only be together again, all the rest would come right as well. It isnot a very worthy thought to have. A Sacrifice is supposed to be more ..."
 A glint of silver behind her caught my eyes. I saw the black columnover her shoulder. It leaned at a cant over the broken edge of the road,half its stone support gone. I did not hear the rest of what she said. Iwondered how I had not seen it before. It gleamed brighter than the moon onthe sparkling snow. It was hewn of black stone webbed with glittering crystal. Like moonlight on a rippling river of Skill. I could decipher nowriting on its surface. The wind was screaming behind me as I reached outand ran a hand down that smooth stone. It welcomed me. 
CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN 
The City
 THERE RUNS THROUGH the Mountain Kingdom an old trade trail that servesnone of the present-day towns of the Mountain Kingdom. Portions of this oldhighway appear as far south and east as the shore of Blue Lake. The trailis not named, no one recalls who constructed it, and few use it even forthe stretches that remain intact. In places the road has been graduallydestroyed by the freezing swells that are common to the Mountains. In otherplaces flooding and landslides have reduced it to rubble. Occasionally anadventurous Mountain youth will undertake to trace the road to its source.Those who return have tall tales of ruined cities and steaming valleyswhere sulfurous ponds smoke, and they speak too, of the forbidding natureof the territory the road spans. No game and poor hunting, they say, and itis not recorded anywhere that anyone has ever been impressed enough to makea return trip to the road's end.
 I stumbled to my knees in the snowy street. I got to my feet slowly,groping for a memory. Had I got drunk? The queasiness, the dizziness wereright for that. But not this darkly gleaming and silent city. I looked allaround me. I was in a town square of some sort, standing in the shadow of alooming stone memorial of some kind. I blinked my eyes, squeezed them shut,then opened them again. The nebulous light still fogged me. I couldscarcely see more than an arm's length in any direction. I waited in vainfor my eyes to adjust to the vague starlight. But soon I began to shiver,so I began to walk silently through the empty streets. My natural warinesscame back first, followed by a dim recollection of my companions, the tent,the sundered road. But between that hazy memory and my standing up in thisstreet, there was nothing.
 I looked back the way I had come. Darkness had swallowed the roadbehind me. Even my footprints were being filled in by the slowly falling damp snowflakes. I blinked snowflakes from my eyelashes and peered aboutme. I saw the damply glistening sides of stone buildings to either side ofthe street. My eyes could make no sense of the light. It was sourceless andevenly insufficient. There were no looming shadows or especially darkalleys. But neither could I make out where I was going. The heights andstyles of the buildings, the destinations of the streets remained a mystery.
 I felt panic rise in me and fought it down. The sensations I hadreminded me too vividly of how I had been Skill-deceived in Regal's manor.I was terrified to grope out with the Skill lest I encounter Will's taintin this city. But if I moved blindly on, trusting that I Was not beingdeceived, I might blunder into a trap. In the shelter of a wall, I pausedand forced myself to composure. I tried once more to recall how I had comehere, how long ago I had left my companions and why. Nothing came to me. Iquested out with my Wit-sense, trying to find Nighteyes, but I sensednothing else alive. I wondered if there were truly no living creaturesnearby, or if my Wit-sense had once more failed. I had no answers to thateither. When I listened, I heard only wind. I smelled only damp stone,fresh snow and somewhere, perhaps, river water. Panic rose in me once moreand I leaned back against the wall.
 The city suddenly sprang to life around me. I perceived I was leaningup against the wall of an inn. From within I heard the sounds of a shrillpiping instrument and voices lifted in an unfamiliar song. A wagon rumbledpast in the street, and then a young couple darted past the mouth of thealley, hand in hand, laughing as they ran. It was night in this strangecity, but it was not sleeping. I lifted my eyes to the impossible heightsof their strangely spired buildings, and saw lights burning in the upperstories. In the distance, a man called loudly to someone.
 My heart was hammering. What was wrong with me? I steeled myself andfound the resolve to go forth and find out what I could about this strangecity. I waited until another keg-laden ale wagon had rumbled past the mouthof my alley. Then I stepped away from the wall.
 And in that instant, all was once more quiet, gleaming darkness. Gonewere the song and laughter from the tavern; no one passed in the streets. Iventured to the mouth of the alley and peered cautiously in bothdirections. Nothing. Only softly falling wet snow. At least, I told myself,the weather was milder here than it had been on the road above. Even if I had to spend the entire night out-of-doors, I would not suffer too much.
 I wandered a time through the city. At every intersection, I chose thewidest road to follow, and soon realized a pattern of always going gentlydownhill. The river smell grew stronger. I paused once to rest on the edgeof a great circular basin that might have enclosed a fountain or been a 
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washing court. Immediately the city once more sprang to life around me. Atraveler came and watered his horse at the dry basin so close that I couldhave reached out to touch him. He noticed me not at all, but I marked wellthe strangeness of his garb and the odd shape of the saddle the horse wore.A group of women walked past me, talking and laughing quietly together.They wore long, straight garments that hung softly from their shoulders andfluttered about their calves as they walked. All wore their long fair hairloose to their hips, and their boots rang on the cobbled street. When Irose to speak to them, they vanished and the light with them.
 Twice more I woke the city before I realized all it took was the touchof my hand on a crystal-veined wall. It took an unreasonable amount ofcourage but I began to walk with just my fingers trailing along thebuildings' sides. When I did so, the city bloomed into life about me as Iwalked. It was night and the quiet snow still fell. The passing wagons leftno tracks in it. I heard the slamming of doors that had long since rottedaway and saw folk walk lightly over a deep gully some wild rainstorm hadcreated down one street. It was hard to dismiss them as ghosts when theycalled greetings aloud to one another. I was the one who was ignored andinvisible as I drifted along.
 At length I came to a wide black river flowing smoothly under thestarlight. Several ghost quays ran out into it and two immense ships wereanchored out in the river. Lights shone from their decks. Hogsheads andbales waited dockside to be loaded. A huddle of folk were engaged in somegame of chance and someone's honesty was being loudly disputed. Theydressed differently from the river rats who came into Buck and the languagewas different, but in all else that I could tell, they were the same breed.As I watched, a fight broke out and spread to become a general brawl. Itdispersed quickly when the whistle of the night watch sounded, combatantsfleeing in all directions before the City Guard arrived.
 I lifted my hand from the wall. I stood a moment in the snow spangleddarkness, letting my eyes adjust. Ships, quays, riverfolk were all gone.But the quiet black water still flowed, steaming in the colder air. Iwalked toward it, feeling the road go rough and broken under my feet as Iadvanced. The waters of this river had risen and fallen over this street,working their damage with no one to oppose them. When I turned my back tothe river and studied the skyline of the city, I could see the faintsilhouettes of fallen spires and crumpled walls. Once again I quested outabout me, once again I found no life.
 I turned back to the river. Something in the general configuration ofthe land tugged at my memory. It was not precisely here, I knew that, but Ifelt sure that this was the river where I had seen Verity lave his handsand arms and bring them out gleaming with magic. Cautiously I walked over broken paving stones right down to the edge of the river. It looked likewater, it smelled like water. I crouched down beside it and thought. I hadheard tales of pools of tarry mud covered over with water; I knew well howoil floated upon water. Perhaps beneath the black water there flowedanother river, one of silver power. Perhaps, farther upstream or down, wasthe tributary of pure Skill I had seen in my vision.
 I drew off my mitten and bared my arm. I set my hand upon the flow ofthe water, feeling its icy kiss against my bare palm. Senses straining, Itried to detect whether there was Skill beneath that surface; I feltnothing. But perhaps if I plunged in my arm and hand, they would come upgleaming with strength. I dared myself to reach in to discover for myself.
 That was as far as my courage went. I was no Verity. I knew thestrength of his Skilling, and I had seen how his immersion in the magic hadtried his will. I was no match for it. He had marched alone up the Skillroad while I ... My mind darted back to that puzzle. When had I left theSkill road and my companions? Perhaps I never had. Perhaps all this was adream. I reached up and patted cold water on my face. I felt no different.I set my nails to my face and scratched the skin until it hurt. It provednothing to me but only made me wonder if I could dream pain. I had found noanswers in this strange dead city, only more questions.
 With great resolve I turned my steps back the way I had come.Visibility was poor and the clinging snow was rapidly filling myfootprints. With reluctance I set my fingers to the stone of a wall. It waseasier to trace my way back that way, for the living city had had morelandmarks than the cold cinders of it did. Yet as I hurried through thesnowy streets, I wondered when all these folk had been here. Did I view theevents of a night a hundred years ago? Had I come here another night wouldI view the same events played out or see a different night from the city'shistory? Or did these shades of folk perceive themselves as living now, wasI an odd cold shadow that crept through their lives? I forced myself tostop wondering about things I had no answer to. I had to trace my way backthe way I had come.
 Either I came to the end of places I could remember or I took a wrongturning. The result was the same. I found myself wandering up a road I wassure was unfamiliar. I trailed my fingers down the fronts of a row ofshops, all locked up tight for the night. I passed two lovers locked in anembrace in a doorway. A ghost dog padded past me without giving me so muchas a curious sniff.
 Despite the milder weather, I was getting cold. And tired. I glanced upat the sky. It would soon be morning. By daylight, I could perhaps climb upone of the buildings and get the lay of the land. Perhaps when I awoke, I would recall how I came here. Foolishly, I cast about for some overhangingeve or shed where I might shelter before it occurred to me that there wasno reason not to go inside one of the buildings. Even so, I felt queer as Ichose a door and walked through it. While I touched a wall, I saw a diminterior. Tables and shelves were laden with fine pottery and glassware. Acat slept by a banked hearth. When I lifted my hand from the wall, all wascold and pitch-black. So I trailed my fingers along the wall, nearlystumbling over the crumbling remains of one of the tables. I stooped, andgathered together the bits by touch and took them to the hearth. By greatperseverance, I made a true fire of them where the ghost fire burned.
 When it was going well and I stood over it to warm myself, itsflickering light showed me a different view of the room. Bare walls anddebris-strewn floor. There was no trace of the fine crockery and glassware,though there were a few more bits of wood from long-fallen shelves. Ithanked my luck that they had been made of good oak, for surely they wouldhave rotted to splinters long ago if they had not. I decided to lay mycloak on the floor to save me from the stone's chill and trust my fire tokeep me warm enough. I lay down and closed my eyes and tried not to thinkof ghost cats or what phantom folk slept in their beds on the floor above me.
 I tried to set my Skill walls before I slept, but it was rather likedrying one's feet while standing in a river. The closer I came to sleep,the harder it was to recall where those boundaries lay. How much of myworld was me and how much was the folk I cared about? I dreamed first of Kettricken, Starling, Kettle, and the Fool wandering about with torcheswhile Nighteyes ran back and forth, back and forth whining. It was not acomfortable dream and I turned away from it and drifted deeper into myself.Or so I supposed.
 I found the familiar hut. I knew the simple room, the rough table, thetidy hearth, the narrow bed so neatly made. Molly sat in her nightrobe bythe hearth, rocking Nettle and singing softly a song about stars andstarfish. I could recall no lullabies and was as charmed by it as Nettle.The baby's wide eyes were on Molly's face as her mother sang. She grippedone of Molly's forefingers in her small fist. Molly sang the song over andover and over, but I found no boredom there. It was a scene I could watchfor a month, for a year, and never know tedium. But the babe's eyelids slidshut; once, to open quickly. They closed more slowly a second time, andstayed closed. Her tiny pursed mouth moved as if she suckled in her sleep.Her black hair had begun to curl. Molly lowered her face to brush her lipsacross Nettle's forehead.
 Molly rose wearily and carried the baby to her bed. She pulled open theblanket, nestled the child in, and then went back to the table to blow out the single candle there. By the light from the hearth, I watched her easeinto bed beside the child and draw the blankets up over them both. Sheclosed her eyes and sighed and did not stir again. I watched over herleaden sleep, recognizing it as the sleep of exhaustion. I knew suddenshame. This hard, bare life was not anything I ever envisioned for her, letalone our child. Were it not for Burrich, life would be even harder forthem. I fled from seeing them this way, promising myself, Things will getbetter, somehow I will make things better for them. When I return.
 "I expected that by the time I returned, things would be better. Butthis is too good to trust, in a way."
 It was Chade's voice. He leaned over a table in a darkened room,studying a scroll. A branch of candles lit his face and the unrolled mapbefore him. He looked tired but in good spirits. His gray hair wasdisheveled. His white shirt was half open and loose of his breeches so ithung about his hips like a skirt. The old man was lean and muscular wherebefore he was skinny. He took a long draw from a steaming mug and shook hishead over something. "Regal seems to gain no ground in his war against theMountains. In every attack against the border towns, the Usurper's troopsfeint and then withdraw. There is no concerted effort to seize territorythey have ravaged, no massing of troops to force their way to Jhaampe. Whatis his game?"
 "Come here and I'll show you."
 Chade looked up from his scroll, half amused and half annoyed. "I've aserious question to ponder. I'll not find the answer to this in your bed."
 The woman threw back the bedding and rose, to pad softly over to thetable. She moved like a stalking cat. Her nakedness was not vulnerability,but armor. Her long brown hair had pulled loose of its warrior tail toreach past her shoulders. She was not young, and long ago a sword had leftits tracks down her ribs. She was still breathtaking in a formidable,female way. She bent over the map beside him and pointed to something."Look here. And here. And here. Were you Regal, why would you attack allthese, places at once, with forces too small to hold any of them?"
 When Chade did not answer, she moved her finger to tap another spot onthe map. "None of those attacks came as any great surprise. Mountain troopsthat had been gathered here were diverted to these two villages. Anothersecond force from this location went to the third village. Now, see wherethe Mountain troops were not?" 
 "There's nothing along there worth having."
 "Nothing," she agreed. "But once there was a trade route that wentthrough the lesser pass, here, and thence into the heart of the Mountains.It bypasses Jhaampe, and is little used any more for that reason. Mosttraders want a route that will allow them to sell and trade in Jhaampe aswell as the lesser towns."
 "Of what value is that to Regal? Does he seek to take and hold it?"
 "No. No troops have been seen there at all."
 "Where does the trail lead?"
 "Now? Nowhere save a few scattered villages. But it is good travelingfor a small force moving fast."
 "Where does it go?"
 "It dwindles away at Shishoe." She tapped another spot on the map. "But it would carry that hypothetical band of warriors deep into Mountainterritory. Well behind all the troops watching and guarding the border.West of Jhaampe and unsuspected."
 "But what would be their goal?"
 The woman shrugged casually, and smiled to see Chade's eyes leave themap. "Perhaps an assassination attempt on King Eyod? Perhaps an attempt torecapture this bastard that is supposed to be sheltering in the Mountains.You tell me. This is more your trade than mine. Poison the wells atJhaampe?"
 Chade suddenly paled. "It's been a week. They'll already be in place,their plot already in motion." He shook his head. "What am I to do?"
 "Were it I, I'd send a swift courier to King Eyod. A lass on a horse.Alert him that there may be spies at his back."
 "I suppose that's best," Chade agreed. There was a sudden weariness inhis voice. "Where are my boots?"
 "Relax. The messenger was sent yesterday. By now King Eyod's trackerswill be working the trail. He has very good trackers. I can vouch for that." 
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 Chade looked at her consideringly in a way that had nothing to do withher nakedness. "You know the quality of his trackers. Yet you sent one ofyour own lasses to his very doorstep, with a missive penned by your ownhand, to warn him." `
 "I saw no good in letting such tidings wait."
 Chade smoothed his short beard over his jaw. "When first I asked youraid, you told me you'd work for coin, not patriotism. You told me that to ahorse thief, one side of the border was as good as another."
 She stretched, rolling her shoulders. She stepped to face him, placingher hands on his hips in calm assumption. They were nearly of a height."Perhaps you have won me to your side."
 His green eyes gleamed like a hunting cat's. "Have I?" he mused as hedrew her closer.
 I came to myself with a small start and shifted uncomfortably. I feltashamed to have spied on Chade, and envious of him as well. I poked a bitat my fire and lay down again, reminding myself that Molly also sleptalone, save for the small warmth of our daughter. It was little comfort andmy sleep was restless for the remainder of the night.
 When I opened my eyes again, a square of watery sunlight overlay mefrom the unshuttered window. My fire had burned to a few coals, but I wasnot that cold. In the light of day, the chamber I was in was dismal. I wentand peered into a second room, seeking a stairway to the upper stories thatmight offer me a better view of the city: Instead I saw the saggingremnants of wooden steps I dared not trust even for a brief ascent. Thedamp was heavier as well. The dank cold stone walls and floor reminded meof the dungeons of Buckkeep. I left the shop, stepping out into a day thatseemed almost warm. Last night's snow was retreating into puddles. I tookoff my hat and let the gentler wind move against my hair. Spring, some partof me whispered. The edge of spring was in the air.
 I had expected that daylight would vanquish the phantom denizens of thecity. Instead, the light seemed to make them stronger. Black stone withquartzlike veins had been used widely in constructing the city, and I hadbut to touch any piece of it to see the city's life awaken around me. Buteven when I touched nothing I still seemed to catch glimpses of folk, tohear the murmur of their chatter and sense the tumult of their passage. Iwalked for some time, seeking a tall, mostly intact building that wouldoffer me the view I sought. By daylight, the city was far more ruined than I had suspected. Whole domes of roofs had fallen in, and some buildings hadgreat cracks green with moss running up their walls. In others, outer wallshad fallen away entirely, exposing the inner chambers and filling thestreet below with rubble I must clamber over. Few of the taller buildingswere totally intact and some leaned drunkenly against one another. Ifinally saw a likely building with a tall spire peeping up above itsneighbors, and made my way toward it.
 When I reached it, I wasted some little time in standing and staring upat it. I wondered if it had been a palace. Great lions of stone guarded theentrance steps. The exterior walls were of the same shining black stone Ihad come to regard as the common building material for the city, butaffixed to them were silhouettes of folk and beasts all cut from some gleaming white stone. The stark contrast of white on black and the grandscale of these images made them almost overwhelming. A giant of a womangripped an immense plow behind a team of monstrous oxen. A winged creature,perhaps a dragon, took an entire wall to himself. I slowly climbed the widestone steps to the entryway. It seemed to me that as I did so, themurmuring of the city grew louder and more insistently real. A grinningyoung man came hastening down the steps, a scroll gripped in one hand. Isidestepped to avoid colliding with him, but as he hastened past I felt notthe slightest sense of his being. I turned to stare after him. His eyes hadbeen yellow as amber.
 The great wooden doors were closed and had been latched, but so rottedwere they that one cautious push tore the lock free. One door swung openwhile the other sagged gratefully down to collapse on the floor. I peeredin before I entered. Streaked and dusty windows of thick glass admitted thewinter sunlight. Dust motes from the settling door danced in the air. Ihalf expected bats or pigeons or a scurrying rat or two. There was nothing,not even a scent of animal habitation. Like the road, the city was avoidedby wild beasts. I stepped inside, my boots scuffing lightly on the dustyfloors.
 There were the tatters of ancient hangings, a collapsed wooden bench. Ilifted my eyes to a ceiling far above my head. This chamber alone couldhave held the entire exercise grounds at Buckkeep. I felt tiny. But acrossthe chamber from me were stone steps marching up into the gloom. As Icrossed to them, I heard the businesslike mutter of talk, and suddenly thestairs were peopled with tall robed folk coming and going. Most grippedscrolls or clutched papers, and the tone of their conversation was that ofpeople discussing weighty matters. They were subtly different from any folkI had ever been among. The colors of their eyes were too bright; the bonesof their bodies were elongated. But for all that, much else about them wasordinary. This must have been some chamber of laws or ruling I decided.Only such matters put lines upon so many brows and scowls on so many faces. 
There were a number of folk in yellow robes and black leggings, bearing asort of insignia plate upon their shoulders, and these I judged to beofficials. As I climbed first one staircase, and then another from thesecond floor, these yellow-robes increased in number.
 The stairs were somewhat lit by the wide windows at each landing. Thefirst showed me only the upper story of the next building. On the secondlanding, I gained a view of some roofs. The third floor I had to cross toreach another stairway. Judging by the generous tatters on the walls, thisfloor had been even more opulent. I began to perceive ghostly furniture aswell as people, as if the magic were stronger here. I kept to the edges' ofthe walkways, loath to feel the untouch of folk walking through me. Therewere many cushioned benches for waiting, another sure sign of officialdom,and many lesser scribes sitting at tables recording information from thescrolls presented to them.
 I went up yet another flight of stairs, but was frustrated in my questfor a clear view of the city by an immense window of stained glass. Theimage presented was one of a woman and a dragon. They did not appear to beat odds, but instead stood as if speaking to one another. The woman in thiswindow had black hair and black eyes and wore a band of bright red on herbrow. She carried something in her left hand, but whether it was weapon orwand of office I could not tell. The immense dragon wore a jeweled collar,but nothing else in its stance or demeanor suggested domestication. Istared at the window, light gleaming through its dusty colors, for severallong minutes before I could go on. I felt it had some significance I couldnot quite grasp. At last I turned away from it to survey this upper chamber.
 This floor was better lit than the other ones had been. It was all one huge open chamber, but substantially smaller than the main floor had been.Tall narrow windows of clear glass alternated with stretches of wallornately decorated with friezes of battles and agrarian scenes. I was drawnto the artwork, but resolutely directed my steps to another staircase. Thiswas not broad, but was a spiraling stair that I hoped led up to the tower Ihad glimpsed from outside the building. The city spirits seemed lessnumerous here.
 The climb was steeper and longer than I had expected it to be. I openedboth my coat and my shirt before I reached the top. The winding steps werelit at intervals by windows scarce wider than arrow slits. At one a youngwoman stood staring out over the city, an air of hopelessness in herlavender eyes. She seemed so real I found myself begging her pardon as Istepped around her. She paid no heed, of course. Again I had the eeriefeeling that I was the ghost here. There were a few landings on this stairand doors leading to chambers, but these were locked and time seemed tohave been more merciful here. The dry air of the upper levels had preserved 
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the wood and metal. I wondered what lay behind their undisturbed fastness.Gleaming treasure? The knowledge of the ages? Moldering bones? None gave tomy shovings, and as I continued up, I hoped I would not find a locked dooras my reward at the top of the tower.
 The whole city was a mystery to me. The ghost life that teemed throughit was such a contrast to its utter desertion now. I had seen no sign ofbattle; the only upheavals I had seen in the city seemed to be the resultof the earth's deep unease. Here I passed more locked doors; I wonder ifEda herself knew what was behind them. No one locks a door unless he expects to return. I wondered where they had gone, the folk of this townwho still moved here as ghosts. Why was this river city abandoned, andwhen? Had this been the home of the Elderlings? Were they the dragons I hadseen on the buildings and in the stained-glass window? Some folk enjoy apuzzle; it gave me a pounding headache to compliment the nagging hungerthat had been growing in me since daybreak.
 I reached at last the upper tower chamber. It opened all around me, around chamber with a domed ceiling. Sixteen panels made up the walls of theroom and eight were of thick glass, streaked and filthy. They subdued thewinter sunlight flooding into the room through them, making it at once litand gloomy. One of the windows was shattered and lay in shards both withinand without the chamber, for a narrow parapet ran around the outside of thetower. A great round table was partially collapsed in the center of theroom. Two men and three women, all armed with pointers, were gesturing atwhere the table had once dominated the chamber, discussing something. Oneof the men seemed quite angry. I stepped around the phantom table andbureaucrats. A narrow door opened easily out onto the balcony.
 There was a wooden railing running about the edge of the parapet but Idid not trust it. Instead I walked a slow circuit of that tower, caughtbetween wonder and fear of falling. On the south side, a wide river valleyspread out before me. In the far distance was an edging of dark blue hillsthat held up the pale winter sky. The river wound, a fat lazy snake,through the near part of the valley. In the distance I could see othertowns on the river. Beyond the river was a wide green valley, thickly treedor populated with tidy farmsteads which blinked in and out of existencewhen I shook my head to clear my eyes of ghosts. I saw a wide black bridgeacross the river and the road continuing on beyond it. I wondered where itled. Briefly I saw bright towers glinting in the distance. I pushed theghosts away from my mind and saw a distant lake with steam rising off it inthe watery sunlight. Was Verity out there somewhere?
 My eyes wandered to the southeast and widened at what I saw there.Perhaps there was the answer to some of my questions. A whole section ofthe city was gone. Simply gone. No crumble of ruins were there, no fire-blackened rubble. Only a great and sudden rift gaped in the earth, as ifsome vast giant had driven in a giant wedge and split it wide. The riverhad filled it in, a shining tongue of water intruding into the city. Theremains of buildings teetered on its edge still, streets ended abruptly atthe water. My eyes traced this huge wound in the earth. Even at thisdistance, I could tell that the great crack extended beyond the far shoreof the river. The destruction had plunged like a spear deep into the heartof the city. The placid water shone silver under the winter sky. I wonderedif some sudden earthquake had been the death blow to this city. I shook myhead. Too much of it remained standing still. No doubt it had been a greatdisaster, but it did not explain the city's death to me.
 I walked slowly around to the north side of the tower. The city spreadout at my feet, and beyond it I saw vineyards and grainfields. And beyondthem, a forested stretch with the road running through it. Several days'ride away were the mountains. I shook my head to myself. By all mybearings, I must have come from there. Yet I did not recall the interveningjourney at all. I leaned back against the wall and wondered what to do. IfVerity were somewhere in this city, I felt no tingle of his presence. Iwished I could recall why I had left my companions and when. Come to me,come to me, whispered through my bones. An overwhelming dreariness rose upin me and I longed simply to lie down where I was and die. I tried to tellmyself it was the elfbark. It felt more like the aftereffects of near-constant failure. I went back into the central chamber to get out of thechill winter wind.
 As I stepped back in through the shattered window, a stick rolled undermy foot and I nearly fell. When I recovered, I glanced down and wonderedthat I had not noticed before. At the base of the broken window were the remains of a small fire. Soot had smudged some of the hanging glassremaining in the side part of the window frame. I stooped to touch itcautiously; my finger came away black. It was not very fresh, but neitherwas it older than a few months; otherwise the winter storms would haveweathered more of it away. I stepped away and tried to make my weary mindwork. The fire was made from wood, but it had included sticks as from treesor bushes. Someone had deliberately carried small twigs up here to kindlethis fire. Why? Why not use the remains of the table? And why climb thishigh to make a fire? For the view?
 I sat down beside the remains of the fire and tried to think. When I leaned my back against the stone wall, it gave more substance to thearguing phantoms around the table. One shouted something at another, andthen drew an imaginary line with his pointer over the collapsed table. Oneof the women crossed her arms across her chest and looked stubborn, whileanother smiled coldly and tapped with her own stick on the table. Cursingmyself for an idiot, I leaped to my feet to look down at the ancient ruins of the table.
 The second that I perceived it was a map, I was sure Verity had madethe fire. A foolish grin spread wide across my face. Of course. A tallwindowed tower looking out over. the city and surrounding countryside, andin the center of the room, a great table holding the most peculiar map Ihad ever seen. It was not drawn on paper, but made of clay to mimic therolling countryside. It had cracked in the collapsing of the table, but Icould see how the river had been wrought of shining chips of black glass.There were tiny models of the buildings of the city beside the arrow-straight roads, tiny fountains filled with blue chips of glass, even twigsleafed with green wool to represent the greater trees in the city. Atintervals throughout the city, small crystals of stone were fixed in themap. I suspected they represented compass points. All was there, even tinysquares to represent stalls in the market. Despite its ruin, it delightedthe eye with its detail. I smiled, very certain that within months ofVerity returning to Buckkeep, there would be a similar table and map in hisSkill-tower.
 I bent over it, ignoring the phantoms, to retrace my steps. I locatedthe map tower easily. As luck would have it that section of the map wasmuch cracked, but I still was fairly certain of my path as my fingerswalked where my feet had the night before. Once more I marveled at thestraightness of the roads and the precise intersections where they met. Iwas not certain exactly where I had first "awakened" the night before, butI was able to select a section of the city that was not too large and saywith certainty it was within that square. My eye returned to the tower andI carefully noted the number of intersections and the turns I must make toreturn to my starting point. Perhaps once there, if I cast about, I mightfind something that would awaken my memories of the missing days. I wishedsuddenly for a bit of paper and a quill to sketch out the surrounding area.When I did so, the meaning of the fire was instantly clear.
 Verity had used a burnt stick to make his map. But upon what? I glancedaround the room, but there were no hangings on these walls. Instead thewalls between the windows were slabs of white stone, incised with ... Istood up to get a closer look. Wonder overtook me. I put my hand on thecold white stone, and then peered out of the dirty window beside it. Myfingers traced the river I could see in the distance, then found the smoothtrack of the road that crossed it. The view out of each window was represented by the panel beside it. Tiny glyphs and symbols might have beenthe names of towns or holdings. I scrubbed at the window, but most of thedirt was on the outside.
 The significance of the broken window was suddenly clear. Verity hadbroken out that pane, for a clearer view of what lay beyond it. And then he had kindled that fire and used a burnt stick to copy something, probably tothe map he had been carrying since Buckkeep. But what? I went to the brokenwindow and studied the panels to either side of it. A hand had smeared theleft one, wiping dust away from it. I set my own hand upon the print ofVerity's palm in the dust. He had cleared this panel and stared out thewindow, and then copied something down. I could not doubt that it was hisdestination. I wondered if what was marked on the panel somehow coordinatedwith the markings on the map he had carried. I wished in vain that I hadKettricken's copy with me to compare the two.
 Out of the window, I could see the Mountains to the north of me. I hadcome from there. I studied the view and then tried to relate it to the etched panel beside me. The flickering ghosts of the past were no help. Onemoment I looked out over a forested countryside; the next I was looking atvineyards and grainfields. The only feature that was in common to bothviews was the black ribbon of road that went straight as an arrow to themountains. My fingers tracked the road up the panel. There in the distanceit reached the mountains. Some glyphs were marked there, where the roaddiverged. And a tiny sparkle of crystal had been embedded in the panelthere.
 I put my face close to the panel and tried to study the tiny glyphsthere. Did they match the markings on Verity's map? Were they symbolsKettricken would recognize? I left the tower room and hastened down thestairs, passing through phantoms that seemed to grow stronger and stronger.I heard their words clearly now and caught glimpses of the tapestries thathad once graced the walls. There were many dragons depicted en them."Elderlings?" I asked of the echoing stone walls, and heard my wordsshivering up and down the stairs.
 I sought something to write upon. The tattered tapestries were damprags that crumbled at a touch. What wood there was was old and rotten. Ibroke down the door to one inner chamber, hoping to find its contents wellpreserved. Inside, I found the interior walls lined with wooden racks ofpigeonholes, each holding a scroll. They looked substantial, as did thewriting implements on the table in the center of the room. But my gropingfingers found little more than the ghosts of paper, crisp and fragile asashes. My eyes showed me a stack of fresh vellums on a corner shelf. Mygroping fingers pushed away rotted debris, to find finally a usablefragment no bigger than my two hands. It was stiff and yellowed, but itmight serve. A heavy stoppered glass pot held the dried remnants of an ink.The wooden handles of their writing implements were gone, but the metaltips had survived and they were long enough for me to grasp firmly. Armedwith these supplies, I returned to the map room.
 Spittle restored the ink to life and I honed the metal nib on the floor until it shone clean again. I rekindled the remnants of Verity's fire, forthe afternoon was becoming overcast and the light through the dusty windowswas dimming. I knelt in front of the panel Verity's hand had dusted andcopied as much as I could of the road, mountains, and other features ontothe scrap of stiffened leather. Painstakingly I squinted at the tiny glyphsand transferred as many of them as I could to the vellum. PerhapsKettricken could make sense of them. Perhaps when we compared this clumsymap of mine to the map she carried, some common feature would make sense.It was all I had to go on. The sun was setting outside and my fire no morethan embers when I finally finished. I looked down on my scratchingsruefully. Neither Verity nor Fedwren would have been impressed with mywork. But it would have to do. When I was certain the ink was set and would not smear, I put the vellum inside my shirt to carry it. I would not chancerain or snow on it to blur my markings.
 I left the tower as night was falling. My ghostly companions had longsince gone home to hearth and supper. I walked the streets among scores offolk seeking their homes or venturing out for an evening's pleasure. Ipassed inns and taverns that seemed to blaze with light and heard merryvoices from within. It was becoming harder and harder for me to see thetruth of the empty streets and abandoned buildings. It was a special miseryto walk with my belly growling and my throat dry past inns where phantomsfilled themselves with ghostly cheer and shouted aloud to one another ingreeting.
 My plans were simple. I would go to the river and drink. Then I woulddo my best to return to the first place I remembered in the city. I wouldfind some sort of shelter in that vicinity for the night, and by morninglight I would head back toward the mountains. I hoped if I went by the pathI had probably used to come here, something would stimulate my memory.
 I was kneeling by the river's edge, one palm flat on the paving stone,drinking cold water when the dragon appeared. One moment the sky above mewas empty. Then there was a golden light on everything and the noise ofgreat wings beating, like the whirring of a pheasant's wings in flight.About me folk cried out, some in startlement and some in delight. Thecreature dived down on us and circled low. The wake of wind it put out setthe ships to rocking and the river to rippling. Once more it circled andthen without warning it plunged completely out of sight in the river.
 The golden light it had shed was extinguished and the night seemed allthe darker by comparison.
 I jerked back reflexively from the dream wave that leaped against theshore as the river absorbed the dragon's impact. All around me, people werestaring expectantly at the water. I followed their gazes. At first I saw nothing. Then the water parted and a great head emerged from the river.Water dripped from it and ran gleaming down the golden serpentine neck thatnext appeared. All the tales I had ever been told had alluded to dragons asworms or lizards or snakes. But as this one emerged from the river, holdingout its dripping wings, I found myself thinking of birds. Gracefulcormorants rising out of the sea from a dive after fish, or brightlyplumaged pheasants, came to my mind as the huge creature emerged. It wasfully as large as one of the ships and the spread of its wings put thecanvas sails to shame. It paused on the riverbank and preened the waterfrom its scaled wings. The word "scale" does no justice to the ornateplates that sheathed its wings, yet "feather" is too airy a word todescribe them. Could a feather be made of finely beaten gold, perhaps itmight come close to the dragon's plumage.
 I was transfixed with delight and wonder. The creature ignored me,emerging from the river so close to me that had it been real, I would havebeen soaked by the water that dripped from its outstretched wings. Everydrop that fell back into the river carried the unmistakable shimmer of rawmagic with it. The dragon paused on the riverbank, its four great clawedfeet sinking deep in the damp earth as it carefully folded its wings andthen preened its long, forked tail. Golden light bathed me and illuminatedthe gathering crowd. I turned away from the dragon to regard them. Welcomeshone in their faces and great deference. The dragon had the bright eyes ofa gyrfalcon and the carriage of a stallion as it strode up to them. Thefolk parted to make way for it, murmuring respectful greetings.
 "Elderling," I said aloud to myself. I followed it, my fingers trailingthe building fronts, one with the entranced crowd, as it paraded slowly upthe street. Folk poured from taverns to add their greetings and swelled thecrowd that followed it. Obviously this was no common event. I do not knowwhat I hoped to discover by following it. I do not think I really thoughtof anything at that time, save to follow this immense, charismaticcreature. I understood now the reason why the main streets of this city hadbeen built so wide. It was not to allow the passage of wagons, but so thatnothing might impede one of these great visitors.
 It paused once before a great stone basin. Folk rushed forward to viefor the honor of working a windlass of sorts. Bucket after bucket rose on aloop of chain, each spilling its cargo of liquid magic into the basin. Whenthe basin brimmed with the shimmering stuff, the Elderling gracefully bowedits neck and drank. Ghost-Skill it might be, but even the sight of itawakened that insidious hunger in me. Twice more the basin was filled andtwice more the Elderling drank it down before it proceeded on its way. Ifollowed, marveling at what I had seen.
 Ahead of us suddenly loomed that great gash of destruction that marred the city's symmetrical form. I followed the ghostly procession to the lipof it, only to see everyone, man, woman, and Elderling, vanish completelyas they strode unconcernedly out into the space. In a short time I stoodalone on the edge of that gaping crevasse, hearing only the wind whisperingover the still deep water. A few patches of stars showed through theovercast sky and were reflected in the black water. Whatever other secretsof the Elderlings I might have learned had been swallowed long ago in thatgreat cataclysm.
 I turned and walked slowly away, wondering where the Elderling had beenbound and for what purpose. I shuddered again as I recalled how it haddrunk down the silver gleaming power.
 It took me some time to retrace my steps first to the river. Oncethere, I focused my mind on recalling what I had seen in the map roomearlier that day. My hunger was a hollow thing that rattled against my ribsnow, but I resolutely ignored it as I threaded my way through the streets.My strength of will carried me through a knot of brawling shadows but myresolution failed me when the City Guard came charging down the streets ontheir massive horses. I leaped to one side to let them pass, and winced asI heard the sounds of their falling truncheons. Unreal as it was, I wasglad to leave the noisy discord behind me. I made a right turn up aslightly narrower street and walked on past three more intersections. 
I halted. Here. This was the plaza where I had been kneeling in thesnow the night before. There, that pillar standing at its center, Irecalled some sort of monument or sculpture looming over me. I walkedtoward it. It was made of the same ubiquitous black stone veined withgleaming crystal. To my weary eyes it seemed to gleam brighter with thesame mysterious unlight the other structures gave off. The faint shiningoutlined on its side glyphs cut deep into its surface. I walked slowlyaround it. Some, I was sure, were familiar and perhaps twin to those I hadcopied earlier in the day. Was this then some sort of guidepost, labeledwith destinations according to compass headings? I reached out a hand totrace one of the familiar glyphs.
 The night bent around me. A wave of vertigo swept over me. I clutchedat the column for support, but somehow missed it and went stumblingforward. My outstretched hands found nothing and I fell face forward intocrusted snow and ice. For a time I just lay there, my cheek against the icyroad, blinking my useless eyes at the blackness of the night. Then a warm,solid weight hit me. My brother! Nighteyes greeted me joyously. He thrusthis cold nose into my face and pawed at my head to rouse me. I knew youwould come back. I knew it! 
CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT
The Coterie

 PART OF THE great mystery that surrounds the Elderlings is that the fewimages we have of them bear small resemblance to each other. This is truenot only of tapestries and scrolls that are copies of older works and hencemight contain errors, but also of the few images of Elderlings that havesurvived from King Wisdom's time. Some of the images bear superficialresemblances to the legends of dragons, featuring wings, claws, scaly skin,and great size. But others do not. In at least one tapestry, the Elderlingis depicted as similar to a human, but gold of skin and great of size. Theimages do not even agree in the number of limbs that benevolent racepossessed. They may have as many as four legs and two wings also, or haveno wings at all and walk upon two legs as a man.
 It has been theorized that so little was written about them because knowledge of the Elderlings at that time. was regarded as common knowledge.Just as no one sees fit to create a scroll that deals with the most basic attributes of what a horse is, for it would serve no useful purpose, so noone thought that one day Elderlings would be the stuff of legends. To acertain degree, this makes sense. But one has only to look about at all thescrolls and tapestries in which horses are featured as the stuff of commonlife to find a flaw. Were Elderlings so accepted a part of life, surelythey would have been more often depicted.
 After a very confusing hour or two, I found myself back in the yurtwith the others. The night seemed all the colder for my having spent analmost warm day in the city. We huddled in the tent in our blankets. Theyhad told me I had vanished from the lip of the cliff only the night before;I had told them of all I had encountered in the city. There had been acertain amount of disbelief on everyone's part. I had felt both moved andguilty to see how much anguish my disappearance had caused them. Starlinghad obviously been weeping, while both Kettle and Kettricken had the owlylook of folks who had not slept. The Fool had been the worst, pale andsilent with a slight trembling to his hands. It had taken a bit of time forall of us to recover. Kettle had cooked a meal twice the size of what we usually had and all save the Fool had eaten heartily. He had not seemed to have the energy. While the others sat in a circle around the brazierlistening to my tale, he was already curled in his blankets, the wolf snugbeside him. He seemed completely exhausted.
 After I had been over the events of my adventure for the third time,Kettle commented cryptically, "Well, thank Eda you were dosed with elfbarkbefore you were taken; otherwise you would never have kept your wits atall."
 "You say `taken'?" I pressed immediately.
 She scowled at me. "You know what I mean." She looked about at all of us staring at her. "Through the guidepost or whatever it is. They must havesomething to do with it." A silence met her words. "It seems obvious to me,that's all. He left us at one, and arrived there at one. And returned to usthe same way."
 "But why didn't they take anyone else?" I protested.
 "Because you are the only Skill-sensitive one among us," she pointedout.
 "Are they Skill-wrought as well?" I asked her bluntly.
 She met my glance. "I looked at the guidepost by daylight. It is hewnof black stone with wide threads of shining crystal in it. Like the wallsof the city you describe. Did you touch both posts?"
 I was silent a moment, thinking. "I believe so."
 She shrugged. "Well, there you are. A Skill-imbued object can retainthe intent of its maker. Those posts were erected to make travel easier forthose who could master them:"
 "I've never heard of such things. How do you know them?"
 "I am only speculating on what seems obvious to me," she told mestubbornly. "And that is all I am going to say. I'm going to sleep. I'mexhausted. We all spent the entire night and most of the day looking foryou and worrying about you. What hours we could rest, that wolf neverstopped howling."
 Howling? 
 I called you. You did not answer.
 I did not hear you, or I would have tried.
 I begin to fear, little brother. Forces pull at you, taking you toplaces I cannot follow, closing your mind to mine. This, right now, is asclose as I have ever come to being accepted into a pack. But if I lost you,even it would be lost to me.
 You will not lose me, I promised him, but I wondered if it was apromise I could keep. "Fitz?" Kettricken asked in a nudging voice.
 "I am here," I assured her.
 "Let us look at the map you copied."
 I took it out and she drew out her own map. We compared the two. It washard to find any similarities, but the scales of the maps were different.At last we decided that the piece I had copied down in the city bore asuperficial resemblance to the portion of trail that was drawn onKettricken's map. "This place," I gestured to one destination marked on hermap, "would seem to be the city. If that is so, then this corresponds tothis, and this to this."
 The map Verity had set out with had been a copy of this older, fadedmap. On that one the trail I now thought of as the Skill road had beenmarked, but oddly, as a path that began suddenly in the Mountains and endedabruptly at three separate destinations. The significance of thoseendpoints had once been marked on the map, but those markings had fadedinto inky smears. Now we had the map I had copied in the city, with thosethree endpoints on it also. One had been the city itself. The other two were now our concern.
 Kettricken studied the glyphs I had copied from the city's map. "I'veseen such markings, from time to time," she admitted uneasily. "No onetruly reads them anymore. A handful of them are still known. One encountersthem mostly in odd places. In a few places in the Mountains, there areraised stones that have such marks. There are some at the west end of the Great Chasm Bridge. No one knows when they were carved, or why. Some arethought to mark graves, but others say they marked land boundaries."
 "Can you read any of them?" I asked her.
 "A few.. They are used in a challenge game. Some are stronger than others ...." Her voice trailed off as she studied my scratchings. "Nonematch exactly the ones I know," she said at last, disappointment heavy inher voice. "This one is almost like the one for `stone.' But the others I have never seen at all."
 "Well, it's one of the ones that was marked here." I tried to make myvoice cheery. "Stone" conveyed nothing at all to me. "It seems closest towhere we are. Shall we go there next?"
 "I would have liked to see the city," the Fool said softly. "I shouldhave liked to see the dragon, too."
 I nodded slowly. "It is a place and a thing worth seeing. Muchknowledge is there, if only we had the time to ferret it out. Did not Ihave Verity always in my head with his `Come to me, come to me' I think Iwould have been more curious to explore." I had said nothing to them of mydreams of Molly and Chade. Those were private things, as was my ache to behome with her again.
 "Doubtless you would have," Kettle agreed. "And doubtless gottenyourself into more trouble that way. I wonder, did he so bind you to keepyou on the road and protect you from distractions?"
 I would have challenged her again on her knowledge, had not the Foolrepeated softly, "I would have liked to see the city."
 "We should all sleep now. We are up at first light, to travel hardtomorrow. It heartens me to think that Verity had been there beforeFitzChivalry, even as it fills me with foreboding. We must get to himquickly. I can no longer stand wondering each night why he never returned."
 "Comes the Catalyst, to make stone of flesh and flesh of stone. At histouch shall be wakened the dragons of the earth. The sleeping city shalltremble and waken to him. Comes the Catalyst." The Fool's voice was dreamy.
 "The writings of White Damir," Kettle added reverently. She looked atme and for a moment was annoyed. "Hundreds of years of writings andprophecies and they all terminate in you?"
 "Not my fault," I said inanely. I was already tucking my way into myblankets. I thought longingly of the almost warm day I had had. The windwas blowing and I felt chilled to the bone.
 I was drowsing off when the Fool reached over to pat my face with a warm hand. "Good you're alive," he muttered.
 "Thank you," I said. I was summoning up Kettle's game board and piecesin an effort to keep my mind to myself for the night. I had just begun tocontemplate the problem. Suddenly I sat up, exclaiming, "Your hand is warm!Fool! Your hand is warm!"
 "Go to sleep," Starling chided me in an offended tone.
 I ignored her. I dragged the blanket down from the Fool's face andtouched his cheek. His eyes opened slowly. "You're warm," I told him. "Areyou all right?"
 "I don't feel warm," he informed me miserably. "I feel cold. And very,very tired."
 I began building up the fire in the brazier hastily. Around me theothers were stirring. Starling across the tent had sat up and was peeringat me through the gloom.
 "The Fool is never warm," I told them, trying to make them understandmy urgency. "Always, when you touch his skin, it is cool. Now he's warm."
 "Indeed?" Starling asked in an oddly sarcastic voice.
 "Is he ill?" Kettle asked tiredly.
 "I don't know. I've never known him to be ill in my whole life."
 "I am seldom ill," the Fool corrected me quietly. "But this is a feverI have known before. Lie down and sleep, Fitz. I'll be all right. I expectthe fever will have burned out by morning."
 "Whether it has or not, we must travel tomorrow morning," Kettrickensaid implacably. "We have already lost a day lingering here."
 "Lost a day?" I exclaimed, almost angrily. "Gained a map, or moredetail for one, and knowledge that Verity had been to the city. For myself,I doubt not that he went there as I did, and perhaps returned to this veryspot. We have not lost a day, Kettricken, but gained all the days it wouldhave taken us to find a way down to what remains of the road down there andthen tramp to the city. And back again. As I recall, you had proposedspending a day just to seek for a way down that slide. Well, we did, and wefound the way." I paused. I took a breath and imposed calm on my voice. "I will not seek to force any of you to my will. But if the Fool is not wellenough to travel tomorrow, I shall not travel either. "
 A glint came into Kettricken's eyes, and I braced myself for battle.But the Fool forestalled it. "I shall travel tomorrow, well or not," heassured us both.
 "That's settled, then," Kettricken said swiftly. Then, in a more humanevoice she asked, "Fool, is there anything I can do for you? I would not useyou so harshly, were not the need so great. I have not forgotten, and nevershall, that without you I would never have reached Jhaampe alive."
 I sensed a story I was not privy to, but kept my questions to myself.
 "I will be fine. I am just ... Fitz? Could I beg some elfbark of you?That warmed me last night as nothing else has."
 "Certainly." I was rummaging in my pack for it when Kettle spoke outwarningly.
 "Fool, I counsel you against i. It is a dangerous herb, and almostoften more damaging than good. Who knows but you are ill tonight becauseyou had some night before last?"
 "It is not that potent an herb," I said disdainfully. "I've used it fora number of years, and taken no lasting ill from it."
 Kettle gave a snort. "None that you are wise enough to see, anyway,"she said sarcastically. "But it is a warming herb that gives energy to theflesh, even if it is deadening to the spirit."
 "I always found it restored me rather than deadened me," I countered asI found the small packet and opened it. Without my asking her, Kettle gotup to put water on to boil. "I never noticed it dulling my mind," I added.
 "The one taking it seldom does," she retorted. "And while it may boostyour physical energy for a time, you must always pay for it later. Yourbody is not to be tricked, young man. You will know that better when youare as old as I.
 I fell silent. As I thought back over the times I had used elfbark torestore myself, I had the uncomfortable suspicion that she was at leastpartly right. But my suspicion was not enough to keep me from brewing twocups rather than just one. Kettle shook her head at me, but lay back down and said no more. I sat beside the Fool as we drank our tea. When he handed me back the empty mug, his hand seemed warmer, not cooler.
 "Your fever is rising," I warned him.
 "No. It is just the heat of the mug on my skin," he suggested.
 I ignored him. "You are shaking all over."
 "A bit," he admitted. Then his misery broke though and he said, "I amcold as I have never been before. My back and my jaws ache from shakingwith it."
 Flank him, suggested Nighteyes. The big wolf shifted to press moreclosely against him. I added my blankets to those covering the Fool andthen crawled in beside him. He said not a word but his shivering lessenedsomewhat.
 "I can't recall that you were ever ill at Buckkeep," I said quietly.
 "I was. But very seldom, and I kept to myself. As you recall, thehealer had little tolerance for me, and I for him. I would not have trustedmy health to his purges and tonics. Beside. What works for your kindsometimes does nothing for mine."
 "Is your kind so vastly different from mine?" I asked after a time. Hehad brought us close to a topic we had seldom even mentioned.
 "In some ways," lie sighed. He lifted a hand to his brow. "Butsometimes I surprise even myself." He took a breath, then sighed it out asif he had endured some pain for an instant. "I may not even be truly ill. Ihave been going through some changes in the past year. As you havenoticed." He added the last in a whisper.
 "You have grown, and gathered color," I agreed softly.
 "That is a part of it." A smile twitched over his face, then faded. "Ithink I am almost an adult now."
 I snorted softly. "I have counted you as a man for many years, Fool. Ithink you found your manhood before I did mine."
 "Did I? How droll!" he exclaimed softly, and for a moment soundedalmost like himself. His eyes sagged shut. "I am going to sleep now," he told me.
 I made no reply. I shouldered deeper into the blankets beside him andset my walls once more. I sank into a dreamless rest that was notcautionless sleep.
 I awoke before first light with a foreboding of danger. Beside me, theFool slept heavily. I touched his face, and found it warm still and mistedwith sweat. I rolled away from him, tucking the blankets in tight aroundhim. I added a twig or two of precious fuel to the brazier and begandrawing my clothes on quietly. Nighteyes was immediately alert.
 Going out?
 Just to sniff about.
 Shall I come?
 Keep the Fool warm. I won't be long.
 Are you sure you'll be all right?
 I'll be very careful. I promise.
 The cold was like a slap. The darkness, absolute. After a moment ortwo, my eyes adjusted but even so I could see little more than the tentitself. An overcast had blotted the stars even. I stood still in the icywind, straining my senses to find what had disturbed me. It was not theSkill but my Wit that quested out into the darkness for me. I sensed ourparty, and the hunger of the huddled jeppas. Grain alone would not keepthem long. Another worry. Resolutely I set it aside and pushed my sensesfurther. I stiffened. Horses? Yes. And riders? I thought so. Nighteyes wassuddenly beside me.
 Can you scent them?
 The wind is wrong. Shall I go see?
 Yes. But be unseen.
 Of course. See to the Fool. He whimpered when I left him.
 In the tent, I quietly woke Kettricken. "I think there may be danger,"I told her softly. "Horses and riders, possibly on the road behind us. I'm not certain yet."
 "By the time we are certain, they will be here," she said dourly. "Wakeeveryone. I want us up and ready to move by light."
 "The Fool is still feverish," I said, even as I stooped and shookStarling's shoulder.
 "If he stays here, he won't be feverish, he'll be dead. And you withhim. Has the wolf gone to spy for us?"
 "Yes." I knew she was right, but it was still hard to force myself toshake the Fool to consciousness. He moved like a man in a daze. While the others bundled our gear, I hurried him into his coat and nagged him into anextra pair of leggings. I wrapped him in all our blankets and stood himoutside while the rest of us struck the tent and loaded it. Of Kettricken I asked quietly, "How much weight can a jeppa bear?"
 "More than the Fool weighs. But they are too narrow to straddlecomfortably, and they are skittish with a live load. We might put him onone for a ways, but it would be uncomfortable for him and the jeppa would
be difficult to control."
 It was the answer I had expected, but it did not make me happy.
 "What news from the wolf?" she asked me.
 I reached for Nighteyes, and was dismayed to find what an effort it was
to touch minds with him. "Six riders," I told her.
 "Friend or foe?" she asked.
 "He has no way to know," I pointed out to her. To the wolf I asked, How
do the horses look?
 Delicious.
 Large, like Sooty? Or small, like Mountain horses?
 Between. One pack mule.
 "They are on horses, not Mountain ponies," I told Kettricken. 
 She shook her head to herself. "Most of my folk do not use horses thishigh in the Mountains. They would use ponies, or jeppas. Let us decide theyare enemies and act accordingly."
 "Run or fight?"
 "Both, of course."'
 She had already taken her bow from one of the jeppa's loads.
 Now she strung it to have it ready. "First we look for a better placeto stage an ambush. Then we wait. Let's go."
 It was easier said than done. Only the smoothness of the road made itpossible at all. Light was only a rumor as we started that day. Starlingled the jeppas ahead. I brought the Fool behind them, while Kettle with herstaff and Kettricken with her bow followed us. At first I let the Fool tryto walk on his own. He lurched slowly along, and as the jeppas drewinexorably away from us, I knew it would not do. I put his left arm acrossmy shoulders and my arm about his waist and hurried him along. In a shorttime he was panting and struggling to keep his feet from dragging. Theunnatural warmth of his body was frightening. Cruelly, I forced him on,praying for cover of some sort.
 When we came to it, it was not the kindness of trees, but the crueltyof sharp stone. A great portion of the mountain above the road had givenway and cascaded down. It had carried off more than half the road with it,and left what remained heaped high with stone and earth. Starling and thejeppas were looking at it dubiously when the Fool and I limped up. I sethim down on a stone, where he sat, eyes closed and head bowed. I pulled theblankets more closely around him, and then went to stand by Starling.
 "It's an old slide," she observed. "Maybe it won't be that hard toscramble across it."
 "Maybe," I agreed, my eyes already looking for a place to attempt it.Snow overlaid the stone, cloaking it. "If I go first, with the jeppas, canyou follow with the Fool?"
 "I suppose." She glanced over at him. "How bad is she?"
 There was only worry in Starling's voice, so I swallowed my annoyance."He can stagger along, if he has an arm to lean on. Don't start to followuntil the last animal is up and moving across it. Then follow our tracks." 
 Starling bobbed her head in agreement but did not look happy.
 "Shouldn't we wait for Kettricken and Kettle?"
 I thought. "No. If those riders do catch up with us, I don't want to behere with stone at my back. We cross the slide."
 I wished the wolf were with us, for he was twice as surefooted as I andmuch quicker of reflex.
 Can't come to you without their seeing me. It's sheer rock above andbelow the road here, and they are between you and me.
 Don't fret about it. Just watch them and keep me alerted. Do theytravel swiftly?
 They walk their horses and argue much among themselves. One is fat andweary of riding. He says little but he does not hasten. Be careful, mybrother.
 I took a deep breath, and, as no place looked better than any other,simply followed my nose. At first there was just a scattering of loosestone across the road, but beyond that was a wall of great boulders, rockysoil, and loose sharp-edged stone. I picked my way up this treacherousfooting. The lead jeppa followed me and the others came behind herunquestioningly. I soon found that blowing snow had frozen across the rocksin thin sheets, often covering hollows and cracks beneath them. I steppedcarelessly on one and thrust my leg down to my knee in a crack. Iextricated myself carefully and proceeded.
 When I took a moment and looked around me my courage almost failed.Above was a great slope of slide debris going up to a sheer wall of rock. Iwalked on a hillside of loose rock and stone. Looking ahead, I could notsee where it ended. If it gave way, I would tumble and slide with it to theedge of the road and shoot off it into the deep valley beyond. There wouldbe nothing, not a twig of greenery, not a boulder of any size that I couldcling to. Small things became suddenly frightening. The jeppa's nervoustugging at the lead rope I clutched, a sudden shift in the push of thebreeze, even my hair blowing in my eyes were abruptly life threatening.Twice I dropped to all fours and crawled. The rest of the way, I went at acrouch, looking before I placed a foot and trusting my weight to it slowly.
 Behind me came the line of jeppas, all following the lead beast. Theywere not as cautious as I. I heard stone shift beneath them, and small scatterings of rock that they loosened went pebbling and bounding down theslope, to shoot off in space. Each time it happened, I feared it wouldwaken other rocks and set them sliding. They were not roped together, savefor the lead I had on the first beast. At any moment I dreaded to see onego slipping down the hillside. They were strung out behind me like corks ona net, and far behind them came Starling and the Fool. I stopped once towatch them and cursed myself as I realized the difficulty of the task I hadgiven her. They came at half my crawling pace, with Starling gripping theFool and watching footing for both of them. My heart was in my mouth whenshe stumbled once and the Fool sprawled flat beside her. She looked up thenand saw me staring back at her. Angrily she lifted an arm and motioned tome to go on. I did. There was nothing else I could do.
 The dump of rock and stone ended as abruptly as it had begun. Iscrabbled down to the road's flat surface with gratitude. Behind me camethe lead jeppa, and then the other beasts, jumping from scarp to rock toroad like goats as they descended. As soon as they were all down, Iscattered some grain on the road to keep them well bunched and clamberedback up the slide's shoulder.
 I could see neither Starling nor the Fool.
 I wanted to run back across the face of the slide. Instead I forced myself to go slowly, picking my way back along the tracks the jeppas and Ihad left. I told myself that I should be able to see their brightly coloredgarments in this dull landscape of grays and blacks and whites. And finallyI did. Starling was sitting quite still in a patch of scree with the Foolstretched out beside her on the stones.
 "Starling!" I called to her softly.
 She looked up. Her eyes were huge. "It all started to move around us.Little rocks and then bigger ones. So I stopped still to let it settle. NowI can't get the Fool up and I can't carry her." She fought the panic in hervoice.
 "Sit still. I'm coming."
 I could plainly see where a section of the surface rock had brokenloose and started tumbling. Rolling pebbles had left their tracks over thesnowy surface. I sized up what I could see and wished I knew more ofavalanches. The movement of stone seemed to have begun well above them andto have flowed past them. We were still a good ways above the edge, butonce the scree began moving, it would swiftly carry us over the edge. Imade my heart cold and relied on my head. 
 "Starling!" I called to her softly again. It was needless, herattention was entirely focused on me. "Come to me. Very slowly andcarefully."
 "What about the Fool?"
 "Leave him. Once you are safe, I will go back for him. If I come toyou, all three of us will be at risk."
 It is one thing to see the logic of something. It is another to forceoneself to keep a resolve that smacks of cowardice. I do not know whatStarling was thinking as she got slowly to her feet. She never straightenedup entirely, but ventured toward me one slow step at a time, crouched over.I bit my lip and kept silent though I longed to urge her to hurry. Twicesmall herds of pebbles were loosened by her steps. They went cascadingdownhill, rousing others to join them as they flowed down the incline andthen bounded over the edge. Each time she froze in a crouch, her eyes fixeddesperately on mine. I stood and stupidly wondered what I would do if shestarted to slide with the rocks. Would I fling myself uselessly after her,or watch her go and keep forever the memory of those dark eyes pleading?
 But at last she reached the relative stability of the larger rockswhere I stood. She clutched at me and I held her, feeling the tremblingthat rattled through her. After a long moment, I gripped her upper armsfirmly and held her a little apart from me. "You have to go on, now. It'snot far. When you get there, stay there and keep the jeppas bunchedtogether. Do you understand?"
 She gave a quick nod and then took a deep breath. She stepped free ofme and began cautiously to follow the trail the jeppas and I had left. Ilet her get a safe distance away before I took my first cautious stepstoward the Fool.
 The rocks shifted and grated more noticeably under my greater weight. Iwondered if I would be wiser to walk higher or lower on the slope than shehad. I thought of going back to the jeppas for a rope, but could think ofnothing to secure it to. And all the while I kept moving forward, onecautious step at a time. The Fool himself did not move.
 Rocks began to move around my feet, tapping against my ankles as theytumbled past me, slipping out from under my feet. I halted where I was,frozen by the gravel hurrying past me. I felt one of my feet start to slip,and before I could control myself, I plunged forward a step. The exodus ofsmall rocks became swifter and more determined. I did not know what to do. 
I thought of flinging myself flat and spreading my weight, but decidedswiftly it would only make it more easy for the tumbling rocks to carry mewith them. Not one of the moving stones was bigger than my fist, but therewere so many of them. I froze where I was and counted ten breaths beforethe rattlings settled again.
 It took every scrap of courage I could muster to take the next step. Istudied the ground for a time and selected a place that looked leastunstable. I eased my weight to that foot and chose a place for my nextstep. By the time I reached the Fool's prone body, my shirt was sweated tomy back and my jaw ached from clenching it. I eased myself down beside him.
 Starling had lifted the blanket's corner to shelter his face, and hestill lay covered like a dead man. I lifted it away, to look down at hisclosed eyes. He was a hue I had never seen before. The deathly white of hisskin at Buckkeep had taken on a yellowish cast in the Mountains, but now hewas a terrible dead color. His lips were dry and chapped, his eyelashescrusted yellow. And he was still warm to the touch.
 "Fool?" I asked him gently, but he made no response. I spoke on, hopingsome part of him would hear me. "I'm going to have to lift you and carryyou. The footing is bad, and if I slip, we're going to fall all the way. Soonce I have you up in my arms, you must be very, very still. Do youunderstand?"
 He took a slightly deeper breath. I took it for assent. I kneltdownhill of him and worked my hands and arms under his body. As Istraightened up, the arrow scar in my back screamed. I felt sweat pop outon my face. I knelt upright for a moment, the Fool in my arms, mastering mypain and gaining my balance. I shifted one leg to get my foot under me. Itried to stand up slowly, but as I did so rocks began cascading past me. Ifought a terrible urge to clutch the Fool to me and run. The rattling andscattering of loose shale went on and on and on. When it finally ceased, Iwas trembling with the effort of standing perfectly still. I was ankle deepin loose scree.
 "FitzChivalry?"
 I turned my head slowly. Kettricken and Kettle had caught up. They werestanding uphill of me, well off the patch of loosened stone. They bothlooked sickened at my predicament. Kettricken was the first to recover.
 "Kettle and I are going to cross above you. Stay where you are, and beas still as you can. Did Starling and the jeppas make it across?" I manageda small nod. I had not the spit to speak. 
 "I'll get a rope and come back. I'll be as quick as it is safe to be."
 Another nod from me. I had to twist my body to watch them, so I didnot. Nor did I look down. The wind blew past me, the stone ticked under myfeet, and I looked down into the Fool's face. He did not weigh much, for aman grown. He had always been slight and bird boned, relying on his tonguefor defense rather than fist and muscle. But as I stood and held him, hegrew weightier and weightier in my arms. The circle of pain in my backslowly expanded, and somehow managed to make my arms ache with it.
 I felt him give a slight twitch in my arms. "Be still," I whispered,,
 He prized his eyes open and looked up at me. His tongue sought tomoisten his lips. "What are we doing?" he croaked.
 "We're standing very still in the middle of an avalanche," I whisperedback. My throat was so dry it was hard to talk.
 "I think I could stand," he offered weakly.
 "Don't move!" I ordered him.
 He took a slightly deeper breath. "Why are you always near when I getinto these sort of situations?" he wondered hoarsely.
 "I could ask you the same," I retorted, unfairly.
 "Fitz?"
 I twisted my screaming back to look up at Kettricken. She wassilhouetted against the sky. She had a jeppa with her, the lead one. Shehad a coil of rope looped on one shoulder. The other end was fixed to thejeppa's empty pack harness.
 "I'm going to throw the rope to you. Don't try to catch it, let it gopast you and then pick it up and wrap it around yourself. Understand?"
 "Yes."
 She could not have heard my answer, but she nodded back to meencouragingly. In a moment the rope came flopping and uncoiling past me. Itunsettled a small amount of pebbles, but their scurrying motion was enoughto make me sick. The length of the rope sprawled across the rock, less than an arm's length from my foot. I looked down at it and tasted despair. Isteeled my will.
 "Fool, can you hold on to me? I have to try to pick up the rope."
 "I think I can stand," he offered again.
 "You may have to," I admitted unwillingly. "Be ready for anything. Butwhatever else, hold on to me."
 "Only if you promise to hold on to the rope."
 "I'll do my best," I promised grimly.
 My brother, they have stopped where we camped last night. Of the six men
 Not now, Nighteyes!
 Three have gone down as you did, and three remain with the horses.
 Not now!
 The Fool shifted his arms to get an awkward hold on my shoulders. Thedamnable blankets that had swathed him were everywhere I didn't want themto be. I clutched at the Fool with my left arm and got my right hand andarm somewhat clear even though my arm was still under him. I fought aridiculous impulse to laugh. It was all so stupidly awkward and dangerous.Of all the ways I had thought I might die, this one had never occurred tome. I met the Fool's eyes and saw the same panicky laughter in them."Ready," I told him, and crouched toward the rope. Every taut muscle in mybody screeched and cramped.
 My fingers failed to touch the rope by a handsbreadth. I glanced up towhere Kettricken and the jeppa were anxiously poised. It came to me that Ihad no idea what was supposed to happen once I had the rope. But my muscleswere already extended too far to stop and ask questions. I forced my handto the rope, even as I felt my right foot sliding out from under me.
 Everything happened simultaneously. The Fool's grip on me tightenedconvulsively as the whole hillside beneath us seemed to break into motion.I grasped the rope but was still sliding downhill. Just before it tightenedI managed to flip one wrap around my wrist. Above us and to the east of us,Kettricken led the surefooted jeppa on. I saw the animal stagger as it tookpart of our weight. It dug in its feet and kept moving across the slide 
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zone. The rope tightened, biting into my wrist and hand. I held on.
 I don't know how I scrabbled my feet under me, but I did, and made asemblance of walking as the hill kept rattling away beneath me. I foundmyself swinging like a slow pendulum with the taut rope providing me justenough resistance to keep me atop the rattling stone sliding downhill pastme. Suddenly I felt firmer footing. My boots were full of tiny pebbles, butI ignored them as I kept my grip on the rope and moved steadily across theslide area. By now we were far downhill of the original path I had chosen.I refused to look down and see how close we were to the edge. Iconcentrated on keeping my awkward grip on the Fool and the rope andkeeping my feet moving.
 Abruptly, we were out of danger. I found myself in an area of biggerrocks, free of the loose scree that had nearly ended our lives. Above us,Kettricken kept moving steadily and so did we, and then we were climbingdown onto the blessedly level road bed. In a few more minutes we were allon flat snowy ground. I dropped the rope and slowly, sagged down with theFool. I closed my eyes.
 "Here. Drink some water." It was Kettle's voice, and she was offeringme a waterskin as Kettricken and Starling pried the Fool out of my arms. Idrank some water and shook for a short while. Every part of me hurt as ifbruised. As I sat recovering, something pushed into the front of my mind. Isuddenly staggered to my feet.
 "Six of them, and three have gone down as I did, he said."
 All eyes turned to me at my blurted words. Kettle was getting waterdown the Fool, but he did not look much better. Her mouth was pursed withworry and displeasure. I knew what she feared. But the fear the wolf hadgiven me was more compelling.
 "What did you say?" Kettricken asked me gently, and I realized theythought my mind was wandering again.
 "Nighteyes has been following them. Six men on horses, one pack animal.They stopped at our old campsite. And he said that three of them went downas I did."
 "Meaning to the city?" Kettricken asked slowly.
 To the city, Nighteyes echoed. It chilled me to see Kettricken nod asif to herself. 
 "How can that be?" Starling asked softly. "Kettle told us the signpostonly worked for you because you had had Skill-training. It didn't affectany of the rest of us."
 "They must be Skilled ones," Kettle said softly and looked at mequestioningly.
 There was only one answer. "Regal's coterie," I said and shuddered. Thesickness of dread rose in me. They were so horribly close, and they knewhow to hurt me so badly. An overwhelming fear of pain flooded my mind. Ifought panic.
 Kettricken patted my arm awkwardly. "Fitz. They'll not get past thatslide easily. With my bow, I can pick them off as they cross." Kettrickenoffered these words. There was irony in my queen offering to protect theroyal assassin. Somehow it steadied me, even as I knew her bow was noprotection from the coterie.
 "They don't need to come here to attack me. Or Verity." I took a deepbreath, and suddenly heard an additional fact in my words. "They don't needto physically follow us here to attack us. So why have they come all thisway?"
 The Fool leaned up on an elbow. He rubbed at his pasty face. "Maybethey don't come here to pursue you at all," he suggested slowly. "Maybethey want something else."
 "What?" I demanded.
 "What did Verity come here for?" he demanded. His voice was weak but heseemed to be thinking very carefully.
 "The aid of the Elderlings? Regal never believed in them. He saw itonly as a way to get Verity out of his path."
 "Perhaps. But he knew the tale he spread of Verity's death was afabrication of his own. You yourself say that his coterie waited and spiedupon you. In what hopes, if not to discover Verity's whereabouts? By now,he must wonder as much as the Queen does, why has Verity not returned? AndRegal must wonder, what errand was so important that the bastard turnedaside from killing him to set forth on it? Look behind you, Fitz. You haveleft a trail of blood and mayhem. Regal must wonder where it all leads."
 "Why would they go down into the city?" I asked, and then a worse 
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question, "How did they know how to go down into the city? I blundered intoit, but how did they know?"
 "Perhaps they are far stronger than you in the Skill. Perhaps theguidepost spoke to them, or perhaps they came here already knowing muchmore than you did." Kettle spoke carefully, but there was no "perhaps" inher voice.
 It was all suddenly clear to me. "I don't know why they are here. But Iknow I am going to kill them before they can get to Verity, or trouble meany further." I heaved myself to my feet.
 Starling sat staring at me. I think she realized at the moment exactlywhat I was. Not some romanticized princeling in exile who would eventuallydo some heroic task, but a killer. And not even a very competent one.
 "Rest a bit first," Kettricken advised me. Her voice was steady andaccepting.
 I shook my head. "I wish I could. But the opportunity they've given meis now. I don't know how long they'll be in the city. I hope they'll spendsome time there. I'm not going down to meet them, you see. I'm no match forthem in the Skill. I can't fight their minds. But I can kill their bodies.If they've left their horses, guards and supplies behind them, I can takethose things from them. Then when they come back, they'll be trapped. Nofood, no shelter. No game to hunt around here, even if they remembered howto hunt. I won't get a chance as good as this again."
 Kettricken was nodding reluctantly. Starling looked ill. The Fool hadsagged back into his bedding. "I should be going with you," he said quietly.
 I looked at him and tried to keep amusement out of my voice. "You?"
 "I've just a feeling ... that I should go with you. That you should notgo alone."
 "I won't be alone. Nighteyes is waiting for me." I quested out brieflyand found my comrade. He was crouched on his belly in the snow, downtrailof the guards and horses. They had built a small fire and were cooking foodover it. It was making the wolf hungry.
 Shall we have horse tonight?
 We shall see, I told him. I turned to Kettricken. "May I take your bow?"
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 She handed it over reluctantly. "Can you shoot it?" she asked.
 It was a very fine weapon. "Not well, but well enough. They've no coverworth mentioning, and they aren't expecting an attack. If I'm lucky, I cankill one before they know I'm even around."

 "You'll shoot one without even issuing a challenge?" Starling askedfaintly.
 I looked into the sudden disillusionment in her eyes. I closed my eyesand focused on my task instead. Nighteyes?
 Shall I drive the horses over the cliff, or just down the trail?They've already scented me and are getting anxious. But the men pay noattention.
 I'd like the supplies they are carrying, if it can be managed.
 Why did killing a horse bother me more than killing a man?
 We'll see, Nighteyes replied judiciously. Meat is meat, he added.
 I slung Kettricken's quiver over my back. The wind was kicking upagain, promising more snow. The thought of crossing the slide area againturned my bowels to water. "There is no choice," I reminded myself. Ilooked up to see Starling turning away from me. She had evidently taken myremark as her reply. Well, it would serve there as well. "If I fail, theywill come after you," I said carefully. "You should get as far from here asyou can; travel until you can't see anymore. If all goes well, we'll catchup with you soon enough." I crouched down beside the Fool. "Can you walk atall?" I asked him.
 "For a way," he said dully.
 "If I must, I can carry him." Kettricken spoke with quiet certainty. Ilooked at the tall woman and believed her. I gave a short nod of my head.
 "Wish me luck," I told them, and turned back to the slide zone.
 "I'm coming with you," Kettle announced abruptly. She stood up fromretying her boots. "Give me the bow. And follow where I walk."
 I was speechless for a moment. "Why?" I demanded at last. 
 "Because I know what I'm doing crossing that rock. And I'm more than`good enough' with a bow. I'll wager I can drop two of them before theyknow we're there."
 "But ... " "She is very good on the slide," Kettricken observed calmly."Starling, take the jeppas. I'll bring the Fool." She gave us an unreadablelook. "Catch up as soon as you can."
 I recalled that I'd tried to leave Kettle behind once before. If she was going with me, I wanted her to be with me, not coming up behind me whenI didn't expect it. I glared at her, but nodded.
 "The bow," she reminded me.
 "Can you really shoot well?" I asked her as I grudgingly surrendered it.
 A funny smile twisted her face. She looked down at her crooked fingers."I would not tell you I could do a thing if I could not. Some of my oldskills are still mine," she said quietly.
 We set out to clamber back up onto the tumbled rock. Kettle went first,her probing staff in hand, and I came behind her, one staff length back asshe had bid me. She didn't say a word to me as she glanced back and forthbetween the ground at her feet and where she wished to take us. I could notdiscern what it was that decided her path, but the loose stone andcrystalline snow remained quiet under her short steps. She made it lookeasy enough that I began to feel foolish.
 They are eating now. And no one keeps a watch.
 I relayed the information to Kettle, who nodded grimly. To myself Ifretted and wondered if she would be able to do what needed doing. To begood with a bow is one thing. To shoot a man down while he is eating hisdinner peacefully is another. I thought of Starling's objection, andwondered what kind of man would show himself and issue a challenge beforetrying to kill all three men. I touched the hilt of my shortsword. Well, itwas what Chade had promised me so long ago. Killing for my king, with noneof the honor or glory of the soldier on the battlefield. Not that any of mybattle memories had much of honor or glory in them.
 We were suddenly clambering down from the loose rock of the slide area,going very quietly and carefully. Kettle spoke very softly. "We've a waysto go yet. But when we get there, let me choose my spot, and get my firstshot off. As soon as the man is down, show yourself and draw their 
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attention. They may not look for me, and I may get another clean shot."
 "Have you done this sort of thing before?" I asked softly.
 "It's not that different from our game, Fitz. From here, let us gosilently."
 I knew then she had not killed this way before, if she had ever killeda human before at all. I began to doubt the wisdom of giving her the bow.At the same time, I was selfishly grateful for her companionship. Iwondered if I were losing my courage.
 Perhaps you are learning that a pack is best for such things.
 Perhaps.
 There was little cover on the road. Above and below us, themountainside rose sheer. The road itself was flat and bare. We rounded a shoulder of the mountain and their camp was in plain sight. All threeguards still sat carelessly about the fire, eating and talking. The horsescaught our scent and shifted with small snortings. But as the wolf had keptthem uneasy for some time, the men paid them no mind. Kettle set an arrowto her bow as we walked and carried it ready. In the end, it was simple.Ugly mindless slaughter, but simple. She let go her arrow when one of themen noticed us. It took him through the chest. The other two leaped totheir feet, turned to see us, and dived for their weapons. But in thatshort space of time, Kettle had nocked another arrow and let fly as thehelpless wretch drew a sword clear. Nighteyes came suddenly from behind tobear the last man down and hold him until I could rush in to finish him with a sword.
 It had happened swiftly, almost quietly. Three dead men sprawled in thesnow. Six sweating, restless horses, one impassive mule. "Kettle. See whatfood they have on the horses," I told her, to stop her awful staring. Sheswung her gaze to me, then slowly nodded.
 I went over the bodies, to see what they might tell me. They did notwear Regal's colors, but the origin of two were plain in the features oftheir faces and the cut of their clothes. Farrowmen. The third one, when Iturned him over, near stopped my heart. I'd known him in Buckkeep. Notwell, but enough to know his name was Tallow. I crouched looking down intohis dead face, ashamed that I could recall no more of him than that. Isupposed he had gone on to Tradeford when Regal moved the court there; manyof the servants had. I tried to tell myself it did not matter where he hadbegun, he had ended here. I closed my heart and did my tasks. 
 I tumbled the bodies off the cliff's edge. While Kettle went throughtheir stores and sorted out what she thought we two could carry back, Istripped the horses of every bit of harness and tack. This followed thebodies down the cliff. I went through their bags, finding little besideswarm clothes. The pack animal carried only their tent and such things. Nopapers. What need would coterie members have of written instructions?
 Drive the horses well down the road. I doubt they'll come back here ontheir own.
 That much meat, and you want me to just chase it away?
 If we kill one here, it's more than we can eat and carry. Whatever weleft would feed those three when they return. They were carrying dry meatand cheese. I'll see your belly is full tonight.
 Nighteyes was not pleased, but he heeded me. I think he chased thehorses farther and faster than he truly needed to, but at least he leftthem alive. I had no idea what their chances were in the mountains. Probably end up in a snowcat's belly, or as a feast for the ravens. I wassuddenly horribly tired of it all.
 "Shall we go on?" I asked Kettle needlessly, and she nodded. It was agood trove of food she had packed for us to carry, but I privately wonderedif I'd be able to stomach any of it. What little we could not carry nor thewolf stuff down, we kicked over the edge. I looked around us. "Dare I touchit, I'd try to push that pillar over the edge, too," I told Kettle.
 She gave me a look as if she thought I had asked it of her. "I fear totouch it also," she said at last, and we both turned away from it.
 Evening crept across the mountains as we went up the road, and nightcame swift on her heels. I followed Kettle and the wolf across the landslide in near darkness. Neither of them seemed afraid, and I wassuddenly too weary to care if I survived the trek. "Don't let your mindwander," Kettle chided me as we finally came down off the tumble of stoneand onto the road again. She took my arm and gripped it tightly. We walkedfor a time in almost blackness, simply following the straight flat roadbefore us as it cut across the face of the mountain. The wolf went ahead of us, coming back frequently to check on us. Camp's not much farther, heencouraged me after one such trip.
 "How long have you been doing this?" Kettle asked me after a time. 
 I didn't pretend to misunderstand the question. "Since I was abouttwelve," I told her.
 "How many men have you killed?"
 It was not the cold question it sounded. I answered her seriously. "Idon't know. My ... teacher advised me against keeping a count. He said itwasn't a good idea." Those weren't his exact words. I remembered them well."How many doesn't matter after one," Chade had said. "We know what we are.Quantity makes you neither better nor worse."
 I pondered now what he had meant by that as Kettle said to the dark, "Ikilled once before."
 I made no reply. I'd let her tell me about it if she wished, but Ireally didn't want to know.
 Her arm in mine began to tremble slightly. "I killed her, in a temper.I didn't think I could, she had always been stronger. But I lived and shedied. So they burned me out, and turned me out.
 Sent me into exile forever." Her hand found mine and gripped ittightly. We kept on walking. Ahead of us, I spied a tiny glow. It was mostlikely the brazier burning inside the tent.
 "It was so unthinkable, to do what I had done," Kettle said wearily."It had never happened before. Oh, between coteries, certainly, once in agreat while, for rivalry for the King's favor. But I Skill-dueled a memberof my own coterie, and killed her. And that was unforgivable." 
CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE
The Rooster Crown

 THERE IS A game played among the Mountain folk. It is a complex game tolearn, and a difficult one to master. It features a combination of cardsand rune chips. There are seventeen cards, usually about the size of aman's hand and made from any light-colored wood. Each of these cards features an emblem from Mountain lore, such as the Old Weaver-Man or SheWho Tracks. The renderings of these highly stylized images are usually donein paint over a burnt outline. The thirty-one rune chips are made from agray stone peculiar to the Mountains, and are incised with glyphs forStone, Water, Pasture, and the like. The cards and stones are dealt out tothe players, usually three, until no more remain. Both cards and runes havetraditional weights that are varied when they are played in combination. Itis reputed to be a very old game.
 We walked the rest of the way to the tent in silence. What she had toldme was so immense I could not think of anything to say. It would have beenstupid to voice the hundreds of questions that sprang up in me. She had theanswers, and she would choose. when to give them to me. I knew that now.Nighteyes came back to me silently and swiftly. He slunk close to my heels.
 She killed within her pack?
 So it seems.
 It happens. It is not good, but it happens. Tell her that. Not just now.
 No one said much as we came into the tent. No one wanted to ask. So I quietly said, "We killed the guards and drove off the horses and threwtheir supplies off the cliff."
 Starling only stared at us, without comprehension. Her eyes were wideand dark, birdlike. Kettricken poured mugs of tea for us and quietly addedthe stores of food we had brought to our own dwindling supplies. "The Foolis a bit better," she offered by way of conversation.
 I looked at him sleeping in his blankets and doubted it. His eyes had asunken look. Sweat had plastered his fine hair to his skull and hisrestless sleep had stood it up in tufts. But when I set my hand to hisface, it was almost cool to the touch. I snugged the blanket closer aroundhim. "Did he eat anything?" I asked Kettricken.
 "He drank some soup. I think he'll be all right, Fitz. He was sick oncebefore, for a day or so in Blue Lake. It was the same, fever and weakness.He said then that it might not be a sickness, but only a change his kind gothrough."
 "He said somewhat the same to me yesterday," I agreed. She put a bowl 
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of warm soup in my hands. For an instant it smelled good. Then it smelledlike the remains of the soup the panicked guards had spilled on the snowyroad. I clenched my jaws.
 "Did you see the coterie members at all?" Kettricken asked me.
 I shook my head, then forced myself to speak. "No. But there was a bighorse there, and the clothing in his bags would have fit Burl. In anotherthere were blue garments such as Carrod favors. And austere things forWill."
 I said their names awkwardly, in a way fearing to name them, lest Isummon them. In another way, I was naming those I had killed. Skilled ornot, the Mountains would make an end of them. Yet I took no pride in what Ihad done, nor would I completely believe it until I saw their bones. All Iknew for now was that it was not likely they would attack me this night.For an instant I imagined them returning to the pillar, expecting to findfood and fire and shelter awaiting them. They would find cold and dark.They would not see the blood on the snow. 
I realized the soup was getting cold. I forced myself to eat it,mouthfuls that I simply swallowed, not wishing to taste. Tallow had playedthe pennywhistle. I had a sudden memory of him sitting on the back stepsoutside the scullery, playing for a couple of kitchen maids. I shut myeyes, wishing vainly that I could recall something evil about him. Isuspected his only crime had been serving the wrong master.
 "Fitz." Kettle instantly poked me.
 "I wasn't wandering," I complained.
 "You would have, soon. Fear has been your ally this day. It has keptyou focused. But you must sleep sometime tonight, and when you do, you musthave your mind well warded. When they get back to the pillar, they willrecognize your handiwork and come hunting you. Do you not think so?"
 I knew it was so, but it was still unsettling to hear it spoken aloud.I wished Kettricken and Starling were not listening and watching us.
 "So. We shall have a bit of our game again, shall we?" Kettle cajoled.
 We played four chance games. I won twice. Then she set up a game withalmost entirely white pieces, and gave me one black stone with which towin. I tried to focus my mind on the game, knowing it had worked before, but I was simply too tired. I found myself thinking that it had been over ayear since I had left Buckkeep as a corpse. Over a year since I had sleptin a real bed I called my own. Over a year since meals had been reliable.Over a year since I had held Molly in my arms, over a year since she hadbid me leave her alone forever.
 "Fitz. Don't."
 I lifted my eyes from the game cloth to find Kettle watching me closely.
 "You can't indulge that. You have to be strong."
 "I am too tired to be strong."
 "Your enemies were careless today. They did not expect you to discoverthem. They won't be careless again."
 "I hope they'll be dead," I said with a cheer I did not feel.
 "Not that easily," Kettle replied, unknowing of how her words chilledme. "You said it was warmer down in the city. Once they see they've nosupplies, they'll go back to the city. They have water there, and I'm surethey took at least some supplies for the day. I don't think we candisregard them yet-- Do you?"
 "I suppose not."
 Nighteyes sat up beside me with an anxious whine. I quelled my owndespair and then quieted him with a touch. "I just wish," I said quietly,"that I could simply sleep for a time. Alone in my mind, dreaming my owndreams, without fearing where I'll go or who might attack me. Withoutfearing that my hunger for the Skill will overcome me. Just simple sleep."I spoke to her directly, knowing now she understood well what I meant.
 "I can't give you that," Kettle told me calmly. "All I can give you isthe game. Trust it. It's been used by generations of Skill users to keepsuch dangers at bay."
 And so I bent to the board once more, and fixed the game in my mind,and when I lay down by the Fool that night, I kept it before my eyes. 
I hovered that night, like a nectar bird, somewhere between sleep andwakefulness. I could reach a place just short of sleep and keep myselfthere by contemplating Kettle's game. More than once, I drifted back to 
file:///C|/Documents%20and%20Settings/Tony/My%20Docu...sin's%20Quest(1997)[v2](html)/Assassin's%20Quest.htm (547 of 753)12/11/2005 20:42:20 
wakefulness. I would become cognizant of the dim light from the brazier andthe sleeping forms beside me. Several times I reached out to check theFool; each time his skin seemed cooler and his own sleep deeper.Kettricken, Starling, and Kettle rotated through watches that night. Inoticed that the wolf shared Kettricken's. They still did not trust me toremain wary through one, and I was selfishly grateful for that.
 Just short of dawn, I stirred once more to find all still quiet. Ichecked the Fool, and then lay back and closed my eyes; hoping to find afew more moments of rest. Instead, in horrific detail, I beheld a greateye, as if the closing of my own eyes had opened this one. I struggled toopen my own eyes again, I floundered desperately toward wakefulness, but Iwas held. There was a terrible pull on my mind, like the sucking pull of anundertow on a swimmer. I resisted with all my will. I could feelwakefulness just above me, like I bubble I could break into, if only Icould touch it. But I could not. I struggled, grimacing my face, trying topull my wayward eyes open.
 The eye watched me. One single immense dark eye. Not Will's. Regal's.He stared at me, and I knew he took delight in my struggles. It seemedeffortless for him to hold me there, like a fly under a glass bowl. Yeteven in my panic, I knew that if he could have done more than hold me, hewould. He had got past my walls, but had not the power to do more thanthreaten me. That was still enough to make my heart pound with terror.
 "Bastard, " he said fondly. The word broke over my mind like a coldocean wave. I was drenched in its threat. "Bastard, I know about the child.And your woman. Molly. Tit for tat, Bastard. " He paused and his amusementgrew as my terror swelled. "Now, there's a thought. Has she pretty tits,Bastard? Would I find her amusing?"
 "NO!"
 I wrenched clear of him, sensing for, an instant Carrod, Burl, and Willas well. I flung myself free.
 I came awake abruptly. I scrabbled from my bedding and fled outside,bootless and uncloaked. Nighteyes followed at my heels, snarling in everydirection. The sky was black and scattered with stars. The air was cold. Idrew breath after shuddering breath of it, trying to still the sick fear inme. "What is it?" Starling demanded fearfully. She was on watch outside thetent.
 I just shook my head at her, unable to voice the horror of it. After atime, I turned and went back inside. Sweat was coursing down my body as if I had been poisoned. I sat down in my muddle of blankets. I could not stoppanting. The more I tried to still my panic, the greater it became. ! knowabout the child. And your woman. Those words echoed and echoed through me.Kettle stirred in her bedding, then rose and came across the tent to sitbehind me. She set her hands on my shoulders. "They broke through to you,did they?"
 I nodded, tried to swallow with a dry throat.
 She reached for a waterskin and handed it to me. I took a drink, almostchoked, and then managed another swallow. "Think about the game," she urgedme. "Clear your mind of everything but the game."
 "The game!" I cried out savagely, jerking both the Fool and Kettrickenawake. "The game? Regal knows about Molly and Nettle. He threatens them.And I am powerless! Helpless." I felt the panic building in me again, theunfocused fury. The wolf whined, then growled deep in his throat.
 "Can't you Skill to them, warn them somehow?" Kettricken asked.
 "No!" Kettle cut in. "He should not even think of them."
 Kettricken gave me a look that mingled apology and righteousness. "Ifear Chade and I were correct. The princess will be safer in the MountainKingdom. Do not forget that his task was to fetch her. Take heart. Perhapseven now Nettle is with him, on her way to safety, out of Regal's reach."
 Kettle called my gaze away from the Queen. "Fitz. Focus on the game.Only on the game. His threats could be a ploy, to trick you into betrayingthem. Don't talk about them. Don't think about them. Here. Look here." Her trembling old hands moved my blanket away and spread out the gamecloth. Shespilled stones into her hand, and plucked out white ones to re-create theproblem. "Solve this. Focus on this, and this only."
 It was next to impossible. I looked at the white stones and thought itall a stupid task. What players could be so clumsy and shortsighted as tolet the game degrade into such a clutter of white stones? It was not aproblem worth solving. But neither could I lie down and sleep. I scarcelydared blink lest I see that eye again. Had it been Regal's wholecountenance or both his eyes it would not perhaps have seemed so awful. Butthe disembodied eye seemed all-seeing and constant, inescapable. I staredat the game pieces until the white stones seemed to float above thejunctures of the lines. One black stone, to bring a winning pattern out ofthis chaos. One black stone. I held it in my hand, rubbing it with my thumb. 
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 All the next day, as we followed the road down the mountain's flank, Iheld the stone in my bare hand. My other arm was about the Fool's waist,his arm around my neck. These two things kept my mind focused.
 The Fool seemed somewhat better. His body was no longer feverish, buthe seemed unable to stomach food or even tea. Kettle forced water on him until he simply sat and refused it, shaking his head wordlessly. He seemedas indisposed to talk as I was. Starling and Kettle with her staff led ourweary little procession. The Fool and I followed the jeppas, whileKettricken with her bow strung kept our rear guarded. The wolf prowledrestlessly up and down the line, now ranging ahead, now loping up our backtrail.
 Nighteyes and I had gone back to a sort of wordless bond. He understoodthat I did not wish to think at all, and did his best not to distract me.It was still unnerving to sense him trying to use the Wit to communicatewith Kettricken. No sign of anyone behind us, he would tell her as hetrotted past on one of his endless trips. Then he would go ranging farahead of the jeppas and Starling, only to come back to Kettricken andassure her in passing that all was clear ahead of us. I tried to tellmyself that she merely had faith that Nighteyes would let me know if hefound anything amiss on his scouting trips. But I suspected she wasbecoming more and more attuned to him.
 The road led us very swiftly downward. As we descended the landchanged. By late afternoon, the slope above the road was gentling and webegan to pass twisted trees and mossy boulders. Snow faded and becamepatchy on the hillside while the road was dry and black. Dry tufts of grassshowed green at their bases just off the shoulder of the road. It was hardto make the hungry jeppas keep moving. I made a vague Wit-effort to letthem know that there would be better browsing ahead, but I doubt that I hadenough familiarity with them to make any lasting impression on them. Itried to limit my thoughts to the fact that firewood would be moreplentiful tonight, and to gratitude that the lower the road carried us thewarmer grew the day.
 At one time, the Fool made a gesture to a low growing plant that hadtiny white buds on it. "It would be spring in Buckkeep by now," he said ina low voice, and then added quickly, "I'm sorry. Pay no attention to me,I'm sorry."
 "Are you feeling any better?" I asked him, resolutely thrusting springflowers and bees and Molly's candles out of my mind.
 "A little." His voice shook and he took a quick breath. "I wish we 
could walk more slowly."
 "We'll camp soon," I told him, knowing that we could not slow our pacenow. I felt a growing urgency and had developed the notion it came fromVerity. I pushed that name, too, from my mind. Even walking down the wideroad in daylight, I feared that Regal's eye was only a blink away and thatif I glimpsed it they would once more hold me under their power. For aninstant I hoped Carrod and Will and Burl were cold and hungry, but thenrealized I could not safely think of them, either.
 "You, were sick like this before," I observed to the Fool, mostly tothink of something else.
 "Yes. In Blue Lake. My lady queen spent the food money on a room that Imight be in out of the rain." He turned his head to stare at me. "Do youthink that might have caused it?"
 "Caused what?"
 "Her child to be stillborn ..."/P> 
His voice dwindled off. I tried to think of words. "I don't think it was any one thing, Fool. She simply suffered too many misfortunes while shewas carrying the babe."
 "Burrich should have gone with her and left me. He would have takenbetter care of her. I wasn't thinking clearly at the time ...."/P> 
"Then I'd be dead," I pointed out. "Among other things. Fool, there isno sense in trying to play that game with the past. Here is where we aretoday, and we can only make our moves from here."
 And in that instant, I suddenly perceived the solution to Kettle's gameproblem. It was so instantly clear that I wondered how I could not haveseen it. Then I knew. Each time I had studied the board, I wondered how itcould have got into such a sorry condition. All I had seen were thesenseless moves that had preceded mine. But those moves had no longermattered, once I held the black stone in my hand. A half-smile crooked mylips. My thumb rubbed the black stone.
 "Where we are today," the Fool echoed, and I felt his mood shadow mine.
 "Kettricken said that you might not truly be ill. That it might be ...peculiar to your kind." I was uncomfortable coming even that close to a question regarding this.
 "It could be. I suppose. Look." He drew off his mitten, then reachedup, and dragged his nails down his cheek. Dry white trails followed them.He rubbed at it and the skin powdered away beneath his hands. On the backof his hand, the skin was peeling as if it had been blistered.
 "It's like a sunburn peeling away. Do you think it's the weather you'vebeen in?"
 "That, too, is possible. Save that if it is like last time, I shallitch and peel over every bit of my body. And gain a bit more color in theprocess. Are my eyes changing?"
 I obliged him by meeting his gaze. Familiar as I was with him, it wasstill not an easy task. Had those colorless orbs darkened a trifle more?"Perhaps they are a bit darker. No more than ale held up to the light. Whatwill happen to you? Will you continue to have fevers and gain color?"
 "Perhaps. I don't know," he admitted after a few moments had passed.
 "How could you not know?" I demanded. "What were your elders like?"
 "Like you, foolish boy. Human. Somewhere back in my bloodline, therewas a White. In me, as rarely happens, that ancient blood is given formagain. But I am no more White than I am human. Did you think that one suchas I was common to my people'? I have told you. I am an anomaly, even amongthose who share my mixed lineage. Did you think White Prophets were bornevery generation? We would not be taken so seriously if we were. No. Withinmy lifetime, I am the only White Prophet."
 "But could not your teachers, with all those records you said theykept, tell you anything of what to expect?"
 He smiled, but bitterness was in his voice. "My teachers were toocertain that they knew what to expect. They planned to pace my learning, toreveal what they thought I should know when they thought I should know it.When my prophecies were different from what they had planned, they were notpleased with me. They tried to interpret my own words for me! There havebeen other White Prophets, you see. But when I tried to make them see thatI was the White Prophet, they could not accept it. Writing after writingthey showed to me, to try to convince me of my effrontery in insisting onsuch a thing. But the more I read, the more my certainty grew. I tried totell them my time was nearly upon me. 
 All they could counsel was that I should wait and study more to becertain. We were not on the best terms when I left. I imagine they werequite startled to find I was gone so young from them, even though I hadprophesied it for years." He gave me a strangely apologetic smile. "Perhapsif I had stayed to complete my schooling, we would know better how to savethe world."
 I felt a sudden sinking in the pit of my stomach. So much had I come torely on a belief that the Fool, at least, knew what we were about. "Howmuch do you truly know of what is to come?"
 He took a deep breath, then sighed it out. "Only that we do ittogether, Fitzy-fitz. Only that we do it together."
 "I thought you had studied all those writings and prophecies ...."/P> 
"I did. And when I was younger, I dreamed many dreams, and even hadvisions. But it is as I have told you before; nothing is a precise fit.Look you, Fitz. If I showed you wool and a loom and a set of shears, wouldyou look at it and say, Oh, that is the coat I will someday wear? But onceyou have the coat on, it is easy to look back and say, Oh, those thingsforetold this coat."
 "What is the good of it, then?" I demanded in disgust.
 "The good of it?" he echoed. "Ah. I have never quite thought of it inthose terms before. The good of it."
 We walked for a time in silence. I could see what an effort it was for him to keep to the pace, and wished vainly there had been a way to keep oneof the horses and get it past the slide area.
 "Can you read weather sign, Fitz? Or animal tracks?"
 "Some, for weather. I am better at animal tracks."
 "But in either one, are you always sure you are right?"
 "Never. You don't really know until the next day dawns, or you bringthe beast to bay."
 "So it is with my reading of the future. I never know ... Please, letus stop, even if for only a bit. I need to get my breath, and take a sip ofwater." 
 I obliged him reluctantly. There was a, mossy boulder just off theroad, and he seated himself there. Not too far from the road wereevergreens of a type I did not know. It rested my eyes to look on treesagain. I left the road to sit beside him, and was instantly aware of adifference. As subtle as bees' humming was the working of the road, butwhen it suddenly ceased, I felt it. I yawned to pop my ears, and suddenlyfelt more clearheaded.
 "Years ago I had a vision," the Fool observed. He drank a bit morewater, then passed the skin to me. "I saw a black buck rising from a bed ofshining black stone. When first I saw the black walls of Buckkeep risingover the waters, I said to myself, Ah, that is what that meant! Now I see ayoung bastard whose sigil is a buck walking on a road wrought from blackstone. Maybe that is what the dream signified. I don't know. But my dreamwas duly recorded, and someday, in years to come, wise men will agree as towhat it signified. Probably after both you and I are long dead."
 I asked a question that had long prickled me. "Kettle says there is aprophecy about my child ... the child of the Catalyst ...."
 "That there is," the Fool confirmed calmly.
 "Then you think Molly and I are doomed to lose Nettle to the throne ofthe Six Duchies?"
 "Nettle. You know, I like her name. Very much, I do."
 "You did not answer my question, Fool."
 "Ask me again in twenty years. These things are so much easier when onelooks back." The sideways glance he gave me told me he would say no more onthat topic. I tried a new tack.
 "So you came, all that way, so that the Six Duchies would not fall tothe Red-Ships."
 He gave me an odd look, then grinned as if astonished. "Is that how yousee it? That we do all this to save your Six Duchies?" When I nodded, heshook his head. "Fitz, Fitz. I came to save the world. The Six Duchiesfalling to the Red-Ships is but the first pebble in the avalanche." He tookanother deep breath. "I know the Red-Ships seem disaster enough to you, butthe misery they make to your folk is no more than a pimple on the world'sbuttocks. Were that all, were it simply one set of barbarians seizing landfrom another, it would be no more than the ordinary working of the world. 
No. They are the first stain of poison spreading in a stream. Fitz, do Idare tell you this? If we fail, the spread is fast. Forging takes root as acustom, nay, as an amusement for the high ones. Look at Regal and his`King's Justice.' He has succumbed to it already. He pleasures his bodywith drugs and deadens his soul with his savage amusements. Aye, andspreads the disease to those around him, until they take no satisfaction ina contest of skill that draws no blood, until games are only amusing iflives are wagered on the outcome. The very coinage of life becomes debased.Slavery spreads, for if it is accepted to take a man's life for amusement,then how much wiser to take it for profit?"
 His voice had grown in strength and passion as he spoke. Now he caughthis breath suddenly and leaned forward over his knees. I set a hand on hisshoulder, but he only shook his head.
 After a moment, he straightened. "I declare, talking to you is morewearying than hiking. Take me at my word, Fitz. As bad as the Red-Shipsare, they are amateurs and experimenters. I have seen visions of what theworld becomes in the cycle when they prosper. I vow it shall not be thiscycle."
 He heaved himself to his feet with a sigh and crooked out his arm. Itook it and we resumed our walking. He had given me much to think about,and I spoke little. I took advantage of the gentling countryside to walkalongside the road rather than upon it. The Fool did not complain of theuneven ground.
 As the road plunged ever deeper into the valley, the day warmed and thefoliage increased. By evening, the terrain had mellowed so much that wewere able to pitch the tent, not only off the road, but quite a distancefrom the road. Before bedtime, I showed Kettle my solution to her game, andshe nodded as if well pleased. She immediately began to set out a newpuzzle. I stopped her.
 "I do not think I will need that tonight. I am looking forward to trulysleeping."
 "Are you? Then you shouldn't look forward to waking up again."
 I looked shocked.
 She resumed setting out her pieces. "You are one against three, andthose three a coterie," she observed more gently. "And possibly those threeare four. If Regal's brothers could Skill, he most likely has some ability.With the aid of the others, he could learn to lend his strength to them." 
She leaned closer to me and lowered her voice, although the others were allbusy with camp chores. "You know it is possible to kill with the Skill.Would he wish to do less than that to you?"
 "But if I sleep off the road," I began.
 "The force of the road is like the wind that blows alike on all. The ill wishes of a coterie are like an arrow that targets only you. Besides,there is no way you can sleep and not worry about the woman and the child.And every time you think of them, it is possible the coterie sees themthrough your eyes. You must crowd them out of your mind."
 I bent my head over the gamecloth.
 I awoke the next morning to the pattering of rain on the tent skins. Ilay for a time listening to it, grateful that it was not snow but dreadinga day of walking in rain. I sensed the others waking up around me with akeenness I had not had in days. I felt almost as if I had rested. Acrossthe tent, Starling observed sleepily, "We walked from winter to springyesterday."
 Next to me the Fool shifted, scratched and muttered, "Typical minstrel.Exaggerate everything."
 "I see you are feeling better," Starling retorted.
 Nighteyes thrust his head into the tent, a bloody rabbit dangling inhis jaws. The hunting is better, too.
 The Fool sat up in his blankets. "Is he offering to share that?"
 My kill is your kill, little brother.
 Somehow it stung to hear him call the Fool "brother." Especially whenyou've already eaten two this morning? I asked him sarcastically.
 No one forced you to lie in bed all dawn.
 I was silent a moment. I have not been much companion to you lately, Iapologized.
 I understand. It is no longer just we two. Now we are pack.
 You are right, I told him humbly. But this evening, I intend to hunt with you.
 The Scentless One may come too, if he wishes. He could be a goodhunter, did he try, for his scent could never give him away.
 "He not only offers to share meat, he invites you to hunt with us thisevening."
 I had expected the Fool to decline. Even at Buck he had never shown anyinclination toward hunting. Instead he inclined his head gravely towardNighteyes and told him, "I would be honored. "
 We struck camp speedily and were soon on our way. As before I walkedbeside the road rather than upon it, and felt clearer-headed for it. TheFool had eaten voraciously at breakfast and now seemed almost his old self.He walked upon the road, but within hailing distance, and kept up a merrychattering to me all day. Nighteyes ranged ahead and behind as always,frequently at a gallop. All of us seemed infected with the relief of warmerweather. The light rain soon gave way to a streaky sunlight, and the earthsteamed fragrantly. Only my constant ache over Molly's safety and a naggingfear that at any time Will and his cohorts might attack my mind kept itfrom being a lovely day. Kettle had warned me about letting my mind dwellon either problem, lest I attract the coterie's attention. So I carried myfear inside me like a cold black stone, resolutely telling myself there wasabsolutely nothing I could do.
 Odd thoughts popped into my head all day. I could not see a flower budwithout wondering if Molly would have used it for scent or color in herwork. I found myself wondering if Burrich was as good with a wood axe as hewas with a battle-axe, and if it would be enough to save them. If Regalknew of them, he would send soldiers after them. Could he know of themwithout knowing exactly where they were?
 "Stop that!" Kettle reprimanded me sharply, with a light rap of herwalking stick. I jolted back to full awareness. The Fool glanced over at uscuriously.
 "Stop what?" I demanded.
 "Thinking those thoughts. You know what I mean. Were you thinking ofanything else, I would not have been able to walk up behind you. Find yourdiscipline."
 I did, and reluctantly dredged up the game problem from the nightbefore to concentrate on. 
 "That's better," Kettle told me in quiet approval.
 "What are you doing back here?" I asked suddenly. "I thought you andStarling were leading the jeppas."
 "We've come to a fork in the road. And another pillar. Before weproceed, we want the Queen to see it."
 The Fool and I hastened ahead, leaving Kettle to go back and tellKettricken of the juncture. We found Starling sitting on some ornamentalstonework at the side of the road while the jeppas browsed greedily. Thejuncture of the road was marked by a great paved circle, surrounded by opengrassy meadow, with another monolith at its center. I would have expectedit to be crowned with moss and scarred by lichen. Instead the black stonewas smooth and clean save for dust deposited by wind and rain. I stoodstaring up at the stone, studying the glyphs while the Fool wandered about.I was wondering if any of the markings on this one matched the markings Ihad copied to the map when the Fool exclaimed, "There was a village here,once!" He gestured wide with his hands.
 I glanced up, and saw what he meant. There were indentations in themeadows where stunted grass cloaked old, paved walkways. A wide, straightway that might have been a street once ran through the meadow and offbeneath the trees. Moss- and vine-shrouded upthrusts were all that remainedof cottage and shop walls that had lined it. Trees grew where once hearthshad burned and folk had dined. The Fool found a large block of stone andclimbed upon it to spy in all directions. "It might have been a sizabletown, at one time."
 It made sense. If this road had been the highway for commerce that Ihad seen in my Skill-seeing, then it was only natural that a town or marketwould spring up at every crossroads. I could imagine it on a bright springday, when farmers brought fresh eggs and new spring greens to town andweavers hung out their new goods to tempt the buyers and ...
 For half an instant, the circle about the pillar thronged with folk.The vision began and ended at the pavement stones. Only within the virtueof the black stone did the people laugh and gesture and barter with oneanother. A girl crowned with a twist of green vine came through the crowd,glancing back over her shoulder at someone. I swear she-caught my eye andwinked at me. I thought I heard my name called and turned my head. Upon adais stood a figure dressed in a flowing garment that shimmered with theglint of gold thread. She wore a gilded wooden crown decorated withcunningly carved and painted rooster heads and tail feathers. Her scepter was no more than a feather duster but she gestured with it royally as sheissued some decree. In the circle about me, folk roared with laughter. Icould only stare at her ice white skin and colorless eyes. She looked rightat me.
 Starling slapped me, hard. My head snapped on my neck with the force ofher blow. I looked at her in astonishment, blood pooling in my mouth wheremy teeth had cut my cheek. She lifted her clenched fist again, and Irealized she had not slapped me. I stepped back hastily, catching her wristas her fist went by. "Stop it!" I cried angrily.
 "You ... stop it!" she panted. "And make her stop it, too!" Shegestured angrily to where the Fool perched still upon his stone, frozen inartful mime of a statue. He did not breathe nor blink. But as I watched he slowly toppled over, falling like a stone.
 I expected him to change it to a handspring in midfall, to comeflashing to his feet as he so often had when he amused King Shrewd's court.Instead he measured his length in the meadow grass and lay still.
 For a moment I stood stunned. Then I raced to his side. I seized the Fool under the arms and dragged him away from both the black circle and theblack stone he had climbed upon. Some instinct made me take him into shadeand lean him back against the trunk of alive oak. "Get water!" I snapped atStarling, and her scolding and fluttering ceased. She ran back to theloaded jeppas and got a waterskin.
 I put my fingers alongside his throat and found his life pulsingsteadily there. His eyes were only half-closed and he lay like a manstunned. I called his name and patted at his cheek until Starling returnedwith the water. I unstoppered the skin and let a cold stream of it spatterdown over his face. For a time there was no response. Then he gasped,snorted out water, and sat up abruptly. His eyes were blank. Then his gazemet mine and he grinned wildly. "Such a folk and such a day! It was theannouncing of Realder's dragon, and he had promised he would fly me ..." Hefrowned suddenly and looked about in confusion. "It fades, like a dream itfades, leaving less than its shadow behind ..."/P> 
Kettle and Kettricken were suddenly with us as well. Starling tattledout all that had happened while I helped the Fool to drink some water. Whenshe was finished, Kettricken looked grave, but it was Kettle who lashed outat us. "The White Prophet and the Catalyst!" she cried in disgust. "Rathername them as they are, the Fool and the Idiot. Of all the careless, foolishthings to do! He has no training at all, how is he to protect himself fromthe coterie?" 
 "Do you know what happened?" I demanded, cutting into her tirade.
 "I ... well, of course not. But I can surmise. The stone he clamberedon must be a Skill-stone, the same stuff as the road and the pillars. Andsomehow this time the road seized you both with its power instead of justyou."
 "Did you know it could happen?" I didn't wait for her reply. "Whydidn't you warn us?"
 "I didn't know!" she retorted, and then added guiltily, "I onlysuspected, and I never thought either of you would be so foolish as to ..."
 "Never mind!" the Fool cut in. Abruptly he laughed and stood up,pushing away my arm. "Oh, this! This is such as I have not felt in years,not since I was a child. The certainty, the power of it. Kettle! Would youhear a White Prophet speak? Then hearken to this, and be glad as I am glad.We are not only where we must be, we are when we must be. All juncturescoincide, we draw closer and closer to the center of the web. You and I."He clasped my head suddenly between his two hands and placed his browagainst mine. "We are even who we must be!" He freed me suddenly and spunaway. He launched the handspring I had expected earlier, came to his feet,curtsied deeply and laughed aloud again, exultantly. We all gawked at him.
 "You are in great danger!" Kettle told him severely.
 "I know," he replied, almost sincerely, and then added, "As I said.Exactly where we need to be." He paused, then asked me suddenly, "Did yousee my crown? Wasn't it magnificent? I wonder if I shall be able to carveit from memory?"
 "I saw the rooster crown," I said slowly. "But what to make of any ofthis, I do not know."
 "You don't?" He cocked his head at me, then smiled pityingly. "Oh,Fitzy-fitz, I would explain it if I could. It is not that I wish to keepsecrets, but these secrets defy telling in mere words. They are more thanhalf a feeling, a grasping of rightness. Can you trust me in this?"
 "You are alive again," I said wonderingly. I had not seen such light inhis eyes since the days when he had made King Shrewd bellow with laughter.
 "Yes," he said gently. "And when we have finished, I promise that youwill be, also." 
 The three women stood glaring and excluded. When I looked at theoutrage on Starling's face, the rebuke in Kettle's and the exasperation inKettricken's, I suddenly had to grin. Behind me the Fool chuckled. And tryas we might, we could not explain to their satisfaction exactly what hadhappened. Nevertheless, we wasted quite some time in attempting it.
 Kettricken took out both maps and consulted them. Kettle insisted onaccompanying me when I took my map back to the central pillar to comparethe glyphs on it to the ones on the map. They shared a number of marks incommon, but the only one that Kettricken recognized was the one she hadnamed before. Stone. When I reluctantly offered to see if this pillar mightnot transport me as the other one had, Kettricken adamantly refused. I amashamed to admit I was greatly relieved. "We began together, and I intendthat we shall finish together," she said darkly. I knew she suspected thatthe Fool and I were keeping something from her.
 "What do you propose then?" I asked her humbly.
 "What I first suggested. We will follow that old road that goes offthrough the trees. It appears to match what is marked here. It cannot takeus more than two marches to reach the end of it. Especially if we startnow."
 And with no more announcement than that, she got up and clicked to thejeppas. The leader came immediately and the rest obediently fell into linebehind her. I watched her long even strides as she led them off down theshady road.
 "Well, get along, both of you!" Kettle snapped at the Fool and me. Sheshook her walking stick and I almost suspected she wished she could prod usalong like errant sheep. But the Fool and I both fell obediently into linebehind the jeppas, leaving Starling and Kettle to follow us.
 That night the Fool and I left the tent's shelter and went withNighteyes. Both Kettle and Kettricken had been dubious as to the wisdom ofthis, but I had assured them I would act with all caution. The Fool hadpromised not to let me out of his sight. Kettle rolled her eyes at this,but said nothing. Plainly we were both still suspected of being idiots, butthey let us leave anyway. Starling was sulkily silent, but as we had nothad words, I assumed her pique had some other source. As we left thefireside, Kettricken said quietly, "Watch over them, wolf," and Nighteyesreplied with a wave of his tail.
 Nighteyes led us swiftly away from the grassy road and up into the 
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wooded hills. The road had been leading us steadily downward into moresheltered country. The woods that we moved through were open groves of oakswith wide meadows between. I saw sign of wild boars but was relieved whenwe did not encounter any. Instead, the wolf ran down and killed two rabbitsthat he graciously allowed me to carry for him. As we were returning to thecamp by a roundabout path we came on a stream. The water was icy and sweetand cress grew thick along one bank. The Fool and I tickled for fish untilour hands and arms were numb with the cold water. As I hauled out a final fish, its lashing tail splashed the enthusiastic wolf. He leaped back fromit then snapped at me in rebuke. The Fool playfully scooped up anotherhandful and flung it at him. Nighteyes leaped, jaws wide to meet it.Moments later, all three of us were involved in a water battle, but I wasthe only one who landed bodily in the stream when the wolf sprang on me.Both Fool and wolf were laughing heartily as I staggered out, soaked andchilled. I found myself laughing also. I could not recall the last time Ihad simply laughed aloud about so simple a thing. We returned to camp late,but with fresh meat, fish, and watercress to share.
 There was a small, welcoming fire burning outside the tent. Kettle andStarling had already made porridge for our meal, but Kettle volunteered tocook again for the sake of the fresh food. While she was preparing it,Starling stared at me until I demanded, "What?"
 "How did you all get so wet?" she asked.
 "Oh. By the stream where we got the fish. Nighteyes pushed me in." Igave him a passing nudge with my knee as I headed toward the tent. He madea mock snap at my leg.
 "And the Fool fell in as well?"
 "We were throwing water at one another," I admitted wryly. I grinned ather, but she did not smile. Instead she gave a small snort as ifdisdainful. I shrugged and went into the tent. Kettricken glanced up at mefrom her map, but said nothing. I rucked through my pack and found clothesthat were dry if not clean. Her back was turned so I changed hastily. Wehad grown accustomed to granting one another the privacy of ignoring suchthings.
 "FitzChivalry," she said suddenly in a voice that commanded myattention.
 I dragged my shirt down over my head and buttoned it. "Yes, my queen?"I came to kneel beside her, thinking she wanted to consult on the map.Instead, she set it aside and turned to me. Her blue eyes met mine squarely. 
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 "We are a small company, all dependent on one another," she abruptlytold me. "Any kind of strife within our group serves the purpose of ourenemy."
 I waited, but she said no more. "I do not understand why you tell methis," I said humbly at last.
 She sighed and shook her head. "I feared as much. And perhaps I do moreharm than good to speak of it at all. Starling is tormented by yourattentions to the Fool."
 I was speechless. Kettricken speared me with a blue glance, then lookedaside from me again. "She believes the Fool is a woman and that you kept atryst with her tonight. It chagrins her that you disdain her so completely."
 I found my tongue. "My lady queen, I do not disdain Mistress Starling."My outrage had rendered me formal. "In truth, she is the one who hasavoided my company and put a distance between us since finding that I amWitted and sustain a bond with the wolf. Respecting her wishes, I have notpressed my friendship upon her. As to what she says of the Fool, surely youmust find it as ludicrous as I do." 
"Should I?" Kettricken asked me softly. "All I can truthfully say Iknow of it is that he is not a man like other men."
 "I cannot disagree with that," I said quietly. "He is unique among allthe people I have ever known."
 "Cannot you show some kindness to her, FitzChivalry?" Kettricken burstout suddenly. "I do not ask that you court her, only that you do not lether be rent with jealousy."
 I folded my lips, forced my feelings to find courteous answer. "Myqueen, I will offer her, as I ever have, my friendship. She has given mesmall sign of late of even wanting that, let alone more. But as to thattopic, I do not disdain her nor any other woman. My heart is given already.It is no more right to say that I disdain Starling than it is to say thatyou disdain me because your heart is filled with my Lord Verity."
 Kettricken shot me an oddly startled look. For a moment she seemedflustered. Then she looked down at the map she still gripped. "It is as Ifeared. I have only made it worse by speaking to you. I am so tired, Fitz.Despair drags at my heart always. To have Starling moody is like sandagainst raw flesh to me. I but sought to put things right between you. I 
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beg your pardon if I have intruded. But you are a comely youth still, andit will not be the last time you have such cares."
 "Comely?" I laughed aloud, both incredulous and bitter. "With thisscarred face and battered body? It haunts my nightmares that when nextMolly sees me, she shall turn aside from me in horror. Comely." I turnedaside from her, my throat suddenly too tight to speak. It was not that Imourned my appearance so much as I dreaded that Molly must look someday on my scars.
 "Fitz," Kettricken said quietly. Her voice was suddenly that of afriend, not the Queen. "I speak to you as a woman, to tell you thatalthough you bear scars, you are far from the grotesque you seem to believeyourself You are, still, a comely youth, in ways that have nothing to dowith your face. And were my heart not full with my Lord Verity, I would notdisdain you." She reached out a hand and ran cool fingers down the oldsplit down my cheek, as if her touch could erase it. My heart turned overin me, an echo of Verity's embedded passion for her amplified by mygratitude that she would say such a thing to me.
 "You well deserve my lord's love," I told her artlessly from a fullheart.
 "Oh, do not look at me with his eyes," she said dolefully. She rosesuddenly, clasping the map to her breast like a shield, and left the tent. 
CHAPTER THIRTY 
Stone Garden
 DIMITY KEEP, a very small holding on the coast of Buck, fell shortlybefore Regal crowned himself King of the Six Duchies. A great many villageswere destroyed in that dread time, and there has never been a true countmade of all the lives that were lost. Small keeps like Dimity were frequenttargets for the Red-Ships. Their strategy was to attack simple villages andthe smaller holdings to weaken the overall defense line. Lord Bronze, towhom the Keep of Dimity was entrusted, was an old man, but nonetheless heled his men in defending his small castle: Unfortunately, heavy taxationfor general coastline protection had drained his resources for some time, and Dimity Keep's defenses were in poor repair. Lord Bronze was among thefirst to fall. The Red-Ships took the keep almost easily, and reduced itwith fire and sword to the rubble-strewn mound that it is today.
 Unlike the Skill road, the road we traveled the next day hadexperienced the full ravages of time. Doubtless once a wide thoroughfare,it had been narrowed by the encroachments of the forest to little more thana track. While to me it seemed almost carefree to march down a road that did not at every moment threaten to steal my mind from me, the othersmuttered about the hummocks, upthrust roots, fallen branches, and otherobstacles we scrambled through all day. I kept my thoughts to myself andenjoyed the thick moss that overlaid the once-cobbled surface, the branchyshade of the bud-leafed trees that overarched the road, and the occasionalpatter of fleeing animals in the underbrush.
 Nighteyes was in his element, racing ahead and then galloping back tous, to trot purposefully along beside Kettricken for a time. Then he wouldgo ranging off again. At one time he came dashing back to the Fool and me,tongue lolling, to announce that tonight we would hunt wild pig, for theirsign was plentiful. I relayed this to the Fool.
 "I did not lose any wild pigs. Therefore, I shall not hunt for any," hereplied loftily. I rather agreed with his sentiments. Burrich's scarred leghad made me more than wary of the great tusked animals.
 Rabbits, I suggested to Nighteyes. Let us hunt rabbits.
 Rabbits for rabbits, he snorted disdainfully, and dashed off again.
 I ignored the insult. The day was just pleasantly cool for hiking andthe verdant forest smells were like a homecoming to me. Kettricken led uson, lost in her own thoughts, while Kettle and Starling followed us, caughtup in talk. Kettle still tended to walk more slowly, though the old womanseemed to have gained stamina and strength since our journey had begun. Butthey were a comfortable distance behind us when I quietly asked the Fool,"Why do you allow Starling to believe you are a woman?"
 He turned to me, waggled his eyebrows and blew me a kiss. "And am Inot, fair princeling?"
 "I'm serious," I rebuked him. "She thinks you are a woman and in lovewith me. She thought that we had a tryst last night." 
 "And did we not, my shy one?" He leered at me outrageously.
 "Fool," I said warningly.
 "Ah." He sighed suddenly. "Perhaps the truth is, I fear to show her myproof, lest ever afterward she find all other men a disappointment." Hegestured meaningfully at himself.
 I looked at him levelly until he grew sober. "What does it matter whatshe thinks? Let her think whatever is easiest for her to believe."
 "Meaning?"
 "She needed someone to confide in and, for a time, chose me. Perhaps itwas easier for her to do that if she believed I was a woman, also." Hesighed again. "That is one thing that in all my years among your folk Ihave never become accustomed to. The great importance that you attach towhat gender one is."
 "Well, it is important ..." I began.
 "Rubbish!" he exclaimed. "Mere plumbing, when all is said and done. Whyis it important?"
 I stared at him, at a loss for words. It all seemed so obvious to me asto not need saying. After a time, I said, "Could you not simply tell heryou area man and let the issue be laid to rest?"
 "That would scarcely lay it to rest, Fitz," he replied judiciously. Heclambered over a fallen tree and waited for me to follow. "For then she would need to know why, if I am a man, I do not desire her. It would haveto be either a fault in me, or something I perceived as a fault in her. No.I do not think anything needs to be said on that topic. Starling, however,has the minstrel's failing. She thinks that everything in the world, nomatter how private, should be a topic for discussion. Or better yet, madeinto a song. Ah, yes!"
 He struck a sudden pose in the middle of the forest trail. His stancewas so artfully reminiscent of Starling when she readied herself to singthat I was horrified. I glanced back at her as the Fool launched intosudden, hearty song:
 "Oh, when the Fool pisses
Pray tell, what's the angle?

file:///C|/Documents%20and%20Settings/Tony/My%20Docu...sin's%20Quest(1997)[v2](html)/Assassin's%20Quest.htm (566 of 753)12/11/2005 20:42:20 
 Did we take down his pants
Would he dimple or dangle?"

 My eyes darted from Starling to the Fool. He bowed, an embroidery ofthe elaborate bow that often marked the end of her performances. I wantedat once to laugh aloud and to sink into, the earth. I saw Starling reddenand start forward, but Kettle caught at her sleeve and said somethingseverely. Then they both glared at me. It was not the first time that oneof the Fool's escapades had embarrassed me, but it was one of the mostkeenly edged ones. I made a helpless gesture back at them, then rounded onthe Fool. He was capering down the path ahead of me. I hastened to catch upwith him.
 "Did you ever stop to think you might hurt her feelings?" I asked himangrily.
 "I gave it as much thought as she gave to whether such an allegationmight hurt mine." He rounded on me suddenly, wagging a long finger. "Admitit. You asked that question with never a thought as to whether it wouldhurt my vanity. How would you feel if I demanded proof that you were a man?Ah!" His shoulders slumped suddenly and he seemed to lose all energy. "Sucha thing to waste words on, with all else we must confront. Let it go, Fitz,and I will as well. Let her refer to me as `she' as much as she wishes. I will do my best to ignore it."
 I should have left it alone. I did not. "It is only that she thinksthat you love me," I tried to explain.
 He gave me an odd look. "I do."
 "I mean, as a man and a woman love."
 He took a breath. "And how is that?"
 "I mean ..." It half-angered me that he pretended not to understand me."For bedding. For ..."/P> 
"And is that how a man loves a woman?" he interrupted me suddenly. "Forbedding?"
 "It's a part of it!" I felt suddenly defensive but could not say why.
 He arched an eyebrow at me and said calmly, "You are confusing plumbingand love again." 
 "It's more than plumbing!" I shouted at him. A bird abruptly flew off,cawing. I glanced back at Kettle and Starling, who exchanged puzzledglances.
 "I see," he said. He thought a bit as I strode ahead of him on thepath. Then, from behind me he called out, "Tell me, Fitz, did you loveMolly or that which was under her skirts?"
 Now it was my turn to be affronted, But I was not going to let himbaffle me into silence. "I love Molly and all that is a part of her," Ideclared. I hated the heat that rose in my cheeks.
 "There, now you have said it," the Fool replied as if I had proven hispoint for him. "And I love you, and all that is a part of you." He cockedhis head and the next words held a challenge. "And do you not return thatto me?"
 He waited. I desperately wished I had never started this discussion."You know I love you," I said at last,, grudgingly. "After all that hasbeen between us, how can you even ask? But I love you as a man lovesanother man ...." Here the Fool leered at me mockingly. Then a sudden glintlit his eyes, and I knew that he was about to do something awful to me.
 He leaped to the top of a fallen log. From that height, he gaveStarling a triumphant look and cried dramatically, "He loves me, he says!And I love him!" Then with a whoop of wild laughter he leapt down and racedahead of me on the trail.
 I ran my hand back through my hair and then slowly clambered over thelog. I heard Kettle laughing and Starling's angry comments. I walkedsilently through the forest, wishing I'd had the sense to keep my mouthshut. I was certain that Starling was simmering with fury. It was badenough that lately she had almost no words for me. I had accepted that shefound my Wit something of an abomination. She was not the first to bedismayed by it at least she showed some tolerance for me. But now the angershe carried would have a more personal bite to it. One more small loss ofwhat little I had left. A part of me greatly missed the closeness we hadshared for a time. I missed the human comfort of having her sleep againstmy back, or suddenly take my arm when we were walking. I thought I hadclosed my heart against those needs, but I suddenly missed that simplewarmth.
 As if that thought had opened a breach in my walls, I suddenly thoughtof Molly. And Nettle, both in danger because of me. Without warning, myheart was in my throat. I must not think of them, I warned myself, and reminded myself that there was nothing I could do. There was no way I couldwarn them without betraying them. There was no possible way I could reachthem before Regal's henchmen did. All I could do was trust to Burrich'sstrong right arm, and cling to the hope that Regal did not truly know wherethey were.
 I jumped over a trickling creek and found the Fool waiting for me onthe other side. He said nothing as he fell into pace beside me. Hismerriment seemed to have deserted him.
 I reminded myself that I scarcely knew where Molly and Burrich were.Oh, I knew the name of a nearby village, but as long as I kept that tomyself, they were safe.
 "What you know, I can know."
 "What did you say?" I asked the Fool uneasily. His words had replied soexactly to my thoughts that it sent a chill up my spine.
 "I said, what you know, I can know," he repeated absently.
 "Why?"
 "Exactly my thought. Why would I wish to know what you know?"
 "No. I mean, why did you say that?"
 "In truth, Fitz, I've no idea. The words popped into my head and I saidthem. I often say things I have not well considered." The last he saidalmost as an apology.
 "As do I," I agreed. I said no more to him, but it bothered me. Heseemed, since the incident at the pillar, to be much more of the Fool Iremembered from Buckkeep. I welcomed his sudden growth in confidence andspirits but I also worried that he might have too much faith in eventsflowing as they should. I also recalled that his sharp tongue was moreprone to bare conflicts than resolve them. I myself had felt its edge morethan once, but in the context of King Shrewd's court, I had expected it.Here, in such a small company, it seemed to cut more sharply. I wondered ifthere were any way I could soften his razor humor. I shook my head tomyself, then resolutely dredged up Kettle's latest game problem and kept itbefore my mind even as I clambered over-forest debris and sidesteppedhanging branches. 
 As late afternoon wore on, our path led us deeper and deeper into avalley. At one point the ancient trail afforded a view of what lay belowus. I glimpsed the green-beaded, trailing branches of willows coming intoleaf and the rose-tinged trunks of paper birches presiding over a deeplygrassed meadow. Beyond I saw the brown standing husks of last year'scattails deeper in the vale. Toe lush rankness of the grasses and fernsforetold swampland as surely as the green smell of standing water did. Whenthe ranging wolf came back wet to his flanks, I knew I was right.
 Before long we came to where an energetic stream had long ago washedout a bridge and devoured the road to either side of it. Now it trickledshining and silver in a gravelly bed, but the fallen trees on either bankattested to its flood time fury. A chorus of frogs stilled suddenly at ourapproach. I went rock to rock to get past it with dry feet. We had not gonefar before a second stream crossed our path. Given a choice of wet feet orwet boots, I chose the former. The water was icy. The only kindness wasthat it numbed my feet from the stones in its bed. On the far side I put myboots back on. Our small company had closed its ranks as the trail grewmore difficult. Now we continued to march silently together. Blackbirdscalled and early insects hummed.
 "So much life here," Kettricken said softly. Her words seemed to hangin the still sweet air. I found myself nodding in agreement. So much lifearound us, both green and animal. It filled my Wit-sense and seemed to hangin the air like a mist. After the barren stones of the mountains and the deserted Skill road, this abundance of life was heady.
 Then I saw the dragon.
 I halted in my tracks and lifted my arms out in a sudden gesture forboth stillness and silence that all seemed to recognize. All of mycompanions' gazes followed mine. Starling gasped and the hackles on thewolf stood up. We stared at it, as unmoving as it was.
 Golden and green, he sprawled under the trees in their dappled shade.He was far enough off the trail that I could only see patches of himthrough the trees, but those were impressive enough. His immense head, aslong as a horse's body, rested deep in the moss. His single eye that Icould see was closed. A great crest of feather-scales, rainbow hued, laylax about his throat.
 Similar tufts above each eye looked almost comical, save that therecould be nothing comical about a creature so immense and so strange. I sawa scaled shoulder, and winding between two trees, a length of tail. Oldleaves were heaped about it like a sort of nest. 
 After a long breathless moment, we exchanged glances. Kettricken raisedher eyebrows at me, but I deferred to her with a tiny shrug. I had noconcept of what dangers it might present, or how to face them. Very slowlyand silently I drew my sword. It suddenly looked like a very silly weapon.As well face a bear with a table knife. I don't know how long our tableauheld. It seemed an endless time. My muscles were beginning to ache with thestrain of remaining motionless. The jeppas shifted impatiently, but heldtheir places in line as long as Kettricken kept their leader still. At lastKettricken made a small silent motion, and slowly started our party forwardagain.
 When I could no longer see the slumbering beast, I began to breathe abit easier. Just as quickly, reaction set in. My hand ached from grippingmy sword hilt and all my muscles suddenly went rubbery. I wiped my sweatyhair back from my face. I turned to exchange a relieved look with the Fool,only to find him staring beyond me with unbelieving eyes. I turned hastily,and like flocking birds, the others mimed my gesture. Yet again we halted,silently transfixed, to stare at a sleeping dragon.
 This one sprawled in the deep shade of evergreen trees. Like the first,she nestled deep in moss and forest debris. But there the resemblanceended. Her long sinuous tail was coiled and wrapped around her like agarland, and her smoothly scaled hide shone a rich, coppery brown. I couldsee wings folded tight to her narrow body. Her long neck was craned overher back like a sleeping goose's and the shape of her head was birdlikealso, even to a hawklike beak. From the creature's brow spiraled up ashining horn, wickedly sharp at the tip. The four limbs folded beneath herput me more in mind of a hind than a lizard. To call both these creaturesdragons seemed a contradiction, yet I had no other word for beings such asthese.
 Again we stood silent and staring while the jeppas shifted restlessly.Abruptly Kettricken spoke. "I do not think they are living beings. I thinkthey are clever carvings of stone."
 My Wit-sense told me otherwise. "They are alive!" I cautioned her in awhisper. I started to quest toward one, but Nighteyes near panicked. I drewmy mind-touch back. "They sleep very deeply, as if still hibernating fromthe cold weather. But I know they are alive."
 While Kettricken and I were speaking, Kettle went to decide it forherself. I saw Kettricken's eyes widen, and turned to look back at thedragon, fearing it was awakening. Instead I saw Kettle place her witheredhand on the creature's still brow. Her hand seemed to tremble as she touched it, but then she smiled, almost sadly, and stroked her hand up the spiraling horn. "So beautiful," she mused. "So cunningly wrought."
 She turned back to us all. "Mark how last year's vine twined about hertail tip. See how deeply she lies in the fallen leaves of a score of years.Or perhaps a score of scores. Yet each tiny scale still gleams, soperfectly fashioned is she!"
 Starling and Kettricken started forward with exclamations of wonder anddelight, and were soon crouched by the sculpture, calling each other'sattention to crafted detail after detail. The individual scales of each wing, the fluidly graceful looping of the tail coils and every other marvelof the artist's design were admired. Yet while they pointed and touched soavidly, the wolf and I held back. Hackles stood up all along Nighteyes'back. He did not growl; instead he gave a whine so high it was almost likea whistle. After a moment, I realized the Fool had not joined the others. Iturned to find him regarding it from afar, as a miser might look on a pileof gold larger even than his dreams. There was the same sort of wideness tohis eyes. Even his pale cheeks seemed to hold a rosy flush.
 "Fitz, come and see! It is only cold stone, carved so well as to appearalive. And look! There is another, with the antlers of a stag and the faceof a man!" Kettricken lifted a hand to point and I glimpsed yet anotherfigure sprawled sleeping on the forest floor. They all departed the firsteffigy to regard this new one, exclaiming anew over the beauty and detailsof it.
 I moved myself forward on leaden feet, the wolf pressed tightly to myside. When I stood next to the horned one, I could see for myself the fuzzysac of spiderwebs affixed in the hollow of one hoofed foot. The creature'sribs did not move with the pumping of any lungs, nor did I feel any bodywarmth at all. I finally forced myself to set a hand to the cold, carvedstone. "It's a statue," I said aloud, as if to force myself to believe whatmy Witsense denied. I looked around me, past the stagman that Starlingstill admired, to where Kettle and Kettricken stood smiling by yet anothersculpture. Its boarlike body sprawled on its side, and the tusks thatprotruded from its snout were as long as I was tall. In all ways itresembled the forest pig that Nighteyes had killed, save for its immensesize and the wings tucked close to its side.
 "I spy at least a dozen of these things," the Fool announced. "And,behind those trees, I found another carved column such as we have seenbefore." He set a curious hand to the skin of the sculpture, then almostwinced away at the cold contact.
 "I cannot believe they are lifeless stone," I told him. 
 "I, too, have never seen such realistic detail in a carving," he agreed.
 I did not try to tell him he had misunderstood me. Instead, I stoodpondering a thing. Here, I sensed life, but there was only cold stone undermy hand. It had been the opposite with Forged ones; savage life obviouslymotivated their bodies, yet my Witsense regarded them as but cold stone. Igroped for some sort of connection but found only the odd comparison.
 I glanced about me but found my companions scattered throughout theforest, moving from sculpture to sculpture, and calling to one another indelight as they discovered new ones under clambering ivy or engulfed infallen leaves. I drifted after them slowly. It seemed to me that this mightbe the destination marked on the map. It almost certainly was, if the oldmapmaker had had his scale correct. And yet, why? What was important aboutthese statues? The significance of the city I had seen at once; it mighthave been the original habitation of the Elderlings. But this?
 I hastened after Kettricken. I found her by a winged bull. He slept,legs folded under him, powerful shoulders bunched, heavy muzzle dropped tohis knees. It was a perfect replica of a bull in every way, from its widesweep of horns to its tufted tail. His cloven hooves were buried beneaththe forest loam, but I did not doubt they were there. She had stretched herarms wide to span the sweep of his horns. Like all the others, he hadwings, folded in repose on his wide black back.
 "May I see the map?" I asked her, and she started out of her reverie.
 "I've already checked it," she told me quietly. "I am convinced this isthe marked area. We passed the remains of two stone bridges. Thatcorresponds to what is shown on the map. And the marking on the column theFool found corresponds to one you copied in the city for this destination.I think we are on what was once the shore of a lake. That is how I've been reading the map, anyway."
 "The shores of a lake." I nodded to myself as I considered whatVerity's map had shown me. "Perhaps. Perhaps it silted in and became swamp.But then, what do all these statues signify?"
 She made a vague gesture around at the forest. "A garden or park ofsome kind, perhaps?"
 I looked around us and shook my head. "Not like any garden I've everseen. The statues seem random. Should not a garden possess unity and theme?At least, so Patience taught me. Here I see only sprawled statues, with no 
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sign of paths or beds or ... Kettricken? Are all the statues of sleepingcreatures?"
 She frowned to herself for a moment. "I believe so. And I think that all are winged."
 "Perhaps it is a graveyard," I ventured. "Perhaps there are tombsbeneath these creatures. Perhaps this is some strange heraldry, marking theburial places for different families."
 Kettricken looked about us, considering. "Perhaps it is so. But whywould that be marked on the map?"
 "Why would a garden?" I countered.
 We spent the rest of the afternoon exploring the area. We found a greatmany more animals. There were all kinds and a variety of styles, but allwere winged and sleeping. And they had been here a very long time. A closerexamination showed me that these great trees had grown around the statues,the statues had not been placed around them. Some were almost captured bythe encroaching moss and leaf mold. Of one, little remained to be seen savea great toothed snout projecting from a boggy bit of ground. The baredteeth shone silver and the tips were sharp.
 "Yet I found not a single one with a chip or a crack. Everyone looks asperfect as the day it was created. Nor can I decide how the colors were putto the stone. It does not feel like paint or stain, nor does it appearweathered by the years."
 I was expounding my thoughts slowly to the others as we sat about ourcampfire that evening. I was trying to work Kettricken's comb through mywet hair. In the late afternoon, I had slipped away from the others, towash thoroughly for the first time since we had left Jhaampe. I had alsoattempted to wash out some of my clothes. When I returned to camp, I hadfound that all of the others had had much the same ideas. Kettle was moodily draping wet laundry on a dragon to dry. Kettricken's cheeks werepinker than usual and she had rebraided her wet hair into a tight queue.Starling seemed to have forgotten her earlier anger at me. Indeed, sheseemed to have forgotten entirely about the rest of us. She stared at theflames of the campfire, a musing look on her face, and I could almost seethe tumbling words and notes as she fit them together. I wondered what itwas like, if it was like solving the game puzzles that Kettle set for me.It seemed odd to watch her face, knowing a song was unfolding in her mind.
 Nighteyes came to lean his head against my knee. I do not like denning in the midst of these living stones, he confided to me.
 "It does seem as if at any moment they might awaken," I observed.
 Kettle had settled with a sigh to the earth beside me. She shook herold head slowly. "I do not think so," she said quietly. She almost soundedas if she grieved.
 "Well, as we cannot fathom their mystery, and what remains of the roadhas ended here, we shall leave them tomorrow and resume our journey,"Kettricken announced.
 "What will you do," the Fool asked quietly, "if Verity is not at thelast map destination?"
 "I do not know," Kettricken confided to us quietly. "Nor shall I worryabout it until it happens. I still have an action left to take; until Ihave exhausted it, I shall not despair."
 It struck me then that she spoke as if considering a game, with onefinal move left that might yet lead to victory. Then I decided that I hadspent too much time focusing on Kettle's game problems. I yanked a lastsnarl from my hair and pulled it back into a tail.
 Come hunt with me before the last light is gone, the wolf suggested.
 "I think I shall hunt with Nighteyes tonight," I announced as I stoodand stretched. I raised one eyebrow at the Fool, but he seemed lost inthought and made no response. As I stepped, away from the fire, Kettrickenasked me, "Are you safe, alone?"
 "We are far from the Skill road. This has been the most peaceful dayI've known in some time. In some ways."
 "We may be far from the Skill road, but we are still in the heart of aland once occupied by Skill users. They have left their touch everywhere.You cannot say, while you walk these hills, that you are safe. You shouldnot go alone."
 Nighteyes whined low in his throat, anxious to be gone. I longed to gohunt with him, to stalk and chase, to move through the night with no humanthoughts. But I would not discount Kettle's warning.
 "I'll go` with him," Starling offered suddenly. She rose, dusting her hands on her hips. If anyone besides myself thought it was strange, no onemade sign of it. I expected at least a mocking farewell from the Fool, buthe continued to gaze off into the darkness. I hoped he was not getting sickagain.
 Do you mind if she goes with us? I asked Nighteyes.
 In reply he gave a small sigh of resignation, and trotted away from thefire. I followed him more slowly and Starling followed me.
 "Shouldn't we catch up with him?" she asked me several moments later.The forest and the deepening dusk were closing in around us. Nighteyes wasnowhere to be seen, but then, I did not need to see him.
 I spoke, not in a whisper, but very low. "When we hunt, we moveindependently of one another. When one of us starts up some game, the othercomes swiftly, either to intercept, or to join in the chase."
 My eyes had adjusted to the dark. Our quest led us away from thestatues, into a forest night innocent of man's workings. Spring smells werestrong, and the songs of frogs and insects were all around us. I soonstruck a game trail and began to move along it. Starling came behind me,not silently, but not awkwardly either. When one moves through the forestby day or by night, one can either move with it or against it. Some peopleknow how to do it instinctively; others never learn. Starling moved withthe forest, ducking under hanging branches and sidestepping others as wewove our way through the night. She did not try to force her way throughthe thickets we encountered, but turned her body to avoid being caught onthe twiggy branches.
 You are so aware of her, you will not see a rabbit if you step on it!Nighteyes chided me. 
At that moment, a hare started from a bush right beside my path. Isprang after it, going doubled over to follow it on the game trail. It wasfar faster than I, but I knew it would most likely circle. I also knew thatNighteyes was also moving swiftly to intercept it. I heard Starlinghurrying after me but had no time to think of her as I kept the rabbit insight as it dodged around trees and under snags. Twice I nearly had it, andtwice it doubled away from me. But the second time it doubled, it racedstraight into the jaws of the wolf. He sprang, pinned it to the earth withhis front paws, then seized its small skull in his jaws. As he stood, hegave it a sharp shake, snapping its neck.
 I was opening its belly and spilling its entrails out for the wolf when Starling caught up with us. Nighteyes snapped the guts up with relish.Let's find another, he suggested, and moved swiftly off into the night.
 "He always gives up the meat to you like that?" Starling asked me.
 "He doesn't give it up. He lets me carry it. He knows that, now is thebest hunting, and so he hopes to kill again swiftly. If not, he knows Iwill keep meat safe for him, and that we will share later." I secured thedead rabbit to my belt. I started off through the night, the warm bodyflopping lightly against my thigh as I walked.
 "Oh." Starling followed. A short time later, as if in answer tosomething I'd said, she observed, "I do not find your Wit-bond with thewolf offensive."
 "Neither do I," I replied quietly. Something in her choice of wordsnettled me. I continued to prowl along the trail, eyes and ears alert. Icould hear the soft pad, pad, pad of Nighteyes feet off to my left andahead of me. I hoped he would scare game toward me.
 A short time later, Starling added, "And I will stop calling the Fool`she.' Whatever I may suspect."
 "That's good," I told her noncommittally. I did not slow my pace.
 I truly doubt you will be much good as hunter this night.
 This is not of my choosing.
 I know.
 "Do you want me to apologize as well?" Starling asked in a low strainedvoice.
 "I ... uh," I stammered, and fell silent, unsure of what this was allabout.
 "Very well then," she said in an icily determined voice. "I apologize,Lord FitzChivalry."
 I rounded on her. "Why are you doing this?" I demanded. I spoke in anormal voice. I could sense Nighteyes. He was already topping the hill,hunting alone now. 
 "My lady queen bid me stop spreading discord within the company. Shesaid that Lord FitzChivalry carried many burdens I could not know of, anddid not deserve to bear also my disapproval," she informed me carefully.
 I wondered when all this had come to pass, but dared not ask it. "Noneof this is necessary," I said quietly. I felt oddly shamed, like a spoiledchild who had sulked until the other children gave in. I took a deepbreath, determined to simply speak honestly and see what came of it. "I donot know what made you withdraw your friendship, save that I disclosed myWit to you. Nor do I understand your suspicions of the Fool, or why theyseem to anger you. I hate this awkwardness between us. I wish we could befriends, as we were before." "You do not despise me, then? For giving mywitness that you claimed Molly's child as your get?"
 I groped inside me after the lost feelings. It had been long since Ihad even thought about it. "Chade already knew of them,." I said quietly."He would have found a way, even if you had not existed. He is very ...resourceful. And I have come to understand that you do not live by the samerules that I do."
 "I used to," she said softly. "A long time ago. Before the keep wassacked and I was left for dead. After that, it was hard to believe in therules. Everything was taken from me. All that was good and beautiful andtruthful was laid waste by evil and lust and greed. No. By something evenbaser than lust and greed, some drive I could not even understand. Evenwhile the Raiders were raping me, they seemed to take no pleasure in it. Atleast, not the kind of pleasure ... They mocked my pain and struggling.Those who watched were laughing as they waited." She was looking past meinto the darkness of the past. I believe she spoke as much to herself asme, groping to understand something that defied meaning. "It was as if theywere driven, but not by any lust or greed that could be sated. It was athing they could do to me, so they did it. I had always believed, perhapschildishly, that if you followed the rules, you would be protected, thatthings like that would not happen to you. Afterward, I felt ... tricked.Foolish. Gullible, that I had thought ideals could protect me. Honor andcourtesy and justice ... they are not real, Fitz. We all pretend to them,and hold them up like shields. But they guard only against folk who carrythe same shields. Against those who have discarded them, they are noshields at all, but only additional weapons to use against their victims."
 I felt dizzied for an instant. I had never heard a woman speak ofsomething like that so dispassionately. Mostly it was not spoken of at all.The rapes that occurred during a raid, the pregnancies that might follow,even the children that Six Duchies women bore to the Red-Ship Raiders wereseldom spoken of as such. I suddenly realized we had been standing still along time. The chill of the spring night was reaching me. "Let's go back to the camp," I suggested abruptly.
 "No," she said flatly. "Not yet. I fear I may cry, and if I do, I'drather do it in the dark."
 It was getting close to full dark. But I led her back to a wider gametrail, and we found a log to sit down on. Around us, the frogs and insectsfilled the night with mating songs.
 "Are you all right?" I asked her after we had sat some time in thesilence.
 "No. I am not," she said shortly. "I need to make you understand. I didnot sell your child cheaply, Fitz. I did not betray you casually. At first,I did not even think of it that way. Who would not want her daughter tobecome a princess, and eventually a queen? Who would not want lovelyclothes and a fine home for his child? I did not think that you or yourwoman would see it as a misfortune befalling her."
 "Molly is my wife," I said quietly, but I truly believe she did nothear me.
 "Then, even after I knew it would not please you, I did it anyway.Knowing it would buy me a place here, at your side, witnessing ... whateverit is you are going to do. Seeing strange sights no minstrel has ever sungof before, like those statues today. Because it was my only chance at afuture. I must have a song, I must witness something that will assure meforever of a place of honor among minstrels. Something that will guaranteeme my soup and wine when I am too old to travel from keep to keep."
 "Couldn't you have settled for a man to share your life and children?"I asked quietly. "It seems to me you have no problem catching a man's eye.Surely there must be one that ..."/P> 
"No man wants a barren woman to wed," she said. Her voice went flat,losing its music. "At the fall of Dimity Keep, Fitz, they left me for dead.And I lay there among the dead, sure that I would die soon, for I could notimagine continuing to live. Around me buildings were burning and injuredfolk were screaming and I could smell flesh scorching ...." She stoppedspeaking. When she resumed, her voice was a bit more even. "But I didn'tdie. My body was stronger than my will. On the second day, I dragged myselfto water. Some other survivors found me. I lived, and was better off thanmany. Until two months later. By then I was sure that what had been done tome was worse than killing me. I knew I carried a child fathered by one ofthose creatures. 
 "So I went to a healer, who gave me herbs that did not work. I went toher again, and she warned me, saying if they had not worked, then I hadbetter leave it to happen. But I went to another healer, who gave me adifferent potion. It ... made me bleed. I shook the child loose from me,but the bleeding did not stop. I went back to the healers, both of them,but neither could help me.

 They said it would stop on its own, in time. But the one told me thatit was likely I would never have other children." Her voice tightened, thenthickened. "I know you think it slatternly, the way I am with men. But onceyou have been forced, it is ... different. Ever after. I say to myself,Well, I know that it can happen to me at any time. So this way, at least Idecide with whom and when. There will never be children for me, and hencethere will never be a permanent man. So why should not I take my pick ofwhat I can have? You made me question that for a time, you know. UntilMoonseye. Moonseye proved me right again. And from Moonseye I came toJhaampe, knowing that I was free to do whatever I must do to assure my ownsurvival. For there will be no man and no children to look after me when I am old." Her voice went brittle and uneven as she said, "Sometimes I thinkit were better had they Forged me ..."/P> 
"No. Never say that. Never." I feared to touch her, but she turnedsuddenly and burrowed her face against me. I put an arm around her andfound her trembling. I felt compelled to confess my stupidity. "I did notunderstand. When you said Burl's soldiers had raped some of the women ... Idid not know you had suffered that."
 "Oh." Her voice was very small. "I had thought you deemed itunimportant. I have heard it said in Farrow that rape bothers only virginsand wives. I thought perhaps you felt that to one such as I, it was no morethan my due."
 "Starling!" I felt an irrational flash of anger that she could havebelieved me so heartless. Then I thought back. I had seen the bruises onher face. Why had not I guessed? I had never even spoken to her of how Burlhad broken her fingers. I had assumed she had known how that had sickenedme, that she knew it was Burl's threat of greater damage to her that hadkept me leashed. I had thought that she withdrew friendship from me becauseof my wolf. What had she believed of my distance?
 "I have brought much pain into your life," I confessed. "Do not think Ido not know the value of a minstrel's hands. Or that I discount the violation of your body. If you wish to speak of it, I am ready to listen.Sometimes, talking helps." 
 "Sometimes it does not," she countered. Her grip on me suddenlytightened. "The day you stood before us all, and spoke in detail of whatRegal had done to you. I bled for you that day. It did not undo anythingthat was done to you. No. I do not want to talk about it, or think aboutit."
 I lifted her hand and softly kissed the fingers that had been broken onmy account. "I do not confuse what was done to you with who you are," Ioffered. "When I look at you, I see Starling Birdsong the minstrel."
 She nodded her face against me, and I knew it was as I surmised. Sheand I shared that fear. We would not live as victims.
 I said no more than that, but only sat there. It came to me again thateven if we found Verity, even if by some miracle his return would shift thetides of war and make us victors, for some the victory would come far toolate. Mine had been a long and weary road, but I still dared to believethat at the end of it there might be a life of my own choosing. Starlinghad not even that. No matter how far inland she might flee, she would neverescape the war. I held her closer and felt her pain bleed over into me.After a time, her trembling stilled.
 "It's full dark," I said at last. "We had best go back to the camp."
 She sighed, but she straightened up. She took my hand. I started tolead her back to camp, but she tugged back on my hand. "Be with me," shesaid simply. "Just for here and just for now. With gentleness andfriendship. To take the ... other away. Give me that much of yourself."
 I wanted her. I wanted her with a desperation that had nothing to dowith love, and even, I believe, little to do with lust. She was warm andalive and it would have been sweet and simple human comfort. If I couldhave been with her, and somehow arisen from it unchanged in how I thoughtof myself and what I felt for Molly, I would have done so. But what I feltfor Molly was not something that was only for when we were together. I hadgiven Molly that claim to me; I could not rescind it simply because we wereapart for a time. I did not think there were words that could make Starlingunderstand that in choosing Molly I was not rejecting her. So instead Isaid, "Nighteyes comes. He has a rabbit."
 Starling stepped close to me. She ran a hand up my chest to the side ofmy neck. Her fingers traced the line of my jaw and caressed my mouth. "Sendhim away," she said quietly.
 "I could not send him far enough that he would not know everything of 
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what we shared," I told her truthfully.
 Her hand on my face was suddenly still. "Everything?" she asked. Hervoice was full of dismay.
 Everything. He came and sat down beside us. Another rabbit dangled in
his jaws.
 "We are Wit-bonded. We share everything."
 She took her hand from my face and stood clear of me. She stared down
at the dark shape of the wolf. "Then all I just told you ..."
 "He understands it in his own way. Not as another human would, but ..."
 "How did Molly feel about that?" she abruptly demanded.
 I took a sharp breath. I had not expected our conversation to take this
turn. "She never knew," I told her. Nighteyes started back to the camp. Ifollowed him more slowly. Behind me came Starling.
 "And when she does know?" Starling pressed. "She will just acceptthis ... sharing?"
 "Probably not," I muttered unwillingly. Why did Starling always make methink of things I had avoided considering?
 "What if she forces you to choose between her and the wolf?"
 I halted in my tracks for an instant. Then I started walking again, abit faster. The question hung around me, but I refused to think about it.It could not be, it could never come to that. Yet a voice whispered insideme, "If you tell Molly the truth, it will come to that. It must."
 "You are going to tell her, aren't you?" Starling relentlessly asked methe one question I was hiding from.
 "I don't know," I said grimly.
 "Oh," she said. Then after a time, she added, "When a man says that, itusually means, `No, I won't, but from time to time, I'll toy with the idea,so I can pretend I eventually intend to do it.' " 
 "Would you please shut up?" There was no strength in my words.
 Starling followed me silently. After a time, she observed, "I don'tknow who to pity. You, or her."
 "Both of us, perhaps," I suggested stonily. I wanted no more wordsabout it.
 The Fool was on watch when we got back to camp. Kettle and Kettrickenwere asleep. "Good hunting?" he asked in a comradely way as we approached.
 I shrugged. Nighteyes was already gnawing his way through the rabbit hehad carried. He sprawled contentedly by the Fool's feet. "Good enough." Iheld up the other rabbit. The Fool took it from me and casually hung itfrom the tent pole.
 "Breakfast," he told me calmly. His eyes darted to Starling's face, butif he could tell she had been weeping, he made no jest of it. I don't knowwhat he read in my face, for he made no comment on it. She followed me intothe tent. I pulled off my boots and sank gratefully into my bedding. When Ifelt her settle herself against my back a few moments later, I was not verysurprised. I decided it meant she had forgiven me. It did not make it easyto fall asleep.
 But eventually I did. I had set up my walls, but somehow I managed adream of my very own. I dreamed that I sat by Molly's bed and watched overher as she and Nettle slept. The wolf was at my feet, while in the chimneycorner the Fool sat on a stool and nodded to himself well pleased. Kettle'sgamecloth was spread on the table, but instead of stones, it had tinystatues of different dragons in white and black. The red stones were ships,and it was my move. I had the piece in my hand that could win the game, butI only wished to watch Molly sleep. It was almost a peaceful dream. 
CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE
Elfbark

 THERE ARE A number of old "White Prophecies" that to the betrayal of 
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the Catalyst. White Column says of this event, "By his love is he betrayed,and his love betrayed also. " A lesser known scribe and prophet, Gant theWhite, goes into more detail. "The heart of the Catalyst is bared to atrusted one. All confidence is given, and all confidence betrayed. Thechild of the Catalyst is given into his enemies' hands by one whose loveand loyalty are above question. " The other prophecies are more oblique,but in each case the inference is that the Catalyst is betrayed by one whohas his implicit trust.
 Early the next morning, as we ate toasted bits of rabbit meat,Kettricken and I consulted her map again. We scarcely needed it anymore, weboth knew it so well. But it was a thing to set between us and point at aswe discussed things. Kettricken traced a fading line on the batteredscroll. "We shall have to return to the column in the stone circle, andthen follow the Skill road for some little way beyond it. Right up to ourfinal destination, I believe."
 "I have no great wish to walk upon that road again," I told herhonestly. "Even walking beside it strains me. But I suppose there is nohelp for it."
 "None that I can see."
 She was too preoccupied to offer much sympathy. I looked at the woman.The once gleaming blond hair was a short scruffy braid. Cold and wind hadweathered her face, chapping her lips and etching fine lines at the cornersof her eyes and mouth, to say nothing of the deeper worry lines in her browand between her eyes. Her clothing was travel-stained and worn. The Queenof the Six Duchies could not even have passed muster as a chambermaid inTradeford. I suddenly wanted to reach out to her. I could think of no wayto do so. So I simply said, "We will get there, and we will find Verity."
 She lifted her eyes to meet mine. She tried to put faith into her gazeand voice as she said, "Yes, we will." I heard only courage.
 We had torn down and moved our camp so often, it no longer took anythought. We moved as a unit, almost as a single creature. Like a coterie, Ithought to myself.
 Like a pack, Nighteyes corrected me. He came to push his head againstmy hand. I paused and scratched his ears and throat thoroughly. He closedhis eyes and laid back his ears in pleasure. If your mate makes you send meaway, I shall miss this greatly. 
 I won't let that happen.
 You believe she will make you choose.
 I refuse to think about it just now.
 Ah! He fell over on his side, then rolled to his back so I couldscratch his belly. He bared his teeth in a wolfish smile. You live in thenow and refuse to think of what may come. But I, I find I can think oflittle else save what may come to be. These times have been good for me, mybrother. Living with others, hunting together, sharing meat. But thehowling bitch had it aright last night. Cubs are needed to make a pack. Andyour cub ...
 I cannot think of that just now. I must think only of what I must dotoday to survive, and all I must do before I can hope to go home.
 "Fitz? Are you all right?"
 It was Starling; coming to take me by the elbow and give me a smallshake. I looked at her, wakened from my bemusement. The howling bitch. Itried not to grin. "I'm fine. I was with Nighteyes. "
 "Oh." She glanced down at the wolf, and I saw her struggle again tograsp just what we shared. Then she shrugged it off. "Ready to leave?"
 "If everyone else is."
 "They seem to be."
 She went to help Kettricken load the final jeppa. I glanced about forthe Fool, and saw him sitting silently on top of his pack. His hand restedlightly upon one of the stone dragons and he had a faraway look on hisface. I walked up softly behind him. "Are you all right?" I asked quietly.
 He did not jump. He never startled. He just turned his pale gaze up tomeet mine. The look of his face was a lost yearning with none of his usualsharp wit to it. "Fitz. Have you ever felt you recalled something, but whenyou groped after it, there was nothing there?"
 "Sometimes," I said. "I think it happens to everyone."
 "No. This is different," he insisted quietly. "Since I stood on that 
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stone the day before yesterday, and suddenly glimpsed the old world thatwas here ... I keep having odd half-memories. Like him." He stroked thedragon's head gently, a lover's caress to the wedge-shaped reptilian head."I can almost remember knowing him." He suddenly fixed me with a pleadinglook. "What did you see, back then?"
 I gave a small shrug. "It was like a market plaza, with shops aroundit, and folk plying their trades. A busy day."
 "Did you see me?" he asked very quietly.
 "I'm not sure." I suddenly felt very uneasy, speaking about it. "Whereyou were, there was someone else. She was like you, in a way. No color toher, and behaving, I think, as a jester. You spoke of her crown, carvedlike rooster heads and tails."
 "Did I? Fitz, I can recall little of what I said immediately afterward.I only recall the feeling, and how swiftly it faded. Briefly, I wasconnected to everything. Part of it all. It was wonderful, like feeling asurge of love or glimpsing something perfectly beautiful or ..." Hestruggled for words.
 "The Skill is like that," I told him softly. "What you felt is the pullof it. It is what a Skill user must constantly resist, lest he be sweptaway on it."
 "So that was Skilling," he observed to himself.
 "When you first came out of it, you were ecstatic. You said somethingabout somebody's dragon that you were to introduce. It made small sense.Let me think. Realder's dragon. And he had promised to fly you."
 "Ah. My dream last night. Realder. That was your name." He caressed thestatue's head as he spoke. When he did so, the oddest thing happened. MyWit-sense of the statue surged and Nighteyes came springing to my side,every hackle on his back standing erect. I know the hair on the back of myneck stood up as well, and I recoiled, expecting the statue to suddenlystir to life. The Fool shot us a puzzled glance. "What is it?"
 "The statues seem alive to us. To both Nighteyes and me. And when youspoke that name, it almost seemed to stir."
 "Realder," the Fool repeated experimentally. I caught my breath as hesaid it, but felt no response. He glanced at me and I shook my head. "Just stone, Fitz. Cold and beautiful stone. I think perhaps your nerves arefraying." He took my arm companionably and we walked away from the statuesand back to the faded trail. The others were already out of sight, save forKettle. She stood leaning on her stick and glaring back at us.Instinctively I quickened my pace. When we got to the place where shewaited, she took my other arm, and then imperiously waved at the Fool toprecede us. We followed him, but at a slower pace. When he was asubstantial distance ahead of us, she squeezed my arm in a grip of steeland demanded, "Well?"
 For an instant I looked at her blankly. Then, "I haven't worked it outyet," I apologized to her.
 "That much is plain," she told me severely. She sucked on her teeth fora moment, frowned at me, nearly spoke, and then shook her head briskly atherself. She did not let go of my arm.
 For much of the rest of the day, as I walked, silently by her side, Ipondered the game puzzle.
 I do not think there is anything quite so tedious as retracing one'ssteps when one is desperate to get somewhere. Now that we were no longerfollowing an ancient road near invisible in overgrowth, we followed our owntrampled way back through the marshy forest and up into the hills, and madebetter speed leaving than we had in getting there. With the shifting of theseasons, the daylight was lingering longer, and Kettricken pushed our marchto the edge of dusk. Thus it was that we found ourselves only one hill awayfrom the plaza of black stone when we made our camp that night. I think itwas for my sake that Kettricken chose to camp on the ancient road foranother night. I had no desire to sleep any closer to that crossroads thanI must.
 Shall we hunt? Nighteyes demanded as soon as our shelter was set.
 "I'm going hunting," I announced to the others. Kettle glanced updisapprovingly.
 "Stay well away from the Skill road," she warned me.
 The Fool surprised me by coming to his feet. "I shall go with them. Ifthe wolf doesn't mind."
 The Scentless One is welcome. 
 "You are welcome to go with us. But are you sure you feel that strong?"
 "If I get tired, I can come back," the Fool pointed out.
 As we strode off into the deepening dusk, Kettricken was poring overher map and Kettle was on watch. "Don't be long, or I shall come and findyou," she warned me as I left. "And stay away from the Skill road," sherepeated.
 Somewhere above the trees, a full moon sailed. Light from her crept andsnaked down in silvery spills through the newly leafed branches toilluminate our way. For a time we simply traveled together through thepleasantly open woods. The wolf's senses supplemented mine. The night wasalive with the smells of growing things and the calls of tiny frogs andnight insects. The night air had a crisper bite to it than the day did. Wefound a game trail and followed it. The Fool kept pace with us, saying nota word. I breathed in deeply and then sighed it out. Despite everythingelse, I heard myself say, This is good.
 Yes. It is. I shall miss it.
 I knew he was thinking of what Starling had said the night before. Letus not think of tomorrows that may never come. Let us just hunt, Isuggested, and we did. The Fool and I kept to the trail and the wolf veeredoff through the woods, to spook game back toward us. We moved with theforest, sliding near noiselessly through the night, every sense alert. Icame across a porcupine trundling along through the night, but I did notfeel like clubbing it to death, let alone gingerly skinning it before wecould eat. I wanted simple meat tonight. With great difficulty, I persuadedNighteyes to seek other prey with me. If we do not find anything else, wecan always come back for it. They are not exactly swift of foot, I pointedout to him.
 He agreed grudgingly, and we quartered out again. On an open hillsidestill warm from the sun, Nighteyes spotted the flick of an ear and theglint of a bright eye. In two bounds he was on top of the rabbit. Hisspring started another rabbit that fled toward the top of the hill. I gavechase, but the Fool called out he was going back now. Halfway up the hill,I knew I would not catch him. I was tired from the long day of walking andthe rabbit was in fear of its life. By the time I reached the top of thehill, it was nowhere in sight. I halted, panting. The night wind movedlightly through the trees. On it I caught a scent, at once strange andoddly familiar. I could not identify it, but all the connotations to itwere unpleasant. While I stood, nostrils flared, trying to place it,Nighteyes raced soundlessly up to me. Be small! he ordered me. 
 I didn't pause to think, but obeyed, crouching where I was and peeringabout for danger.
 No! Be small in your mind.
 This time I instantly grasped what he meant, and threw my Skill wallsup in a panic. His keener nose had instantly associated the faint scent onthe air with the scent of Burl's clothing in his saddlebags. I crouched assmall as I could make myself and set and reset my boundaries about my mind,even as I pleaded with reality that it was next to impossible that he behere.
 Fear can be a powerful spur to the mind. I suddenly grasped what shouldalways have been obvious. We were not that far from the crossroads plazaand the black guidepost there. The symbols carved on the guidepost columnsdid not merely indicate where the adjacent roads led; they also indicatedwhere the signposts could transport one. Anywhere there was a column, onecould be transported to the next column. From the ancient city to anymarked location was no more than a step away. All three of them could bebut steps away from me right now.
 No. There is only the one, and he is not even close to us. Use yournose, if not your brain, Nighteyes scathingly reassured me. Shall I killhim for you? he offered casually.
 Please. But be careful of yourself.
 Nighteyes snorted softly in disdain. He is fatter far than that wildpig I killed. He puffs and sweats just to walk down the trail. Lie still,little brother, while I get rid of him. Silent as death, the wolf moved offthrough the forest.
 I crouched an eternity, waiting to hear something, a snarl, a scream,the noises of someone running through the brush. There was nothing. Iflared my nostrils but could catch no trace of the elusive scent. SuddenlyI could no longer stand to crouch and wait. I surged to my feet andfollowed the wolf, as silently lethal as he. Before, when we had beenhunting, I had not paid much attention to where we had gone. Now Iperceived that we had approached closer to the Skill road than I hadsuspected; that our campsite was not that far from it at all.
 Like a strain of distant music, I was suddenly aware of their Skilling.I halted where I stood and stood still. I willed my mind to stillness, andlet their Skill brush my senses while I made no response. 
 I'm close. Burl, breathless with both excitement and fear. I sensed himpoised and waiting. I feel him, he draws near. A pause. Oh, I like not thisplace. I like it not at all.
 Be calm. A touch is all it will take. Touch him as I showed you, andhis walls will come down. Will spoke, master to apprentice.
 And if he has a knife?
 He won't have time to use it. Believe me. No man's walls can stand before that touch, I promise you. All you need do is touch him. I will comethrough you and do the rest.
 Why me? Why not you or Carrod?
 Would you really rather have Carrod's task? Besides, you are the onewho had the Bastard in your power and was stupid enough to try to hold himin a cage. Go and complete the task you should have finished long ago. Orwould you care to feel our king's wrath again?
 I felt Burl shiver. And I trembled, too, for I felt him. Regal. Thethoughts were Will's, but somehow, somewhere, Regal heard them, too. Iwondered if Burl knew as plainly as I did that no matter whether he killedthe Bastard or not, Regal would enjoy giving him pain again. That thememory of torturing him was so pleasurable a one that Regal could no longerthink of him at all without being reminded of how completely it hadsatiated him. Briefly.
 I was glad I was not Burl.
 There! That was the Bastard! Find him!
 I should have died then, by all rights. Will had found me, had found mycareless thought floating in the air. My brief sympathy for Burl was all ithad taken. He bayed on my trail like a hound. I have him!
 There was a moment of poised tension. My heart hammered against my ribsas I sent the Wit questing out all around me. Nothing bigger than a mousewas close by. I found Nighteyes down the hill from me, moving with swiftstealth. Yet Burl had said he drew near to me. Had he found a way to shieldhimself from my Wit-sense? The thought made my knees weak.
 Somewhere far down the hill, I heard the crash of a body through brushand a man's shout. The wolf was on him, I thought. 
 No, brother, not I.
 I could scarcely understand the wolf's thought. I reeled with aSkillimpact, yet could feel no source for it. My senses contradicted eachother, as if I plunged into water and felt it as sand. With no clear ideaof what I did, I began a shambling run down the hill.
 This is not him! Will, in great anger and agitation. What is this? Whois this?
 A pause of consternation. It's that freak thing, the Fool! Then vastanger. Where is the Bastard? Burl, you clumsy moron! You have betrayed usall to him.
 But it was not I, but Nighteyes who charged down on Burl. Even at mydistance, I could hear his snarls. In the dark woods below, a wolf launchedhimself at Burl, and the Skill-shriek he sent up at the sight of thoseravening jaws coming toward his face was such that Will was distracted. Inthat instant, I slammed up my walls, and raced to join my wolf in thephysical attack on Burl.
 I was doomed to disappointment. They were much farther away than I hadthought them. I never even got a glimpse of Burl, save through the wolf'seyes. Fat and clumsy as the wolf might think Burl, he proved an excellentrunner when the wolf was at his heels. Even so, Nighteyes would have pulledhim down if he had had any farther to go than he did. At his first spring,Nighteyes got only his cloak as Burl spun. His second attack tore leggingand flesh, but Burl fled as if uninjured. Nighteyes saw him reach the edgeof the black flagged plaza and race up to the column, one hand outstretchedpleadingly. His palm slapped the shining stone, and Burl suddenly vanishedinto the column. The wolf braced his legs to halt, his feet skittering onthe slick stone. He cowered back from the standing stone as if Burl hadleaped into a blazing bonfire. He halted a handspan from it, snarlingfuriously, not only in anger but in savage fear. All this I knew, althoughI was a hillside away, running and stumbling in the dark.
 Suddenly there was a wave of Skill. It made no physical manifestation,yet the impact flung me to the ground and drove the breath out of me. Itleft me dazed, ears ringing, helplessly open to anyone who might wish topossess me. I lay there, sick and stunned. Perhaps that was what saved me,that at that moment I felt absolutely no trace of Skill within myself.
 But I heard the others. There was no sense to their Skilling, onlyawestruck fear. Then they faded in the distance, as if the Skill river itself washed them away. I almost went reaching after them, in my amazementat what I sensed. They seemed to have been shattered to fragments. Theirdwindling bewilderment washed against me. I closed my eyes.
 Then I heard Kettle's voice frantically calling my name. Panic stainedher voice.
 Nighteyes!
 I'm already on my way. Catch up! the wolf told me grimly. I did as Iwas told.
 I was scratched and dirty and one trouser leg was torn at the knee whenI reached the yurt. Kettle was standing outside it, waiting for me. Thefire had been built up as a beacon. At the sight of her the pounding of myheart lessened somewhat. I had half-believed that they were being attacked."What's wrong?" I demanded as I charged up to her.
 "The Fool," she said, and added, "We heard an outcry and raced outside.Then I heard the wolf snarling. We went toward the sound and found theFool." She shook her head. "I am not sure what has happened to him."
 I started to push past her into the tent, but she caught me by the arm.She was surprisingly strong for an old woman. She halted me to face her."You were attacked?" she demanded.
 "In a way." Briefly I told her what had happened. Her eyes widened as Ispoke of that Skill-wave.
 When I was finished, she nodded to herself, grimly confirming hersuspicions. "They reached for you and seized him instead. He has not thefaintest idea of how to protect himself. For all I know, they have himstill."
 "What? How?" I asked numbly.
 "Back there at the plaza. You two were Skill-linked, however briefly,by the strength of the stone and the strength of who you are. It leavesa ... sort of a path. The more often two are linked, the stronger itbecomes. With frequency it becomes a bond, like a coterie bond. Others whoare Skilled can see such bonds, if they look for them. Often they are likeback doors, unguarded ways into a Skilled one's mind. This time, however, Iwould say they found the Fool in your stead." 
 The look on my face made her let go my arm. I pushed my way into thetent. There was a tiny fire burning in the brazier. Kettricken knelt by theFool, speaking to him low and earnestly. Starling sat unmoving in herbedding, pale and staring at him, while the wolf restlessly prowled thecrowded interior of the tent. His hackles still stood high.
 I went quickly to kneel by the Fool. At first glimpse of him, Irecoiled. I had expected him to lie limply unconscious. Instead he wasrigid, his eyes open and his eyeballs twitching about as if he watched someterrible struggle we could not witness. I touched his arm. The rigidity ofhis muscles and the coolness of his body reminded me of a corpse. "Fool?" Iasked him. He gave no sign at all of hearing me. "Fool!" I cried louder,and leaned over him. I shook him, lightly at first and then more violently.It had no effect.
 "Touch him and Skill to him," Kettle instructed me gruffly. "But becareful. If they still have him, you put yourself at risk as well."
 It shames me to say that I froze for an instant. As much as I loved theFool, I feared Will still. I reached at last, a second and an eternitylater, to put my hand on his brow.
 "Don't be afraid," Kettle told me uselessly. And then added that whichalmost paralyzed me, "If they have him and hold him still, it is only amatter of time before they use the link between you to take you as well.Your only choice is to battle them from his mind. Go on, now."
 She set her hand to my shoulder, and for one eerie moment, it wasShrewd's hand on my shoulder, drawing Skill-strength from me. Then she gaveme a reassuring little pat. I closed my eyes, felt the Fool's brow under myhand. I dropped my Skill walls.
 The Skill river flowed, full to floodtime, and I fell into it. A momentto gain orientation. I knew an instant of terror as I sensed Will and Burlat the very edges of my perception. They were in great agitation aboutsomething. I recoiled from them as if I had brushed a hot stove, andnarrowed my focus. The Fool, the Fool, only the Fool. I sought for him, Ialmost found him. Oh, he was passing strange, and surpassing strange. Hedarted and eluded me, like a bright gold carp in a weedy pool, like themotes that dance before one's eyes after being dazzled by the sun. As wellto clutch at the moon's reflection in a still midnight pond as to seek agrip on that bright mind. I knew his beauty and his power in the briefestflashes of insight. In a moment I understood and marveled at all that hewas, and in the next I had forgotten that understanding. 
 Then, with an insight worthy of the stone game, I knew what to do.Rather than attempt to seize him, I surrounded him. I made no effort toinvade or capture, but simply to encompass all that I saw of him and holdit separate from harm. It reminded me of when I had first been learning toSkill. Often Verity had done this for me, helping me contain myself whenthe current of the Skill threatened to spill me wide to the world. Isteadied the Fool as he gathered himself back into himself.
 I suddenly felt a cool clasping of my wrist. "Stop it," he beggedgently. "Please," he added, and it smote me that he thought he needed thatword. I withdrew from my seeking and opened my eyes. I blinked a few times,and then was surprised to find myself shivering with the cold sweat thatcloaked me. It was impossible for the Fool to look any paler than he alwayswas, but there was a tentative look to his eyes and mouth, as if he werenot sure he was awake. My eyes met his, and I felt almost a jolt ofawareness of him. A Skill-bond, thin as a thread, but there. Had not mynerves been so raw from reaching after him, I probably would not have feltit at all.
 "I did not like that," he said quietly.
 "I am sorry," I told him gently. "I thought they had hold of you, so Iwent seeking you."
 He waved a hand feebly. "Oh, not you. I meant the others." He swallowedas if sickened. "They were within me. In my mind, in my memories. Smashingand befouling like evil, lawless children. They ..." His eyes went glassy.
 "Was it Burl?" I suggested gently.
 "Ah. Yes. That is his name, though he scarce remembers it himself thesedays. Will and Regal have taken him over for their own uses. They camethrough him into me, thinking they had found you ...." His voice dwindledoff. "Or so it seems. How could I know such a thing?"
 "The Skill brings strange insights. They cannot overcome your mindwithout showing much of their own," Kettle informed him grudgingly. Shetook a small pot of steaming water off the brazier. To me she added, "Giveme your elfbark."
 I immediately reached for my pack to dig it out, but I could not resistasking her chidingly, "I thought you said this herb was not beneficial."
 "It isn't," she said tersely. "For Skill users. But for him, it maygive him the protection he cannot provide for himself. They will try this again, I do not doubt. If they can invade him, even for a moment, they willuse him to find you. It is an old trick."
 "One I have never heard of," I pointed out as I handed her my bag ofelfbark. She shook some into a cup, and added boiling water. Then shecalmly put my bag of herbs into her pack. It was obviously not anoversight, and I dismissed as useless asking for them back.
 "How do you know so much about Skill matters?" the Fool asked herpointedly. He was recovering some of his spirit.
 "Perhaps I learned by listening instead of asking personal questionsall the time," she snapped at him. "Now, you are going to drink this," sheadded, as if she regarded the topic as settled. If I had not been soanxious, it would have been humorous to see the Fool so deftly quelled.
 The Fool took the cup but looked over at me. "What was that, thathappened at the last? They held me, and then suddenly, it was allearthquake and flood and fire at once." He knit his brow. "And then I wasgone, scattered. I could not find myself. Then you came ..."
 "Would anyone care to explain to me what has happened this night?"Kettricken asked a bit testily.
 I half expected Kettle to answer but she kept silent.
 The Fool lowered his mug of tea. "It is a hard thing to explain, myqueen. Like two ruffians bursting into your bedchamber, dragging you fromyour bed and shaking you, all the while calling you by another's name. Andwhen they discovered I was not the Fitz, they were very angry with me. Thencame the earthquake and I was dropped. Down several flights of stairs.Metaphorically-speaking, of course."
 "They let you go?" I asked delightedly. I instantly turned to Kettle."They are not as clever as you feared, then!"
 Kettle scowled at me. "Nor you as clever as I had hoped," she muttereddarkly. "Did they let him go? Or did a Skill-blast shake them loose? And ifso, whose power was that?"
 "Verity," I said with sudden certainty. Comprehension washed over me."They attacked Verity tonight as well! And he defeated them!"
 "Of what do you speak?" Kettricken demanded in her Queen's voice. "Who attacked my king? What knowledge of these others who attack the Fool doesKettle have?"
 "No personal knowledge, my lady, I assure you!" I declared hastily.
 "Oh, do shut up!" Kettle snapped at me. "My queen, I have a scholar'sknowledge, if you will, of one who has studied but cannot do a thing. SinceProphet and Catalyst were joined for that moment back in the plaza, Ifeared they might share a bond the Skill users could turn against them. Buteither the coterie does not know this, or something distracted themtonight. Perhaps the Skill-wave that Fitz spoke of."
 "This Skill-wave ... you believe it was Verity's doing?" Kettricken'sbreath was suddenly swift, her color heightened.
 "Only from him have I ever felt such strength," I told her.
 "Then he lives," she said softly. "He lives."
 "Perhaps," said Kettle sourly. "To blast with Skill like that can killa man. And it may not have been Verity at all. It may have been a failedeffort by Will and Regal to get at Fitz."
 "No. I told you. It scattered them like chaff in a wind."
 "And I told you. They may have destroyed themselves in trying to killyou."
 I had thought that Kettricken would chide her, but both she andStarling stared wide-eyed in astonishment on Kettle's sudden professing ofSkill knowledge. "How kind of you both to have warned me so well," the Foolsaid with acid courtesy.
 "I didn't know ..." I began my protest, but again Kettle overrode me.
 "It would have done no good to warn you, save to put your mind todwelling on it. We can make this comparison. It has taken all our combinedeffort to keep Fitz both focused and sane on the Skill road. He would neverhave survived his journey into the city, had not his senses been numbedwith elfbark first. Yet these others travel the road and use the Skill beacons freely. Obviously their strength overmatches his by much. Ah, whatto do, what to do?"
 No one replied to her questioning of herself. She looked up suddenly at the Fool and me accusingly. "This cannot be right. It simply cannot beright. The Prophet and the Catalyst, and you are scarcely more than boys.Green to manhood, untrained in Skill, full of pranks and lovesick woes.These are the ones sent to save the world?"
 The Fool and I exchanged glances, and I saw him take a breath to replyto her. But at that moment, Starling snapped her fingers. "And that is whatmakes the song!" she exclaimed suddenly, her face transfigured withdelight. "Not a song of heroic strength and mighty-thewed warriors. No. Asong of two, graced only with friendship's strength. Each possessed of aloyalty to a king that would not be denied. And that in the refrain ...`Green of manhood,' something, ah ..."/P> 
The Fool caught my eye, glanced meaningfully down at himself. "Greenmanhood? I really should have showed her," he said quietly. And despiteeverything, despite even the glowering of my queen, I burst out laughing.
 "Oh, stop it," Kettle rebuked us, with such discouragement in her voicethat I was instantly sober. "It is neither the time for songs nor knavery.Are you both too foolish to see the danger you are in? The danger you putall of us in with your vulnerability?" I watched her as she reluctantlytook my elfbark out of her pack again and put her kettle back to boil. "Itis the only thing I can think of to do," she apologized to Kettricken.
 "What is that?" she asked.
 "To drug the Fool at least with elfbark. It will deafen him to them,and hide his thoughts from them."
 "Elfbark doesn't work like that!" I objected indignantly.
 "Doesn't it?" Kettle turned on me fiercely. "Then why was it usedtraditionally for years for just that purpose? Given to a royal bastardyoung enough, it could destroy any potential for Skill use. Often enoughwas that done."
 I shook my head defiantly. "I've used it for years, to restore mystrength after Skilling. So has Verity. And it has never ..."
 "Sweet Eda's mercy!" Kettle exclaimed. "Tell me you are lying, please!"
 "Why should I lie about this? Elfbark revives a man's strength, thoughit may bring on melancholy spirits following use. Often I would carryelfbark tea up to Verity in his Skill-tower, to sustain him." My telling faltered. The dismay on Kettle's face was too sincere. "What?" I askedsoftly.
 "Elfbark is well known among Skilled ones as a thing to avoid," shesaid quietly. I heard every word, for no one in the tent even seemed to bebreathing. "It deadens a man to Skill, so that he can neither use the Skillhimself, nor may others reach through its fog to Skill to him. It is saidto stunt or destroy Skill talent in the young, and to impede itsdevelopment in older Skill users." She looked at me with pity in her eyes."You must have been strongly talented, once, to retain even a semblance ofSkilling."
 "It cannot be ..." I said faintly.
 "Think," she bade me. "Did ever you feel your Skillstrength wax strongafter using it?"
 "What of my lord Verity?" Kettricken suddenly demanded.
 Kettle shrugged reluctantly. She turned to me. "When did he start usingit?"
 It was hard for me to focus my mind on her words. So many things weresuddenly in a different light. Elfbark had always cleared my head of the-pounding that heavy Skilling brought on. But I had never tried to Skillimmediately after I had used elfbark. Verity had, I knew that. But howsuccessfully, I did not know. My erratic talent for Skilling ... could thathave been my elfbark use? Like a lightning bolt was the immense knowledgethat Chade had made a mistake in giving it to Verity and me. Chade had madea mistake. It had never occurred to me, somehow, that Chade could be wrongor mistaken. Chade was my master, Chade read and studied and knew all theold lore. But he had never been taught to Skill. A bastard like myself, hehad never been taught to Skill.
 "FitzChivalry!" Kettricken's command jerked me back to myself.
 "Uh, so far as I know, Verity began to use it in the early years of thewar. When he was the only Skill user to stand between us and the Red-Ships.I believe he had never used the Skill so intensely as then, nor been asexhausted by it. So Chade began to give him elfbark. To keep up hisstrength."
 Kettle blinked a few times. "Unused, the Skill does not develop," shesaid, almost to herself. "Used, it grows, and begins to assert itself, andone learns, almost instinctively, the many uses to which it may be put." I found myself nodding faintly to her soft, words. Her old eyes came upsuddenly to meet mine. She spoke without reservation. "You are most likelystunted, both of you. By the elfbark. Verity, as a man grown, may haverecovered. He may have seen his Skill grow in the time he has spent awayfrom the herb. As you seem to have. Certainly he seems to have mastered theroad alone." She sighed. "But I suspect those others have not used it, andtheir talents and usage of Skill had grown and outstripped what yours is.So now you have a choice, FitzChivalry, and only you can make it. The Foolhas nothing to lose by using the drug. He cannot Skill, and by using it, hemay keep the coterie from finding him again. But you ... I can give youthis, and it will deaden you to the Skill. It will be harder for them toreach you, and much harder for you to reach out. You might be safer thatway. But you will be once more thwarting your talent. Enough elfbark maykill it off completely. And only you can choose."
 I looked down at my hands. Then I looked up at the Fool. Once more, oureyes met. Hesitantly, I groped toward him with my Skill. I felt nothing.Perhaps it was only my own erratic talent cheating me again. But it seemedlikely to me that Kettle had been right; the elfbark the Fool had justdrunk had deadened him to me.
 As Kettle spoke, she had been taking the kettle from the fire. The Foolheld his cup out to her wordlessly. She gave him a pinch more of the bitterbark and filled it again with water. Then she looked at me, quietlywaiting. I looked at the faces watching me, but found no help there. Ipicked up a mug from the stacked crockery. I saw Kettle's old face darkenand her lips tightened, but she said nothing to me. She simply reached intothe pouch of elfbark, working her fingers to get to the bottom where thebark had crushed itself into powder. I looked into the empty mug, waiting.I glanced back up at Kettle. "You said the Skillblast might have destroyedthem?"
 Kettle shook her head slowly. "It is not a thing to count on."
 There was nothing I could count on. Nothing that was certain.
 Then I set the mug down and crawled over to my blankets. I was suddenlytremendously weary. And frightened. I knew Will was out there somewhere,seeking me. I could hide myself in elfbark, but it might not be enough tostave him off. It might only weaken my already stunted defenses againsthim. Abruptly I knew I would sleep not at all that night. "I'll take thewatch," I offered and stood again.
 "He should not stand alone," Kettle said grumpily. 
 "His wolf watches with him," Kettricken told her confidently. "He canaid Fitz against this false coterie as no one else can."
 I wondered how she knew that, but dared not ask her. Instead I took upmy cloak and went to stand outside by the dwindling fire, watching andwaiting like a condemned man. 
CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO 
Capelin Beach
 THE WIT is held in much disdain. In many areas it is regarded as aperversion, with tales told of Witted ones coupling with beasts to gainthis magic, or offering blood sacrifice of human children to gain the giftof the tongues of beasts and birds. Some tale-tellers speak of bargainsstruck with ancient demons of the earth. In truth, I believe the Wit is asnatural a magic as a man can claim. It is the Wit that lets a flock ofbirds in flight suddenly wheel as one, or a school of fingerlings holdplace together in a swiftly flowing stream. It is also the Wit that sends amother to her child's bedside just as the babe is awakening. I believe itis at the heart of all wordless communication, and that all humans possesssome small aptitude for it, recognized or not.
 The next day we once more reached the Skill road. As we trailed pastthe forbidding pillar of stone, I felt myself drawn to it. "Verity may bebut one stride away for me," I said quietly.
 Kettle snorted. "Or your death. Have you taken complete leave of yoursenses? Do you think any one Skill user could stand against a trainedcoterie?"
 "Verity did," I replied, thinking of Tradeford and how he had saved me.The rest of that morning, she walked with a thoughtful look on her face.
 I did not endeavor to get her to speak, for I carried a burden of myown. I felt within me a nagging sense of loss. It was almost the irritating sensation of knowing one had forgotten something, but was unable to recallwhat. I had left something behind. Or I had forgotten to do somethingimportant, something I had been intending to do. By late afternoon, with asinking feeling, I grasped what was missing.
 Verity.
 When he had been with me, I had seldom been sure of his presence. Likea hidden seed waiting to unfurl was how I had thought of him. The manytimes I had sought him within myself and failed to find him suddenly meantnothing. This was not a doubt or a wondering. This was a growing certainty.Verity had been with me for over a year. And now he was gone.
 Did it mean he was dead? I could not be certain. That immense wave of Skill I had felt could have been him. Or something else, something that hadforced him to withdraw into himself. That was probably all it was. It was amiracle that his Skill touch upon me had lasted as long as it had. Severaltimes I started to speak of it to Kettle or Kettricken. Each time, I couldnot justify it. What would I say: Before this, I could not tell if Veritywas with me, and now I cannot feel him at all? At night by our fires, Istudied the lines in Kettricken's face and asked myself what point therewas in increasing her worry. So I pushed my worries down and kept silent.
 Continuous hardship makes for monotony and days that run together inthe telling. The weather was rainy, in a fitful, windy way. Our supplieswere precariously low, so that the greens we could gather as we walked andwhatever meat Nighteyes and I could bring down at night became important tous. I walked beside the road instead of on it, but remained constantlyaware of its Skill-murmur, like the muttering of a river of water besideme. The Fool was kept well dosed with elfbark tea. Very soon he began toexhibit both the boundless energy and bleak spirits that were elfbark'sproperties. In the Fool's case, it meant endless cavorting and tumblingtricks as we made our way along the Skill road, and a cruelly bitter edgeto his wits and tongue. He jested all too often of the futility of ourquest, and to any encouraging remark he riposted with savage sarcasm. Bythe end of the second day, he reminded me of nothing so much as an ill-mannered child. He heeded no one's rebukes, not even Kettricken's, nor didhe recall that silence could be a virtue. It was not so much that I feared his endless prattle and edged songs would bring the coterie down on us asthat I worried his constant noise might mask their approach. Pleading withhim to be quiet did me as little good as roaring at him to shut up. He woreon my nerves until I dreamed of throttling him, nor do I think I was alonein that impulse.
 The kinder weather was the only way in which our lot improved on thoselong days as we followed the Skill road. The rain became lighter and more intermittent. The leaves opened on the deciduous trees that flanked theroad, and the hills about us greened almost over night. The health of thejeppas improved with the browse, and Nighteyes found plentiful small game.The shorter hours of sleep told on me, but letting the wolf hunt alonewould not have solved it. I feared to sleep anymore. Worse, Kettle fearedto let me sleep.
 Of her own accord, the old woman took charge of my mind. I resented it,but was not so stupid as to resist. Both Kettricken and Starling hadaccepted her knowledge of the Skill. I was no longer permitted to go offalone, or in the sole company of the Fool. When the wolf and I hunted atnight, Kettricken went with us. Starling and I shared a watch, duringwhich, at Kettle's urging she kept my mind busy with learning to reciteboth songs and stories from Starling's repertoire. During my brief hours ofsleep Kettle watched over me, a dark stewing of elfbark at her elbow where,if need be, she could pour it down my throat and douse my Skill. All ofthis was annoying, but worst was during the day when we walked together. Iwas not allowed to speak of Verity, or the coterie, or anything that mighttouch upon them. Instead, we worked at game problems, or gathered waysideherbs for the evening meal, or I recited Starling's stories for her. At anytime when she suspected my mind was not fully with her, she might give me asharp rap with her walking stick. The few times I tried to direct our talkwith questions about her past, she loftily informed me that it might leadto the very topics we must avoid.
 There is no more slippery task than to refrain from thinking ofsomething. In the midst of my busywork, the fragrance of a wayside flowerwould bring Molly to my mind, and from thence to Verity who had called meaway from her was but a skip of thought. Or some chance nattering of theFool would call to my thoughts King Shrewd's tolerance for his mockery, andrecall to me how my king had died and at whose hands. Worst of all wasKettricken's silence. She could no longer speak to me of her anxiety overVerity. I could not see her without feeling how she longed to find him, andthen rebuking myself for thinking of him. And so the long days of ourtraveling passed for me.
 Gradually the countryside around us changed. We found ourselvesdescending deeper and deeper into valley after winding valley. For a timeour road paralleled that of a milky gray river. In places its rising andfallings had gnawed the road at its side to no more than a footpath. Wecame at length to an immense bridge. When we first glimpsed it from adistance, the spiderweb delicacy of its span reminded me of bones, and Ifeared that we would find it reduced to splintered fragments of reachingtimbers. Instead we crossed on a creation that arched over the river needlessly high, as if in joy that it could. The road we crossed on shoneblack and shining, while the archwork that graced above and below the span was a powdery gray. I could not identify what it was wrought from, whethertrue metal or strange stone, for it had more the look of a spun thread thanhammered metal or chiseled rock. The elegance and grace of it stilled eventhe Fool for a time.
 After the bridge, we climbed a series of small hills, only to beginanother descent. This time the valley was narrow and deep, a steeply sidedcleft in the earth as if some giant had long ago cleaved it with a war-axe.The road clung to one side of it and followed it inexorably down. We couldsee little of where we were going, for the valley itself seemed full ofclouds and greenery. This puzzled me until the first rivulet of warm watercut our pathway. It bubbled up steamily from a spring right beside theroad, but had long ago disdained the ornately carved stone walls anddrainage channel some vanished engineer had placed to contain it. The Foolmade great show of considering its stench and whether it should beattributed to rotten eggs or some flatulence of the earth itself. For oncenot even his rudeness could make me smile. It was for me as if his knaveryhad gone on too long, the merriment fled and only the crudity and crueltyleft.
 We came in early afternoon to a region of steaming pools. The lure ofhot water was too much to resist, and Kettricken let us make camp early. Wehad the long-missed comfort of hot water for soaking our weary bodies in,though the Fool disdained it because of its smell. To me it smelled noworse than the steaming waters that rose to feed the baths in Jhaampe, butfor once I was just as glad to forgo his company. He went off in search ofmore potable water, while the women took over the largest pool and I soughtout the relative privacy of a smaller one at some distance. I soaked for atime, and then decided to pound some of the dirt from my clothing. Themineral stink of the water was far less than the odor my own body had lefton them. That done, I spread my garments on the grass to dry and went tolie once more in the water. Nighteyes came to sit on the bank and watch mein puzzlement, his tail tucked neatly around his feet.
 It feels good, I told him needlessly, for I knew he could sense mypleasure.
 It must have something to do with your lack of fur, he decided at last.
 Come in and I'll scrub you off. It would help you shed of your winterundercoat, I offered him.
 He gave a disdainful sniff. I think I'd prefer to scratch it off a bitat a time. 
 Well, you needn't sit and watch me and be bored. Go hunting if you wish.
 I would, but the high bitch has asked me to watch you. So I shall.
 Kettricken?
 So you name her.
 How asked you? He gave me a puzzled glance. As you would. She looked atme and I knew her mind. She worried that you were alone.
 Does she know you hear her? Does she hear you?
 Almost, at times. He lay down abruptly on the sward and stretched,curling his pink tongue. Perhaps when your mate bids you set me aside, Ishall bond to her.
 Not funny.
 He made no reply to me, but rolled over onto his back and proceeded toroll about scratching his back. The topic of Molly was now an edge ofuneasiness between us, a rift I dared not approach and one he obsessivelypeered into. I wished abruptly that we were as we once had been, joined andwhole, living only in the now. I leaned back, resting my head on the bank,half in and half out of the water. I closed my eyes and thought of nothing.
 When I opened them again, the Fool was standing looking down on me. Istartled visibly. So did Nighteyes, springing to his feet with a growl."Some guardian," I observed to the Fool.
 He has no scent, and walks lighter than falling snow! the wolfcomplained.
 "He is always with you, isn't he?" the Fool observed.
 "One way or another," I agreed, and lay back in the water. I would haveto get out soon. The late afternoon was becoming evening. The additionalchill in the air only made the hot water more soothing. After a moment, Iglanced over at the Fool. He was still just standing and staring at me. "Issomething wrong?" I asked him.
 He made an inconclusive gesture, and then sat down awkwardly on thebank. "I've been thinking about your candlemaker girl," he said suddenly. 
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 "Have you?" I asked quietly. "I've been doing my best not to."
 He thought about this for a bit. "If you die, what will become of her?"
 I rolled over on my belly and propped myself on my elbows to stare atthe Fool. I half expected this was the lead line to some new mockery ofhis, but his face was grave. "Burrich will take care of her," I saidquietly. "For as long as she needs help. She's a capable woman, Fool."After a moment's consideration, I added, "She took care of herself foryears before ... Fool, I've never really taken care of her. I was near her,but she always stood on her own." I felt both shamed and proud as I saidthat. Shamed that I had given her so little besides trouble, and proud thatsuch a woman had cared for me.
 "But you would at least want me to take word to her, would you not?"
 I shook my head slowly. "She believes me dead. They both do. If in factI die, I'd just as soon let her believe I died in Regal's dungeons. For herto learn otherwise would only tar me blacker in her eyes. How could youexplain to her that I did not come to her immediately? No. If somethinghappens to me, I wish no tales told her." Bleakness gripped me once more.And if I survived and went back to her? That was almost worse to consider. I tried to imagine standing before her and explaining to her that oncemore, I had put my king ahead of her. I clenched my eyes tight shut at thethought of it.
 "Still, when all this is done and gone, I should like to see heragain," the Fool observed.
 I opened my eyes. "You? I did not know that you had even spoken to oneanother."
 The Fool seemed a bit taken aback at this. "But, that is, I meant foryour sake. To see for myself that she is well provided for. "
 I felt oddly touched. "I don't know what to say," I told him.
 "Say nothing, then. Tell me only where I may find her," he suggestedwith a smile.
 "I don't precisely know that myself," I admitted to him. "Chade knows.If ... if I do not live through what we must do, ask it of him." It feltunlucky to speak of my own death, so I added, "Of course, we both know weshall survive. It is foretold, is it not?" 
 He gave me an odd look. "By whom?"
 My heart sank. "By some White Prophet or other, I had hoped," Imuttered. It occurred to me that I had never asked the Fool if my survivalwas foretold. Not every man survives winning a battle. I found my courage."Is it foretold that the Catalyst lives?"
 He appeared to be thinking hard. He suddenly observed, "Chade leads adangerous life. There is no assurance that he will survive either. And ifhe does not, well, surely you must have some idea of where the girl is.Will not you tell me?"
 That he had not answered my question seemed suddenly answer enough. TheCatalyst did not survive. It was like being hit by a wave of cold saltwater. I felt tumbled in that cold knowledge, drowning in it. I'd neverhold my daughter, never feel Molly's warmth again. It was almost a physicalpain, and it dizzied me.
 "FitzChivalry?" the Fool pressed me. He lifted a hand to suddenly coverhis mouth tightly, as if he could speak no more. His other hand rose togrip his wrist suddenly. He looked sickened.
 "It's all right," I said faintly. "Perhaps it's better that I know whatis to come." I sighed and racked my brain. "I've heard them speak of avillage. Burrich goes there to buy things. It cannot be far. You couldstart there."
 The Fool gave a tiny nod of encouragement to me. Tears stood in his eyes.
 "Capelin Beach," I said quietly.
 A moment longer he sat staring at me. Then he suddenly toppled oversideways.
 "Fool?"
 There was no response. I stood, the warm water running off me andlooked over at him. He sprawled on his side as if asleep. "Fool!" I calledirritably. When there was still no response, I waded out of the pond andover to him. He lay on the grassy bank, miming the deep, even breathing ofsleep. "Fool?" I asked again, half expecting him to come leaping up in myface. Instead he made a vague motion as if I disturbed his dreaming. Itirritated me beyond words that he could go so abruptly from serious words to some kind of knavery. Yet it was typical of his behavior over the pastfew days. There was suddenly no relaxation or peace left in the hot water.Still dripping, I began to gather my clothes. I refused to look at him as Ibrushed and shook most of the water from my body. The clothing I pulled onwas slightly damp anyway. The Fool slept on as I turned away from him andwalked back to camp. Nighteyes trailed at my heels.
 Is it a game? he asked me as we walked.
 Of a kind, I suppose, I told him shortly. Not one I enjoy.
 The women were already back at the camp. Kettricken was poring over hermap while Kettle gave the jeppas tiny shares of the remaining grain.Starling was sitting by the fire, worrying a comb through her hair, butlooked up as I approached. "Did the Fool find clean water?" she asked me.
 I shrugged. "Not when I last saw him: At least, if he had, he wasn'tcarrying it with him."
 "We've enough in the waterskins to get by with, anyway. I just preferfresh for the tea."
 "Me, too." I sat down by the cook fire and watched her. She seemed togive no thought to her fingers at all as they danced over her hair, bindingthe wet shining hair into smooth braids. She coiled them to her head andpinned them down securely.
 "I hate Wet hair flapping around my face," she observed, and I realizedI had been staring. I glanced away, embarrassed.
 "Ah, he can still blush," she laughed. Then added, pointedly, "Wouldyou like to borrow my comb?"
 I lifted my hand to my own draggled hair. "I suppose I should," Imuttered.
 "Truly," she agreed, but did not pass it to me. Instead she came tokneel behind me. "How did you do all this?" she wondered aloud as she beganto tug the comb through it.
 "It just gets that way," I mumbled. Her gentle touch, the soft tuggingat my scalp felt incredibly good. 
"It's so fine, that's the problem. I never met a Buck man with hair so fine."
 My heart moved sideways in my chest. A Buck beach on a windy day, andMolly on a red blanket beside me, her blouse not quite laced. She had toldme I was considered the best thing to have come out of the stables sinceBurrich. "I think it is your hair. It is not as coarse as most Buck men's."One brief interlude, of flirtatious compliments and idle talk and her sweettouch under the open sky. I almost smiled. But I could not recall that daywithout also recalling that, like so many of our times together, it hadended in quarreling and tears. My throat closed up and I shook my head,trying to clear the memories away. 
"Sit still," Starling chided me with a sharper tug on my hair. "I'vealmost got it smooth. Brace yourself, this is the last snarl." She caughthold of my hair above it, and ripped out the snarl with a swift jerk that Ialmost didn't feel. "Give me the thong," she told me, and took it from meto bind my hair back for me.
 Kettle came back from tending the jeppas. "Any meat?" she asked mepointedly.
 I sighed. "Not yet. Soon," I promised. I hauled myself to my feetwearily.
 "Watch him, wolf," Kettle asked Nighteyes. He gave a slight wag of histail and then led me away from the camp.
 It was past dark when we returned to camp. We were well pleased withourselves, for we brought, not rabbit, but a cloven-hoofed creature ratherlike a small kid, but with a silkier hide. I had opened its belly at thekill site, both to let Nighteyes have the entrails and to lighten it forcarrying. I slung the meat over my shoulder, but regretted that after ashort time. Whatever biting vermin it had been carrying were only too happyto transfer to my neck. I would have to wash myself again this night.
 I grinned at Kettle as she came to meet me and unslung the kid to holdit up for her inspection. But instead of congratulations, she onlydemanded, "Have you any more elfbark?"
 "I gave you all I had," I told her. "Why? Have we run out? The way itmakes the Fool behave, I'd almost welcome that news."
 She gave me an odd look. "Did you quarrel?" she demanded. "Did youstrike him?" 
 "What? Of course not!"
 "We found him by the pool where you bathed," she said quietly."Twitching in his sleep like a dreaming dog. I woke him, but even awake, heseemed vague. We brought him back here, but he only sought his blankets.Since then, he has been sleeping like a dead thing."
 We had reached the cook fire and I dropped the kid beside it andhurried into the tent, Nighteyes pushing his way in front of me.
 "He revived, but only for a bit," Kettle continued. "Then he droppedoff to sleep again. He behaves like a man recovering from exhaustion, or avery long illness. I fear for him." 
I scarcely heard her. Once in the tent, I dropped to my knees besidehim. He lay on his side, curled in a ball. Kettricken knelt by him, herface clouded with worry. He looked to me simply like a man sleeping. Reliefwarred with irritation in me.
 "I've given him almost all the elfbark," Kettle was going on. "If Igive him what's left now, we have no reserves if the coterie tries toattack him."
 "Is there no other herb ..." Kettricken began, but I interrupted her.
 "Why don't we simply let him sleep? Perhaps this is just the end of hisother illness. Or maybe an effect of the elfbark itself. Even with potentdrugs, one can only trick the body so long, and then it makes its demandsknown."
 "That is true," Kettle agreed reluctantly. "But this is so unlikehim ...."/P> 
"He has been unlike himself since the third day he was using theelfbark," I pointed out. "His tongue too sharp, his gibes too cutting. Ifyou asked me, I would say I prefer him asleep to awake these days."
 "Well. Perhaps there is something to what you say. We will let himsleep then," Kettle conceded. She took a breath, as if to say more, but didnot. I went back outside to prepare the kid for cooking. Starling followed me.
 For a time, she just sat silently watching me skin it out. It was notthat large an animal. "Help me build up the fire and we'll roast the whole thing. Cooked meat will keep better in this weather."
 The whole thing?
 Except a generous portion for you. I worked my knife around a kneejoint, snapped the shank free and cut the remaining gristle.
 I'll want more than bones, Nighteyes reminded me.
 Trust me, I told him. By the time I was finished, he had the head,hide, all four shanks, and one hind quarter to himself. It made it awkwardto fasten the meat to a spit, but I managed. It was a young animal, andthough it did not have much fat, I expected the meat would be tender. Thehardest part would be waiting for it to be cooked. The flames licked theirtips against it, searing it, and the savory smell of roasting meat taunted me.
 "Are you so angry with the Fool?" Starling asked me quietly.
 "What?" I glanced over my shoulder at her.
 "In the time we have traveled together, I have come to see how you arewith one another. Closer than brothers. I would have expected you to sitbeside him and fret, as you did when he was ill. Yet you behave as ifnothing is wrong with him at all."
 Minstrels, perhaps, see too clearly. I pushed my hair back from my faceand thought. "Earlier today, he came to me and we talked. About what hewould do, for Molly, if I did not live to return to her." I looked atStarling and shook my head. When my throat went tight, it surprised me. "Hedoes not expect me to survive. And when a prophet says such a thing, it ishard to believe otherwise."
 The look of dismay on her face was not comforting. It gave the lie toher words when she insisted, "Prophets are not always right. Did he say,for certain, that he had seen your death?"
 "When I asked him, he would not answer," I replied.
 "He should not have even brought up such a topic," Starling suddenlyexclaimed angrily. "How can he expect you to have heart for whatever youmust do, when you believe it will be your death?"
 I shrugged my shoulders at her silently. I had refused to think of it the whole time we had been hunting. Instead of going away, the feelings hadonly built up. The misery I suddenly felt was overwhelming. Yes, and theanger, too. I was furious at the Fool for telling me. I forced myself toconsider it. "The tidings are scarcely his doing. And I cannot fault hisintent. Yet it is hard to face one's death, not as a thing that will happensomeday, somewhere, but as something that will likely occur before thissummer loses its green." I lifted my head and looked around the verdantwild meadow that surrounded us.
 It is amazing how different a thing appears when you know it is thelast one you will have. Every leaf on every limb stood out, in a multitudeof greens. Birds sang challenges to one another, or winged by in flashes ofcolor. The smells of the cooking meat, of the earth itself, even the soundof Nighteyes cracking a bone between his jaws were all suddenly unique andprecious things. How many days like this had I walked through blindly,intent only on having a mug of ale when I got to town or what horse must betaken for shoeing today? Long ago, in Buckkeep, the Fool had warned me thatI should live each day as if it were significant, as if every day the fateof the world depended on my actions. Now I suddenly grasped what he hadbeen trying to tell me. Now, when the days left to me had dwindled to whereI might count them.
 Starling put her hands on my shoulders. She leaned down and put hercheek against mine. "Fitz, I am so sorry," she said quietly. I scarcelyheard her words, only her belief in my death. I stared at the meat cookingover the flames. It had been a live kid.
 Death is always at the edge of now. Nighteyes' thought was gentle.Death stalks us, and he is ever sure of his kill. It is not a thing todwell on, but it is something we all know, in our guts and bones. All savehumans.
 With shock, I beheld what the Fool had been trying to teach me abouttime. I suddenly wished to go back, to have again each separate day tospend. Time. I was trapped in it, fenced into a tiny piece of now that wasthe only time I could influence. All the soons and tomorrows I might planwere ghost things that might be snatched from me at any moment. Intentionswere nothing. Now was all I had. I suddenly stood up.
 "I understand," I said aloud. "He had to tell me, to push me. I have tostop acting as if there is a tomorrow when I can put things right. It allhas to be done now, right away, with no concern for tomorrow. No belief intomorrow. No fears for tomorrow."
 "Fitz?" Starling drew back from me a little way. "You sound as if you 
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are going to do something foolish." Her dark eyes were full of worry.
 "Foolish," I said to myself. "Foolish as the Fool is. Yes. Could youwatch the meat, please?" I asked Starling humbly.
 I did not wait for her reply. I stood as she stepped free of me andwent into the yurt. Kettle sat by the Fool, simply watching him sleep.Kettricken was mending a seam in her boot. They both glanced up as I camein. "I need to talk to him," I said simply. "Alone, if you would not mind."
 I ignored their puzzled glances. I already wished I had not toldStarling what the Fool had told me. Doubtless she would tell the others,but just now I did not want to share it with them. I had somethingimportant to tell the Fool, and I would do it now. I did not wait to watchthem leave the yurt. Instead I sat down beside the Fool. I touched his facegently, feeling the coolness of his cheek. "Fool," I said quietly. "I needto talk to you. I understand. I think I finally understand what you've beentrying to teach me all along."
 It took me several more efforts before he stirred to wakefulness. I finally shared some of Kettle's concern. This was not the simple sleep of aman at a day's end. But finally he opened his eyes and peered up at methrough the gloom. "Fitz? Is it morning?" he asked.
 "Evening. And there is fresh meat roasting, and soon it will be done. Ithink a good meal will help put you right." I started to hesitate, thenrecalled my new resolution. Now. "I was angry at you earlier, for what youtold me. But now I think I understand why. You are right, I have beenhiding in the future and wasting my days." I took a breath: "I want to giveBurrich's earring over to you, into your keeping. Af ... afterward, I'dlike you to take it to him. And tell him I did not die outside someshepherd's hut, but keeping my oath to my king. That will mean something tohim, it may pay him back a bit for all he has done for me. He taught me tobe a man. I don't want that left unsaid."
 I unfastened the catch of the earring and drew it from my ear.
 I pressed it into the Fool's lax hand. He lay on his side, listeningsilently. His face was very grave. I shook my head at him.
 "I have nothing to send Molly, nothing for our child. She'll have thepin Shrewd gave me so long ago, but little more than that." I was trying tokeep my voice steady, but the importance of my words was choking me. "Itmay be wisest not to tell Molly that I lived past Regal's dungeons. If thatcan be managed. Burrich would understand the reason for such a secret. She has mourned me as dead once, there is no sense in telling her otherwise. Iam glad you will seek her out. Make toys for Nettle." Against my will,tears stung my eyes.
 The Fool sat up, his face full of concern. He gripped my shouldergently. "If you want me to find Molly, you know I will, if it comes tothat. But why must we think of such things now? What do you fear?"
 "I fear my death." I admitted it. "But fearing it will not stop it. SoI make what provisions I can. As I should have, long ago." I met his smokyeyes squarely. "Promise me."
 He looked down at the earring in his hand. "I promise. Though why youthink my chances are better than yours, I do not know. Nor do I know how Iwill find them, but I will."
 I felt great relief. "I told you earlier. I know only that theircottage is near a village called Capelin Beach. There is more than oneCapelin Beach in Buck, that is true. But if you tell me you will find her,I believe you will."
 "Capelin Beach?" His eyes went distant. "I think I recall ... I thoughtI had dreamed that." He shook his head and almost smiled. "So I am now a party to one of the closest-held secrets in Buck. Chade told me that noteven he knew precisely where Burrich had hidden Molly away. He had only aplace to leave a message for Burrich, so Burrich might come to him. `Thefewer who know a secret, the fewer can tell it,' he told me. Yet it seemsto me I have heard that name before. Capelin Beach. Or dreamed it, perhaps."
 My heart went cold. "What do you mean? Have you had a vision of CapelinBeach?"
 He shook his head. "Not a vision, no. Yet a nightmare toothier thanmost, so that when Kettle found and woke me, I felt I had not slept at all,but had been fleeing for my life for hours." He shook his head again slowlyand rubbed at his eyes, yawning. "I do not even recall lying down to sleepoutside. But that is where they found me."
 "I should have known something was wrong with you," I apologized. "Youwere by the hot spring, speaking to me of Molly and ... things. And thenyou suddenly lay down and went to sleep. I thought you were mocking me," Iadmitted sheepishly.
 He gave a tremendous yawn. "I do not even recall seeking you out," headmitted. He sniffed suddenly. "Did you say there was meat roasting?" 
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 I nodded. "The wolf and I got a kid. It's young and should be tender."
 "I'm hungry enough to eat old shoes," he declared. He threw back hisbedding and left the tent. I followed him.
 That meal was a better time than we had had in days. The Fool seemedweary and pensive, but had abandoned his barbed humor. The meat, though nottender as fat lamb, was better than anything we had had in weeks. By theend of the meal, I shared Nighteyes' sleepy satiation. He curled up outsideby Kettricken to share her watch while I sought my blankets in the tent.
 I had half expected the Fool to be wakeful after he had slept so muchof the afternoon away. Instead he was first to his blankets and deeplyasleep before I had even dragged my boots off. Kettle set out her gameclothand gave me a problem to consider. I lay down to get what rest I couldwhile Kettle watched over my sleep.
 But I got small rest that night. No sooner had I dozed off than theFool began to twitch and yip in his sleep. Even Nighteyes poked his head inthe tent door to see what it was about. It took Kettle several tries to rouse him, and when he dozed off again, he slipped right back into hisnoisy dreams. That time I reached over to shake him. But when I touched hisshoulder, awareness of him surged through me. For an instant, I shared hisnight terror. "Fool, wake up!" I cried out to him, and as if in answer tothat command, he sat up.
 "Let go, let go!" he cried desperately. Then, looking round and findingthat no one held him, he dropped back to his bedding. He turned his eyes tomeet mine.
 "What were you dreaming?" I asked him.
 He thought, then shook his head. "It's gone, now." He took a shudderingbreath. "But I fear it waits for me, should I close my eyes. I think Ishall see if Kettricken wants some company. I would rather be awake thanface ... whatever it was I was facing in my dreams."
 I watched him leave the tent. Then I lay back in my blankets. I closedmy eyes. I found it, faint as a silver shining thread. There was aSkillbond between us.
 Ah. Is that what that is? the wolf marveled. 
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 Can you feel it, too?
 Only sometimes. It is like what you had with Verity.
 Only weaker. 
Weaker? I think not. Nighteyes considered. Not weaker, my brother. But

different. Fashioned more like a Wit-bond than a Skill joining.
 He looked up at the Fool as the Fool came out of the tent. After atime, the Fool frowned to himself and looked down at Nighteyes.
 You see, said the wolf. He senses me. Not clearly, but he does. Hello,Fool. My ears itch.
 Outside the tent, the Fool reached down suddenly to scratch the wolf's ears. 
CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE 
The Quarry
 THERE ARE LEGENDS, among the Mountain folk, of an ancient race, muchgifted with magic and knowing many things now lost to men forever. Thesetales are in many ways similar to the tales of elves and Old Ones that aretold in the Six Duchies. In some cases, the tales are so similar as to beobviously the same story adapted by different folk. The most obviousexample of this would be the tale of the Flying Chair of the Widow's Son.Among the Mountain folk, that Buck tale becomes the Flying Sled of theOrphan Boy. Who can tell which telling was first?
 The folk of the Mountain Kingdom will tell you that that ancient raceis responsible for some of the more peculiar monuments that one may chanceupon in their forests. They are also credited with lesser achievements,such as some of the games of strategy that Mountain children still play,and for a very peculiar wind instrument, powered not by a man's lungs, butby breath trapped in an inflated bladder. Tales are also told of ancientcities far back in the mountains that were once the dwelling of these beings. But nowhere in all their literature, spoken or written, have Ifound any account of how these people ceased to be.
 Three days later we reached the quarry. We had had three days of hikingthrough suddenly hot weather. The air had been full of the scents ofopening leaves and flowers and the whistles of birds and the drones ofinsects. To either side of the Skill road, life burgeoned. I walked throughit, senses keen, more aware of being alive than I had ever been. The Foolhad spoken no more about whatever he had foreseen for me. For that I wasgrateful. I had found Nighteyes was right. Knowing it was hard enough. Iwould not dwell on it.
 Then we came to the quarry. At first it seemed to us that we had simplycome to a dead end. The road ramped down into a worked gorge of bare stone,an area twice the size of Buckkeep Castle. The walls of the valley werevertically straight and bare, scarred where immense blocks of black stonehad been quarried from it. In a few places, cascading greenery from theearth at the edge of the quarry covered the sheared rock sides. At thelower end of the pit, rainwater had collected and stagnated greenly. Therewas little other vegetation, for there was precious little soil. Beneathour feet, past the end of the Skill road, we stood on the raw black stonethe road had been wrought from. When we looked up at the looming cliffacross from us, black stone veined with silver met our eyes. On the floorof the quarry a number of immense blocks had been abandoned amidst piles ofrubble and dust. The huge blocks were bigger than buildings. I could notimagine how they had been cut, let alone how they would have been hauledaway. Beside them were the remains of great machines, reminding me somewhatof siege engines. Their wood had rotted, their metal rusted. Their remainshunched together like moldering bones. Silence brimmed the quarry.
 Two things about the place immediately caught my attention. The firstwas the black pillar that reared up in our pathway, incised with the sameancient runes we had encountered before. The second was the absolute absence of animal life.
 I came to a halt by the pillar. I quested out, and the wolf shared mysearching. Cold stone.
 Perhaps we shall learn to eat rocks, now? The wolf suggested.
 "We shall have to do our hunting elsewhere tonight," I agreed.
 "And find clean water," added the Fool. 
 Kettricken had stopped by the pillar. The jeppas were already strayingaway, searching disconsolately for anything green. Possessing the Skill andthe Wit sharpened my perceptions of other folk. But for the moment, Isensed nothing from her. Her face was still and empty. A slackness cameover it, as if she aged before my eyes. Her eyes wandered over the lifelessstone, and by chance turned to me. A sickly smile spread over her mouth.
 "He's not here," she said. "We've come all this way, and he isn't here."
 I could think of nothing to say to her. Of all the things I might haveexpected at the end of our quest, an abandoned stone quarry seemedunlikeliest. I tried to think of something optimistic to say. There wasnothing. This was the last location marked on our map, and evidently thefinal destination of the Skill road as well. She sank down slowly to sitflat on the stone at the pillar's base. She just sat there, too weary anddiscouraged to weep. When I looked to Kettle and Starling, I found themstaring at me as if I were supposed to have an answer. I did not. The heatof the warm day pressed down on me. For this, we had come so far.
 I smell carrion.
 I don't. It was the last thing I wanted to think about just now.
 I didn't expect you would, with your nose. But there is something verydead not far from here.
 "So go roll in it and have done with it," I told him with some asperity.
 "Fitz," Kettle rebuked me as Nighteyes trotted purposefully away.
 "I was talking to the wolf," I told her lamely. The Fool nodded, almostvacantly. He had not been at all himself. Kettle had insisted that hecontinue taking the elfbark, though our small supply limited him to a veryweak dose of the same bark brewed over again. From time to time, I thoughtI caught a brief hint of the Skill-bond between us. If I looked at him, hewould sometimes turn and return my look, even across camp. It was littlemore than that. When I spoke of it to him, he said he sometimes feltsomething, but was not sure what it was. Of what the wolf had told me, Imade no mention. Elfbark tea or no, he remained solemn and lethargic. Hissleep at night did not seem to rest him; he moaned of muttered through hisdreams. He reminded me of a man recovering from a long illness. He hoardedhis strength in many small ways. He spoke little; even his bitter merrimenthad vanished. It was but one more worry for me to bear. 
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 It's a man!
 The stench of the corpse was thick in Nighteyes' nostrils. I nearlyretched with it. Then, "Verity," I whispered to myself in horror. I set outat a run in the direction the wolf had taken. The Fool followed more slowlyin my wake, drifting like down on the wind. The women watched us go withoutcomprehension.
 The body was wedged between two immense blocks of stone. It was huddledas if even in death it sought to hide. The wolf circled it restlessly,hackles up. I halted at some distance, then tugged the cuff of my shirtdown over my hand. I lifted it to cover my nose and mouth. It helped a bit,but nothing could have completely drowned that stink. I walked closer,steeling myself to what I knew I must do. When I got close to the body, Ireached down, seized hold of its rich cloak, and dragged it out into the open.
 "No flies," the Fool observed almost dreamily.
 He was right. There were no flies and no maggots. Only the silent rotof death had been at work on the man's features. They were dark, like aplowman's tan, only darker. Fear had contorted them, but I knew it was notVerity. Yet I had stared at him for some moments before I recognized him."Carrod," I said quietly.
 "A member of Regal's coterie?" the Fool asked, as if there could beanother Carrod about.
 I nodded. I kept my shirt cuff, over my nose and mouth as I kneltbeside him.
 "How did he die?" the Fool asked. The smell did not seem to bother him,but I did not think I could speak without gagging. I shrugged. To answer Iwould have had to take a breath. I reached gingerly to tug at his clothes.The body was both stiff and softening. It was hard to examine it, but Icould find no sign of any violence on him. I took a shallow breath and heldit, then used both hands to unbuckle his belt. I pulled it free of the bodywith his purse and knife still on it, and hastily retreated with it.
 Kettricken, Kettle, and Starling came up on us as I was coaxing themouth of his purse open. I did not know what I had hoped to find, but I wasdisappointed. A handful of coins, a flint, and a small whetstone were allhe carried. I tossed it to the ground, and rubbed my hand down my trouserleg. The stench of death clung to it. 
 "It was Carrod," the Fool told the others. "He must have come by thepillar."
 "What killed him?" Kettle asked.
 I met her gaze. "I don't know. I believe it was the Skill. Whatever itwas, he tried to hide from it. Between those rocks. Let's get away fromthis smell," I suggested. We retreated back to the pillar. Nighteyes and Icame last and more slowly. I was puzzled. I realized I was puttingeverything I could into keeping my Skill walls strong. Seeing Carrod deadhad shocked me. One less coterie member, I told myself. But he was here,right here in the quarry when he died. If Verity had killed him with theSkill, perhaps that meant Verity had been here as well. I wondered if wewould stumble across Burl and Will somewhere in the quarry, if they too hadcome here to attack Verity. Colder was my suspicion that it was more likelywe would find Verity's body. But I said nothing to Kettricken of thesethoughts.
 I think the wolf and I sensed it at the same time. "There's somethingalive back there," I said quietly. "Deeper in the quarry."
 "What is it?" The Fool asked me.
 "I don't know." A shivering ran all over me. My Wit-sense of whateverwas back there ebbed and flowed. The more I tried for a feel of what it was; the more it eluded me.
 "Verity?" Kettricken asked. It broke my heart to see hope quicken oncemore in her eyes.
 "No," I told her gently. "I don't think so. It doesn't feel like ahuman. It's like nothing I've ever sensed before." I paused and added, "Ithink you should all wait here while the wolf and I go see what it is."
 "No." Kettle spoke, not Kettricken, but when I glanced back at myqueen, I saw her complete agreement.
 "If anything, I should have you and the Fool hang back while weinvestigate," she told me severely. "You are the ones at risk here. IfCarrod has been here, Burl and Will could be back there."
 In the end it was decided we would all approach, but with greatcaution. We spread out in a fan and moved forward across the quarry floor.I could not tell them specifically where I sensed the creature, and so we were all on edge. The quarry was like a nursery floor with some immensechild's blocks and toys scattered across it. We passed one partially carvedblock of stone. It had none of the finesse of the carvings we had seen inthe stone garden. It was lumpish and crude, and somehow obscene. Itreminded me of the fetus of a miscarried foal. It repulsed me and I slippedpast it as swiftly as I could to my next vantage point.
 The others were doing likewise, moving from cover to cover, all of usendeavoring to keep at least one other of our party in sight. I had thoughtI could see nothing more disturbing than that crude stone carving, but thenext one we passed wrenched at me. Someone had carved, in heartbreakingdetail, a mired dragon. The thing's wings were half spread and its half-lidded eyes were rolled up in agony. A human rider, a young woman, bestrodeit. She clutched the undulant neck and leaned her cheek against it. Herface was a mask of agony, her mouth open and the lines of her face taut,the muscles of her throat standing out like cords. Both the girl and thedragon had been worked in detailed colors and lines. I could see thewoman's eyelashes, the individual hairs on her golden head, the fine greenscales about the dragon's eyes, even the droplets of saliva that clung tothe dragon's writhing lips. But where the dragon's mighty feet and lashingtail should have been, there was only puddled black stone, as if the twohad landed in a tar pit and been unable to escape it.
 Just as a statue, it was wrenching. I saw Kettle turn her face asidefrom it, tears starting in her eyes. But what unnerved Nighteyes and me wasthe writhing of Wit-sense that it gave off. It was fainter than what we hadsensed in the statues back in the garden, but all the more poignant forthat. It was like the final death throes of a trapped creature. I wonderedwhat talent had been used to infuse such a living nuance into a statue.Even as I appreciated the artistry of what had been done, I was not sure Iapproved it. But that was true of much that this ancient Skilled race hadwrought. As I crept past the statue, I wondered if this was what the wolfand I had sensed. It prickled my skin to see the Fool turn and stare backat it, his brow furrowed in discomfort. Plainly he sensed it, though not aswell. Perhaps this is what we sensed, Nighteyes. Perhaps there is no livingcreature in the quarry after all, only this monument to slow death.
 No. I smell something.
 I widened my nostrils, cleared them with a silent snort, then took in adeep slow breath of air. My nose was not as keen as Nighteyes', but thewolf's senses augmented my own. I smelled sweat and the faint tang ofblood. Both were fresh. Suddenly the wolf pressed close to me and as one weslunk around the end of a block of stone the size of two huts.
 I peered around the corner, then cautiously crept forth. Nighteyes 
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slipped past me. I saw the Fool round the other end of the stone, and feltthe others drawing near as well. No one spoke.
 It was another dragon. This one was the size of a ship. It was all ofblack stone, and it sprawled sleeping upon the block of stone it wasemerging from. Chips and chunks and grindings of rock dust surrounded theground around the block. Even from a distance, it impressed me. Despite itssleep, every line of the creature spoke of both strength and nobility. Thewings folded alongside it were like furled sails while the arch of thepowerful neck put me in mind of a battle charger. I had looked at it forsome moments before I saw the small gray figure that sprawled alongside it.I stared at him and tried to decide if the flickering life I sensed camefrom him or the stone dragon.
 The discarded fragments of stone were almost a ramp up to the block thedragon was emerging from. I thought the figure would stir to my crunchingfootsteps, but he did not move. Nor could I detect any small motions ofbreath. The others hung back, watching my ascent. Only Nighteyesaccompanied me, and he came hackles abristle. I was within arm's reach ofthe figure when he jerkily arose and faced me.
 He was old and thin, gray of both hair and beard. His ragged garmentswere gray with stone-dust, and a smear of gray coated one of his cheeks.The knees that showed through the legs of his trousers were scabbed andbloody from kneeling on broken stone. His feet were wrapped in rags. Hegripped a much-notched sword in a gray gauntleted hand, but he did notbring it up to the ready. I felt it taxed his strength to hold the blade atall. Some instinct made me lift my arms wide of my body, to show him I heldno weapon. He looked at me dully for a bit; then he slowly lifted his eyesto my face. For a time we stared at one another. His peering, near-blindgaze reminded me of Harper Josh. Then his mouth gapped wide in his beard,baring surprisingly white teeth. "Fitz?" he said hesitantly.
 I knew his voice, despite the rust. He had to be Verity. But all I wascried out aghast that he could have come to this, this wreckage of a man.Behind me I heard the swift crunching of footsteps and turned in time tosee Kettricken charging up the ramp of crumbling stone. Hope and dismaybattled in her face, yet, "Verity!" she cried, and there was only love inthe word. She charged, arms reaching for him, and I was barely able tocatch her as she hurtled past me.
 "No!" I cried aloud to her. "No, don't touch him!"
 "Verity!" she cried again, and then struggled against my grip, cryingout, "Let me go, let me go to him." It was all I could do to hold her back. 
 "No," I told her quietly. As sometimes happens, the softness of mycommand made her stop struggling. She looked her question at me.
 "His hands and arms are covered with magic. I do not know what wouldhappen to you, were he to touch you."
 She turned her head in my rough embrace to stare at her husband. Hestood watching us, a kindly, rather confused smile on his face. He tiltedhis head to one side as if considering us, then stooped carefully to setdown his sword. Kettricken saw then what I had glimpsed before. Thebetraying shimmer of silver crawled over his forearms and fingers. Veritywore no gauntlets; the flesh of his arms and hands were impregnated withraw power. The smudge on his face was not dust, but a smear of power wherehe had touched himself.
 I heard the others come up behind us, their footsteps crunching slowlyover the stone. I did not need to turn to feel them staring. Finally theFool said softly, "Verity, my prince, we have come."
 I heard a sound between a gasp and a sob. That turned my head, and Isaw Kettle slowly settling, going down like a holed ship. She clasped onehand to her chest and one to her mouth as she sank to her knees. Her eyesgoggled as she stared at Verity's hands. Starling was instantly beside her.In my arms, I felt Kettricken calmly push against me. I looked at herstricken face, then let her go. She advanced to Verity a slow step at atime and he watched her come. His face was not impassive, but neither didhe show any sign of special recognition. An arm's length away from him, shestopped. All was silence. She stared at him for a time, then slowly shookher head, as if to answer the question she voiced. "My lord husband, do younot know me?"
 "Husband," he said faintly. His brow creased deeper, his demeanor thatof a man who recalls something once learned by rote. "Princess Kettrickenof the Mountain Kingdom. She was given me to wife. Just a little slip of agirl, a wild little mountain cat, yellow-haired. That was all I couldrecall of her, until they brought her to me." A faint smile eased his face."That night, I unbound golden hair like a flowing stream, finer than silk.So fine I durst not touch it, lest it snag in my callused hands."
 Kettricken's hands rose to her hair. When word had reached her of Verity's death, she had cut her hair to no more than a brush on her skull.It now reached almost to her shoulders, but the fine silk of it was gone,roughened by sun and rain and road dust. But she freed it from the fatbraid that confined it and shook it loose around her face. "My lord," shesaid softly. She glanced from me to Verity. "May I not touch you?" she begged.
 "Oh--" He seemed to consider the request. He glanced down at his armsand hands, flexing his silvery fingers. "Oh, I think not, I'm afraid. No.No, it were better not." He spoke regretfully, but I had the sense that itwas only that he must refuse her request, not that he regretted beingunable to touch her.
 Kettricken drew a ragged breath. "My lord," she began, and then hervoice broke. "Verity, I lost our child. Our son, died."
 I did not understand until then what a burden it had been for her,seeking for her husband, knowing she must tell him this news. She droppedher proud head as if expecting his wrath. What she got was worse.
 "Oh," he said. Then, "Had we a son? I do not recall ..."
 I think that was what broke her, to discover that her earthshakingtidings did not anger nor sorrow him, but only confused him. She had tofeel betrayed. Her desperate flight from Buckkeep Castle and all thehardships she had endured to protect her unborn child, the long lonelymonths of her pregnancy, culminating in the heartrending stillbirth of herchild, and her dread that she must tell her lord how she had failed himthat had been her reality for the past year. And now she stood before herhusband and her king, and he fumbled to recall her and of the dead childsaid only "Oh." I felt shamed for this doddering old man who peered at theQueen and smiled so wearily.
 Kettricken did not scream or weep. She simply turned and walked slowlyaway. I sensed great control in that passage, and great anger. Starling,crouched by Kettle, looked up at the Queen as she passed. She started torise and follow, but Kettricken made a tiny movement of her hand thatforbade it. Alone she descended from the great stone dais and strode off.
 Go with her?
 Please. But do not bother her.
 I am not stupid.
 Nighteyes left me, to shadow off after Kettricken. Despite my cautionto him, I knew he went straight to her, to come up beside her and press hisgreat head against her leg. She dropped suddenly to one knee and huggedhim, pushing her face against his coat, her tears falling into his rough fur. He turned and licked her hand. Go away, he chided me, and I pulled myawareness back from them. I blinked, realizing I had been staring at Verityall the while. His eyes met mine.
 He cleared his throat. "FitzChivalry," he said, and drew a breath tospeak. Then he let half of it out. "I am so weary," he said piteously. "Andthere is still so much to do." He gestured at the dragon behind him.Ponderously he sank, to sit beside the statue. "I tried so hard," he saidto no one in particular.
 The Fool recovered his senses before I did mine. "My lord PrinceVerity," he began, then paused. "My king. It is I, the Fool. May I be ofservice to you?"
 Verity looked up at the slender pale man who stood before him. "I wouldbe honored," he said after a moment. His head swayed on his neck. "Toaccept the fealty and service of one who served both my father and my queenso well." For an instant I glimpsed something of the old Verity. Then thecertainty flickered out of his face again.
 The Fool advanced and then knelt suddenly beside him. He patted Verityon the shoulder, sending up a small cloud of rock dust. "I will take careof you," he said. "As I did your father." He stood up suddenly and turnedto me. "I am going to fetch firewood, and find clean water," he announced.He glanced past me to the women. "Is Kettle all right?" he asked Starling.
 "She nearly fainted," Starling began. But Kettle cut in abruptly with,"I was shocked to my core, Fool. And I am in no hurry to stand up. ButStarling is free to go do whatever must be done."
 "Ah. Good." The Fool appeared to have taken complete control of thesituation. He sounded as if he were organizing tea. "Then, if you would beso kind, Mistress Starling, would you see to the setting up of the tent? Ortwo tents, if such a thing can be contrived. See what food we have left,and plan a meal. A generous meal, for I think we all need it. I shallreturn shortly with firewood, and water. And greens, if I am lucky." Hecast a quick look at me. "See to the king," he said in a low voice. Then hestrode away. Starling was left gaping. Then she arose and went in search ofthe straying jeppas. Kettle followed her more slowly.
 And so, after all that time and travel, I was left standing alonebefore my King. "Come to me," he had told me, and I had. There was aninstant of peace in realizing that that nagging voice was finally stilled."Well, I am here, my king," I said quietly, to myself as much as to him. 
 Verity made no reply. He had turned his back to me and was busy diggingat the statue with his sword. He knelt, clutching the sword by the pommeland by the blade and scraped the tip along the stone at the edge of thedragon's foreleg. I stepped close to watch him scratching at the black rockof the dais. His face was so intent, his movement so precise that I did notknow what to make of it. "Verity, what are you doing?" I asked softly.
 He did not even glance up at me. "Carving a dragon," he replied.
 Several hours later, he still toiled at the same task. The monotonousscrape, scrape, scrape of the blade against the stone set my teeth on edgeand shredded every nerve in my body. I had remained on the dais with him.Starling and the Fool had set up our tent, and a second smaller one cobbledtogether from our now excess winter blankets. A fire was burning. Kettlepresided over a bubbling pot. The Fool was sorting the greens and roots hehad gathered while Starling arranged bedding in the tents. Kettricken hadrejoined us briefly, but only to get her bow and quiver from the jeppas'packs. She had announced she was going hunting with Nighteyes. He had givenme one lambent glance from his dark eyes, and I had held my tongue.
 I knew but little more than I had when we had first found Verity. HisSkill walls were high and tight. I received almost no sense of the Skillfrom him. What I discovered when I quested toward him was even moreunnerving. I grasped the fluttering Wit-sense I had of him, but could notunderstand it. It was as if his life and awareness fluctuated between his body and the great statue of the dragon. I recalled the last time I hadencountered such a thing. It had been between the Wit-man and his bear.They had shared the same flowing of life. I suspected that if anyone hadquested toward the wolf and me, they would discover the same sort ofpattern. We had shared minds for so long that in some ways we were onecreature. But that did not explain to me how Verity could have bonded witha statue, nor why he persisted in scraping at it with his sword. I longedto grab hold of the sword and snatch it from his grasp, but I refrained. Intruth, he seemed so obsessed with what he did that I almost feared tointerrupt him.
 Earlier I had tried asking him questions. When I asked him what hadbecome of those who left with him, he had shaken his head slowly. "Theyharried us as a flock of crows will haunt an eagle. Coming close, squawkingand pecking, and fleeing when we-turned to attack them."
 "Crows?" I had asked him, blankly.
 He shook his head at my stupidity. "Hired soldiers. They shot at usfrom cover. They came at us at night, sometimes. And some of my men were baffled by the coterie's Skill. I could not shield the minds of those whowere susceptible. Night fears they sent to stalk them, and suspicion of oneanother. So I bid them go back; I pressed my own Skill-command into theirminds, to save them from any other." It was almost the only question hetruly answered. Of the others I asked, he did not choose to answer many,and the answers he did give were either inappropriate or evasive. So I gaveit up. Instead, I found myself reporting to him. It was a long accounting,for I began with the day I had watched him ride away. Much of what I toldhim, I was sure he already knew, but I repeated it anyway. If his mind waswandering, as I feared, it might anchor him to refresh his memory. And ifmy king's mind was as sharp as ever beneath this dusty demeanor, then itcould not hurt for all the events to be put in perspective and order. Icould think of no other way to reach him.
 I had begun it, I think, to try to make him realize all, we had gonethrough to be here. Also, I wished to awaken him to what was happening inhis kingdom while he loitered here with his dragon. Perhaps I hoped to wakein him some sense of responsibility for his folk again. As I spoke, heseemed dispassionate, but occasionally he would nod gravely, as if I hadconfirmed some secret fear of his. And all the time the sword tip movedagainst the black stone, scrape, scrape, scrape.
 It was verging on full dark when I heard the scuff of Kettle'sfootsteps behind me. I paused in recounting my adventures in the ruinedcity and turned to look at her. "I've brought you both some hot tea," sheannounced.
 "Thank you," I said, and took my mug from her, but Verity only glancedup from his perpetual scraping.
 For a time, Kettle stood proffering the cup to Verity. When she spoke,it was not to remind him of tea. "What are you doing?" she asked in agentle voice.
 The scraping stopped abruptly. He turned to stare at her, then glancedat me as if to see if I, too, had heard her ridiculous question. Thequerying look I wore seemed to amaze him. He cleared his throat. "I amcarving a dragon."
 "With your sword blade?" she asked. In her tone was curiosity, no more.
 "Only the rough parts," he told her. "For the finer work, I use myknife. And then, for finest of all, my fingers and nails." He turned hishead slowly, surveying the immense statue. "I would like to say it isnearly done," he said falteringly. "But how can I say that when there is still so much to do? So very much to do ... and I fear it will all be toolate. If it is not already too late."
 "Too late for what?" I asked him, my voice as gentle as Kettle's hadbeen.
 "Why ... too late to save the folk of the Six Duchies." He peered at meas if I were simple. "Why else would I be doing it? Why else would I leavemy land and my queen, to come here?"
 I tried to grasp what he was telling me, but one overwhelming questionpopped out of my mouth. "You believe you have carved this whole dragon?"
 Verity considered. "No. Of course not." But just as I felt relief thathe was not completely mad, he added, "It isn't finished yet." He lookedagain over his dragon with the fondly proud look he had once reserved forhis best maps. "But even this much has taken me a long time. A very longtime."
 "Won't you drink your tea while it's hot, sir?" Kettle asked, once moreproffering the cup.
 Verity looked at it as if it were a foreign object. Then he took itgravely from her hand. "Tea. I had almost forgotten about tea. Not elfbark,is it? Eda's mercy, how I hated that bitter brew!"
 Kettle almost winced to hear him speak of it. "No, sir, no elfbark, Ipromise you. It is made from wayside herbs, I'm afraid. Mostly nettle, anda bit of mint."
 "Nettle tea. My mother used to give us nettle tea as a spring tonic."He smiled to himself. "I will put that in my dragon. My mother's nettletea." He took a sip of it, and then looked startled. "It's warm ... it hasbeen so long since I had time to eat anything warm."
 "How long?" Kettle asked him conversationally.
 "A ... long time," Verity said. He took another sip of the tea. "Thereare fish in a stream, outside the quarry. But it is hard enough to taketime to catch them, let alone cook them. Actually, I forget. I have put somany things into the dragon ... perhaps that was one of them."
 "And how long since you slept?" Kettle pressed him. 
 "I cannot both work and sleep," he pointed out to her. "And the workmust be done."
 "And the work shall be done," she promised him. "But tonight you willpause, just for a bit, to eat and drink. And then to sleep. See? Look downthere. Starling has made you a tent, and within it will be warm, softbedding. And warmed water, to wash yourself. And such fresh clothing as wecan manage."
 He looked down at his silvered hands. "I do not know if I can wash myself," he confided to her.
 "Then FitzChivalry and the Fool will help you," she promised himblithely.
 "Thank you. That would be good. But ..." His eyes went afar for a time."Kettricken. Was not she here, a while ago? Or did I dream her? So much ofher was what was strongest, so I put it into the dragon. I think that iswhat I have missed the most, of all I have put there." He paused and thenadded, "At the times when I can recall what I miss." 
"Kettricken is here," I assured him. "She has gone hunting, but shewill return soon. Would you like to be washed and freshly clothed when shereturns?" I had privately resolved to respond to the parts of hisconversation that made sense, and not upset him by questioning the otherparts.
 "That one sees past such things," he told me, a shade of pride in hisvoice. "Still, it would be nice ... but there is so much work to do."
 "But it is getting too dark to work any more today. Wait untiltomorrow. It will get done," Kettle assured him. "Tomorrow, I will helpyou."
 Verity shook his. head slowly. He sipped more of the tea. Even thatthin beverage seemed to be strengthening him. "No," he said quietly. "I amafraid you cannot. I must do it myself, you see."
 "Tomorrow, you will see. I think, if you have strength enough by then,then it may be possible for me to help you. But we shall not worry about ituntil then."
 He sighed and offered the empty mug back to her. Instead, she quicklygripped his upper arm and drew him to his feet. She was strong for such an old woman. She did not seek to take the sword from his grasp, but he let itfall. I stooped to gather it up. He followed Kettle docilely, as if hersimple act of taking his arm had deprived him of all will. As I followed, Iran my eyes down the blade that had been Hod's pride. I wondered what hadpossessed Verity to take such a kingly weapon and turn it into a rock-carving tool. The edges were turned and notched from the misuse, the tip nomore pointed than a spoon. The sword was much like the man, I reflected,and followed them down to the camp.
 When we got down to the fireside, I was almost shocked to see thatKettricken had returned. She sat by the fire, staring dispassionately intoit. Nighteyes lay almost across her feet. His ears pricked toward me as Iapproached the fire, but he made no move to leave the Queen.
 Kettle guided Verity directly to the makeshift tent that had beenpitched for him. She nodded to the Fool, and without a word he took up asteaming basin of water from beside the fire and followed her. When Iventured to enter the tiny tent also, the Fool shooed both me and Kettleaway. "He will not be the first king I have tended to," he reminded us."Trust him to me."
 "Touch not his hands nor forearms!" Kettle warned him sternly. The Foollooked a bit taken aback by that, but after a moment he gave a bobbing nodof agreement. As I left he was untying the much-knotted thong that closedVerity's worn jerkin, speaking all the while of inconsequential things. Iheard Verity observe, "I have missed Charim so. I should never have let himcome with me, but he had served me so long ... He died slowly, with muchpain. That was hard for me, watching him die. But, he, too, has gone intothe dragon. It was necessary."
 I felt awkward when I returned to the fire. Starling was stirring thepot of stew that was bubbling merrily. A large chunk of meat on a spit wasdripping fat into the fire, making the flames leap and hiss. The smell ofit reminded me of my hunger so that my belly growled. Kettle was standing,her back to the fire, staring off into darkness. Kettricken's eyesflickered toward me.
 "So," I said suddenly, "How was the hunting?"
 "As you see," Kettricken said softly. She gestured at the pot, and thentossed a hand casually to indicate a butchered out wood sow. I stepped overto admire it. It was not a small animal.
 "Dangerous prey," I observed, trying to sound casual rather thanhorrified that my queen would take on such a beast alone. 
 "It was what I needed to hunt," she said, her voice still soft. Iunderstood her only too well.
 It was very good hunting. Never have I taken so much meat with solittle effort, Nighteyes told me. He rubbed the side of his head againsther leg in true affection. She dropped a hand to pull gently at his ears.He groaned in pleasure and leaned heavily against her.
 "You'll spoil him," I mock-warned her. "He tells me he has never takenso much meat with so little effort."
 "He is so intelligent. I swear, he drove the game toward me. And he hascourage. When my first arrow did not drop her, he held her at bay while Inocked another one to my bow." She spoke as if she had nothing else on hermind but this. I nodded to her words, content to let our conversation bethus. But she suddenly asked me, "What is wrong with him?"
 I knew she did not speak of the wolf. "I am not sure," I said gently."He has known a great deal of privation. Perhaps enough to ... weaken hismind. And ..."
 "No." Kettle's voice was brusque. "That is not it at all. Though I willgrant you he is weary. Any man would be, to do what he has done alone. But-"
 "You cannot believe he has carved that whole dragon himself!" Iinterrupted her.
 "I do," the old woman replied with certainty. "It is as he told you. Hemust do it himself, and so he has done it." She shook her head slowly."Never have I heard such a thing. Even King Wisdom had the help of hiscoterie, or what was left of it when he reached here."
 "No one could have carved that statue with a sword," I said stubbornly.What she was saying was nonsense.
 For answer, she rose and stalked off into the darkness. When shereturned, she dropped two objects at my feet. One had been a chisel, once.Its head was peened over into a lump, its blade gone to nothing. The otherwas an ancient iron mallet head, with a relatively new wooden handle setinto it. "There are others, scattered about. He probably found them in thecity. Or discarded hereabouts," she observed before I could ask thequestion.
 I stared at the battered tools, and considered all the months that 
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Verity had been gone. For this? For the carving of a stone dragon? "I don't understand," I said faintly.
 Kettle spoke clearly, as if I were slow. "He has been carving a dragon,and storing all his memories in it. That is part of why he seems so vague.But there is more. I believe he used the Skill to kill Carrod, and hastaken grievous hurt in so doing." She shook her head sadly. "To have comeso close to finishing, and then to be defeated. I wonder how sly Regal'scoterie is. Did they send one against him, knowing that if Verity killedwith the Skill, he might defeat himself?"
 "I do not think any of that coterie would willingly sacrifice himself."
 Kettle smiled bitterly. "I did not say he was willingly sent. Nor did Isay he knew what his fellows intended. It is like the game of stones,FitzChivalry. One plays each stone to best advantage in the game. Theobject is to win, not to hoard one's stones." 
CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR 
Girl on a Dragon
 EARLY IN OUR resistance to the Red-Ships, before anyone in the SixDuchies had begun to call it a war, King Shrewd and Prince Verity realizedthat the task facing them was overwhelming. No individual man, no matterhow Skilled, could stand alone to fend the Red-Ships from our coasts. KingShrewd summoned before him Galen, the Skillmaster, and directed him tocreate for Verity a coterie to aid the prince's efforts. Galen resistedthis idea, especially when he found that one of those he must train was aroyal bastard. The Skillmaster declared that none of the students presentedto him were worthy of training. But King Shrewd insisted, telling him tomake the best of them that he could. When Galen grudgingly gave in, hecreated the coterie that bore his name.
 It soon became apparent to Prince Verity that the coterie, whileinternally cohesive, did not work well with the prince at all. By thenGalen had died, leaving Buckkeep with no successor to the post of Skillmaster. In desperation, Verity sought for others trained in the Skillwho might come to his aid. Although there had been no coteries created inthe peaceful years of King Shrewd's reign, Verity reasoned that there mightstill live men and women trained for coteries before that. Had not the longevity of coterie members always been legendary? Perhaps he could findone who would either help him, or be able to train others in the Skill.
 But Prince Verity's efforts in this area availed him nothing. Those hecould identify as Skill users from records and word of mouth were alleither dead, or mysteriously vanished. So Prince Verity was left to wagehis war alone.
 Before I could press Kettle to clarify her answers, there was a cryfrom Verity's tent. Every one of us jumped, but Kettle was the first to thetent flap. The Fool emerged, gripping his left wrist in his right hand. Hewent straight to the water bucket and plunged in his hand. His face wascontorted with either pain or fear, perhaps both. Kettle stalked after himto peer at the hand he gripped.
 She shook her head in disgust. "I warned you! Here, take it out of thewater, it won't do it any good. Nothing will do it any good. Stop. Thinkabout it. It's not really pain, it's just a sensation you've never feltbefore. Take a breath. Relax. Accept it. Accept it. Breathe deep, breathedeep."
 All the while she spoke, she tugged at the Fool's arm until hereluctantly drew his hand from the water. Kettle immediately overset thebucket with her foot. She scuffed rock dust and gravel over the spilledwater, all the while gripping the Fool's arm. I craned my neck to peer pasther. His first three fingers on his left hand were now tipped with silver.He looked at them with a shudder. I had never seen the Fool so unnerved.
 Kettle spoke firmly. "It won't wash off: It won't wipe off. It's withyou now, so accept it. Accept it."
 "Does it hurt?" I asked anxiously.
 "Don't ask him that!" Kettle snapped at me. "Don't ask him anythingjust now. See to the King, FitzChivalry, and leave the Fool to me."
 In my worry over the Fool, I had all but forgotten my king. I stoopedto enter the tent. Verity sat on two folded blankets. He was struggling tolace up one of my shirts. I deduced that Starling had ransacked all the packs to find clean clothes for him. It smote me to see him so thin thatone of my shirts fit him.
 "Allow me, my king," I suggested.
 He not only dropped his hands away, he put them behind his back. "Isthe Fool much hurt?" he asked me as I fought with the knotted strings. Hesounded almost like my old Verity.
 "Just three fingertips are silvered," I told him. I saw that the Foolhad laid out a brush and thong. I stepped behind Verity, and began to brushhis hair back. He hastily snatched his hands around in front of him. Someof the gray in his hair had been rock dust, but not all. His warrior'squeue was now gray with black streaks in it and coarse as a horse's tail. Istruggled to smooth it back. As I tied the thong I asked him, "What does itfeel like?"
 "These?" he asked, holding up his hands and waggling the fingers. "Oh.Like Skill. Only more so, and on my hands and arms."
 I saw he thought he had answered my question. "Why did you do it?" Iasked.
 "Well, to work the stone, you know. When this power is on my hands, thestone must obey the Skill. Extraordinary stone. Like the Witness Stones inBuck, did you know that? Only they are not nearly as pure as what is here.Of course, hands are poor tools for working stone. But once you have cutaway all the excess, down to where the dragon waits, then he can beawakened with your touch. I draw my hands over the stone, and I recall toit the dragon. And all that is not dragon shivers away in shards and chips.Very slowly, of course. It took a whole day just to reveal his eyes."
 "I see," I murmured, at a loss. I did not know whether he was mad or ifI believed him.
 He stood up as far as he could in the low tent. "Is Kettricken angrywith me?" he asked abruptly.
 "My lord king, it is not for me to say ..."/P> 
"Verity," he interrupted wearily. "Call me Verity, and for Eda's sake,answer the question, Fitz."
 He sounded so like his old self I wanted to embrace him. Instead, I said, "I do not know if she is angry. She is definitely hurt. She came along and weary way to find you, bearing terrible news. And you did not seemto care."
 "I care, when I think of it," he said gravely. "When I think of it, Igrieve. But there are so many things I must think of, and I cannot think ofthem all at once. I knew when the child died, Fitz. How could I not know?He, too, and all I felt, I have put into the dragon."
 He walked slowly away from me, and I followed him out of the tent.Outside, he stood up straight, but did not lose the stoop in his shoulders.Verity was an old man now, far older than Chade somehow. I did notunderstand that, but I knew it was true. Kettricken glanced up at hisapproach. She looked back into the fire, and then, almost unwillingly shestood, stepping clear of the sleeping wolf. Kettle and Starling werebinding the Fool's fingers in strips of cloth. Verity went straight toKettricken and stood beside her. "My queen," he said gravely. "If I could,I would embrace you. But you have seen that my touch ..." He gestured atthe Fool and let his words trail away.
 I had seen the look on her face when she had told Verity about thestillbirth. I expected her to turn aside from him, to hurt him as he hadhurt her. But Kettricken's heart was larger than that. "Oh, my husband,"she said, and her voice broke on the words. He held his silvered arms wide,and she came to him, taking him in her embrace. He bowed his gray head overthe rough gold of her hair, but could not allow his hand to touch her. Heturned his silvered cheek away from her. His voice was husky and broken ashe asked her, "Did you give him a name? Our son?"
 "I named him according to the customs of your land." She took a breath.The word was so soft I scarce heard it. "Sacrifice," she breathed. Sheclung to him tightly and I saw his thin shoulders convulse in a sob.
 "Fitz!" Kettle hissed at me sharply. I turned to find her scowling atme. "Leave them alone," she whispered. "Make yourself useful. Get a platefor the Fool."
 I had been staring at them. I turned away, shamed to have been gawking,but glad to see them embrace, even in sorrow. I did as Kettle had ordered,getting food for myself at the same time. I took the plate to the Fool. Hesat cradling his injured hand in his lap.
 He looked up as I sat beside him. "It doesn't rub off on anythingelse," he complained. "Why did it cling to my fingers?" 
 "I don't know."
 "Because you're alive," Kettle said succinctly. She sat down acrossfrom us as if we needed supervising.
 "Verity told me he can shape rock with his fingers because of the Skillon them," I told her.
 "Is your tongue hinged in the middle so that it flaps at both ends? Youtalk too much!" Kettle rebuked me.
 "Perhaps I would not talk too much if you spoke a bit more," I replied."Rock is not alive."
 She looked at me. "You know that, do you? Well, what is the point of mytalking when you already know everything?" She attacked her food as if ithad done her a personal wrong.
 Starling joined us. She sat down beside me, her plate on her knees andsaid, "I don't understand about the silvery stuff on his hands. What is it?"
 The Fool snickered into his plate like a naughty child when Kettleglared at her. But I was getting tired of Kettle's evasions. "What does itfeel like?" I asked the Fool.
 He glanced down at his bandaged fingers. "Not pain. Very sensitive. Ican feel the weave of the threads in the bandages." His eyes started to getdistant: He smiled. "I can see the man who wove it, and I know the womanwho spun it. The sheep on the hillside, rain falling on their thick wool,and the grass they ate ... wool is from grass, Fitz. A shirt woven fromgrass. No, there is more. The soil, black and rich and ..."
 "Stop it!" Kettle said harshly. And she turned to me angrily. "And youstop asking him, Fitz. Unless you want him to follow it too far and be lostforever." She gave the Fool a sharp poke. "Eat your food."
 "How is it you know so much about the Skill?" Starling suddenly askedher.
 "Not you, too!" Kettle angrily declared: "Is there nothing privateanymore?"
 "Among us? Not much," the Fool replied, but he was not looking at her.He was watching Kettricken, her face still puffy from weeping, as she 
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dished up food for herself and Verity. Her worn and stained clothing, herrough hair and chapped hands and the simple, homely task she performed forher husband should have made her seem like any woman. But I looked at herand saw perhaps the strongest queen that Buckkeep had ever known.
 I watched Verity wince slightly as he took from her hand the simplewooden dish and spoon. He shut his eyes a moment, struggling against thepull of the implement's history. He composed his face and took a mouthfulof food. Even across camp from him, I felt the sudden awakening of plainhunger. It was not just hot food he had been long without, it was solidsustenance of any kind. He took a shuddering breath and began to eat like astarved wolf.
 Kettle was watching him. A look of pity crossed her face. "No. Verylittle privacy left for any of us," she said sadly.
 "The sooner we get him back to Jhaampe, the sooner he can get better,"Starling said soothingly. "Should we start tomorrow, do you think? Or givehim a few days of food and rest to rebuild his strength?"
 "We shall not be taking him back to Jhaampe," Kettle said, anundercurrent of sadness in her voice. "He has begun a dragon. He cannotleave it." She looked around at us levelly. "The only thing we can do forhim now is stay here and help him finish it."
 "With Red-Ships torching the entire coastline of the Six Duchies andFarrow attacking the Mountains, we should stay here and help the King carvea dragon?" Starling was incredulous.
 "Yes. If we want to save the Six Duchies and the Mountains, that isexactly what we should do. Now, you will excuse me. I think I shall put onmore meat to cook. Our king looks as if he could use it."
 I set my empty plate aside. "We should probably cook it all. In thisweather, meat will sour fast," I unwisely said.
 I spent the next hour butchering the pig into portions that could drycook over the fire all night. Nighteyes awoke and helped dispose of scrapsuntil his belly was distended. Kettricken and Verity sat talking quietly. Itried not to watch them, but even so, I was aware that his gaze frequentlystrayed from her to the dais where his dragon crouched over us. The lowrumble of his voice was hesitant, and often died away altogether untilprompted by another question from Kettricken.
 The Fool was amusing himself by touching things with his Skillfingers: a bowl, a knife, the cloth of his shirt. He met Kettle's scowls with abenign smile. "I'm being careful," he told her once.
 "You have no idea of how to be careful," she complained. "You won'tknow you've lost your way until you're gone." She got up from our butcherywith a grunt and insisted on rebandaging his fingers. After that, she andStarling left together to get more firewood. The wolf got up with a groanand followed them.
 Kettricken helped Verity into the tent. After a moment she reappearedto go into the main tent. She emerged carrying her bedding. She caught myquick glance and abashed me by meeting my eyes squarely. "I have taken yourlong mittens from your pack, Fitz," she told me calmly. Then she joinedVerity in the smaller tent. The Fool and I looked everywhere except at eachother.
 I went back to my cutting on the meat. I was tired of it. The smell ofthe pig was suddenly the smell of something dead rather than that of freshmeat and I had smears of sticky blood up to my elbows. The worn cuffs of myshirt were soaked with it. I continued doggedly with my task. The Fool cameto crouch beside me.
 "When my fingers brushed Verity's arm, I knew him," he said suddenly."I knew he was a worthy king for me to follow, as worthy as his fatherbefore him. I know what he intends," he added in a lower voice. "It was toomuch for me to grasp at first, but I have been sitting and thinking. And itfits in with my dream about Realder."
 A shiver ran through me that had nothing to do with chill. "What?" Idemanded.
 "The dragons are the Elderlings," the Fool said softly. "But Veritycould not wake them. So he carves his own dragon, and when it is finished,he will waken it, and then he will go forth to fight the Red-Ships. Alone."
 Alone. That word struck me. Once again, Verity expected to fight theRed-Ships alone. But there was too much I didn't quite grasp. "All theElderlings were dragons?" I asked. My mind went back to all the fancifuldrawings and weavings of Elderlings I had ever seen. Some had been dragonlike, but ..."/P> 
"No. The Elderlings are dragons. Those carved creatures back in thestone garden. Those are the Elderlings. King Wisdom was able to wake themin his time, to rouse them and recruit them to his cause. They came to lifefor him. But now they either sleep too deeply or they are dead. Verity spent much of his strength trying to rouse them in every way he could thinkof. And when he could not, he decided that he would have to make his ownElderling, and quicken it, and use it to fight the Red-Ships."
 I sat stunned. I thought of the Wit-life both the wolf and I had sensedcrawling through those stones. With a sudden pang, I remembered the trappedanguish of the girl on a dragon statue in this very quarry. Living stone,trapped and flightless forever. I shuddered. It was a different kind ofdungeon.
 "How is it done?"
 The Fool shook his head. "I don't know. I don't think Verity himselfknows. He blunders toward it, blind and groping. He shapes the stone, andgives it his memories. And when it is finished, it will come to life. Isuppose."
 "Do you hear what you are saying?" I asked him. "Stone is going torise, and defend the Six Duchies from the Red-Ships. And what of Regal'stroops and the border skirmishes with the Mountain Kingdom? Will this`dragon' drive them off as well?" Slow anger was building in me. "This iswhat we have come all this way for? For a tale I would not expect a childto believe?"
 The Fool looked mildly affronted. "Believe it or not as you choose. Ibut know that Verity believes it. Unless I am much mistaken, Kettlebelieves it as well. Why else would she insist we must stay here, and helpVerity complete the dragon?"
 For a time, I pondered this. Then I asked him, "Your dream aboutRealder's dragon. What do you recall of it?"
 He gave a helpless shrug. "The feelings of it, mostly. I was exuberantand joyful, for not only was I announcing Realder's dragon, but he wasgoing to fly me on it. I felt I was a bit in love with him, you know. Thatsort of lift to the heart. But ..." He faltered. "I cannot recall if I loved Realder or his dragon. In my dream, they are mingled ... I think.Recalling dreams is so hard. One must seize them as soon as one awakes, andquickly repeat them to oneself, to harden the details. Otherwise they fadeso quickly."
 "But in your dream, did a stone dragon fly?"
 "I was announcing the dragon in my dream, and knew I was to fly uponit. I had not yet seen it, in my dream." 
 "Then maybe it has nothing to do at all with what Verity does. Perhaps,in the time from which your dream came, there were real dragons, of fleshand blood."
 He looked at me curiously. "You do not believe there are real dragons,today?"
 "I have never seen one."
 "In the city," he pointed out quietly.
 "That was a vision of a different time, You said today."
 He held one of his own pale hands up to the firelight. "I think theyare like my kind. Rare, but not mythical. Besides, if there were no dragonsof flesh and blood and fire, whence would come the idea for these stonecarvings?"
 I shook my head wearily. "This conversation goes in circles. I am tiredof riddles and guesses and beliefs. I want to know what is real. I want toknow why we came all this way, and what it is we must do."
 But the Fool had no answers to that. When Kettle and Starling got backwith the wood, he helped me layer the fire and arrange the meat where theheat would drive the fat from it. What meat we could not set to cook, webundled aside in the pigskin. There was a sizable pile of bones and scraps.Despite how he had gorged earlier, Nighteyes settled down with a leg boneto gnaw. I surmised he had regurgitated part of his bellyful somewhere.
 There is no such thing as having too much meat in reserve, he told mecontentedly.
 I made a few attempts to needle Kettle into talking to me, but somehowit evolved into a lecture on how much more aware of the Fool I must be now. He must be protected, not only from Regal's coterie, but from the Skill-pull of objects that might take his mind wandering. For that reason, shewished us to stand our watches together. She insisted the Fool must sleepon his back, his bared fingers upturned so they touched nothing. As theFool usually slept huddled in a ball, he was not overly pleased. But atlast we settled for the night.
 I was not due to take my watch until the hours before dawn. But it wasshort of that when the wolf came to push his nose under my cheek and jog my head until I opened my eyes.
 "What?" I demanded tiredly.
 Kettricken walks alone, weeping.
 I doubted she would want my company. I also doubted that she should bealone. I rose noiselessly and followed the wolf out of the tent. Outside,Kettle sat by the fire, poking disconsolately at the meat. I knew she musthave seen the Queen leave, so I did not dissemble.
 "I'm going to go find Kettricken."
 "Probably a good idea," she said quietly. "She told me she was going tolook at his dragon, but she has been gone longer than that."
 We needed to say no more about it. I followed Nighteyes as he trottedpurposefully away from the fire. But he led me, not toward Verity's dragon,but back through the quarry. There was little moonlight, and what there wasthe looming black blocks of stone seemed to drink away. Shadows seemed tofall in all different directions, altering perspective. The need forcaution made the quarry vast as I picked my way along in the wolf's wake.
 My skin prickled as I realized we were going in the direction of thepillar. But we found her before we reached there. She was standing,motionless as the stone itself, by the girl on the dragon. She hadclambered up onto the block of stone that mired the dragon, and reached upto lay a hand on the girl's leg. A trick of the moonlight made it look asif the girl's stone eyes looked down at her. Light sparkled silver on astone tear, and glistened on the tears on Kettricken's face. Nighteyespadded lightly up, leaped weightlessly upon the dais, and leaned his headagainst Kettricken's leg with a tiny whine..
 "Hush," she told him softly. "Listen. Can you hear her weeping? I can."
 I did not doubt it, for I could feel her questing out with the Wit,more strongly than I had ever sensed it from her before.
 "My lady," I said quietly.
 She startled, her hand flying to her mouth as she turned to me.
 "I beg your pardon. I did not mean to frighten you. But you should notbe out here alone. Kettle fears there may still be danger from the coterie, and we are not so far from the pillar."
 She smiled bitterly. "Wherever I am, I am alone. Nor can I think ofanything they could do to me worse than what I have done to myself."
 "That is only because you do not know them as well as I do. Please, myqueen, come back to the camp with me."
 She moved and I thought she would step down to me. Instead she sat downand leaned back against the dragon. My Wit-sense of the dragon-girl'smisery was echoed by Kettricken's. "I just wanted to lie beside him," shesaid quietly. "To hold him. And to be held. To be held, Fitz. To feel ...not safe. I know none of us are safe. But to feel valued. Loved. I did not expect more than that. But he would not. He said he could not touch me.That he dared not touch anything live save his dragon." She turned her headaside. "Even with his hands and arms gloved, he would not touch me."
 I found myself clambering up the dais. I took her by the shoulders anddrew her to her feet. "He would if he could," I told her. "This I know. Hewould if he could."
 She lifted her hands to cover her face, and her silent sliding tearssuddenly became sobs. She spoke through them. "You ... and your Skill. Andhim. You speak so easily of knowing what he feels. Of love. But I ... Idon't have that. I am only ... I need to feel it, Fitz. I need to feel hisarms about me, to be close to him. To believe he loves me. As I love him.After I have failed him in so many ways. How can I believe ... when herefuses to even ..." I put my arms about her and drew her head down on myshoulder, while Nighteyes leaned up against both of us and keened softly.
 "He loves you," I told her. "He does. But fate has laid this burdenupon both of you. It must be borne."
 "Sacrifice," she breathed, and I did not know if she named her child ordefined her life. She continued to weep, and I held her, soothing her hairand telling her it would get better, it had to be better someday, therewould be a life for them when all this was over, and children, childrengrowing up safe from Red-Ships or Regal's evil ambitions. In time I felther quiet, and realized it was Wit as much as words I had been giving her.The feeling I had for her had mingled with the wolf's and joined us.Gentler than a Skill-bond, more warm and natural, I held her in my heart asmuch as in my arms. Nighteyes pressed up against her, telling her he wouldguard her, that his meat would ever be her meat, that she need fear nothingthat had teeth, for we were pack, and always would be. 
 It was she who finally broke the embrace. She gave a final shudderingsigh, and then stepped apart from me. Her hand rose to smear the wetness onher cheeks. "Oh, Fitz," she said, simply, sadly. And that was all. I stoodstill, feeling the chill apartness where for a time we had been together. Asudden pang of loss assailed me. And then a shiver of fear as I realizedits source. The girl on the dragon had shared our embrace, her Wit-miserybriefly consoled by our closeness. Now, as we drew apart, the far, chillwailing of the stone rose up again, louder and stronger. I tried to leaplightly down from the dais, but as I landed I staggered and nearly fell.Somehow that joining had drawn strength from me. It was frightening, but Imasked my uneasiness as I silently accompanied Kettricken back to the camp.
 I was just in time to relieve Kettle on watch. She and Kettricken wentto sleep, promising to send the Fool out to stand watch with me. The wolfgave me an apologetic glance and then followed Kettricken into the tent. Iassured him I approved. A moment later the Fool emerged, rubbing his eyeswith his left hand and carrying his right lightly curled against his chest.He took a seat on a stone across from me as I looked over the meat to see which pieces needed turning. For a time he watched me silently. Then hestooped, and with his right hand, picked up a piece of firewood. I knew Ishould rebuke him, but instead I watched, as curious as he. After a moment,he tucked the wood into the fire and straightened. "Quiet and lovely," hetold me. "Some forty years of growing, winter and summer, storm and fairweather. And before that, it was borne as a nut by another tree. And so thethread goes back, over and over. -I do not think I need fear much fromnatural things, only those that have been wrought by man. Then the threadsgo raveling out. But trees, I think, will be pleasant to touch."
 "Kettle said you should touch no live things," I reminded him like atattling child.
 "Kettle has not to live with this. I do. I must discover the limits it places on me. The sooner I find what I can and cannot do with my righthand, the better." He grinned wickedly, and made a suggestive gesturetoward himself.
 I shook my head at him, but could not keep from laughing.
 He joined his laughter with my own. "Ah, Fitz," he said quietly amoment later. "You do not know how much it means to me that I can still make you laugh. If I can stir you to laughter, I can laugh myself."
 "It surprises me that you can still jest at all," I replied.
 "When you can either laugh or cry, you might as well laugh," he replied. Abruptly he asked, "I heard you leave the tent earlier. Then,while you were gone ... I could feel something of what happened. Where didyou go? There was much I did not understand."
 I was silent, thinking. "The Skill-bond between us may be growingstronger. instead of weaker. I do not think that is a good thing."
 "There is no elfbark left. I had the last of it two days ago. Good orbad, it is as it is. Now explain to me what happened."
 I saw little point in refusing. So I attempted to explain. Heinterrupted with a number of questions, few of which I could answer. Whenhe decided he understood it as well as words could convey it, he quirked asmile at me. "Let us go see this girt on a dragon," he suggested.
 "Why?" I asked warily.
 He lifted his right hand and waggled his silver fingertips at me as he
lifted one eyebrow.
 "No," I said firmly.
 "Afraid?" he needled me.
 "We are on watch here," I told him severely.
 "Then you will go with me tomorrow," he suggested.
 "It is not wise, Fool. Who knows what effect it might have on you?"
 "Not I. And that is exactly why I wish to do it. Besides. What call has
a Fool to be wise?"
 "No."
 "Then I shall have to go alone," he said with a mock sigh. I refused to
rise to the bait. After a moment, he asked me, "What is it you know aboutKettle that I do not?"
 I looked at him uncomfortably. "About as much as I know about you thatshe does not."
 "Ah. That was well spoken. Those words could have been stolen from me," he conceded. "Do you wonder why the coterie had not tried to attack usagain?" he asked next.
 "Is this your night to ask unfortunate questions?" I demanded.
 "Of late, I have no other kinds."
 "At the very least, I dare to hope that Carrod's death has weakenedthem. It must be a great shock to lose a member of your coterie. Almost asbad as losing a Wit-beast companion."
 "And what do you fear?" the Fool pressed.
 It was a question I had been pushing away from myself. "What do I fear?The worst, of course. What I fear is that they are somehow marshalinggreater strength against us, to offset Verity's power. Or perhaps they aresetting a trap for us. I fear they are turning their Skill to seeking outMolly." I added the last with great reluctance. It seemed the greatest badluck even to think about it, let alone speak it aloud.
 "Cannot you Skill a warning to her somehow?"
 As if it had never occurred to me. "Not without betraying her. I havenever been able to reach Burrich with the Skill. Sometimes, I am able tosee them, but I cannot make them aware of me. I fear that even making theeffort might be enough to expose her to the coterie. He may know of her,but not know where she is. You told me that not even Chade himself knew where she was. And Regal has many places to send his troops and attention.Buck is far from Farrow, and the Red-Ships have kept it in turmoil. Surelyhe would not send troops into that for the sake of finding one girl."
 "One girl and a Farseer child," the Fool reminded me gravely. "Fitz, Ido not speak to grieve you, but only to warn you. I have contained hisanger at you. That night, when they held me ..." He swallowed and his eyeswent distant. "I have tried so hard to forget it. If I touch those memoriesat all, they seethe and burn within me like a poison I cannot be rid of. Ihave felt Regal's very being inside my own. Hatred for you squirms throughhim like maggots through rotting meat." He shook his head, sickened atrecalling it. "The man is mad. He ascribes to you every evil ambition hecan imagine. Your Wit he regards with loathing, and terror. He cannotconceive that what you do, you do for Verity. In his mind, you have devotedyour life to injuring him since you came to Buckkeep. He believes that bothVerity and you have come to these Mountains not to wake the Elderlings todefend Buck, but to find some Skill-treasure or power to use against him.He believes he has no choice but to act first, to find whatever it is you seek and turn it against you. To that, he bends all his resources anddetermination."
 I listened to the Fool in a sort of frozen horror. His eyes had takenon the stare of a man who recalls torture. "Why have you not spoken of thisto me before?" I asked him gently when he paused to catch his breath. Theskin of his arms was standing up in gooseflesh.
 He looked away from me. "It is not a thing I enjoy recalling." He wastrembling very lightly. "They were in my mind like evil, idle children,smashing what they could not grasp. I could keep nothing back from them.But they were not interested in me at all. They regarded me as less than adog. Angry, in that moment of finding I was not you. They nearly destroyedme because I was not you. Then they considered how they might use meagainst you." He coughed. "If that Skill-wave had not come ..."
 I felt like Chade himself as I said quietly, "Now I will turn that backupon them. They could not hold you in thrall like that without revealingmuch of themselves to you. As much as you can, I ask you to reach back tothat time, and tell me all you can recall."
 "You would not ask that, if you knew what you were asking."
 I thought I did know, but I refrained from saying it. Instead, I letsilence bid him think it through. Dawn was graying the sky, and I had justreturned from walking a circuit of our camp when next he spoke.
 "There were Skill books you know nothing about. Books and scrolls thatGalen removed from Solicity's rooms as she was dying. The information theyheld was for a Skillmaster alone, and some were even fastened shut withclever locks. Galen had many years to tinker those locks loose. A lock doesno more than keep an honest man honest, you know. Galen found there much hedid not understand. But there were also scrolls listing those who had beenSkill-trained. Galen sought out all he could find and questioned them. Thenhe did away with them, lest others should ask them the same questions hehad. Galen found much in those scrolls. How a man might live long and enjoygood health. How to give pain with the Skill, without even touching a man.But in the oldest scrolls he found hints of great power awaiting a stronglySkilled man in the Mountains. If Regal could bring the Mountains under hissway, he could come into power no one could withstand: To that end did heseek the hand of Kettricken for Verity, with no intent that she would everbe his bride. He intended that when Verity was dead, he would take her inhis brother's stead. And her inheritance. "
 "I don't understand," I said gently. "The Mountains have amber and furs and ..."
 "No. No." The Fool shook his head. "It was nothing like that. Galenwould not divulge the whole of his secret to Regal, for he then would havehad no hold over his half-brother. But you can be sure that when Galendied, Regal immediately possessed those scrolls and books and set tostudying them. He is no master of the older languages, but he feared toseek the help of others, lest they discover the secret first. But hepuzzled it out at last, and when he did, he was horrified. For by then hehad eagerly dispatched Verity into the Mountains to die on some foolishquest. He finally ciphered out that the power Galen had sought for him waspower over the Elderlings. Immediately he decided Verity had conspired withyou to seek that very power for himself. How dare he seek to steal the verytreasure that Regal had worked so long to gain! How dare he try to make afool of Regal in such a way!" The Fool smiled weakly. "In his mind, hisdomination over the Elderlings is his birthright. You seek to steal it fromhim. He believes he upholds what is right and just by trying to kill you."
 I sat nodding to myself. The pieces all fit, every one of them. Holesin my understanding of Regal's motives were being closed up, to present mewith a frightening picture. I had known the man was ambitious. I also knewhe feared and suspected anyone or anything he could not control. I had beena double danger to him, a rival for his father's affection and with astrange Wit-talent he could neither understand nor destroy. To Regal, everyother person in the world was a tool or a threat. All threats must bedestroyed.
 He had probably never considered that all I wanted from him was to beleft alone. 
CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE
Kettle's Secrets

 NO WHERE IS THERE mention of who raised the Witness Stones that stand on the hill near Buckkeep. They may very well predate the actual buildingof Buckkeep Castle itself. Their supposed power seems to have little to dowith the worship of Eda or El, but folk believe in it with the same fiercereligious fervor. Even those who profess to doubt the existence of any gods at all would still hesitate to give false oath before the Witness Stones.Black and weathered those tall stones stand. If ever they bore inscriptionsof any kind, wind and water have erased them.
 Verity was the first of the others to rise that morning. He camestaggering from his tent as the first true light of day brought color backto the world. "My dragon!" he cried as he stood blinking in the light. "Mydragon!" For all the world as if he expected it to be gone.
 Even when I assured him his dragon was fine, he was like a spoiledchild. He wished to resume his work on it instantly. With the greatestdifficulty, I persuaded him to drink a mug of nettle and mint tea, and eatsome of the slow-cooked meat from the skewers. He would not wait for the porridge to boil, but left the fire with meat and sword in hand. He did notmention Kettricken at all. In time the scrape, scrape, scrape of thesword's point against the black stone resumed. The shadow I had seen ofVerity last night had fled with the morning's coming.
 It seemed strange to greet a new day and not immediately pack up allour belongings. No one was in a good humor. Kettricken was puffy-eyed andsilent, Kettle sour and reserved. The wolf was still digesting all the meathe had consumed the day before and only wanted to sleep. Starling seemedannoyed with everyone, as if it were our fault that our quest had ended insuch confusing disappointment. After we had eaten, Starling declared thatshe was going to check on the jeppas and do some washing in the stream theFool had found. Kettle grumpily agreed to go with her for safety, thoughher eyes strayed often to Verity's dragon. Kettricken was up there also,gloomily watching her husband and king as he gouged away at the blackstone. I busied myself in removing the fire-dried meat, wrapping it andrefueling the slow fire and putting the rest of the meat to dry over it.
 "Let's go," the Fool invited me as soon as I was finished.
 "Where?" I asked, thinking longingly of a nap.
 "The girl on a dragon," he reminded me. He set off eagerly, not evenlooking back to see if I followed. He knew I must.
 "I think this is a foolish idea," I called after him.
 "Exactly," he replied with a grin, and would say no more until weapproached the great statue. 
 The girl on a dragon seemed more quiescent this morning, but perhaps Iwas merely becoming more accustomed to the trapped Wit-unrest I sensedthere. The Fool did not hesitate, but immediately clambered up on the daisbeside the statue. I followed more slowly. "She looks different to metoday," I said quietly.
 "How?"
 "I can't say." I studied her bent head, the stone tears frozen on hercheeks. "Does she look different to you?"
 "I didn't really look at her that closely yesterday."
 Now that we were actually here, the Fool's banter seemed dampened. Verygingerly, I set a hand to the dragon's back. The individual scales were socunningly worked, the curve of the beast's body so natural that I almostexpected it to heave with breath. It was cold, hard stone. I held mybreath, daring myself, then quested toward the stone. It felt unlike anyquesting I had ever done before. There was no beating heart, no rush ofbreath, nor any other physical sign of life to guide me. There was only myWit-sense of life, trapped and desperate. For a moment it eluded me; then Ibrushed against it, and it quested back to me. It sought the feel of windon skin, the warm pumping of blood, oh, the scents of the summer day, thesensation of my clothing against my skin, any and all that was part of theexperience of living it hungered for. I snatched my hand back, frightenedby the intensity of its reaching. Almost I thought it might draw me in tojoin it there.
 "Strange," whispered the Fool, for linked to me as he was, he felt theripples of my experience. His eyes met mine and held for some time. Then hereached a single bare silver fingertip toward the girl.
 "We should not do this," I said, but there was no force in my words.The slender figure astride the dragon was dressed in a sleeveless jerkin,leggings and sandals. The Fool touched his finger to her upper arm.
 A Skill-scream of pain and outrage filled the quarry. The Fool wasflung backward off the pedestal, to land hard on his back on the rockbelow. He sprawled there senseless. My knees buckled under me and I fellbeside the dragon. From the torrent of Wit-anger I felt, I expected thecreature to trample me underfoot like a maddened horse. Instinctively Icurled up, my arms sheltering my head.
 It was done in an instant, yet the echoes of that cry seemed to reboundendlessly from the slick black stone walls and blocks all around us. I was shakily clambering down to check on the Fool when Nighteyes came rushing upto us. What was that? Who threatens us? I knelt by the Fool. He had struckhis head and blood was leaking onto the black stone, but I didn't thinkthat was why he was unconscious. "I knew we shouldn't have done it. Why didI let you do it?" I asked myself as I gathered him up to take him back to camp.
 "Because you're a bigger fool than he is. And I am the biggest of all,to have left you alone and trusted you to act with sense. What did he do?"Kettle was still puffing from her hurry.
 "He touched the girl on the dragon. With the Skill on his finger."
 I glanced up at the statue as I spoke. To my horror, there was a brightsilver fingerprint on the girl's. upper arm, outlined in scarlet againsther bronze-toned flesh. Kettle followed my gaze and I heard her gasp. Shespun on me and lifted her gnarled hand as if to strike me. Then sheclenched her hand into a contorted fist that trembled and forced it down byher side. "Is it not enough that she is trapped there in misery forever,alone and cut off from all she once loved? You two must come to give herpain on top of all that! How could you be so vicious?"
 "We meant no harm. We did not know ..."/P> 
"Ignorance is always the excuse used by the cruelly curious!" Kettlesnarled.
 My own temper suddenly rose to match hers. "Don't rebuke me with myignorance, woman, when all you have done is refuse to lift it for me. Youhint and warn and give us ominous words, but you refuse to speak anythingthat might help us. And when we make mistakes, you rail at us, saying weshould have known better. How? How can we know better when the one who does refuses to share her knowledge with us?"
 In my arms, the Fool stirred faintly. The wolf had been prowling aboutmy feet. Now he came back with a whine to sniff at the Fool's dangling hand.
 Careful! Don't let his fingers touch you!
 What bit him?
 l don't know. "I don't know anything," I said aloud, bitterly. "I'mblundering in the dark, hurting everyone I care about in the process." 
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 "I dare not interfere," Kettle shouted at me. "What if some word ofmine set you on the wrong course? What of all the prophecies then? You mustfind your own way, Catalyst."
 The Fool opened his eyes to look at me blankly. Then he closed themagain and leaned his head on my shoulder. He was starting to get heavy andI needed to find out what was wrong with him. I shrugged him up more firmlyin my arms. I saw Starling coming up behind Kettle, her arms laden with wetlaundry. I turned and walked away from them both. As I headed back to campwith the Fool, I said over my shoulder, "Maybe that is why you are here.Maybe you were called here, with a part to play. Maybe it is lifting ourignorance so we can fulfill this bedamned prophecy of yours. And maybekeeping your silence is how you will thwart it. But," and I halted to flingthe words savagely over my shoulder, "I think you keep silent for reasonsof your own. Because you are ashamed!"
 I turned away from the stricken look on her face. I covered my shame tohave spoken to her so with my anger. It gave me new strength of purpose. Iwas suddenly determined that I was going to start making everyone behave asthey should. It was the sort of childish resolution that often got me intotrouble, but once my heart had seized hold of it, my anger gripped it tight.
 I carried the Fool into the big tent and laid him out on his bedding. Itook a ragged sleeve off what remained of a shirt, damped it in cool water,and applied it firmly to the back of his head. When the bleeding slowed, Ichecked it. It was not a large cut, but it was on top of a respectablelump. I still felt that was not why he had fainted. "Fool?" I said to himquietly, then more insistently, "Fool?" I patted his face with water. Hecame awake with a simple opening of his eyes. "Fool?"
 "I'll be all right, Fitz," he said wanly. "You were right. I should nothave touched her. But I did. And I shall never be able to forget it."
 "What happened?" I demanded.
 He shook his head. "I can't talk about it just yet," he said quietly.
 I shot to my feet, head slapping against the tent roof and nearlybringing the whole structure down around me. "No one in this whole companycan talk about anything!" I declared furiously. "Except me. And I intend totalk about everything."
 I left the Fool leaning up on one elbow and staring after me. I don'tknow if his expression was amused or aghast. I didn't care. I strode fromthe tent, scrabbled up the pile of tailings to the pedestal where Verity 
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carved his dragon. The steady scrape, scrape, scrape of his sword pointagainst the stone was like a rasp against my soul. Kettricken sat by him,hollow-eyed and silent. Neither paid me the slightest bit of attention.
 I halted a moment and got my breathing under control. I swept my hairback from my face and tied my warrior's tail afresh, brushed off myleggings and tugged the stained remnants of my shirt straight. I took threesteps forward. My formal bow included Kettricken.
 "My lord, King Verity. My lady, Queen Kettricken. I have come toconclude my reporting to the King. If you would allow it."
 I had honestly expected both of them to ignore me. But King Verity'ssword scraped twice more then ceased. He looked at me over his shoulder."Continue, FitzChivalry. I shall not cease my work, but I shall listen."
 There was grave courtesy in his voice. It heartened me. Kettrickensuddenly sat up straighter. She brushed the straggling hair back from hereyes, then nodded her permission at me. I drew a deep breath and began,reporting as I had been taught, everything that I had seen or done since myvisit to the ruined city. Sometime during, that long telling, the scrapingof the sword slowed, then ceased. Verity moved ponderously to take a seatbeside Kettricken. Almost he started to take her hand in his, then stoppedhimself and folded his own hands before him. But Kettricken saw that small gesture, and moved a trifle closer to him. They sat side by side, mythreadbare monarchs, throned on cold rock, a stone dragon at their backs,and listened to me.
 By one and by two, the others came to join us. First the wolf, then theFool and Starling, and finally old Kettle ranged themselves in a halfcircle behind me. When my throat began to grow dry and my voice to rasp,Kettricken lifted a hand and sent Starling for water. She returned with teaand meat for all of us. I took but a mouthful of the tea and went on while they picnicked around me.
 I held to my resolution and spoke plainly of all, even that whichshamed me. I did not leave out my fears nor foolishness. I told him how Ihad killed Regal's guard without warning, even giving him the name of theman I had recognized. Nor did I skirt about my Wit experiences as I oncewould have. I spoke as bluntly as if it were only Verity and me, tellinghim of my fears for Molly and my child, including my fear that if Regal didnot find and kill them, Chade would take the child for the throne. As Ispoke, I reached for Verity in every way I could, not just my voice, butWit and Skill, I tried to touch him and reawaken him to who he was. I knowhe felt that reaching, but try as I might, I could stir no response from him.
 I finished by recounting what the Fool and I had done with the girl ona dragon. I watched Verity's face for any change of expression, but therewas none I could see. When I had told him all, I stood silent before him,hoping he would question me. The old Verity would have taken me over mywhole tale again, asking questions about every event, asking what I hadthought, or suspected, of anything I had observed. But this gray-headed oldman only nodded several times. He made as if to rise.
 "My king!" I begged him desperately.
 "What is it, boy?"
 "Have you nothing to ask me, nothing to tell me?"
 He looked at me, but I was not sure he was really seeing me. He clearedhis throat. "I killed Carrod with the Skill. That is true. I have not felt the others since then, but I do not believe they are dead, but only that Ihave lost the Skill to sense them. You must be careful."
 I gaped at him. "And that is all? I must be careful?" His words hadchilled me to the bone.
 "No. There is worse." He glanced at the Fool. "I fear that when youspeak to the Fool, he listens with Regal's ears. I fear it was Regal whocame to you that day, speaking with the Fool's tongue, to ask you whereMolly was."
 My mouth went dry. I turned to look at the Fool. He looked stricken. "Ido not recall ... I never said ..." He took a halfbreath, then suddenlytoppled to one side in a faint.
 Kettle scrabbled over to him. "He breathes," she told us.
 Verity nodded. "I suspect they have abandoned him then. Perhaps. Do nottrust that is true." His eyes came back to me. I was trying to remainstanding. I had felt it as they fled the Fool. Felt it like a silk threadabruptly parting. They had not had a strong hold on him, but it had beenenough. Enough to make me reveal all they needed to kill my wife and child.Enough to ransack his dreams each night since then, stealing whatever wasof use to them.
 I went to the Fool. I took his un-Skilled hand and reached for him. 
Slowly his eyes opened and he sat up. For a time he stared at us allwithout comprehension. His eyes came back to mine, shame washing throughtheir smoky depths. " `And the one who loves him best shall betray him mostfoully.' My own prophecy. I have known that since my eleventh year. Chade,I had told myself, when he was willing to take your child. Chade was yourbetrayer." He shook his head sadly. "But it was me. It was me." He gotslowly to his feet. "I am sorry. So sorry."
 I saw the start of tears on his face. Then he turned and walked slowlyaway from us. I could not bring myself to go after him, but Nighteyes rosesoundlessly and trailed at his heels.
 "FitzChivalry." Verity took a breath, then spoke quietly. "Fitz, I willtry to finish my dragon. It is really all I can do. I only hope it will beenough."
 Despair made me bold. "My king, will not you do this for me? Will notyou Skill a warning to Burrich and Molly, that they may flee Capelin Beachbefore they are found?"
 "Oh, my boy," he said pityingly. He took a step toward me. "Even if Idared to, I fear I have not the strength any more." He lifted his eyes andlooked at each of us in turn. His gaze lingered longest on Kettricken. "Itall fails me. My body, my mind, and my Skill. I am so tired, and there isso little left of me. When I killed Carrod, my Skill fled me. My work hasbeen greatly slowed since then. Even the raw power on my hands weakens, andthe pillar is closed to me; I cannot pass through it to renew the magic. Ifear I may have defeated myself. I fear I will not be able to complete mytask. In the end, I may fail you all. All of you, and the entire SixDuchies."
 Kettricken bowed her face into her hands. I thought she would weep. Butwhen she lifted her eyes again, I saw the strength of her love for the manshining through whatever else she felt. "If this is what you believe youmust do, then let me help you." She gestured at the dragon. "There must besomething I can do to help you complete it. Show me where to cut stoneaway, and then you can work the details."
 He shook his head sadly. "Would that you could. But I must do itmyself. It all must be done by me."
 Kettle suddenly surged to her feet. She came to stand beside me, givingme a glare as if everything were all my fault. "My lord, King Verity," shebegan. She seemed to lose courage for a moment, then spoke again louder."My king, you are mistaken. Few dragons were created by a single person. At least, not the Six Duchies dragons. Whatever the others, the trueElderlings could do on their own, I do not know. But I know that thosedragons that were made by Six Duchies hands were most often made by anentire coterie working together, not a single person."
 Verity stared at her mutely. Then, "What are you saying?" he demandedin a shaking voice.
 "I am saying what I know. Regardless of how others may come to think ofme." She gave one glance around at us, as if bidding us farewell. Then sheput her back to us and addressed only the King. "My lord king. I namemyself Kestrel of Buck, once of Stanchion's Coterie. But by my Skill I didslay a member of my own coterie, for jealousy over a man. To do so was hightreason, for we were the Queen's own strength. And I destroyed that. Forthis I was punished as the Queen's Justice saw fit. My Skill was burned outof me, leaving me as you see me; sealed into myself, unable to reach beyondthe walls of my own body, unable to receive the touch of those I had helddear. That was done by my own coterie. For the murder itself, the Queenbanished me from the Six Duchies, for all time. She sent me away so that noSkilled one would be tempted to take pity on me and try to free me. Shesaid she could imagine no worse punishment, that one day in my isolation Iwould long for death." Kettle sank slowly to her old knees on the hardstone. "My king, my queen, she was right. I ask your mercy now. Either putme to death. Or ..." Very slowly she lifted her head. "Or use your strengthto reopen me to the Skill. And I will serve you as coterie in the carvingof this dragon."
 All was silence for a time. When Verity spoke, it was in confusion. "Iknow of no Stanchion's Coterie."
 Kettle's voice shook as she admitted, "I destroyed it, my lord. Therewere but five of us. My act left only three alive to the Skill, and theyhad experienced the physical death of one member and the ... burning ofmyself. They were greatly weakened. I heard that they were released fromtheir service to the Queen, and sought the road that once began in Jhaampetown. They never returned, but I do not think they survived the rigors ofthis road. I do not think they ever made a dragon such as we once used todream about."
 When Verity spoke, he did not seem to be replying to her words."Neither my father nor either of his wives had coteries sworn to them. Normy grandmother." His brow wrinkled. "Which queen did you serve, woman?"
 "Queen Diligence, my king," Kettle said quietly. She was still kneelingon the hard stone. 
 "Queen Diligence reigned over two hundred years ago," Verity observed.
 "She died two hundred twenty-three years ago," Starling interposed.
 "Thank you, minstrel," Verity said dryly. "Two hundred twenty-threeyears ago. And you would have me believe you were coterie to her."
 "I was, my lord. I had turned my Skill upon myself, for I wished tokeep my youth and beauty. It was not regarded as an admirable thing to do,but most Skilled ones did it to some extent. It took me over a year tomaster my body. But what I had done, I did well. To this day, I healswiftly. Most illnesses pass me by." She could not keep a note of pridefrom her voice.
 "The legendary longevity of the coterie members," King Verity observedsoftly to himself. He sighed. "There must have been much in Solicity'sbooks that Chivalry and I were never made privy to."
 "A great deal." Kettle spoke with more confidence now. "It amazes methat, with as little training as you and FitzChivalry have, you havemanaged to come this far alone. And to carve a dragon alone? It is a featfor a song."
 Verity glanced back at her. "Oh, come, woman, sit down. It pains me tosee you kneel. Obviously there is much you can and should tell me." Heshifted restlessly and glanced back at his dragon. "But while we aretalking, I am not working."
 "Then I shall say to you only what needs most to be said," Kettleoffered. She clambered painfully to her feet. "I was powerful in the Skill.Strong enough to kill with it, as few are." Her voice halted, thickening.She took a breath and resumed. "That power is still within me. One stronglySkilled enough could open me to it again. I believe you have that strength.Though right now, you may not be able to master it. You have killed withthe Skill, and that is a heinous thing. Even though the coterie member wasnot true to you, still, you had worked together. In killing him, you killeda part of yourself. And that is why you feel you have no Skill left to you.Had I my Skill, I could help you heal yourself."
 Verity gave a small laugh. "I have no Skill, you have no Skill, but ifwe did, we could heal one another. Woman, this is like a tangle of ropewith no ends. How is the knot to be undone, save with a sword?"
 "We have a sword, my king. FitzChivalry. The Catalyst." 
 "Ah. That old legend. My father was fond of it." He looked at meconsideringly. "Do you think he is strong enough? My nephew August wasSkill-burned and never recovered. For him, I sometimes thought it a mercy.The Skill was leading him down a path ill-suited to him. I think Isuspected then that Galen had done something to the coterie. But I had somuch to do. Always so much to do."
 I sensed my king's mind wavering. I stepped forward resolutely. "Mylord, what is it you wish me to attempt?"
 "I wish you to attempt nothing. I wish you to do. There. That is whatChade often said to me. Chade. Most of him is in the dragon now, but thatis a bit I left out. I should put that in the dragon."
 Kettle stepped closer to him. "My lord, help me to free my Skill. And Iwill help you to fill the dragon."
 There was something in the way she said those words. She spoke themaloud before us all, yet I felt that only Verity truly knew what she said.At last, very reluctantly, he nodded. "I see no other way," he said tohimself. "No other way at all."
 "How am I to do a thing, when I don't even know what that thing is?" Icomplained. "My king," I added, at a rebuking look from Kettricken.
 "You know as much as we do," Verity rebuked me quietly. "Kestrel's mindwas burned with the Skill, by her own coterie, to condemn her to isolationfor the rest of her life. You must use what Skill you have in any way youcan, to try to break through the scarring."
 "I have no idea how to begin," I began. But then Kettle turned andlooked at me: There was pleading in her old eyes. Loss, and loneliness. AndSkill-hunger that had built to the point at which it was devouring her fromwithin. Two hundred and twenty-three years, I thought to myself. It was along time to be exiled from one's homeland. An impossible time to beconfined to one's own body. "But I will try," I amended my words. I put outmy hand to her.
 Kettle hesitated, then set her hand in mine. We stood, clasping hands,looking at one another. I reached for her with the Skill, but felt noresponse. I looked at her and tried to tell myself I knew her, that itshould be easy to reach Kettle. I ordered my mind and recalled all I knewof the irascible old woman. I thought of her uncomplaining perseverance, ofher sharp tongue, and her clever hands. I recalled her teaching me the Skill game, and how often we had played it, heads bent together over thegamecloth. Kettle, I told myself sternly. Reach for Kettle. But my Skillfound nothing there.
 I did not know how much time had passed. I only knew that I was verythirsty. "I need a cup of tea," I told her, and let go of her hand. Shenodded at me, keeping her disappointment well hidden. It was only when Ilet go her hand that I became aware of how the sun had moved above themountaintops. I heard again the scrape, scrape, scrape of Verity's sword.Kettricken still sat, silently watching him. I did not know where theothers had gone. Together we left the dragon and walked down to where ourfire still smoldered. I broke wood into pieces as she filled the kettle. Wesaid little as it heated. There were still herbs that Starling had gatheredearlier for tea. They were wilted, but we used them, and then sat drinkingour tea together. The scraping of Verity's sword against the stone was abackground noise, not unlike an insect sound. I studied the old womanbeside me.
 My Wit-sense told me of a strong and lively life within her. I had felther old woman's hand in my own, the flesh soft on the swollen, bony fingerssave where work had callused her skin. I saw the lines in her face around her eyes and at the corners of her mouth. Old, her body said to me. Old.But my Wit-sense told me that there sat a woman of my own years, lively andwild-hearted, yearning for love and adventure and all that life mightoffer. Yearning; but trapped. I willed myself to see, not Kettle, butKestrel. Who had she been before she had been buried alive? My eyes methers. "Kestrel?" I asked her suddenly.
 "So I was," she said quietly, and her grief was still fresh. "But sheis no more, and has not been for years."
 When I said her name, I had almost sensed her. I felt I held the key,but did not know where the lock was. There was a nudge at the edge of myWit. I looked up, annoyed at the interruption. It was Nighteyes and theFool. The Fool looked tormented and I ached for him. But he could not have picked a worse time to come to speak to me. I think he knew it.
 "I tried to stay away," he said quietly. "Starling told me what youwere doing. She told me all that was said while I was gone. I know I shouldwait, that what you do is vital. But ... I cannot." He suddenly had troublemeeting my eyes. "I betrayed you," he whispered softly. "I am the Betrayer."
 Linked as we were, I knew the depth of his feelings. I tried to reachthrough that, to make him feel what I felt. He had been used against me,yes, but it was no doing of his own. But I could not reach him. His shame, 
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guilt, and remorse stood between us, and blocked him from my forgiveness.Blocked him, too, from forgiving himself.
 "Fool!" I suddenly exclaimed. I smiled at him. He looked horrified thatI could smile at all, least of all at him. "No, it is all right. You havegiven me the answer. You are the answer." I took a breath and tried tothink carefully. Go slowly, be careful, I cautioned myself, and then, No, Ithought. Now. Now is the only time in which to do this. I bared my leftwrist. I held it out to him, my palm up. "Touch me," I commanded him."Touch me with the Skill on your fingers, and see if I feel you havebetrayed me."
 "No!" Kettle cried, aghast, but the Fool was already reaching for melike a man in a dream. He took my hand in his right hand. Then he laidthree silver fingertips against my upturned wrist. As I felt the cold burnof his fingers on my wrist, I reached over and grabbed Kettle's hand."KESTREL!" I cried aloud. I felt the stir of her, and I pulled her into us.
 I was the Fool and the Fool was me. He was the Catalyst and so was I.We were two halves of a whole, sundered and come together again. For aninstant I knew him in his entirety, complete and magical, and then he waspulling apart from me laughing, a bubble inside me, separate andunknowable, yet joined to me. You do love me! I was incredulous. He hadnever truly believed it before. Before, it was words. I always feared itwas born of pity. But you are truly my friend. This is knowing. This isfeeling what you feel for me. So this is the Skill. For a moment he reveledin simple recognition.
 Abruptly, another joined us. Ah, little brother, you find your ears atlast! My kill is ever your kill, and we shall be pack forever!
 The Fool recoiled at the wolf's friendly onslaught. I thought he wouldbreak the circle. Then suddenly he leaned into it. This? This is Nighteyes?This mighty warrior, this great heart?
 How to describe that moment? I had known Nighteyes so completely for solong, it shocked me to see how little the Fool had known of him.
 Hairy? That was how you saw me? Hairy and drooling?
 Your pardon. This from the Fool, quite sincerely. I am honored to knowyou as you are. I had never suspected such nobility within you. Theirmutual approval was almost overwhelming.
 Then the world settled around us. We have a task, I reminded them. The Fool lifted his touch from my wrist, leaving behind three silver prints onmy skin. Even the air pressed too heavily against that mark. For a time, Ihad been somewhere else. Now I was once more within my own body. It all hadtaken but moments.
 I turned back to Kettle. It was an effort to look only through my eyes.I still gripped her hand. "Kestrel?" I said quietly. She lifted her gaze tomine. I looked at her and tried to see her as she had once been. I do not think she even knew then of that tiny hair of Skill between us. In themoment of her shock at the Fool touching me, I had pressed past her guard.It was too fine a line to be called a thread. But I now knew what choked it. "All this guilt and shame and remorse you carry, Kestrel. Don't yousee? That is what they burned you with. And you have added to it, all theseyears. The wall is of your own making. Take it down. Forgive yourself. Comeout."
 I caught at the Fool's wrist and held him beside me. Somewhere I feltNighteyes as well. They were back within their own minds, but I could reachthem easily. I drew strength from them, carefully, slowly. I drew theirstrength and love and turned it against Kettle, trying to force it into herthrough that tiny chink in her armor.
 Tears began to trickle down her seamed cheeks. "I can't. That is thehardest part. I can't. They burned me to punish me. But it was not enough.It would never be enough. I can never forgive myself."
 Skill was starting to seep from her as she reached to me, trying tomake me understand. She reached, to clasp my hand between both of hers. Herpain flowed through that clasp to me. "Who could forgive you then?" I foundmyself asking.
 "Gull. My sister Gull!" The name was torn from her, and I sensed shehad refused to think of it, let alone utter it, for years. Her sister, notjust her coterie-mate, but her sister. And she had killed her in a furywhen she had found her with Stanchion. The leader of the coterie?
 "Yes," she whispered, though no words were needed between us now. I waspast the burn wall. Strong, handsome Stanchion. Making love to him, bodyand Skill, an experience of oneness like no other. But then she had comeupon them, him and Gull, together, and she had ..."/P> 
"He should have known better," I cried out indignantly. "You weresisters and members of his own coterie. How could he have done that to you?How could he?" 
 "Gull!" she cried out loud, and for an instant I saw her. She wasbehind a second wall. Both of them were. Kestrel and Gull. Two little girls, running barefoot down a sandy shore, just out of reach of the icywaves licking up the sand. Two little girls, as like as apple pips, theirfather's joy, twins, racing to meet the little boat coming in to shore,hurrying to see what Papa had caught in his nets today. I smelled the saltwind, the iodine of the tangled, squidgy kelp as they dashed through itsquealing. Two little girls, Gull and Kestrel, locked and hidden behind awall inside her. But I could see them even if she could not.
 I see her, I know her. And she knew you, through and through. Lightningand thunder, your mother called you, for while your temper flashed and wasgone, Gull could carry a grudge for weeks. But not against you, Kestrel.Never against you, and not for years. She loved you, more than either ofyou loved Stanchion. As you loved her. And she would have forgiven you. Shewould never have wished this on you.
 I ... don't know.
 Yes, you, do. Look at her. Look at you. Forgive yourself. And let thepart of her within you live again. Let yourself live again.
 She is within me?
 Most certainly. I see her, I feel her. It must be so.
 What do you feel? Cautiously.
 Only love. See for yourself. I took her deep inside her mind, to theplaces and memories she had denied to herself. It was not the burn wallsher coterie had imposed on her that had hurt her most. It was the ones shehad put up between herself and the memory of what she had lost in a momentof fury. Two girls, older now, wading out to seize the line their fatherthrew to them, and helping to pull his laden boat up onto the beach. TwoBuck girls, still as alike as apple pips, wanting to be the first ones totell their Papa they had been chosen for Skilltraining.
 Papa said we were one soul in two bodies.
 Open, then, and let her out. Let both of you out to live.
 I fell silent, waiting. Kestrel was in a part of her memories she haddenied for longer than other folk lived. A place of fresh wind and girlishlaughter, and a sister so like yourself you scarcely needed to speak to one another. The Skill had been between them from the moment they were born.
 I see what I must do now. I felt her overwhelming surge of joy anddetermination. I must let her out, I must put her into the dragon. She willlive forever in the dragon, just as we planned it. The two of us, togetheragain.
 Kettle stood up, letting go of my hands so suddenly that I cried out atthe shock. I found myself back in my body. I felt I had fallen there from avery great distance. The Fool and Nighteyes were still near me, but nolonger a part of a circle. I could scarcely feel them for all else I felt.Skill. Racing through me like a riptide. Skill. Emanating from Kettle likeheat from a smith's furnace. She glowed with it. She wrung her hands,smiled at the straightened fingers.
 "You should go and rest now, Fitz," she told me gently. "Go on. Go tosleep."
 A gentle suggestion. She did not know her own Skillstrength. I lay backand knew no more.
 When I awoke, it was full dark. The weight and warmth of the wolf'sbody were comfortable against me. The Fool had tucked a blanket around meand was sitting by me, staring raptly into the fire. When I stirred, heclutched at my shoulder with a sharp intake of breath.
 "What?" I demanded. I could make no sense of anything I heard or saw.Fires had been kindled up on the stone dais beside the dragon. I heard theclash of metal against stone, and voices lifted in conversation. In thetent behind me, I heard Starling trying notes on her harp.
 "The last time I saw you sleep like that, we had just taken an arrowout of your back and I thought you were dying of infection."
 "I must have been very tired," I smiled at him, able to trust heunderstood. "Are not you wearied? I took strength from you and Nighteyes."
 "Tired? No. I feel healed." He did not hesitate, but added, "I think itis as much that the false coterie has fled my body, as knowing that you donot hate me. And the wolf. Now, he is a wonder. Almost, I can still sensehim." A very strange smile touched his face. I felt him groping out forNighteyes. He had not the strength to truly use the Skill or the Wit on his own. But it was unnerving to feel him try. Nighteyes let his tail rise andfall in one slow wag.
 I'm sleepy.
 Rest then, my brother. I set my hand to the thick fur of his shoulder.He was life and strength and friendship I could trust. He gave one moreslow wag to his tail and lowered his head again. I looked back to the Fooland gave a nod toward Verity's dragon.
 "What goes on, up there?"
 "Madness. And joy. I think. Save for Kettricken. I think her heart eatsitself hollow with jealousy, but she will not leave."
 "What goes on up there?" I repeated patiently.
 "You know more of it than I do," he retorted. "You did something toKettle. I could understand part of it, but not all. Then you fell asleep.And Kettle went up there and did something to Verity. I know not what, butKettricken said it left them both weeping and shaking. Then Verity didsomething to Kettle. And they both began to laugh and to shout and to cryout it would work. I stayed long enough to watch both of them startattacking the stone around the dragon with chisels and mallets and swordsand anything else that was to hand. While Kettricken sits silent as ashadow and watches them mournfully. They will not let her help. Then I camedown here and found you unconscious. Or asleep. Whichever you prefer. And Ihave sat here a long time, watching over you and making tea or taking meatto anyone who yells at me for some. And now you are awake."
 I recognized his parody of me reporting to Verity, and had to smile. Idecided that Kettle had helped Verity unlock his Skill and that work wasproceeding on the dragon. But Kettricken. "What makes Kettricken sad?" Iasked.
 "She wishes she were Kettle," the Fool explained, in a tone that saidany moron would have known that. He handed me a plate of meat and a mug oftea. "How would you feel, to have come this long and weary way, only tohave your spouse choose another to help him in his work? He and Kettlechatter back and forth like magpies. All sorts of inconsequential talk.They work and chip, or sometimes, Verity just stands still, his handspressed to the dragon. And he tells her of his mother's cat, Hisspit, andof thyme that grew in the garden on the tower. And all the while, Kettlespeaks to him, with no break, of Gull who did this, and Gull who did that,and all she and Gull did together. I thought they would cease when the sun went down, but that was the only time that Verity seemed to recallKettricken was alive. He asked her to bring firewood and make fires forlight. Oh, and I think he has allowed her to sharpen a chisel or two forhim."
 "And Starling," I said stupidly. I did not like to think of whatKettricken must be feeling. I reined my thoughts away from it.
 "She works on a song about Verity's dragon. I think she has given up onyou and me ever doing anything of note."
 I smiled to myself. "She is never about when I do anything ofsignificance. What we wrought today, Fool, was better than any battle Ihave ever fought. But she will never understand all of that." I cocked myhead toward the yurt. "Her harp sounds mellower than I recall it," I saidto myself.
 In answer, he lifted his eyebrows and waggled his fingers at me.
 My eyes, widened. "What have you been doing?" I demanded.
 "Experimenting. I think that if I survive all this, my puppets shall bethe stuff of legend. I have always been able to look at wood and see what Iwished to call forth. These," and again he waggled his fingers at me, "makeit so much easier."
 "Be cautious," I pleaded with him.
 "Me? I have no caution within me. I cannot be what I am not. Where are you going?"
 "Up to see the dragon," I replied. "If Kettle can work on it, so can I.I may not be as strongly Skilled, but I've been linked with Verity for farlonger." 
CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX
The Wit and the Sword
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 THE OUTISLANDERS HAVE always raided the coastline of the Six Duchies.The founder of the Farseer monarchy was, in fact, no more than a raidergrown weary of the sea life. Taker's crew overwhelmed the original buildersof the wooden fort at the mouth of the Buck River and made it their own. Over a number of generations, the black stone walls of Buckkeep Castlereplaced it, and the OutIslander raiders became residents and monarch.
 Trade and raiding and piracy have all existed simultaneously betweenthe Six Duchies and the OutIslands. But the commencement of the Red-Shipraids marked a change in this abrasive and profitable interchange. Both thesavagery and destruction of the raids were unprecedented. Some attributedit to the rise to power in the OutIslands of a ferocious chieftain whoespoused a bloody religion of vengeance. The most savage of his followersbecame Raiders and crew for his Red-Ships. Other Outlslanders, never beforeunited under one leader, were coerced into swearing fealty to him, underthreat of Forging for those and their families who refused him. He and hisraiders brought their vicious hatred to the shores of the Six Duchies. Ifhe ever had any intent beyond killing, raping, and destroying, he nevermade it known. His name was Kebal Rawbread.
 "I don't understand why you deny me," I said stiffly.
 Verity stopped, his endless chopping at the dragon. I had expected himto turn and face me, but instead he only crouched lower, to brush away rockchips and dust. I could scarcely believe the progress he had made. Theentire clawed right foot of the. dragon now rested upon the stone. True, itlacked the fine detail of the rest of the dragon, but the leg itself wasnow complete. Verity wrapped a careful hand over the top of one of itstoes. He sat motionless beside his creation, patient and still. I could notsee any movement of his hand, but I could sense Skill at work. If I reachedtoward it at all, I could feel the tiny fissuring of stone as it flakedaway. It truly seemed as if the dragon had been hidden in the stone, andthat Verity's task was to reveal it, one gleaming scale at a time.
 "Fitz. Stop it." I could hear annoyance in his voice. Annoyance that Iwas Skill-sharing with him, and annoyance that I was distracting him fromhis work.
 "Let me help you," I begged again. Something about the work drew me.Before, when Verity had been scraping at the stone with his sword, thedragon had seemed an admirable Work of stone-carving. But now there was ashimmering. of Skill to him as both Verity and Kettle employed their powers. It was immensely attractive, in the way that a sparkling creekglimpsed through trees draws the eye, or the smell of fresh-baked breadwakes hunger. I longed to put hands on, and help shape this powerfulcreature. The sight of their working awakened a Skill hunger in me such asI had never known. "I have been Skill-linked with you more than anyone has.In the days when I pulled an oar on the Rurisk, you told me I was yourcoterie. Why do you turn me away now, when I could help, and you need helpso badly?"
 Verity sighed and rocked back on his heels. The toe was not done, but Icould see the faint outline of scales upon it now, and the beginning of thesheath for the wickedly curved talon. I could feel how the claw would be,striated like a hawk's talon. I longed to reach down and draw forth thoselines from the stone.
 "Stop thinking about it," Verity bade me firmly. "Fitz. Fitz, look atme. Listen to me. Do you remember the first time I took strength from you?"
 I did. I had fainted. "I know my own strength better now," I replied.
 He ignored that. "You didn't know what you were offering me, when youtold me you were a King's Man. I took you at your word that you knew whatyou were doing. You didn't. I tell you plainly right now that you don'tknow what you are asking me for. I do know what I am refusing you. And thatis all."
 "But Verity ..."
 "In this, King Verity will hear no buts, FitzChivalry." He drew thatline with me as he had so seldom before.
 I took a breath and refused to let my frustration become anger. Heplaced his hand carefully on the dragon's toe again. I listened a moment tothe clack, clack, clack of Kettle's chisel working the dragon's tail freeof the stone. She was singing as she worked, some old love ballad.
 "My lord, King Verity, if you would tell me what it is I don't knowabout helping you, then I could decide for myself, perhaps, if ... "
 "It is not your decision, boy. If you truly wish to help, go get someboughs and make a broom. Sweep the rock chips and dust away. It is damnablestuff to kneel in."
 "I would rather be of real help to you," I muttered disconsolately as I turned away.
 "FitzChivalry!" There was a sharp note to Verity's voice, one I had notheard since I was a boy. I turned back to it with dread.
 "You overstep yourself,"' he told me bluntly. "My queen keeps thesefires going and sharpens my chisels for me. Do you put yourself above suchwork?"
 At such times, a brief answer suffices best. "No, sir."
 "Then you shall make me a broom. Tomorrow. For now, much as I hate tosay it, we all should rest, at least for a time." He stood slowly, swayed,then righted himself. He placed a silver hand affectionately on thedragon's immense shoulder: "With the dawn," he promised it.
 I had expected him to call to Kettle, but she was already standing andstretching. Skill-linked, I thought to myself. Words were no longernecessary. But they were for his queen. He walked around his dragon towhere Kettricken sat near one of the fires. She was grinding at a chisel'sedge. The rough rasping of her work hid our soft footsteps from her. For atime, Verity looked down at his queen as she crouched at this chore. "Mylady, shall we sleep awhile?" he asked her quietly.
 She turned. With a gray-dusted hand she wiped the straggling hair fromher eyes. "As you wish, my lord," she replied. She was able to keep almostall her pain from her voice.
 "I am not that tired, my lord king. I would continue working, if youwill it." Kettle's cheerful voice was almost jarring. I marked thatKettricken did not turn to look at her at all. Verity only said, "Sometimesit is better to rest before you are tired. If we sleep while it is dark, wewill work better by the day's light."
 Kettricken winced as if criticized. "I could build the fires larger, mylord, if that is what you wish," she said carefully.
 "No. I wish to rest, with you beside me. If you would, my queen."
 It was no more than the bones of his affection, but she seized on it."I would, my lord." It hurt me to see her content with so little.
 She is not content, Fitz nor am I unaware of her pain. I give her whatI can. What it is safe for me to give her. 
 My king still read me so easily. Chastened, I bid them good night andwent off to the tent. As we drew near, Nighteyes rose up, stretching andyawning.
 Did you hunt?
 With all this meat left, why would I hunt? I noticed then the tumble ofpig bones all round him. He lay down amongst them again, nose to tail, richas any wolf could ever be. I knew a moment's envy of his satisfaction.
 Starling sat watch outside the tent by the fire, her harp nestled inher lap. I started to go past her with a nod, then halted to peer at herharp. With a delighted smile, she held it up for my inspection.
 The Fool had outdone himself. There were no gilt or curlicues, noinlays of ivory or ebony such as some would say set a harp apart. Insteadthere was only the silken gleam of curving wood, and that subtle carvingthat highlighted the best of the wood's grain. I could not look at itwithout wanting to touch it and hold it. The wood drew the hand to it. Thefirelight danced upon it.
 Kettle stopped to stare also. She folded her lips tightly. "No caution.It will be the death of him someday," she said ominously. She then precededme into the tent.
 Despite my long nap earlier, I sank into sleep almost as soon as I laydown. I do not think I had slept long before I became aware of a stealthynoise outside. I Wit-quested toward it. Men. Four. No, five of them, movingsoftly up the hillside toward the hut. I could know little more about themthan that they came in stealth, like hunters. Somewhere in a dim room,Burrich sat up soundlessly. He rose barefoot and crossed the hut to Molly'sbed. He knelt by the side of it, then touched her arm softly.
 "Burrich?" She caught her breath on his name, then waited in wonder.
 "Make no sound," he breathed. "Get up. Put on your shoes and wrapNettle well, but try not to wake her. Someone is outside, and I do notthink they mean us well."
 I was proud of her. She asked no questions, but sat up immediately. Shepulled her dress on over her nightgown and thrust her feet into her shoes.She folded up the bedding around Nettle until she looked like little morethan a bundle of blankets. The baby did not wake. 
 Meanwhile Burrich had drawn on his own boots and taken up a shortsword.He motioned Molly toward the shuttered window. "If I tell you to, go outthat window with Nettle. But not unless I say to. I think there are five ofthem."
 Molly nodded in the firelight. She drew her belt knife and stoodbetween her child and danger.
 Burrich stood to one side of the door. The entire night seemed to passas they waited silently for their attackers to come.
 The bar was in place, but it had little meaning on such an olddoorframe. Burrich let them slam into it twice, then, as it started togive, he kicked it out of its brackets, so that on their next onslaught thedoor was flung wide. Two men came staggering in, surprised at the suddenlack of resistance. One fell, the other fell over the first, and Burrichhad put his sword in and out of both of them before the third man was inthe door.
 The third man was a big man, redheaded and red-bearded. He came in thedoor with a roar, trampling right over the two injured men who squirmedunder his boots. He carried a long sword, a lovely weapon. His size andblade gave him almost twice Burrich's reach. Behind him, a stout manbellowed, "In the name of the King, we've come for the WitBastard's whore!Put down your weapon and stand aside."
 He'd have been wiser not to rouse Burrich's anger any brighter than itwas. Almost casually, Burrich dropped his blade to finish one of the men onthe floor, and then brought the blade back up inside Red-beard's guard. Red-beard retreated, trying to get space for the advantage of his blade.Burrich had no choice but to follow him, for if the man reached a placewhere he could swing freely, Burrich would have small chance. The stout manand a woman immediately surged into the door. Burrich spared a glance forthem. "Molly! As I told you!"
 Molly was already by the window, clutching Nettle, who had begun towail in fear. She leaped to a chair, snatched the shutters open, and gotone leg out the window. Burrich was busying Redbeard when the woman dashedbehind him and sank her knife into his lower back. Burrich cried out hoarsely, and frantically parried the longer blade. As Molly got her otherleg over the windowsill and began to drop outside, the stout man leapedacross the room and snatched Nettle from her arms. I heard Molly's shriekof terror and fury.
 Then she ran away into the darkness. 
 Disbelief. I could feel Burrich's disbelief as plainly as my own. Thewoman pulled her knife from his back and lifted it to strike again. Hebanished his pain with anger, spun to cut her a slash across her chest, andthen turned back to Red-beard. But Red-Beard had stepped back. His swordwas still at the ready but he stood motionless as the stout man said,"We've got the child. Drop your sword or the baby dies here and now." Hedarted his eyes at the woman clutching at her chest. "Get after the woman.Now! "
 She glared at him, but went without a murmur. Burrich did not evenwatch her go. He had eyes only for the wailing babe in the stout man'sarms. Red-beard grinned as the tip of Burrich's weapon slowly droppedtoward the floor. "Why?" Burrich asked in consternation. "What have we everdone, that you attack us and threaten to kill my daughter?"
 The stout man looked down at the red-faced baby screaming in his arms."She's not yours," he sneered. "She's the WitBastard's bastard. We have iton the best authority." He lifted Nettle high as if he would dash heragainst the floor. He stared at Burrich. Burrich made an incoherent sound,half-fury, half-plea. He dropped his sword. By the door, the injured mangroaned and tried to sit up.
 "She's only a tiny baby," Burrich said hoarsely. As if it were my own,I knew the warmth of the blood running down Burrich's back and hip. "Let usgo. You are mistaken. She's my own blood, I tell you, and no threat to yourking. Please. I have gold. I'll take you to it. But let us go."
 Burrich, who would have stood and spit and fought to the death, droppedhis sword and pleaded for the sake of my child. Red-beard roared out hislaughter, but Burrich did not even turn to it. Still laughing, the manstepped to the table and casually lit the branch of candles there. Helifted the light to survey the disheveled room. Burrich could not take hiseyes off Nettle. "She's mine," he said quietly, almost desperately.
 "Stop your lies," the stout man said disdainfully. "She's theWitBastard's get. As tainted as he was."
 "That's right. She is."
 All eyes turned to the door. Molly stood there, very pale, breathinghard. Her right hand was reddened with blood. She clutched to her chest alarge wooden box. An ominous humming came from it. "The bitch you sentafter me is dead," Molly said harshly. "As you will soon be, if you don'tput down your weapons and free my child and man." The stout man grinned 
incredulously. Redbeard lifted his sword.
 Her voice shook only slightly as she added. "The child is Witted, ofcourse. As am I. My bees will not harm us. But injure one of us, and theywill rise up and follow you and give you no quarter. You shall die of amillion burning stings. Think your swords will be of much use against myWit-bees?" She looked from face to face, her eyes flashing with anger andher threat as she clutched the heavy wooden hive box to her. One beeescaped it, to buzz angrily about the room. Red-beard's eyes followed it,even as he exclaimed, "I don't believe it!"
 Burrich's eyes were measuring the distance to his sword as Molly askedsoftly, almost coyly, "Don't you?" She smiled oddly as she lowered the hiveto the floor. Her eyes met Red-beard's as she lifted the lid of the box.She reached in and even as the stout man gasped aloud, she drew out herhand, gloved with moving bees. She closed the lid of the hive and thenstood. She looked down at the bees coating her hand and said quietly, "Theone with the red beard, little ones." Then she held her hand out as ifoffering them as a gift.
 It took a moment, but as each bee took flight, it unerringly sought outRed-beard. He flinched as first one and then another buzzed past him, andthen came back, circling. "Call them back or we kill the child!" he criedout suddenly. He batted at them ineffectually with the branch of candles heheld.
 Molly instead stooped suddenly and heaved up the whole hive as high asshe could. "You'll kill her anyway!" she cried out, her voice breaking onthe words. She gave the hive a shake, and the agitated humming of the beesbecame a roar. "Little ones, they would kill my child! When I set you free,avenge us!" She raised the hive higher yet in her arms, prepatory tosmashing it to the floor. The injured man at her feet groaned loudly.
 "Hold!" cried the stout man. "I'll give you your child!"
 Molly froze. All could see that she could not hold the weight of thehive box much longer. There was strain in her voice but she calmlydirected, "Give my baby to my man. Let them both come to me. Or you shallall die, most certainly and most horribly." The stout man lookeduncertainly at Red-beard. Candles in one hand and sword in the other, Red-beard had retreated from the table, but the bees still buzzed confusedlyabout him. His efforts to slap them away only seemed to make them moredetermined. "King Regal will kill us do we fail!"
 "Then die from my bees instead," Molly suggested. "There are hundreds of bees in here," she added in a low voice. Her tone was almost seductiveas she offered, "They will get inside your shirts and the legs of yourtrousers. They will cling to your hair as they sting. They will crawl intoyour ears to sting, and up your noses. And when you scream, they will crowdinto your mouth, dozens of humming, fuzzy bodies, to sting your tongueuntil it will not fit inside your mouth. You will die choking on them!"
 Her description seemed to decide them. The stout man crossed the roomto Burrich, thrust the still-screaming babe into his arms. Redbeard glaredbut said nothing. Burrich took Nettle, but did not neglect to stoop andseize up his sword as well. Molly glared at Red-beard. "You. Get over therebeside him. Burrich. Take Nettle outside. Take her to where we picked mintyesterday. If they force me to act, I do not wish her to see it. It mightmake her fear the very bees who are her servants."
 Burrich obeyed. Of all the things I had witnessed that night, thatseemed to me the most amazing. Once he was outside, Molly backed slowlytoward the door. "Do not follow," she warned them. "My Wit-bees will bekeeping watch for me, right outside the door." She gave the hive a finalshake. The roaring hum increased and several more bees escaped into theroom, buzzing angrily. The stout man stood frozen, but Red-beard lifted hissword as if it would defend him. The man on the floor gave an incoherentcry and scrabbled away from her as Molly backed outside. She dragged thedoor shut behind her, then leaned the hive against it. She took the lid offthe hive and then kicked it before she turned and ran off into the night."Burrich!" she called quietly. "I'm coming." She did not go toward theroad, but off toward the woods. She did not look back.
 "Come away, Fitz." It was no Skilling, but Verity's soft voice close byme., "You have seen them safe. Watch no more, lest others see with youreyes and know where they go. It is better if you do not know yourself. Comeaway."
 I opened my eyes to the dimness inside the tent. Not only Verity, butKettle sat beside me. Kettle's mouth was set in a flat line of disapproval.Verity's face was stern, but understanding was also there. He spoke beforeI could. "Did I believe you had sought that, I would be most angry withyou. Now I say to you plainly. It is better if you know nothing of them.Nothing at all. Had you heeded me when I first advised you of that, none ofthem would have been threatened as they were tonight."
 "You both were watching?" I asked quietly. For an instant, I wastouched. They both cared that much for my child.
 "She is my heir, too," Verity pointed out relentlessly. "Do you think I could stand by and do nothing if they had injured her?" He shook his headat me. "Stay away from them, Fitz. For all our sakes. Do you understand?"
 I nodded my head. His words could not distress me. I had alreadydecided I would choose not to know where Molly and Burrich took Nettle. Butnot because she was Verity's heir. Kettle and Verity stood and left thetent. I flung myself back into my blankets. The Fool, who had been proppedon one elbow, lay down also. "I will tell you tomorrow," I told him. Henodded mutely, his eyes huge in his pale face. Then he lay back down. Ithink he went to sleep. I stared up into darkness. Nighteyes came to liebeside me.
 He would protect your cub as his own, he pointed out quietly. That ispack.
 He meant the words for comfort. I did not need them. Instead I reached to rest a hand on his ruff. Did you see how she stood and faced them down?I demanded with pride.
 A most excellent bitch, Nighteyes agreed.
 I felt I had not slept at all when Starling woke the Fool and I for ourwatch. I came out of the tent stretching and yawning, and suspecting thatkeeping watch was not really a necessity. But the last shard of night waspleasantly mild, and Starling had left meat broth simmering at the fire'sedge. I was halfway through a mug when the Fool finally followed me out.
 "Starling showed me her harp last night," I said by way of greeting.
 He smirked with satisfaction. "A crude bit of work. Ah, this was butone of his early efforts, they shall say of it someday," he added withstrained modesty.
 "Kettle said you have no caution."
 "No, I have not, Fitz. What do we do here?"
 "Me? What I'm told. When my watch is over, I'm off to the hills, togather broom twigs. So that I can sweep the rock chips out of Verity's way."
 "Ah. Now there's lofty work for a Catalyst. And what shall a prophetdo, do you suppose?"
 "You might prophesy when that dragon will be finished. I fear we shall 
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think of nothing else until it is done."
 The Fool was shaking his head minutely.
 "What?" I demanded.
 "I do not feel we were called here to make brooms and harps. This feels
like a lull to me, my friend. The lull before the storm." "Now, there's a cheery thought," I told him glumly. But privately I
wondered if he might not be right.
 "Are you going to tell me what went on last night?"
 When my account was finished, the Fool sat grinning. "A resourceful
lass, that one," he observed proudly. Then he cocked his head at me. "Thinkyou the baby will be Witted? Or be able to Skill?"
 I had never stopped to consider it. "I hope not," I said immediately.And then wondered at my own words.
 Dawn had scarcely broken before both Verity and Kettle arose. They eachdrank a mug of broth standing, and carried off dried meat as they headedback up to the dragon. Kettricken had also come out of Verity's tent. Hereyes were hollow and defeat was in the set of her mouth. She had but half amug of broth before setting it aside. She went back into the tent andreturned with a blanket fashioned into a carry-sack.
 "Firewood," she replied flatly to my raised eyebrow.
 "Then Nighteyes and I may as well go with you. I need to gather broom
twigs and a stick. And he needs to do something besides sleep and grow fat."
 And you fear to go off in the woods without me.
 If sows like that abound in these woods, you are absolutely correct.
 Perhaps Kettricken would bring her bow?
 But even as I turned to make the suggestion, she was ducking back intothe tent to fetch it. "In case we meet another pig," she told me as shecame out. 
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 But it was an uneventful expedition. Outside the quarry, thecountryside was hilly and pleasant. We stopped at the stream to drink andwash. I saw the flash of a tiny fingerling in the water, and the wolfimmediately wanted to fish. I told him I would after I had finishedgathering my broom. So he came at my heels, but reluctantly. I gathered mybroom twigs and found a long straight branch for a handle. Then we filledKettricken's carry-sack with wood, which I insisted on bearing so her handscould be free for her bow. On the way back to camp, we stopped at thestream. I looked for a place where plants overhung the bank, and it did nottake us long to find one. We then spent far longer than I had intended intickling for fish. Kettricken had never seen it done before, but after someimpatience, she caught the trick of it. They were a kind of trout I had notseen before, tinged with pink along their bellies. We caught ten and Icleaned them there, with Nighteyes snapping up the entrails as quickly as Igutted them. Kettricken threaded them onto a willow stick, and we returnedto camp.
 I had not realized how much the quiet interlude had soothed my spiritsuntil we came in sight of the black pillar guarding the mouth of thequarry. It seemed more ominous than ever, like some dark scolding fingerlifted to warn me that, indeed, this might be the lull but the storm wascoming. I gave a small shudder as I passed it. My Skill-sensitivity seemedto be growing again. The pillar radiated controlled power luringly. Almostagainst my will, I stopped to study the characters incised on it.
 "Fitz? Are you coming?" Kettricken called back to me, and only then didI realize how long I had been gawking. I hastened to catch up with them,and rejoined them just as they were passing the girl on a dragon.
 I had deliberately avoided that spot since the Fool had touched her.Now I glanced up guiltily to where the silver fingerprint still shoneagainst her flawless skin. "Who were you, and why did you make such a sadcarving?" I asked her. But her stone eyes only looked at me pleadinglyabove her tear-specked cheeks.
 "Maybe she could not finish her dragon," Kettricken speculated. "Seehow its hind feet and tail are still trapped in the stone? Maybe that's whyit's so sad."
 "She must have carved it sad to begin with, don't you see? Whether ornot she finished it, the upper portion would be the same. "
 Kettricken looked at me in amusement. "You still don't believe that Verity's dragon will fly when it is finished? I do. Of course, I have verylittle else to believe in anymore. Very little." 
 I had been going to tell her I thought it a minstrel's tale for achild, but her final words shut my mouth.
 Back at the dragon, I bound my broom together and went at my sweepingwith a vengeance. The sun was high in a bright blue sky with a light andpleasant breeze. It was altogether a lovely day and for a time I forgot allelse in my simple chore. Kettricken unloaded her firewood and soon left toget more. Nighteyes followed at her heels, and I noticed with approval thatStarling and the Fool hastened after her with carry-sacks of their own.With the rock chips and dust cleared away from the dragon, I could see moreof the progress Verity and Kettle had made. The black stone of the dragon'sback was so shiny it almost reflected the blue of the sky. I observed asmuch to Verity, not really expecting an answer. His mind and heart werefocused entirely on the dragon. On all other topics his mind seemed vagueand wandering, but when he spoke to me of his dragon and the fashioning ofit he was very much King Verity.
 A few moments later, he rocked back on his heels from his crouch besidethe dragon's foot. He stood and ran a silver hand tentatively over thedragon's back. I caught my breath, for in the wake of his hand there wassuddenly color. A rich turquoise, with every scale edged in silver,followed the sweep of Verity's finger. The hue shimmered there-for aninstant, then faded. Verity made a small sound of satisfaction. "When thedragon is full, the color will stay," he told me. Without thinking, Ireached a hand toward the dragon, but Verity abruptly shouldered me aside."Don't touch him," he warned me, almost jealously. He must have seen theshock on my face, for he looked rueful. "It's not safe for you to touch himanymore, Fitz. He is too ..." His voice trailed off, and his eyes went afarin search of a word. Then he apparently forgot all about me, for hecrouched back to his work on the creature's foot.
 There is nothing like being treated like a child to provoke one to actthat way. I finished the last of my sweeping, set my broom aside, andwandered off. I was not overly surprised when I found myself staring up atthe girl on a dragon again. I had come to think of the statue as "Girl-on-a-Dragon," for they did not seem like separate entities to me. Once more Iclimbed up on the dais beside her, once more I felt the swirling of her Wit-life. It lifted like fog and reached toward me hungrily. So much entrappedmisery. "There is nothing I can do for you," I told her sadly, and almostfelt that she responded to my words. It was too saddening to remain closeto her for long. But as I clambered down, I noticed that which alarmed me.Around one of the dragon's hind feet, someone had been chiseling at themiring stone. I stooped down for a closer inspection. The chips and dusthad been cleared from the cut, but the edges of it were new and sharp. TheFool, I told myself, was truly without caution. I stood with the intentionof seeking him out immediately. 
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 FitzChivalry. Return to me at once, please.
 I sighed to myself. Probably more stone chips to sweep. For this I mustbe away from Molly, while she fended for herself. As I walked back to thedragon, I indulged myself in forbidden thoughts of her. I wondered if theyhad found a place to shelter, and how badly Burrich was hurt. They had fledwith little more than the clothes on their backs. How would they survive?Or had Regal's men attacked them again? Had they dragged her and the babyoff to Tradeford? Did Burrich lie dead in the dirt somewhere?
 Do you truly believe that could happen and you not know of it? Besides.She seemed more than capable of caring for herself and the child. AndBurrich for that matter. Stop thinking of them. And stop indulging in self-pity. I have a task for you.
 I returned to the dragon and picked up my broom. I had been sweepingfor some minutes before Verity seemed to notice me. "Ah, Fitz, there youare." He stood, stretched, arching his back to take the ache out of it."Come with me."
 I followed him down to the campfire where he busied himself for amoment by putting water to heat. He picked up a piece of the dry cookedmeat, looked at it, and said sadly, "What I would not give for one piece ofSara's fresh bread. Oh, well." He turned to me. "Sit down, Fitz, I want totalk to you. I've been giving much thought to all you told me, and I've anerrand for you."
 I sat down slowly on a stone by the fire, shaking my head to myself.One moment he made no sense at all to me; the next he sounded just like theman who had been my mentor for so long. He gave me no time to mull mythoughts.
 "Fitz, you visited the place of the dragons, on your way here. You toldme that you and the wolf sensed life in them. Wit-life, you called it. Andthat one, Realder's dragon, seemed almost to awaken when you called him byname."
 "I get the same sense of life from the girl on the dragon, in thequarry," I agreed with him.
 Verity shook his head sadly. "Poor thing, nothing can be done for her,I fear. She persisted in trying to keep her human shape, and thus she heldback from filling her dragon. There she is and likely to remain for alltime. I have taken to heart her warning; at least her error has done that much good. When I fill the dragon, I shall hold nothing back. It would be apoor ending, would it not, to have come so far and sacrificed so much, toend only with a mired dragon? That mistake, at least, I shall not make." Hebit off a chunk of the dry meat and chewed it thoughtfully.
 I kept silent. He had lost me again. Sometimes all I could do was waituntil his own thoughts brought him back to some topic where he made sense.I noticed he had a new smudge of silver at the top of his brow, as if hehad unthinkingly wiped sweat away. He swallowed. "Are there any tea herbsleft?" he asked, and then added, "I want you to return to the dragons. Iwant you to see if you can use your Wit with your Skill to awaken them.When I was there, try as I might, I could detect no life in any of them. Ifeared they had slumbered too long, and starved themselves to death,feeding only on their own dreams until nothing was left."
 Starling had left a handful of wilted nettles and mint. I gingerlycoaxed them into a pot, then spilled the heated water over them. While theysteeped, I sorted my thoughts.
 "You want me to use the Wit and Skill to awake the dragon statues. How?"
 Verity shrugged. "I don't know. Despite all Kestrel has told me, thereare still great gaps in my knowledge of the Skill. When Galen stoleSolicity's books, and ceased all training for Chivalry and me, it was amaster stroke against us. I still keep coming back to that. Did he eventhen plot to secure the throne for his half brother, or was he merelygreedy for power? We will never know. "
 I spoke then of a thing I had never before voiced. "There is somethingI do not understand. Kettle says that your killing Carrod with the Skillleft you injured yourself. Yet you drained Galen, and seemed to suffernothing from it. Nor did Serene and Justin seem to take ill from drainingthe King."
 "Draining off another's Skill is not the same as killing one with ablast of Skill." He gave a brief snort of bitter laughter. "Having doneboth, I well know the difference. In the end, Galen chose to die ratherthan surrender all his power to me. I suspect that my father made the samechoice. I also suspect that he did so to keep from them the knowledge ofwhere I was. What secrets Galen died protecting, we now have an inkling."He looked at the meat in his hand, set it aside. "But what concerns us nowis waking the Elderlings. You look about us and see a lovely day, Fitz. Isee fair seas and a clean wind to bring Red-Ships to our shores. While Ichip and scrape and labor, Six Duchies folk die or are Forged. Not tomention that Regal's troops harry and burn the Mountain villages along the 
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border. My own queen's father rides to battle to protect his folk from mybrother's armies. How that rankles within me! Could you rouse the dragonsto their defense, they could take flight now."
 "I am reluctant to undertake a task when I do not know just what itdemands," I began, but Verity stopped me with a grin.
 "It seems to me that just yesterday that was what you were begging todo, FitzChivalry."
 He had me. "Nighteyes and I will set out tomorrow morning," I offered.
 He frowned at me. "I see no reason to delay. It is no long journey foryou, but merely a step through the pillar. But the wolf cannot pass throughthe stone. He will have to stay here. And I would that you went now."
 He told me so calmly to go without my wolf. I would sooner have gonestark naked. "Now? As in immediately?"
 "Why not? You can be there in a matter of minutes. See what you can do.If you are successful, I shall know it. If not, come back to us tonight,through the pillar. We will have lost nothing by trying."
 "Do you think the coterie is no longer a danger?"
 "They are no greater a danger to you there than here. Now go."
 "Should I wait for the others to return and let them know where I have gone?"
 "I will tell them myself, FitzChivalry. Will you do this thing for me?"
 There could be only one answer to such a question. "I will. I go now."I hesitated a final time. "I am not sure how to use the pillar."
 "It is no more complicated than a door, Fitz. Place your hand on it,and it draws on the Skill within you. Here, this symbol." He sketched witha finger in the dust. "That is the one for the place of the dragons. Simplyput your hand on it and walk through. This," another sketch in the dust,"is the sign for the quarry. It will bring you back here." He lifted hisdark eyes to regard me steadily. Was there a test in those eyes?
 "I shall be back this evening," I promised him. 
 "Good. Luck ride with you," he told me.
 And that was it. I rose and left the fire behind me, walking toward thepillar. I passed Girl-on-a-Dragon and tried not to be distracted by her.Somewhere off in the woods, the others were gathering firewood whileNighteyes ranged all around them.
 Are you really going without me?
 I shall not be gone long, my brother.
 Shall I come back and wait for you by the pillar?
 No, watch over the Queen for me, if you would.
 With pleasure. She shot a bird for me today..
 I sensed his admiration and sincerity. What finer thing than a bitchwho kills efficiently?
 A bitch who shares well.
 See that you save some for me, as well.
 You can have the fish, he assured me magnanimously.
 I looked up at the black pillar that now loomed before me. There wasthe symbol. As simple as a door, Verity had said. Touch the symbol and passthrough. Perhaps. But my stomach was full of butterflies and it was all Icould do to lift my hand and press it to the shining black stone. My palmmet the symbol and I felt a cold tug of Skill. I stepped through.
 I went from bright sunlight to cool dappling shade. I stepped away fromthe tall black pillar and onto deeply grassed earth. The air was heavy withmoisture and plant smells. Branches that had been beaded with leaf buds thelast time I had been here were now lush with foliage. A chorus of insectsand frogs greeted me. The forest around me swarmed with life. After theempty silence of the quarry, it was almost overwhelming. I stood for atime, just adjusting to it.
 Cautiously I lowered my Skill walls and reached warily out. Save forthe pillar behind me, I had no sense of Skill in use. I relaxed a bit.Perhaps Verity's blasting of Carrod had done more than he realized. Perhapsthey feared to challenge him directly now. I warmed myself with that 
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thought as I set off through the luxuriant growth. I was soon soaked to the knee. It was not that there was water 
underfoot, but that the riotous growth of grasses and reeds that I wadedthrough were laden with moisture. Overhead twining vines and hanging leavesdripped. I did not mind. It seemed refreshing after the bare stone and dustof the quarry. What had been a rudimentary pathway the last time we werehere was now a narrow corridor through leaning, sprawling plant life. Icame to a shallow gurgling stream, and took a handful of peppery cress fromit to nibble as I walked. I promised I would take some back to camp with mecome nightfall, and then recalled myself to my mission. Dragons. Where werethe dragons?
 They had not moved, though greenery grew taller around them than it hadbeen. I spotted a lightning-blasted stump I remembered, and from therefound Realder's dragon. I had already decided he might be the mostpromising one to start with, for I had definitely felt a strong Witlife inhim. As if it could make some difference, I took a few minutes to clear himof vines and wet, clinging grasses. As I did so, one thing struck me. Theway the sleeping creature was sprawled upon the earth followed the contourof the ground beneath him. It did not look like a statue carved and thenset in place here. It looked like a living creature that had flung itselfdown to rest and never moved again.
 I tried to force belief on myself. These were the very Elderlings thatrose to King Wisdom's call. They flew like great birds to the coast andthere they defeated the raiders and drove them from our shores. From theskies they fell on the ships, driving the crews mad with terror oroversetting the ships with the great wind from their wings. And they wouldagain, could we but wake them.
 "I shall try," I said aloud, and then repeated, "I shall wake them,"and sought to have no doubt in my voice. I walked slowly about Realder'sdragon, trying to decide how to begin. From the wedge-shaped reptilian headto the barbed tail, this was one stone dragon that was all of the stuff oflegend. I reached an admiring hand to run it over the gleaming scales. Icould sense the Wit curling lazily through it like smoke. I willed myselfto believe in the life in it. Could any artist have contrived so perfect arendering? There were knobs of bone at the apex of its wings, similar tothose on a gander. I did not doubt that it could clout a man down with it.The barbs of its tail were still sharp and nasty. I could imagine itlashing through rigging or rowers, shearing, slicing, snagging. "Realder,"I cried aloud to it. "Realder!"
 I felt no response. Not a stirring of Skill, not even much differencein its Wit. Well, I told myself I had not expected it to be that easy. In the next few hours, I tried every way I could imagine to wake that beast. Ipressed my face to its scaly cheek, and quested into that stone as deeplyas I could probe. I got less response from it than an earthworm would havegiven me. I stretched my body out beside that cold stone lizard, and willedmyself to oneness with it. I sought to bond with that lazy stirring of Witwithin it. I radiated affection toward it. I commanded it strenuously. Edahelp me, I even sought to threaten it with dire consequences if it did notarise to obey my command. It all availed me nothing. I began to clutch atstraws. I recalled the Fool to it. Nothing. I reached back for the Skilldream the Fool and I had shared. I brought into my mind every detail of thewoman in the rooster crown that I could recall. I offered her to the dragon. There was no response. I tried basic things. Verity said perhapsthey had starved. I visualized pools of cool, sweet water; fat, silveryfish there for the devouring. I Skill-visualized Realder's dragon beingdevoured by a greater one, and offered it that picture. No response.
 I ventured to reach for my king. If there is life in these stones, itis too small and sunken for me to reach.
 It troubled me a little that Verity did not even bother to reply. Butperhaps he too had seen this as a desperation measure, with small chance ofsuccess. I left Realder's dragon and wandered for a time, from stone beastto stone beast. I quested amongst them, looking for any that might have astronger flicker of Wit-life to them. Once, I thought I had found one, buta closer check showed me that a field mouse had made its home under the dragon's chest.
 I chose a dragon antlered like a buck and tried again every tactic Ihad tried on Realder's dragon, with as little result. By then, the daylightwas waning. As I picked my way through the trees back to the pillar, Iwondered if Verity had truly expected any sort of success. Doggedly, Imoved from dragon to dragon on my way back to the pillar, giving each one alast effort. It was probably what saved me. I straightened from one,thinking I felt a strong Wit-life coming from the next one. But when I gotto him, the hulking winged boar with his curving razor tusks, I perceivedthe Wit was coming from beyond him. I lifted my eyes and peered through thetrees, rather expecting to see a deer or wild pig. Instead I saw a man witha drawn sword standing with his back to me.
 I folded up behind the boar. My mouth was suddenly dry, my hearthammering. He was neither Verity nor the Fool. That much I knew in aninstant's glance. He was someone shorter than I, sandy-haired, and holdinga sword as if he knew how to wield it. Someone dressed in gold and brown.Not bulky Burl, nor slender dark Will. Someone else, but Regal's.
 In a moment all became clear to me. How stupid could I have been? I had destroyed Will and Burl's men, horses and supplies. What else would theydo, but Skill to Regal that they needed more? With the constant skirmishingalong the Mountain borders it would be no trick for another raiding partyto slip through, bypass Jhaampe, and travel up the Skill road. The slidearea we had crossed was a formidable barrier but not an insurmountable one. Risking his men's lives was something Regal was proficient at. I wonderedhow many had attempted the crossing and how many had survived. I was surenow that Will and Burl were once more comfortably provisioned.
 Then a more chilling thought struck me. He might be Skilled. There wasnothing to stop Will from training others. He had all Solicity's books andscrolls to draw on, and while Skill-potential was not common, it was notexcessively rare. In moments my imagination had multiplied the man to anarmy, all at least marginally Skilled, all fanatically loyal to Regal. Ileaned against the stone boar, trying to breathe softly despite the fearcoursing through me. For a moment, despair had me in thrall. I had finallyrealized the immensity of the resources that Regal could turn against us.This was no private vendetta between us; this was a king, with a king'sarmies and powers, out to exterminate those he had branded as traitors. Theonly thing that had bound Regal's hands before was the possibleembarrassment if it were discovered that Verity had not died. Now, back inthis remote area, he had nothing to fear. He could use his soldiers to doaway with his brother and nephew, his sister-in-law, with all witnesses.Then his coterie could dispose of the soldiers.
 These thoughts passed through my mind the way lightning illuminates theblackest night. In one flash, I suddenly saw all details. In the nextmoment, I knew I must get to the pillar and back to the quarry to warnVerity. If it were not already too late.
 I felt myself calm as soon as I had a goal in mind. I consideredSkilling to Verity, and quickly rejected the idea. Until I knew my enemybetter, I would not risk exposing myself to him. I found myself seeing itas if it were Kettle's game. Stones to capture or destroy. The man wasbetween me and the pillar. That was to be expected. What I now had todiscover was if there were others as well. I drew my own belt knife; asword was no weapon to use in dense brush. I took a deep steadying breath,and slipped away from the boar.
 I had a rough familiarity with the area. It served me in good stead asI moved from dragon to tree trunk to old stump. Before darkness wascomplete, I knew there were three men and that they seemed to be guardingthe pillar. I did not think they had come here to hunt me, but rather tokeep anyone save Regal's coterie from using the pillar. I had found thetracks of their passage from the Skill road; they were fresh, the men newlyarrived. I could then rely that I knew the lay of the land better than they did. I decided I would believe them un-Skilled, as they had come by thetrail rather than by the pillar. But they were probably very able soldiers.I also decided I should believe Will and Burl might be very close by. Ableto come through the pillar at a moment's notice. For that reason I kept mySkill walls high and tight. And I waited. When I did not return, Veritywould know something was wrong. I did not think he would be so unwary as tocome through the pillar in search of me. In truth, I did not think he wouldleave his dragon for that long. This was my own fix to get myself out of.
 As darkness fell, insects came out. Stinging, biting, swarming insectsby the hundreds, and always the one who insisted on humming right by myear. Ground mists began to rise, damping my clothes to my body. The guardshad made a small fire. I smelled hearth cakes cooking and found myselfwondering if I could kill them before they had eaten them all. I grinnedhard to myself and ghosted closer. Night and a fire and food usually meanttalk. These men spoke little and most of it was in low tones. They did notcare for this duty. The long black road had driven some men mad. Buttonight it was not the long way they had come, but the stone dragonsthemselves that bothered them. I also heard enough to confirm what I hadguessed. There were three men guarding this pillar. There were a full dozenguarding the one at the plaza where the Fool had had his vision. The mainbody of soldiers had pushed on toward the quarry. The coterie was seekingto close off escape routes for Verity.
 I felt a bit of relief that it would take them fully as long to getthere as it had taken our party. For tonight, at least, Verity and theothers were in no danger of attack. But it was only a matter of time. Myresolution to get back through the pillar as swiftly as possible hardened.I had no intention of fighting them. That left killing them by ambush, oneby one, a feat I doubted even Chade could have accomplished. Or creatingenough of a diversion to draw them off long enough for me to make a dashfor the pillar.
 I slipped well away from the men, to where I judged I was out ofearshot, and proceeded to gather dry firewood. It was not an easy task insuch a lush and verdant place, but I finally had a respectable armful. Myplan was simple. I told myself it would either work or it wouldn't. Idoubted I would get a second chance; they would be too cautious for that.
 I considered where the symbol for the quarry was on the pillar andworked my way around to the dragons that were on the opposite side of it.Of the dragons, I chose the fierce-looking fellow with ear tufts that I hadremarked on my first visit here. He would cast a fine shadow. I cleared aspace behind him of wet grass and leaves and set my fire there. I had onlyenough fuel for a small fire, but I hoped I would not need more than that.I wanted enough light and smoke to be mysterious without enlightening. I got the fire going well, then slipped away from it in the darkness. Bellyin the grass, I worked my way as close to the pillar as I dared. Now I onlyneed wait until the guards noticed my fire. I hoped at least one man wouldgo to investigate it, and that the other two would watch where he had gone.Then a noiseless dash, a slap to the pillar, and I'd be gone.
 Save that the guards did not notice my fire. From my vantage, it seemedglaringly obvious. There was rising smoke and a rosy glow through thetrees, partially outlining the dragon's silhouette. I had hoped that wouldpique their interest. Instead it was blocking my fire too well. I decided afew well-placed rocks would draw their attention to my fire. My gropinghands found only lush plant life growing in thick loam. After aninterminable wait, I realized my fire was going out, and the guards hadnoticed it not at all. Once more I slipped out of earshot. Once more Igathered dry sticks in the dark. Then my nose as much as my eyes guided meback to my smoldering fire.
 My brother, you are long gone. Is all well? There was anxiety inNighteye's faint thought.
 I am hunted. Be still. I shall come as soon as I can. I pushed the wolfgently from my thoughts and stole through the dark toward my dwindling fire.
 I refueled it and waited for it to catch. I was just slipping away fromit when I heard their voices raised in speculation. I do not think I wascareless. It was but an ill twist of luck that as I moved from the cover of a dragon to that of a tree, one guard lifted his torch high, throwing myshadow into stark relief. "There! A man!" one shouted, and two of themcharged out at me. I eeled away through the wet underbrush.
 I heard one trip and fall, cursing, in a patch of vines, but the secondwas a swift and agile fellow. He was on my heels in an instant, and I swearI felt the wind from the first sweep of his sword. I lunged away from it,and found myself half leaping, half falling over the stone boar. I clippeda knee painfully on his rocky back and fell to the earth on the other sideof him. Instantly I scrabbled to my feet. My pursuer leaped forward,swinging a mighty blow that surely would have cloven me in two if he hadnot caught his leg on one curving, razor tusk. He tripped and fellsquarely, impaling himself on the second tusk where it thrust up like ascimitar from the boar's red maw. The sound the man made was not a largeone. I saw him begin to struggle to rise, but the curve of the tusk washooked inside him. I leaped to my feet, mindful of the second man who hadbeen pursuing me, and fled into the dark. Behind me rose a long cry of pain.
 I kept my wits enough to circle. I had nearly reached the pillar when I 
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felt a questing twist of Skill. I recalled the last time I had felt such athing. Was Verity himself under attack, back at the quarry? One man stillguarded the pillar, but I decided to risk his sword to get back to my king.I emerged from the trees, racing toward the pillar while the guard staredoff toward my fire and the cries of the fallen man. Another tendril ofSkill brushed me.
 "No," I cried out, "don't risk yourself!" as my king came through thepillar, notched gray sword clutched in his gleaming silver grip. He emergedbehind the guard who had remained on post. My foolish cry had turned himtoward the pillar, and he came at my king, sword lifted, even as his facebetrayed his terror.
 Verity in their firelight looked like a demon out of a tale. His facewas splashed with silver from the careless touching of his hands, while hishands and arms gleamed as if made of polished silver. His gaunt face andragged clothes, the utter blackness of his eyes would have terrified anyman. I will have to give Regal's guard this: He stood his post, and caughtthe King's first blow and turned it. Or so he thought. It was an old trickof Verity's. Instead his blade wrapped the other. His cut should havesevered the hand from the arm, but the dulled blade stopped at the bone.Nonetheless the man dropped his sword. As the man fell to his kneesclutching at the gouting wound, Verity's sword swept in again, across histhroat. I felt a second tremoring of Skill. The lone remaining guard cameracing toward us from the trees. His eyes fixed on Verity and he cried outin terror. He halted where he stood. Verity took a step toward him.
 "My king, enough! Let us leave!" I cried out. I did not want him torisk himself for me again.
 Instead Verity glanced down at his sword. He frowned. Suddenly hegrasped the blade in his left hand just below the hilt and drew it throughhis shining grip. I gasped at what I saw. The sword he brandished nowgleamed and came to a perfect point. Even by torchlight, I could see thewavering ripples of the many folded metal of the blade. The King glanced atme. "I should have known I could do that." He almost smiled. Then Veritylifted it to the other man's eyes. "When you are ready," he said quietly.
 What happened next stunned me.
 The soldier fell to his knees, casting his sword into the grass beforehim. "My king. I know you, even if you do not know me." Buck accent spokeplainly in his tumbling words. "My lord, we were told that you were dead.Dead because your queen and the Bastard had conspired against you. Thosewere who we were told might be found here. It was half for that revenge that I came. I served you well at Buck, my lord, and if you live, I servemy king still."
 Verity peered at him in the flickering torchlight. "You're Tig, aren'tyou? Reaver's boy?"
 The soldier's eyes widened that Verity recalled him. "Tag, my lord.Serving my king as my father did before me." His voice shook a bit. Hisdark eyes never left the point of the sword Verity had leveled at him.
 Verity lowered his blade. "Do you speak truth, lad? Or simply seek tosave your skin?"
 The young soldier looked up at Verity and dared to smile. "I have noneed to fear. The prince I served would not strike down a kneeling, unarmedman. I dare say the King will not either."
 Perhaps no other words would have convinced Verity. Despite hisweariness, he smiled. "Go then, Tag. Go as swift as you may and as silentas you may, for those who have used you will kill you if they know you aretrue to me. Return to Buck. And on the way there, and when you get there,tell everyone that I shall be returning. That I shall bring my good andtrue Queen with me, to sit the throne, and that my heir will claim it afterme. And when you get to Buckkeep Castle, present yourself to my brother'swife. Tell the Lady Patience that I commend you to her service."
 "Yes, my king. King Verity?"
 "What is it?"
 "More troops are coming. We are but the vanguard. ..." He paused. Heswallowed. "I accuse no one of treachery, least of all your own brother.But ..."
 "Let it not concern you, Tag. What I have asked you to do is importantto me. Go quickly and challenge no one on your way. But carry back thosetidings as I have asked you."
 "Yes, my king."
 "Now," Verity suggested.
 And Tag rose, took up his sword and sheathed it, and strode off intothe darkness. 
 Verity turned and his eyes shone with triumph. "We can do it!" he toldme quietly. He gestured me fiercely toward the pillar. I reached to palmthe symbol and tumbled through as the Skill clutched at me. Verity came onmy heels. 
CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN 
Feeding the Dragon
 BY MIDSUMMER OF that final year, the Six Duchies situation had becomedesperate. Buckkeep Castle, so long avoided by the Raiders, came undersudden siege from them. They had possessed Antler Island and itswatchtowers since midwinter. Forge, the first village to fall victim to thescourge that took its name, had long since become a watering stop for Red-Ships. There had been for some time rumors of Outlsland sailing shipsanchoring off Scrim Island, including several sightings of the elusive"White Ship. " For most of the spring, no ships had made passage eitherinto or out of Buck Harbor. This strangle of trade was felt not just inBuck, but in every trade village on the Buck, Bear, and Vin Rivers. The Red-Ships had become a sudden reality to the merchants and lords of Tilth andFarrow.
 But at the high point of summer, the Red-Ships came to Buckkeep Town.The Red-Ships came in the dead of night after several weeks of deceptivequiet. The fighting was the savage defense of a cornered folk, but theywere also a starved and beggared folk. Almost every wooden structure of thetown was burned to the ground. It is estimated that only one quarter of thetown's residents were able to flee up the steep hills to Buckkeep Castle.Although Lord Bright had endeavored to refortify and supply the castle, theweeks of strangulation had taken their toll. The deep wells of BuckkeepCastle assured them a good supply of fresh water, but all other things werein scarce supply.
 Catapults and other engines of war had been in place for decades todefend the mouth of the Buck River, but Lord Bright diverted them to thedefense of Buckkeep Castle itself Unchallenged, the Red-Ships beat theirway up the Buck River, carrying their war and Forging deep into the SixDuchies like a spreading poison following a vein to the heart. 
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 At a time when Red-Ships threatened Tradeford itself, the lords ofFarrow and Tilth were to discover that a great part of the Six Duchiesarmies had been sent far inland, to Blue Lake, and beyond, to the veryborders of the Mountain Kingdom. The nobles of these duchies suddenlydiscovered that their own guardsmen were all that stood between them anddeath and ruin.
 I emerged from the pillar into a circle of frantic people. The firstthing to happen was that a wolf hit me full force in the chest, driving mebackward, so that as Verity emerged he all but fell over me.
 I made her understand me, I made her know you were in danger and shemade him go after you. I made her understand me, I made her understand me!Nighteyes was in a puppyish frenzy. He thrust his nose into my face, nippedat my nose, then flung himself to the ground beside me and half in my lap. 
"He stirred a dragon! Not quite to wakening, but I felt one stir! Wemay yet wake them all!" This was Verity, laughing and shouting to theothers these good tidings as he calmly stepped over us. He flourished hisshining sword aloft as if to challenge the moon. I had no idea what he wastalking about. I sat flat on the earth, staring around at them. The Foollooked wan and weary; Kettricken, ever a mirror to her king, smiled at hisexultation. Starling looked at all of us with greedy minstrel eyes,memorizing every detail. And Kettle, her hands and arms silver to theelbow, knelt carefully beside me to ask, "Are you all right, FitzChivalry?"
 I looked at her magic-coated arms and hands. "What have you done?" Iasked her.
 "Only what was necessary. Verity took me to the river in the city. Nowour work will proceed more swiftly. What happened to you?"
 I did not answer her. Instead I pinned Verity with a glare. "You sentme off so I would not follow you! You knew I could not wake the dragons,but you wanted me out of the way!" I could not conceal the outrage andbetrayal I felt.
 Verity gave me one of his old grins, denying all regrets. "We know oneanother very well, don't we?" was all he offered by way of apology. Thenhis grin grew wider. "Yes, it was a fool's errand I sent you on. But I wasthe fool, for you did it. You woke one, or stirred him at least." 
 I shook my head at him.
 "Yes, you did. You must have felt it, that rippling of Skill, justbefore I reached you. What did you do, how did you stir him?"
 "A man died on the stone boar's tusks," I said flatly. "Perhaps that ishow you rouse these dragons. With death." I cannot explain the hurt I felt.He had taken what should have been mine and given it to Kettle. He owedthat Skill-closeness to me, no other. Who else had come so far, given up somuch for him? How could he deny me the carving of his dragon?
 It was Skill-hunger, pure and simple, but I did not know it then. Atthat time, all I could feel was how perfectly linked he was with Kettle,and how firmly he repulsed me from joining that link. He walled me out asfirmly as if I were Regal. I had forsaken my wife and child and crossed allof the Six Duchies to be of service to him, and now he turned me away. Heshould have taken me to the river, been beside me as I had that experience.I had never known myself capable of such jealousy. Nighteyes came back fromfrisking about Kettricken to push his head under my arm. I rubbed histhroat and hugged him. He, at least, was mine.
 She understood me, he repeated anxiously. I made her understand, andshe told him he must go.
 Kettricken, coming to stand beside me, said, "I had the strongestfeeling you needed help. It took much urging, but finally Verity left thedragon and went for you. Are you much hurt?"
 I got to my feet slowly, dusting myself off. "Only my pride, that myking would treat me as a child. He might have let me know he preferredKettle's company."
 A flash of something in Kettricken's eyes made me recall to whom Ispoke. But she hid her twin hurt well, saying only, "A man was killed, yousay?"
 "Not by me. He fell on the stone boar's tusks in the dark and guttedhimself. But I saw no stirring of dragons."
 "Not the death, but the spilled life," Kettle said to Verity. "Thatmight be it. Like the scent of fresh meat rousing a dog starved near todeath. They are hungry, my king, but not past rousing. Not if you find away to feed them." 
 "I like not the sound of that!" I exclaimed.
 "It is not for us to like or dislike," Verity said heavily. "It is thenature of dragons. They must be filled, and life is what fills them. Itmust be given willingly to create one. But dragons will take what they needto sustain them, once they rise in flight. What had you supposed that KingWisdom offered them in return for defeating the Red-Ships?"
 Kettle pointed a scolding finger at the Fool. "Pay heed to that, Fool,and understand now why you are so weary. When you touched her with Skill,you linked with her. She draws you to her now, and you think you go out ofpity. But she will take from you whatever she needs to rise. Even if it isyour whole life."
 "No one is making any sense," I declared. Then, as my own scatteredwits returned to me, I exclaimed, "Regal has sent soldiers. They are on themarch here: They are no more than a few days away at most. I suspect theypush themselves and travel swiftly. The men guarding the pillars are placedthere to prevent Verity's escape."
 It was much later that night before I had it all sorted out. Kettle andVerity had indeed gone to the river, almost as soon as I left. They hadused the pillar to get down to the city, and there they had laved Kettle'sarms in the stuff and renewed the power in Verity's. Every glimpse of thatsilvering of her arms woke in me a Skill-hunger that was almost a lust. Itwas something I masked from myself and attempted to hide from Verity. I donot believe he was deceived, but he did not force me to confront it. Imasked my jealousy with other excuses. I told them both hotly it was onlythe purest luck they had not encountered the coterie there. Verity hadcalmly replied that he had known the risk and taken it. Somehow it hurt meall the more that even my anger left him so unmoved.
 It had been on their return that they had discovered the Fool chippingat the stone that mired Girl-on-a-Dragon. He had cleared an area around onefoot, and began on the other. The foot itself remained a shapeless chunk ofstone but the Fool insisted that he could feel the foot, intact inside thestone. He felt certain that all she wished from him was that he chop thedragon free of that which mired it. He had been shaking with exhaustionwhen they found him. Kettle had insisted he go right to bed. She had takenthe last piece of often boiled elfbark and ground it down fine, to make onelast dose of tea for him. Despite the drug, he remained detached and weary,scarcely even asking a question as to what had happened to me. I felt deepuneasiness for him.
 The news I had brought of Regal's men stirred everyone to action. After food, Verity sent Starling, the Fool, and the wolf to the mouth of thequarry, to keep watch there. I sat by the fire for a time, with a cold wetrag wrapped around my swollen and discolored knee. Up on the dragon dais,Kettricken kept her fires burning, and Verity and Kettle worked the stone.Starling, in helping Kettle search for more elfbark, had discovered thecarris seeds that Chade had given me. Kettle had appropriated them andbrewed them up into a stimulant drink she and Verity were sharing. Thenoise of their work had taken on a frightening tempo.
 They had also found the sunskirt seeds I had bought so long ago as apossible substitute for elfbark. With a sly grin, Starling asked me why Iwas carrying those. When I explained, she had snorted with laughter, andfinally managed to explain they were regarded as an aphrodisiac. I recalledthe herb-seller's words to me and shook my head to myself. A part of me sawthe humor, but I could not find a smile.
 After a time of sitting alone by the cook fire, I quested towardNighteyes. How goes it?
 A sigh. The minstrel would rather be playing with her harp. TheScentless One would rather be chipping at that statue. And I would ratherbe hunting. If there is danger coming, it is a long way away.
 Let us hope it stays there. Keep watch, my friend.
 I left the camp and gimped up the scree of stone to the dragon dais.Three of its feet were free now, and Verity worked on the final front foot.I stood for a time beside him, but he did not deign to notice me. Insteadhe went on chipping and scraping, and all the while muttered old nurseryrhymes or drinking songs to himself. I limped past Kettricken listlesslytending her fires back to where Kettle was smoothing her hands over thedragon's tail. Her eyes were distant as she called for the scales, and thendeepened their detail and added texture to them. Part of the tail alsoremained hidden in the stone. I started to lean on the thick portion of thetail to take weight off my bruised knee, but she immediately sat up andhissed at me. "Don't do that! Don't touch him!"
 I straightened away from him. "I touched him before," I saidindignantly. "And it did no harm."
 "That was before. He is much closer to completion now." She lifted hereyes to mine. Even in the firelight, I could mark how thickly rock dustcoated her features and clung to her eyelashes. She looked dreadfully tiredand yet animated by some fierce energy. "As close as you are to Verity, thedragon would reach for you. And you are not strong enough to say no. He would pull you in completely. That's how strong he is, how magnificentlystrong." She all but crooned the last words as she stroked her hands againdown the tail. For an instant, I saw a sheen of color right behind their passage.
 "Is anyone ever going to explain any of this to me?" I asked petulantly.
 She gave me a bemused look. "I try. Verity tries. But you of all peopleshould know how wearisome words are. We try and try and try to tell you,and still your mind does not grasp it. It is not your fault. Words are notbig enough. And it is too dangerous to include you in our Skilling now."
 "Will you be able to make me understand after the dragon is finished?"
 She looked at me and something like pity crossed her face."FitzChivalry. My dear friend. When the dragon is finished? Rather say thatwhen Verity and I are finished, the dragon will be begun."
 "I don't understand!" I snarled in frustration.
 "But he told you. I said it again when I warned the Fool. Dragons feedon life. A whole life, willingly given. That is what it takes to make adragon rise. And usually not just one. In olden times, when wise men soughtout Jhaampe town, they came as a coterie, as a whole that was more than thesum of its parts, and gave that all over into a dragon. The dragon must befilled. Verity and I must put all of ourselves, every part of our lives,into it. It is easier for me. Eda knows I have lived more than my share ofyears, and I have no desire to go on in this body. It is harder, muchharder, for Verity. He leaves behind his throne, his pretty loving wife,his love of doing things with his hands. He leaves behind riding a finehorse, hunting stags, walking amongst his own people. Oh, I feel them allwithin the dragon already. The careful inking of color onto a map, the feelof a clean piece of vellum under his hands. I even know the smells of hisinks, now. He has put them all into the dragon. It is hard for him. But hedoes it, and the pain it costs him is one more thing he puts into thedragon. It will fuel his fury toward the Red-Ships when he rises. In fact,there is only one thing he has held back from his dragon. Only one thingthat may make him fall short of his goal."
 "What is that?" I asked her unwillingly.
 Her old eyes met mine. "You. He has refused to allow you to be put intothe dragon. He could do it, you know, whether you willed it or not. Hecould simply reach out and pull you into him. But he refuses. He says youlove your life too much, he will not take it from you. That you have 
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already laid down too much of it for a king who has returned you only painand hardship."
 Did she know that with her words she gave Verity back to me? I suspectshe did. I had seen much of her past during our Skill-sharing. I knew theexperience had to have flowed both ways. She knew how I had loved him, andhow hurt I had been to find him so distant when I got here. I stood upimmediately to go speak with him.
 "Fitz!" she called me back. I turned to her. "Two things I would haveyou know, painful as you may find them."
 I braced myself. "Your mother loved you," she said quietly. "You sayyou cannot recall her. Actually, you cannot forgive her. But she is there,with you, in your memories. She was tall and fair, a Mountain woman. Andshe loved you. It was not her choice to part from you."
 Her words angered me and dizzied me. I pushed away the knowledge sheoffered me. I knew I had no memories of the woman who had borne me. Time and again, I had searched myself, and found no trace of her. None at all. "And the second thing," I asked her coldly.
 She did not react to my anger, save with pity. "It is as bad, orperhaps worse. Again, it is a thing you already know. It is sad, that theonly gifts I can offer you, the Catalyst who has changed my living death todying life, are things you already possess. But there it is, and so I willsay it. You will live to love again. You know you have lost your springtimegirl, your Molly on the beach with the wind in her brown hair and redcloak. You have been gone too long from her, and too much has befallen youboth. And what you loved, what both of you truly loved, was not each other.It was the time of your life. It was the spring of your years, and liferunning strong in you, and war on your doorstep and your strong, perfectbodies. Look back, in truth. You will find you recall fully as manyquarrels and tears as you do lovemaking and kisses. Fitz. Be wise. Let hergo, and keep those memories intact. Save what you can of her, and let herkeep what she can of the wild and daring boy she loved. Because both he andthat merry little miss are no more than memories anymore." She shook herhead. "No more than memories."
 "You are wrong!" I shouted furiously. "You are wrong!"
 The force of my cries had brought Kettricken to her feet. She stared atme, in fear and worry. I could not look at her. Tall and fair. My motherhad been tall and fair. No. I recalled nothing of her. I strode past her,heedless of the wrench of pain my knee gave me at every step. I walked around the dragon, damning it with every step I took, and defying it tosense what I felt. When I reached Verity working on the left forefoot, Icrouched down beside him and spoke in a savage whisper.
 "Kettle says you are going to die when this dragon is done. That youwill put all of yourself into it. Or so, with my feeble understanding ofher words, I take it. Tell me I am wrong."
 He leaned back on his heels and swiped at the chips he had loosened."You are wrong," he said mildly. "Fetch your broom, would you, and clearthis?"
 I fetched my broom and came up beside him, almost of a mind to break itover his head more than use it. I knew he sensed my simmering fury, but hestill gestured for me to clear his workspace. I did so with one furiousbrush. "Now," he said gently. "That is a fine anger you have. Potent andstrong. That, I think, I shall take for him."
 Soft as the brush of a butterfly's wing, I felt the kiss of his Skill.My anger was snatched from me, flayed whole from my soul and swept awayto ...
 "No. Don't follow it." A gentle Skill-push from Verity, and I snappedback to my body. An instant later, I found myself sitting flat on the stonewhile the whole universe swung dizzyingly around my head. I curled forwardslowly, bringing up my knees to lean my head against. I felt wretchedlyill. My anger was gone, replaced by a weary numbness.
 "There," Verity continued. "As you asked for, I have done. I think youunderstand better now, what it is to put something into the dragon. Wouldyou care to feed it more of yourself?"
 I shook my head mutely. I feared to open my mouth.
 "I will not die when the dragon is finished, Fitz. I will be consumed,that is true. Quite literally. But I will go on. As the dragon."
 I found my voice. "And Kettle?"
 "Kestrel will be a part of me. And her sister Gull. But I shall be thedragon." He had gone back to his wretched stone chipping.
 "How can you do that?" My voice was filled with accusation. "How canyou do that to Kettricken? She's given up everything to come here to you. 
And you will simply leave her, alone and childless?"
 He leaned forward so that his forehead rested against the dragon. Hisendless chipping stopped. After a time, he spoke in a thick voice. "Ishould have you stand here and talk to me while I work, Fitz. Just when Ithink I am past any great feelings at all, you stir them in me." He liftedhis face to regard me. His tears had cut two paths through the gray rockdust. "What choice do I have?"
 "Simply leave the dragon. Let us go back to the Six Duchies, and rallythe folk, and fight the Red-Ships with sword and Skill, as we did before.Perhaps ..."
 "Perhaps we would all be dead before we even reached Jhaampe. Is that abetter end for my queen? No. I shall carry her back to Buckkeep, and cleanthe coasts, and she shall reign long and well as Queen. There. That is whatI choose to give her."
 "And an heir?" I asked bitterly.
 He shrugged wearily and took up his chisel again. "You know what mustbe. Your daughter will be raised as heir."
 "NO! Threaten me with that again, and regardless of the risk, I willSkill to Burrich to flee with her."
 "You cannot Skill to Burrich," Verity observed mildly. He appeared tobe measuring for the dragon's toe. "Chivalry closed his mind to the Skillyears ago, to keep him from being used against Chivalry. As the Fool wasused against you."
 Another small mystery laid to rest. For all the good it did me."Verity, please. I beg you. Do not do this thing to me. Far better I shouldbe consumed in the dragon as well. I offer you that. Take my life and feedit to the dragon. I will give you anything you ask of me. But promise methat my daughter will not be sacrificed to the Farseer throne."
 "I cannot make you that promise," he said heavily.
 "If you bore any feelings at all for me anymore," I began, but heinterrupted me.
 "Cannot you understand, no matter how often you are told? I havefeelings. But I have put them into the dragon." 
 I managed to stand up. I limped away. There was nothing more to say tohim. King or man, uncle or friend, I seemed to have lost all knowledge ofwho he was. When I Skilled toward him, I found only his walls. When Iquested toward him with the Wit, I found his life flickering betweenhimself and the stone dragon. And of late, it seemed to burn brighterwithin the dragon, not Verity.
 There was no one else in camp and the fire was nearly out. I flung morewood on it, and then sat eating dried meat beside it. The pig was nearlygone. We'd have to hunt again soon. Or rather, Nighteyes and Kettrickenshould hunt again. She seemed to bring meat down easily for him. My self-pity was losing its savor, but I could think of no better solution than towish I had some brandy to drown it in. At last, with few other interestingalternatives, I went to bed.
 I slept, after a fashion. Dragons plagued my dreams and Kettle's gametook on odd meanings as I tried to decide if a red stone was powerfulenough to capture Molly. My dreams were rambling and incoherent, and Ibroke often to the surface of my sleep, to stare at the dark inside thetent. I quested out once to where Nighteyes prowled near a small fire whileStarling and the Fool slept turn and turn about. They had moved theirsentry post to the brow of a hill where they could command a good view ofthe winding Skill road below them. I should have walked out and joinedthem. Instead I rolled over and dipped into my dreams again. I dreamed ofRegal's troops coming, not by dozens or scores, but hundreds of gold-andbrown troops pouring into the quarry, to corner us against the verticalblack walls and kill us all.
 I awoke in the morning to the cold poke of a wolf's nose. You need tohunt, he told me seriously, and I agreed with him. As I emerged from mytent, I saw Kettricken just coming down from the dais. Dawn was breaking,her fires were needed no longer. She could sleep, but up by the dragon, theendless clinking and scraping went on. Our eyes met as I stood up. Sheglanced at Nighteyes.
 "Going hunting?" she asked us both. The wolf gave a slow wag to histail. "I'll fetch my bow," she announced, and vanished into her tent. Wewaited. She came out wearing a cleaner jerkin and carrying her bow. Irefused to look at Girl-on-a-Dragon as we passed her. As we passed thepillar, I observed, "Had we the folk to do it, we should put two on guardhere, and two overlooking the road."
 Kettricken nodded to that. "It is odd. I know they are coming to killus, and I see small way for us to escape that fate. Yet we still go out tohunt for meat, as if eating were the most important thing." 
 It is. Eating is living.
 "Still, to live, one must eat," Kettricken echoed Nighteyes' thought.
 We saw no game truly worthy of her bow. The wolf ran down a rabbit, andshe brought down one brightly colored fowl. We ended up tickling for troutand by midday had more than enough fish to feed us, at least for that day.I cleaned them on the bank of the stream, and then asked Kettricken if shewould mind if I stayed to wash myself.
 "In truth, it might be a kindness to us all," she replied, and Ismiled, not at her teasing, but that she was still able to do so. In ashort time I heard her splashing upstream from me, while Nighteyes dozed onthe creek bank, his belly full of fish guts.
 As we passed Girl-on-a-Dragon on the way back to camp, we found theFool curled up on the dais beside her, sound asleep.
 Kettricken woke him, and scolded him for the fresh chisel marks aboutthe dragon's tail. He professed no regrets, but only stated that Starlinghad said she would keep watch until evening, and he would really prefer tosleep here. We insisted he return to camp with us.
 We were talking amongst ourselves as we returned to the tent.Kettricken it was who stopped us suddenly. "Hush!" she cried out. And then,"Listen!"
 We froze where we were. I half expected to hear Starling crying awarning to us. I strained my ears, but heard nothing save the wind in thequarry and distant bird sounds. It took a moment for me to grasp theimportance of that. "Verity!" I exclaimed. I shoved our fish into theFool's hands and began to run. Kettricken passed me.
 I had feared to find them both dead, attacked by Regal's coterie in ourabsence. What I found was almost as strange. Verity and Kettle stood, sideby side, staring at their dragon. He shone black and glistening as goodflint in the afternoon sunlight. The great beast was complete. Every scale,every wrinkle, every claw was impeccable in its detail. "He surpasses everydragon we saw in the stone garden," I declared. I had walked about himtwice, and with every step I took, the wonder of him increased. Wit-lifeburned powerfully in him now, stronger than it did in either Verity orKettle. It was almost shocking that his sides did not bellow with breath,that he did not twitch in his sleep. I glanced to Verity, and despite theanger I still harbored, I had to smile. 
 "He is perfect," I said quietly.
 "I have failed," he said without hope. Beside him, Kettle noddedmiserably. The lines in her face had gone deeper. She looked every bit oftwo hundred years old. So did Verity.
 "But he is finished, my lord," Kettricken said quietly. "Is not thiswhat you said you must do? Finish the dragon?"
 Verity shook his head slowly. "The carving is finished. But the dragonis not completed." He looked around at us, watching him, and I could seehow he struggled to make the words hold his meaning. "I have put all I aminto him. Everything save enough to keep my heart beating and the breathflowing in my body. As has Kettle. That, too, we could give. But it wouldstill not be enough."
 He walked forward slowly, to lean against his dragon. He pillowed hisface on his thin arms. All about him, where his body rested against thestone, an aura of color rippled on the dragon's skin. Turquoise, edged withsilver, the scales flashed uncertainly in the sunlight. I could feel theebbing of his Skill into the dragon. It seeped from Verity into the stoneas ink soaks into a page.
 "King Verity," I said softly, warningly.
 With a groan, he stood free of his creation. "Do not fear, Fitz. I willnot let him take too much. I will not give up my life to him withoutreason." He lifted his head and looked around at us all. "Strange," he saidsoftly. "I wonder if this is what it feels like to be Forged. To be able torecall what one once felt, but unable to feel it anymore. My loves, myfears, my sorrows. All have gone into the dragon. Nothing have I held back.Yet it is not enough. Not enough."
 "My lord Verity." Kettle's old voice was cracked. All hope had run outof it. "You will have to take FitzChivalry. There is no other way." Hereyes, once so shiny, looked like dry black pebbles as she looked at me."You offered it," she reminded me. "All your life."
 I nodded my head. "If you would not take my child," I added quietly. Idrew a breath deep into my lungs. Life. Now. Now was all the life I had,all the time I could truly give up. "My king. I no longer seek any bargainof any kind. If you must have my life so that the dragon may fly, I offerit." 
 Verity swayed slightly where he stood. He stared at me. "Almost, youmake me feel again. But." He lifted a silver finger and pointed itaccusingly. Not at me, but at Kettle. His command was as solid as the stoneof his dragon as he said, "No. I have told you that. No. You will not speakof it to him again. I forbid it." Slowly he sank down to his knees, thensat flat beside his dragon. "Damn this carris seed," he said in a lowvoice. "It always leaves you, just when you need its strength most. Damnstuff."
 "You should rest now," I said stupidly. In reality, there was nothingelse he could do. That was how carris seed left one. Empty and exhausted. Iknew that only too well.
 "Rest," he said bitterly, his voice failing on the word. "Yes. Rest. Ishall be well rested when my brother's soldiers find me and cut my throat.Well rested when his-coterie comes and tries to claim my dragon as theirown. Make no mistake, Fitz. That is what they seek. It won't work, ofcourse. At least, I don't think it will ...." His mind was wandering now."Though it might," he said in the faintest of breaths. "They were Skill-linked to me, for a time. It might be enough that they could kill me andtake him." He smiled a ghastly smile. "Regal as dragon. Do you think hewill leave two stones of Buckkeep Castle atop each other?"
 Behind him, Kettle had folded herself up, her face against her knees. Ithought she wept, but when she slowly fell over onto her side, her face waslax and still, her eyes closed. Dead, or sleeping the exhausted sleep ofthe carris seed. After what Verity had said to me, it scarcely seemed tomatter. My king stretched himself out on the bare gritty pedestal. He sleptbeside his dragon.
 Kettricken went and sat down beside him. She bowed her head to her knees and wept. Not quietly. The rending sobs that shook her should haveroused even the dragon of stone. They did not. I looked at her. I did notgo to her, I did not touch her. I knew it would have been of no use.Instead I looked to the Fool. "We should bring blankets and make them morecomfortable," I said helplessly.
 "Ah. Of course. What better task for the White Prophet and hisCatalyst?" He linked arms with me. His touch renewed the thread of Skillbond between us. Bitterness. Bitterness flowed through him with his blood.The Six Duchies would fall. The world would end.
 We went to fetch blankets. 
CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT
Verity's Bargain

 WHEN ALL THE records are compared, it becomes plain that no more thantwenty Red-Ships actually ventured inland as far as Turlake, and onlytwelve proceeded past Turlake to menace the villages adjoining Tradeford.The minstrels would have us believe there were scores of ships, andliterally hundreds of Raiders upon their decks. In song, the banks of theBuck and Vin Rivers were red with flames and blood that summer. They arenot to be faulted for this. The misery and terror of those days shouldnever be forgotten. If a minstrel must embroider the truth to help usrecall it fully, then let her, and let no one say she has lied. Truth isoften much larger than facts.
 Starling came back with the Fool that evening. No one asked her why sheno longer kept watch. No one even suggested that perhaps we should flee thequarry before Regal's troops cornered us there. We would stay and we wouldstand, and we would fight. To defend a stone dragon.
 And we would die. That went without saying. Quite literally, it wasknowledge that none of us uttered.
 When Kettricken had fallen asleep, exhausted, I carried her down to thetent she had shared with Verity. I laid her down on her blankets, andcovered her well. I stooped and kissed her lined forehead as if I werekissing my sleeping child. It was a farewell, of sorts. Better to do thingsnow, I had decided. Now was all I had for certain.
 As dusk fell, Starling and the Fool sat by the fire. She played herharp softly, wordlessly, and looked into the flames. A bared knife lay onthe ground beside her. I stood a time and watched how the firelight touchedher face. Starling Birdsong, the last minstrel to the last true FarseerKing and Queen. She would write no song that anyone would recall.
 The Fool sat still and listened. They had found a friendship, of sorts.I thought to myself, if this is the last night she can play, he can giveher no finer thing than that. To listen well, and let her music lull him with her skill.
 I left them sitting there and took up a full waterskin. Slowly Iclimbed the ramp up to the dragon. Nighteyes followed me. Earlier, I hadbuilt a fire on the dais. Now I fed it from what remained of Kettricken's firewood, and then sat down beside it. Verity and Kettle slept on. OnceChade had used carris seed for two days straight. When he collapsed, he hadtaken most of a week to recover. All he had wanted to do was sleep anddrink water. I doubted that either would awaken soon. It was all right.There was nothing left to say to them anyway. So I simply sat beside Verityand kept watch over my king.
 I was a poor watchman. I came awake to his whispering my name. I sat upinstantly and reached for the waterskin I had brought with me. "My king," Isaid quietly.
 But Verity was not sprawled on the stone, weak and helpless. He stoodover me. He made a sign to me to rise and follow him. I did, moving asquietly as he did. At the base of the dragon's dais, he turned to me.Without a word, I offered him the waterskin. He drank half of what it held,paused a bit, and then drank the rest. When he was finished, he handed itback to me. He cleared his throat. "There is a way, FitzChivalry." His darkeyes, so like my own, met mine squarely. "You are the way. So full of lifeand hungers. So torn with passions."
 "I know," I said. The words came out bravely. I was more frightenedthan I had ever been in my life. Regal had scared me badly in his dungeon.But that had been pain. This was death. I suddenly knew the difference. Mytraitorous hands twisted the front hem of my tunic.
 "You will not like it," he warned me. "I do not like it. But I see noother way."
 "I am ready," I lied. "Only ... I should like to see Molly once more.To know that she and Nettle are safe. And Burrich."
 He peered at me. "I recall the bargain you offered. That I would nottake Nettle for the throne." He glanced away from me. "What I ask of youwill be worse. Your actual life. All the life and energy of your body. Ihave spent all my passions, you see. I have nothing left. If I could butkindle in myself one more night of feelings ... if I could recall what itwas to desire a woman, to hold the woman I loved in my arms ..." His voicedwindled away from me. "It shames me to ask it of you. Shames me more thanwhen I drew strength from you, when you were no more than an unsuspectingboy." He met my eyes again and I knew how he struggled to use words. 
Imperfect words. "But you see, even that. The shame I feel, the pain that Ido this to you ... even that is what you give me. Even that I can put intothe dragon." He looked away from me. "The dragon must fly, Fitz. He must."
 "Verity. My king." He stared away from me. "My friend." His eyes cameback to mine. "It is all right. But ... I should like to see Molly again.Even briefly."
 "It is dangerous. I think what I did to Carrod woke true fear in them.They have not tried their strength against us since then, only theircunning. But ..."
 "Please." I said the small word quietly.
 Verity sighed. "Very well, boy. But my heart misgives me."
 Not a touch. He didn't even take a breath. Even as Verity dwindled,that was the power of his Skill. We were there, with them. I sensed Verityretreating, giving me the illusion I was there alone.
 It was an inn room. Clean and well furnished. A branch of candles burned beside a loaf of bread and a bowl of apples on a table. Burrich layshirtless on his side on the bed. Blood had clotted thickly about the knifewound and soaked the waist of his breeches. His chest moved in the slow,deep rhythms of sleep. He was curled around Nettle. She was snugged againsthim, deeply asleep, his right arm over her protectively. As I watched,Molly leaned over them and deftly slid the babe from under Burrich's arm.Nettle did not stir as she was carried over to a basket in the corner and tucked into the blankets that lined it. Her small pink mouth worked withmemories of warm milk. Her brow was smooth beneath her sleek black hair. She seemed none the worse for everything she had endured.
 Molly moved efficiently about the room. She poured water into a basin,and took up a folded cloth. She returned to crouch beside Burrich's bed.She set the basin of water on the floor beside the bed and dipped the raginto it. She wrung it out well. As she set it to his back he jerked awakewith a gasp. Fast as a striking snake, he had caught her wrist.
 "Burrich! Let go, this has to be cleaned." Molly was annoyed with him.
 "Oh. It's you." His voice was thick with relief. He released her.
 "Of course it's me. Who else would you expect?" She sponged at theknife wound gently, then dipped the rag in the water again. Both the rag in her hand and the basin of water beside her were tinged with blood.
 His hand groped carefully over the bed beside him. "What have you donewith my baby?" he asked.
 "Your baby is fine. She's asleep in a basket. Right there." She wipedhis back again, then nodded to herself. "The bleeding has stopped. And itlooks clean. I think the leather of your tunic stopped most of her thrust.If you sit up, I can bandage it."
 Slowly Burrich moved to sit up. He gave one tiny gasp, but when he wassitting up, he grinned at her. He pushed a straggle of hair back from hisface. "Wit-bees," he said admiringly. He shook his head at her. I couldtell it was not the first time he had said it.
 "It was all I could think of," Molly pointed out. She could not keepfrom smiling back. "It worked, did it not?"
 "Wondrously," he conceded. "But how did you know they'd go after thered-bearded one? That was what persuaded them. And damn near persuaded meas well!"
 She shook her head to herself. "It was luck. And the light. He had thecandles and stood before the hearth. The hut was dim. Bees are drawn to light. Almost like moths are."
 "I wonder if they are still inside the hut." He grinned as he watchedher rise to take away the bloody rag and water.
 "I lost my bees," she reminded him sadly.
 "We will go burning for more," Burrich comforted her.
 She shook her head sadly. "A hive that has worked the whole summermakes the most honey." At a table in the corner, she took up a roll ofclean linen bandaging and a pot of unguent. She sniffed at it thoughtfully."It doesn't smell like what you make," she observed.
 "It will probably work all the same," he said. A frown creased his browas he looked slowly around the room. "Molly. How are we to pay for allthis?"
 "I've taken care of it." She kept her back to him. 
 "How?" he asked suspiciously.
 When she looked back at him, her mouth was flat. I'd known better thanto argue with that face. "Fitz's pin. I showed it to the innkeeper to getthis room. And while you both slept this afternoon, I took it to a jewelerand sold it." He had opened his mouth, but she gave him no chance to speak."I know how to bargain and I got its full worth."
 "Its worth was more than coins. Nettle should have had that pin,"Burrich said. His mouth was as flat as hers.
 "Nettle needed a warm bed and porridge far more than she needed asilver pin with a ruby in it. Even Fitz would have had the wisdom to knowthat."
 Oddly enough, I did. But Burrich only said, "I shall have to work manydays to earn it back for her."
 Molly took up the bandages. She did not meet his eyes. "You are astubborn man, and I am sure you will do as you please about that," she said.
 Burrich was silent. I could almost see him trying to decide if thatmeant he had won the argument. She came back to the bed. She sat beside himon the bed to smear the ointment on his back. He clenched his jaws, butmade no sound: Then she came to crouch in front of him. "Lift your arms soI can wrap this," she commanded him. He took a breath and lifted his armsup and away from his body. She worked efficiently, unrolling the bandagingas she wrapped it around him. She tied it over his belly. "Better?" sheasked.
 "Much." He started to stretch, then thought better of it.
 "There's food," she offered as she went to the table.
 "In a moment." I saw his look darken. So did Molly. She turned back tohim, her mouth gone small. "Molly." He sighed. He tried again. "Nettle isKing Shrewd's great grandchild. A Farseer. Regal sees her as a threat tohim. He may try to kill you again. Both of you. In fact, I am sure hewill." He scratched at his beard. Into her silence, he suggested, "Perhapsthe only way to protect you both is to put you under the true king'sprotection. There is a man I know ... perhaps Fitz told you of him. Chade?"
 She shook her head mutely. Her eyes were going blacker and blacker. 
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 "He could take Nettle to a safe place. And see you were well providedfor." The words came out of him slowly, reluctantly.
 Molly's reply was swift. "No. She is not a Farseer. She is mine. And Iwill not sell her, not for coin or safety." She glared at him andpractically spat the words. "How could you think I would! "
 He smiled at her anger. I saw guilty relief on his face. "I did notthink you would. But I felt obliged to offer it." His next words came evenmore hesitantly. "I had thought of another way. I do not know what you willthink of it. We will still have to travel away from here, find a town wherewe are not known." He looked at the floor abruptly. "If we were wed beforewe got there, folk would never question that she was mine ...."
 Molly stood as still as if turned to stone. The silence stretched.Burrich lifted his eyes and met hers pleadingly. "Do not take this wrong. Iexpect nothing of you ... that way. But ... even so, you need not wed me.There are Witness Stones in Kevdor. We could go there, with a minstrel. Icould stand before them, and swear she was mine. No one would ever questionit."
 "You'd lie before a Witness Stone?" Molly asked incredulously. "You'ddo that? To keep Nettle safe?"
 He nodded slowly. His eyes never left her face.
 She shook her head. "No, Burrich, I will not have it. It is the worstof luck, to do such a thing. All know the tales of what becomes of thosewho profane the Witness Stones with a lie."
 "I will chance it." He spoke grimly. I had never known the man to liebefore Nettle had come into his life. Now he offered to give a false oath.I wondered if Molly knew what he was offering her.
 She did. "No. You will not lie." She spoke with certainty.
 "Molly. Please."
 "Be quiet!" she said with great finality. She cocked her head andlooked at him, puzzling something out. "Burrich?" she asked with atentative note to her voice. "I have heard it told ... Lacey said that onceyou loved Patience." She took a breath. "Do you love her still?" she asked.
 Burrich looked almost angry. Molly met his stare with a pleading look 
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until Burrich looked away from her. She could barely hear his words. "Ilove my memories of her. As she was then, as I was then. Probably much asyou still love Fitz."
 It was Molly's turn to wince. "Some of the things I remember ... yes."She nodded as if reminding herself of something. Then she looked up and metBurrich's eyes. "But he is dead." So oddly final, those words coming fromher. Then, with a plea in her voice, she added, "Listen to me. Just listen.All my life it's been ... First my father. He always told me he loved me.But when he struck me and cursed me, it never felt like love to me. ThenFitz He swore he loved me and touched me gently. But his lies never soundedlike love to me. Now you ... Burrich, you never speak to me of love. Youhave never touched me, not in anger nor desire.
 But both your silence and your look speak more of love to me than evertheir words or touches did." She waited. He did not speak. "Burrich?" sheasked desperately.
 "You are young," he said softly. "And lovely. So full of spirit. Youdeserve better."
 "Burrich. Do you love me?" A simple question, timidly asked.
 He folded his work-scarred hands in his lap. "Yes." He gripped hishands together. To stop their trembling?
 Molly's smile broke forth like the sun from a cloud. "Then you shallmarry me. And afterward, if you wish, I shall stand before the WitnessStones. And I will admit to all that I was with you before we were wed. AndI will show them the child."
 He finally lifted his eyes' to hers. His look was incredulous. "You'dmarry me? As I am? Old? Poor? Scarred?"
 "You are none of those things to me. To me, you are the man I love."
 He shook his head. Her answer had only baffled him more. "And afterwhat you just said about bad luck? You would stand before a Witness Stoneand lie?"
 She smiled a different sort of smile at him. One I had not seen in a long time. One that broke my heart. "It need not be a lie," she pointed outquietly. 
 His nostrils flared like a stallion's as he surged to his feet. Thebreath he drew swelled his chest.
 "Wait," she commanded him softly, and he did. She licked her thumb andforefinger. She swiftly pinched out all but one candle. Then she crossedthe darkened room to his arms.
 I fled.
 "Oh, my boy. I am so sorry."
 I shook my head silently. My eyes were squeezed tight shut, but tearsleaked from them anyway. I found my voice. "He will be good to her. AndNettle. He is the sort of man she deserves. No, Verity. I should takecomfort in it. To know he will be with her, caring for them both."
 Comfort. I could find no comfort in it. Only pain.

 "It seems a very poor bargain I have made you." Verity soundedgenuinely grieved for me. 
"No. It's all right." I caught my breath. "Now, Verity. I would it weredone quickly."
 "Are you sure?"
 "As you will."
 He took my life from me.
 It was a dream I had had before. I knew the feel of an old man's body.The other time, I had been King Shrewd, in a soft nightshirt, in a cleanbed: This time was harsher. I ached in every joint of my body. My gutburned inside me. And I had scalded myself, on my face and hands. There wasmore pain than life left in this body. Like a candle almost burned to thesocket. I opened my eyes stickily. I sprawled on cold, gritty stone. A wolfsat watching me.
 This is wrong, he told me.
 I could think of nothing to say to that. It certainly did not. feelright. After a time, I pushed myself up to my hands and knees. My hands 
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hurt. My knees hurt. Every joint in my body creaked and complained as Idrew myself up and looked around. The night was warm, but I still shivered.Above me, on a dais, an incomplete dragon slumbered.
 I do not understand. Nighteyes pleaded for an explanation.
 I do not wish to understand. I do not want to know.
 But whether I wished it or not, I did know. I walked slowly and thewolf came at my heels. We walked past a dying fire between two tents. Noone kept watch. From Kettricken's tent, there were small noises. Verity'sface was what she saw in the dimness. Verity's dark eyes, looking intohers. She believed her husband had finally come to her.
 In truth, he had.
 I did not want to hear, I did not want to know. I walked on with my oldman's careful pacing. Great black blocks of stone loomed around us. Aheadof us, something clicked and chinked softly. I walked through the sharp-edged stone shadows and into moonlight again.
 Once you shared my body. Is this like that?
 "No." I spoke the word aloud, and in the wake of my voice, I heard asmall scrabbling. What's that?
 I'll go and see. The wolf melted into the shadows. He returnedinstantly. It's only the Scentless One. He hides from you. He does not know you.
 I knew where I would find him. I took my time. This body had all itcould do to move, let alone move swiftly. When I came to Girl-on-a-Dragon,it was horribly hard to clamber up on her dais. Once I was up, I could seethe fresh rock chips everywhere. I sat down by the dragon's feet, acautious lowering of my body to cold stone. I looked at his work. He hadalmost cut her free. "Fool?" I called out softly in the night.
 He came slowly, from the shadows, to stand eyes down before me. "Myking," he said softly. "I tried. But I cannot help myself. I cannot justleave her here ...."
 I nodded slowly, wordlessly. At the base of the dais, Nighteyes whined.The Fool glanced down at him, then back up at me. Puzzlement crossed hisface. "My lord?" he asked. 
 I reached for the thread of Skill-bond between us and found it. The Fool's face grew very still as he struggled to understand. He came to sitbeside me. He stared at me, as if he could see through Verity's skin. "Ilike this not," he said at last.
 "Nor I," I agreed.
 "Why have you ..."
 "Better not to know," I said briefly.
 For a time we sat in silence. Then the Fool reached back to brush a handful of fresh stone chips from about the dragon's foot. He met my eyes,but there was still furtiveness as he drew a chisel from his shirt. His hammer was a stone.
 "That's Verity's chisel."
 "I know. He doesn't need it anymore, and my knife broke." He set theedge carefully to the rock. "It works much better anyway." I watched himtap another small chip free. I aligned my thoughts with his.
 "She draws on your strength," I observed quietly.
 "I know." Another chip came free. "I was curious. And my touch hurther." He placed his chisel again. "I feel I owe her something."
 "Fool. She could take all you offer her and it would still not beenough."
 "How do you know?"
 I shrugged. "This body knows."
 Then I stared as he laid his Skill-fingers to the place where he hadchiseled. I winced, but sensed no pain from her. She took something fromhim. But he had not the Skill to shape her with his hands. What he gave herwas only enough to torment her.
 "She reminds me of my older sister," he said into the night. "She hadgolden hair."
 I sat in stunned silence. He did not look at me as he added, "I should have liked to see her again. She used to spoil me outrageously. I wouldhave liked to have seen all my family again." His tone was no more thanwistful as he moved his fingers idly against the chiseled stone.
 "Fool? Let me try?"
 He gave me a look that was almost jealous. "She may not accept you," hewarned me.
 I smiled at him. Verity's smile, through his beard. "There is a linkbetween us. Fine as thread and neither the elfbark nor your weariness aidit. But it is there. Put your hand to my shoulder."
 I did not know why I did it. Perhaps because he had never before spokento me of a sister or a home he missed. I refused to stop and wonder. Notthinking was so much easier, and not feeling was easiest of all. He put hisunskilled hand, not to my shoulder, but to the side of my neck.Instinctively, he was right. Skin to skin, I knew him better. I heldVerity's silver hands up before my eyes and marveled at them. Silver to theeye, scalded and raw to the senses. Then, before I could change my mind, Ireached down and grasped the dragon's shapeless forefoot between my twohands.
 Instantly, I could feel the dragon. Almost it squirmed within thestone. I knew the edge of each scale, the tip of each wicked claw. And Iknew the woman who had carved it. The women. A coterie, so long ago. Salt'sCoterie. But Salt had been too proud. Her features were on the carven face,and she had sought to remain in her own form, carving herself upon thedragon that her coterie shaped around her. They had been too loyal toobject. And almost she had succeeded. The dragon had been finished, andalmost filled. The dragon had quickened and began to rise as the coteriewas absorbed into it. But Salt had striven to remain only within the carvedgirl. She had held back from the dragon. And the dragon had fallen beforeit could even rise, sinking back into the stone, miring down forever.Leaving the coterie trapped in the dragon and Salt trapped in the girl.
 All this I knew, swifter than lightning. I felt too, the hunger of thedragon. It pulled at me, pleading for sustenance. Much had it taken fromthe Fool. I sensed what he had given, light and dark. The jeering taunts ofgardeners and chamberlains when he was young at Buckkeep. A branch of appleblossoms outside a window in spring. An image of me, my jerkin flapping asI hurried across the yard at Burrich's heels, trying to make my shorterlegs match his long stride. A silver fish leaping above a silent pond atdawn. 
 The dragon tugged at me insistently. I suddenly knew what had reallydrawn me here. Take my memories of my mother, and the feelings that wentwith them. I do not want to know them at all. Take the ache in my throatwhen I think of Molly, take all the sharp-edged, bright-colored days Irecall with her. Take their brilliance and leave me but the shadows of what I saw and felt. Let me recall them without cutting myself on theirsharpness. Take my days and nights in Regal's dungeons. It is enough toknow what was done to me. Take it to keep, and let me stop feeling my faceagainst that stone floor, hearing the sound of my nose breaking, smellingand tasting my own blood. Take my hurt that I never knew my father, take myhours of staring up at his portrait when the great hall was empty and Icould do so alone. Take my-
Fitz. Stop. You give her too much, there will be nothing left of you.The Fool's voice inside me was horror-stricken at what he had encouraged.
 --memories of that tower-top, of the bare windswept Queen's Garden andGalen standing over me. Take that image of Molly going so willingly toBurrich's arms. Take it and quench it and seal it away where it can neversear me again. Take
 My brother. Enough.
 Nighteyes was suddenly between me and the dragon. I knew I stillgripped that scaly foreleg, but he snarled at it, defying it to take moreof me.
 I do not care if it all is taken, I told Nighteyes.
 But I do. I would sooner not be bonded with a Forged one. Get back,Cold One. He snarled in spirit as well as beside me.
 To my surprise the dragon yielded. My companion nipped at my shoulder.Let go. Get away from that!
 I let go of the dragon's foreleg. I opened my eyes, surprised to findit was still night all around me.
 The Fool had his arm around Nighteyes. "Fitz," he said quietly. Hespoke into the wolf's ruff, but I heard him clearly. "Fitz, I am sorry. Butyou cannot throw away all your pain. If you stop feeling pain ..."/P> 
I did not listen to the rest of what he said. I stared at the dragon'sforeleg. Where my two hands had rested against the lumpy stone there were two handprints now. Within those shapes, each scale stood fine and perfect.All of that, I thought. All of that, and this is how much dragon it broughtme. Then I thought of Verity's dragon. It was immense. How had he done it?What had he held inside him, all those years, to have enough for theshaping of such a dragon?
 "He feels much, your uncle. Great loves. Vast loyalty. Sometimes Ithink that my two hundred-odd years pale beside what he has felt in hisforty-some."
 All three of us turned to Kettle. I felt no surprise. I had known shewas coming and I had not cared. She leaned heavily on a stick and her faceseemed to hang from the bones of her skull. She met my eyes and I knew thatshe knew everything. Skill linked as she was to Verity, she knew it all."Get down from there. All of you, before you hurt yourselves."
 We obeyed slowly and I slowest of all. Verity's joints ached and hisbody was weary. Kettle looked at me balefully when I finally stood besideher. "If you were going to do that, you might have put it in Verity'sdragon instead," she pointed out.
 "He wouldn't let me. You wouldn't let me."
 "No. We wouldn't have. Let me tell you something, Fitz. You are goingto miss what you gave away. You will recover some of the feelings in time,of course. All memories are connected, and like a man's skin, they canheal. In time, left to themselves, those memories would have stoppedhurting you. You may someday wish you could call up that pain."
 "I do not think so," I said calmly, to cover my own doubt. "I stillhave plenty of pain left."
 Kettle lifted her old face to the night. She drew a long breath inthrough her nose. "Dawn comes," she said, as if she had scented it. "Youmust return to the dragon. To Verity's dragon. And you two," her headswiveled to regard the Fool and Nighteyes. "You two should go up to thatlookout point and see if Regal's troops are in sight yet. Nighteyes, youlet Fitz know what you see. Go on, both of you. And Fool. You leave Girl-ona-Dragon alone after this. You would have to give her your entire life. Andeven then, it might not be enough. That being so, stop torturing yourself.And her. Go on, now!"
 They went, but not without some backward looks. "Come on," Kettleordered me tersely. She began to hobble back the way she had come. Ifollowed, walking as stiffly as she, through the black and silver shadows 
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of the blocks that littered the quarry. She looked every bit of her twohundred-odd years. I felt even older. Aching body, joints that caught andcreaked. I lifted my hand and scratched my ear. Then I snatched it down,chagrined. Verity would have a silver ear now. Already the skin of itburned, and it seemed the distant night insects chirred more loudly now.
 "I am sorry, by the way. About your Molly girl and all. I did try totell you."
 Kettle did not sound sorry. But I understood that now. Almost all ofher feelings were in the dragon. She spoke of what she knew she would havefelt, once. She still had pain for me, but she no longer recalled any painof her own to compare it with. I only, asked, quietly, "Is there nothingprivate anymore?"
 "Only the things we keep from ourselves," she replied sadly. She lookedover at me. "It is a good thing you do this night. A kind thing." Her lipsstarted to smile but her eyes teared. "To give him one last night of youthand passion." She studied me, the set look on my face. "I shall say no moreof it, then."
 I walked the rest of the way beside her in silence.
 I sat by the warm embers of last night's fire and watched the dawncome. The shrilling of night insects changed gradually to the morningchallenges of distant birds. I could hear them very well now. It wasstrange, I thought, to sit and wait for myself. Kettle said nothing. Shebreathed deep of the changing scent of the air as night turned to dawn andwatched the lightening of the sky with avid eyes. Storing it all up to putinto the dragon.
 I heard the grate of boot against stone and looked up. I watched myselfcoming. My stride was confident and brisk, my head up. My face was freshlywashed, my wet hair slicked back from my brow into a warrior's tail. Veritywore my body well.
 Our eyes met in the early light. I saw my eyes narrow as Verityappraised his own body. I stood up and without thinking, began to brush myclothes off. Then I realized what I was doing. This was not a shirt I hadborrowed. My laugh boomed out, louder than I used it. Verity shook my headat me.
 "Leave it, boy. There's no making it better. And I'm almost finishedwith it anyway." He slapped my chest with the palm of my hand. "Once I hada body like this," he told me, as if I hadn't known. "I had forgotten so much of how that felt. So much." The smile faded from his face as he regarded me peering at him from his own eyes. "Take care of it, Fitz. Youonly get one. To keep, anyway."
 A wave of giddiness. Black closed from the edges of my vision, and Ifolded up my knees and sank down to keep from falling.
 "Sorry," Verity said quietly, and it was in his own voice.
 I looked up to find him looking down on me. I stared up at him mutely.I could smell Kettricken's scent on my skin. My body was very tired. I knewa moment of total outrage. Then it crested and fell away as if the emotionwere too much effort. Verity's eyes met mine and accepted all I felt.
 "I will neither apologize to you nor thank you. Neither would beadequate." He shook his head to himself. "And in truth, how could I say Iam sorry? I am not." He looked away from me, out over my head. "My dragonwill rise. My queen will bear a child. I will drive the Red-Ships from ourshore." He took a deep breath. "No. I am not sorry for our bargain." Hiseyes came back to me. "FitzChivalry. Are you sorry?"
 Slowly I stood up. "I don't know." I tried to decide. "The roots of itgo too deep," I said at last. "Where would I start to undo my past? How farback would I have to reach, how much would I have to change in order tochange this, or to say I was not sorry now?"
 The road is empty below us. Nighteyes spoke in my mind.
 I know. Kettle knows, too. She but looked for something to busy theFool and sent you along to keep him safe. You can come back now.
 Oh. Are you all right?
 "FitzChivalry. Are you all right?" There was concern in Verity's voice.But it could not completely mask the triumph there as well.
 "Of course not," I told them both. "Of course not." I walked away fromthe dragon.
 Behind me, I heard Kettle ask eagerly, "Are we ready to quicken him?"
 Verity's soft voice carried to my ears. "No. Not just yet. For a littlewhile longer, I would have these memories to myself. For a short time more,I would remain a man." 
 As I passed through the camp, Kettricken emerged from her tent. Shewore the same travel-wearied tunic and leggings she had the day before. Herhair was caught back from her face in a short, thick braid. There werestill lines in her brow and at the corners of her mouth. But her face had the warm luminescence of the finest pearls. Renewed faith shone in her. Shetook a deep breath of the morning air and smiled at me radiantly.
 I hurried past her.
 The stream water was very cold. Coarse horsetail grasses grew along onebank. I used handfuls of them to scrub myself. My wet clothes were drapedon the bushes on the other side of the stream. The heat of the day promisedthey would soon be dry. Nighteyes sat on the bank and watched me with apucker between his eyes.
 I do not understand. You do not smell bad.
 Nighteyes. Go hunting. Please.
 You wish to be alone?
 As much as that is possible anymore.
 He stood up and stretched, curtseying low to me as he did so.
 Someday, it will be only you and I We shall hunt and eat and sleep. Andyou will heal.
 May we both live to see that, I agreed wholeheartedly.
 The wolf slipped off through the trees. Experimentally, I scrubbed atthe Fool's fingerprints on my wrist. They did not come off, but I learned agreat deal about the life cycle of a horsetail fern. I gave it up. Idecided I could take my entire skin off and still not feel free of what hadhappened. I waded out of the stream, dashing the water off myself as Iwent. My clothing was dry enough to put back on. I sat down on the-bank toput my boots on. I nearly thought of Molly and Burrich but I quickly pushedthe image away. Instead I wondered how soon Regal's soldiers would arriveand if Verity would have his dragon finished before then. Perhaps it waseven now finished. I should want to see it.
 I wanted more to be alone. 
 I lay back on the grass and looked up into the blue sky overhead. Itried to feel something. Dread, excitement, anger. Hate. Love. Instead Ifelt only confused. And tired. Weary of flesh and spirit. I closed my eyesagainst the brightness of the sky..
 The harp notes walked alongside the sounds of the stream flowing. Theyblended with it, then danced apart. I opened my eyes to it and squinted atStarling. She sat on the stream bank beside me and played. Her hair wasdown, drying in ripples down her back in the sun. She had a stem of greengrass in her mouth and her bare feet nestled against the soft grass. Shemet my eyes but said nothing. I watched her hands play on the strings. Herleft hand worked harder, compensating for the stiffness in the last twofingers. I should have felt something about that. I didn't know what.
 "What good are feelings?" I didn't know I had the question until Ispoke it aloud.
 Her fingers poised over the strings. She furrowed her brow at me. "Idon't think there's an answer to that question."
 "I'm not finding answers to much of anything lately. Why aren't youback in the quarry, watching them complete the dragon? Surely that is thestuff for a song to spring from."
 "Because I am here with you," she said simply. Then she grinned. "Andbecause everyone else seems busy. Kettle sleeps. Kettricken and Verity ...she was combing his hair when I left. I do not think I had seen King Veritysmile before. When he does. he looks a great deal like you, about the eyes.Anyway. I do not think they will miss me."
 "And the Fool?"
 She shook her head. "He chips at the stone around Girl-on-a-Dragon. Iknow he should not, but I do not think he can stop. Nor do I know any wayto force him."
 "I don't think he can help her. But I don't think he can resist trying.For all his quick tongue, he has a soft nature."
 "I know that. Now. In some ways I've come to know him very well. Inothers, he will always be unknowable to me."
 I nodded silently to that. The silence lasted a time. Then, subtly, itbecame a different kind of silence. "Actually," Starling said uncomfortably, "the Fool suggested I should find you."
 I groaned. I wondered just how much he had told her.
 "I'm sorry to hear about Molly ..." she began.
 "But not surprised," I filled in for her. I lifted my arm and put itacross my eyes to block the sunlight.
 "No." She spoke quietly. "Not surprised." She cast about for somethingto say. "At least you know she is safe and cared for," she offered.
 I knew that. It shamed me that I could find so little comfort in it. Putting it into the dragon had helped in the same way that cutting off aninfected limb helped. Being rid of it was not the same as being healed ofit. The empty place inside me itched. Perhaps I wanted to hurt. I watchedher from the shade of my arm.
 "Fitz," she said quietly. "I asked you once, for yourself. Ingentleness and friendship. To chase a memory away," She looked away fromme, at the sunlight glinting on the stream. "Now I offer that," she saidhumbly.
 "But I don't love you," I said honestly. And instantly knew that it wasthe worst thing I could have said just then.
 Starling sighed and set her harp aside. "I know that. You know that.But it was not a thing that had to be said just now."
 "And I know that. Now. It is just that I don't want any lies, spoken orunspoken ..."
 She leaned over me and stopped my mouth with hers. After a time shelifted her face a little. "I am a minstrel. I know more about lying thanyou will ever discover. And minstrels know that sometimes lies are what aman needs most. In order to make a new truth of them."
 "Starling," I began.
 "You know you will just say the wrong thing," she told me. "So whydon't you be quiet for a time? Don't make this complicated. Stop thinking,just for a while."
 Actually, it was quite a while. 
 When I awoke, she still lay warm against my side. Nighteyes stood overus, looking down at me, panting with the heat of the day. When I opened myeyes, he folded his ears back and gave his tail a slow wag. A drop of warmsaliva fell on my arm.
 "Go away."
 The others are calling you. And looking for you. He cocked his head atme and offered, I could show Kettricken where to find you.
 I sat up and squashed three mosquitoes on my chest. They left bloodysmears. I reached for my shirt. Is something wrong?
 No. They are ready to wake the dragon. Verity wishes to tell yougoodbye.
 I shook Starling gently. "Wake up. Or you will miss Verity waking thedragon."
 She stirred lazily. "For that, I shall get up. I can think of nothingelse that would stir me. Besides, it may be my last chance at a song. Fatehas ruled that I always be elsewhere whenever you do something interesting."
 I had to smile at that. "So. You will make no songs about Chivalry'sBastard after all?" I teased her.
 "One, perhaps. A love song." She gave me a last secret smile. "Thatpart, at least, was interesting."
 I stood up and drew her to her feet. I kissed her. Nighteyes whined hisimpatience, and she turned quickly in my arms. Nighteyes stretched andbowed low to her. When she turned back to me, her eyes were wide.
 "I warned you," I told her.
 She only laughed and stooped to gather up our clothes. 
CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE 
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Verity's Dragon
 SIX DUCHIES TROOPS poured into Blue Lake and took ship for the fartherside and the Mountain Kingdom on the very days that the Red-Ships werebeating their way up the Vin River to Tradeford. Tradeford had never been afortified city. Although word of the ships' coming preceded them by fastmessenger, the news was greeted with general disdain. What menace weretwelve ships of barbarians to such a great city as Tradeford? The CityGuard was alerted, and some of the dockside merchants took steps to removetheir goods from warehouses close to the water, but the general attitudewas that if they did manage to get as far up the river as Tradeford,archers would easily pick off the Raiders before they could do any realdamage. The general consensus was that the ships must be bringing someoffer of treaty to the King of the Six Duchies. There was much discussionas to how much of the Coastal Duchies they would ask ceded to them, and thepossible value of reopening trade with the OutIslands themselves, not tomention restoring the trade flow down the Buck River.
 This is but one more example of the errors that can be made when onethinks one knows what the enemy desires, and acts upon it. The folk ofTradeford ascribed to the Red-Ships the same desire for prosperity andplenty that they themselves felt. To base their estimation of the Red-Shipson that motive was a grievous mistake.
 I don't think Kettricken had accepted the idea that Verity must die forthe dragon to quicken until the actual moment he kissed her goodbye. Hekissed her so carefully, his hands and arms held wide of her, his headcocked so that no silver smear would touch her face. For all that, it was atender kiss, a hungry and lingering one. A moment longer she clung to him.Then he said something softly to her. She immediately put her hands to herlower belly. "How can you be so sure?" she asked him, even as the tearsbegan to course down her cheeks.
 "I know," he said firmly. "And so my first task must be to return youto Jhaampe. You must be kept safe this time."
 "My place is in Buckkeep Castle," she protested.
 I had thought he would argue. But, "You are right. It is. And thither Ishall bear you. Farewell, my love." 
 Kettricken did not reply. She stood watching him walk away from her, anintense look of incomprehension on her face.
 For all the days we had spent striving for this very thing, at the endit seemed rushed and untidy. Kettle paced stiffly by the dragon. She hadbid us all farewell with a distracted air. Now she hovered beside the dragon, breathing as if she had just run a race. At every moment, she wastouching the dragon, a fingertip caress, a dragging hand. Color rippled inthe wake of her touch and lingered, fading slowly.
 Verity took more care with his goodbyes. To Starling, he admonished,"Care for my lady. Sing your songs well and true, and let no man ever doubtthe child she carries is mine. With that truth I charge you, minstrel."
 "I shall do my best, my king," Starling replied gravely. She went tostand beside Kettricken. She was to accompany the queen on the dragon'sbroad back. She kept wiping her damp palms down the front of her tunic andchecking to make sure the pack that carried her harp was secure to herback. She gave me a nervous smile. Neither of us needed more farewell thanthat.
 There had been some furor about my decision to stay. "Regal's troopsdraw nearer with every passing moment," Verity reminded me yet again.
 "Then you should hurry, so I will not be in this quarry when theyarrive," I reminded him.
 He frowned at that. "If I see any of Regal's troops upon the road, Ishall see they do not get this far," he offered me.
 "Take no risks with my queen," I reminded him.
 Nighteyes was my excuse to stay. He had no wish to ride upon a dragon.I would not leave him. I am sure Verity knew the real reasons. I did notthink I should return to Buck. I had already made Starling promise me thatthere would be no mention of me in song. It had not been an easy promise towring from a minstrel. But I had insisted. I never wanted either Burrich orMolly to know that I yet lived. "In this, dear friend, you have beenSacrifice," Kettricken had told me quietly. She could offer me no greatercompliment. I knew no word of me would ever pass her lips.
 The Fool was the one who was being difficult. All of us urged him to gowith the Queen and the minstrel. He consistently refused. "The WhiteProphet will stay with the Catalyst," was all he would say. I privately believed it was more a case of the Fool staying with Girl-on-a-Dragon. Hehad become obsessed with her and it frightened me. He would have to leaveher before Regal's troops arrived at the quarry. I had privately told himthat, and he had nodded easily, but with a distracted look. I doubted notthat he had plans of his own. We had run out of time to argue with him.
 There came a time when there was no reason left for Verity to linger.We had said little to one another, but I felt there was little we couldsay. Everything that had happened now seemed inevitable to me. It was asthe Fool said. Looking back, I could see where his prophecies had long agoswept us into this channel. No one could be blamed. No one could beblameless.
 He gave me a nod, before he turned and walked toward the dragon. Thenhe halted suddenly. As he turned back, he was unbuckling his battered swordbelt. He came toward me, wrapping the belt loosely about the sheath as hecame. "Take my sword," he said abruptly. "I won't need it. And you seem tohave lost the last one I gave you." He halted suddenly in midstride, as ifreconsidering. He hastily drew the sword from the sheath. One last time heran a silver hand down the blade, leaving it gleaming behind his touch. Hisvoice was gruff as he said, "It would be a poor courtesy to Hod's skill topass this on with a blunted blade. Take better care of it than I did,Fitz." He resheathed it and handed it to me. His eyes met mine as I tookit. "And better care of yourself than I did. I did love you, you know," hesaid brusquely. "Despite all I've done to you, I loved you."
 At first I could think of no answer to that. Then, as he reached hisdragon and placed his hands on its brow, I told him, I never doubted it.Never doubt I loved you.
 I don't think I shall ever forget that final smile over his shoulder.His eyes went a last time to his queen. He pressed his hands firmly to thedragon's chiseled head. He watched her as he went. For an instant, I couldsmell Kettricken's skin, recall the taste of her mouth on mine, the smoothwarmth of her bare shoulders gripped in my hands. Then the faint memory wasgone and Verity was gone and Kettle was gone. To my Wit and my Skill theydisappeared as completely as if they had been Forged. For an unnervinginstant, I saw Verity's empty body. Then he flowed into the dragon. Kettlehad been leaning on the statue's shoulder. She was gone faster than Verity,spreading out across the scales as turquoise and silver. Color flooded thecreature and suffused him. No one breathed, save that Nighteyes keenedsoftly. A great stillness held under the summer sun. I heard Kettrickengive a single, choked sob.
 Then, like a sudden wind, the great scaled body drew air into itslungs. His eyes, when he opened them, were black and shining, the eyes of a Farseer, and I knew Verity looked out of them. He lifted his great headupon his sinuous neck. He stretched like a cat, bowing and rollingreptilian shoulders and spreading claws. As he drew his clawed feet back,his talons scored the black stone deeply. Suddenly, like a sail catchingthe wind, his immense wings unfurled. He rattled them, a hawk settling hisplumage, and refolded them sleek to his body. His tail gave a single lash,stirring rock dust and grit into the air. The great head turned, his eyesdemanding we be as pleased with this new self as he was.
 Verity-as-Dragon strode forward to present himself to his queen. Thehead he bent to her dwarfed her. I saw her whole reflection in one gleamingblack eye. Then he dipped a shoulder to her, bidding her mount.
 For one instant, grief controlled her face. Then Kettricken drew abreath and became Queen. Fearlessly she strode forward. She placed her handon Verity's shining blue shoulder. His scales were slick and she slipped atrifle as she clambered to his back and then crawled forward to where she could straddle his neck. Starling gave me a look, of terror and amazement,and followed the Queen more slowly. I saw her take her place behindKettricken, and check once more that her harp-pack was secured to her back.
 Kettricken lifted an arm in farewell to us. She shouted something, butthe words were lost to me in the wind of the dragon's opening wings. Once,twice, thrice he flapped them, as if getting the feel of them. Rock dustand grit flew stingingly against my face and Nighteyes pressed closeagainst my leg. The dragon crouched as he gathered his great legs underhim. The wide turquoise wings beat again and he sprang up suddenly. It wasnot a graceful launch, and he wobbled a bit as he took flight. I sawStarling clutch desperately at Kettricken, but Kettricken leaned forwardagainst his neck, shouting her encouragement. In four beats, his wingscarried him half the length of the quarry. He lifted, circling over thehills and trees that surrounded the quarry. I saw him dip his wings andturn to inspect the Skill road that led to the quarry. Then his wings beganto beat steadily, carrying him higher and higher. His belly was a bluish.white, like a lizard's. I squinted to see him against the summer sky. Then,like a blue and silver arrow, he was gone, speeding toward Buck. Long afterhe was gone from sight, I stared after him.
 I let out my breath finally. I was trembling. I wiped my eyes on mysleeve and turned. toward the Fool. Who was gone.
 "Nighteyes! Where is the Fool?"
 We both know where he is gone. There is no need to shout. 
 I knew he was right. Yet I could not deny the urgency I felt. I randown the ramp of stone, leaving the empty dais behind me. "Fool?" I criedas I reached the tent. I even paused to look inside, hoping that he mightbe packing up what we'd need to take with us. I don't know why I indulgedsuch a foolish hope.
 Nighteyes had not waited. When I reached Girl-on-a-Dragon, he wasalready there. He was sitting patiently, tail neatly coiled about his feet,looking up at the Fool. I slowed when I saw him. My premonition of dangerfaded. He was sitting on the edge of the dais, feet dangling, head leanedback against the dragon's leg. The surface of the dais was littered withfresh chips from this day's efforts. I walked toward him. His eyes werelifted to the sky and the expression on his face was wistful. Contrastedagainst the dragon's rich green hide, the Fool was white no longer, but thepalest of golds. There was even a tawny edge to his silky fine hair. Theeyes he turned to me were pale topaz. He very slowly shook his head at me,but be did not speak until I leaned against her pedestal.
 "I had been hoping. I could not help hoping. But I have seen today whatmust be put into a dragon so it can fly." He shook his head moreforcefully. "And even if I had the Skill to give it, I do not have it togive. Even were she to consume all of me, it would not be enough."
 I did not say that I knew that. I did not even say that I had suspectedit all along. I had finally learned something from Starling Birdsong. I lethim have a silence for a time. Then I said, "Nighteyes and I are going togo get two jeppas. When I come back, we had better pack swiftly and begone. I did not see Verity give chase to anything. Perhaps that meansRegal's troops are still far away. But I don't want to take any chances."
 He drew a deep breath. "That is wise. It is time for this Fool to bewise. When you come back, I shall help you pack."
 I realized then I was still gripping Verity's sword in its sheath. Itook off the plain shortsword and replaced it with the blade Hod had madefor Verity. It weighed strangely against me. I offered the shortsword tothe Fool. "Want this?"
 He glanced at me, a puzzled look. "What for? I'm a Fool, not a killer.I've never even learned to use one."
 I left him there, to say his farewells. As we wended our way out of thequarry and toward the woods where we had been pasturing the jeppas, thewolf lifted his nose and snuffed. 
 Nothing left of Carrod but a bad smell, he noted as we passed thevicinity of the body.
 "I suppose I should have buried him," I said as much to myself as him.
 No sense in burying meat that is already rotten, he noted withpuzzlement.
 I passed the black pillar, but not without a small shudder. I found ourstraying jeppas on a hillside meadow. They were more reluctant to be caughtthan I had expected. Nighteyes enjoyed rounding them up considerably morethan they or I did. I chose the lead jeppa and one other, but as I led themaway, the others decided to trail along after us as well. I should haveexpected it. I had rather hoped the rest would stay and go wild. I did notrelish the idea of six jeppas at my heels all the way back to Jhaampe. Anew thought came to me as I led them past the pillar and into the quarry.
 I did not have to return to Jhaampe.
 The hunting here is as good as any we've found.
 We've the Fool to think of, as well as ourselves.
 I would not let him go hungry!
 And when winter comes?
 When winter comes, then ... He is attacked!
 Nighteyes did not wait for me. He streaked past me, gray and low, clawsscratching against the black stone of the quarry floor as he ran. I let goof my jeppas and ran after him. The wolf's nose told me of human scent inthe air. An instant later, he had identified Burl, even as he hurtledtoward them.
 The Fool had not left Girl-on-a-Dragon. That was where Burl had foundhim. He must have come quietly, for the Fool was never easy to takeunawares. Perhaps his obsession had betrayed him. Whatever the case, Burlhad got the first cut in. Blood ran down the Fool's arm and dripped fromhis fingertips. He had left smears of it all up the dragon as he climbedher. Now he clung, feet braced against the girl's shoulders and one handgripping the dragon's gaping lower jaw. In his free hand he gripped hisknife. He stared down at Burl balefully, waiting. Skill boiled from Burl,angry and frustrated. 
 Burl had climbed up onto the dais and was seeking to clamber up thedragon itself now as he strove to reach up and impose a Skill-touch on theFool. The smoothly scaled hide was defying him. Only one as agile as theFool could have shinnied up to the perch where he clung just out of Burl'sreach. Burl drew his sword in frustration and swung it at the Fool's bracedfeet. Its tip missed, but not by much, and its blade rang against thegirl's back. The Fool cried out as loudly as if the blade had bit truly,and sought to scrabble higher. I saw his hand slip where his own blood hadgreased the dragon's hide. Then he was sliding down, scrabbling franticallyas he came down hard right behind the girl's seat on the dragon's back. Isaw his head bounce glancingly against her shoulder. He looked halfstunned, and clung where he was.
 Burl lifted his sword for a second swing, one that could easilyseparate the Fool's leg from his body. Instead, soundless as hate could be,the wolf surged up onto the dais and took Burl from behind. I was stillrunning toward them as I saw Nighteyes' impact drive Burl forward to smackagainst Girl-on-a-Dragon. He sank to his knees against the statue. Hissword blow missed the Fool and rang again against the dragon's gleaminggreen hide. Ripples of color raced away from that clash of metal againststone, like the ripples made when one tosses a pebble in a still pond.
 I reached the dais as Nighteyes darted his head in. His jaws closed,gripping Burl from behind, between his shoulder and neck. Burl screamed,his voice going amazingly shrill. He dropped his sword and lifted his handsto clutch at the wolf's ravening jaws. Nighteyes worried him like a rabbit.Then the wolf braced his front feet on Burl's wide back and made more sure of his grip.
 Some things happen too swiftly to tell well. I felt Will behind me atthe same moment that the wild spattering of Burl's blood became a suddengushing. Nighteyes had severed the great vein in his throat, and Burl'slife was pumping out in jumping gouts of scarlet. For you, my brother!Nighteyes told the Fool. This kill for you! Nighteyes still did not let go,but shook him again. The blood leaped like a fountain as Burl struggled,not knowing he was already dead. The blood struck the dragon's gleaminghide and ran down it, to puddle in the chiseled troughs the Fool had madeattempting to free his feet and tail. And there the blood bubbled andsteamed, eating into the stone as scalding water would have eaten into achunk of ice. The scales and claws of the dragon's hind feet were unveiled,the detail of the whiplike tail exposed. And as Nighteyes finally flungdown Burl's lifeless body, the, dragon's wings opened.
 Girl-on-a-Dragon soared up into the sky as she had strained to do forso long. It seemed an effortless lifting, almost as if she floated away. 
The Fool was borne away with her. I saw him lean forward, clutchinginstinctively at the supple waist of the girl before him. His face wasturned away from me. I glimpsed the bland eyes and still mouth of thegirl's face. Perhaps her eyes saw, but she was no more separate from thedragon than its tail or wing; merely another appendage, one to which theFool clung as they rose higher and higher.
 I saw all these things, but not because I stood and stared. I saw themin glimpses, and through the wolf's eyes. My own gaze I turned on Will ashe ran up behind me. He carried a bared blade in his hand and ran easily. Idrew Verity's sword as I turned, and found it took longer coming out of itssheath than the shortsword I had become accustomed to.
 The strength of Will's Skill hit me in a buffeting wave just as the tipof Verity's blade came free of the scabbard. I staggered back a step andthrew up my walls against him. He knew me well. That first wave had beencompounded not just of fear, but of specific pains. They had been preparedespecially for me. I knew again the shock of my broken nose, I felt theburn of my split face even if it did not stream hot blood down my chest asit once had. For a frozen heartbeat, all I could do was hold my wallsagainst that crippling pain. The sword I gripped seemed suddenly made oflead. It sagged in my hand, its tip drooping toward the earth.
 Burl's death saved me. In the moment that Nighteyes flung his lifelessbody down, I saw that death lap against Will. His eyes sagged almost shutwith the impact of it. The last member of his coterie was gone. I felt Willdiminish abruptly, not just as Burl's Skill no longer supplemented his own,but as grief washed over him. I found in my mind an image of Carrod'srotting body and flung that at him for good measure. He staggered back.
 "You've failed, Will!" I spat the words. "Verity's dragon has alreadyrisen. Even now it wings toward Buck. His queen rides with him, and shebears within her his heir. The rightful king will reclaim his throne andcrown, he will scourge his coasts of Red-Ships and scour Regal's troopsfrom the Mountains. No matter what you do here now, you are defeated." Astrange smile twisted my mouth. "I win." Snarling, Nighteyes advanced tostand at my side.
 Then Will's face changed. Regal looked at me out of his eyes. He was asunmoved by Burl's death as he would be by Will's. I sensed no grief, onlyanger at a lessening of his power. "Perhaps," he said with Will's voice,"perhaps then, all I should care for is killing you, Bastard. At whateverthe cost." He smiled at me, the smile of a man who knows how the tumblingdice will fall before they land. I knew a moment of uncertainty and fear. Iflung my walls up tighter against Will's insidious tactics. 
 "Do you really think a one-eyed swordsman has a fighting chance againstmy blade and my wolf, Regal? Or do you plan to throw his life away ascasually as you have the rest of the coterie?" I flung the question in afaint hope of stirring discord between them.
 "Why not?" Regal asked me calmly with Will's voice. "Or did you think Iwas truly as stupid as my brother, to be content with only one coterie?"
 A wave of Skill struck me with the force of a wall of water. I staggered back before it, then regained myself and charged at Will. I'dhave to kill him quickly. Regal had control of Will's Skill. He littlecared what it would do to Will, how it might scorch him if he killed mewith a Skillblast. I could feel him drawing up Skill power into himself.Yet even as I put all my heart into killing Will, Regal's words ate at me.Another coterie?
 One-eyed or not, Will was fast. His blade was a part of him as he metmy first thrust and turned it. I wished for an instant for the familiarityof my battered shortsword. Then I threw such thoughts aside as useless andthought only of breaking past his guard. The wolf moved swiftly past me,belly low, as he sought to close on Regal from Will's blind side.
 "Three new coteries!" Will's voice gasped with effort as he parried myblade again. I slipped away from his thrust and tried to wrap his blade. Hewas too fast for that.
 "Young, strong Skill users. To carve dragons of my own." A swipingslash whose breeze I felt. "Dragons at my beck, loyal to me. Dragons tobring down Verity, in blood and scales." He spun and darted a thrust atNighteyes. The wolf leapt wildly away. I sprang in, but his blade wasalready back to meet mine. He fought with incredible speed. Another use ofthe Skill? Or a Skill-illusion he forced on me?
 "Then they shall clear the Red-Ships. For me. And open the Mountainpasses. The Mountains will be mine as well. I shall be a hero. No one willoppose me then." His blade struck mine hard, a jolt I felt in my shoulder.His words jolted me as well. They rang with truth and determination. Skill-imbued, they pounded against me with the solid force of hopelessness. "Ishall master the Skill road. The ancient city will be my new capital. Allmy Skill users shall be drenched in the river's magic."
 Another swipe at Nighteyes. It shaved a wisp of hair from his shoulder.And again that opening passed too swiftly for my own clumsy blade. I felt Istood shoulder-deep in water and fought a man whose blade was light as astraw. "Stupid Bastard! Did you truly think I cared about one pregnant whore, one dragon a-wing? The quarry itself is the true prize, the one youhave left unguarded for me. The stuff from which a score, no, a hundreddragons shall rise! "
 How had we been so stupid? How had we not seen what Regal truly sought?We had thought with our hearts, of Six Duchies folk, of farmers andfishermen who needed their king's arm to defend them. But Regal? He hadthought only of what the Skill could win for him. I knew his next wordsbefore he flung them. "In Bingtown and Chalced they will bend their kneesto me. And in the OutIslands, they will cower at my name."
 Others come! And above us!
 Nighteyes' warning nearly killed me. For in the instant I lifted myeyes, Will sprang at me. I gave ground, all but running backward to avoidhis blade. Far behind him, from the mouth of the quarry, a dozen men rantoward us, brandishing blades. They moved not in step but with a oneness tothem far more cohesive than any mere troops could have mastered. A coterie.I sensed their Skill as they approached like the stormwinds that precede asquall. Will suddenly halted his advance. My wolf raced to meet them, teethbared, snarling.
 Nighteyes! Stop! You cannot fight twelve blades wielded by one mind!
 Will lowered his blade, then casually sheathed it. He called to thecoterie over his shoulder. "Don't bother with them. Let the archers finish them."
 A glance at the towering walls of the quarry showed me this was nobluff: Gold-and-brown-clad soldiers were coming into position. I graspedthis was what the troops were about. Not to defeat Verity, but to take andhold this quarry. Another wave of humiliation and despair washed over me.Then I lifted my blade and charged at Will. Him, at least, I would kill.
 An arrow clattered across the stone where I had stood, an otherskittered right between Nighteyes' legs. A scream rose from the walls ofthe quarry to the west of us. Girl-on-a-Dragon swept low over me, the Foolon her back, a gold-and-brown archer writhing in the dragon's jaws.. Theman was gone suddenly, a puff of smoke or steam swept away by the wind ofher passage. She banked her wings, came in low again, snatching up anotherarcher and sending one leaping into the quarry to avoid her. Another puffof smoke.
 On the floor of the quarry, all of us were frozen, gaping up. Willrecovered more quickly than I did. An angry shout to his archers, ringing with Skill. "Fire upon her! Bring her down!"
 Almost instantly a phalanx of arrows went singing toward her. Somearched and fell before they even reached her. The rest she deflected with asingle powerful beat of her wings. The arrows suddenly wobbled in the gustof her wind, and fell tumbling like straws to shatter on the quarry floor.Girl-on-a-Dragon abruptly stooped and came diving directly at Will.
 He fled. I believe Regal abandoned him for at least as long as it tookhim to make that decision. He ran, and for an instant it appeared that hechased the wolf who had nearly closed the distance between him and thecoterie. Save at the moment the coterie realized that Will was fleeingtoward them with a dragon sheering through the air behind them, the coterieturned on their heels and fled as well. I caught a brief flash ofNighteyes' delighted triumph that twelve swordsmen would not stand to meethis charge. Then he cowered to the earth as Girl-on-a-Dragon swept low overall of us.
 It was not only the harsh wind of her passage that I felt, but also adizzying sweep of Skill, that in an instant snatched from my mind everythought I had been holding. As if the world had been plunged briefly intoabsolute darkness and then handed back to me in full brightness it was. Istumbled as I ran, and for an instant could not recall why I carried abared sword or who I chased. Ahead of me Will faltered as her shadow swepthim, and then the coterie staggered in their turn.
 Her claws snatched fruitlessly at Will as she passed. The scatteredblocks of black stone were his salvation, for such was her wingspan that hecould elude her in the narrowness of their maze. She shrieked her frustration, the high wild cry of a hawk thwarted. She rose and banked tomake a second sweep at him. I gasped as she flew right into a singingflight of arrows. They rattled uselessly off her hide as if the archers hadtargeted the black stone of the quarry itself. Only the Fool cowered awayfrom them. Girl-on-a-Dragon changed course abruptly, to fly low over thearchers and snatch another from their midst and consume him in an instant.
 Again her shadow swept over me, and again a moment of my life wassnatched from me. I opened my eyes to find Will gone. Then I caught a briefglimpse of him, veering as he ran dodging between the standing blocks ofstone much as a hare breaks his trail as he flees from a hawk. I could no longer see the coterie, but suddenly Nighteyes sprang from the shadow of astone block to race by my side.
 Oh, my brother, the Scentless One hunts well! he exulted. We were wiseto take him into our pack! 
 Will is my kill! I declared to him.
 Your kill is my kill, he pointed out, quite seriously. That is pack.And he shall be no one's kill unless we spread out to find him.
 He was right. Ahead of us, I heard shouts and occasionally saw a gold-and-brown flash as a man dashed across a wide space between the blocks ofstone. But most of them had rapidly understood that the way to remainsheltered from the dragon was to cling closely to the edges of the immensestone blocks.
 They are running for the pillar. If we get to where we can see it, wecan wait for him there.
 It seemed logical. To flee through the pillar would be the only waythey could hope to escape the dragon for any length of time. I still heardthe occasional clatter as arrows rained down in the dragon's wake, but agood portion of the archers who had ringed the quarry walls had retreatedto the shelter of the surrounding forest.
 Nighteyes and I abandoned all efforts to find Will and simply wentdirectly to the pillar. I had to admire the discipline of some of Regal'sarchers. Despite all else, if the wolf and I broke cover for more than afew strides, we would hear a cry of "There they are!" and moments laterarrows would be hailing down where we had been.
 We reached the pillar in time to see two of Regal's new coterie dashacross the open, hands reaching, to plunge into the dark pillar itself themoment they touched it. The rune for the stone garden was the one theychose, but perhaps it was only because it was the side of the pillarclosest to cover. We did not move from the angle of a great block thatsheltered us from arrows.
 Did he go through already?
 Perhaps. Wait.
 Several eternities passed. I became certain that Will had eluded us.Above us Girl-on-a-Dragon swept her shadow over the quarry walls. The criesof her victims were less frequent. The archers were using the cover oftrees to hide themselves. Briefly I watched her rise, circling high abovethe quarry. She hung shining green high against the blue sky, rocking onher wings. I wondered what it was like for the Fool to ride so. At least hehad the girl part of the dragon to cling to. Abruptly Girl-on-a-Dragon tipped, side slipped in the sky, and then folded her wings, plummeting downtoward us. At the moment she did, Will broke cover and ran for the pillar.
 Nighteyes and I leaped after him. We were agonizingly close behind him.I ran fast, but the wolf ran faster, and Will fled the fastest of all. Atthe moment when his reaching fingertips brushed the pillar, the wolf made afinal spring. His front paws slammed into Will's back, sending him headfirst toward the pillar. As I saw him melting into it, I cried out awarning to Nighteyes and gripped his fur to drag him back. He seized one ofWill's calves as Will was snatched away from us. At the moment that hisjaws closed on Will's flesh, the dragon's shadow swept over us. I lost mygrip on the world and fell into blackness.
 Tales abound of heroes who have wrestled dark foes in the underworld. There are a few told of those who have willingly entered the dark unknownto rescue friends or lovers. In a timeless moment, I was offered quiteclearly a choice. I could seize Will and choke the life out of him. Orclasp Nighteyes to me and hold him together against all the forces thattore at his wolf's mind and being. It was, really, no decision at all.
 We emerged into cool shade and trampled grass. One moment there wasonly darkness and passage; in the next we breathed, and felt again. Andfeared. I scrabbled to my feet, amazed to find I still gripped Verity'ssword. Nighteyes heaved himself up, staggered two steps and fell over.Sick. Poisoned. The whole world sways.
 Lie still and breathe. I stood before him and lifted my eyes to glarearound us. My gaze was returned, not only by Will but by most of Regal'snew coterie. Most of them were still breathing hard, and one gave a shoutof alarm at the sight of us. When Will shouted, a number of Farrow guardscame running as well. They fanned out to surround us.
 We must go back through the pillar. It's our only chance.
 I cannot. You go. Nighteyes' head drooped toward his paws and his eyesclosed.
 That is not pack! I told him sternly. I lifted Verity's sword. So thiswas how I was going to die. I was glad the Fool had not told me. I probablywould have killed myself first.
 "Just kill him," Will ordered them. "We've wasted enough time on him.Kill him and the wolf. And then find me an archer who can shoot a man off a dragon's back for me." Regal turned Will's back to me and strode away,still issuing orders. "You, Third Coterie. You told me a finished dragon could not be wakened and made to serve. Well, I have just seen an un-Skilled Fool do that very thing. You will find out how it was done. Youwill begin now. Let the Bastard test his Skill against swords."
 I lifted my sword and Nighteyes pulled himself to his feet. Hisqueasiness lapped against my fear as the circle of soldiers closed aroundus. Well, if I must die now, there was no more to fear. Perhaps I would trymy Skill against their swords. I discarded my walls, flinging them asidedisdainfully. The Skill was a river that raged all around me, a river thatin this place was always in flood. As easily as drawing a breath it was tofill myself with it. A second breath banished my body's weariness andpains. I reached out with strength to my wolf. Beside me, Nighteyes gavehimself a shake. The rising of his hackles and the baring of his teeth madehim twice as large. My eyes circled the swords that surrounded us. Then weno longer waited, but sprang to meet them. As swords lifted to meet mine,Nighteyes raced forward and under them, then spun to slash a man's leg frombehind.
 Nighteyes became a creature of speed, teeth, and fur. He did not try tobite and hold. Instead he used his weight to knock men off balance, sendingthem stumbling into one another, hamstringing them when he could, slashingwith his teeth rather than biting. For me the challenge became not tostrike at him as he dashed thither and yon. He never tried to challengetheir swords. The moment a man turned to him and advanced, he fled, toshoulder past the legs of those who sought to confront me.
 As for me I wielded Verity's sword with a grace and a skill I had neverbefore known with such a weapon. Hod's lessons and Hod's work finally cametogether for me, and if such a thing were possible, I would say that thespirit of the swordmaster was in the weapon and that she sang to me as Iwielded it. I could not break out of the circle they pinned me in, butneither could they get past my guard to do more than minor damage.
 In that first flurry of battle, we fought well and did well, but theodds were impossible. I could force men back from my sword and step towardthem, but in the next moment I must turn to fight those who had closedbehind me. I could move the circle of battle, but not escape it. Still, Iblessed the greater reach of Verity's sword that kept me alive. Other menwere coming at a run to the din and shouts of fighting. Those who camedrove a wedge between Nighteyes and me, forcing him ever farther away.
 Get clear of them all and run. Run. Live, my brother.
 For answer he raced away from them all, then suddenly came loopingback, charging right through their midst. Regal's men hacked at each other in a futile effort to stop him. They were not used to an opponent less thanhalf the height of a man and with twice the speed of one. Most aimedchopping blows at him that did no more than cleave the earth in his wake.In an instant, he was past them and had vanished once more into the lushforest. Men glared about wildly, wondering where next he would come from.
 But even at the hottest of the fight, I knew the hopelessness of whatwe did. Regal would win. Even were I to kill every man here, Will included,Regal would win. Had already won for all that matter. And had I not knownhe always would? Had not I known, from the very beginning, that Regal wasdestined to rule?
 I took a sudden step forward, took off a man's arm at the elbow, andused the momentum of that blow to call the sword's blade back in an arc that took the tip across the face of another man. As the two fell, tanglingtogether, there was a tiny opening in the circle. I took a step into thebrief space; focused my Skill and seized Will's insidious grip upon mymind. I felt a blade lick against my left shoulder as I did so. I spun toengage my attacker's sword, then bade my body think for itself for a momentand made good my grip on Will. Wound through Will's consciousness I foundRegal, twisted into him like a drill-worm in a deer's heart. Will could nothave broken free of him even if he had been able to think of doing it. Andit seemed to me that there was not enough left of Will to even form athought for himself. Will was a body, a vessel of meat and blood, holdingSkill for Regal to wield. Bereft of the coterie that had strengthened him,he was not all that formidable a weapon anymore. Less valuable. One thatmight be used and cast aside with little remorse.
 I could not fight in both directions at once. I kept my grip on Will'smind, forced his thoughts away from mine, and strove to direct my body aswell. In the next instant, I took two cuts, one to my left calf and one tomy right forearm. I knew I could not sustain it. I could not see Nighteyes.He at least had a chance. Get clear of this, Nighteyes. It's all over.
 It but begins! he contradicted me. He surged through me like a flash ofheat. From some other part of the camp, I heard a cry in Will's voice.Somewhere, a Wit-wolf ravaged his body. I could sense Regal trying tounwind his mind from Will's. I clamped my hold tighter on them both. Stayand face it, Regal!
 The point of a sword found my hip. I jerked away from it and stumbledagainst stone, leaving a bloody handprint as I pushed myself upright again.It was Realder's dragon; I had dragged the battle that far. I put my backto him thankfully and turned to face my attackers. Nighteyes and Will stillfought; plainly Regal had learned something from his tortures of Wittedones. He was not as vulnerable to the wolf as he once would have been. He could not hurt the wolf with Skill, but he could wrap him with layer uponlayer of fear. Nighteyes' heart was suddenly thundering in my ears. Iopened myself once more to the Skill, filled myself and did that I hadnever attempted before. I fed Skill strength as Wit to Nighteyes. For you,my brother. I felt Nighteyes repel at Will, breaking free of him for aninstant. Will used that instant to flee us both. I longed to give chase,but behind me, I felt an answering stir of the Wit in Realder's dragon. Ina brief stench, my bloody handprint on his hide smoked away. He stirred. Hewas awakening. And he was hungry.
 There was a sudden crackling of branches and a storm of torn leaves asa great wind broke into the still heart of the forest. Girl-on-a-Dragonlanded abruptly in the small cleared space by the pillar. Her lashing tailcleared the area around her of men. "Over there!" the Fool shouted to her,and in a moment her head snaked out, to seize one of my attackers in herfearsome jaws. He vanished in a puff of smoke, and I felt her Skill swellwith the life she had consumed.
 Behind me, a wedge-shaped reptilian head lifted suddenly. For a momentall was blackness as that shadow passed over me. Then the head darted out,swifter than a striking snake, to seize the man nearest us. He vanished,the steam of what he had been stinking briefly past me. The roar the dragongave near deafened me.
 My brother?
 I live, Nighteyes.
 As do I, brother.
 AS DO I, BROTHER. AND I HUNGER!
 The Wit-voice of a very large carnivore. Old Blood indeed.
 The strength of it shivered through my bones. Nighteyes had the wit toreply.
 Feed, then, large brother. Make our kill yours, and welcome. That ispack.
 Realder's dragon did not have to be invited twice. Whoever Realder hadbeen, he had put a healthy appetite into his dragon. Great clawed feet toreclear of the moss and earth; a tail lashed free, felling a small tree as itpassed. I was barely able to scramble out of his path as he lunged to engulf another Farrowman in his jaws.
 Blood and the Wit! That is what it takes. Blood and the Wit. We can wake the dragons.
 Blood and the Wit? At the moment, we are drenched in both.
 He understood me instantly.
 In the midst of slaughter, Nighteyes, and I played an insane child'sgame. It was almost a contest to see who could wake the most, a contest thewolf easily won. He would dart to a dragon, shake blood from his coat ontoit, then bid it, Wake, brother, and feed. We have brought you meat. And aseach great body smoked with wolf-blood and then stirred, he would remindit, We are pack!
 I found King Wisdom. His was the antlered dragon, and he roused fromhis sleep shouting, Buck! For Buckkeep! Eda and El, but I am hungry!
 There are Red-Ships aplenty off the coast of Buck, my lord. They butawait your jaws, I told him. For all his words, there was little human leftabout him. Stone and souls had merged, to become dragons in truth. Weunderstood one another as carnivores do. They had hunted as a pack before,and that they recalled well. Most of the other dragons had nothing at allhuman about them. They had been shaped by Elderlings, not men, and weunderstood little more of one another than that we were brothers and had brought them meat. Those who had been formed by coteries had dimrecollections of Buck and Farseer kings. It was not those memories thatbound them to me, but my promise of food. I counted it as the greatestblessing that I could imprint that much on those strange minds.
 There came a time when I could find no more dragons in the underbrush.Behind me, where Regal's soldiers had camped, I heard the cries of huntedmen and the roaring of dragons as they competed for not meat, but life.Trees gave way before their charges and their lashing tails sliced brush asa scythe cuts grain stalks. I had paused to breathe, one hand braced on myknee, the other still gripping Verity's sword. Breath came harsh and dry tome. Pain was beginning to break through the Skill I had imposed on my body.Blood was dripping from my fingers. Lacking a dragon to give it to, I wipedmy hand down my jerkin.
 "Fitz?"
 I turned as the Fool ran up to me. He caught me in his arms, hugged mehard. 
 "You still live! Thank all gods everywhere. She flies like the winditself, and she knew where to find you. Somehow she felt this battle, fromall that distance." He paused for breath, and added, "Her hunger isinsatiable. Fitz, you must come with me, now. They are running out of prey.You must mount her with me, and lead them to where they can feed, or I donot know what they will do."
 Nighteyes joined us. This is a large and hungry pack. It will take muchgame to fill them.
 Shall we go with them, to their hunting?
 Nighteyes hesitated. On the back of one? Through the air?
 That is how they hunt.
 That is not this wolf's way. But if you must leave me, I willunderstand.
 I do not leave you, my brother. I do not leave you.
 I think the Fool sensed something of what passed between us, for he wasalready shaking his head before I spoke. "You must lead them. On Girl-on-a-Dragon. Take them back to Buck and Verity. They will hearken to you, foryou are pack with us. It is something they understand."
 "Fitz, I cannot. I was not made for this, this slaughter! This takingof life is not why I came. I have never seen this, not in any dream, norread of it in any scroll. I fear I may lead time awry."
 "No. This is right. I feel it. I am the Catalyst, and I came to changeall things. Prophets become warriors, dragons hunt as wolves." I hardlyknew my own voice as I spoke. I had no idea where such words came from. Imet the Fool's unbelieving eyes. "It is as it must be. Go."
 "Fitz, I ... " Girl-on-a-Dragon came lumbering toward us. On theground, her airy grace deserted her. Instead she walked with power, as ahulking bear or a great horned bull does. The green of her scales shonelike dark emeralds in sunlight. The girl on her back was a breathtakingbeauty, for all her empty expression. The dragon head lifted and she openedher mouth and darted her tongue out to taste the air. More?
 "Hurry," I bid him. 
 He embraced me almost convulsively, and shocked me when he kissed mymouth. He spun and ran toward Girl-on-a-Dragon. The girl part of her leaneddown, to offer him a hand as she drew him up to sit behind her. Theexpression on her face never changed. Just another part of the dragon.
 "To me!" he cried to the dragons that were already gathering around us.The last look he gave me was a mocking smile.
 Follow the Scentless One! Nighteyes commanded them before I couldthink. He is a mighty hunter and will lead you to much meat. Hearken tohim, for he is pack with us.
 Girl-on-a-Dragon leaped up, her wings opened, and with powerful beatsthey carried her steadily upward. The Fool clung behind her. He lifted ahand in farewell, then quickly put it back to clutch at her waist. It wasmy last sight of him. The others followed, giving cry in a way thatreminded me of hounds on a trail, save they sounded more like the shrillingof raptor birds. Even the winged boar rose, ungainly as was his leap intothe air. The beating of their wings was such that I covered my ears andNighteyes shrank belly-down to the earth beside me. Trees swayed in thatgreat passage of dragons, and dropped branches both dead and green. For atime the sky was filled with jeweled creatures, green and red and blue andyellow. Whenever the shadow of one passed over me, I knew a blackness, butmy eyes were opened and watching as Realder's dragon lifted, last of themall, to follow that great pack into the sky. In a short time, the canopy ofthe trees hid them from my view. Gradually their cries faded.
 "Your dragons are coming, Verity," I told the man I had once known."The Elderlings have risen to Buck's defense. Just as you said they would." 
CHAPTER FOURTY
Regal

 THE CATALYST COMES to change all things. 
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 In the wake of the dragons' departure, there was a great silence,broken only by the whispers of leaves as a few sifted down to the forestfloor. Not a frog croaked, not a bird sang. The dragons had broken the roofof the forest in their departure. Great shafts of sunlight shone down onsoil that had been shaded since before I was born. Trees had been uprootedor snapped off and great troughs had been gouged in the forest floor by thepassage of their immense bodies. Scaly shoulders had gashed the bark fromancient trees, baring the secret white cambium beneath. The slashed earthand trees and trampled grasses gave up their rich odors to the warmafternoon. I stood in the midst of the destruction, Nighteyes at my side,and looked about slowly. Then we went to look for water.
 Our passage took us through the camp. It was an odd battle scene. Therewere scattered weapons and occasional helms, trampled tents and scatteredgear, but little more than that. The only bodies that remained were thoseof soldiers that Nighteyes and I had killed. The dragons had no interest indead meat; they fed on the life that fled such tissue.
 I found the stream I had recalled and threw myself flat by it to drinkas if my thirst had no bottom. Nighteyes lapped beside me, then flunghimself to the cool grass by the stream. He began a slow, careful lickingof a slash on his forepaw. It had parted his hide, and he pressed histongue into that gap, cleaning it carefully.
 It would heal as a fusing of dark hairless skin. Just another scar, hedismissed my thought. What shall we do now?
 I was carefully peeling my shirt off. Drying blood made it cling to myinjuries. I set my teeth and jerked it loose. I leaned over the stream, tosplash cold water up onto the sword cuts I had taken. Just a few morescars, I told myself glumly. And what shall we do now? Sleep.
 The only thing that would sound better than that would be eating.
 I've no stomach to kill anything else right now," I told him.
 That's the trouble with killing humans. All that work, and nothing toeat for it.
 I heaved myself wearily to my feet. "Let's go look through their tents.I need something to use for bandaging. And they must have some food stores."
 I left my old shirt where it had fallen. I'd find another. Right now,even its weight seemed too much to bother carrying. I'd probably have 
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dropped Verity's sword, except that I had already sheathed it. Drawing itagain would have been too much trouble. I was suddenly that tired.
 The tents had been trampled flat in the dragons' hunting. One hadcollapsed into a cook fire and was smoldering. I dragged it away andtrampled it out. Then the wolf and I began systematically to salvage whatwe would need. His nose quickly found their food supplies. There was somedried meat, but it was mostly travel bread. We were too famished to befussy. I had gone so long without bread of any kind that it tasted almostgood. I even found a skin of wine, but one taste persuaded me to use it towash my injuries instead. I bound my wounds in brown cambric from aFarrowman's shirt. I still had some wine left. I tasted it again. Then Itried to persuade Nighteyes to let me wash his injuries, but he refused,saying they already hurt enough.
 I was starting to stiffen, but I forced myself to my feet. I found asoldier's pack and discarded from it all things useless to me. I rolled uptwo blankets and tied them snugly, and found a gold-and-brown cloak to wearagainst chilly evenings. I rummaged up more bread and put it in the pack.
 What are you doing? Nighteyes was drowsing, nearly asleep.
 l don't want to sleep here tonight. So I gather what I will need forour journey.
 Journey? Where are we going?
 I stood still for a moment. Back to Molly and Buck? No. Never again.Jhaampe? Why? Why travel that long and wearisome black road again? I couldthink of no good reasons. Well, I still don't want to sleep here tonight.I'd like to be well away from that pillar before I rest again.
 Very well. Then, What was that?
 We froze as we stood, every sense prickling. "Let's go and find out," Isuggested quietly.
 Afternoon was venturing into evening, and the shadows under the treeswere deepening. What we had heard was a sound that didn't belong amongstthe creakings of the frogs and insects and the fading calls of the daybirds. It had come from the place of battle.
 We found Will on his belly, dragging himself toward the pillar. Rather,he had been dragging himself. When we found him, he was still. One of his legs was gone, severed away jaggedly. Bone thrust out of the torn flesh. Hehad bound a sleeve about the stump, but not tightly enough. Blood stillleaked from it. Nighteyes bared his teeth as I stooped to touch him. Helived, but barely. No doubt he had hoped to reach the pillar and slipthrough to find others of Regal's men to aid him. Regal must have known hestill lived, but he had sent no one back for him. He had not even thedecency to be loyal to a man who had served him that long.
 I loosed the sleeve, and bound it more tightly. Then I lifted his head,and dribbled a little water into his mouth.
 Why do you bother? Nighteyes asked. We hate him, and he's nearly dead.Let him die.
 Not yet. Not just yet.
 "Will? Can you hear me, Will?"
 The only sign was a change in his breathing. I gave him a bit morewater. He breathed some in, gasped, then swallowed the next mouthful. Hetook a deeper breath, and sighed it out.
 I opened myself and gathered Skill.
 My brother, leave this. Let him die. This is the doing of carrionbirds, to peck at a dying thing.
 "It's not Will I'm after, Nighteyes. This may be the last chance I'llever get at Regal. I'm going to take it."
 He made no reply, but lay down on the ground beside me. He watched as Idrew still more Skill into myself. How much, I wondered, did it take tokill? Could I summon enough?
 Will was so weak I almost felt shamed. I thrust past his defenses aseasily as one would push aside a sick child's hands. It was not just theloss of blood and the pain. It was Burl's death, following so close onCarrod's. And it was the shock of Regal's abandonment. His own loyalty toRegal had been Skill-imprinted on him. He could not grasp that Regal hadfelt no real bond with him. It shamed him that I could see that in him. Kill me now, Bastard. Go ahead. I'm dying anyway.
 It's not about you, Will. It was never about you. I saw that clearlynow. I groped inside him as if I were probing a wound for an arrowhead. He struggled feebly against my invasion, but I ignored that. I shuffledthrough his memories, but found little that was useful. Yes, Regal hadcoteries, but they were young and green, little more than groups of menwith potential for the Skill. Even the ones I had seen at the quarry wereuncertain. Regal wanted him to make large coteries, so they could pool morepower. Regal did not understand that closeness could not be forced, norshared by that many. He had lost four young Skill users on the Skill road.They were not dead, but vacant-eyed and vague. Another two had come throughthe pillars with him, but had lost all ability to Skill afterward. Coterieswere not so easily made.
 I went deeper and Will threatened to die on me but I linked with him,and forced strength into him. You won't die. Not yet, I told him fiercely.And there, deep within him, my probing finally found what I sought. A Skill-link to Regal. It was tenuous and faint; Regal had abandoned him, done allhe could to leave Will behind. But it was as I had suspected. They had beenlinked too strongly for too long for the bond to be easily dissolved.
 I gathered my Skill, centered myself, and sealed myself. I poisedmyself, and then I leaped. As when a sudden rain gathers and fills a streambed that has been dry all summer, so I flowed through that Skill linkbetween Will and Regal. At the last possible moment, I held myself back. Iseeped into Regal's mind like slow poison, listening with his ears, seeingwith his eyes. I knew him.
 He slept. No. He almost slept, his lungs thick with Smoke, his mouthnumb from brandy. I drifted into his dreams. The bed was soft beneath him,the coverlets warm over him. This last falling fit had been a bad one, avery bad one. It was disgusting, to fall and twitch like the Bastard Fitz.Not proper for this to happen to a king. Stupid healers. They could noteven say what had brought these fits on. What would people think of him?The tailor and his apprentice had seen; now he would have to kill them. Noone must know. They would laugh at him. The healer had said he was better,last week. Well, he would find a new healer, and hang the old healertomorrow. No. He would give him to the Forged ones in the King's Circle,they were very hungry now. And then let the big cats out with the Forgedones. And the bull, the big white one with the sweeping horns and the hump.
 He tried to smile and tell himself it would be amusing, to tell himselfthat tomorrow would bring him pleasure. The room was thick with the cloyingodor of Smoke, but even it could scarcely soothe him. All had been going sowell, so very very well. And then the Bastard had ruined it all. He hadkilled Burl, and wakened the dragons and sent them to Verity. 
Verity, Verity, it was always Verity. Ever since he'd been born. Verityand Chivalry got tall horses, while he was kept to a pony. Verity and 
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Chivalry got real swords, but he must practice with wood. Verity andChivalry, always together, always older, always bigger. Always thinkingthey were better, even though he came of finer blood than they, and byright should have inherited the throne. His mother had warned him of theirjealousy of him. His mother had bade him always be careful, and more thancareful. They would kill him if they could, they would, they would. Motherhad done her best, she had seen them sent away as much as she could. Buteven sent away, they might come back. No. There was only one way to besafe, only one way.
 Well, he would win tomorrow. He had coteries, did he not? Coteries offine strong young men, coteries to make dragons for him, and him alone. Thecoteries were bound to him and the dragons would be bound to him. And hewould make more coteries and more dragons, and more, until he had far morethan Verity. Except Will had been teaching the coteries for him, and nowWill was useless. Broken like a toy, the dragon bit his leg off when heflung him in the air, and Will had landed in a tree like a kite with nowind. It was disgusting. A man with one leg.. He couldn't stand brokenthings. His blind eye had been bad enough, but to lose a leg, too? Whatwould men think of a king who kept a crippled servant? His mother had nevertrusted cripples. They are jealous, she had warned him, always jealous, andthey will turn on you. But Will he had needed for the coteries. StupidWill. It was all Will's fault. But Will was the one who knew how to wake Skill in people and form them into coteries. So maybe he should sendsomeone back for Will. If Will still lived.
 Will? Regal Skilled tentatively toward us.
 Not exactly. I closed my Skill around him. It was ridiculously easy,like picking up a sleeping hen from its perch.
 Let me go! Let me go!
 I felt him reaching for his other coteries. I slapped them away fromhim, closed him off from their Skilling. He had no strength, he had neverhad any real Skill-strength. It had all been the coterie's power that hehad puppeteered. It shocked me. All the fear I had borne inside me, over ayear's time now. Of what? Of a whining, spoiled child who schemed to takehis older brothers' toys. The crown and the throne were no more to him thantheir horses and swords had been. He had no concept of governing a kingdom;only of wearing a crown and doing what he wished. First his mother and thenGalen had done his scheming for him. He had learned from them only a slycunning as to how to get his way. If Galen had not bound the coterie tohim, he would never have wielded any true power. Stripped of his coterie, Isaw him as he was: a cosseted child with a penchant for cruelty that hadnever been denied. 
 This is what we have feared and fled? This?
 Nighteyes, what do you here?
 Your kill is my kill, my brother. I would see what meat we have come sofar to take.
 Regal squirmed and thrashed, literally sickened by the Wit-touch of thewolf against his mind. It was unclean and disgusting, a dirty doggy thing,nasty and smelly, as bad as that rat creature that scuttled in his rooms atnight and could not be caught ... Nighteyes leaned closer, pressed the Witagainst him as if he could smell him all that way away. Regal retched andshuddered.
 Enough, I told Nighteyes, and the wolf relented.
 If you are going to kill him, do it soon, Nighteyes advised. The otherone weakens and will die if you do not hurry.
 He was right. Will's breath had gone shallow and rapid. I gripped Regalfirmly, then fed more strength into Will. He tried not to take it, but hisself-mastery was not that strong. Given a chance, the body will alwayschoose to live. And so his lungs steadied and his heart beat more strongly.Once more I drew Skill into myself. I centered myself in it and honed itspurpose. I turned my attention back to Regal.
 If you kill me, you will burn yourself. You will lose your own Skill ifyou kill me with it.
 I had thought of that. I had never much enjoyed being Skilled. I hadrather far be Witted than Skilled. It would be no loss.
 I forced myself to recall Galen. I called to mind the fanatical coteriehe had created for Regal. It gave shape to my purpose.
 As I had longed to do for so long, I loosed my Skill upon him.
 Afterward, there was little left of Will. But I sat by him; and gavehim water when he asked for it. I even covered him when he complainedfaintly of cold. It puzzled the wolf, my deathwatch. A knife across histhroat would have been so much faster for both of us. Kinder, perhaps. ButI had decided I was no longer an assassin. So I waited for his last breath,and when he sighed it out, I stood up and walked away. 
 It is a long way from the Mountain Kingdom to the coast of Buck. Evenas the dragon flies, tirelessly and swift, it is a long, long way. For afew days, Nighteyes and I knew peace. We traveled far from the empty StoneGarden, far from the black Skill road. We were both too stiff to hunt well,but we had found a good trout stream and we followed it. The days werealmost too warm, the nights clear and kind. We fished, we ate, we slept. Ithought only of things that did not hurt. Not of Molly in Burrich'sembrace, but of Nettle sheltered by his good right arm. He would be a goodfather to her. He had had practice. I even found it in me to hope that shemight have younger brothers and sisters in years to come. I thought ofpeace returning to the Mountain Kingdom, of Red-Ships driven from the coastof the Six Duchies. I healed. Not completely. A scar is never the same asgood flesh, but it stops the bleeding.
 I was there on the summer afternoon when Verity-as-Dragon appeared inthe skies over Buckkeep. With him, I saw the shining black towers andturrets of Buckkeep Castle far below us. Beyond the castle, where BuckkeepTown had been, were the blackened shells of buildings and warehouses.Forged ones ambled through the streets, pushed aside by swaggering Raiders.Masts with tatters of canvas dangling from them thrust up through the calmwaters. A dozen Red-Ships rocked peacefully in the harbor. I felt the heartof Verity-as-Dragon swell with anger. I swear I heard Kettricken's cry ofanguish at the sight.
 Then the great turquoise-and-silver dragon was alighting in the centergrounds of Buckkeep Castle. He ignored the flight of arrows that rose tomeet him; ignored, too, the cries of the soldiers who cowered before him,senseless as his shadow spread over them and his great wings beat to lowerhis bulk to the ground. It was a wonder he did not crush them. Even as hewas alighting, Kettricken was trying to stand up upon his shoulders, cryingto the guard to lower their pikes and stand away.
 On the ground, he dipped his shoulder to let a disheveled QueenKettricken dismount. Starling Birdsong slid down behind her anddistinguished herself by bowing to the line of pikes that were pointed atthem. I saw not a few faces I recognized, and shared Verity's pain at howprivation had transformed them. Then Patience came forth, pike grippedtightly, helm askew upon her bundled hair. She pushed through theawestricken guards, her hazel eyes flinty in a pinched face. At the sightof the dragon, she halted. Her gaze went from the Queen to the dragon'sdark eyes. She took a breath, caught it, then breathed the word. 
"Elderling." Then she threw both helm and pike into the air with a whoop,and rushed forward to embrace Kettricken, crying, "An Elderling! I knew it,I knew it, I knew they would come back!" She spun on her heel, issuing aflurry of orders that included everything from a hot bath for the Queen toreadying a charge from the gates of Buckkeep Castle. But what I will alwayshold in my heart is the moment when she turned back, to stamp her foot atVerity-as-Dragon and tell him to hurry up and get those damned ships out ofher harbor.
 The Lady Patience of Buckkeep had become used to being obeyed 
swiftly.
 Verity rose and went to the battle as he always had. Alone. Finally, hehad his wish, to confront his enemies, not with the Skill, but in theflesh. On his very first pass, a slash of his tail shattered two of theirships. He intended that none should escape him. It was but hours later thatthe Fool and Girl-on-a-Dragon and their followers arrived to join him, butby then not a Red-Ship remained in Buck Harbor. They joined him in hishunting through the steep streets of what had been Buckkeep Town. It wasnot yet evening when the streets were empty of Raiders. Those who hadsheltered in the castle poured back into the town, to weep at the wreckage,it is true, but also to come near and wonder at the Elderlings who hadreturned to save them. Despite the number of dragons who came, Verity wasthe dragon that the folk of Buck would remember clearest. Not that folkremember anything too clearly when dragons are flying overhead, castingtheir shadows below. Still, he is the dragon one sees on all the tapestriesof the Cleansing of Buck.
 It was a summer of dragons for the Coastal Duchies. I saw it all, or asmuch as would fit into my sleeping hours. Even awake, I was aware of it,like thunder more felt than heard from the distance. I knew when Verity ledthe dragons northward, to purge all Buck and Beams and even the NearIslands of Red-Ships and Raiders. I saw the scouring of RippleKeep, and thereturn of Faith, Duchess of Bearns, to her proper keep. Girl-on-a-Dragonand the Fool flew south along the coast of Rippon and Shoaks, rootingRaiders out from their strongholds on the islands as well. How Verityconveyed to them that they must feed only on the Raiders, I do not know,but that line was held. The folk of the Six Duchies feared them not. Children ran out from huts and cottages, to point overhead at the jeweledpassing of the creatures. When the dragons slept, temporarily satiated, onthe beaches and in the pastures, the people came out to walk among themfearlessly, to touch with their own hands these jewel-glittering creatures.And everywhere the Raiders had established strongholds, the dragons fedwell. 
 The summer died slowly, and autumn came to shorten the days and promisestorms to come. As the wolf and I gave thought to shelter for the winter, Ihad dreams of dragons flying over shores I had never seen before. Waterchurned cold against those harsh shores, and ice encroached on the edges oftheir narrow bays. The OutIslands, I surmised. Verity had always longed tobring the war to their shores, and did so with a vengeance. And that, too,was as it had been in King Wisdom's time.
 It was winter and snows had come to the higher reaches of the Mountainsbut not to the valley where the hot springs steamed in the chill air whenthe dragons last passed over my head. I came to the door of my hut to watchthem pass, flying in great formations like migrating geese. Nighteyesturned his head to their strange calls, and sent up a howl of his own inanswer. As they swept over me, the world blinked around me and I lost allbut the vaguest memory of it. I could not tell you if Verity led theirflight, or even if Girl-on-a-Dragon was among them. I only knew that peacehad been restored to the Six Duchies and that no Red-Ships would venturenear our shores again. I hoped they would all sleep well in the StoneGarden as they had before. I went back into the hut to turn the rabbit onthe cooking spit. I looked forward to a long quiet winter.
 So the promised aid of the Elderlings was brought to the Six Duchies.They came, just as they had in King Wisdom's time, and drove the Red-Shipsfrom the shores of the Six Duchies. Two great sailed White Ships were sunkas well in that great cleansing. And just as in King Wisdom's time, theiroutstretched shadows on the folk below stole moments of life and memory asthey passed. All the myriad shapes and colors of the dragons made their wayinto the scrolls and tapestries of that time, just as they had before.
 And folk filled in what they could not remember of the battles whendragons filled the sky overhead, with guesses and fancies. Minstrels madesongs of it. All the songs say that Verity came home himself upon theturquoise dragon, and rode the beast into the battle against the Red-Ships.And the best songs say that when the fighting was over, Verity was carriedoff by the Elderlings, to feast with them in great honor and then sleepbeside them in their magic castle until such time as Buck shall need tocall on him again. So the truth became, as Starling had told me, somethingbigger than the facts. It was, after all, a time for heroes and all sortsof marvelous things to occur.
 As when Regal himself came riding, at the head of a column of sixthousand Farrowmen, to bring aid and supplies, not just to Buck, but to allthe Coastal Duchies. The news of his return had preceded him, as had thebarges of livestock, grain, and treasures from Tradeford Hall itself thatcame in a steady stream down the Buck River. All spoke in wonder, of howthe prince had started up from a dream, and run half-dressed through the halls of Tradeford, miraculously foretelling the return of King Verity toBuckkeep and the summoning of the Elderlings to save the Six Duchies. Birdswere sent, withdrawing all troops from the Mountains and offering his mosthumble apologies and generous monetary reparation to King Eyod. He summonedhis nobles, to foretell to them that Queen Kettricken would bear Verity'schild, and that, he, Regal, wished to be first to pledge fealty to the nextFarseer monarch. In honor of the day, he had ordered all gallows pulleddown and burned, all prisoners pardoned and freed, and the King's Circlewas to be renamed the Queen's Garden, and planted with trees and flowersfrom all six of the duchies as a symbol of new unity. When later that daythe Red-Ships attacked the outskirts of Tradeford, Regal himself called forhis horse and armor, and rode to lead the defense of his folk. Side by sidehe fought, next to merchants and longshoremen, nobles and beggars. Hegained in that battle the love of the common folk of Tradeford. When heannounced his allegiance must always be to the child Queen Kettrickencarried, they joined their vows to his.
 When he reached Buckkeep, it is said he remained on his knees and robedonly in sackcloth at the gate of Buckkeep Castle for some days until theQueen herself deigned to come forth and accept his most abject apologiesfor ever doubting her honor. Into her hands he returned both the crown ofthe Six Duchies, and the simpler band of the King-in-Waiting. He no longerwished, he told her, to hold any higher title than uncle to his monarch.The Queen's paleness and silence at his words were put down to the uneasystomach her pregnancy gave her. To Lord Chade, the Queen's adviser, hereturned all the scrolls and books of Skillmaster Solicity, with the pleathat he guard them well, for there was much in them that could be turned toevil in the wrong hands. He had lands and a title he wished to confer onthe Fool, as soon as he returned from his warrioring to Buckkeep. And tohis dear, dear sister-in-law Lady Patience, he returned the rubies thatChivalry had given her, for they could never grace any neck as finely asthey did her own.
 I had considered having him erect a statue in my memory, but haddecided that would be going too far. The fanatical loyalty I had imprintedon him would be my best memorial. While Regal lived, Queen Kettricken andher child would have no more loyal subject.
 Ultimately, of course, that was not long. All have heard of the tragic,and bizarre death of Prince Regal. The rabid creature that savaged him inhis bed one night left bloody tracks, not just on his bedclothes, but allabout the bedchamber, as if it had exulted in its deed. Gossip had it thatit was an extremely large river rat that had somehow journeyed with him allthe way from Tradeford. It was most disturbing to all the folk in the Keep.The Queen had the rat dogs brought in, to scour every chamber, but to noavail. The beast was never captured or killed, though rumors of sightings of the immense rat were rampant among the keep servants. Some say that thatwas why, for months afterward, Lord Chade was seldom seen without his petferret. 
CHAPTER FOURTY-ONE 
The Scribe
 IF THE TRUTH be known, Forging was not an invention of the Red-Ships.We had taught it well to them, back in the days of King Wisdom. TheElderlings that took our revenge on the OutIslands soared many times overthat country of islands. Many Outlslanders were devoured outright, but manyothers were overflown by dragons so often that they were stripped of theirmemories and feelings. They became callous strangers to their own kin. Thatwas the grievance that had rankled so amongst that long, memoried folk Whenthe Red-Ships sailed, it was not to claim Six Duchies territory or wealth.It was for revenge. To do to us as so long ago we had done to them, in thedays of their great-great-grandmothers.
 What one folk know, another may discover. They had scholars and wisefolk of their own, despite Six Duchies disdain of them as barbarians. So itwas that mention of dragons were studied by them, in every ancient scrollthey could find. While it would be difficult to find absolute proof, itseems to me that some copies of scrolls collected by the Skillmasters ofBuck might actually have been sold, in the days before the Red-Shipsmenaced our coasts, to OutIslander traders who paid well for such things.And when the slow movement of glaciers bared, on their own shores, a dragoncarved of black stone and outcroppings of more of that black stone, theirwise men combined their knowledge with the insatiable lust for vengeance ofone Kebal Rawbread. They resolved to create dragons of their own, and visitupon the Six Duchies the same savage destruction we had once served uponthem.
 Only one White Ship was driven ashore by the Elderlings when theycleansed Buck. The dragons devoured all her crew, down to the last man. Inher hold were found only great blocks of shining black stone. Locked withinthem, I believe, were the stolen lives and feelings of the folk of the SixDuchies who had been Forged. Their studies had led the OutIslander scholarsto believe that stone sufficiently imbued with life-force could be fashioned into dragons to serve the Outlslanders. It is chilling to thinkhow close they came to discovering the complete truth of creating a dragon.
 Circles and circles, as the Fool once told me. The OutIslanders raidedour shore, so King Wisdom brought the Elderlings to drive them back. Andthe Elderlings Forged the Outlslanders with Skill when they flew over theirhuts so frequently. Generations later, they came to raid our shores andForge our folk. So King Verity went to wake the Elderlings, and theElderlings drove them back. And Forged them in the process. I wonder ifonce more the hate will fester until ...
 I sigh and set my quill aside. I have written too much. Not all thingsneed to be told. Not all things should be told. I take up the scroll andmake my slow way to the hearth. My legs are cramped from sitting on them.It is a cold damp day, and the fog off the ocean has found every old injuryon my body and awakened it. The arrow wound is still worst. When coldtightens that scar, I feel its pull on every part of my body. I throw thevellum onto the coals. I have to step over Nighteyes to do it. His muzzleis graying now and his bones do not like this weather any more than mine do.
 You are getting fat. All you do anymore is lie by the hearth and bakeyour brains. Why don't you go hunting?
 He stretches and sighs. Go bother the boy instead of me. The fire needsmore wood.
 But before I can call him, my boy comes into the room. He wrinkles hisnose at the smell of burning vellum and gives me a scathing look. "Youshould have just asked me to bring more wood. Do you know how much goodvellum costs?"
 I make no reply, and he just sighs and shakes his head over me. He goesout to replenish the wood supply.
 He is a gift from Starling. I have had him for two years now, and I amstill not used to him. I do not believe I was ever a boy such as he is. Irecall the day she brought him to me, and I have to smile. She had come, asshe does, some twice or thrice a year, to visit me and chide me for myhermit ways. But that time she had brought the boy to me. He had satoutside on a skinny pony while she pounded on my door. When I opened toher, she had immediately turned and called to him, "Get down and comeinside. It's warm here." 
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 He had slid from the pony's bare back and then stood by him, shivering,as he stared at me. His black hair blew across his face. He clutched an old cloak of Starling's about his narrow shoulders.
 "I've brought you a boy," Starling announced, and grinned at me.
 I met her gaze incredulously. "Do you mean ... he is mine?"
 She shrugged at me. "If you'll have him. I thought he might do yougood." She paused. "Actually, I thought you might do him good. Withclothing and regular meals and such. I've cared for him as long as I can,but a minstrel's life ..." She let her words trail off.
 "Then he is ... Did you, did we ..." I floundered my way through thewords, denying my hope. "He is your son? Mine?"
 Her grin had widened at that, even as her eyes had softened insympathy. She shook her head. "Mine? No. Yours? I suppose it's possible.Did you pass through Flounder Cove about eight years ago? That's where Ifound him six months ago. He was eating rotten vegetables from a villagemidden heap. His mother is dead, and his eyes don't match, so her sisterwouldn't have him. She says he's a demon gotten bastard." She cocked herhead-at me and smiled as she added, "So I suppose he might be yours." Sheturned back to him again and raised her voice. "Come inside, I tell you.It's warm. And a real wolf lives with him. You'll like Nighteyes."
 Hap is a strange boy, one brown eye and one blue. His mother had notbeen merciful, and his early memories are not gentle ones. She had namedhim Mishap. Perhaps, to her, he was. I find I call him "boy" as often asnot. He does not seem to mind. I have taught him his letters and hisnumbers and the growing and harvesting of herbs. He was seven when shebrought him to me. Now he is nearly ten. He is good with a bow. Nighteyesapproves of him. He hunts well for the old wolf.
 When Starling comes, she brings me news. I do not know that I alwayswelcome it. Too many things have changed, too much is strange. LadyPatience rules at Tradeford. Their hemp fields yield fully as much papernow as they do fine rope. The size of the gardens there have doubled. Thestructure that would have been the King's Circle is now a botanical gardenof plants gathered from every corner of the Six Duchies and beyond.
 Burrich and Molly and their children are well. They have Nettle andlittle Chivalry and another on the way. Molly tends her hives and candleshop, while Burrich has used stud fees from, Ruddy and Ruddy's colt tobegin to breed horses again. Starling knows these things, for it was she who tracked them down and saw to it that Ruddy and Sooty's colt were givenover to him. Poor old Sooty was too old to survive the journey home fromthe Mountains. Molly and Burrich both believe I am many years dead.Sometimes I believe that, too. I have never asked her where they live. Ihave never seen any of the children. In that, I am truly my father's son.
 Kettricken bore a son, Prince Dutiful. Starling told me he has hisfather's coloring, but looks as if he will be a tall slender man, likeKettricken's brother Rurisk, perhaps. She thinks he is more serious than aboy should be, but all of his tutors are fond of him. His grandfatherjourneyed all the way from the Mountain Kingdom to see the lad who willsomeday rule both lands. He was well pleased with the child. I wonderedwhat his other grandfather would have thought of all that had come to passfrom his treaty making.
 Chade no longer lives in the shadows, but is the honored adviser to theQueen: According to Starling, he is a foppish old man who is entirely toofond of the company of young women. But she smiles as she says it, and"Chade Fallstar's Reckoning" will be the song she is remembered for whenshe is gone. I am sure he knows where I am, but he has never sought me out.It is as well. Sometimes, when Starling comes, she brings me curious oldscrolls, and seeds and roots for strange herbs. At other times she bringsme fine paper and clear vellum. I do not need to ask the source.Occasionally, I give her in return scrolls of my own writing: drawings ofherbs, with their virtues and dangers; an account of my time in thatancient city; records of my journeys through Chalced and the lands beyond.She bears them dutifully away.
 Once it was a map of the Six Duchies that she brought to me from him.It was carefully begun in Verity's hand and inks, but never completed.Sometimes I look at it and think of the places I could fill in upon it. ButI have hung it as it is upon my wall. I do not think I will ever change it.
 As for the Fool, he returned to Buckkeep Castle. Briefly. Girl-on-a-Dragon left him there, and he wept as she rose without him. He wasimmediately acclaimed as a hero and a great warrior.
 I am sure that is why he fled. He accepted neither title nor land fromRegal. No one is quite sure where the Fool went or what became of him afterthat. Starling believes he returned to his homeland. Perhaps. Perhaps,somewhere there is a toymaker who makes puppets that are a delight and amarvel. I hope he wears an earring of silver and blue. The fingerprints heleft on my wrist have faded to a dusky gray.
 I think I will always miss him. 
 I was six years in finding my way back to Buck. One we spent in theMountains. One was spent with Black Rolf. Nighteyes and I learned much ofour own kind in our seasons there, but discovered we like our own companybest. Despite Holly's best effort, Ollie's girl looked at me and decided Iwould most definitely not do. My feelings were not injured in the least andit provided an excuse to move on again.
 We have been north to the Near Islands, where the wolves are as whiteas the bears. We have been south to Chalced, and even beyond Bingtown. Wehave walked up the banks of the Rain River and ridden a raft back down. Wehave discovered that Nighteyes does not like traveling by ship, and I donot like lands that have no winters. We have walked beyond the edges ofVerity's maps.
 I had thought I would never return to Buck again. But we did. Theautumn winds brought us here one year, and we have not left since. Thecottage we claimed as ours once belonged to a charcoal burner. It is notfar from Forge, or rather where Forge used to be. The sea and the wintershave devoured that town and drowned the evil memories of it. Someday,perhaps, men will come again to seek the rich iron ore. But not soon.
 When Starling comes, she chides me, and tells me I am a young man yet.What, she demands of me, became of all my insistence that one day I wouldhave a life of my own? I tell her I have found it. Here, in my cottage,with my writing and my wolf and my boy. Sometimes, when she beds with meand I lie awake afterward listening to her slow breathing, I think I willrise on the morrow and find some new meaning to my life. But most mornings,when I awake aching and stiff, I think I am not a young man at all. I am anold man, trapped in a young man's scarred body.
 The Skill does not sleep easily in me. In summers especially, when Iwalk along the sea cliffs and look out over the water, I am tempted toreach forth as Verity once did. And sometimes I do, and I know for a time,of the fisherwoman's catch, or the domestic worries of the mate of thepassing merchant ship. The torment of it, as Verity once told me, is thatno one ever reaches back. Once, when the Skill-hunger was on me to thepoint of madness, I even reached for Verity-as-Dragon, imploring him tohear me and answer.
 He did not.
 Regal's coteries long ago disbanded for lack of a Skillmaster to teachthem. Even on the nights when I Skill out in despair as lonely as a wolf'showling, begging anyone, anyone to respond, I feel nothing. Not even anecho. Then I sit by my window and look out through the mists past the tip of Antler Island. I grip my hands to keep them from trembling and I refuseto plunge myself whole into the Skill river that is waiting, always waitingto sweep me away. It would be so easy. Sometimes all that holds me back isthe touch of a wolf's mind against mine.
 My boy has learned what that look means, and he measures the elfbarkcarefully to deaden me. Carryme he adds that I may sleep, and ginger tomask the elfbark's bitterness. Then he brings me paper and quill and inkand leaves me to my writing. He knows that when morning comes, he will findme, head on my desk, sleeping amidst my scattered papers, Nighteyessprawled at my feet.
 We dream of carving our dragon. 
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