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Warmest thanks go to Bonnie Stockman, who rekindled my love of horses, to James Brunet for his insights into the politics of Laureal City, to Sheila Gilbert, my editor at DAW, for encouraging my first attempts at telling this story and being patient while they gestated into maturity,

But most of all, this book owes a special debt to Kung Fu San Soo Grandmaster Jimmy H. Woo, who taught me how to fight and when not to. "You can take my life, but not my confidence."
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Every story contains at least one other story, sometimes in its creation, other times in how the telling affected the writer's life or what came about as a result of the completed tale. Northlight is no exception.

My first professional sale was a short story, "Imperatrix," to the very first Sword & Sorceress anthology, edited by Marion Zimmer Bradley and published by DAW Books in 1984. Buoyed by that first sale, I embarked on a novel set in the same world. I created a race of "Weires," giant silver-coated ape-like creatures that travel between dimensions. I intended to go back in time to the first contact between this race and humans to show how the Weires became devoted to the "Imperial" family, those who could sense the "paths between the worlds." At least, that was the general notion. 

I bumbled through a rambling, disjointed approximation of a novel (which was about my skill level at the time) and sent it off to DAW. To my great surprise, I received a thoughtful and encouraging rejection letter from Sheila Gilbert. Meanwhile, I had drafted another novel (Jaydium) and joined a writer's critique group. The group minced no words in telling me what was wrong with the early drafts of Jaydium, and I applied myself to the daunting task of learning to write at novel length. Finally, I sent off that book to Sheila and settled in for a long wait. 

I continued to write and sell short stories, not only to Marion's anthologies but to other markets as well. By 1990, I had made my first sale to a major magazine ("Madrelita" to F & SF). The "Weiremaster" story kept calling to me. Armed with my new skills, I took out Sheila's letter and began revisions. As is often the case, the story took off in directions of its own, until the Weires completely disappeared. How I could lose track of eight-foot telepathic Yetis, I don't know, but between one draft and another, they wandered off into their own world.

I found myself more and more drawn into the politics and relationships of the people of "Newarth" ("New Earth"—I cringe to admit it). I kept adding more and more fore-story, pushing the point of entry farther back in time. My group said it was all very well written and incredibly boring. Kardith (whom you will meet on page 1 of this edition) didn't make her entrance until page 150, but when she did, she set the story on fire.

Two things happened about this time: I slashed those first 150 pages and I lived in France. My family had a rare opportunity to stay in a furnished house in Lyons, an adventure too marvelous to pass up. For the first time since I'd started writing seriously, I had child care most of every weekday, no day job, and very few other distractions. I set up my portable computer and got to work.

"Newarth" metamorphosed into Laurea as Kardith's twisted past pushed the story in new directions. Terricel opened his heart to me as I watched him grow from a young scholar to a visionary leader. The horses, especially Kardith's nameless gray mare, carried me through a landscape I'd never guessed was there. When I stood with Terricel in the northern light, I had no idea what would come next. I just typed as fast as I could, trying to keep up with the unfolding scenes.

By the time we returned to California, I had a solid revision. No Weires, no Imperial bloodlines, just a world full of wonders...and characters I cared deeply about. Even though it was financially terrifying, I folded up my day job to focus on writing.

Three months later, Sheila called me with an offer for Jaydium. I couldn't have dreamed of a more perfect affirmation that I was on my true path. 

Here you have Northlight, the book I wrote in France, a tale of healing and adventure and some very cool horses. It came before and after that breakthrough first sale. I'm glad it stuck with me long enough for me to make it the best it could be.

As a final note, the book is dedicated to my kung fu teacher, Jimmy H. Woo. Jimmy brought kung fu san soo to the United States, and schools run by his students and their students still carry on this marvelous tradition. Many of the techniques Kardith uses are based on moves I learned in san soo. (Not, however, the crazy leap.) Jimmy passed away while I was in France.

Deborah J. Ross

Boulder Creek

2011
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Chapter 1: Kardith of the Rangers
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Scaling the final hill was like climbing into a sea of ice. Up and up we went, one shivering, dogged step after another, woman and mare. My fingers had gone numb, laced in her mane, and I could no longer tell if she pulled me along or the other way round. I envied her, with no thought but to keep going.

As we neared the crest, I squinted up at the sky, as white and airless as if some vengeful god had sucked it dry. I reminded myself there were no gods here in Laurea, vengeful or otherwise. 

The mare plodded on, head lowered, one ear cocked toward me and the other flopping, snapping at a sucker-fly without breaking stride. Her neck and shoulders were so wet they looked black, the dapples hidden under flecks of foam. Suddenly her head shot up, ears pricked. She snorted and lunged forward, nearly yanking my arm off. 

The next moment, I stood on the crest of the hill, sweating and shivering at the same time. As far as I could see stretched green and yellow patches of wheat, barley and hybrid oats, all outlined by orange bug-weed. A farmhouse flanked a silo, pond, and vegetable plot. The mare nickered, scenting the ripe grain. 

On the horizon, a line of trees marked the river. Serenity, it was called, typical dumbshit Laurean name. The trees looked blue from up here and I could almost see the smaller tributary snaking in from the northwest. Where it dumped into the Serenity, colder than winter snot, the trees bunched as if they'd scrambled up on each other. Buildings hid among them, glass and rock as pale as weathered bone. 

Laureal City. Back on Kratera Ridge, I thought I'd never see it again. Now I remembered the streets, so smooth and flat, the rows of trees in flower and fruit at the same time. The courtyards with their fountains and gardens, set between angular geodesics or inside tall, square houses where a dozen families might live together. 

I remembered standing in the Starhall with the other Ranger candidates. Pateros hearing my oath, just as Guardians have heard Ranger oaths for hundreds of years. The light in his green-gold eyes and the grainy softness of his voice as he talked about beginnings and moving beyond the past. But it didn't sound like the usual Laureal wishcrap. It seemed to me the demon god of chance had finally turned my way and smiled.

I remembered too much.

The gray mare shook her head and stamped one hind hoof. The metal shoe clicked against a stone buried under the trail dust. By now I'd stopped sweating, but I was still shaking and my hands hurt. I opened my fingers and pulled free of her mane. My right hip twinged as I mounted up and swung my leg over the rolled sleep-sack and saddle bags. I let my body sway with the mare's east gait and my lower back popped and felt looser. 

The gray mare tucked her hindquarters like a cat and started down the hill, reaching and sliding in the loose dirt. She was Borderbred from the wild hills between Archipelago and the Inland Sea, the best horse I ever owned. I spent a year's pay to buy her rough-broke, then started her gentle all over again. The first thing I did was take that Mother-damned bit out of her mouth...

Listen to me, nattering on to hide how scared I am.

Me, Kardith of the Rangers. Scared.

I don't scare easy. The Rangers still talk about "Kardith's Leap" as if I were some kind of hero. Six or seven years back, three of us got jumped by a pack of hothead norther kids out for their manhood blood or shit like that. That was before the northers came looting and burning clear past Brassaford until General Montborne's army stopped them. There was Derron, just made Captain, and me, and a blustery man named Westifer who didn't make it back from Brassaford alive. 

I'd unhorsed one norther kid, vaulted on his pony's back and wheeled around, trying to spot the breaker. Not the leader—the breaker. The heart of them. Not the big one screaming orders. Take him out and some other damned fool will jump up and do the same. But kill the breaker and all you've got left is a bunch of solo heroes.

There he was—a skinny kid who had not got his growth yet, the only sane one of the bunch. Edging toward Westifer, who was down on his knees in the freezing mud. I booted the pony into a gallop, drew my long-knife and stood up on the saddle pad. 

Westifer was about half a second from explaining his sins to the father-god. I leapt for all I was worth. Landed splat on top of the norther kid. He twisted out from under me, grabbing for leverage. I shoved my knee hard into his balls. His grip went slack for just an instant, long enough for me to whip the knife around. He let go just as I nicked his face, high on his cheekbone, a nasty cut that would leave a scar. Then the yellow-haired kid galloped by and scooped him up and they all bolted out of there. 

"Wolf-bitch," Derron said to me back at camp, "isn't there anything you're scared of?"

Not what gives him nightmares, that's sure. Norther steel, a quick death or a long bloody one, it's all the same to me. The twisted places on the Ridge you can't quite see but can feel on the back of your neck, the nameless things that came snaking into your dreams. He was right, they didn't scare me.

Going back empty-handed without doing what I'd come to do, that scared me. 

oOo

It was past dark when I reached the city and I'd mostly shoved my ghosts back into their graves. I let the gray mare pick her own pace and browse in the grain fields along the way. I couldn't take her into the city, and besides it was too late to do anything more today. I was tired, bone tired.

The trail broke into part-cobbled roads, warehouses, and stock pens of smelly brush-sheep. Blue Star Stables had a big dirt yard, raked clean and smelling of sweet alfalfa, a barn on one side and a house on the other, solar lanterns hanging above the door. I caught the familiar sounds of stamping and hay-crunching.

I swung down and dropped the reins and the mare stood as if I'd tied her. I rapped on the house door. For a long time I heard nothing, just the soft pat-pat-pat of moth wings against the lantern glass and the animals settling down in the barn. The mare sighed and tipped one hind hoof. The shadows made her flanks look hollow. 

Heels clicked on a bare wood floor and the door opened. A big-handed man, clean, no smell of drink on him.

"You got room?"

"Sorry, I'm full up." He stepped down into the yard. He was no fighter, that was sure, but there was something about the way he moved through the darkness... He held the shadows close, as if he belonged to them instead of the open yard. This man had secrets, I thought, or maybe it was my own I was seeing in him.

"You know how it goes," he said. "Noon today I was empty except for the rental stock and a few head for sale. Then suddenly everybody's either coming or going. You could rub your mare down, feed her and tie her in the yard here with a blanket, but if she were mine, I'd get her a decent box indoors. It'll be cold tonight."

The mare butted her head against my hip, rubbing the places where the dried sweat itched. I liked it that the stableman hadn't tried to touch her. He wanted to. He knew horses and his eyes were hungry on her.

"Where else?"

"Cheap or good?" he asked, looking right at me for the first time. His eyes flickered over my Ranger's vest, half-hidden under my cloak, and the long-knife strapped to my thigh. "Never mind. God help anyone who tries to cheat you."

"Which god?" 

"Any one you like. They're none of mine, I'm Laurea-bred." 

Who would I pray to, anyway? The father-god, whose secret name is death for any woman to pronounce? Mother-of-us-all? I'd sworn by her, though she never answered me. The demon god of chance—ay! there was one worth praying to...if I were the praying kind.

The stableman scratched the stubble on his chin. "All the big places are likely just as full, but if you don't mind the feathers, Ryder's got a stall or two extra. He runs a barnfowl yard. The feathers go to the bedding factory and the meat for sausages. The yard gets pretty bloody then, but it should be all right now. The priest comes the first of the month to give the blessing and Ryder cleans up good afterward."

It wasn't the death-stink I minded so much as the priests with their light and harmony shit. I'd seen the thrills they got from all that blood. They could sprinkle it on the ground and mumble their prayers to make it holy, but what difference did that make? They were all the same, priests everywhere.

oOo

I rubbed the mare down slowly, stroke after stroke, leaning my weight into the leather-backed brush. Trail dust and sweat crystals billowed into the air and clung to my face, my hands and clothes. The mare was slow to settle. She smelled the old blood out in the yard and every few moments she lifted her nose from the hay rack, jaw slack, ears pricked. Then she sighed, rubbed her whiskery nose across my shoulder, and chewed again. She finished the best of the hay, knocked over the empty grain bucket, and began to doze. I put away the brushes and closed up the barn.

The holding coops were on the far side of the yard, but still I found little piles of feathers everywhere—between the wood slats of the box stall, in the corners of the tack room. Bits of fluff too light for any broom. You can never get rid of them or hold on to them. Breathe on them and they're gone.

Out in the yard, the air had a bitter edge. I drew my wool cloak around me and pulled the saddlebags across my shoulders. 

oOo

A cobbled street led toward the lights at the center of the city and there I found the inn the stableman recommended, two rambling stories of weather-stained board siding, warm and well lit. I stepped over the threshold, from wooden steps to unglazed tile. The entryway led down a step and under an arch to the common room. The arch bore the usual carvings—flowers, birds, mythical insects with broad, bright wings, here painted in blue and yellow. A hum of voices reached me, along with the smell of ale and bread and maybe bean stew. I hated beans but my mouth watered anyway.

In the common room, someone chanted a bardic to the beat of a drum. I never could understand them, long-winded things stuffed with fancy words. How Gaea Slew Teknos. How Man Stole Sorrow from the Ahtoms. The Triumph of the Cosmick Pod.

Opposite the common room sat a clerk's desk and staircase. As usual, sleeping rooms were upstairs and tub rooms along the corridor behind the office. Laureans were as crazy for baths as they were for bardics. You couldn't find a house here without solar pipes across the roof. I remembered the first time I sank up to my ears in the hot springs near Darmaforge. All that water—Mother-of-us-all, so much water—and just to get me clean. Aviyya used to tease me about it.

The warmth of the common room seeped through my cloak. Standing in the entryway, I wondered if I could stay awake long enough to both eat and bathe. I started toward the clerk's desk and then stopped, caught by a ripple of music.

The bardic chanter, another man and a woman in the bright woolens favored by Laureans sat on a raised platform holding lap harps and a small drum. They settled into a melody, the drum marking the beat and the men's voices weaving in and out of the woman's clear soprano. First they performed a courting tune, followed by a jig-dance that had me and everyone else stamping our feet.

Then an old, old song:

"Harth now dons her robe of glee

Flow'rs and trees embrace her.

We go forth in harmony,

Children of one Mother.

For as we this glory see,

All the sacred season,

Reason learns the heart's decree

And hearts are led by reason."

Led by reason. I shivered. The lighted room seemed dim and far away. The saddlebags slipped from my shoulders to lie in a lump on my feet.

Led by reason. Maybe here in Laureal City. But out on Kratera Ridge, there was no University to be the safeguard of all learning, no Guardian, no Senate. Only a handful of Rangers between these rich fields and the hungry north. 

Led by reason. Not me, and not here.

The performers packed up their instruments and left the dais for a drink with their friends. I headed for the clerk's office. A hollow-eyed man looked half asleep behind the desk. How could he serve me? he asked.

"A room and a meal, meat if you've got it."

"No, magistra, we keep to the old ways here."

"Beans then, and plenty of bread but none of that yak-piss you call ale. What's the charge for a bath?"

"No charge, magistra, it comes with the room."

Ah yes, I sighed, this is Laureal City.

oOo

I left nothing in my room except a pile of dirty clothes. Bags, boots, and knives all came with me. The big wooden tub was set halfway into the tiled floor, with a shallow step outside and an inside ledge for sitting. It would probably hold four or five people if they were friendly. Hand-painted tiles in flowery designs decorated the floor and wood-paneled walls. I hung the pink cotton robe the inn supplied on a wooden peg. 

Despite the illusion of safety, I double-checked the bar and hinges of the door. There were no windows, only a pair of narrow ventilation grilles that ran the length of opposing walls, and they were only about six inches high. I kept my long-knife right where I could reach it.

The steaming water smelled herbal and astringent. I sighed and lowered myself inch by inch. The heat turned my skin red, except for the whitened knife scars. Straight and clean-edged—hands, arms, shoulders, chest, thighs. One fool's cut low on my ribs. Behind my back, where I couldn't see them, knotted ridges twisted like threadworms, strips of skin that had neither feeling nor memory.

I should add that to my list of things that scare me. Remembering.

Remembering Aviyya's fingers, light and quick. Her indrawn breath. We weren't lovers yet, when we took leave together at Darmaforge. I didn't know why I let her talk me into the steaming rock pools in the hills above the public bath house. I told myself afterwards it was curiosity. I told myself it was the dark, only one moon and all those stars. The truth was, we'd been in three skirmishes that week and something in the still being alive, the hours and moments of fighting back to back with her, had left me half crazy and hungry in ways I couldn't name. And there was something in Avi—a wildness, a secretness, a loneliness, Mother only knows. But it was hard to look right at her. I turned away, fumbling for the lantern, and she touched me.

"Ahhh, Kardith..."

I fled into the shadows. I couldn't face her, couldn't show her my back again. Her eyes—the color of rain, the color of steel—were wide and dark. It was my own soul I saw in her eyes. Her throat moved, jerking up and down. No words, only that whisper, as weightless and persistent as a feather. 

"You forget I'm not Laurean," I said slowly, searching for words. "On the steppe, to the east, we call ourselves the Tribes." 

I don't remember what else I told her—learning knife-forms with my step-father, wrestling and laughing in the alkali dust with my half-brothers, the water-plague that took them all. All except me. The endless, formless days lost in a fog of ghostweed and endurance while that old ghamel the priests whored me off to dreamed himself into permanent oblivion. And the son whose father I must never name—no! I didn't tell her that. I don't remember what else I couldn't say, the years and deeds I had no words for, only that it didn't matter.

Mother-of-us-all, take away those memories. How she cried for me, me who never cries.

I must think only of what I have come to do, of the man I must find.

I lay in the tub, the back of my head resting on the wooden ​rim, staring up at the grille on the far wall. Biting my lip. Gripping the hilt of my long-knife until my fingers cramped. Hearing my blood race through my ears.

Out, I had to get out of the water. It was the heat making me think crazy.

I wouldn't get out. Not until my mind was clear of everything but my purpose here. Tonight I would sharpen my knives to steady my nerve. Tomorrow I would find him, Pateros, the Guardian of Laurea. Then, then, it would be safe to remember. 
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Chapter 2
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I wore the long-knife in its thigh sheath and the leather vest with the Ranger insignia. In one of the vest pockets, I carried the folded single-edged knife I used for eating, skinning small game, camp work. A careful search would find two more knives, one in my boot top and the other in a forearm sheath. Maybe, if the searcher knew what he was doing, the one in the hollow belt buckle. Maybe not.

After a breakfast of fruit and ripened cheese, and an easy round with the buckle knife to remind my hands of the heft and reach of a short, flat blade, I felt fit and awake. My shirt was clean, the worst of the trail dust scrubbed from my boots. 

The saddlebags stayed in my room along with the cloak. The packet of papers from Captain Derron—accounts, reports, Mother knows what—I weighed in my hand as I stepped into the morning sunshine and headed for the central square. Such a little thing, but enough to make my presence here official. All I had to do to follow orders was hand it to General Montborne.

But it was Montborne who gave the command—no searching past our patrol limits, no forays into norther territory, no retaliation for raids. It was Montborne who set the penalty for insubordination at the loss of a hand. It was Montborne who drove me here.

oOo

So many flowers grow in Laureal City that the women wear them fresh in their hair. Everywhere I looked, I saw gardens, strips of blossoming herbs, borders around fountains and benches, pots crowded together on window ledges. Courtyards with vine-covered arches. Trees and more trees.

The market stands were piled high with fruit and vegetables, grains and dried beans, cheese and yogurt, a dozen kinds of freshly-baked bread, fish from the rivers. People milled around, buying and selling, calling out their wares, pressing against each other, all going in different directions. They moved out of the way when they spotted my Ranger's vest. A countrywoman with a tanned face said, "Free samples to you, magistra," and handed me a plum from her cart. I bit into it and the tart juice squirted over my tongue. 

Past the market lay the merchant district, row after row of shops selling everything from spices and cloth to ceramics to books and musical instruments, even children's toys. I paused to admire a display window of metals, wonderfully crafted knives set with semi-precious stones, belt buckles, bits and spurs, medician's tools I didn't recognize. All with their little square approval certificates from the gaea-priests. 

The plaza's paving stones were light gray and so closely placed that not even a weed pushed through the hairline cracks. The plaza reminded me of the steppe, vast and flat and white with the bitter dust that nothing escaped. 

Terrible things happened in places like this. Lives were taken and then given back again.

I'd been inside the Starhall before, seen in its ancient heart, the chamber lined in faded tapestries and wood carved with symbols no one knew any more. Here Pateros took my hands in his, according to ancient custom, and here I repeated the oath after him. Each word I said burned through me, over and over, until I was sure nothing remained of who I once was.

I was wrong about that, but for all those years when I was a Ranger first and only, I had no idea how wrong I was. 

The Senate building faced the Starhall across the plaza as if they were born enemies. It was big—three stories—and flat-sided except for the balconies and columns along the front, all glittery pink stone. The Senate met in the Great Hall and important people had offices inside. No one lived there.

The military wing stretched from the Senate building along the north edge of the plaza, two stories with a thin band of carved letters between them. I couldn't read them the first time I was here; Avi told me later what they said. 

"It is better to plant a single seed than conquer a world." 

And if Montborne believed that, then I was a flame-addled

twitterbat.

Inside the wide wooden doors was a foyer of sorts, a desk with an alert-looking officer. When I was last in Laureal City, the Rangers answered directly to the Guardian. Since the raids—the Brassa War they called it—Montborne commanded. I'd never been inside this building before and these people didn't know me.

To his credit, Captain Derron had prepared me well—what I was to do, the passes and how to use them. 

"Promise me, Kardith," he'd said. It was the night before I left and we were sitting together in his office at the fort, drinking the last of his excellent barley-ale. The weather was cold, as nights are on the Ridge. "Promise me you won't go off on any expeditions of your own and I'll believe you."

I clamped my mouth shut. Anything I said, I said as a Ranger. "I'll go right to Laureal City."

"And give the papers to Montborne."

"Yes."

"There may be a reply or orders to bring back. If not, take a few days, rest, enjoy the city. Cool off." He paused. "Let go."

"Let go? Avi saved my life at Brassaford! Shit, she saved yours a dozen times over. She could be hurt out there, dying, taken by the northers, I don't know! How can you tell me to let go?"

"Don't fool yourself, Kardith," he said. "Since when do northers take prisoners? I've lost one of my best people out there. And one is enough."

I downed the rest of my cup. If I tried to answer, I might say anything, do anything. 

"If you do go messing around out there," he went on, "if you disobey Montborne's orders, then I must enforce them."

Only if you catch me first. 

What was the use? With my right hand or without it, I'd no longer be a Ranger.

But here I was, having come straight to Laureal City, just like Derron said and at a pace fit to kill my good gray mare, repeating to the officer that I'd deliver the packet to General Montborne and no one else.

"The General's in meeting with Pateros and the Inner Council," he said, as if everybody knew that. "You want to wait here—" a bench against the painted stone wall that made my rump ache just looking at it, "—or outside? Maybe catch a sight of them as they come out?"

A thrill for a know-nothing country girl, you mean, you with your fancy uniform and your little bat-sticker knife. Out on the Ridge it's you who'd be a sniveling worm in less than a week.

All those tough words to cover how scared I was. Mother-of-us-all, did I imagine this would be easy? I knew I'd have to face Montborne to finish my official mission here. I knew I'd have to somehow get to Pateros. But I hadn't counted on having anything to do with the Inner Council, even in passing. 

The Inner Council. And she would be there, Esmelda of Laurea, who would have been powerful enough if she just spoke for the University. I'd heard of her, even on the Ridge. Who hadn't? Twenty years ago, the story goes, a plague swept through Laureal City—pestis fever, they called it. Nasty stuff, all flux and oozing boils. They said the Guardian was near dead of it and half the Senate too, looting and wildfires from the solar foundries, people leaving to spread the plague to the countryside. They said Esmelda made a speech right there in the plaza and while she was talking, the rains came and put the fires out. They said she went everywhere, night after night, keeping people's hopes alive until the medicians found a cure. They said no one died whom she'd touched.

I'd never in my life met a woman like that, or a man either. But Pateros had lived and the city was still here.

Esmelda of Laurea. Aviyya's mother.

Avi told me about her as we lay together under the stars, camped in the Brassa Hills or on Ridge patrol. Everything seemed sharper then, maybe more real, I don't know, but different, that was sure—all the things inside of us that we could never say aloud. I came to understand that Esmelda had given her own life to the University and Laurea and expected her daughter to do the same. She kept pounding it in until Avi couldn't tell who she was, so full of rage she had no place there. Avi finally left and carved out a new one in the Rangers. That part I understood very well.

oOo

From the top of the steps, I saw a knot of people filing out of the Starhall. First some kids—pages, they were called—running off on their errands. Then Pateros. I recognized his easy stride, even without the ashy-silver hair. Tall and gaunt in his green robe. Stooped over a little, talking to a man in a red and bronze uniform, who held himself like his spine was all one solid piece, a couple of military aides playing shadow—that had to be Montborne. Half a dozen older men and women with their own assistants. A gaea-priest in flowing rainbow silks who shuffled along as if his eyeballs were permanently rolled up in his shaven skull.

They moved on to the plaza. The two City Guards, who'd been waiting at the entrance, strutted along either side, their hands on their batons. Montborne went off with one of his officers and a green-robed woman, gesturing as he talked. 

Whatever Montborne was up to, the woman wasn't having any of it. A man still three parts boy, yet too old for a page, trailed behind her.

The people who'd been waiting gathered around Pateros, their voices like the cries of rock-doves. They surrounded him, touching his sleeve and shaking his hand, each one in turn. Then they backed off, lingering. The few still scattered across the plaza began to hurry, to reach Pateros before he was gone. One of them caught my eye, like a raptor-bat in a coop of barnfowl. There was no outward reason he attracted my attention, maybe his dark blue clothes, overly somber by Laurean standards. I saw nothing in his hands. 

Suddenly a man in the crowd started yelling and waving his hands. The City Guards rushed between him and Pateros. The gaea-priest waded in, arms lifted, probably chanting something like, "Let me help you to attain cosmic attunement, my child." The man skittered away, still shouting.

The man in blue kept coming, faster now, right for Pateros. He disappeared into the crowd, working his way inward. But I felt him in my blood, not anything of who he was as a man, but what he was in this place, which was all that mattered. The breaker's breaker, that's what he was.

No one else took any notice of him. The Guards were still busy calming the yelling man.

I started yelling, too, some dumbshit like Stop him! or Watch out! and then I was pounding across the pavement, running on fire instead of breath. My riding boots slapped and clattered on the stones. No one heard me above the shouting, milling crowd. 

What's wrong with them? Why can't they see?

A space opened in the crowd and I spotted him again, the man in blue—standing right next to Pateros. 

I needed only a few more moments, but I was still halfway across the plaza. I tried to scream again. The air whizzed by me. I couldn't get a lungful.

Pateros paused, bending his head toward the blue man as if listening intently. The blue man sidled closer. His right shoulder lifted. Montborne and his aides were already moving, the City Guards elbowing back through the crowd. 

I was too damned late and too damned far. There would be no Kardith's Leap this time.

The blue man twisted, a quick spiraling thrust, and Pateros's long green robe rippled and jerked. 

Pateros fell slowly at first, as if he weighed nothing. Then he crumpled against Montborne, pulling him to the pavement.

Someone screamed, high and light like a wounded pig. The blue man burst from the crowd. I swerved toward him. His teeth made a jagged line. Sweat stained his shirt. He spotted me and started to run. A woman from the crowd grabbed him hard around the hips. He pulled free, but a heavy-shouldered man in a military uniform was right on him and I caught the glint of a drawn knife.

Pateros lay sprawled on his back, cradled in Montborne's arms. I pushed my way through the onlookers and knelt by his side, still hoping wild and stupid hopes. It was a hurried thrust, a dagger I'd guess, and on the right side, away from the heart. It could have missed a fatal target. It could have. Liver or guts, yes, he'd bleed inside but this was Laurea, Mother damn it, Laurea! There were medicians and a hospital here, and there wasn't a person here, me included, who wouldn't empty their veins to have him live. 

There's not enough blood, I thought dazedly.

I caught a glimpse of the dagger—it was a dagger, with a hilt of bone carved norther style. It sat in the center of a spreading red stain like the heart of an aging, blowzy flower. 

Why didn't I start running a moment sooner? Why didn't anyone else see?

The other Inner Council woman shoved me aside and bent over Pateros. Pale red hair parted along a line of sunburn but I couldn't see her face. Her movements were quick and deft. She breathed into Pateros's mouth, and his chest rose and fell as if he were still alive. Then she shifted to pumping on the breastbone over the heart's great chambers. Montborne took over the breathing. People whispered and held on to each other, as if they could hold on to Pateros, too. The gaea-priest raised his hands, chanting more dumbshit. 

He's gone, he's gone. I felt this place without him, this vast and terrible place. 

The red-haired woman kept pounding as if the pattern hadn't changed. 

"How can that help now?" I whispered.

"It'll keep him alive until they get the unit from the hospital." The voice was young and shaken, the eyes rainwater-gray. Black hair spiked out in all directions. It was the kid trailing the old woman who said No to Montborne.

Not just any old woman, either.

I slowly got to my feet. The military aides were still pulling people off the man in blue. Someone said, "He's dead—his throat's cut." He should have been captured alive, and what for? Would knowing whatever crazy thing drove him bring Pateros back? Or give me someone else I could ask for help finding Avi? Or make Montborne take back his damned orders? 

Mother-of-us-all, here I am, thinking only about my own pain! Is that why you never answer me? Is that why you kept me from acting until it was too late?

But I was praying to the wrong god. It was the demon god of chance, the god without a soul, who owned me now. 
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Chapter 3
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The plaza filled with people who'd heard the commotion or happened to wander through on other business. Some of them stayed, caught like moths at a candle. Others darted away to spread word all over the city. Over and over I heard the same cries of No and Why? and the same throttled silences.

The two City Guards and the military aides moved us, the original crowd, off to the side. Whether we were witnesses or suspects, they themselves weren't sure. A uniform never made anybody think straighter, and there were too many people in authority here. Besides Montborne and the gaea-priest, there were the Inner Circle, each used to giving orders and not about to be herded around with a bunch of civilians. 

More Guards and military people came running, full scramble. Montborne turned Pateros over to an older officer and got to his feet. In a few moments, he had them all sorted out, some off to summon more help, some keeping us away from the newcomers and everyone away from the two bodies. The crowd settled a little.

Around me, people held on to each other, a few sobbing out loud, a few as pissed as if they've been accused of the killing themselves. Some of them chanted along with the gaea-priest, trying to pray life back into Pateros.

The hospital team arrived in one of those solar-powered carts you see only in cities. They fussed over Pateros and hauled him away, not saying anything definite, as if they couldn't tell death without their machines. 

What's wrong with these people, don't they know how much worse it is to hope? 

My body was bursting to hit or scream or run. I couldn't stop thinking of the day Westifer died. When we made it back to camp in the hills above Brassaford, after a day and a half fighting straight through, I thought I was too tired to move. But every time I sat down I felt just like I did, here in the plaza. What I did then was to take the camp hand axe and start chopping the biggest tree I could find. Swearing all the time to keep from crying, me who never cries, because here in Laurea, everyone makes holy-holy over their thousands of trees and out on the steppe there were no trees. And there was no Westifer, not now, not ever again, no matter what those damned priests said. Fire or blood or cold or thirst, it gets you in the end and then it's all for nothing. 

For nothing! 

I screamed it out until my throat was raw. My hands blistered and my shoulders went to fire and my back and legs cramped so I could hardly stand. I kept thinking I couldn't go on, and as long as that was all I was thinking, I did. 

Captain Derron came out and yelled so loud I finally heard him. "You wolf-bitch! The rest of the squadron's dead tired. They need rest even if you don't. Who do you think you're helping by cutting down half the forest? You think Westifer cares what you do now?"

I stopped and stared at him, gulping night air so cold it turned my lungs to ice. 

It wasn't Westifer who made me act like that and I knew it. I didn't even like the man, but we'd shared each other's ale, stitched up each other's cuts, saved each other's lives. Someone else would take his place, and we'd go right on putting our skins between Laurea and the north. Nothing changed because one man died. 

I couldn't understand why I felt this way.

"Sometimes I think I know you and then something happens and I realize how strange you are. I can't understand you."

It was Aviyya in my memory now, whispering by the fading campfire when everyone else was asleep. I didn't remember where or when, only the bitter-cold night and the stars edged with blue.

I'd made myself lie still to hear what must come next. My heart beat once, twice, ripples spreading outward, stopping at my skin. I told myself, I am a Ranger. This is my life, my place when I have no other. If Westifer dies, if Avi turns away from me, what does it matter?

Avi went on, her voice soft as a feather. "Maybe that's why I love you, because understanding has so little to do with it. Understanding is what my mother's so good at. You—you are for me, just for me."

After that, I was still a Ranger, but no longer only.

Now, standing in the plaza in Laureal City, I held myself absolutely still, as hard a training as any knife-form. I tried to spot the man who'd drawn the City Guards off by shouting, but I couldn't find him. No surprise, I could be looking right at him and not know his face. He could have slipped away after Pateros was stabbed. Nobody was watching him, that's sure. Running wouldn't prove he had anything to do with the man in blue. In his place I'd have run, too.

Finally the City Guard Chief arrived, a short, dark-skinned woman in middle years. The scrapper type. If she were a man I'd say she had to be twice as tough and twice as stupid to make up for a few inches in height. She stepped aside with Montborne, and when they come back, she was the one who gave the orders. 

Mother-of-us-all, they'll be hours questioning us. Days. What did I see, why am I here, why didn't I wait for Montborne at his office? What am I doing in Laureal City? Why did I start yelling and running? How did I know what was going to happen? Why didn't I warn someone sooner? What am I doing in Laureal City?

A young Guard walked up to me. It hadn't sunk in for him, he was still at the stage when doing something helped. "Come with me, Ranger. General Montborne wants to see you when we've finished."

I followed him across the plaza and down a short, wide street to the Guard Headquarters. It was going to hit real soon, like a twister on the steppe, when these people felt in their bones what they'd lost.

oOo

I've never been a judge of buildings, but the City Guard Headquarters was anything but a joy to look at, a lump of lichen-gray stone so ugly I couldn't believe anyone built it that way on purpose. Up the shallow steps, through a foyer, I handed over my long-knife, boot-knife, and the folding knife from my vest pocket. That was all. I wasn't fool enough to go into this place unarmed. 

We went down a corridor and into a large room. Bookshelves, mostly empty, and in the center, a table of gray wood, polished very shiny. I sat down and the young Guard asked if I wanted anything to drink—herbal tisane, water, juice? 

Rotgut, more like. 

I settled for water. After all, there was a time in my life when it had been more precious than steel.

He watched me sip it, dying to find out what had happened out there in the plaza, what really happened. Mother knows what he'd heard and how much of that was truth, but it wasn't his job to ask, only to wait. 

To hell with him.

I didn't have long to wait, just halfway down the second water glass, and we moved to another room with recording machinery and an officer taking hand notes. The City Guard Chief shook my hand and told me her name, Orelia. That was something anyone in Laureal City would know, and now I did, too. Other than that courtesy, I wouldn't have picked her as a drinking partner. She was drowning like the rest of us, pretending harder, holding to her work as if no part of her had died with Pateros. Maybe it hadn't.

I showed her the passes and packet from Captain Derron. "Stationed on Kratera Ridge," she repeated. "Years in service?"

"Seven. And yes, I fought at Brassaford." 

She didn't blink when I said the man in blue was trouble, I didn't know how. After all, I was a Ranger from the Ridge. She couldn't decide if I had powers beyond the lot of ordinary humans or was just a lunatic to be humored and posted back to the wilderness as soon as possible. The officers took it all down, as well as where I was staying.

We went through the questions again and a third time. Orelia liked to look tough, but all I had to give her was a Ranger's hunch.

A tap on the door. The nearest officer cracked it open and took the slip of paper passed through. Orelia opened it. Her eyes flickered but her face didn't change.

"From Chief Medician Cherida. Pateros has been taken off resuscitation. This is now a...an assassination investigation." 

oOo

Montborne's aide, a junior officer, offered me more to drink. It was now past noon and I wasn't one to grumble about missing a meal or three, but I was tired of answering questions, tired of staring at uniforms, and most of all, tired of sitting still.

The room, at least, was an improvement over Orelia's. It was on the second story, and windows ran along one side like a greenhouse, bright and warm. They looked west, over roofs of blue and gray ceramic tile and treetops rippling in the breeze. A big desk, barkwood I thought, sat at one end of the room and a patch-stone fireplace with a real fire at the other. The aide offered me a padded armchair.

The door opened and a heavy-shouldered, slab-faced man wearing a senior officer's uniform stepped in and gave me a look that said I'd be dead if I so much as twitched the wrong way. From the way he moved as he stood aside for Montborne to enter, his fingertips just grazing the hilt of his knife, he could do it, too. The aide disappeared and came back a few moments later with a portable table heaped with covered platters. The bodyguard closed the door behind him and stood where he could see the entire room. I decided to keep my hands in plain sight.

I got to my feet, holding out Derron's packet. Montborne waved it aside, saying he'd read it later. He sat down and proceeded to lift the dish lids one by one.

"I assume you've had your fill of beans." He pushed a platter toward me. 

My mouth watered and my muscles melted like candle wax. It was sliced lamb, rare and steaming hot, swimming in its own bloody juices.

Montborne uncovered a basket of bread and a dish of sweetroots washed in butter, indicating I should take what I liked. He loaded up his own plate. "Wine or barley-ale?"

"Water." 

Weakly I reached for a fork. The meat was rich and tender. I was still working my way through the roots and more meat when Montborne put his plate on the tray and leaned back.

I'd thought he was handsome when I saw him on the plaza, and before that at Brassaford when he turned the northers. No, not handsome, arresting. Hair like bronzewood, lying close against his head. Skin so clear and fine it was hard to believe he'd ever been in the field. Eyes brown like the steppe sky before a twister. He smelled of soap and leather.

He looked back at me. "All right, let's see that packet."

I handed it to him, watching while he slit the seal, unfolded the papers, read them. His eyes moved in jerks across the pages. Once or twice he glanced up at me. 

"You know what's in here?"

I shook my head. Between the fireplace and the sun pouring through the windows, it was too hot in here.

Montborne folded the papers along their crease lines. "You fought at Brassaford, didn't you?"

"I didn't think you'd remember me."

"I confess, not personally. But each of you Rangers was worth ten of my own men. It was a hard time we had of it."

"Yes, sir."

The muscles of his jaw rippled under the smooth, fine skin. "We could have followed on their heels, razed their villages and put them back a hundred years. We could have bought peace with a single stroke. But Pateros thought it better to let them scuttle back to their holes."

I looked down. We none of us understood why Pateros held us back, though many were grateful just to be coming home with their skins still in one piece.

Montborne touched the folded papers. "One of my Rangers has disappeared. This Captain, Derron, he wants permission for an extended search. An extended search that would leave areas of the vital Ridge border unpatrolled. Tell me, what would you do in my place?"

I didn't know what he wanted—certainly not my advice, and it was dangerous to keep secrets from this man. "It's not for me to decide. I gave my oath to Pateros."

"No." He sat up, very straight. I felt the fire in him, the twister behind those dusty brown eyes. "You gave your oath to Laurea."

I thought, if only Pateros were sitting here instead of Montborne. Pateros took my oath, but he also gave me one in return, the same one he gave Aviyya. Policy or no, he would have found a way to honor it.

I thought of Pateros lying on the gray pavement with the red blossom unfurling on his green robe. I thought of its heart, the hilt of carved bone.

A shiver built deep in my muscles. In a moment I would be shaking. A little while ago, when everyone else was acting like a headless barnfowl, then I could still think straight. I knew what had happened, what I'd lost. 

Now I didn't know any more—Aviyya, Pateros, the Rangers, the steppe—what was gone? What was left? 

Montborne watched me like a snake, his brown eyes unblinking, his skin white as milk, and suddenly I remembered that Pateros had died in his arms.

He was testing me, testing his Ranger, the same way I'd test one of my own knives before a battle. He was a soldier, this man who'd stopped the northers at Brassaford. Avi—one single woman Ranger—was nothing to him. He cared only whether his tools would serve him or shatter in the heat. In his place, I'd toss away any weapon I had doubts about. My life might depend on it.

Without Pateros, all Laurea might depend on Montborne's choice.

"I would keep my oath," I said slowly. "I would do whatever I had to, to protect Laurea." My words, forced through my parched throat, scoured me to the bone.

He leaned back and his eyes darkened, the pupils huge. "Then be my witness, my Ranger," he said, half-whispering. "Tell me all the things that happened out there today that an ordinary person wouldn't see."

And, Mother help me, I did tell him. I kept the secret of why I'd really come to Laureal City, but that was all I kept. Every detail of the killing, every moment, every heartbeat, every flicker of my Ranger's intuition, over and over again until he'd wrung me dry.

When it was over, I sat looking down at my hands, the old scars, the calluses, the trail dirt that not even the long bath last night could soak off. I thought they might never have held a baby to my breast, never touched a flower, never wiped away a tear. I thought they were good only for killing.

There was no help for me here, or anywhere. Avi was lost. I had come to Laureal City on my Captain's orders. 

I was a Ranger, first again and only.
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Chapter 4: Terricel sen'Laurea
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Earlier that morning, as Kardith made her way through the market square toward General Montborne's headquarters with no premonition yet of the events that would shake her life, a group of dignitaries assembled on the steps of the Starhall. Each succeeding Guardian of Laurea had left his mark on the ancient structure, his own personal translation of its role—as shrine, museum, personal residence, governmental center. Over the centuries it had evolved into a patchwork of architectural styles, modern solar-collecting lenses set between antique ceramic roof tiles, the crumbling friezes of one era bordering the gables and columns of another. 

Pateros had drawn his advisors from a spectrum of institutions, from the University that was the heart of Laurean culture and technology, to the military, judiciary, and priesthood. This bright morning, Esmelda of Laurea, the University representative to the Inner Council, stood a little apart from the others. She was a short woman, so muffled in the traditional green silk robe that from a distance she seemed no more than an overdressed doll. The slanting light made her cropped hair gleam like unpolished steel and brought out the filigree of lines on her face. On her left hand, she wore a signet ring of age-patinated gold, incised with a dotted double circle. As she waited, she rubbed the ring and twisted it around her finger, tracing the design, around and around in an unending circle. 

At Esmelda's side stood her son and adjutant, Terricel sen'Laurea. The "sen" in his place-name denoted his status as a University senior. Although he appeared slightly built, his bones were big enough for an athlete—a swimmer or a gymnast—but they were covered by soft flesh instead of muscle. His skin was as pale as any scholar's, his hands uncalloused except for his right index finger. Below colorless eyes, his lips pressed together, whitening the skin around his mouth still further. Despite the chill of the morning, a bead of sweat trickled down the back of his neck, yet he gave no sign he'd felt it. Instead, he kept his eyes fixed on the Starhall, as if by will alone he could wrest some secret from it.

Pateros, brimming with confidence and energy in the prime of his life, arrived. He greeted each of his advisors with a touch and a friendly word. He stopped for a moment to ask Terricel about the progress of his master's thesis proposal.   

"Doing well," Terricel answered. "My presentation's scheduled for next week."

"History? Following in your mother's footsteps?"

"Not exactly, sir. Same field, but different subject. I'm trying something no one's done before."

Pateros patted Terricel's shoulder before going inside. "You'll do us proud, I'm sure of it."

Terricel squared his shoulders, took a deep breath, and followed his mother and the other Councillors through the heavy bronzewood doors, past the contemporary-styled offices and the display cases containing the personal journals of Guardians from past dynasties. Above them swept the spectators' balcony, where even now visitors stood and wondered at the bygone times when the entire Senate could gather in the hexagonal room below. Since the Senate Building had been completed, the Starhall was used primarily for the administration of traditional oaths to judges and Rangers, as well as meetings of the Guardian's Inner Council.

Although Terricel was prepared for it, the brilliant light of the central chamber made his eyes water. He remembered the discussion when, only a few years ago, Pateros had installed the banks of batteries and intensifying lenses in the roof. The traditionalists on the Council felt that a dimmer illumination would have been more flattering to the ancient walls, for the warped paneling was only partly covered by the tapestries hung by Pateros's grandfather. Terricel liked the sense of age in the room, as well as the time-battered mosaic floors depicting the All-Mother planting a seedling.

Old tales spoke of a treasure buried deep beneath those floors, beneath the Starhall's very foundations, and Terricel had studied them all in his history classes. Some said it was all that remained of the starship that carried humankind to Harth more than a thousand years ago. Others said space travel was impossible, an offense to decently controlled science, and it was something else entirely, a device to travel through time perhaps, or across dimensions. Yet others claimed, completely illogically, that it was an altar to some blood-craving norther god, or else the sort of god the northers would pray to if they had any gods at all.

Yet Terricel knew that more lay beneath the Starhall than legend. One day, he promised himself for the hundredth time, one day he'd find out what it was, this thing that only he could sense, find it and beat it back out of his nightmares. 

Over the years, the Starhall had shifted in Terricel's imagination from an implacable enemy to a tool against which he honed his will. He'd learned to sit absolutely still through the long meetings, not a muscle quivering. Learned to keep his breathing slow and deep, his hands steady, his eyes unflinching as he followed the debate. It became a matter of pride that he let nothing show of what he truly felt.

oOo

Pateros entered the central chamber first, followed by the Inner Council and their various assistants. Green silk robes rustled as they took their places around the oval table. Last to enter was the gaea-priest. The tree and sunburst charms on his breast clinked gently with each step. Above his lined face, cheeks sunk almost to the bone, his head was smoothly shaved. His eyes bore a glazed expression, as if he hadn't quite emerged from his morning meditations. Carefully he set the ritual silver bowl and planter on the table. The bowl was filled with water. He dipped his fingers into the water and touched his lips, then dipped again and sprinkled the drops over the miniature tree.

"In the name of all oneness,

Which we pledge to preserve 

In thought and deed.

May the cycle of life

Bless these proceedings." 

He placed the tree in the center of the table and passed the bowl to Pateros.

Pateros dipped into the water with his tapering, big-knuckled fingers. With his silvery-gold hair and strong-boned features, he had not aged visibly since Terricel was a boy. Like most Laurean men, he used a beard suppressant that kept his face smooth for months at a time. He wore a single ring, a river-opal set in silver. The gemstone, wet, shone as if it had been set afire. As he stooped to reach the planter, his hair fell forward across his eyes. He brushed it back absently as he handed the bowl to Esmelda, who stood in her usual place at his right side. When his eyes met Terricel's, they crinkled in a fleeting smile.

When the bowl had passed around the circle, the gaea-priest received it again and indicated the dedication had been properly performed. With sighs and scrapings of chair legs, the members of the Council sat down in their padded armchairs. The aides and adjutants, Terricel included, settled into their seats behind their principals.    

"It's good to see you again, Markus. I trust your retreat was restful," said Pateros, nodding to the gaea-priest. His hazel eyes flickered across the table. "Hobart, what's happening with the Cathyne tariff debate?"

The Senate presidio drew in his breath, his shoulders hunching under the brocaded yoke of his robe. His rank medallion, an ornate disc of copper and gold, glittered in the bright light. Terricel had heard rumors that he was scheming to get his daughter married to Pateros, who did not yet have an heir, which had recently become a cause for some uneasiness. 

Terricel bent over his note pad, transcribing the discussion for Esmelda's records. His pen skimmed the paper in line after line of his precise cursive script, each letter sloping at exactly the same angle as its neighbor, each descender brief and unflourished. The rhythmic movement helped steady him, pushing back the enveloping presence of the Starhall from his consciousness.

Hobart made a small, almost apologetic gesture. "It's hard to say at this point. The Traders Guild wants one thing, the city fathers another. And of course Redding and the other river towns have got their own interests. If the traders win too many concessions here, they'll start aiming for other ports."

"What you're saying," Pateros observed dryly, "is that the problem's bogged down in the usual endless debate and whatever gets decided—if anything—will be some hopelessly inept compromise." 

He leaned forward and tapped the table in front of him. "I've had enough of every port city skimming whatever it can. No wonder our traders won't go farther north than Brassaford—their profits are eaten up tenfold by the time they get back to Cathyne!"

With reduced tariffs, Terricel thought, they'll search out new markets, new sources of goods. He sat up straighter, his attention sharpening. This was not going to be an ordinary meeting, not if Pateros were talking about shifting the balance of power in Laurea.

Esmelda leaned forward, her eyes flashing. "You're talking about establishing trade with the north, aren't you?"

"You always were a half-step ahead of me, Esme," Pateros answered. 

Not just the balance of power in Laurea—maybe all of Harth! He scribbled madly.

General Montborne shook his head. "I wouldn't advise it. Not with hostilities smoldering there." 

"These aren't civilized people," said Karlen, the Senior Court judge. "They don't think the way we do. Any overture we make, official or not, they'll interpret as weakness and attack again."

"The northers aren't going to disappear, no matter how many times we beat them back," Pateros said somberly. "Not so long as we have what they want. We have to create an alternative to fighting for it."

Esmelda rubbed her ring, frowning. Terricel noticed the characteristic gesture and felt her thoughts racing ahead of Pateros's words. "The norther culture is marginal at best," she said in a deceptively mild voice. "The pressures of accumulating furs or elk skins or whatever they have that we might want could easily lead to over-harvesting or disrupt wildlife migration patterns. Not to mention the effects of putting a string of trading posts up there. We'll have to be careful."

"I don't see what any of this has to do with coddling the traders," said Andre, the elderly representative of Laureal City. "Squeezing the port cities won't make the northers any less dangerous. If anything, it'll weaken our own economy. We need those tariffs."

"I don't intend to cut you off," Pateros replied. "What I want is an incentive for our traders to take the risk of opening up the north. I intend to levy a single tariff—a fair one—for goods shipped anywhere along the great rivers."

The Senate won't like that, Terricel thought. Hobart, across the table, frowned and shook his head. 

"I know cities will be unhappy and you," Pateros nodded to Montborne, "are justifiably wary about the defense aspects. That's why I've brought up the matter privately. I need you to chew it over, tell me all the reasons it won't work. And then help me find the way it will work."

Montborne traced a design in the wood grain of the table, his usually smooth forehead creasing. "Are we talking about military escorts for traders, increased border patrols, what?"

"It's your business to tell me what we'll need," said Pateros. "Even with our Rangers, we're no better than a sieve up there right now."
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