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      The Woman Upstairs

      
      “IF YOU LOOK OVER YOUR LEFT SHOULDER,” SAID the horse, “you can see the towers of King Gahls’s castle on the highlands.”
      

      
      The wagon driver replied, speaking very softly, “Blue, if you look over your right shoulder, across the water, you might catch
         a glimpse of a dozen or so of Hulix’s archers with arrows nocked.”
      

      
      “Ahhhh,” murmured the horse, plodding resolutely forward. “That would be Hulix, Duke of Kamfels, son of Queen Mirami.”

      
      Abasio, the driver, resolutely keeping his eyes forward, yawned and stretched, giving no indication he had seen the archers.
         Among Abasio’s former friends and companions it was generally supposed that archers who had taken the trouble to paint their
         hands and faces to match their leafy surroundings were less likely to shoot a passerby if the passerby didn’t notice them.
         Being noticed could be considered an insult. “He is indeed the son of Queen Mirami.” Abasio yawned again, loosening his jaw,
         which had been tightly clenched. “In order to allay suspicion, I am about to sing something pastoral and suggestive of bucolic
         innocence.”
      

      
      “Something half-witted and full of tra-la-las,” sneered the horse, sotto voce, “and hey-nonny-nonnies.”

      
      “Very probably,” said Abasio, clearing his throat.

      
      
         Hey—oh, the wagon pulls the horse,

         
         Or else the horse the wagon,

         
         And no one really knows what force

         
         

         
         By which the which is draggin’.

         
         For time can run from front to back

         
         And sometimes even sidewise,

         
         And oceans have the liquid knack

         
         Of often running tidewise…

         
      

      
      
         “Neigh, neigh,” offered the horse, “ti-i-idewise.”
 The singer continued:

      

      
      
         Though who does what and what was where

         
         Are matters that can lure us,

         
         With riddles so arcane and rare

         
         That none know how to cure us,

         
         Let’s not waste life deciphering,

         
         Let lore and logic scatter,

         
         Let love and beauty rapture bring,

         
         And meaning will not matter!

         
      

      
      His voice, a pleasant baritone, after engaging in a number of fal-de-lals and triddle-de-dals, faded into a silence that did
         not so much fall as insinuate itself.
      

      
      “Are they gone?” the horse whispered.

      
      “Seemingly,” replied Abasio, throwing a surreptitious glance across his shoulder where the water-filled gap had widened considerably
         between them and the archers. “Either they or we have gone, yes.”
      

      
      “It was all those neighs that did it,” the horse said, approaching a curve in the road. “They decided we were not dangerous
         because I kept de-neighing it. Whaagh?” Blue snorted in astonishment, stopped dead, glaring ahead in dismay. What had been
         a road was, for a considerable distance, underwater.
      

      
      Abasio heaved a sigh and leapt from the wagon seat. Once level with the horse he could see that small stones emerged from
         the water’s surface here and there. Fallen branches at the edges lay partly submerged but not afloat. “It’s shallow,” he said,
         leaning away from the wagon to look ahead. “The road comes out of it just at the end of the curve.”
      

      
      “I suggest you wade,” the horse remarked. “Let’s keep as much weight off the wheels as possible.” He put his shoulders into
         the collar and heaved, moving briskly through the swale, the wheels making ripples that sloshed against Abasio’s boots as he moved alongside,
         ready to push if necessary. They came out of the water onto an uphill road freshly cut from the forest. Rounds of new wood,
         sawed off flush with the ground and scarred with wheel and hoof tracks, showed where trees had been. Branches, some still
         with leaves attached, were piled in the forest on the uphill side, though the large timber had been hauled away. Downward
         to their right—where the old road had been—water rippled softly under the stroke of the wind, its shivering surface flecking
         the valley with darting glints of sun gold.
      

      
      “It’s the waters rising. So they say,” Abasio commented resentfully.

      
      “We should have gone down the other side of the fjord.”

      
      “Where we’d definitely have encountered the inimical duke himself. If we’d survived the encounter, we’d have had to take the
         ferry to get to Krakenholm,” said Abasio. “You may recall what happened the last time we put you on a ferry.”
      

      
      “It was windy. There were waves.”

      
      “You were seasick,” said Abasio. “I was only thinking of your welfare.” He tugged very slightly on the reins to signal a momentary
         halt and did a few knee bends to give the appearance of a man stiffened by hours of driving, though he had been asleep inside
         the wagon until recently. Big Blue had slept the previous night while Abasio had kept watch, so today the horse had followed
         the road while the man slept. The lands of both King Gahls and the duke of Kamfels were reputedly unfriendly to travelers,
         but there had been no alternative to trespassing on one or the other.
      

      
      “How much farther to Woldsgard?” the horse asked.

      
      “Not far. You can see a couple of fingers of the Hand of Wold just over the rise, a little to the left.”

      
      The horse raised his head, peering. Indeed, above a jagged sawed tooth of stone, four slightly separated fingers thrust monstrously
         into the air. One could imagine the rest of the hand, a right hand, palm forward, thumb jutting to the north, the whole conveying
         the word “stop” as clearly as though it were being shouted.
      

      
      “It’s only one big tower,” remarked Abasio, who had taken the halt as an opportunity to pee into the brush at the side of
         the road and was now rearranging his clothes. “One big one with five smaller ones at the top. No one knows if the architect intended it to look like a hand or whether it just turned out that way.”
      

      
      “Unfriendly, either way,” said the horse around a succulent tuft of grass.

      
      “Not according to what I hear,” Abasio replied, making a quick circuit of the wagon to be sure all the baskets, pots, and
         vats were tightly attached. Usually they hung loosely, the whole equipage jangling like a kitchen in a high wind. Coming through
         the king’s lands and those of Hulix, his stepson, horse and driver had chosen quiet. “The Duke of Wold is said to be a good,
         kind, and honorable man, though a very sad one.”
      

      
      He climbed into his seat once more and they proceeded westward along a road that continued to edge upward wherever the terrain
         made it possible. Below them, on the right, the water-filled fjord had grown too wide for a bowshot to be of any consequence;
         on the left, the mountainside into which the road had been cut became steeper. By late afternoon, they rounded a final corner
         and moved out from among the trees onto a flat, square monolith half a mile across. Abasio leapt down to inspect the vaguely
         rectangular outcropping beneath them, like some monstrous gravestone. They had entered a third of the way down the eastern
         side of the rock. The high point was ahead, a little to their left, the southwestern corner, buried in the mountain, and from
         there the massive pavement sloped diagonally all the way to the northeast corner, which was marked only by a cluster of small
         tiled roofs, wavelets shuddering along their eaves. A good bit higher and farther west, a shabby cluster of newer buildings
         crouched uneasily beside a floating pier where a dilapidated ferry teetered on the wavelets, certainly empty, perhaps abandoned.
      

      
      “Krakenhold,” said Abasio in some wonder. “I thought it was larger.”

      
      “It was larger,” the horse snorted. “The larger part is now drowned. I don’t see anything on the other side.”

      
      Abasio stared slit-eyed across the water. “That’s Ragnibar Fjord, and there used to be something called Ghost Isle on the
         far side. Evidently it’s drowned, too. There’s still the ferry, though, so there must be somewhere on the far side it can
         tie up.”
      

      
      A line of ashen clouds edged across the western sky; the northern shore, if there was any, lay very low upon the waters. Abasio
         kicked at the black rock beneath them: basalt, virtually immune to the elements. The western edge plunged into a vertical wall, blocking
         any farther travel to the west. Anyone going on from here would have to go north on the ferry or south, where a narrow, topless
         tunnel had been cut through the jagged upper edge of the tilted slab they stood upon.
      

      
      “I was told about this,” Abasio remarked, striding toward the cut, horse and wagon following. “It’s called the Stoneway. It
         seems to have acquired a few more stones along the way, fallen from the mountain.” He went ahead, kicking small rocks away
         from the wheels and protecting various items of the wagon’s paraphernalia that threatened to be brushed off by the uneven
         walls on either side. “The woman who first built Woldsgard had it built. Her name was Lythany. She was Huold’s daughter.”
      

      
      “That would be Huold the Heroic.”

      
      “Very probably.” Abasio stopped for a moment, looking at the tool marks on the sides of the cut, following their lines upward
         to the sky, considering the work involved, the years it must have taken. The shadowed, stony pipe itself would be well lit
         only when the sun was directly above, though it rose steeply into sunlight at the far end. Several hundred paces later they
         rattled across the last of the rock and emerged onto a gravel road.
      

      
      “Grim in there,” said Abasio, not looking back.

      
      “Blood in there,” replied the horse. “People died making that cut.”

      
      “Dwarves, do you think?”

      
      The horse shrugged and rested his chin on the man’s shoulder when Abasio came forward to assess the view. Mountains closed
         from either side behind them. They stood at the narrow end of a widening green valley that fell away into the distant, hazy
         south. With Abasio walking beside him, the horse tugged the wagon into easy, downslope movement. Several chattering streamlets
         trickled toward them, joining at either side of the road into brooks plunging away to the south. Before the sun had sunk much
         farther the right-hand stream had found a rocky culvert and ducked under the road to join the left-hand stream, which gradually
         became a modest and rather talkative river. The great hand they had seen earlier, somewhat less forbidding when seen from
         the side, was surrounded by greenery and its fingertips were identifiable as the conical roofs of five separate towers. Within
         another hour, as the sun dipped behind the mountains, they approached a rustling crowd of fruit trees behind a low stone wall, the tree
         shadows mottling the roadway before them.
      

      
      “Apples,” said the horse, breathing deeply and approvingly. “I smell apples!”

      
      Directly before them a particularly old and massive tree leaned across the wall, and Abasio pulled gently on the reins as
         they approached it.
      

      
      “Hello,” he said to the tree. “What are you doing there?”

      
      A brown branch uncurled itself and peered at him between two lower limbs. “Watching.”

      
      “Not for me,” Abasio said. “I didn’t even know I was coming.”

      
      “I was watching for what I was waiting for.” The small brown person uncoiled herself further and stepped onto the wall. “Your
         horse talks.”
      

      
      “Ah, yes,” said Abasio. “Strictly speaking he is not my horse, though we do travel together. And though it’s true that he speaks, I’d prefer that you not mention it to anyone. Talking
         animals are more or less customary where I come from, but I don’t notice many of them around here.” He blinked. He saw a child.
         But he also saw something … as though the child stood within some larger, older embodiment, crystalline, barely visible …
         invisible. He blinked again. It was gone. One of those temporal twists that sometimes proved true? Or not?
      

      
      The child murmured, “I wouldn’t talk about it. People would just laugh at me.”

      
      “Do they do that a lot?” he asked, rubbing his eyes. He wasn’t in the habit of seeing things, but he had definitely seen something.

      
      “No,” she replied after a moment’s consideration. “Mostly they don’t talk to me at all. My teacher, the Great Bear of Zol,
         says you have to be very careful of some horses, especially their back ends, but yours seems nice.”
      

      
      “His name is Big Blue, or just Blue. My name is Abasio.”

      
      “Abasio. I’m called Shoo-lye,” she said. “It’s spelled with an X in front, but in our language that’s pronounced like an SH.
         Xulai.”
      

      
      “Your language. And what might that be?”

      
      “Tingawan.”

      
      “Ah. From over the Western Sea. And how do you happen to be here in the land of Wold, so far from the Ten Thousand Islands?”

      
      She stared at him wonderingly. “Not many people know about Tingawa. I was sent from there. I am the Xakixa, soul carrier, for the Woman Upstairs. You probably don’t know what that is
         …”
      

      
      Abasio smiled. “As it happens, I do. I have read of the custom. Yours is a very responsible duty. And the Woman Upstairs?
         That would be the wife of the Duke of Wold, am I right?”
      

      
      The girl went suddenly rigid, as though overcome by a sudden awareness of guilt. “I shouldn’t have told you. Why did I do
         that! I’m not supposed to talk about… I never talk about…”
      

      
      “It’s all right,” snorted the horse. “Don’t worry about it. Everyone tells him things, but he doesn’t tell people’s secrets.
         He just goes hither and thither helping out… orphans?”
      

      
      “Blue!” said Abasio, somewhat discomfited. “Really!”

      
      “Well, you do,” said the horse in a strangely puzzled voice. He stared at the person on the wall. “You do.”

      
      “Oh,” cried the girl, her face lighting up in joyous wonderment. “Then you are the one I was waiting for! I prayed to Ushiloma, protector of the motherless, to send me someone!”
      

      
      Abasio went from the wagon step to the wall top, where he sat down beside her. “Life has taught me that almost anything is
         possible. For example, it is possible I will trade this horse in for a donkey. Or perhaps a yak. Something less given to making
         spontaneous and gratuitous commitments.”
      

      
      The girl laid her hand upon his arm pleadingly..”Oh, I don’t know what a yak is, but please don’t. He … he sounds very sensible.
         I get very tired of never talking about anything. I don’t have many people I can talk to. Oldwife Gancer, she was my nursemaid
         when I was really little, but she’s not exactly a friend, more like a, a granny, I guess. Bartelmy is probably the youngest
         one who’s actually friendly. He helped me pick out my horse and taught me to ride, but he’s not someone I’d talk to about
         her, the princess. Besides, Oldwife says he’s a little more fond of me than he should be, being as I’m a Xakixa for a princess and he’s just
         a bowman for my cousin, though I don’t know what that has to do with anything because he’s very nice and kind. And the children
         around the castle, well, for some reason, the little ones think I’m too old, but the older ones say I’m too babyish, and the
         grown-up ones all have their own problems, or they keep trying to educate me, and sometimes I feel words wanting to come out
         all on their own but there’s no one there to … do you understand me? I’d love to have a horse to talk to. Don’t you find him a lot of company? Besides, if you
         help out orphans, I am one, and you really are the one intended to help me. Probably.” The words had come in a spate, a gush,
         as from an overloaded heart.
      

      
      “Possibly,” said Abasio. “Only possibly.” He put his arm around the child’s shoulders and hugged her lightly, suddenly removing
         the arm as though the embrace had been … what? Inappropriate? Certainly not. He liked children, and she was just a child.
         Of course, no one had said there would be a child. What had he expected?
      

      
      “While you two converse, I think I’ll have a few mouthfuls of grass,” said Blue, dragging the wagon to the side of the road.

      
      Abasio held Xulai away from him. Seeing the streaks of tears on her cheeks, he wiped her face with his kerchief. Her crow-black
         hair, full of blue lights in the even-glow, was pulled together in a thick braid that lay across her left shoulder and hung
         to her waist. Her neck and face were pale nut brown and her face seemed to be at least half eyes, dark and huge, either far
         too old or far too young for someone her size. Or she herself was far too small, perhaps, for someone sounding as mature as
         she did. “How old are you?”
      

      
      “I think seven or eight maybe. I’m not sure.”

      
      “And what kind of help did you pray for?”

      
      She sighed deeply, the words coming slowly, hesitantly: “The Woman Upstairs is very sick and she hasn’t really talked to anyone
         for a long time, in words, out loud. But she talks to me—kind of in my head. Do you understand?”
      

      
      Abasio nodded. Oh, yes. He understood very well. He, too, often carried on lengthy conversations with someone very dear to
         him, someone who spoke to him in his head.
      

      
      The child picked uneasily at the hem of her shirt, this small movement obviously substituting for some other, much more expressive
         gesture she could not allow herself to make. “She wants me to do something for her. And I’ve tried, I really have. But I got
         so scared. I couldn’t get there, I couldn’t do it. So … I prayed for Ushiloma to send somebody to go with me.”
      

      
      He stared at his boots, finding himself faced with a not unusual problem: deciding what was appropriate. Was this request
         for assistance something that was “meant,” that is, a fate-laden task put in his way by someone or something other than this surprising female because it or they intended for him to do something about it or her? Did he, in fact, believe in such things? Did he believe in it or them? Or was this merely an accidental meeting that provided an opportunity to do something helpful or, conversely, totally unhelpful
         because of this … person’s bad judgment, or his own? Or was it one of those dreadful nodules in space-time in which interference
         of any kind would do more harm than good? Or vice versa?
      

      
      “Tidewise …” neighed Blue, sotto voce.

      
      Abasio avoided the questions. “What does she want you to do?”

      
      “Go into the woods after dark and fetch something, and it’s not long until dark …”

      
      He thought about this for some time. “How many times has the Woman Upstairs asked you to do this?”

      
      “Twice,” Xulai confessed, staring at her boots. “Yesterday and the day before, but the shadows stopped me. They’re full of
         writhey things that curl like snakes. And last night there was something huge that crunched as it came at me! I got partway,
         I really tried, but I was so scared I couldn’t… I couldn’t move!”
      

      
      “Has she ever suggested you take someone with you?”

      
      There was a lengthy silence. “She never really said not to…”
      

      
      “She probably never said to tie bells to your feet and beat a drum on the way there, either, did she?”

      
      Xulai felt her eyes filling. “No.”

      
      “Have you done other things for her?”

      
      “Oh, yes, many things.”

      
      “Did she ever ask you to do anything that hurt you?”

      
      She shook her head, seeming reluctant to do so.

      
      Abasio took a deep breath. “Then, scared or not, if she’s your friend you have to trust her. She needs you to do this thing
         and she needs you to do it by yourself.”
      

      
      Her eyes filled with tears, and she started to climb back into the tree.

      
      “Bastard,” said the horse, quite audibly.

      
      “What I will do,” said Abasio to the girl’s back, “is provide some help …”
      

      
      She stopped moving.

      
      “I’ll give you two things. I’ll give you some good advice and some assistance. Now listen to me. No, come back down here on the wall and really listen, don’t just pretend you’re listening while
         you’re planning to fall apart! There. Now breathe. Again. No, not hu-uh-hu-uh-hu-uh, like a panting puppy dog! Breathe, deeply,
         and listen! When you set out to do this thing tonight, you will have to think. Haven’t people talked to you about thinking, using your head?”
      

      
      She shivered, her face suddenly fierce with anger. “No! They tell me not to! I am not supposed to think! I am supposed to
         do what they tell me to do and not worry about it. Worrying about things might … it might get me into trouble.”
      

      
      “Aaah,” said Blue very softly. “That would explain things.”

      
      Abasio glared at the back of Blue’s ears, which twitched. “Well, for the time being, forget any advice that includes not thinking.
         Instead of concentrating on how scared you are, you will have to move up into your brain and think. The answer to being frightened
         is often right there in your head, when and where you need it, if you merely look for it. Stop shaking! There. See? You can
         stop when you think about it! Now, I do not mean you should merely take a quick glance around and then have a fit of hysterics! I mean look for
         the solution with everything you’ve got, eyes, nose, ears, everything!
      

      
      “As for the other thing, I will be there to keep an eye on you to be sure nothing happens to you. You may trust me to do this. I won’t be holding your hand; I will be nearby, but you have to do the task alone because that’s what the lady asked you
         to do. Right?”
      

      
      “Right,” she barely managed to say as she turned.

      
      “Just a moment. I need to know where you set out from. And when.”

      
      She gestured with a trembling hand toward the castle wall above the trees. “I go out through the kitchen garden and the poppleberry
         orchard through the little stoop gate in the back wall. I go as soon as it is really dark.” She trudged away, pausing to look
         back in case he’d changed his mind, but he was just sitting there on the wall, staring at his boots. They weren’t ordinary
         boots, being very long and made of red leather. Nothing about the man was ordinary. Though he wasn’t really tall, not so tall
         as her guard, the Great Bear of Zol, the wagon man seemed taller and his shoulders were exceptionally broad for so slender
         a person. His hair was dark, rather curly, with just a few silver hairs above his ears where a stray lock fell at each side,
         curling under the lobes at the corners of his jaw, which was square and determined looking, beneath a mouth that was just the opposite, what she thought of as a listening
         mouth, the lips not pinched, but always just a tiny bit open, as though expecting to hear something. Add the alert brown eyes
         that seemed to be looking at the world very carefully, and he reminded her more of the Duke of Wold’s hunting dog than of
         any other person. Even his strange wagon was extraordinary, festooned with odd things, sacks of dried plants and bundles of
         roots, and it was hung all over with a jangle of ladles and vats that should have clanked like an armorer’s workshop as the
         wagon had come toward her if it hadn’t all been tied down. She didn’t even know why she had asked him to except that Ushiloma
         might have sent him. It wasn’t as though she knew him. If he wouldn’t help her, the whole thing seemed dark and desperate
         and terrible, except he’d said … he had said he’d look out for her. He had said to trust him, he would be there. The horse was watching her, however. His head was cocked as though he wanted to ask a question, as though he knew exactly
         what the trouble was. He saw her watching. He nodded at her. No, he nodded at someone slightly above her head. She turned
         to look behind her. No one. Perhaps both the man and the horse were strange!
      

      
      She comforted herself with the possibility that the Woman Upstairs wouldn’t ask her again. Since Xulai hadn’t been able to
         do it in two tries, maybe the woman wouldn’t ask her again. She really hoped, really did, that the woman would forget about
         it. Head down, she trudged through the apple orchard toward the guardhouse at the stable gate. Once inside the walls, she
         turned right, past the stables, full of the sound and smell of horses, harness oil, and hay, then to the lower wall that enclosed
         the kitchen garden and across it to the wing of the castle that held kitchen and storerooms and laundry and stillroom and
         smokehouse and servants’ quarters and all suchlike inferior offices, which is what Crampocket Cullen, the steward of Woldsgard, called them. The cistern and two of the wells were at the far
         side of the kitchen garden beside the low wall that separated the garden from the poppleberry trees, and beyond the trees
         was the tall castle wall. Everything would be locked and guarded from sundown on, but just now the place was empty as a beer
         keg after the footmen had been at it. Everyone had had supper, and all the dinnertime mess had been cleaned up and everything
         put away. In Wold, days started and ended early.
      

      
      She kicked dried leaves aside, following the cabbage path to the kitchen well and cistern. The little kitchen door she always
         used was well hidden behind a fat buttress that went halfway up the tower wall. Almost nobody knew about it, and nobody else
         ever used it. It was narrow and inconvenient and the door swelled shut whenever it rained and it was Xulai’s secret.
      

      
      It had been dry lately, so the door opened easily. Inside, on the right, was the back of a cupboard. If one knew the trick,
         one could get into the cupboard and from there into the big kitchen. On the left, a narrow slit between the stones had a panel
         that slid sideways, letting her onto what she called the “sneaky staircase.” The stonemasons had built it into the wall when
         the castle was erected. The steps were narrow as the door, every one was a different height and shape, they were hard to climb
         and easy to trip over, and they went off in all directions: up and down, over and under, sometimes branching off to make side
         trips into unexpected places like the dungeons or the bird lofts or across the top of the armory. The staircase often provided
         Xulai a shorter though more difficult route to wherever she was going, and she rehearsed her excuses as she climbed: how frightened
         she was, how black the night, how terrible the darkness! All too quickly she was at the first landing, where a panel hidden
         behind a tapestry opened into the great hallway.
      

      
      She pushed the panel soundlessly, just far enough to peep through the crack at the edge of the tapestry. One of the footmen,
         the mean one who always called her “dwarf” or “midget” or asked her if she’d been “shrunk in the wash,” was snuffing the dozen
         or so candles that had dripped themselves into stumps on the heavy, curly iron stand beside the door into the room occupied
         by the Woman Upstairs. He muttered as he worked, his remarks obviously directed at the other footman, the fatter, greasier,
         lazier one lolling in a gilded chair he had already worn half the gold off of. Rabbity little snores fluttered between his
         moist pink lips and his pleated neckpiece was all slobbery.
      

      
      “Useless,” said the mean footman, dropping the last candle stub into his basket and replacing the dozen with a single thick
         candle that would burn all through the night. “If the duke saw you here, sleeping, he’d roast your fat haunches and feed you
         to the dogs!”
      

      
      The sleeper showed no sign of having heard. The worker made no attempt to wake him. The one always talked; the other always slept. Behind them the door to the lady’s room stood slightly
         ajar as it always did, in case she spoke, or murmured, or moaned—much good would it do her—though she had made no sound at
         all for a very long time. The candle gatherer took his time at his job, using his dagger to pry the wax drippings from the
         intricate windings of the candle stand, catching them in the basket. The candle maker could use the unburned wax over and
         over again, and it was not right to waste the bee’s labor; so said the beekeeper.
      

      
      The job took a while, and it was some time before the talker’s footsteps dwindled away down the hallway, allowing Xulai to
         slip out into the silent hallway and through the open door of the bedroom. The castle was built of gray stone: iron gray,
         ash gray, silver gray, variously mottled, flecked and striped, laid with no attempt at pattern but with a fine discrimination
         as to fit. The mortar joints were so thin as to be almost invisible, so that the rooms appeared to have been carved in one
         piece, out of the core of the mountain. In this room, the lower parts of the outer walls were covered with rich tapestries
         that kept out the cold. The great gilded bed stood with its curtains almost closed to hold in the warmth of the braziers burning
         at head and foot. The room had unusually large windows, but since late afternoon they had been masked by closed shutters and
         heavy draperies. Xulai knew this as she knew everything about this room except why the Woman was here and why the whole of
         Wold was centered on this room. Were there other places in the world where women were cursed, women who could not speak, who
         lay silent for years while their husbands mourned endlessly and the world went on without them?
      

      
      Nowhere else! Only here at Wold! The Woman Upstairs lay like a statue on a tomb, but her bed was smooth with soft linens,
         her pillows fluffy with down, her coverlet embroidered in gold. A thick cushion lay on the floor beside the bed, and it was
         there that Xulai knelt, tasting blood on her lip where she had bitten it, her face already wet with guilty tears.
      

      
      She hoped, she prayed, the Woman would not ask her to go again. She hoped, she prayed, perhaps the Woman would not even speak.
         She touched the quiet hand…
      

      
      And the Woman spoke! Silently, in her mind, only a few words.

      
      “Xulai! You must. There is no more time. Only tonight or all is lost! I am lost!”

      
      Xulai recoiled as though she had been slapped across her face. She felt a silence so deep it was like an abyss to the center
         of the earth, the word “lost” echoing forever downward, each echo striking at her heart like the clangor of a great bell.
      

      
      There was nothing Xulai could say. She had never heard anger, terror, hopelessness, from the Woman Upstairs, never, never
         before! All the excuses she’d been practicing on her way up the stairs withered into nothing. All her delays crumbled and
         she was thrust onto her feet as though someone had lifted her from her knees and pushed her! She fled, hearing the repetition
         of that word. Lost! Echoes thundering down the abyss. Lost! The hammer at her heart. Lost! Her feet pattered into the hall
         where the footman still slept, through the hidden door onto the back stairs, down the stairs, gaining speed as she went, leaping,
         two and three steps at a time like a cliff goat fleeing an ice panther, a rabbit fleeing a hound, a child fleeing terror,
         except that her desperation took her toward the terror rather than away from it.
      

      
      At the bottom of the stairs she caromed off a pillar as she changed directions, the clatter of her shoes loud in her ears
         as she went out her hidden door into the kitchen garden. There the gravel scattered behind her as she fled past rows of turnips
         and onions, almost colliding with the orchard wall. She darted through that gateway into the moon shadows of untrimmed poppleberry
         trees, their tangled branches wrestling with one another in the light wind. Then she was at the tall outer wall, the one the
         watchmen walked at night, at the big gate, barred and locked against the world but holding at its side a tiny stoop gate,
         one large enough only for a child, or a man so hunched over he would be unable to attack or to defend himself as he entered.
         Though she had prayed that she would not have to use it, the key to the little gate was already in her hand. The lock clicked;
         the gate swung open and shut. This time she did not hear the tiny metallic sound of the gate relocking itself, the sound that
         twice before had held a knife-edged snick of inevitability, cutting off all hope. Over the panicky thudding of her heart she
         did not hear the gate open and close again behind her.
      

      
      The moonlit path stretched across open ground to the forest edge, where a sparse stand of oak saplings, their leaves dried
         and rattling, gradually gave way to the somber darkness of ancient pines. Near the last of the oaks, half-hidden by the evergreens, a tall
         pillar of white stone loomed pale against the shade. There she stopped, throwing a frantic look over her shoulder. She could
         not remember coming through the kitchen garden, she could not remember unlocking the gate, yet how could she have come this
         far without unlocking the gates? Above and behind her, Woldsgard Tower thrust its prodigious arm into the darkness, the five
         clustered bird lofts at its top holding back the moonlit clouds in the east. Lights burned up there in the lofts, softly yellow,
         and she choked down a customary sorrow at the thought of the one who lit them and watched there through the night. No time
         for sorrow. No time. Lost, everything lost.

      
      She had come this far twice before, she reminded herself. The first time, her journey had ended in panicked flight back to
         the safety of the walls when the white stone had spoken to her. The Woman Upstairs had said nothing about speaking stones.
         The second time, the stone had been blessedly silent and she had gone farther into the wood, though threatened at every step
         by the same shadows that were piled around her tonight. They lay under the trees like pools of troubled smoke, moving uneasily
         as though something hungry swam within them. The thought of the possible swimmers shriveled her heart, which caught; her throat,
         which closed; her eyelids, which squeezed themselves shut.
      

      
      “Think,” the wagon driver’s voice whispered in her mind. “Just think.”

      
      Slowly, she forced both jaws to unclench, eyelids to open, hugging herself tightly. I’ll be very, very quiet. I won’t brush against anything. If I don’t bother them, they won’t bother me.

      
      A fine resolution, but it was no more helpful than in the past. As she moved down the path the shadows came with her: charred
         stumps of twisted darkness seeming to writhe in agony like burning creatures, sinuous ropes of tarry blackness that oozed
         serpent-like from crevices in the rock. Last time she had actually heard them hissing. “Think!” the man had said. Very well,
         she would think. She would think about being … furious! She was not accustomed to anger, but she knew how it felt. She was
         angry at the sleeping footman who was supposed to keep watch. Angry at the other one who called her names and laughed at her
         when she cried. Angry at Great Bear, who always, always told her to be quiet and not ask questions. Angry at herself for the
         strange feelings she had some of the time. Most of the time. So she would be angry! Let the shadows bite her. Let them kill her! Being killed
         could be no worse than hearing the Woman Upstairs saying, “Xulai! You must do this. My soul hangs upon your loyalty. I am lost if you do not do as I have bid you. “

      
      “But, but,” she had planned to say, “but Great Bear told me …” Great Bear, though he was afraid of nothing, had taught Xulai
         that fear was appropriate, that she should be afraid of many things: the rear ends of horses; dogs one had never met before;
         armored men with their visors closed, all in a great rush to get somewhere without looking down. Even as she remembered these
         warnings, she knew she would rather face an army of murderous horses, furious men, and ravening dogs than spend one more moment
         among these rippling, crouching, slithering shapes that stopped her breath and froze her legs into immobility.
      

      
      Except for that voice! Always before, always, it had been calm, gentle, loving, without harshness, without threat. Tonight
         it had spoken with tortured despair. It had panted, begged, almost screamed in her mind, inexpressibly agonized, at the very
         end of its strength. It had said that this was the last, the only time left, or she was lost. Again the word rang, reverberating.
         Lost… lost … lost…

      
      “Think!” the wagon man had said. Why else had he come if Ushiloma had not sent him? She must have sent him, so Xulai had to pay attention. Think! No one speaking as the Woman had spoken could be that tired and go on
         living. Not the bravest or the finest. No one could ask for help from that agony and not be answered. No one. It would be
         better to die than to fail! She said it over and over in her mind, Not this time, no, no, not this time, I will not, I will not fail…, the words like a drumbeat, moving her feet in time, repeating, over and over again, until she looked up in surprise to find
         herself already at the second stone, the place she had been last night when she had heard something huge crunching toward
         her through the trees. She had run, then, for the second time, weeping at her cowardice. The Woman Upstairs asked for so little,
         so very little, and she had failed …
      

      
      She fed her anger with shame. Very well! Let the monster come if it would. Let it squash her if it would. She bit her tongue
         until the blood came, tasted it, focused every nerve on the taste of it, praying to Ushiloma, protector of the motherless,
         to carry her onward, to that place she had her eyes fixed upon, that faint gloss of light upon stone, that pale patch among the ferns where the moon struck a glint from the third and last pillar. Tonight the first and second stones
         had not spoken at all. Perhaps they were holding their tongues, trying to help her, listening to her prayers.
      

      
      Ushiloma, dandeoras eg bashlos, bunjimar. Aixum! Great Mother who watches over the motherless, you have sent help. I hear! She repeated it silently, focusing on that vagrant moon-gleam, that evanescent glimmer that came and went behind the screen
         of branches: there it was, within reach, the third pillar, the last one. The distance from the second stone to the third could
         be no more frightening than the way from the castle wall to the first pillar. Think! She had done that twice and survived
         it! She had gone to the second stone and survived it! Tonight she had to finish it or declare her love, her sworn duty, her
         very reason to have been a specious, trivial thing.
      

      
      Tasting blood once more, she heaved several short, gasping breaths, stiffened her legs, and stepped purposefully along the
         path, refusing to creep, keeping her eyes fixed on the moon-glossed reflection, no matter how often she lost it behind a frond
         of fern, behind a needle spray of pine, in momentary darkness when a shred of cloud covered the light. She might lose it a
         hundred times, but she would find it again, she would go on walking, there it was again, and she would …
      

      
      And without knowing how she had managed it, she was at the edge of the clearing where the temple stood, its bulk elaborated
         with carved shapes that were barely discernible beneath centuries of moss. A lump had formed in her throat and she tried to
         swallow it, but it would not go down. What came next? She was actually here! What came next?
      

      
      “Make your obeisance to the third stone and ask permission to go on.” That’s what the Woman had said, days ago.
      

      
      More falling than kneeling, she laid her forehead on the ground, feeling the impress of dried needles, old leaves, something
         soft and unpleasantly squishy on her forehead that stuck there when she lifted her head. “I, Xulai, come at the order of my
         kinswoman, Xu-i-lok, the Woman Upstairs. I beg you let me pass to the shrine.”
      

      
      “Speak up, child,” said the stone. “Can’t hear a word you say!”

      
      She had been prepared for it to say something, but speaking up was impossible. She had used up all the voice she had. The
         stone was very tall, though only the gods of stone knew where its ears were. If it had ears. Or a mouth. She bit down on her tongue once more, tasted blood once more, and forced herself to stay where she was.
      

      
      Think! The answer might be there if she would just think. What should she think? Think about what the stone had said, or how it
         had said it. That would do. The stone had spoken without menace. Its tone had been inoffensive, even kindly. Kindliness should
         be met with good manners. Precious Wind, her teacher, had spent years teaching her good manners, and they were all there,
         in her head, ready for use when needed! Still, she had to swallow several times before she could say the words a little louder.
      

      
      “Ah. Well,’ the stone murmured when she had spoken, “go on then! About time someone came to fetch it.”
      

      
      Xulai rose, brushed the squishiness off her forehead with the back of her hand, bowed again to emphasize how well mannered
         she intended to be, and returned to the path. The third pillar had been the last; the shrine itself was just over the bridge
         that crossed the water she heard chattering nearby.
      

      
      “Just a moment,” said the stone.

      
      She turned back, mouth open, suddenly fearful and furious, both at once. What now? Couldn’t they just let her get on with
         it?
      

      
      “You didn’t say thank you,” said the stone.

      
      Taking a deep breath, she dropped to her knees once more, pressing her forehead to the ground. “May I offer thanks, a multitude
         of thanks, oh stone.”
      

      
      “Very pretty,” said the stone. “Not that I need a multitude, but it’s nice to know some children still know their manners.
         Precious Wind has done a good job with you! Go on now.”
      

      
      Xulai set her feet on the path, noticing with some surprise that she was not trembling. Her feet moved quite solidly and steadily.
         Indeed, she felt … what? Not quite cheerfulness. But the stone had been approving! Approval was good. Even better was being reminded of Precious Wind! No one in the whole world was more calm and poised and well mannered than
         Precious Wind. And, thinking about it, as the wagon man had bid her, if the stone knew Precious Wind, then the stone knew about Princess Xu-i-lok, who
         had advised her to make the obeisance but had forgotten to say anything about stones that talked, though, again, if Xulai
         had thought about it at the time, she would have noticed that she was to ask permission. Well, if one asked permission, presumably permission would have to be granted, and if not in speech, then how? So it was clear, if one thought about it, that the Woman Upstairs had implied that the stones would speak.
      

      
      Perhaps the stone even knew who Xulai was, or what she was, which would be a good sign, almost an omen, for it would mean
         Xulai wasn’t really alone out here.
      

      
      The sound of water had grown louder. Ahead of her a streamlet came chattering from the left, bickered its way around a mossy
         boulder, and continued alongside the pathway, still fussing with itself.
      

      
      “Nan subi dimbalic, Poxiba. E’biti choxilan, landolan” Xulai murmured to herself in Tingawan before restating the idea in the language of Norland. “No bad creatures, elder kinswoman.
         Just the company of the water as it talks to itself.” Imagining herself accompanied by a group of elders was a way she had
         invented of keeping herself from feeling too lonely. Over the years, she had created a whole family of elders in her head,
         some of them quite ancient and wise. They all had names and histories and sayings, their considerable wisdom accumulated from
         many sources, some of them unlikely. It suddenly occurred to her that having all that wisdom in her mind might have helped
         more if she’d paid more attention to it! Why was she such a baby?
      

      
      A dozen paces ahead of her, the brook squabbled with another boulder that forced it to turn right under the stone bridge that
         led onto the paved forecourt of the temple itself. All of it—bridge, forecourt, and temple—was swaddled in moss velvets and
         liverwort lace with ferny frills around the edges, having become, so Xulai told herself in sudden surprise, as much a living
         being as it was dead stone. Why, at any moment, it might creak up from its foundations and stumble off into the trees, its
         dappled hide dissolving into the fabric of the forest.
      

      
      The thought stopped her only for a moment, and she was actually smiling as she hurried the dozen long steps that took her
         across the arched bridge. From the forecourt, two hollowed granite steps ascended to the temple floor. Several paces within
         the temple, a few more steps would gain the altar platform, which Xulai circled carefully while keeping her eyes away from
         the carvings around its edge. Even veiled in moss, they could catch hold of one’s eyes, captivate one, melt a person down
         into the stone to become one with it, or so the Woman Upstairs had said, though that threat had not greatly bothered Xulai. Things one was instructed not to look at were far less fearful than things that forced themselves upon unwilling eyes.
      

      
      From the far side of the bridge, Abasio, who had followed her closely each trembling step of the way, heard a sound behind
         him. He slipped between two trees into a web of darkness, leapt over the quarrelsome streamlet, and circled the temple with
         a few long, careful strides. From among the trees behind the temple, he saw Xulai drop to her knees. Now what? She was trembling,
         her eyes shut, thinking. “Good for you, girl,” he murmured to himself. “Good for you, little maiden!”
      

      
      The Woman Upstairs had said, “In the floor behind the altar. A triangular stone, small, not heavy, but you’ll need something sharp to pry it up with”

      
      Her fingers closed on the awl in her pocket. She had taken it from the shoemaker’s stall just as he had been closing his booth
         for the night. Just before suppertime the castle yard bustled and echoed in a confusion of men shouting, wagon wheels grinding
         on the stones, horses clopping toward the stables, women screeching for their children. The shoemaker, dressed all in shiny
         leather like a cricket, had been eager to get home to his new wife. He wouldn’t look for the awl until morning, and by then,
         Xulai would have pushed it back through a hole in the shutter. If she ever got back to the castle. If she could find the right
         stone, one triangular stone among a great many stones that looked more or less triangular.
      

      
      “Oh where?” she whispered. “Where?”

      
      “Think!” said the voice of the wagon driver, as though from beside her ear. “Think!”

      
      She thought, Stone, and there it was: one that glowed and trembled, almost calling her by name! Xulai inserted the awl at one edge and pried
         it up. The cavity below held a small wooden box. She thrust it into her pocket, at the same instant hearing voices! People!
         At least two of them on the path and coming quickly toward the temple.
      

      
      She replaced the stone and quickly scuffed dirt into the cracks around it, scattered a few pine needles over it, and moved
         away from the altar. She could not go back the way she had come. She had been told not to leave the path. There was no path!
         The only shelter was among the shadows she had been so frightened of…
      

      
      The voices came closer. She tried not to breathe, suddenly realizing the awl was not in her hand, not in her pocket. Then,
         suddenly, an arm was around her, a voice in her ear.
      

      
      “Shh. Here’s your awl. Slip under my cloak. Be still.”

      
      Abasio! She scrambled against him, burrowing into the darkness of his cloak, letting him cover her like a cloud as he crouched,
         then lay in the darkness between the trees, among the leaves, ferns before their faces, her body between his side and his
         cloak, his arm holding her gently there, invisible. She sighed, drawing closer to him, feeling his warmth.
      

      
      “What was that?” demanded a high, imperious voice.

      
      “Some beastie.” This was a deeper voice, smooth and oily, like the slosh of pig slop in the bucket. “That’s what woods are
         full of, lovely lady. Lots of little beastie creatures hunting their dinner.”
      

      
      Xulai felt a dark-sleeved arm cover her face, felt Abasio’s head close beside hers, his slitted eyes peering at the newcomers
         from a face he had painted dark with mud. Something moved on her hand. She opened one eye to see two tiny black eyes, a wriggly
         nose, two fragile ears like new leaves, a striped back beneath a curved tail: a chipmunklet, scarcely bigger than her thumb.
         It sat on the edge of her sleeve and peered intently at the noisy intruders beyond the temple.
      

      
      “So, where is this night wanderer?” the high voice queried, a voice of ice and knives and shattered glass. “Where is she,
         Jenger?”
      

      
      The man answered soothingly, “Duchess, lovely one, I think your informant is mistaken. There’s no reason for children to come
         out here at night. Orphaned children wander during wars or famines, of course, but there’s no war or famine at Woldsgard.
         As we have been told”—he chuckled, a thick, glutinous sound that was not really one of amusement—”Justinian, Duke of Wold,
         houses and cares for his people well. There are none without a roof over their heads and a hearth to warm themselves by.”
      

      
      The woman sneered. “So the duke is a fool, wasting his substance on nobodies. Well, he should be more careful about the people
         he puts beneath his roof! One of them is mine, and she tells me she has seen a child come out of the castle at night and enter
         the woods.”
      

      
      “How old is this roaming child supposed to be?”

      
      “I don’t know,” the woman answered angrily. “That’s what I’d like to find out. My spy looks down from a great height. She says it’s a child, could be any age at all. Perhaps a ward or by-blow
         of the duke’s?”
      

      
      “And you care about this for some reason?”

      
      “My own reason, Jenger. If she’s only a toddler, I care little. She’d be a pawn at best. But I would care greatly if she were
         a game piece held in reserve, someone much older than that.”
      

      
      Xulai trembled, the words echoing in her ears. Much older than that… I would care greatly. The couple approached, climbing the stairs to the altar.
      

      
      “How strange,” said the man. “Look at the patterns carved here …”

      
      As he spoke, the altar stones began to glow, faintly, like coals kept from a long-spent fire.

      
      The woman growled, “Dolt! Fool! Pull your eyes away and keep them so. This is a shrine of Varga-Grag, hag goddess of all earthly
         desolations. You have no business being here, looking at it.” She gave a croaking rasp of barely suppressed laughter. “For
         that matter, considering my allegiances, neither have I. Neither my mother, the queen, nor I would be welcome.”
      

      
      The man laughed, unembarrassed. Neither of the intruders seemed to notice how the glow from the stones brightened as they
         turned away and walked around the altar to stand behind it, staring directly toward Xulai. “Your pardon, ma’am. Our being
         in this particular place is the result of following a path, but… this is where all paths end.”
      

      
      Xulai almost stopped breathing. She could feel the speaker, feel his presence oozing toward her as he peered into the darkness.
         The chipmunk had crept beneath her curled hand and was looking out between her fingers at the man, a dark silhouette against
         the bloody glow from the temple stones, brighter now. Xulai’s companion closed his arm about her, only a bit, just enough
         to reassure her. Something hard lay along his side, and she realized he wore a sword. He was armed! Mere peddlers were not
         usually armed.
      

      
      The man near the altar went on: “There’s not even a game trail among the trees back here. Wherever your child may be, he or
         she is not here. If you want me to bring some men and search the woods around here in daylight, I’ll be happy to lead them,
         though we would need the duke’s permission since we’d be trespassing.”
      

      
      “Which is why we’ve been camped down the road and have come alone,” the woman snarled, raising her hand to thrust aside one of the low branches that overhung the platform. “The Duke
         of Wold won’t know we’re trespassing. Never mind. I’ll have my grubby little spy, Ammalyn, follow the child next time she
         ventures here.”
      

      
      The man asked, “Why do you think this thing you want is here at all? Why do you think she ever had it? Or are you really seeking
         the miraculous device that Huold is said to have left in these lands? Wasn’t that somewhere in Marish, on the other side of
         the Icefang range?”
      

      
      The woman said impatiently, “Huold’s device was something else entirely. Everyone has a story about that thing. It is even
         rumored that Justinian found Huold’s device and gave it to that woman as a betrothal gift, but that’s merely another old tale
         grafted onto a new occasion. No, the thing I seek is a more recent thing, a powerful device of some kind that was in that
         woman’s keeping! She must have brought it with her from Tingawa.”
      

      
      “And you know this how?”

      
      “Because she isn’t dead, Jenger! I would have succeeded in killing her long ago if she did not have some powerful protection!
         She must have brought it with her!”
      

      
      Abasio’s arm tightened around Xulai to prevent her moving, for she had trembled in both horror and anger at the woman’s words.

      
      The man said, “But neither her protection nor Huold’s talisman is as old as this shrine.”

      
      “No. These desolation shrines were built by the Forgal people who survived the end of the Before Time, well before Huold was
         born.”
      

      
      “Then what made you think the thing you want could be here?”

      
      “Only the rumor of a child sneaking about. I have a man loitering near the castle to learn what’s happening, what’s being
         said. He knew we were nearby. Ammalyn told him to tell me about this child. It occurred to me the woman might have sent a
         child to hide something, and the something might be what I’m looking for.”
      

      
      “It doesn’t sound very likely.”

      
      “The woman I’m killing all too slowly has done many unlikely things, Jenger. Besides, I have a talent. I can smell the heat
         of power, smell it like the smoke of a distant campfire. Whoever holds it, my nose will find them and they will lead me to
         it. No matter how many men and how much time it takes.”
      

      
      “Why does it matter to you?” he said, again soothingly.
      

      
      Her voice was furious. “Because the Sea King’s ambassador told me the Sea King will buy Huold’s device. The Sea King will
         buy anything of value to Tingawa. The reward is very great. A very great payment indeed.”
      

      
      “And what is that?”

      
      She turned to face him, her eyes glinting red, reflecting the glow of the stones, or perhaps, Xulai thought suddenly, they
         were lit by the same fire that lit the altar stones, ancient evil, heaped like eternal coals, ready to spring into flame if
         they were fed.
      

      
      “The Sea People have taken the Edgeworld Isles, Jenger! What they found there is beyond imagination. They found ease machines!
         Ease machines in vaults below the great library, and books that tell about them and how to use them!”
      

      
      The tall man’s face betrayed something very like fear. “From the Before Time? How could things like that have stayed hidden?”

      
      “The Sea People’s hearing is different from ours. They hear with echoes. They heard the vault, the hollowness! They knew it
         was there and needed only to find the way to it. There was much delving, Jenger, much exploration, but they found the vault
         full of machines!”
      

      
      “But I thought you already had machines. You said—”

      
      “There are a few little ones at the Old Dark House. Enough to kill that woman of Woldsgard, if used correctly. I confess to
         a mistake with that one …”
      

      
      “You? I don’t believe that,” he said caressingly.

      
      “Yes. I did. It was decades ago, I was much younger, and I cursed her hastily, badly. However, when I sent the curse, I made
         copies of the sending, many of them, and eventually they’ll do the job. She can’t go on fighting them forever! Ammalyn tells
         me she can’t even speak anymore.”
      

      
      “And that’s the only machine you have?”

      
      “I have three others: one to find people, one to send sounds and sights, one to make speaking mirrors—as you well know—but
         nothing really powerful.”
      

      
      “I thought it was your magic that’s killing her.”

      
      She laughed, genuinely amused. “Don’t be silly, Jenger. There’s no such thing as magic. No. My favorite machine makes lovely
         curses, invisible clouds of very small, powerful killers. I can make the cloud and keep it alive in a special kind of vial. Then, if I get close
         enough to the person and release the cloud, the cloud will find that person among all the peoples who may be near, no matter
         where the person is hidden, so long as I release it nearby!”
      

      
      “Any person?” he said in a choked voice.

      
      “Any person I choose—if I have their code. That’s what the books call it, the code.”

      
      “What code?”

      
      “The code of themselves! The code that makes each of them unique. It’s in their fingernails, in their skin. It’s in their
         spit on the rim of a wineglass. That’s where I got the code of the princess, while she was at the court of King Gahls. I made
         my cloud and I carried it here to Woldsgard, near the castle. And once my cloud had settled upon her, she was doomed. The
         very cells of her body have been slowly, inexorably destroyed by my cloud.” She laughed again. “Clouds, I should say. In her
         case, I have to keep releasing them. It is almost like magic, isn’t it?”
      

      
      Xulai, staring, saw a malevolent vapor spread from the woman’s mouth, smelled something vile. She held her breath so she would
         not inhale, for she knew she would choke if she breathed that laughter. Abasio’s arms tightened around her as they watched
         the woman laughing and swaying on her feet as though dancing. “Like your pigeons, Jenger. Like your homing pigeons at the
         tower. My curses will find their roost in one person only, one in the whole world.”
      

      
      Above her, a branch, red-lit from the glowing altar below, moved, as though thrust by a puff of wind. It danced above the
         woman’s head, moved down toward her hair as though to caress her. She, laughing, reached up to thrust it away. “But the machines
         I have are useful only for killing one person at a time, or finding someone who wishes not to be found or watching people
         who are far away. The ones the Sea King has found, the ones in vaults … ah. Worlds can be moved with those, and once we have
         them, Jenger, no power in the world will stand against us.”
      

      
      She took his hand and tugged him almost gently away, around the altar, their footfalls retreating over the bridge, their voices
         fading. Beneath Xulai’s hand, the chipmunk grasped her little finger with all four paws and clung to it as she rose, its beady
         eyes fixed on something behind her. She followed its gaze to the many pairs of eyes in the forest around her, close to the ground, red disks in the darkness, reflecting the bloody light still emanating from the altar. They
         were chipmunk hunters, no doubt. Xulai lowered the little creature into her pocket, feeling it settle into a corner, taking
         up residence.
      

      
      “You have found a friend,” Abasio whispered. “Such little creatures are good friends. They can hide and hear and remember.
         You also should remember what the woman said. There was a spy who looked down from a great height, and her name was Ammalyn.”
      

      
      Xulai whispered her reply. “She’s a scullery maid. From down in the scullery, she could spy only dirty pots, but from her
         bedroom, high up under the roof, the windows look down upon the orchard, the wall, and beyond the wall to the forest. If she
         has seen me go past the wall, she will also see me returning. That is, if I use the path, and the Woman Upstairs told me not
         to leave the path.”
      

      
      “Well and well, your Woman Upstairs hadn’t expected trespassers to be abroad in the night. We’ll find a solution to that.
         Let us wait until that red light fades. I do not trust it.”
      

      
      “Is it evil?”

      
      “It is said by those who made a study of such things that those upon whom the red light falls will die within the year.” He
         shook his head slowly. “In this case, one might hope, but it’s only a saying.”
      

      
      They waited. The red light faded slowly, dying reluctantly, exactly like the coals of a fire. When it was dark, they moved
         up toward the altar, and as Xulai went up the step she saw something moving in the air before her eyes, a cobweb, a tendril.
         “Can you reach that?” she asked him, pointing.
      

      
      “A lock of hair? No, not so much as a lock, only a few hairs pulled out by their roots. Long ones, from the woman.” He lifted
         them from the branch where they were caught and passed them to her. Xulai stood, staring at them for a long moment, trying
         to remember everything the woman had said. Ah, yes. She took a handkerchief from her pocket, wound the hairs around her fingers,
         and folded the linen square around them, replacing it in her pocket. Tomorrow she would tell the Woman Upstairs about having
         the hair …
      

      
      With Abasio’s hand on her shoulder, she passed the third pillar and the second, both silent. From the first pillar they could
         see the castle wall and the orchard gate, closed.
      

      
      “Someone is watching from a window,” she whispered. “So if I go back the way I came, she’ll see me. But if I go some other
         way, I may run into those people. They may even be waiting for me …” Her voice trailed into silence.
      

      
      “So,” said the chipmunk. “What are you going to do?”

      
      “I don’t know.” She almost wept, finding in that moment no wonder left over to spend on a talking chipmunk.

      
      “Stop that!” the chipmunk ordered. “It’s always easier to whine than to do something, but something must be done! Now, figure
         it out. Think! Velipe vun vuxa …”
      

      
      “Duxa vevo duxa” Xulai said, finishing the saying. “‘Wisdom comes from putting little things together.’ That’s what the Woman Upstairs says,
         but how did you know, chipmunk?”
      

      
      “An interesting saying indeed,” said Abasio, strangely moved. He wanted to sweep this little one up and carry her away into
         safety and did not trust the feeling! As though some monitor upon his shoulder cautioned him. He said, instead—as he would
         have said to a much older woman—”Do you think she talked merely to exercise her tongue? Words are useful tools only when one
         does something with them!”
      

      
      Xulai felt suddenly angry. “I don’t have any little things to put together!”

      
      “Don’t be stupid,” said the chipmunk. “The world is full of little things. You seem to be a little thing; so am I.”

      
      This, she found, was a surprising new thought. Of course she herself was a little thing—or was considered to be so by too many people— but the surprising thought was that the Woman Upstairs might
         actually have meant these particular words to be useful! Putting little things together. Actually, the Tingawan words meant
         “Wisdom comes from piling nothing much on nothing much.” Well, starting with herself, she could put herself on a path, which
         might be little enough. Then she’d need a way to discover whether the people were still around, then…
      

      
      “Path,” said chipmunk, reading her intention. “To the right.”

      
      She examined it. Yes. Very narrow and dark and tree covered, so that no one could see her from above. She moved toward it.
         Caught in a twig, at eye level, was a bit of cloth.
      

      
      “A little thing,” she murmured. “The woman went this way.”

      
      “And?” demanded the chipmunk.

      
      “She went,” Xulai said. “The threads are trailing away from me, so she was moving away.”
      

      
      “So, if you move slowly?”

      
      “I won’t catch up to her. Or him.”

      
      “You might get lost,” the chipmunk jeered.

      
      “No,” she replied. “The path is just at the edge of the trees. I can see the castle wall.”

      
      Suddenly the tall white stone beside her asked, “Abasio, is Xulai taking the chipmunk home with her?”

      
      “Would she be wise to do so?” asked Abasio.

      
      “I’m afraid my cats …,” murmured Xulai. “They’ll…”

      
      “Nothing of the kind,” said the stone. “The creature will be quite all right in your pocket. Take it. Keep it safe. Nice to
         hear of you again, Abasio. It’s been too many years since the great battle at the Place of Power. Some of my fellow watchers
         were there.”
      

      
      Xulai’s pocket squirmed briefly, as though in agreement. Xulai, though she realized the stone and her companion were not strangers
         to one another, was too weary even to wonder at it. What Ushiloma did was goddess business, and Xulai was not required to
         understand it. Instead, she merely moved onto the new path, so concentrated upon listening that she scarcely noticed the tripping
         roots and snatching briars. She was no longer fearful, only desperately weary. All that was important was getting back to
         the Woman Upstairs.
      

      
      Soon the path swerved around the tower, and Xulai stopped, staring at the level, bare ground between the trees and the tower.
         It was kept that way by the groundsmen so as to give no cover to possible attackers. Not that there were attackers, nor had
         there been for almost a hundred years, but Justinian, Duke of Wold, Lord Holder of Woldsgard Castle, stayed in readiness,
         when he could spare time from his grief. From here, she could see nothing of the upper part of the castle except the tower
         itself. The watcher could not possibly see her.
      

      
      She raced to lean against the wall, looking upward. “If I can’t see the roof, the roof can’t see me,” she muttered to Abasio,
         who replied by patting her shoulder. Staying close to the stones, she circled the wall tower, checked again to be sure the
         roof was out of sight, then stayed close to the wall until she reached the tiny gate and inserted the key. Here she and her
         companion were sheltered from above by the tangled branches, the fruit-bearing tendrils now bare but still contending with one another in the breeze. The key clicked; she went through,
         Abasio stooping behind her, and the gate locked itself. Xulai murmured thanks to each tree as it sheltered them from the spy
         above, all the way to the kitchen garden. Even from here she could not see the high windows.
      

      
      “Why are the poppleberries in a separate orchard?” the man murmured.

      
      “They pick on other trees,” whispered Xulai. “They beat all the leaves and fruit off. If you want to pick the fruit for jelly
         or pies, they will pop you unless you have a woodsman standing by, threatening them with an axe! No one knows who first found
         them or created them. They’ve just always been here …” Her voice faded as they approached the kitchen door, which was waiting
         unlatched, as she had left it. Inside, she turned wearily toward the stairs, saying, “Please, will you come with me?”
      

      
      “If you like,” he replied in a subdued voice. “If you don’t think the lady will mind.”

      
      She led the way, too tired to comment at Abasio’s muttered curses as he struggled with the uneven stairs. “What in the name
         of artistry was this leg trap built for?”
      

      
      “A way for the workmen to get things into parts of the castle that are hard to reach,” she murmured. “So my cousin says.”

      
      “Your cousin?”

      
      “The duke.” She took a deep breath. Perhaps it was time for explanations. “He says I am to call him cousin. I am of his wife’s
         family. Everyone speaks of ‘the Woman Upstairs,’ but she is really Princess Xu-i-lok, wife to His Grace the Duke of Wold,
         seventh daughter of Prince Lok-i-xan, Tingawan ambassador to the court of King Gahls and head of Clan Do-Lok. Though she merits
         both great respect and watchful people to serve her day and night, just you watch! The footman will be asleep outside her
         door, slumped in his chair and snoring like an overfed dog. It is a good thing Wold is at peace. Once His Grace the duke goes
         up to the bird towers at night, even the watchmen on the outer walls sleep more than they watch.”
      

      
      Abasio smiled to himself. She sounded like a fully mature and offended mistress of the castle, but she was proven right, for
         the footman still slept. They crept past him into the lady’s room. Xulai dropped to her knees in the somber shade of the hangings,
         near one of the braziers, its charcoal glowing red beneath the smoke hood, its suspended chimney leading up into the darkness where it found a vent
         to let the smoke out. The heat was welcome against Xulai’s face. She leaned against the high mattress and searched the still
         face before her. No change. Never any change. Not anymore.
      

      
      Abasio soundlessly closed the door behind them and came to join her where she knelt beside the great bed. She whispered, “It
         has been a long time since the princess has been able to speak aloud, but I remember everything she ever said to me, no matter
         how long ago it was.” She took the woman’s hand in her own and leaned forward to put her lips close to the woman’s ear. “Princess.
         I have it. I will hide it and keep it safe as you have asked.”
      

      
      She waited for a moment. There was no motion in the face or behind the closed lids of the eyes, but the hand she held moved
         to squeeze her own, so slightly the movement would have been invisible to anyone watching.
      

      
      Suddenly, his eyes wide, Abasio stirred. He heard …

      
      “Xulai,” the woman spoke in her mind. “There is no time left to hide it. Open it now. “

      
      Wonderingly, Xulai stared at his face. “You heard her!”

      
      He nodded, putting a finger before his lips. She pulled the box from her pocket and set it on the bed, prying up the close-fitting
         lid. Inside, cushioned in lamb’s wool, was an orb the size of a large grape, delicately patterned in blues and greens. It
         might have been made of glass, perhaps? Or perhaps it actually was a kind of fruit? And yet… it seemed large. In her sight
         it expanded, becoming huge, as though she looked at the world from a great distance. Surely those blue areas were seas, and
         the green ones were forests. Surely those white things were clouds …
      

      
      The chipmunk came from her pocket, sat on her shoulder, and peered. Xulai reached for the orb, then drew back as the voice
         of the Woman Upstairs spoke in her mind: “Take it. Put it in your mouth, child. Don’t be afraid! Quickly!”

      
      Xulai froze in place. She had heard the words, actually heard them, as though they had been called loudly but from an infinite
         distance. Abasio put his hand on her shoulder and shook her, very slightly. She stared at the orb, measuring it with her eyes.
         The chipmunk crept toward the orb, sniffing at it.
      

      
      “It’s too big,” she whispered, to the walls, to herself, perhaps to the chipmunk.
      

      
      “It isn’t really,” Abasio said firmly.

      
      “Yes, it is,” Xulai asserted angrily. Not for someone grown-up, perhaps, but for her, it was too big.

      
      “Just put it in your mouth for a moment,” the chipmunk told her. “To warm it. Poor thing’s cold!”

      
      Xulai stared at it.

      
      Abasio said lightly, teasingly, “Pretend it’s a sugar drop. You’ve eaten sugarplums bigger than that. Chipmunk is right. Warm
         it up.”
      

      
      He watched as her lips closed around it.

      
      The thing in her mouth came alive in an instant. It was like a squirming tadpole, a slippery fish, and she gagged, trying
         to spit it out. Abasio put his hands across her lips, hugged her tightly, for she was a good deal stronger than she looked.
         She squirmed as she felt the thing dive down her throat, vanishing like a frog into a pond.
      

      
      “Not too big?” queried the chipmunk, cocking its head to one side. “Not at all.”

      
      She glared at it, forgetting the woman, forgetting herself in sudden anger, snarling, “It wasn’t your mouth it was squirming
         around in!” She put her hands to her sides, thrust them under her dress, felt her stomach. Not a flutter, nothing there to
         say she had swallowed some lively thing. Except a kind of creeping warmth, a feeling of… well, the way she felt sometimes
         when Precious Wind let her have a few sips of wine. Soft inside. Warm. Really wonderful.
      

      
      Abasio heard words, fleetingly, a whisper. “Friend. We hoped you would come in time. Thanks. “

      
      Stunned, but conscious of the girl’s anger, he managed to whisper, “Xulai, it was what she wanted, what she needed.” He put
         his hand on her shoulder and shook her. “Look at her, Xulai. Look at her.!

      
      Before her on the bed the woman lay unchanged, except… except that her lips were very, very slightly curved upward in the
         ghost of a smile. Xulai took the lax hand in her own, waited for words in her mind, looking at the curved lips, definitely
         a smile. No words came. She leaned forward to feel the woman’s breaths upon her cheek, softly, barely, a long, long time between.
         As she knelt there, a quiet wind came into the room. The fire blazed up. The wind circled, as though it were searching for something, then gathered itself from all corners of the room and gusted into the fireplace, the flames leaping
         up behind it as it fled up the chimney and away from Woldsgard toward some other, more suitable place.
      

      
      “Ah,” whispered Abasio. “Look, sweetheart. The pain is gone. Look at her.”

      
      And it was true. The pain was gone. The face was peaceful. The hand she held had relaxed; the lines were gone from her face;
         the room was changed. All the strain, the hurt was gone. The room, too, was at peace.
      

      
      “Tranquil,” said Abasio in a strange, choked voice. “She is full of quiet. We can let her sleep.”

      
      After a silent time Xulai rose, the chipmunk still on her shoulder, and they left the silent room. They passed the footman
         where he slept snoring in his chair and went down the wicked stairs and out into the kitchen garden.
      

      
      Abasio held out his hand. “I’ve taken shelter in the courtyard with the other travelers. I can find my way there. Give me
         the awl you borrowed from the shoemaker …”
      

      
      “How did you know I did?”

      
      “I saw you take it. I followed you here when you left. I’ll return it. Sleep well.”

      
      As he turned away, she saw tears on his face. He felt pity for the princess, no doubt, for he was a kind man. “Abasio,” she
         called. He turned, leaned down toward her. She reached up and kissed his cheek. “You were kind, and she called you friend.
         Thank you.”
      

      
      She turned back toward the stairs as he, moving as though under some compulsion of quiet and necessity, found his way through
         the interior gates leading to the courtyard, where he pushed the shoemaker’s awl through a gap in the shutters of the stall.
         He managed to exchange casual greetings with a sergeant who moved slowly across the paved area from wall to wall, checking
         on the guards. There were other wagons and several peddlers bedded down in the area near the stable, and he wended his way
         among them to the paddock where Blue, who was spending the night among other horses and mules, came to push his head over
         the railing and whisper, “Is the woman all right?”
      

      
      “I think … the princess was helped,” whispered Abasio.

      
      “I meant the … little one,” said Blue, gazing at Abasio’s face, which held a strange expression, something with traces of
         amazement and fear and gratification. People had such trouble with their faces. They often said too little or too much.
      

      
      Abasio took a deep breath. “She has done what she had to do, just in time.”

      
      “We came as fast as we could.”

      
      “I know. I think this was the night we needed to be here. It’s just… I didn’t realize the person they spoke of was a child.”

      
      Blue did not reply for a moment. “Perhaps so. People don’t always tell everything, you know. Mostly they don’t. Who was the
         person who told you to come here, anyhow?”
      

      
      “You saw him. He was also Tingawan, I think. That part fits.”

      
      “I thought he was rather ordinary looking, but you said he was strangely compelling!’

      
      “We would hardly have made this journey had he not been.”

      
      “You said she did whatever it was just in time?”

      
      “Yes,” said Abasio, wiping tears from his face. “I’m sure it was.”

      
      “But you’re troubled. Why?”

      
      “Blue, I don’t know. She went to find something, she found it, brought it back, was told to swallow it. None of my business,
         but there I was, urging her on to swallow it because I heard this voice … tortured, it was. But so … determined, needful,
         imperious! As though the fate of the world hung on it.” He laughed, shaking his head.
      

      
      “The younger one swallowed it?”

      
      “Yes. And once she had done it, there was a kind of peace that came, exalted, ecstatic, whatever. All I can compare it to
         … think how one feels at the end of a dreadful day. You know: fighting bandits, maybe wounded, bleeding, stung by flies, everything
         happening in a half-frozen marsh where you can’t sit or stand or lie down, and every time you dispose of one enemy, two others
         pop up, and you’re soaking wet, and shaking with cold, and then somehow at the end of the day you’re brought to a warm room
         with a place to wash, with food and a jug of something soothing to drink, and you can lie down on a comfortable bed and it’s
         safe to sleep. You know that feeling.”
      

      
      “Except for the jug, yes. Substitute oats, add a groom with a curry comb, and I know exactly.”

      
      “Well, that’s how she felt, and I knew it, and it made me incredibly sad.”
      

      
      “Sad? Why?”

      
      “We’ll probably know by morning.”

      
      XULAI HAD GONE UP THE stairs, two floors above the place where the Woman Upstairs slept, and there she examined the box that the strange thing
         had come in. It was tiny, beautifully carved all over with designs offish and shells and seaweed and waves. The hinges were
         invisible and the handle was carved in the shape of a leaping dolphin. Now it was empty. After a moment’s thought, she took
         her handkerchief from her pocket and unfolded it to disclose the long, black hairs within. There were a dozen of them, perhaps
         more; the duchess’s hair, with little bulbs of tissue at the roots. She placed the handkerchief in the box, wrapped the box
         in a scrap of linen from her quilt bag, and thrust it into a niche behind a tapestry where she kept her private treasures.
      

      
      “Now I can quit being afraid,” she said firmly as she sat upon her bed and unlaced her shoes. “It’s done. There’s nothing
         else I’m afraid of. She won’t ask me to do anything else, and now it’s done, she’s feeling better.”
      

      
      “Many things you’ll be afraid of,” said the chipmunk, who was now sitting on the foot of her bed. “But, as you proved tonight,
         with thought, with concentration, fear can be overcome.”
      

      
      Though the creature had spoken several times, she thought the words were only in her mind. Little animals did not speak. They
         were too timid, perhaps, as she was, but she was too tired to worry about it. She struggled to keep her eyes open long enough
         to take off her cloak and lay it across the bed. If chipmunk wanted to wander, let chipmunk wander. The cats slept in the
         kitchen where it was warmer. The covered jar on her table still had one nut cake in it. She put a piece of it into the cloak
         pocket, somewhat reluctantly. If chipmunk was hungry, let chipmunk eat, though it hardly deserved such generosity. Why did
         it have to tell her she was going to be afraid all over again when she’d just conquered a present fear! It wasn’t her fault
         she was timid! Everyone, all the time, told her to be timid!
      

      
      “What does that mean?” the chipmunk asked from her pillow. “Timid? As timid as a chipmunk perhaps?”

      
      “I suppose,” she said, so near to sleep that she could as well have dreamed the conversation.
      

      
      “Really? When those people came toward us in the woods, I took refuge under your hand. Would you say that was timid? Or would
         you agree that it was a sensible reaction to a very real threat? Would you have preferred me to be brave? I might have challenged
         that big man to battle, chittered at him in my most threatening tones, and kicked pebbles at him with both back feet! Oh yes,
         one knows very well how that would have come out!”
      

      
      Xulai dreamed that she giggled, very slightly.

      
      “Timidity has its place,” said the chipmunk in a didactic tone. “Hiding in a hole in a rock or tree, staying in darkness and
         shadows, hiding behind or under things is an excellent tactic, particularly good for small and inoffensive creatures. Step
         number one in survival training is always hiding. More active tactics come later.”
      

      
      “Like what?”

      
      “Fading into the background. Protective coloration. Misleading the eye. Oh, many, many other things. Believe me, there are
         more ways than one to fool a cat.”
      

      
      Xulai wondered if that were true. She had never really tried to fool a cat, though she thought it might be amusing to try.
         Perhaps Bothercat could be convinced there was something malignant in her left sleeve, something that he should stay away
         from. Sometimes he was with her in the stable and they fell asleep in the loft with him often curled up on top of her left
         arm. She woke with a useless appendage, all full of pins and needles. Could she teach him to leave her arm alone? Trying might
         be more difficult or troublesome or frightening than it was worth.
      

      
      “Frightening!” exclaimed the chipmunk, who seemed quite capable of reading her mind. “Well, let me tell you, the world can
         be thoroughly frightening in most of its parts, all of which can be dealt with! When you have thoroughly mastered the art
         of being unnoticed, perhaps we will take up the study of misdirection …”
      

      
      Though Xulai tried to listen, the warm feeling that had come after swallowing the … what? Egg? Seed? Whatever it was, the
         warm feeling had lasted and a gentle tide of sleep came all at once. Soothed by chipmunk chatter, she floated away on it without
         a thought.
      

      [image: image]

      
      THE COUPLE WHO HAD TRESPASSED in the woods of Woldsgard returned to their camp. Though it was placed in a quiet glen with ready access to water, though
         it was well enough hidden that she feared no interlopers, Alicia, Duchess of Altamont, could not fall asleep. It had been
         a long day, a tiring day, but her mind would not shut itself off and let her go. Instead she lay in a strange half-drowsing
         state, her mind drifting among half-remembered things that had happened long ago when she was a child. Tonight, she smelled
         tar, and sun on timber. She heard a huge chain creaking and the slosh of water. She was in a favorite place of her childhood,
         in Kamfels, well hidden under the pier, directly across the narrow fjord from Krakenholm.
      

      
      The sloping ground under the end of the pier was dry and warm. Stout wooden posts made walls on two sides, the massive timbers
         of the pier made a roof over her head—even when rain fell, this secluded place usually stayed dry—and at the far end there
         was room between the posts for her to sneak out without getting her feet wet. Once beneath the pier, she could stand up without
         bumping her head, but grown-ups couldn’t. She had gathered some old crates and baskets and piled them toward the back, with
         room behind them to hide in, so if anyone even started to come under, they wouldn’t see her at all.
      

      
      She liked it because she could hear everything people said and did: the guardsmen shuffling their feet, talking, sometimes
         calling out to their replacements at the end of their duty. Across the water she could see Krakenholm, where the ferry was
         moored. When people needed to cross from the Kamfels side, they took the hammer chained to the post and rang the bronze bell
         that hung above, on the pier itself. The bell was large, with a sonorous tone that echoed between the walls of the mountains
         on the far side. When people wanted to cross from Woldsgard to Kamfels, they hammered on the door of the ferryman’s house.
         His house had two holes in the wall with a long loop of chain going in one hole and coming out the other. The bottom floor
         of his house held a treadmill that pulled the chain in an endless circle. When the ferry was loaded with men or horses, the
         donkeys on the treadmill made the wheel go around; the wheel pulled the chain; the chain moved the ferry across the fjord.
         When people needed to go back, the donkeys faced the other direction and made it come back again. Alicia had seen the inside of the house, so she knew how it worked.
         When the ferry was being used, she could hear the people getting on and off, their conversations, all kinds of things. Usually
         it was not very interesting, but sometimes the things they said were strange and mysterious. Those were things she would talk
         to her mother, Mirami, about. Sometimes Mirami laughed at the things she heard.
      

      
      Today, one of the guardsmen was new, some farmer’s son who was full of questions about Kamfels.

      
      “So the ruler here is Duke Falyrion, is it? I thought that was the son.”

      
      “The duke is Falyrion, the boy’s Falredi.”

      
      “The boy, he’ll inherit the dukedom, right?”

      
      “Right. He’s the child of the duke’s first wife, Naila. The duke’s second wife is Mirami, and she has children, too: a girl
         and a boy. Boy’s named Hulix. The girl’s called Alicia.”
      

      
      “So Hulix’d be duke if anything happened to Falyrion and Falredi, right?”

      
      “Right. Boy’s younger than the girl, but sons inherit in Kamfels. Leastways …”

      
      “Leastways what?”

      
      “Hulix would inherit unless somebody decides he’s not really Falyrion’s son.”

      
      There was a silence, then the young one said, “You mean …”

      
      “I don’t mean anything. Don’t repeat this. You’ll hear it said because it’s often bein’ said. You can’t help what you hear,
         but you can help what you say. You don’t repeat it because if you’re heard saying it by the wrong person, you’ll lose your
         head over it.”
      

      
      There was a nervous shuffling overhead, the younger voice saying, “Well, maybe it’d be better if you hadn’t told …”

      
      “If you don’t know what you aren’t supposed to know about, boy, how do you keep from knowing it when somebody says it? Heh?
         It’s better to know what to say, and that’s easy: you don’t know anything about it. So, anybody says something about who inherits,
         you just say, T don’t know anything about it.’ “
      

      
      “Oh.”

      
      “That’s right. Oh.”

      
      Alicia’s eyes had opened wide. Of course Falyrion was Hulix’s father, and Falyrion was her father. He was handsome and tall and he loved her and she loved him. He even told her that he liked having
         a daughter instead of another clumsy boy. He gave her wonderful gifts: a music box that played over a hundred tunes. A puppet
         theater. Of course he was Hulix’s father and her father. What was this guardsman talking about!
      

      
      The memory came back to her every now and then. She had overheard other conversations later, more important ones, more enlightening
         ones, but that was the memory that had given her the strange feeling inside her chest as though her heart had forgotten how
         to beat. That was the memory that kept coming back, even though she had tried different remedies, oak gall and sage smoke
         and oil of lavender. She remembered every word, just the way she had heard it: the footsteps echoing through the timbers,
         the cries of the gulls on the fjord—Falyrion, her father, said the gulls came all the way up from the ocean because it was
         shallower here and the salmon fish were closer to the surface of the water. She remembered the smell of the oil the guardsmen
         used on their boots. She remembered that Hulix would inherit if he was Falyrion’s son, and she remembered exactly what she
         had thought at the time. Who else could be his father? He was her brother, and if he wasn’t Falyrion’s son it would mean she
         wasn’t Falyrion’s daughter and she knew she was! He was her father! Who else could her father be? Usually, when Alicia didn’t
         understand something, she asked her mother about it. Mirami knew everything, though some things Alicia overheard made her
         angry. That time, though Alicia couldn’t explain why, she had thought it might be better not to ask her mother.
      

      
      XULAI WAKENED EARLY, WELL BEFORE the maids appeared with warm water and long before the hour when Precious Wind usually swept in, comb and brush in one hand,
         pail of warm water in the other. Precious Wind had begun neatening Xulai when Oldwife couldn’t manage the stairs anymore.
         Xulai missed Oldwife, though Precious Wind got the neatening done much more quickly than Oldwife ever had. For a moment, Xulai
         wondered if she’d dreamt last night’s happenings, but when she fished the box from its hiding place behind the tapestry, it
         confirmed what had happened. She had found something. She had swallowed it. Would it be digested? Would it come out whole,
         as some things did when swallowed? The hostler’s boy had swallowed a ring once, and it had come out whole, though filthy. His mother had been very angry.
      

      
      “It simply needed a warm resting place of some kind,” the chipmunk said from beside her ear on the pillow. “If it needs to
         get out, it will probably slip out of your ear while you’re asleep. And you needn’t wait for hot water and Precious Wind.
         Though you’ve been trained to be timid—overtrained perhaps—don’t you think you’re old enough to get yourself dressed?”
      

      
      Not waiting for Precious Wind was a completely new idea. She wondered why she had never thought of it herself. When she dipped
         into the icy water from the ewer she decided that was the answer. Though it was only early autumn, the nights were already
         cold. Shivering, she pulled on her chemise, drawers, undershift, stockings, and shoes. When she thrust her head through the
         neck of the undershift, bits of briar and leaf scraped out of her hair to litter the floor, something the chipmunk had no
         doubt noticed since he or she had shared the pillow last night. So chipmunk knew Xulai’s hair would require some explanation!
         He could have told her! Though, perhaps, he had told her, in a way, by suggesting she not wait for Precious Wind. Thinking led to all kinds of ideas like that.
      

      
      She leaned over, letting her hair hang straight down, a black curtain that reached to her toes, as she combed through it again
         and again until it crackled and sparked.
      

      
      She checked in the little mirror Precious Wind had given her. The long sweep of blue-black hair was free of trash, but her
         dark eyes had sleep caked around them and there was a definite smutch of something icky on her forehead. The icy washcloth
         got rid of both, though it set her shivering again. She would not wash her ears. If she tried, they would freeze and fall
         off! Some people might look better if their ears did fall off, but Xulai’s ears weren’t bad. Not too big and ugly like some
         people had. It was nice not to be ugly, though some ugly people were very interesting. She rather liked the color of her skin.
         It wasn’t as dark as Precious Wind’s, but it wasn’t as pale as that of most of the people in the castle. Some of these Norlanders
         were frog-belly-colored.
      

      
      Carrying her warm woolen skirt and her cloak (thinking, meanwhile, that perhaps she should think of the cloak as the chipmunk’s
         cloak, since chipmunk seemed determined to live in it), she went down the hall to the necessary office that protruded from the side of the curtain wall over the moat. The moat was fed by the river,
         which carried all the waste away, and in winter the wind came up from the surface of the water to freeze her bottom. Even
         this early in the fall, the wind was chill. Finally, skirt securely belted and cloak around her shoulders, she went down the
         two flights to the kitchen, where a fire-warmed seat in the inglenook waited for her. Every morning she sat there to eat oat
         cakes with jam, or porridge with honey and cream, or new-laid eggs and buttered toast.
      

      
      This morning, however, she was stopped at the door by the sight of Cook leaning over the table in the center of the room,
         tears dripping from her eyes into a puddle on the scrubbed wooden surface. Xulai had never seen Cook weep over anything, and
         she hovered in the doorway, uncertain whether to go in or go back.
      

      
      Cook looked up, wiped her eyes, shook her head slowly, side to side.

      
      “What is it?” asked Xulai, though she was immediately certain that she knew what it was, what it had to be.

      
      Cook cleared her throat. “Sadness, child. Sadness. The Woman Upstairs …”

      
      “The princess Xu-i-lok,” said Xulai very carefully, pronouncing each syllable clearly.

      
      “The princess Xu-i-lok,” parroted Cook obediently. “Oh, the poor precious thing. When the nurses went in this morning, she
         was gone, child. She died last night.”
      

      
      Xulai was silent. For a long moment, her mind was completely empty. Had she known, really? Had she lied to herself when she
         thought the princess was sleeping? Or had it happened later? Had Abasio known? Almost certainly he had known. That was why
         he had told her to look at the princess’s face. To see it at peace. To see the pain gone. She had only been waiting for Xulai
         to complete her task, then she had let the pain go. She had quit fighting it. And that was why Abasio had cried. Why? He didn’t
         even know her.
      

      
      ‘No,’ said a voice in her mind. “But he knows you.”

      
      Xulai turned and went back upstairs to her room, and there she allowed herself to weep as she could not recall ever having
         wept before. She was not interrupted. Precious Wind didn’t bother her. Great Bear stayed away. Nobody bothered her. It was
         as though they had decided she should have this time to herself, so she had it and wept.
      

      
      Even in the midst of it she reminded herself to thank Abasio. Whether Ushiloma had sent him or not, he had helped her, he
         had helped the princess, and those who help should always be thanked, in one way or another.
      

      
      SEVERAL DAYS LATER, IN THE Old Dark House, the Duchess of Altamont learned the duke’s wife had died. She had arrived home only the evening before and
         was told by a passing traveler, so she knew the woman had died the very night she, Alicia, had been there. During the day
         that followed, she felt joyous, really joyous, as though she had swallowed a balloon and might float away at any moment. When
         her maid sloshed tea into the saucer, Alicia only slapped her a few times instead of having her whipped. She actually thanked
         a footman for holding the stirrup of her horse. She and Jenger rode together south along the road that led, eventually, to
         the Lake of the Clouds, and she teased him about something or other and laughed with him.
      

      
      “Have you let Hulix know?” Jenger asked.

      
      She sat very still. Hulix. Her face darkened as though a shadow had crossed it.

      
      Jenger read the expression on her face. “I’m sorry,” he said quickly, abjectly. “I’ve said something wrong.”

      
      “When Falredi died, Hulix became duke of Kamfels,” she said.

      
      He did not trust himself to speak as he could not think of anything it would be safe to say. He was silent, head slightly
         cocked, waiting for her to head them down whatever dark road her thoughts might lead to.
      

      
      “I was older than Hulix! I took care of all the details. I should have been duchess then. He was only a boy, but he became
         the duke.”
      

      
      He thought furiously. “On several occasions I’ve heard your mother, the queen, say that titles don’t matter. She says only
         power matters.”
      

      
      “Yes,” she muttered. “But I wanted the title.” She turned her horse, her face twisted with hatred. He let his horse fall behind
         and followed her without speaking. When she was in a mood like this, it was better not to speak at all.
      

      
      She said something he could not hear. He rode up beside her and said, “Sorry, ma’am, I couldn’t hear.”

      
      “I said Falyrion, my father, was the duke. When he died, Falredi became the duke. That day, when he became the duke, I asked him if I would be duchess if he died. He said no, Hulix would
         be the next duke, because he was a boy. He said the only way I could become a duchess was if I married a duke, if any duke
         would have me. He was wrong. I did become a duchess, of Altamont. I have a title. I proved he was wrong.”
      

      
      He said nothing. What was there to say? Yet, he had to say something. She would insist that he say something eventually. Not
         answering would be taken as agreeing with what young Falyrion had said.
      

      
      “I have no idea why he should have said anything like that,” he blurted at last. “It makes no sense at all. Of course you
         have the title.”
      

      
      After a time her face cleared a little. “Of course,” she said. “Falyrion said I could never have a title because bastards
         can’t have titles. It makes no sense at all. Hulix has the title. If I was a bastard, so was Hulix, and he couldn’t have been
         the duke, either.”
      

      
      THE ROAD FROM WOLDSGARD CASTLE came across the bridge and down from the height on which the castle stood, winding between the rough stone walls that divided
         orchards and pastures, the little river that filled the moat running beside it. When the castle road reached the level land
         of the valley, it joined the wider Woldsroad, which ran south, parallel to Woldswater Running. If followed two or three days’
         journey south, Woldsroad led to Lake Riversmeet, the lake where the Woldswater and river Wells ran together, where the roads
         crossed and led away in all directions: south past the Old Dark House and on to the Lake of the Clouds, east to the highlands
         of the king, west to Wellsport and the sea. Today the journey would be much shorter than that.
      

      
      First in line was the catafalque, drawn by four black horses with purple plumes nodding above their heads. Then the carriage
         in which the Duke of Wold rode alone, then the other carriages and wagons, half a dozen, carrying those of the castle folk
         who had served the princess. Xulai was riding with Precious Wind and Great Bear, and Abasio had joined them as well, seemingly
         having struck up a friendship with the Tingawans over the last day or so. Certainly his own clattery wagon would have been
         unsuitable for such an occasion. For over an hour the horses drew them along among pastures tall with sun-glittered grasses
         and late flowers, scattered here and there with herds of cattle or sheep or goats under the eyes of quiet dogs and their herdsmen,
         who took off their hats and bowed their heads as the procession went by. In Wold it was said that the dogs owned the herdsmen, not the
         other way around, and certainly it was the dogs who demanded quiet reverence from the flocks as the procession passed, for
         the sheep stood facing the road in long rows, their heads bowed.
      

      
      To their left, eastward, unfenced meadows stretched from the road to the Woldswater, a ribbon of silver glitter rimming the
         green. On their right, down from the western heights of the Icefang range, streamlets hurried to join the river, some crossed
         by shallow, splashy fords, others by sturdy timber bridges that thundered hugely under the hooves of the horses.
      

      
      After the seventh such crossing, the catafalque turned west into a road that ran upward across green meadows into a valley
         extending into the mountains. On each side, the meadows gradually gave way to gray cliffs that grew higher the farther into
         the mountain they went, sheltering the valley on either side and joining at the western end in a vast, towering arc. Between
         the arms of this great escarpment a tall, sprawling gray building stood among gigantic, white-boiled trees.
      

      
      “Netherfields,” said Abasio. “I am told this is where the duke’s parents lie, and theirs before them back to the time of Lythany,
         Huold’s daughter. Here Xu-i-lok will lie now, and when the time comes, here the duke will lie beside her.”
      

      
      Xulai murmured, “What people keep this place? I have never met anyone at the castle who mentioned working at Netherfields“

      
      It was Precious Wind who answered. “No. The people who keep this place are brothers and sisters from Wilderbrook Abbey. It
         lies some distance east of us, across the river Wells and upward, upon the heights beyond the great falls. They come here
         a year at a time, some to maintain this holy place, some to say their prayers and perform the rites that have been performed
         here for a thousand years or more, some armed men to protect the others, and when their term of service is over, they return
         to the abbey and another group comes to replace them. The place is never untenanted, never unguarded.”
      

      
      The gray building looked large even at a distance, and it proved to be both larger and farther away than it had appeared.
         It was some time before the catafalque went through the heavy gate in the surrounding wall and drew up in the forecourt. The
         abbey doors, tall doors made of heavy planks strapped with iron, stood open at the foot of the square tower. Outside them, eight gray-robed and hooded
         brothers stood, moving immediately toward the catafalque to take up the coffin. Others, white-garbed men and women, moved
         behind them, singing words Xulai did not know in a strange melody that she had never heard. They went up the steps, through
         two sets of doors, and into a long room, arched high, with colored windows at the very tops of the arches, so angled that
         sunlight fell upon the floor and upon their bodies as they moved along it, jeweling them with multicolored light. On the walls
         were carved figures of those who had ruled in Wold, silently guarding the crypts below the floor. One of these had already
         been opened, its great slab of stone lying at one side, the leathern lifting straps folded neatly atop it.
      

      
      The bottom of the crypt had been strewn with fragrant herbs and the walls of the crypt had been newly whitewashed. These pale
         surfaces too were stroked with rainbow colors from the high windows, jeweled shards of light falling upon stone, upon robes
         and faces, upon the white coffin being carried down the aisle. Xulai, as was proper for a soul carrier and as she had been
         instructed by Precious Wind, laid her hands upon the coffin for a long moment while trying to think of nothing at all. When
         she stepped away, the coffin was lowered, and the duke knelt beside the opening to drop an offering of flowers together with
         the glittering golden crown made in the shape of a branch of fluttering leaves. This crown of golden leaves was reserved for
         the Duchess of Wold. His people knelt around him, murmuring prayers to this deity or that helpful spirit as they were moved
         to do. From somewhere above them a high voice began to sing, soon joined by others, a hymn in that same unknown language.
         Though her head was bowed and her eyes closed, Xulai felt her spirit floating upward, lifted and made buoyant by the song.
         She had thought she would cry, but she could not cry while the music went on. It was too soon over.
      

      
      Those who had borne the coffin were joined by as many more to draw the heavy stone into place, its surface already carved:

      
      
         Here lies Princess Xu-i-lok of Tingawa,

         
         Wife of Justinian, Duke of Wold.

         
         Young in years but old in wisdom;

         
         Her soul is in the keeping of her people.

         
      

      
      “I will remain here tonight,” the duke said to no one in particular, his voice choked and indistinct. “Xulai, you will return
         with your protectors and the Wold folk.”
      

      
      And so it ended. Great Bear gathered her up as though she were an armload of laundry; behind her she heard the ponderous shrieks
         as the straps were removed and the stone was levered into place. Precious Wind followed them out to the small carriage where
         a small group waited for her: young Bartelmy Fletcher, with a flower in his hand for her. Oldwife Gancer. Her friend Nettie
         Lean, the seamstress. Cook. Abasio. While Abasio looked on, Xulai allowed herself tears on Oldwife’s shoulder, a tentative
         hug from Nettie, another from Bartelmy. Then everyone was packed up again, Bear clucked to the horses, and they led the other
         wagons back the way they had come, a little more quickly on the return, for the horses were eager to get back to Woldsgard
         and Horsemaster.
      

      
      “What was that language the people were singing?” Xulai asked.

      
      “An Old Tongue,” replied Precious Wind. “One of the many that were spoken during the Before Time. They make a study of such
         things at the abbey. The music, too, was from the Before Time. I am told even the abbey does not know what the words mean,
         but since they were written in letters still used in Norland, they can be pronounced. The words and the music are so fitted
         together that the meaning seems plain.”
      

      
      “To lift up the soul,” murmured Xulai.

      
      “Certainly,” Precious Wind agreed. “To lift up the soul.”

      
      To lift it from the princess and to place it onto me, thought Xulai, thinking that she should feel a great deal heavier and surprised that she did not.
      

      
      It was the thought of heaviness that moved her to consider what had actually happened the night she had carried out the princess’s
         wishes. The time since then had been full of duties and responsibilities, there had been no time for consideration, but that
         word, “heaviness,” now sent her mind back to the quiet, candlelit room where the princess had died.
      

      
      The princess had been frantic. She had wanted Xulai to find, bring, and then swallow a thing. The princess had died of a curse.
         So it was said. So the duchess herself had said, there in the woods. Xu-i-lok had known a curse had come upon her, known from the beginning
         that someone sought her death, not only of the body but of the self, the soul, the being.
      

      
      If one were cursed, perhaps one would want to put one’s soul beyond reach. And perhaps, if one were dying, one would want
         to be sure that soul was given to the carrier who would have the strength to take it home.
      

      
      Was that what it had been? She caught Abasio’s eyes on her, serious and quiet.

      
      “I never knew her,” he said, speaking directly to Xulai. “But I imagine she was a quiet woman of great dignity who never spoke
         of things better left unsaid.”
      

      
      Precious Wind nodded, and Oldwife Gancer echoed the notion. “You speak truly, sir. She spoke often of important matters, of
         things we needed to think of and consider, but she never spoke of things better left in silence.”
      

      
      “A trait we might all seek to emulate,” said Precious Wind.

      
      “Yes,” murmured Abasio, his eyes on Xulai’s face. “Yes, that is true.”

      
      Xulai took a deep breath. “I will try to behave as she did. In her honor.”

      
      Abasio smiled, an almost invisible smile. Nothing more was said until they reached Woldsgard, and even then, they spoke only
         of ordinary things. Abasio took his meal with Great Bear and Precious Wind. Xulai had guessed why. Abasio was determined to
         make close friends of Xulai’s people and do it as quickly as he could. She was glad he took his supper with them that night
         while she had her own supper in the kitchen. She did not feel like talking and retreated to her bed when she had finished,
         sleeping through all the night, as though there were not enough sleep in the world to rest her heart.
      

   
      
      2

      
      The Journey

      
      “WHEN WILL HE TELL HER?” DAME CULLEN ASKED the cook.
      

      
      “Shh,” Cook replied. “She can hear you.”

      
      Dame Cullen turned, her glance scraping the table’s wood to its grain, the wall’s stone to its heart, finding nothing there
         to warrant her attention, a rare occasion, for the wife of Crampocket Cullen was as dedicated to the welfare of Woldsgard
         as was the steward himself. Neither of them need look far to find faults in others’ care of the place. Pinch-lipped, Cook
         nodded toward the chimney corner, where only Xulai’s knees could be seen, the rest of her hunched and snuggled into the warmth
         of the curved inglenook, a bowl of oatmeal in her lap. Across from her sat Abasio, whose presence Dame Cullen thought it impossible
         to account for.
      

      
      “Hmph,” said Dame Cullen, casting one of her most reproving sneers in Abasio’s direction. “For years I’ve wondered why she
         isn’t out playing with the other children. Our children not good enough for her?”
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