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WE DIDN'T KNOW—
WE ONLY BELIEVED—
NOW YOU'VE COME BACK

"Does it seem reasonable to you that a Regency continues—into an Emperor's thirtieth year?"
"No, m'lord," Shoka said.

"Not to us, either. Not to many of us. We were ready to make that objection—when lord Gitu overran
Yijang and Hua.... Assassinations, elsewhere. Hired killers. Bands of mercenaries traveling under imperial
orders. TheEmperor's seal, and the Regent's orders. How do we stop such a thing? How do we prevent
it—when every lord able to lead is apprehended, assassinated, when they strip us of men, even boys out
of the fields—go to Saukendar, some said. Go to Saukendar. Theyurged me to send to you. This time
he has to listen, they said. But if T had sent—and Ghita had known—you understand—" Reidi gave an
uncomfortable twitch of the shoulders. His horse shifted again. "I had no true hope that you'd come.
You'd indicated to the villagers—that you had no wish to hear from anyone. That you would refuse any
such petitions—"

"Y ouwere watching me."

"It's my village, m'lord—as the Regent pointed out to me again and again, and threatened my life should
you leave that mountain. Of course the word came to me. I tried to get a messenger down the road to
you when I knew you'd left Mon.... We believed you'd come back to deal with Ghita and his partisans."

Shoka felt cold, cold all the way to the bones.

"There are men ready to follow you, lord Saukendar. There are men who've committed their lives to
this— We didn't know the hour. We only believed. Now you've come back ..."

"It's gripping drama, tightly focussed and inexorable as Taizu herself. ReadThe Paladin and you'll never

settle for another ordinary sword-wielding female."
—Faren MillerLOCUS

Prologue



They were haunted hills. The villagers of Mon said that, trying to warn the young traveler. They warned
of vengeful ghosts who would lead a boy astray, demons which could appear as foxes and owls, and
dragons which could take human form. Most persuasive in their estimation—the boy's quest was useless:
the master took no students. Rich men's sons had come to beg to be Saukendar's disciples, and come
down from Saukendar's mountain again, refusing to speak to the villagers or to linger there. Lords'
messengers had come to see Master Saukendar to plead causes with him, and returned unhappy and
unanswered. Monks had come to ask the swordmaster for his secrets, and left unenlightened, for the
master turned all inquiries away. Twice each year a boy from the village would go up to the cabin on the
mountain to bring the salt and the tea and the small things that the master needed and to take the master's
request for rice and straw which they would leave at the appointed place. The village gave those things,
with small gifts as well, fruit in season, a few good apples or pears, or fresh vegetables, because the fear
of the master drove away the bandits. This was the only converse the master allowed himself with the
world.

Emphatically, the master took no students... and certainly no students as ragged as this—so small and so
starved and so evidently some yeoman farmer's son, no different than any of their own.

The traveler wore a quilted coat that had been blue once; black rough-spun breeches flapped ragged
ends about his skinned knees; a red, healing scar ran from cheek to chin to neck and down beneath the
grimy collar. He carried a badly made longbow for a walking-staff, and had a quiver of white-feathered
arrows slung at his side, the kind of weapons a farmer might legally carry on the road against bandits and
brigands.

There were troubles in the east. In a hoarse, low voice the traveler told them news from the heart of the
Empire; told of farms burned in Hua province and Yijang; of livestock slaughtered; of whole families
murdered, his own among them.

But all that was far away, the village assured the boy. It was safe here. The bandits who lived over the
hills in Hoisan province stayed out of this valley safely within the borders of Hoishi, under the rule of good
lord Reidi; and the beneficent gods and fear of the master kept the troubles far from the village of Mon.

"I have a place on my floor for a pallet," widower Gori said wistfully. Gori had all daughters, six of them.
"I have a garden to keep. I could find a permanent place for an honest boy who'd work for his keep."

But the traveler—he could hardly have been sixteen—who squatted barefoot in the shade by the well
and drank an offered cup of water, thanked the widower in a low voice and gave back the cup, then tied
his reed hat under his chin, thrust his arms again through the woven-rush ropes that held the barrel-sized
basket, struggled up with the unstrung bow for a staff and walked away, ant-like under his ungainly
burden, virtually obscured by the hat, the towering basket. Only the legs showed beneath, ragged
breeches, skinny calves, dust-caked.

The villagers shook their heads, especially Gori.

"He'll be back," Gori's neighbor said.

k ok ok

The road that had been broad and friendly and sunlit down in the valley, dwindled to a track and finally to
a narrow slot among the rounded boulders and the tree-roots of the forest, and wound in steeper and
steeper climbs into the hills.



The ragged young traveler hitched the pack up against the rake of branches and the angle of the trail and
kept going, using the bowstaff for balance in the climb.

It would have been wiser, perhaps, to have slept in the hedgerows another night, and attempt the hill
path by morning; but Taizu was beyond fear of ghosts and demons, and the only dragons Taizu thought
worth fearing always walked in human form.

The sun sank below the hills now, throwing the path beneath the trees into deep shade. Not far, the
villagers had said; but if that estimation was wrong, then Taizu reckoned the villagers were right in at least
one thing, these woods were safe from bandits: the bandit was a fool, who would hunt on Saukendar's
mountain.

And that was greater safety than Taizu had known in weeks.

So Taizu climbed in the forest shadow, struggling with the basket-pack in the clutch of branches, until the
scent of smoke and horse came on the wind; until the shape of rustic buildings showed in the twilight: pen
and pasture and a sun-edged shape of a man carrying water to a bay horse whose coat shone brilliant
red in a sudden glimpse of sunset. There was a storm passing to the north, clouds like a slate-gray wall
above the hills. Red light from the waning sun edged everything in fire; the horse, the edges of the
buildings, the man.

Taizu did not breathe for a moment. Saukendar seemed less real in that moment than he had been all the
weeks since Hua province—Iless real and more godlike. But a man who had renounced the world could
not be reckoned like other men. Saukendar had turned his back on the court, his great wealth and high
station, and escaped the Regent and the Emperor who had betrayed him. He had come here, beyond the
limits of the kingdom, to perfect his art and to perfect his soul in the solitude of the mountains. Saukendar
had come close as any man to that perfection when he was in the world—the old Emperor's right hand,
the one honest man in a court increasingly corrupt and full of wicked men. Saukendar had defended the
law and the old Emperor, upheld the poor against the rich, and upheld the honest lords against the
flatterers while the old Emperor grew weaker and died.

But Saukendar had not been able to stand against the foolishness of the boy-heir Beijun, who had allied
himself with lord Ghita of Angen province and accused his father's appointed Regent lord Heisu of
conspiracy and adultery with his wife.

That was how lord Ghita of Angen came to stand behind the throne, and how lord Heisu and the
Empress Meiya both went under the axe, and how five hundred men of the Imperial Guard had hunted
Saukendar to kill him; but Saukendar had killed twenty of them on his way to the border, and, they said,
no few after, until he had gone into retirement in these hills just outside Hoishi province and lord Ghita
and his men had understood it was far wiser to let him stay there unmolested.

That was Saukendar. And if he had renounced the world and decided to seek his own perfection, then
perhaps he had succeeded in that too and the gods cast a special light about him.

But a second glance showed this man limped; and the light went out when he passed the barn and when
the horse moved toward the rail fence: it was not lord Saukendar himself, then—only some servant. Taizu
felt somewhat the fool: of course the weapons-master, the Emperor's bodyguard and champion, would
have had at least one menial to go with him, or he would have taken a servant from the village below...
someone to cook his meals and tend the ordinary things. Saukendar had been a great lord, with lands
and servants. Even as an ascetic he would not change that.



So Taizu walked out into the twilight, out into the open, disappointed, but braver in the failure of a
miracle.

Chapter One

Shoka was well on his way back to the porch when the apparition came out of the forest, a huge lump
moving on two thin legs, that proved only a basket and a skinny boy in a hat.

He had seen it first out of the tail of his eye; and mindful of bandits, he had poured the water for the old
horse, patted it on the neck and walked casually toward the house where his bow was, carrying an
empty bucket which itself could be a weapon, if there was nothing else to hand.

But he recognized the visitor now for solitary, likely another petitioner. He pretended not to notice him,
for safety's sake, all the same—the bandits could use a child—and because, to his annoyance, the
evening hour obliged him to some measure of hospitality, a cup of tea, a bowl of rice, a place to
sleep—he reckoned that he might as well go up to the house in the first place. By the size of the legs that
supported the monstrous basket, the waif was too young to turn away to walk the road again in the dark
of night.

So he walked up onto the low porch of weathered boards, beneath the small thatched roof, in easy
reach of the doorway and his weapons, just in case: then he set down the bucket, turned and looked
straight at the boy, who brought his ungainly burden as far as the steps.

The boy slipped the woven ropes and set the basket down, then made a polite little bow. "I've come to
see the master."

"You've found him," Shoka said; and saw, weary of seeing, the young face come up, the mouth open
and the eyes widen in dismay. "I'm Saukendar. What do you want?"

The boy took off the oversized hat and stared at him—a gaunt and exhausted boy with a scar that made
a man see that first and the desperation of the eyes second. That attraction to the scar embarrassed
Shoka, who found himself both rude and careless; and by that, discovered himself snared in an attention
to the whole face that he did not generally pay to his few visitors.

"I want justice," the boy said; and snared him twice over.
"Have I done you some wrong?" Shoka asked.

The boy shook his head; and looked close to tears for a second, his chin about to tremble. Then he
clamped his jaw and leaned his whole weight against the bowstaff he used for a walking-stick—a child's
bow, rough-hewn. "No, lord. I want you to teach me."

Shoka frowned and drew back then, angry at the approach and sorry for the boy, when for an instant he
had felt a little pang of interest, the prospect of a problem that might engage him. "Another one. Didn't
they tell you in the village? Or didn't you listen?"

"They said you were an honest man. People everywhere sing about you. They say if you were still in
Chiyaden you'd kill lord Ghita and all of the lords around him. Maybe you don't want to come back to
the world, master Saukendar, but you can teach me and I'll do it and you don't ever have to leave here.



I'll work for my keep. I'll cut your wood and feed your horse—"

"And I tell you, you should have listened to the advice you got in the village. I have nothing further to do
with Chiyaden. I'm not a teacher. I don't have any damn wisdom, I'm not a saint. I don't have anything to
give you and I cut my own wood. You've had a long walk for nothing. Off my porch! Go back to the
village! They'll take care of you!"

The youngster stared at him in dismay.

"Om n

The boy backed up, turned in sudden retreat down the steps.

There was a cant to that movement, a little angle of a hip, a centering of balance that drew Shoka's eye
and jarred with his assumptions. Yes. No. As the youngster turned a defiant face on him from a safer
distance.

"Girl," Shoka said; and saw the little flicker of the eyes, alarm but not offense. He shook his head and
folded his arms, thinking again about the bandits and their tricks. "I'm a weapons-master. I'd be blind if I
couldn't tellthat . Did you think you could fool me? What are you doing up here on the mountain? Who
sent you? Who do you belong to?"

"My name is Taizu. From Hua province. I walked here to find you. They say you're the best there is,
they say you could come back to Chiyaden and set everything right, only you've decided to stay here and
have nothing to do with the world. But I will. I've got a reason to. I'll do the things you'd do if you came
back."

He laughed. It was not a usual thing for him. "Tell me another fable, girl. What do you really want?"

"I want you to teach me the sword."

"You're not from Hua. You're from Hoisan. You're a spy for the bandits."

UN 0 ! n

"They think I wouldn't hurt children?"

"I'm sixteen. And I'm not a bandit. I didn't mean to fool you, just until you'd take me and I could show
you I can learn. I have my own bow. I have a sword." She gestured at the basket. "I have my own

clothes, my own blankets, Imade my bow and my arrows."

Shoka came down to the bottom step, took the bow from her hand, gave the wretched thing a glance
and shoved it back at her. "It does better as a walking-stick."

She frowned up at him. "Then show me how to make better."
"I'm not showing you anything. Where did you come from?"
"From Hua province."

"That's four weeks' walk, girl! Don't tell me that."



"I don't know how long it is." The voice was low and hoarse. The chin trembled slightly. "But I walked
it"

"Alone."

"There's a lot of people on the roads into Yijang: they got burned out too. I walked with them; and then I
walked with some that were going on to relatives in Botai—"

"Where are you from? Who's your lord?"

"Kyutang village, in Hua. We belonged to lord Kaijeng. He's dead now. The whole family. Everyone.
Lord Gitu came over his border and burned Kaijeng castle and burned Kyutang and Jhi and all the
villages and killed everything, even the pigs." The girl's chin trembled and steadied. "Lord Ghita won't do
a thing. Everyone knows that. Lord Gitu can murder people and nobody will do anything about it. But I
will. I promised that. And I'll do it."

"You'll get your head cut off. That's what you'll get, girl. Leave the fighting to your menfolk."
"There aren't any. There isn't anybody left."

Shoka looked at her, at the ragged coat, the scar, the burning eyes, and felt something stir inside him that
he had felt for none of the other petitioners who had come to him, even the earnest and honest ones. He
mistrusted that impulse. She might still be a bandit, come to find out if he was truly alone; or even to kill
him in his sleep, if he was a fool. Maybe they thought he was that desperate for a woman. But her accent
was genuine: it clipped and shorted ends of words in the pattern of the eastern reaches of Chiyaden,
which could well be Hua province, and in that consideration she might be even a spy brought safely along
the roads and sent up here on orders of lord Ghita himself. For a moment that seemed far more likely
than bandits: but Ghita had not bothered with him in years and he saw no reason the Regent should begin
now. Or she might in fact be a demon, which was also possible, but her feet were bare human feet and
her thumbs were on the right way around; and he had been nine years in these hills without seeing any
evidence of one. "Come in," he said, grudging the impulse that made him hospitable, and motioned
toward the door. "T'll feed you, at least."

"Will you teach me?"'

He scowled. "Teach you. I've turned away a score of young men, bright young men, serious and able
students—and now I'm to take on a girl? What would I tell the ones I've turned down? That I'm a
weapons-master for women? Gods. Come on inside. —You don't have to worry. I won't lay a hand on
you. I've never yet assaulted children."

She stood fast.

"Damn." He came down the steps and she backed up again, snatching up her basket as she went. "Fool
girl. A sword, for gods' sakes. Do you know if the magistrates found you with that you could lose your
right hand, at the least."

"There's no law here."

"The law here is mine," he said. And as she backed further he waved a hand at her. "If you're going, then
get out and don't stop on the road. If I find you skulking about here after, you'll find out what the law is



on this mountain."
"I want you to teach me."
"I told you: I've turned down better boys than you. Get out."
"Not without what I came for."

"Dammit," he said, thinking of her hanging about—gods knew with what intention. "If you steal anything
around here, or if you lay a hand on my horse, I'll show you what that's worth with me."

Then, on the second, self-chastising thought that she was not the boy she looked to be, and that a girl
alone had every reason to be wary of shut doors and a strange man at night, "Look here, if you don't
want to go inside, I'll bring you a bowl and a cup of tea onto the porch. I'll give you that much hospitality.
You can sleep out here and nothing will bother you. But you'll be out of here and down the road in the
morning."

"I'll take the food," she said.

He brought tea and rice out onto the porch, and set it down on the far side of the steps. He took his own
supper to the other end and sat down as the girl came up by the steps and took the bowl and the
chopsticks. She sat down and began to eat without seeming to stop for breath. He had cooked twice and
half again his ordinary supper, and given her a heaping bowl, which he saw diminishing with amazing
speed. They sat on the porch, cross-legged, in the deep twilight. He ate his own without attention to
manners, throwing looks her direction. She sat like a lump in the tattered coat, her bare head bowed over
her dinner—black, thick hair bobbed off like a farmer-lad's, hands so thin the sinews stood up and made
shadows when the fingers moved, eyes twice dark with the shadows around them when she looked up at
him over the rim of the bowl.

"I could have cooked for us," she said with her mouth full. "See, you need some help up here. The rice is
overcooked."

"It hasn't killed your appetite."
"Still could be better. Tomorrow I'll show you."

"And I'm telling you there's no bargain. You sleep on this porch tonight. In the morning I'll take you
down to the village. I'll arrange for someone to take you in."

She shook her head; a slow, definite move.

He scowled at her, thinking of his solitude and his peace of mind; and thinking of the nights. Sometimes
he damned the loneliness; but he had his ways: he got up each morning and he tended his horse and his
garden; or he hunted or he mended whatever time and the weather had broken, and took no thought for
the world at all. He refused to regret the court or Chiyaden or the fine clothes or the praise of men who
had done nothing, when the need came, but save themselves.

Til this fool girl came talking about justice, disturbing his peace and, staring at him with her dark, mad
eyes, making him think of other advantages of human company he had forsworn nine years ago, scrawny
unwashed waif that she was. He was already promising her things he would never promise, to come



down into the village and deal with the people; but she had walked a long and dangerous way on her
foolish notion—a very long way from Hua province, and she had been appealingly clever about it. No
eye would expect the girl bent under the peasant basket-pack, the oversized coat, the reed hat.

The basket changed the balance center, changed the walk, made the bearer neuter and neutral. It had
fooled even his eye until he saw her walk without it.

Clever, he thought—if she had in fact thought at all about that part of it.

But even aman with a tatty basket could draw bandits and trouble somewhere along that road. Four
weeks. He could not reckon how she had gotten as far as she had.

Except she was uncommonly lucky.

Or shewas someone's spy, and she had had abundant help getting this far.

"I know livestock," she said. "Have you got pigs?"

"No. I hunt."

"I can take care of the horse. And I know lots of ways to cook rabbits."

"That's fine. Your new master down in the village will like to know that. And they keep pigs."
"I want you to teach me."

"To do what?" he asked. "To be a fool? You couldn't even make it back again to Hua. You're lucky to
have gotten this far."

"T'll make it. And I'll get my revenge. Nobody will stop me."

Hua province. Gitu. The names conjured images of the court and Ghita and his hangers-on. The old
anger stirred in him, outrage for old insults; he shook it off like unwelcome rain and said around a
mouthful of rice: "Carrying a sword. You're justdamned lucky the magistrates didn't lay hands on you.
Don't you know the law?"

"That's why it's in the basket."

"You'd lose your right hand, girl. Do you understand that?"

"That's after they catch me," she said. "No one caught me. No one caught you. You rode right out, with
the soldiers all hunting you."

"I ran for my life, girl. That's the plain truth of it."
"You killed the men they sent after you."
"I was lucky. It was a bad day for them. A better one for me. But I'll limp for the rest of my life. I don't

know any damn secrets. I'm not a teaching master. I just live up here in peace, thank you, and I don't
need a cook and I don't need a pig-keeper."



"You'll change your mind."

"Listen to me, girl. I'm not going to change my mind on this, no more than on anything else in the last nine
years. That's one of the privileges of living alone, you know. I do what I want; and what I want is my
mountain, alone; and my quiet; and no damn chattering girl to complicate my life. You talk too much.
You're going down into the village where there's someone to take care of you, get you a husband and a
roof over your head."

"NO."

"The road down there is the border of the Empire. If I have to go all the way to the village I'm violating
the terms of my exile. But I'll take you as far as the bottom of the mountain. I'll take you right into the
village."

HNO "

"That's all I can do. Forget about Gitu. Forget about Hua province. You're safe. You're out of reach of
Gituand Ghita, and you'll do well to stay that way."

"All you have to do is teach me. Then you don't have to worry about taking me anywhere, do you? I can
go anywhere; and they won't catch me."

"Fool," he said. And he thought, looking at her in the soft twilight, that there might have been a
handsomeness about the girl before she was hurt: and more than likely reckoning what could happen to a
girl on the roads and in a raid—hurt in more ways than that wound down her cheek....

She was old not to be married. She was very young to be a widow. But that was entirely possible. That
she had been raped was altogether likely, somewhere along her journey. He did not want to set off a
flood of tears, but as he thought about it, the more it was likely that the girl, scarred and foreign and
surely no virgin, would find no husband in the village, that she would spend her days as some family's
nurse, someone's drudge or some farmer's untitled concubine. He thought of the damnable nuisance she
posed to him; thought finally with a sense of comfortable moral sacrifice he had not felt in years, that there
was a nunnery in Muigan, a few days north, inside Hoishi province, and there was a chance to do
something charitable and maybe win a little virtue in the gods' record-keeping, if the gods in fact cared for
anything lately. The little gold he had would have been a small thing to him, in his days in Chiyaden, but it
was a great deal to border folk, in these uncertain times; and if he could give the girl dowry enough to
buy her into Muigan nunnery, she would not be so ungracious as to forget her benefactor: she would
make prayers for his well-being and his father's. That way he could do his father a service, discharging an
obligation that had worried him, do himself one, if it mattered, and a girl with no prospects would find a
decent life and a respectable old age, much more than she would ever find as a farm-wife in Hua
province.

There was risk in that plan. Certainly he thought he should not entrust her or the money to some boy
from the village. He had to go to Muigan himself and conspicuously violate his exile to do it. But probably
the Regent would not notice it, or the Regent would hear the whole of the business and, understanding it
for what it was, be sensible enough to let the matter lie and not stir up a long-settled problem. It had been
a long time since someone had presented him a problem that had a clean, easy solution. He felt quite
magnanimous then, congratulated himself on his good sense and his exemplary behavior, and gestured at
her with the chopsticks. "T'll tell you what I'll do. You stay here and rest a day or two, then I'll take you a
way through the mountains to Muigan up in Hoishi. There's a nunnery there—"



"NO."

"Listen to me, little fool. I'll buy you in. I can do that much for you. You'll have a respectable dowry.
What do you think of that?"

"I don't want any nuns and prayers. They did me no good. I want Gitu's head. I want his—"

"I'm offering you a respectable dowry. I'm offering you a safe place to live, with enough to eat, good
clothes, security for your old age. Think about growing old. Think about living beyond this year, girl.
Gitu's head! You're talking nonsense."

"I don't want to be a nun."

"Then take the money! Try to find a husband in the village. There's no way you can get back to Hua;
you're lucky to have gotten this far alive."

"I want Gitu dead."
"You'lldie, that's what's going to happen if you go back on that road."
"Not if you teach me."

He restrained his temper. He took a slow, slow sip of the cooling tea. "You want me to go. Is that it?
You want me to go up to Hua and be a fool in your cause."

HNO n

"Let me tell you something. Kill Gitu and there'll be another of his breed in his place before the seat
cools. It's not one man. It's the whole damn court. It's the young fool on the throne. You think I wouldn't
have stayed, if there'd been a chance to better things? There wasn't. That's why I'm here, on this
mountain. Kill Gitu! You go to that nunnery, girl, and you spend a long life praying for your family: that's
the most good you'll do them./ can't do anything,/ have no intention of throwing my life away for a
fool—youor the young Emperor. Listen. You're a brave girl. You've come a long way. I've no doubt you
mean all of it. But I'd do you no favor by doing what you ask. If you were a boy, I'd say you're too small.
But you're not a boy; and what you ask is out of the question. —Listen," he said, and held up a finger as
she opened her mouth. "In the morning it'll be different. You sleep on it. You think about it. It's stupid to
throw your life away. Nobody expects you to take on a man's job, and trying it, let me tell you, that
makes you a fool. You don't have to die; and that's what it amounts to, because you haven't got a chance
in hell of taking anyone with you. You take my offer, and go to Muigan. If you want to learn—the nuns
can teach you."

"NO. n
"Dammit, you will. I'm being generous. You'd better recognize the fact."
"NO, n

He raked a hand through his trailing hair. "You're tired. You've been through an ordeal. Listen: this much
I'll do. You can rest here as long as it takes you to come to your senses about this. I promise you, [ won't
lay a hand on you. You can sleep wherever you like. It's summer. The porch is pleasant enough, a damn
sight more pleasant than the road. You don't have to do anything until you have your strength back. Then



you'll know I'm right; and I'll take you to Muigan and make sure you're all right before I leave."
"NO.”

"You're deaf, girl! Your whole idea's preposterous. Enough about it. You're going." He put the tea-bowl
into the empty rice-bowl and stood up, walked over and took hers, from which every grain had vanished.

She stared at him flatly as she gave them to him.

"I'll bring you out a mat and a blanket," he said. "You can have the porch to yourself. Or you can be
sensible and come inside where it's a little warmer."

She said not a thing.
"The porch, then," he said; and shook his head as he walked inside.

He set the bowls on the table, went over and rolled up the topmost of his two sleeping mats; and took
his topmost blanket with it. "Girl," he said, walking out onto the porch.

But she was gone, basket, bow, and all.

He flung the mat and the blanket down.

"Girl?"

She might have gone aside to the woods for a moment, for a call of nature.
But to have taken the basket with her—

"Girl?"

Damn.

She might worry about his intentions. Gods knew she had likely had reason.

She might have taken her basket of rags to the woods to make a bed for the night. Or gone to the
stable. Either one was safe enough.

But her behavior worried him, not for her, but because there was a great deal more than strange about
her; and because of the deep twilight, considering which most girls would not choose the woods for
safety, or go off to a strange, dark stable, if they were too afraid of a gentleman to sleep on his porch.
Dammit, she had proposed living here as his student: and she was afraid to share the porch with him.

He had an uneasiness himself now, about the girl, the hour, the peculiar look of her.
He was reluctant to call out again and betray that worry. He was ashamed to go back in to the house
again and take up his sword from the peg by the door; but he was not a fool, either, to go down to the

stable in the dark without it.

Jiro was down there, in the stable for the night, not loose in his pen where he could deal with an intruder.
At least, Shoka thought, he would let the horse free, and the girl would be ill-advised to go into that pen



or bother things in the stable after that.

There was no commotion down at the stable. No one, he was sure, could have come near Jiro without
him sounding the alarm. But he thought again of bandits; of the chance of fire, if the girl was crazed
enough; and Jiro was the only living creature he cared about. The thought of the girl or any possible
accomplice doing harm to the horse was unbearable.

Damn, he thought, there was no chance the girl could come into the stable without noise. He was being a
fool. The girl upset his evening and his sense of order in things and all of a sudden it seemed the whole
world was unraveling, old instincts waking, old apprehensions coming back to haunt him.

He reached the ramshackle stable, walked along beside the wall in the almost-dark, hearing Jiro's quiet,
ordinary moving on the other side of the wall and taking reassurance in the sound.

Then something hit the shed beside his head; and he dropped and rolled and scrambled, muscles acting
while mind realized that what had dropped to the dust with him was a spent arrow with white, ragged
fletchings and a forged bronze point.

He reached the dark of the stable door, rolled aside on his shoulders and tumbled into the interior,
kneeling on the straw. Jiro's soft, worried snort reassured him he was the first and the only disturbance in
the dark inside; and he trusted absolutely what was at his back. It was outside, the forest-edge, the
near-dark all about: that was what he looked to.

"Girl!" he shouted out. "Damn you, your pallet's on the porch, the way I said; I did exactly what I said!
Don't make me hurt you!"

"I'll come in," the girl's voice came back, far away from among the trees, "when you swear on your
honor you'll teach me."

"Girl, I won't put up with this nonsense. You're asking to get hurt!"

Silence. Long silence, from the woods. He shifted his position on the straw, favoring the leg an assassin's
knife had lamed, rested his shoulders against the rough post of the door and gazed toward the woods in
the deepening dark.

He thought about fire again, the complete vulnerability of everything he owned up there in the cabin.

And Jiro, who was a target even those wretched arrows would not miss if he were outside in the pen.

At closer range—that ragged-feathered arrow could have killed.

He swore to himself, and clenched his hands and thought that at least he could break the mud and moss
out of the gaps in the sapling logs that made the stable, and get a view of the house from the back wall.
He could make holes like that all around, and keep an eye to things in the clearing so far as a moonless

night let him.

The thought crossed his mind that the girl might indeed be working with the bandits; or she might be a
demon under illusion.

But a madwoman loose in the dark with a bow and a crazed notion of revenge was worry enough to
keep a man from his sleep.



Chapter Two

Shoka changed position in the nest of straw he had piled up by the stable wall, rubbed the cramp in his
leg—it had been one side or the other all night long, sleep by fits and snatches, and the damned straw
prickles coming through the open weave of his shirt and breeches. The ground was stable-soil and stank
no matter how clean he kept the place; it was a damp and damned uncomfortable bed to spend the night
in.

He had a bit of twine strung across the door-frame and tied to a bucket on the far side. He kept a watch
out in various directions, not neglecting the far slope of the hill from the long bare slope of the pasture. He
did not know how many he might be dealing with, or whether it was in truth only one mad girl; but he had
not lived this long by taking matters lightly.

Nine years on the mountain had taught him to let go his suspicions, to let a leaf fall without suspecting
some hand had disturbed it, let a fish jump in the brook without his body tensing, prepared for all the
things his father's teaching had set in him, mind and muscle. Go easy, he had told himself year after year,
breathe the wind, let the leaves fall and the seasons turn and put the old life away.

That was all the wisdom he had learned on the mountain, the simple art of sleeping sound at night with no
traps rigged, the simple assumption it took to walk to the spring unarmed, to watch a fox's antics, to ride
old Jiro bareback and doze on his back on the lower pasture, the both of them content in the sun and the
summer and the smell of sun-warmed grass.

Now he sat in the dark with his sword across his lap, with straw coming through his clothes and the
damp making his forty-year old joints ache: more, every nerve in his body was on edge and his stomach
was uneasy with the old anxiousness, his brain working on every detail of the land and every noise in the
dark.

Like old times.
Like everything he had tried for years to bury.

Damn the girl—who, by doing nothing, was doing everything right: others who had come against him, by
doingsomething , had succeeded innothing —and made themselves easy marks.

He waited, and traded views on the house and the clearing, the woods and the pasture. Nothing stirred
and Jiro gave no alarms, only shifted quietly at his moves about the stable.

He most expected trouble in the hour just before dawn, and rubbed his eyes and kept scanning the
shadows on all sides of the stable for small movements. What chilled his blood was the thought, with him
through the night, that all the fool girl had to do, if she was intent on murder, was to fire the woods itself
and take out on the trail. If she did that and did it the smart way, from several points about the clearing, it
would be a narrow thing to get himself and Jiro down the root-tangled slot of a trail; if she did that,
enemies would know the only road down and archers could wait in ambush.

He had been in worse situations, even granted they set the woods afire; but he had hard shift to
remember any more embarrassing, trapped as he was by a sixteen-year-old farm-girl. While the sun
came up he fought the urge to sleep, trying to think whether there was any possibility he had overlooked,



anything an enemy might do; and what approaches bandit allies or Ghita's men might have used and
where they might set an ambush.

But at last, with the daylight enough to show the green in the trees and dispel the shadows around the
stable, he got up, gave Jiro a bucket of grain and dipped up stale water from the rain barrel outside, with
frequent glances toward the woods and the constant feeling that there might be another arrow aimed at
him.

Jiro wanted out of his stall, and kicked at the boards, impatient at being penned up on a fine clear
morning.

"T know," he said to the horse, and talked to him, reasonably, patting his neck. "Patience. Patience."

None so easy, he thought to himself. He did not think that the girl had left. He felt exposed the whole
while he walked up to the cabin, limping in the morning chill—walked, being a fool, because he had felt
the fool all night long and he was not going to run now, reckoning by daylight that he knew the cast that
bow could make: it was dangerous, but it lacked just a little of sufficient force at any range she could get
from inside the forest. If there was anyone with her, they had made no move when they had had the best
chance, in the dark, so he reckoned by now that it was not a case of bandits: waiting till daylight when
they had had the dark was certainly not their preference; and it would not be the choice of Ghita's
assassins, either.

No, likely it was one girl, who was out there being a fool and who had given him a sore hip and an
aching shoulder this morning.

It was one girl who was perhaps crazed enough or mad enough to take chances; but with that bow she
had to get closer.

Unless she had gotten into the cabin.

He walked up from the side of the porch, walked as far as the door and spun suddenly around the side
of the door-frame and into the single room.

Empty. Nothing seemed disturbed. He leaned against the wall and stood there taking account of things,
whether anything was missing or in any way disturbed; and thought of poisons, and his foodstuffs on
which he had once, years ago, kept protective seals; and he wondered what mischief a madwoman could
bring in a basket that large.

Damn, no. He was attributing to a sixteen-year-old girl the things that a cannier enemy might do. He was
fighting himself, that was the ghost he had conjured up last night. He was fighting Saukendar, not a
peasant girl with a pitiable mad notion of getting her way out of him.

He stirred up the coals in the little cookpit, got a small fire going, between keeping an eye to the outside,
and put a little rice and water in a pot. He had his breakfast sitting in the doorway where he could watch
the whole clearing, particularly the stable, figuring that the smell of cooking-smoke and breakfast might
bring the girl out into the open. He had a sincere hope that she might be more reasonable by daylight,
when everything else was sane.

But she did not come.

He put away his bowl and thought then what he was to do, and where she might have spent the night



and where she might be now. Watching from the edge of the woods, he thought, and for the first time in
years he assembled his silk and steel armor from the oiled quilts where he kept it, put on the sleeves and
his armor-robe and laced the body-armor about him.

It settled to his frame with the assertion of old, unwelcome patterns, a ridiculous precaution, he told
himself. The girl who was probably hiding in the brush in clear sight of the cabin, would laugh when she
saw him, dammit, but he had no wish to die at the hands of a madwoman, or by some stupid girl's blind
luck.

He put on his sword; and walked outside, and sat down on the steps of the porch, dourly surveying his
kingdom, the clear ground around about the cabin and the stable. For the first time since he had come to
the mountain he found himself hampered and hemmed about by what someone else intended: he would
have gone hunting; and he dared not leave the house and the stable unwatched; he would have gone out
riding, but he would not expose Jiro to the girl's arrows. That left working the garden, in a stone-weight
of armor; or sitting and mending his tack or doing leatherwork, the likelier.

No, damn it, there was no way that could go on for days and weeks. She might not have moved last
night, but he was sure that she was out there; and no child was long on patience. If she failed to have her
way by any easy course, she only would make some further provocation, and something more and
something more until she found a way to move him: and that childish game might get someone seriously
hurt.

So the thing to do, he thought, was to take up his own bow and his quiver and go off as if he was going
hunting—Ilet her guess what the game was—then simply sit and wait in concealment until she either tried

to follow or tried the house.
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There was a place in the brush just uphill that afforded a clear view of the house and the stable: and there
was no sign when he had reached that little knoll, that the girl Taizu might have used it for a vantage. He
crouched down in it, he put his bow beside him, he laid out an arrow in case he needed one—still
remembering the possibility of bandits. Then he put his back against an accommodating tree trunk and
settled in to wait.

The sun rose higher, passed zenith, and the air warmed, the bushes hummed with insects and rustled with
the light breeze. He nodded without meaning to, jerked his head up and fought the overwhelming urge to
sleep while the cicadas and the sun conspired to numb the mind.

He drowsed as he could, not truly asleep, but at least getting some rest, and watching, between nods of
his head.

And by afternoon he was hungry, thirsty, bitten by ants and not a damned thing had stirred but the birds,

the insects, and Jiro, who had begun to attack the boards of the stall in a fit of temper.
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"Easy, easy," he said, soothing Jiro with his hands, and the old warhorse cow-kicked the slats again for
sheer frustration, not mollified by the grain, the water, or the other attentions. A good currying helped, but
Jiro had his ears laid back and kept reaching around to nip him, not hard, just Jiro's little way of saying he
was damned mad.

Finally nothing would do but he should risk both their hides—put Jiro's halter on and climb up onto his
bare back and ride him out into the pen and on into the pasture, back and forth, back and forth, all the



while he kept thinking how large a target they both made, and he kept looking back over his shoulder
toward the house and the stable whenever they were on the outward course—which he was sure the girl
was watching, probably rolling in the bushes in laughter.

Everything was out of joint. Jiro was confused, andze was worrying every time he took his eyes off the
clearing, the stable, or the cabin, and thinking at every turn of a half a score of ways a determined enemy
could get at him.

Fighting himself again. It was the only standard he knew.

And she was pushing him, not having done a thing. Minimal force.She was doing everything right.

If she was even out there.

Dammit, fighting himself again, and again, and again.
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He worked Jiro into a sweat and brought him back to his stall in a better humor than he had left it, dried
him, brushed him, all the while watching the edge of the woods and thinking that the one place he could
not watch was the back of the cabin, where the woods came much closer; and thinking that it was
possible, given the rain-barrel and the woodpile he had been lax enough to have up against the cabin's
back wall, to climb up to the roof and get in through the thatch—

If one were Saukendar,..
He was afraid to work behind the house to move the things because if he was working there he could
not see the other side: all an enemy needed was a free run at the stable, if she was willing to harm the

horse....

... to get him agitated enough to come running down there, straight into ambush. She needed only watch
his activities and see what he guarded to figure out what was valuable to him, and how to get him to react
without thinking.

Damn.

He cooked a plain supper, ate it sitting in the doorway of the cabin as the sun was going down. He
wondered whether the girl had food in that basket, and how long she could hold out and whether she
knew how to forage in these mountains.

But a peasant would know the berries and the roots, the edibles and the dyes....

And the poisons...

The rice went a little strange on his tongue when he thought of that. He kept eating. There was nothing
the matter with it. Nothing in the tea.

In Chiyaden lady Bhosai had died, they said, of poison on the bottom of a tea-bowl.

Damn, he was thinking back again, back to court, back to the whole damn mess.



Back to his father's teachings, the midnight exercises, the traps his father set for him—

—the things that had kept him alive when three others of the aging Emperor's friends had met with
accidents. He had proved the case of lord Riga, but not the connection of the assassin with Ghita—

He should have killed Ghita when he had the chance. But then Ghita had been one of many, and the old
Emperor had forbidden—

He set the rice-bowl aside and drank his tea, trying to push all the past away again, while the armor
weighed heavy on his shoulders and bound about his ribs, and the sun sank toward twilight.

Change on the mountain was like that, dawn to dark to dawn, winter to spring to winter again—and one
day was like another day, one storm like another storm, one leaf like another leaf, from unfolding to fall.
Nine years of cycles that, taken together, might be one day, one year, one lifetime all reduced to small
patterns. Changing, nothing changed. Once one became a part of the patterns, one's changes became
those changes, perfect equilibrium, as perfect as a man ever became.

But it was all one day, all one year, no matter that the man got older, that he fell down someday and died
on this mountain, and the grass grew up around his bones, and no one knew....

Dammit, he had given over a night and most of a day to this interruption in his life. That was already too
much to spend.

Once he had had a lot of days to spend, before the days had become one day, every day. He saw that
now, and was amazed to realize that he had not acquired patience, he had merely lost his flexibility. He
could watch an ant crawl across the porch without a sense of guilt for time wasted. But he could not
abide this change in the pattern of his life. That was like an old man. It was very much like an old man, a
hermit, a crazed, solitary old man of almost-forty.

That idea upset his stomach.

He spent the night in the stable again.
Like a crazy man.

He had his breakfast in the first light of a misty, dewy dawn, sitting in the doorway of his cabin, and
thought about shouting out to the woods, to the girl—Come in, let's talk.

But that notion stuck in his throat.
Like two days of rice with no fish, no rabbit.

He had very little smoked meat and no preserved fruits: those came in fall, and he stored them for the
lean times, the winter months. In summer he trusted to nature and his garden.

But if the situation dragged on—

Gods, there was no damned sense in his patience. He had, he decided, to hunt the girl down and tie her
hand and foot if need be, and carry her to Muigan.



Let the nuns deal with her.

If she had been about the edges of the clearing she had inevitably left sign; and once he started hunting
her, then she would panic and make mistakes.

If she was still out there at all.

If she was out there she had had a worse night than he had, that was sure. The night air could turn cold
in the mountains even in late summer; and when the dew settled like this, with the passing of rain just to
the north, it meant damp blankets and damper clothes: boughs dumped water down one's neck and

soaked one's sleeves and breeches and shoes in a few moments of walking.

Good. He hoped for a nice few days of it, as long as the mist got no worse than it was—a light haze that
still let one see the edges of the clearing. That was friendlier to him than it was to her.

So long as it got no worse.

He put up his rice bowl, stretched his shoulders against the weight of the shirt, and went back to the
porch and around the side of the house, quickly, to get a few sticks from the woodpile.

More than a few, he thought. The more wood he could carry at one time, the fewer times he had to do
this and take his eye off things. He gathered up a quick armful and headed back around the corner of the
house and up onto the porch.

The unmistakable hiss of an arrow passed him at hip level.

He dropped the wood, dived for the doorway and rolled inside, grabbing up his bow and quiver from
where he had left then leaning against the doorframe.

"Dammit," he yelled at the darkening woods, "you're asking for it, girl! That's enough. You listen to me! I
don't want to hurt you. I've been patient, gods know. I've offered you a dowry. I offered you all the gold
I've got, because I didn't want to see you come to harm. I think that deserves at least a little courtesy,
don't you think?"

Silence.

"Look here, girl, I won't force you to anything. If you don't want to go to Muigan, that's your choice. If
you don't want to stay in the village, that's your choice too. You can go back to Hua, you can go
wherever you like. I promise you I won't lay a hand on you. Just come in and talk like a civilized person
and stop this nonsense!"

Silence.

"Dammit, you're asking for trouble, girl! I'm not going to be a sitting target for a lunatic."

Silence still.

Should I really have said that last, he wondered uneasily, in dealing with a madwoman?
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He had a good idea at least where she had been standing when she had taken that shot, and finding the



arrow, he had a better one: a triple-split tree and a small thicket on the other side of the house.

So he put on his leather breeches, which he generally used for hunting, but which were double-sewn with
pieces of horn, particularly the front of the thighs, covering what the armor-coat did not. He left only the
shin-guards, which were miserable for a long walk, and he took his canteen and his bow with him as he
walked to the edge of the woods. It was the full light of dawn; but the dew was still on the leaves, and it
was no difficult thing to see that she had been where he had thought—that, in fact, she had spent some
little time there, and come and gone.

And gone again.

It had been a foolish time, he thought, for her to have taken that shot, when there was the dew to help
him. She had made a mistake, a simple, beginner's mistake—a little overconfidence, a little desire to stir
things up when they had been too quiet for her taste.

That thought cheered him immensely.
He smiled to himself as he saw the track plain as could be through the brush.

Fighting himself, indeed. No girl, even if she knew the land, was going to pass through the woods
without a trail on a morning like this, and by the state of the dew on the leaves he could judge well
enough how long ago she had passed.

The trail took him away from the house and deeper into the woods: he did not like that. She had enough
time to double back if he did not move faster and, surer; and he ignored his aching leg and trotted along
the clear spots. The rising sun was beginning to burn the mist away, the clouds were breaking; and the
advantage a fugitive might have had in the hills was much less by daylight.

It was no difficult thing once he saw the tracks, to sort out the pattern she had been following—he could
see other evidences, a regular trail worn on a slope, the plants broken down, stones dislodged—clear as
a highway in the brush once he was onto it.

But it was not a place or a moment to be careless.

"Master Saukendar!" a voice drifted down to him, from out of the hills. "You don't have to track me. I'll
come down. All you have to do is promise to teach me. You don't have to worry about me."

He was not fool enough to answer her.

Let her worry now, he thought, and quickened his pace along the trail she had left, not cutting across
toward the voice, even though it came from across a ravine and off another hill in a place where he could
guess very likely where she might go. If she were clever she might do that to find out where he was, or to
lure him off the trail and then, hiding hers very well, make him waste time retracing to find the track again.

If she were skilled. Likely she was a very anxious girl just now; and there were trails around that hill: he
had worn them and he knew them much better than she did. If he could find out which one she was on,
then he could indeed take a short-cut.

"Master Saukendar!" Very high up the mountain and far away now. "Haven't I proved myself? That's all
I'm after. That's all I was ever after. [ never meant to hit you. I could have. I'm not a bad shot with the
bow."



He kept going. He had an idea now that she knew where she was going. He found the same kind of trail,
stones disturbed, plants flattened and some of the stems browned: not only this morning, her passage in
this direction.

Why?

"Master Saukendar?"

He did not answer. She was leading him off from home, he thought; then she would take the trail
downhill and try to double back to the cabin ahead of him.

But there was a way across and up to that trail she was on now.
He took the downhill slope off the side of the trail, going from tree to tree to stop himself gathering too
much momentum. The climb up the other side was a quick scramble up among the pines, because her

trail descended to that point.

Only one way down her side of the hill, unless she went down the slope or doubled back again; and if
she did that, there was still another place he could catch her.

But there, dammit, she did head down the other slope, further up the bend of the two hills: he heard the
crashing in the brush; and then thought: no. Not.

He simply sat down where he was, figuring he could take the down-course and match her if he was
wrong, but he figured it was a tree or a large rock that had just rolled down that hill.

And if he was wrong he happened to have a vantage that would show her quite plainly when she crossed
a certain point below, or tried to climb the slope to reach the trail he had left.

But reckoning that he was not wrong and that the unaccustomed racket was a diversion, he sat, and he
waited, and reckoned when she came past him on her way down the trail he could lay hands on her and
teach her quite well how she would fare in a real fight.

But there was no sound, no sound for a very long while; and he grew uneasy, thinking that she might in
fact have taken some route completely off the trails—a climb up and over the hill, slower, but entirely
possible to young legs and light, quick feet. She this moment could be doubling back to the cabin.

Or she had realized where he was now; and was lying quiet; and it was a matter of outwaiting her.

Damn.

He heard a noise then, a stirring of brush coming his direction.

He crouched in his concealment beside the trail.

"Master Saukendar?" The voice came from quite close now, just beyond the trees, tremulous and out of
breath.

Damn, damn, and damn. He said nothing. He held his breath and waited, and heard brush break going
right back down the trail away from him.



He broke from cover and plunged onto the trail in pursuit, having a brief sight of a ragged blue coat
among the leaves. He doubled his speed, and she ran all-out ahead of him, dodging along the twists of
the trail, her light-shod feet flying, up and over an outcropping of rock and around a turn as he came
close behind.

He felt the trip-rope against his foot, he heard the sprung limb release. He saw the tree coming at him,
did a turn and roll his muscles knew and his mind had outright forgotten; and a forty-year old body hit the
rocky trail with a force that nearly knocked the wind out of him.

He rolled and got up again, bruised and outraged, shoved the quiver back on his shoulder and picked up
the bow he had dropped.

"Dammit, girl!"
"I didn't catch you, did 1?" the worried voice drifted down the trail.

"Damn you to hell!" he yelled at her. And then caught his breath and his wits and decided on another
tactic. "Truce. Do you hear me, girl? Truce for a bit. Listen to me."

"Will you not send me to Muigan?"

"Listen, girl. You're very clever. Someone/as taught you, haven't they?"
"We did it for traps. When the soldiers would come."

"The hell."

"It's true. We did them. You aren't hurt, are you?"

"No."

"It wasn't a big tree."

"Listen girl..." He got another breath and calmed his temper. "It was a damned fine set. I'll give you that.
You want me to give you a trial, do you?"

"You'll teach me."
"TI'll give you a chance. With an understanding between us."
"What?"

"That you come into the house. That you do what you're told. That any time you want to quit, you tell me
and I'll take you to Muigan."

"Do I have your word, master Saukendar? You'll take me for a student."
Another deep breath. "Yes. You have my word."

"Does that mean sharing your bed?"



He straightened back, feeling the ache in his bones. He had, gods witness, not thought of that in the
bargain. Yet. "What if it did?" he shouted at the woods.

"Then we'll go on with this. I've gotten one promise from you."
"Damn your impudence!"

"I'm not a whore, master Saukendar. I'll cook your food and clean, but I won't do anything else for my
keep."

He wiped the hair out of his eyes and, the sweat from off his face. He was offended. He also, no matter
that she was a scrawny, scarred urchin, wished she had less virtue.

But she was not staying on the mountain, so it made no difference. She was still going to the nuns or to
the village, and he had no mind to deliver her pregnant.

"All right," he said. "Those are the terms. You cook and you clean, and I'll teach you. And when you've
had enough, you can tell me. I give you my solemn word. Is that enough?"

There was a moving in the brush further down the trail. In a few moments she came around the bend of
the path, sweaty and scratched and filthy, her shorn hair standing on end and matted with twigs and
leaves; but her eyes were shining.

He scowled at her, and slung his bow to his shoulder and waved a hand down the trail.

"You walk in front," he said.

Chapter Three

They were back at the cabin by noon—the girl had shown him where she had hidden her pack, which
was one of half a hundred places he might have guessed if he had wanted to risk taking an arrow in the
back, or risk her raiding him while he was raiding her hiding-place. Her basket rested in a tight little nook
under one of the rock ledges frequent on his mountain, and where—he saw by the lack of sign on the
ground around about—she had been canny enough to go on the rock if she had come and gone much
there at all.

She had retrieved the ungainly basket, hauled it up onto the ledge where he waited, and taken it onto her
back, walking ahead of him into the clearing much as she had walked into it the first time, a load of
wicker borne by two skinny bare legs.

She shed the basket on his porch, and looked at him, the sweat running on her face.

"What have you got in that?" he asked, pointing at it with his unstrung bow.

"My blanket, my clothes, some food."

"Show me."



She unpacked there on the boards, rummaged out the hat, a pile of dirty clothes and blankets, the
rag-wrapped shape of a sword; a few clay bowls, a tin pot, several small packets neatly done up with
braided straw cord.

"What are those?" he asked.
"Brown beans," she said of one. "Mushrooms. Ginger root. Berries."
"Show me," he said. It seemed only prudent.

She frowned and untied the cords to show him, indeed, it was only what she had said. He went through
the dried mushrooms, and they all seemed wholesome.

He took up the rag-wrapped sword, unfolded the filthy cloth from a plain, serviceable bull's-hide grip,
and pulled the blade from the sheath.

"Not bad," he said, trying the balance of it. He put it back in the sheath. "But you're a long way from
needing it."

She looked at him anxiously, and at the sword which he kept in his hand—which he fully intended to
keep.

"First," he said, lifting the corner of a once-yellow quilt with the tip of the sword, "these need washing."
He touched her arm with it, plucked at the browned-blue coat. "I trust you've found the spring."

A nod.

"Fine." He stirred the heap of clothes lying on the porch. The aroma was that of sweat, old laundry and
mildew. He wrinkled his nose and went inside, leaned the sword against the wall, took a generous lump
of soap in a leather wrapping, threw it into the washing-pail, and took a clean change of breeches and a
shirt from the peg. He gave both to the girl, who watched from the doorway. "All your clothes, all your
blankets, and your person, before you cross this threshold. Understood?"

"I'm very clean."

One hoped.
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One hoped that scrubbing would work a miracle, but the figure that came trudging back from the woods
had breeches knotted up with plaited reed about the calves to keep the hems out of the dirt; the shirt
hung loose almost to the knees. She carried the huge basket, heavy, one supposed, with wet laundry; and
the hair was still a mop, the skin was sun-browned now that the spots and crusts of dirt were gone—one
had not expected the old-ivory and cinnabar-rose of the courtesans, but one still cherished a little
expectation.

Decidedly not; and the scar, more the pity, was uglier and more inflamed after the scrubbing. Shoka felt
a sympathetic twinge for that, in his own left leg.

He had not been completely sure she would come back from the spring. If she were in fact mad, she
might start the whole business over again; and in that thought, he had not let Jiro out. But he had hung a
cord from post to post of the wooden porch, and when she came up with her basket, he showed her that



to dry the clothes and blankets on, while he went down to the stable and let Jiro out.

The old warhorse snorted and did a little flip of the tail as he skipped out into the afternoon sunlight, in
much better humor. Jiro ran for a bit and finally lay down and rolled on his back as if he had just come in
after a long day's ride.

So Jiro's world was back in order, with a stretch and a roll in the warm dust, and a good shaking
afterward.

By that time, the girl had the laundry hung, and sat on the porch waiting for Shoka as he came up the hill

to the house.
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He shed the armor and changed to a light shirt and cloth breeches, gave a sigh of relief, and settled down
on the porch while he set the girl to weed the garden—it was something she well knew how to do, he
reckoned, and he was due a little work for his trouble, none of which he had asked for, especially
considering he would be paying a year's wages for her sake to the nunnery at Muigan.

She did not object. In fact she worked very diligently at her weeding, a fetching perspective, while he
drowsed somewhat at his ease and thought over such weighty matters as how much work he ought by
rights to ask of her in return for his instruction; and whether she might be a decent cook; and, truth be
told, what chance there was she might settle down and become a tolerably decent servant—as well she
should serve him, he thought, as some cabbage-farmer down in the village, if she had no disposition to be
anun.

She was clever: she had proved that. A lady could never survive the mountain, but a peasant girl
certainly could; and warm the winters and cook his food and weed the garden....

He and Jiro could hunt and laze about the pasture, and he could build the cabin a little larger, working in
wood being by much his favorite occupation....

Revenge against lord Ghita. Gods, it was the kind of foolishness only a child might think of, who had
been abused, who was crazed with grief for her family and the loss of everything familiar; more than
that—he knew this from his own experience—her whole mad dream was only a place to go and a
purpose to hold her sane when the world had left her nothing else.

She had only to see that there was still some good in life within her reach, and that her mad notion of
revenge was impossibly out of any girl's reach and any man's, for that matter; and then she would use
good sense. The mountain could offer her peace. Food, rest, a roof over her head and nothing to fear for
the rest of her life.

If she was still sane, which was still a question.

Damn, no, she was a headstrong bitch. If he wanted a woman he could deal with the village for that
commodity too: there were poor girls who would take to the life up here well enough, and be damned
grateful for it. It was simply that this one was there in front of his eyes—bending over in the
bean-patch—and that he had not so much as seen a woman in nine years. There were far comelier and
far gentler and more reasonable girls to be had, any time he wanted a disruption in his life—perhaps a
compliant, sensible young woman who would come and go occasionally, once a month or so, a small
refreshing shower, gods witness, not a thunderstorm.



Pack her off to the nuns. A good harvest of furs could buy some village daughter from her parents, a girl
of thirteen or fourteen, who would be quite happy to weed his garden and cook his dinners, and think his
cabin on the mountain quite a fine, snug home when and if he chose to have her live there.

But—his mind slipped unbidden to other banished thoughts—have a child... gods, he had no right to
have a son, to leave him a legacy of enemies and assassins and a peasant mother; or a daughter whose
life would be brute drudgery with some villager. That was why, he reminded himself, he had taken no
village daughter in the first place: that, and the fact that in those first years when he had never been certain
of his own safety, a woman had only seemed a potential hostage for his enemies.

After that, once he had settled to the pattern of the mountain and come to believe that he was safe—by
then he had grown so solitary, so wrapped in his reputation of infallibility with the villagers, so nestled into
his place of respect with them—that to ask for companionship seemed too much intimacy with them and
too much need to confess to anyone. Besides, any village girl he might take would be chattering about
him to her relatives and spreading rumors that might well get to traders' ears; and from traders'
mouths—to the heart of Chiyaden, attributing gods knew what ambitions to him by that time.

So the young girl so deft with the weeds yonder—wakened thoughts he had consciously, sensibly
smothered for more years of celibacy than he had let himself take account of.

Damn.

He shifted his position, leaned back against the post by the steps, and watched her move and bend—not
forgetting the arrow which had flown past just this morning; but finding that he had not quite become a
monastic in his isolation. Damn, he was not.

Even if she were a little mad, there were things to recommend her—like the fact she had no kin in the
village to tell tales to; and like the fact she had come with sense enough and skill enough already to take
care of herself'if trouble did come.

Mostly—she was there, within reach, and no daughter of the village ever had come that close to him.
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There was supper on the porch, where he preferred to have it. Taizu had made rice with mushrooms; and
the thought of poison did cross Shoka's mind, but he grew quite reckless today, a state of mind quite,
quite foreign to his methodical ways and his sense of order.

So the sun went down, leaving them in the dusk, on the porch, with his given word and her anxious
expectations.

"There's the porch or there's the inside," he said.

"I'll take inside," she said, and shot him a look. "A corner to myself."

"I promised," he said firmly; and a light came to her eyes, the shadow passed, the whole of her regard
suddenly opened to him in a way that made no sense at all for a handful of heartbeats—until he
remembered the faces in Chiyaden streets, the shouting crowds, the adoration that he had believed in...

until the need came, and no one was there.

He flinched from it, stared off into the darkening forest and nodded absently toward the indoors.



"Wash up."
"Tomorrow you'll teach me."

He looked at her, having achieved a cold distance from the moment, heard what she was saying, and
reckoned he was a fool if he did not get her to the nuns in short order.

"If you want me to teach you, girl, you'll start the same as every apprentice; the way you've already
started. You work. You cook and you clean; and you learn not to question. When you've gotten that
right, then you start exercises. And when you've mastered that, then we'll talk about weapons. Until then,
don't let me catch you laying hand to that sword or I'm free of all promises. Do you hear me?"

HYeS.H

Perhaps the look was still in her eyes. He was staring elsewhere, listening to the tree-frogs and the wind.
He sat there a long time, until he had gotten her voice out of his mind; and her eyes out of his thinking;

and until he had put Chiyaden at distance again.
k ok ok

He came to bed after dark, found his own mat, undressed and lay down to think, conscious of another
human's presence in the cabin that no one had ever entered but himself—thought, in the dark, of the risk
that he was taking. All the things that he had feared of her were still possible, including the chance, more
credible in the dark and at the edge of exhausted sleep, that she was a demon more than usually adept at
disguise: the villagers down in Mon knew that in the dark a demon had more power, and that if a man
were fool enough to have converse with a demon and to share food with it or to take any favor from it,
then that demon gained power; and when it got enough then it would drop the pretenses and show itself
in its true form, with skull necklaces and fanged jaws and staring eyes....

It was a fear a great deal easier to deal with than the more sensible one, that the girl was crazed enough
someday to take offense and slip toadstools into his soup.

It was a lot easier to deal with than the fear that someone had sent her.

But he had learned long since that a man had to go to sleep on worries like that some nights, because the
body and the mind could only go so far on half-sleep and one-eyed watching. One just shut one's eyes
and trusted one might wake up if something seemed wrong: so far he had always done fit.

He needed a dog, he thought sometimes. But one had never come along; and he had, in his reclusive
way, asked not even that comfort from the village, and betrayed no worries.

Being a legend was a damned heavy burden, sometimes; but being human to people he relied on had

always, since Chiyaden, seemed too great a risk.
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He heard the girl stirring and opened an eye, but he had been aware of the daylight coming under the
door and through the shutter cracks for some time now. He watched with slitted eyes as she got up, still
fully dressed, and took the water bucket out the door. Industrious. He approved of that.

He had shown her where the latrine was. He gave her a little time, in consideration of her modesty; he
thought about getting up and getting dressed while she was out of the cabin.



No, he thought. Apprentice she wanted to be, she wanted to be treated like a boy, then damned if he
would inconvenience himself.

He got up, wincing—gods, the move he had made; and the flip and roll yesterday made themselves felt
this morning with a vengeance, so that he ached all down his back, his shoulder, his bad leg. He took a
stretch and swore—damned if he was going to hobble about and stagger in front of the girl. Damned if he
was.

He wrapped himself in his top blanket, made his morning trip to the latrine and headed back to the
rain-barrel to wash as she came up the hill from the woods and the spring, lugging a full bucket of
drinking water. He watched her from the corner of the house and ducked back again for a quick rinse
under the dripping-bucket that hung at the corner by the rain-barrel at the back of the cabin.

The cold water made his joints ache and set his teeth to chattering; he wrapped in the blanket and
walked—Iimped, because the shivering made his bad leg uncertain—up onto the porch and back inside.

He shed his blanket then and dressed while she was boiling up a little breakfast tea. She did not look his
way, more than a one-time glance and a flinch away from him. She worked with her back turned
then—well enough. So she knew she was female.

He shaved, which he did not always; and she gave him tea—a novel and luxurious thing, he thought, to
have a warm start on a summer morning. He sat on the porch and sipped his tea while she stirred about
cleaning the cabin and rolling up the mats with a zeal for work he found amazing.

A man could get used to that.

But he remembered his resolve about the nuns, and his sound reason for it. When she was finished, and
came out onto the porch to report herself ready for other tasks, he said:

"My horse wants watering. You'll find the bucket down by the fence yonder."

He walked down to the stable with her, handed her the bucket and whistled Jiro over to put a tie on his
halter.

He fed Jiro himself. The horse had no disposition for waiting for his breakfast; but when Taizu came
trudging back with the water he showed her where the grain was and how much to feed and how to latch

the bin securely.

He showed her the shovel too, and where to put the manure til the sun could dry it for turning into the
garden.

But that was no news to a country girl.
"You know you're planting the squash too close," she said, and with an earnest frown that made him
think again that maybe the nuns were a mistake, "And the beans aren't much. You ought to let me pick

the seed, master Saukendar. A gentleman wouldn't know the things I do."

But he said to himself that she would be gone before the moon came full.
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She seduced even Jiro, after he calmed the horse down enough to get her near him, and he had showed



her what to do with the curry comb. She found the spots he liked scratched; and in a little while Shoka,
sitting on the rail, saw Jiro standing with his ears flat and his eyes half shut, while the girl worked away at
the caked and dried remnant of the mud he had gotten into.

Shoka felt a little betrayed: he had thought Jiro might well put her right over the fence.

But pig-girl that she was, she had the hands, and Jiro even let her work with his forelock and his
legs—not the tail: Jiro tucked it tight into his rump and she could get only the end-strands brushed, but his
kick when she tried to get him to relax it was only perfunctory, a statement of territories. The girl did not
even skip out of the way, she just stepped aside in time, and Shoka sat on the top rail with arms on knees
and watched with the unhappy thought that Jiro was showing his age—getting a little gray around the
muzzle, evidencing more than a little complacency in his retirement.

The girl ducked under Jiro's neck and Jiro did not react; but the girl kept her hand quite properly on
Jiro's shoulder as she dodged through, too, the way he had told her to; and Jiro was sun-warmed and

lazy.
The girl's help with the chores, Shoka thought, would give him time to do the repairs in the stable, but he

was not doing that sitting here and watching, sun-lazy as the horse, be-spelled and letting the lazy daytime

flow through his mind, thinking, when he thought at all, that it was a great deal easier just to sit.
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He sat on the porch, watched her work and weed; and took the chance finally to repair the stitching on
Jiro's bridle, work that agreed with aching muscles and the bruises he had.

And when, in late afternoon, she came up to the house all sweating and with her hair sticking around the
edges of her face: "Wash," he said.

She bowed and went in and got the bucket.
"Clean clothes," he said. "And take the water bucket for filling: no need to make two trips."

She bowed again, on her way across the porch, went back and came out again with a change of clothes
in the washing bucket, and the empty water bucket in the other hand.

And passed him and stopped at the foot of the steps. "Master Saukendar—shouldn't I take my lesson
first?"

"Are you questioning my methods?"
"No, master Saukendar."

"You were panting when you walked up here. You haven't the wind to spare. When you do, there's a
slope, up through the trees. Run to the top, run down again. Do it every evening before your bath."

"All right," she said; and set the buckets on the edge of the porch and started off at a jog.

He watched her go, watched her disappear into the trees; and knew himself how high that hill was and
what a climb the top was.

He had an idea that she would stay that pace about a stone's throw, and then she would run and walk a



little; and finally take the hill at a walk if she had even that strength left.
It would be quite a while, he thought, till she would be back; and he looked at the sky with a little
concern: he had no wish to be climbing that hill himself even at a walk, stiff as he was, with the leg giving

him trouble, searching for the girl lost in the woods...

No, not that one. She might not make it to the top, but he trusted her to find her way down again.
Eventually.

He sat and drowsed on the porch through a gold and lavender sunset and into the edge of dark until he
heard running steps coming down the slope; and saw her returning—soaked in sweat, and staggering up
to the porch, a pale-faced ghost in the dusk.

But by then he was on his way to the door.

He did not say a thing to her. He walked into the cabin. He heard her drag the buckets off the porch;
and he was hungry and annoyed at the prospect of a late supper.

But he hung up Jiro's newly-mended bridle on the peg by the door, lit the solitary lamp and stirred up the
coals. He had tea on and the rice simmered with some of the squash from the garden before she came
trudging in out of the dark with a bucket of wet clothes and another of drinking water.

"You're late," he said. "I expect supper at dusk."

"Yes, master Saukendar."

"Eat." He dipped up a bowlful and shoved it at her; and she took it with a: "Thank you, master
Saukendar," and staggered out to the porch to sit down in the dark, where a breeze made it cooler.

He took his own supper out. "I want my tea," he said.

"Yes, master," she said; and got up after a second try and staggered after it and brought out his cup and
hers.

"Eat," he said, when she sat there after, staring at the bowl in her hands and no seeming strength to lift it.
"Eat, do we have food to waste?"

She dutifully ate, tiny bite by tiny bite, and did not finish what he gave her. "I'll have it for breakfast," she
said.

He scowled at her, finished his, and said, "You can wash the pot before you go to bed."

She nodded, and got up and fetched the pot out of the cabin, staggered off the side of the porch and
went around toward the back of the cabin where the rain-barrel stood.

He went inside, stripped down and was comfortable in his bed in the dark cabin by the time she brought

the pot in.
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She was moving stiffly in the morning, but she stirred out at dawn, while Shoka lay in his blankets and
caught a little more rest. When she came back and while she was making breakfast he went out for his



own bath at the rain-barrel, shaved at his leisure, and came back to the porch again to find a hot cup of
tea.

No complaint from her, not one objection.

Poor fool girl, he thought, sitting there sipping tea and watching Jiro cropping grass in his pasture down
by the stable.

Not that she had run the damned hill to the top, he did not believe that for a moment; but at the least she
had made a brave try at it. The stable was cleaned; the garden was weeded. He watched her this
morning as she gave him his breakfast and carefully sat down on the rim of the porch with her own.

Poor fool indeed. Sore in every muscle. He rubbed the soreness in his own bad leg, and remembered
the wound that had lamed him—the melee on the road, Jiro all but pulled down and trying to get up again
under him, a blade coming from an angle where the breeches were not double-sewn, a blow that took his
health and destroyed his belief in his own invulnerability.

He remembered another thing, when he thought of that; and while the girl was around back washing up
the dishes, he went inside and rummaged among the pots by the cookpit, til he found the small clay jar
with the beeswax stopper. It held an herbal grease he used nowadays for cooking-burns and sunburn.
But it had other virtues. It was thanks to that salve he had healed as well as he had.

"Here," he said, when she came in, and he offered her the little pot. "For the wound." He indicated the
line of it on his own face. "Morning and evening. It lets the skin stretch."

She looked at him with a little bewilderment, unstopped the jar and smelled it.

"Do it," he said. So she took some on her fingers and smeared it on the side of her face; and further
down her neck where the wound was drawing. She gave one little sigh and a second, and turned a look
of gratitude toward him—for what relief he very much remembered.

"That wasn't four weeks ago," he said, indicating her face, because that small discrepancy worried him.

"No," she said. "On the road."

Tight and clipped. She had no evident desire to talk about it; and did not complicate matters with
confidences and tears.

Thank the gods. Sobbing women had always affected him; fools who expected rescue from their folly
had always infuriated him; and considering that she was only a girl and a person of no high upbringing,
she was remarkable, he thought, in many ways quite remarkable in her level-headedness.

One hoped to the gods she was not pregnant, that was all.
He waved a hand at her when she started to pass the jar back.
"Keep it. I get it from the village. Use it all if you need it. Meanwhile Jiro wants currying, the garden

wants watering—we missed the rain; and when you're through with that, I'll show you how to deal with

the tack."
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"Slower!" he shouted after her, as she started her evening run up among the trees: day upon day of such
running—and her time grew shorter, her wind grew better; but that headlong attack on the hill told him
well enough how far she was going—about a third of the way up, he reckoned, maybe half. She had no
idea how to pace herself. "Slower! You have to hold that pace!"

She slowed. He watched her from the porch until she disappeared among the trees, then turned his
attention back to his leatherwork, using a hammer, block and punch, making holes for lacings in what
would be, by a few hours work, a good pair of shoes.

He had been saving that hide. But the girl could not go barefoot, to the nunnery, to the village, or on the
mountain in the winter.

He had gotten her pattern, traced it on with a piece of charcoal, and cut it in the afternoon. Now came
the stitching,

The soles were done by the time she showed up again, sweated and coughing, and leaning with her
elbows on the porch.

"Off," he said. "Go. Wash. You're a sight."

She caught a breath and got up and looked at what he was doing. The work was not at a stage that
looked like anything.

It was the last time he let her see the boots until he had finished them, on the day after. They had started
out practical, and plain, but he had thought that a bit of fox-fur about the calf was easy enough to do; and
that a little extra stitching on the front would make the top resist stretching; and the pattern might as well
go down around the instep while he was about it.

He had never bothered making decoration for his own: they were boots and the oiled-leather kept his
feet dry, which was all he asked; more, he had never had the time. Now he took the time, now that the
garden was weeded, the stable was strawed, Jiro was well content, and the cabin had become
marvelously orderly in the time the girl had been here.

So he set the finished boots on her sleeping mat the evening they were done, while she was still out
running the hill; and waited patiently for her to find them when she went in to cook.

She was very quiet inside when she had gone in, for a long time, when there was usually the clatter of
pots and the making of dinner. She came out finally with the boots in her arms and bowed formally.
"Thank you, master Saukendar," she said, in a meeker, more anxious voice than he had ever heard her
use.

"Do they fit?"

"Yes, master Saukendar."

"Well?"

"Thank you, master Saukendar." She stroked the fox-fur.

Which was all the thanks he got, when he had hoped for maybe a little more, but it seemed she thought
the gift was extravagant.



"Tomorrow," he said, "T'll show you the mountain."

She looked at him cautiously, with a dawning excitement in her eyes.

"I might do a little hunting," he said.
Taking her hunting with him was one way that he thought of not to leave her unwatched with Jiro and his
belongings in the cabin: there were still times when he remembered, just as he was about to fall asleep of
nights, that he knew nothing for certain about her, and that she might simply be a patient enemy, waiting
her chance to do him harm.

He disbelieved that by broad daylight; but he did not disbelieve it enough to leave her in possession of
the cabin for hours on end. In that consideration it seemed only prudent to find out what she did know

about stalking—game or other quarry—and what kind of traps she might think of.

She would have taken her bow when he took up his from beside the door. "No," he said. "Not unless
you need a walking-staft."

She gave him an offended look.

But she left the wretched bow and followed him into the woods.

He had piled up brush here and there about the mountain, and that was usually good for a rabbit now
and again, just a matter of walking quietly and never touching the shelter itself, but setting snares here and

there.

Taizu moved well enough keeping up with him, and she watched where she was putting her feet. She
made little sound in the brush, evading the branches that might whisper against a passing arm or leg.

Not a farm-girl's skills, he thought.Not a farm-girl's way of moving.
He recollected the trap she had set for him, a damned skillfully set one.
That was another thing no farm-girl would know. Like we set for the soldiers, she had said.

He stopped finally to let the woods settle, moved up to a rocky slope and sat down; and in that idle time
he thought to teach her a few simple hand-signs such as his father had taught him.

She repeated them for him, quickly, clearly, signs for actions and directions, and for the various animals
that came and went on the hill.

Then he taught her the one forman .

"There are bandits yonder by Hoishi," he whispered. "And now and again a boy from the village comes
up here with supplies. You've seen the village. The bandits—are different. I trust you'll know."

He caught a momentary expression as she nodded—something angry and hard and patient.

"If you see anyone that doesn't look like a villager, you don't lead them to the cabin; you don't get



yourself caught; and you warn me as fast as you can. Understood?"
Again that look of intense concentration.

"Repeat the signs," he said. It was what his father had done to him, making him recall after he had
stopped expecting it.

She gave them back to him and named them aloud, one by one, without a mistake.
Quick. Damned quick to understand.

It was a mortal shame that a girl owned the godgiven gifts that would make an exceptional student of
arms.

But it was of no use at all to a nun, or to a farmer's servant—to know how to hunt. And he imagined
how amused the court in Cheng'di would be to see him crouched here in serious converse with a
pig-keeper or teaching a woman hunter-signs; and he imagined much more what a joke they would make
of it if he took to teaching her more martial skills than that, or taking her for a partner in his hunting.

But if it kept her content, if in the process of fulfilling his promise to her he taught her to protect herself so
he needed not worry so much about her becoming a hostage or fecklessly guiding some bandit attack
back to the cabin—

Well, by the gods above and below, he did not have court gossip to contend with any longer, it was not
Chiyaden he lived in now, and if Saukendar took a girl to warm his bed and if it amused him to teach his
girl to hunt with him and to do men's work—then that was his concern and none of theirs.

Let her immediate anger burn itself away in hard work; and let her grow fond of the place and of him.
Then natural womanly impulses would take over, she would give up her notions of revenge and settle into
the turning of the seasons and the planting and the hunting.

Damn, it was easy to get used to her.

She could be some use on the mountain;s/e had a wit and spirit he had not imagined in any woman
outside the court. She...

... was the first human being who had stirred anything in him in years, and he had no inclination to see her
go back down a road she had survived as much by luck as cleverness—this time armed with a fatal
over-confidence. Fools always perturbed him. Young fools he personally could forgive, and principled
young fools he could even admire, remembering his youth and his young notions of justice....

But the world at large gave them no special grace, the gods, if they existed, made no exceptions for

good motives; and young fools never understood that.
k ok ok

They came back again toward evening with a rabbit their snares had taken: summer was no time to take
the larger game, in the months that meat spoiled quickly. Deer came across their trail and they let them
go; it was past the season for berries, but there were wild greens to pick, and they came back cheerful
with the makings of a fine supper.

"You see to the rabbit," Shoka said, putting his bow away. "I'll see to Jiro this evening."



Which he did, taking more time than he was wont to do on days when he hunted—but supper was
arranging itself without his doing a thing, and he felt himself wonderfully at ease in his life.

He came up the hill to the smell of cooking, he sat down on the porch in the twilight as he had gotten
very accustomed to doing, and had his tea and a bowl of savory rice and greens and rabbit.

And had the girl's not unpleasant company, as she talked about the woods and asked him what sort of
mushrooms grew there and compared them to the mushrooms in Hua province. She named plants and

asked if they grew on his mountain and he confessed he did not know all the answers.

"It was not part of my study," he said, "in Cheng'di or in Yiungei. I know the common names, and the
mushrooms, and the ones to avoid."

She made a sound past a mouthful of rice. "I know. I can do that for you too."

Meaning that he should not send her to the nuns or to the village. So she was still eager to stay, even
considering the work he heaped on her—

"It's good," he said, tapping the bowl. "Very good. You're an excellent cook."

Her face darkened, as if that had made her remember something or someone; and he thought
desperately, searching for something to draw her away from that:

Ask her what? About her family?
Gods, no.

Her marriage prospects?

None.

"You did very well today."

She nodded.

Damn. One ploy down.

"You've hunted before."

A second nod.

"Gods, girl. Talk."

She stared at him, puzzled and disturbed.
"What," he asked her, "did you hunt back in Hua?"
"Rabbits. Mushrooms."

"Elusive and treacherous things. Who taught you to stalk?"



"My brothers." Her jaw knotted. "They're dead now."

Damn, again. There was no way to talk to her without touching something dark. Or maybe there was
nothing but that, inside her, around her. He felt the coming night a little colder.

"So far," he said, between bites, "I haven't seen any reason to take you to the nuns. So far, I don't intend
to."

"You said you'd show me how to make a bow."
"I don't recall I said that."
She stared at him, slowly chewing.

"For one thing, you don't haggle it. If there was any long grain in that piece of wood you ruined it. What
did you use, an axe?"

She nodded.

"Where is it?"

"Lost it."

"Where?"

"Threw it at this man."

"Who?"

"On the road."

"I didn't ask where, I asked who."

"Man came up on me in the woods."

Piece by piece. "A man could get tired talking to you. Can't youtel/ a story, for the gods' sake?"

"You want me to say?"

"Entertain me."

"It was muddy and I got wet: I was going to make a place to sleep; but this man came up across the
stream, and I couldn't talk, he might know I was a girl; so I grabbed up my stuff and I was going to leave,
but he told me stay. So I said keep away. So he came across the stream and I flung the axe at him and |
ran. | was afraid to go back for it. I figured he could be behind me carrying it."

He nodded. "Why not the bow?"

"It was wet. It was raining."



He sighed, rested his chin on his hand, his empty bowl in his lap, and looked at her, while she looked at
him as if he had totally bewildered her.

Gods, what is this girl?
"He was going to come at me," she protested.
"I don't doubt."

She looked at him with misgivings then, as if confusions had piled up on her; she ducked her head and
hunted a last few grains of rice on the side of her bowl.

"Girl," he said, "I don't know what happened back in Hua, but bandits have rarely bothered this place.
You don't have to be afraid."

"I'm not afraid."

"You can't right every damn wrong in the world, even when it's your own wrong. Take that from me.
People have come to me, asking me to come settle some grievance or another. All the stories are sad.
But you know I can't help them? That's the greatest wisdom I've learned up here on this damn mountain.
Manage your own troubles. Live peacefully. The sunrise and the sunset are more important than the rise
and fall of Emperors. That's my whole philosophy. I give it to you."

She frowned and stared at her empty bowl.

"You understand me?" he asked her. He was not sure, sometimes, with her accent, that she did
understand the language he spoke, or the words he used. He tried to keep things simple.

"I hear you."

"I didn't ask if you heard me, I asked if you understood."

"Teach me to make a proper bow. Teach me the sword. That's what I want."
"Girl, there are a lot of things I can teach you...."

She shot him a wary, worried look under one brow, the kind of warning the man might have gotten
before she flung the axe.

"Among them," he continued doggedly, "the gentleness a man ought to use with a woman."

She scrambled up to her feet, disappeared inside and came out with the bucket they used for drinking
water, to set it on the porch the way she always did before her evening run up the hill.

"You can leave that off," he said.

"No," she said.

"I said to leave it off. Dammit, it's dark under the trees. You've hiked all through the woods; you can run
tomorrow."



"I said I would run it."

"Isay you won't." He put his feet down on the ground beside the porch, got up and walked up the three
steps, a little stiff: he always was when he had been sitting cross-legged. "You also said you'd do as
you're told; and you're not running in the dark." He saw the fear in her eyes, and lowered his voice. "Do I
worry you? You needn't worry. Because a man says he'd like to show you a little kindness, do you think
it's cause to run away from him?"

The fear did not go away. She only looked at him as if she were caught between choices, each one
terrible.

"Girl, I wasn't celibate before I came up here; and if you think you look like a boy, and if you think I can
share a cabin with a woman after nine years on this mountain and not have certain impulses, you've got a
damn sight more to learn about men."

"You took me for your student, master Saukendar. What kind of man would lay hands on his student?"

"You're a girl! You don't change that!"

"Your word didn't say anything about that. You agreed. That's all of it."

"You listen to me, girl. You don't change nature. What you ask isn't reasonable!"

"You swore it."

"I was humoring a lunatic!"

"But you swore it. And it's your honor, isn't it, if you break your word the gods will remember it. You
swore you'd take me for a student, and that you wouldn't lay a hand on me. Are you going to break your

oath?"

"Fool! You won't last it out. There was never any hope of that. High time you realized it and started
thinking about how you're going to provide a living for yourself."

"All you have to do is teach me. And I got here, master Saukendar, I got here on my own and you say
yourself I'm good in the woods. I set a trap you walked right into, didn't [? And I've done everything
you've set me to do, so you don't have any cause to complain about me. You teach me the same way
you would a boy, and I'll learn the same as any boy."

"The way you run the hill?"

"The way I run the hill."

"Oh, come, girl, don't lie to me. You've never finished that course."
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"Damn, you've never even seen the top of the hill. You sit down when you get winded, you rest till you
think it's time and you run down, don't tell me you're going all the way to the top."

"Then follow me."



That stung: he could not run that hill himself, not with his lame leg, and he was sure she knew that and
that she was deliberately making the point. He folded his arms and gave her a hard look. "Girl, you're

trying me."
"I'm not a cheat."

He gave her a long, long stare. "Y ou maintain that you're going all the way to the top. That you're not
waiting it out. You're not lying to me."

HN O."

"A truth for a truth: I expected you not to get halfway. Now tell me that you didn't, and I'll call it even
and nothing will change. Students have pulled tricks like that since the sun was spawned. But by the gods
if you lie to me eye to eye and I catch you in it, all agreements are off—and I will catch you, understand
me?"

"I'm not lying!"

"Last chance."

"I'm not lying. "

"Stay off the hill tonight. Get a good night's sleep. Tomorrow you'll need it. Or you'll tell me you've lied.

Because if I find out you have—I'm free of anything I ever promised you. That's the end of'it."
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Jiro laid his ears back when the blanket and saddle went on; and he pricked them up again as Shoka led
him out into the daylight where Taizu waited, sitting on the fence.

"All right," Shoka said, as Jiro worked the bit and rugged at the reins close-held in his fist. "I'll give you a
head start. Down to the far end of the pasture and up again."

Taizu looked in that direction, the long slope of the shoulder where an old burn-off had left very few
trees, part of the hill clear of woods had grown over with grass and weeds. He had hewed the saplings of
the regrowth, burned and cut the stumps; used the trimmed trees for railing; and widened the pasturage
year by year. Now it compassed all of a broad downward slope before it dropped away suddenly at the
end and sides.

Taizu nodded and set off at a jog toward the railing of the pen, ducked under and set out at an easy
pace across the pasture beyond.

He led Jiro over to the gate, opened it, led him through and swung up to the saddle as Jiro worked the
bit and started to move.

"Faster!" he yelled at the girl.

She quickened her pace; and he let her get a good long start across the pasture before he gave Jiro his
head.

Jiro snorted and fought for more rein. Shoka held him in, feeling Jiro's uneasiness, seeing the way Jiro's



ears came up with the girl a distant figure framed between them.

Faster and faster, Jiro fighting to break loose of the rein, the gap between them and the girl less and less.
Jiro's ears went back. The warhorse knew one purpose to a chase and he had no compunction at all in a

fight.

"Faster!" Shoka yelled.

The girl did not look back. She put on a burst of speed and Jiro ducked his head, fighting to get the bit.
"He'll knock you flat!" Shoka yelled. "Keep ahead of him!"

She dodged around one of the few standing trees and Jiro needed no rein to veer around and keep after
her. The horse kept fighting for the bit, trying all his tricks as the girl reached the fence, hit the top rail with

her hands, and dived back the other way, halfway through her course.

The horse fought to turn and cut her off, and Shoka took him wide, complete turn about, while the girl lit
out on the uphill slope of the meadow.

Damn, she was not winded yet.

He put Jiro to a faster pace; and the girl took a dodge through a series of three standing trees, in and out
among a handful of small, sharp stumps he had not yet cleared.

"All right, girl," he muttered to himself; and loosened up on the reins a bit, letting Jiro take the weaving
course at a faster pace.

But the girl suddenly sprinted all out for the stable fence higher up the hill.
Damn, she was going to make it.

He gave Jiro his heels then, a full-tilt course uphill, to cut in between the girl and the fence at the last
moment.

She veered off as Jiro's shoulder all but brushed her and Jiro spun on his own, coming up on his hind
legs as Shoka reined back and then let up again.

Jiro dived after the girl, and the girl ran all out, for the side fence, this time, then as Jiro closed that
distance, cut across and tried to double back to the stable fence.

"No, you don't!" Shoka yelled at her, and pulled Jiro across to cut her oft a second time, nettled and
amazed that there was so much speed left in the girl.

She changed direction again for the side, a sudden sprint and a dart down the pasture, and he herded
her back again; another sprint toward the uphill, and he cut that off.

The girl was drenched in sweat now; and reeled back as Jiro came close with his shoulder, reeled back
and darted opposite to Jiro's right-hand cornering, shot straight for the fence; but Shoka put his heels to
Jiro and Jiro stretched out in a run, cut between her and the fence, hard-breathing and snorting as he
turned.



She dodged back almost under Jiro's rump: Jiro kicked and Shoka reined him aside, which Jiro took for
a full-about signal and dived again to head her back.

She turned again, stumbled this time; and kept running, while he took Jiro about and spun him into a full
turn to get Jiro under control before he dived after the girl again; and the girl dodged back toward the
fence, stumbling now, while he reined circles around her.

He did not expect the final sprint that flung her for the rails. She grabbed the fence, tried to go over it
and collapsed on her knees in the dust there, clinging to the rail. She bent helpless for a moment,
coughing, gasping after breath, then shook back her sweaty hair and stared sidelong up at him, one eye in
eclipse under the mop, the other glaring reproachfully up at him what time she was not coughing.

Daring him to say that she lied. And he knew now in his heart that she had not. She had run that damned
mountain, beyond any doubt.

He hated to be caught in the wrong. And doubly hated, even considering that she was a fool and worse
for everything she wanted, to have asked the impossible and pushed her as far as he had, twice over, to
end up with her in the right and himself very conspicuously the villain in the exchange.

Damn. And he had put his word on the outcome.

"All right," he said finally, from the height of Jiro's back, "T'll teach you as far as you can go. But
wherever you fail, you fail, and I'll hear no excuses."

She tried to straighten up. She hauled herself up against the railings and hung there.

"You'll cramp like hell if you don't cool down slowly," he said. "Walk up to the house, wrap up, I'll put
some water on to boil."

She nodded, just that single move of her head. She climbed awkwardly through the fence and staggered
off across the stable pen.

Damn, damn, and damn.
But he found himself seriously considering that she might make a student after all. She was fast enough

and strong enough to learn far more than he had reckoned; and perhaps—one hoped—she would listen
to good sense along the way.

Chapter Four

He did not sleep well that night. He kept thinking of Chiyaden, for reasons that he could not understand.

Perhaps, he thought, it was that he contemplated teaching, and teaching, he had to remember how he
was taught and the things he had learned, and the learning of them had been in Chiyaden, and in his
youth, and at his father's hand and at old master Yenan's, in the court at Cheng'di.

A great many of those memories would have been pleasant to recall, except he knew what his father's
plans had come to. His father had set him, before he died, to serve the old Emperor in the Emperor's
waning years—and, in his father's place, he had tried, earnestly tried, he had sacrificed everything he



could in a personal way, he had defended the old Emperor against assassins, he had taken every
precaution he could to preserve the Empire and the peace. But no martial skill had availed against the
wilfulness of an heir who had conspired in the execution of his appointed caretakers and who had
intended with everything that was in him, to see that Saukendar followed them to disgrace.

There was no wisdom that might have saved Chiyaden, except to wish that the Emperor had brought up
a better son; except to wish the old Emperor had taught Beijun more, indulged him less when he was
young, used a stronger hand to separate him from bad companions....

Gods knew what would have served: he had tried to advise the old Emperor regarding his heir and his
companions: his father before him had given the same advice, all disregarded. Maturity will change him,
the old Emperor had said of his son. Responsibility will change him. Give him time.

In his nightmares he saw his friend Heisu under the axe; and the sensible lady the young Emperor had
married—

—thathe should have married, except the Emperor decreed Meiya for his son—

—Meiya sitting at the garden window with the poisoned cup in her hand, fragile porcelain, elegant as
everything about her.

Damn, damn, and damn! Damn Beijun for a fool and himself—

Meiya had thought to the last, perhaps, that he would arrive in time; that he would cleave his way to her
rescue. But no one had told him: the order was signed and sealed by the Emperor and the killers were on
their way when she had drunk that cup, while he himself was two days away from the capital on a fool's
mission the young Emperor had assigned him.

It could not have been the young Emperor's planning. Ghita's, beyond a doubt; Shoka had had nine
years to live with that reckoning, that he had been caught for a fool, that if there was any adultery with the
lady Meiya—

—at least of the heart—

He clenched his fists and twisted on his mat, and stared into the dark where Meiya's gentle countenance
did not have the substance she did in his memories.

You have a duty, his father had counseled him, when the old Emperor had proclaimed his wishes
regarding his son's betrothal to the lady Meiya; the welfare of the Empire comes above every other thing.
Think of your oath.

Shoka had rebelled against that decision: he had served the Emperor—and this was the reward of it,
Meiya given to a fool, because the Emperor, in his slow dying, knew that his son needed strong advisers;
and chose Meiya and through Meiya, her father lord Peidan; and besides Meiya, lord Heisu of Ayendan;
and Saukendar, heir to Yiungei province, not least in that number.

His father had counseled him wisely in everything but this, that he give his devotion in due time to the
new Emperor as to the old; that he persuade Beijun slowly to good sense; that he trust Meiya and Heisu

and his own influence could take a self-indulgent, stupid boy and make an Emperor out of him.

This much was true, at least, that if he had arrived in time and carried Meiya away to exile, Ghita's



assassins would never have given up; and that if Meiya had been with him on the road he would never
have gotten this far.

But Shoka had heard the news too late for any such chances. In the years since her betrothal to the
young Emperor, he and Meiya had grown apart, so that, far from thinking first of her when he had heard
about her passing among the other deaths that terrible day, Meiya had seemed less in importance than
Heisu and her father.

Later he had realized where his grief was. The soldiers like Heisu, the scholars like Baundi, the loyal
guard and the retainers—they had run risks and most of them had had weapons and at least a chance to
defend themselves. For Meiya of Kiang, immured in the palace, trusting to her wits, so gentle in her
upbringing she could not have lifted a hand in her defense, there had been only the cup—a recourse
delayed to the last moment that she had any choice.

It was that gesture that haunted his nights, the suspicion that, lacking any reasonable prospect of mercy
from her husband, she had still hoped in someone; that, and the fact that he had not even thought of her
first among the dead. Lady Meiya had sat with the deadly cup in hand, watching by the garden window
that looked out on the southern road; and hoped to the last for a lover she had given up fifteen years
before.

They had put lord Heisu on trial for adultery in the same hour they had invaded his apartments and
dragged him out; and Ghita's hand-picked judges had found Heisu guilty on the evidence of lady Meiya's
suicide. That was the shape of justice in the new court, with the old Emperor's ashes not yet cold. They
had struck off Heisu's head and mounted it at the north gate of Cheng'di, the gate that looked toward
Heisu's province of Ayendan.

Shoka had known when he had heard the news, that returning to the capital was hopeless, that there
were no allies to draw on: the plot was too thorough, the Guard and the army itself subverted with gold
and promises: the order was out for his arrest as well, as Heisu's accomplice in treason in plotting to seize
the throne. So the rot he had seen in the court had festered and burst, and there was no rising of
indignation among the lords or the people, just a general scramble to find a safe position in the
regime-to-come.

That was why he had run for the border. That was why he had saved his own life, after he had so badly
misjudged how for the young Emperor would go: the young fool Beijun had quitted the court in a fit of
anger and run to Ghita for shelter from him. The young Emperor had sought shelter fromhim , that was
the fact, and that Beijun was Chosen of Heaven and anointed by the priests put a sanctity about him that,
even in that hour, Shoka had respected all too much.

Fool, he thought now. But when he considered who else might have sat the throne, or who would have
had the force to hold it—there was no one... not after the brutal example of lord Heisu; and not in the
opposition of the priests, the hired ones and the simple-minded ones who simply, doggedly, upheld the
Chosen of Heaven, even when he was a fool. It was the will of the gods that the Empire was to suffer. It
was the will of the gods that murder was done. Was not the Emperor the arbiter of right, the interpreter
of the divine, the Bridge to Heaven?

As the priests went, so went the people, who hoped in the gods, and mostly hoped to be let alone: least
of all would they fight against the priests. Shoka had understood that the first time a band of peasants
tried to collect the reward on his head. He had spent his life thinking first of his obligations and his
Emperor; he had defended the law; he had given up everything for the sake of Chiyaden and the
Emperor in Cheng'di; and Chiyaden, in the end, had betrayed him.



So what do I have to teach you, girl? Wisdom? ['ve found none here either.

I had a dozen lovers. There was one love. I gave that up. I honored my father, she honored hers, we
were fifteen: what do children know?

He could not forget the cup, lady Meiya, and the window, the way the stories told it—that solitary
perfect image, as if he had been there, in that room, in that moment that she gave up hope—even though
their converse in later years had all been plotting how to extricate the heir from his wild-living friends,
how to circumvent lord Ghita and his cronies, how to persuade the dying Emperor to take at least some
action to protect himself against assassination....

If she had been his wife—

But Meiya had chosen duty too.

So she was dead and he was in lifelong exile, plagued now by a young fool of a peasant girl who thought
that she could right the wrongs her family had suffered, that blood would account for her people's blood,

or that the ghosts would not cease then to trouble her sleep.

One could not advise fools. Fools, old master Yenan had been wont to say, have to mend their
foolishness before they can listen. They have to know what truth is.

So that was the first thing—for a girl who did not want to be a girl, for a fool who wanted revenge that
would profit her nothing.

That was the first thing that had to change.

Gods, he wanted to hit her. And he could not understand the why of that either, except that she was a
fool.

That he wanted to sleep with her—with a scar-faced pig-girl—seemed like an exorcism, a coupling with
a creature as rough and ungentle as he could imagine. Shoka's choice, not Saukendar's. Shoka's

consolation. Not the woman he could have had.

Damn, better a woman who could take care of herself in the place he was condemned to live in, better a
woman as real as the dirt and the summer heat.

Meiya was—what, twenty-two years ago?—when he had been young and whole, when he had believed
there was right in the world.

This girl—Taizu—came to him like a second chance.
Teach her the sword.

Gods!
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"Heel thus," he said to her, tapping the ground with the stick. "Toe." He pushed her foot into line, and
walked around her, tapping an elbow, a knee, surveying her from all sides.



"Break," he said then. "Relax." And when she had drawn the first breath. "Resume your guard."
She looked at him, betrayed, and he thwacked her on the back of the calves.

"Resume your guard."

She wobbled desperately into position.

He thwacked her again, rapidly, on a misaligned toe, a knee, an elbow. Limbs jerked nervously into a
half-remembered line.

He put her carefully back into position.
"Stand there a while," he said. "Until your body remembers."

And he went to sit in the shade and enjoy a cup of tea.
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"Turn! Turn! Turn!" Shoka yelled, and the girl spun into guard position and spun and spun again, perfect
in her alignment. She landed on guard and he brought his stick whistling around at her shins. She jumped
over it and landed again on soft-shod feet, immaculate in her posture.

He took a tentative swipe at the backs of her knees.

She jumped, wrong move for that attack. The staff clipped her legs. She still recovered and landed.

"No," he said, and leaned on his staff with both hands, considering her, her reach, her balance.

There was only one student he had had—and Beijun had dodged out on his practices, whined when he
took a fall, lamented the sweat and the exertion.

A line of sweat trickled down Taizu's face. She did not move from her guard. She waited.

"There's no more you can learn without the sword," he said. "There is a counter for that move. The
sword is part of it. The sword makes the difference in your balance."

He walked up to the house without a word then, took the rag-wrapped sword from its place in the
corner and brought it out where she stood waiting, in front of the porch.

He drew it and threw the sheath onto the porch. "Break," he said.
She came off-guard, wisely, warily.

"It's all right," he said, and held out the sword to her hilt-first. "Resume guard. Take it gently, gently as
you can. I'll let you have the weight little at a time. Light with the fingers, understand?"

She nodded, came on guard with her face quite set and eager, but there was no grabbing at it: she took
it exactly the comfortable way.

"That's right. That's one-handed. Second hand, now."



There was only one comfortable way, in that position. She found it.

"Exactly right," he said, with a sense of satisfaction the young Emperor had never given him, a feeling all
but sensual. "Flawless."

She heard. She gave the tiniest of nods. But the muscles never varied.

"This is the weight. This is all the weight. Don't be aware of the sword. The sword is your right arm.
Keep the body in position. Think of that position. Don't feel the sword. Feel your centering. When you
feel it perfectly, go through your moves." He stepped clear. "Not until you're ready. Begin like the

beginning: slowly."

She stood still for several breaths. The movement when it came was as perfectly centered as the
resting-posture. Each step in the advance and turn was exact.

"Stop," he said, and she stopped in mid-turn, in a position she could hold for a very long while. He lifted
his hand to a point in the air. "Bring your point to my fingers."

The steel touched.

"Now complete your move slowly and keep the point always in contact with my fingers."

He walked the half-circle with her turn, until her feet were in base position. "Again," he said, and walked
it again. He did it seven times more, slow, stopping from time to time, at which she would stop, and her

eyes never left his eyes, the way he had taught her.

Graceful, he thought. Beautiful. Not the face, but the perfection of the balance, the attention of the
eyes—absolute attention.

"When you're ready," he said. "There should be no strain."

He drew back his hand, stepped back and watched her, amazed at the pig-girl who moved like a figure
in a drifting dream.
His teaching, he thought. He was capable of creating something like this.

He felt the impulses in his own muscles, the remembrance what that movement felt like, rightly done. He
had moved like that once.

But he could not do it now. He would never do it again. He had constantly to recall that too.
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"Again!" he said, and sat and watched while the girl went through the pattern, sweating profusely now in
the late summer heat. He watched, and finally, having made up his mind, got up and walked to where she
stood, panting, having finished the exercise.

He took hilt and fist in his hand and stretched her arm outward. "Hold that," he said, and walked back

again to sit and work at the scraping of a rabbit-skin. He stank of rabbit. She stank of sweat. It was one
of those sticky, awful days when the rains flirted with the hills and left the air thick and still.

He watched her arm droop, watched her struggle with the pose, and hold it.



But after a little the whole arm began to tremble. He watched her closely now, the clamping of the lips,
the fight to hold the arm with the shoulder muscles and finally with the back and the chest.

"Break," he said, and she hove her whole body into an effort to let that arm down with control.

"Resume."
She tried, and got the arm up. It began to sink immediately.

So he got up off the porch and held her hand, felt her forearm and the elbow and the upper arm, and
said: "That's not enough. Find me two hand-sized stones."

"Yes, master," she said, and went and sheathed the sword and went looking.

She still ran the hill. She weeded and washed and carried water. But the strength of the underarm and
ribs did not keep pace with the legs and the back, that was the difficulty.

So she brought him the stones, and he had found himself two slender sticks of wood from the woodpile
at the back of the cabin.

"Let me show you something," he said.
"Master," she said earnestly; and he gave her one of the sticks.
"Come on guard," he said. He had never yet fenced with her. It was all exercises until now.

He moved very slowly, touched her elbow with the stick he held while she looked at him as if she was
not certain whether she ought to do something.

"Up," he said, and put her arm in its worst and weakest position. "I'm going to hit you. Hold onto the
stick."

He cut upward, wood cracked on wood, and hers went flying.
She clapped a hand to her arm.

"Numb?"

"Yes, master Saukendar."

He threw the stick away. "Give me the rocks now," he said, and showed her with one of them how to
move her arm. "Do that," he said, "often."

He went back to his rabbit-skins, and the stink and the mess. She might have done the scraping for him;
but most of the extraordinary work was done, meals happened, and he refused to abdicate Jiro's care to
the girl—the horse was getting too damned friendly with her.

And Taizu did not shirk any part of the day: she was working or she was practicing or he was actively
teaching her, and he found it easy as not to teach her while he was doing something else.



They hunted from time to time—hence the rabbit-skins and the opossum. They had tracked wild pigs
and had a good notion how to come by pork for sausages, with colder weather.

The cabin had never been so comfortable, the garden benefited, and there was a kind of tranquility
between them.

Not that he stopped thinking about her across the cabin at night. Not that the urges went away.

But things had settled to a kind of truce, in which watching her had its own rewards, in which he saw a
slow settling in the girl's mind, a calmness beginning that he had no wish to disrupt. That was very much

on his side.
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A second time the stick went flying.

He dropped his arm and stood there a moment, then took her arm and felt of the muscle underneath,
where there was more strength than there had been, but not enough.

He had thought there was.

"Go bundle straw," he said to her, measuring with his hands, "a mat this thick, tall as I am, half again as
wide. And make five times that much strong cord to tie it. Bring it up the hill."

She looked puzzled, but he did not answer questions about such things. She went down toward the
barn.

He took a stick of seasoned wood and his hand-axe and began to trim it.

When she came up from the stable, she carried a huge mat rolled on her shoulder, and she had straw
stuck in the weave of her shirt and straw in her hair and mud on her knees.

He had a pile of shavings and a well-trimmed foil.
He pointed it toward the youngish tree that stood, first of the forest, within view of the porch.

"Wrap the mat around its trunk and tie it fast, top, middle, and bottom," he said, and went on with his
plane, smoothing the grip on it. He wrapped the grip about with leather and cord.

And when she had finished he walked out to the tree and took the guard position, making three passes,
left and right and left, against the mat that padded the trunk, before he stood up and handed the foil to
her.

"On your guard. Left, right, left."

She struck as he had told her.

"Again," he said. And: "Again."

The cabin reeked with the scent of boiling herbs and grease, and Shoka wrinkled his nose at the stink
and lifted rag after rag out of the mixture with a stick, dropping it into a pan.



Taizu wrinkled her nose too when he brought the pan over to her, where she sat on the mat, but it was
only half-hearted resistance. "Off with the shirt," he said; and when she looked at him with profound
offense: "No silliness, girl. Off with it! I've no damn interest in your body at the moment. I'm treating you
exactly like you asked me to, and I've no patience with squeamishness."

She carefully turned her back and tried, wincing, to pull the loose shirt up and over her head. Her arms
could not even manage that much.

He set the pan down, pushed the shirt up over her shoulders and shoved her face down on the mat, then
took one steaming rag and laid it over her back.

"A1," she yelled.
"Hot?"
She made a muffled sound.

He took the rest of the mess rag by rag and, starting with her shoulders, wrapped the greasy cloth
around her joints, and around her neck and her hands; and flung dry rags on top, and finally a blanket, to
keep the heat.

"I've made a pot of the stuff," he said. "You might as well just toss the rags in it in the morning. We'll be
boiling them tomorrow night." He patted her on her well-padded, quilt-covered backside. "And don't

worry about your virtue. That salve would kill a goat's appetite.”
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Chips flew, the axe-blows echoed off the fire-leafed mountains. Time to make sure the woodpile was
ready for colder weather. Shoka felled two trees and sectioned them, Jiro dragged the logs out of the
wood, and thereafter, Shoka had said, handing the girl the axe, "As well this as the foil. Excellent for the
shoulders."

She never objected to the work he gave her. She attacked the logs the way she attacked the exercise,
the way she attacked the hill. Her hair had grown to her shoulders now. It shone with health. The scar
was bright only when she sweated; and he watched her now, with the sun on her and the autumn colors
starting in the brush—thinking how the abundance of food and the sun and the healthful work had put a
glow about her face, fleshed out her bony limbs, put strength into the way she moved, the habit of
graceful action.

If she would only smile, he thought, if he could only get laughter out of her, or even anger, or a little less
skittish modesty.

But: "All right," she would say, no matter how outrageous his demand, as long as he kept his distance
from her.

Except she had looked at him strangely when he had been felling the second of those trees, and when he
had asked why:

"Nothing, master Saukendar."

It was entirely unlike her, not like her usual inward-turned reticence, but an outward-focused one, one in



which he was the matter in her thoughts.

For the first time in weeks he remembered his old suspicions about her, and thought how comfortable he
had grown with her, how very casual he had gotten about trusting her at his back.

Measuring him. That was the look. And he caught her at it several times that day.
And that evening, when he sat down on the porch with his bowl of rice:

"What in hell are you looking at?" he asked her.

"Master?"

"Just then. What were you looking at?"

"Nothing, master Saukendar."

He scowled at her and jabbed the chopsticks her direction. "Don't give me that kind of answer.Nothing,
master Saukendar. Your eyes were open. You were awake. What in hell were you looking at?"

She bit her lip and said nothing.

"I don't like secrets, girl. Did I talk to you about honesty? You said teach you the sword. Let me tell you
there's more to it than chopping woodor necks. Let me tell you there's an obligation to honorable
behavior. About time I taught it to you. Do you want to answer my question?"

"I was noticing—you go off your center when you don't have to, master Saukendar."

"Whatabout my center?" He stared at her in vexation, thinking first she had taken leave of her senses,
and then that she was deliberately insulting him.

"When you were using the axe. You were off your center."

"Damned right I go off my center. Has it taken you this long to notice the limp?"
"I didn't mean that."

"What do you mean?"

She looked at him, swallowed hard and said: "When you use the axe. You do it on a lot of things.
You're turning your knee and your foot. You don't have to."

Damned impudent brat, was behind his teeth; but his own speech about honesty stuck in his throat. He
was outraged. He wondered, mad as it made him, about that nagging stiffness in his back that had begun
to trouble him in the last year or so.

Is it age?he wondered, over a mouthful of rice.

Is she right?

"I don't mean to speak out of turn, master Saukendar."



He simply glared at her. She ducked her head and ate her dinner.

But when he got up from the porch he wondered, when he walked inside he wondered: he tried to feel
the extent of stretch in his legs and the line of his back and could not decide.

He wondered the next day too, went back to the back and split some logs himself, and damn, hewas
doing it, curling the toes on his lame side, turning the knee inward to save the leg not from pain but from
the memory of pain. That was the stupid truth.

He took a deliberate swing at the log with the leg straight and felt not the pain, but the strain of
weakened muscles.

He looked up then at a movement by the front corner of the cabin, and saw Taizu looking at him.

Damn you, he thought, and knew beyond a doubt she understood why he had taken a sudden notion to
chop the wood himself this morning.

Especially since she ducked guiltily back around the corner, as if she had not known what he was about
back behind the house.

He thought about it every time he did something familiar—when he carried buckets, climbed the porch
steps, when he stood up or sat down. He made himself use both legs equally, and he knew, dammit, he
knew that she was able to see that he was walking straighter and damned well sure why.

So one was honest. So one was a gentleman. One did not beat the pig-girl for telling the truth she was
able to see. One was even grateful.

One wanted to go hunting, say, for three and four days and not have her dour, calculating stare shot his
way when he limped and when he did not. But he would have to come back then, either limping or not,
either having begun to do something about his habit or not, and in either case to have the damned girl
staring at him and knowing she was right.

So one just tried not to favor the leg, that was all; one refused to limp even on a cool morning when the
old wound ached. One went down to the stable where the girl could not see, and practiced the exercises
he had not done in years, until the leg ached enough to set his teeth on edge, and his back hurt, and he
earnestly wished that he could make up an excuse to use the hot compresses himself; but that also
admitted that she was right.

And he refused to do that.

Chapter Five

There's a boy coming," Taizu said, panting from the uphill dash, not panic, just news: they had both been
looking for that visitor ever since the first red had touched the leaves.

"Get out of sight," Shoka said, which they had agreed on, too.

The village tends to gossip, he had said, when he explained the matter to her; and gossip gets down the



roads as far as traders go, and it's far, far better if I do nothing at all out of the ordinary. Let the village
think you've gone. Let them think I sent you off like the others. And he thought, in a sudden cold flash,
remembering the bandits: For the gods' sake don't let them know I've got a girl up here....

Because of a sudden it had occurred to him that she was not the skinny waif who had come up the
mountain—hair dusty and dull and bobbed, body bowed under that damn basket.

The girl he was looking at was clear-skinned and bright-eyed and better-fed, hair shining and
shoulder-length, her every move balanced on hips that had nothing to do with the way a boy's were set.

Damn!

And he had thought, in that same visionary moment, that if the village sent up one of the boys who had
been on the mountain before, there would still be gossip even if he never had eyes on Taizu.

Something's different, the boy would be saying directly as he got back to the village... because therewas
a more prosperous look to the clearing this year, in the way the garden thrived, with the beans staked up,
the little plot of herbs in neat rows—he could not put exact words to it himself, except that Taizu had a
way of putting things in their place, and keeping things orderly, and she hoed and she weeded and even
attacked the vines that tried to creep into the clearing and wind around the fence-posts and overgrow the
path to the spring: she put up pegs to hang things on; she racked the hoe and the rake like weapons; she
hung up the onions in chains and the herbs and roots in bunches.

Not the same, he thought. Nothing was the same on the mountain. And he could not imagine how he had
ever thought about turning the girl over to the nuns.

Now she slipped off around the side of the cabin to take herself, he imagined, to the vantage-point upon
the knoll from which she would watch the trading. Being Taizu.

And he took his bundled furs, an uncommonly good lot of them, from the rafter where they hung, and
brought them out to the porch as the boy from the village trudged up with his pack of rice and other
goods.

"Master Saukendar," the boy said—Shoka did know him, but it struck him that he had never bothered
to learn the boy's name, a stocky, broad-faced lad, who wiped the sweat from his brow and set the
packs down.

"Boy." Shoka nodded courteously as the boy bowed; and found himself wondering about the youth—his
family, who he was, why he was for the last several years the one the village chose to bring its gifts. But it
seemed late to ask things like that and Shoka had no idea at all why it suddenly mattered, or why
questions occurred to him that never had—

—except once upon a time Saukendar the Emperor's right arm had known everything in court, and kept
an attentive eye on details; and nowadays Shoka the recluse had given up the court and all that went with
it.

Damn the girl, anyway. It was more than the weeds she chopped away at.
So he kept his questions and his curiosity to himself. Questions from his side encouraged questions from

the boy's side, and that was nothing he wanted. Questions about the world brought answers about the
world, and he had stopped wanting to hear about it nine years ago.



So he brought out his furs, he cast them grandly in a pile on the porch and said modestly: "I'll want a few
loads of straw, if you can. I've some patching to do."

The village never bargained. It got more in the way of furs than usual this year because he had had more
time to hunt, and the good rains had meant an abundance of rabbits and foxes; if this year he wanted a

load of straw, that should be no hardship, in the good harvest that it had been.

(Don't you let them tell you there's been bad harvest, Taizu had said fiercely. It's good this year, no way
it's not. )

"Aye, lord," the boy said. "I tell 'em, m'lord. I bring it. Tomorrow, if you like."

"Good lad." So much for hard bargaining. He was grateful to the boy; and he saw the young face flush,
the eyes dart toward his and lower again, shyly, as he began to unwrap the pack the boy had brought.

There was rice, there was salt, there were sausages, wonderful sausages, there were small pottery jars
of preserves and other things lovingly made by the women of the village. He remembered other such gifts,
small jars sitting on his shelves until the winter, when he allowed himself such luxuries. Heknew this jar,
for instance, that it was a ginger preserve: for years it had come in the same kind of small pot, with a wax
seal; and it was as good as ever graced the Emperor's table. For years some woman had been sending
him this, and he had never truly taken account of the gifts before, the fruit and ginger, the small pots of
sauces and spices that relieved the sameness of his diet.

"This is very kind," he said, unaccountably moved. "This is wonderful. Tell them so."

"Yes, m'lord," the boy said.

Oh, gods, boy, he thought then, staring at the young face, I'm not a damn hero, I'm not worth all this,
don't you see?

But that was not what the boy had come up the hill to find, so truth was not, finally, what he owed the
boy.

"My mother sent you a shirt," the boy said, unrolling it from the pack.

"It's very fine," he said, fingering the embroidery. "Tell her I thank her." And, a little embarrassed,
weighing the rice and remembering that there were two to feed: "I wonder—I could use a bit more
rice—"

"] can bring that, m'lord Saukendar."

"TI'd be grateful."

There were three more fox skins and a great number of rabbits and squirrels in what he gave them. He
did not feel it was unjust.

Taizu had said it was not unjust.

And as the boy left, he clapped the youth on the shoulder like a comrade in arms, which the boy took
well to.



He had never understoodw#y the village worshipped him. He had never asked for it. It frightened him.
And he remembered that peasants had tried to trap him and many villages had joined his hunters in
Chiyaden.

For the bounty on his head, he had thought.

But not these folk.

Taizu was no different than any pig-girl he had ever seen.
And at the same time she was very different.

(Lithe body whirling with a flash of cane in hand, flash of bare legs, bare slim midrift and white shirt
flying....)

He had never understood the countryfolk. He had never understood the minds of people who worked
the land and herded pigs and provided the things that turned up on the tables and in the granaries. He
knew the importance of them in war. He knew the importance of supply and he understood the logistics
of moving forces among such people, what force a band of spear-wielding peasants could contribute and
what they were worth in a fight, with the bows they were entitled to, and what the laws were (when there
had been laws) about what an officer could do and demand of the villages. But he had no notion why
these folk down in the village of Mon should be faithful to him, except that they might assume more of him
than he was and more than he could do. Which made him angry.

No, it troubled his sense of honor, because he had known in his heart it was going on all these years, and
he had never let himself wonder about it or worry about the cost.

So he sat and stared at the boy's departing back as the boy went back down the hill, taking to the road;
and he had not moved when Taizu came back to the edge of the porch.

"What did he say, master?"

"Nothing," Shoka said. "He said nothing. Except he'll bring the straw and a little more rice. So we won't
run short. And we can patch the roof."

Taizu looked at him strangely, squatting down on her haunches there in front of the porch where he sat;
but he got up off the edge and said that he had work to do.

He did not, in fact, know what that was, but he took the bucket of scraps and went and walked up into
the woods and over toward the shoulder of the hill, where the smaller meadow was, and the thicket,
where they put the bits and ends of squash and bean-pods. It made for more rabbits next spring.

Even a man from the court had not needed a pig-girl to tell him that; or what became of the rabbits that

got to depend on them.
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And on the next day he went down the hill as far as the appointed place, a narrow track on which Jiro
could not help him; but Taizu went along.

There was a pile of straw bales, which the village had left on the last level ground; and there was a small



cairn of stones, which protected the basket of rice.

He gave her the rice basket to carry; and he gathered up one of the huge straw bales and sent her up the
hill first, because his lame leg gave him trouble on a climb like this, and he had no desire to have her
behind him, waiting on his clumsy shiftings of balance and telling him: You re off your center, master
Saukendar.

He made up his mind not to carry the load that way, in his slow campaign to correct his balance: he
shifted the stress on muscles until he could feel the pain, and he was sweating, out of breath and feeling
the pull in the old scar when he dumped the first load at the very edge of the clearing. "You can get that
up the rest of the way," he said, and turned and went back down the track.

That gave him some breathing room, while she had to take the basket of rice as far as the cabin and then
come back downhill and move the straw. It let him take the downward trail slower, limping all he liked
now that he was carrying nothing, and swearing with every aching step.

He was a fool. He should have had the boy bring help and carry the damned straw as far as the stable.
The boy would have done that. The boy would have been delighted to do that for the great lord
Saukendar, who was too crippled to climb the damn mountain.

He cursed the assassins who had done it to him. He saw the dark, the melee, remembered the blow like
it was yesterday and, worse, had himself to blame, for letting anger cloud his judgement and for letting a
man come at him from the side.

One mistake in a lifetime. One mistake because he was more intent on killing than on surviving, because
he was thinking of Meiya and Heisu and thinking that he would as soon die and be out of his pain.

One mistake because he was a man and not the paragon the legends said he was. And theman limped
for the rest of his life and hurt like hell and was short of wind because he had survived that ambush, he
had made it beyond the borders of the Empire, he had decided to live and he could no longer do the
things that kept him in form. A little exercise helped. But it did not cure the lameness, did not cure the
weakness.

Nothing could bring back Saukendar the way he had been. Nothing could make the years flow
backward, bring the dead to life and make the pain go away.

And Taizu, damn her, overtook him before he even got down the hill, scampering down the
root-laddered slot like a goat, cheerful as an otter.

She grinned at him as she took up a man-sized bundle.

That's too much for you, he started to say, because it was not the weight, it was the way the bundle
caught on the trees along the trail and forced shifts in balance in the narrow track there was to walk on. It
did that to him. It brought stabs of pain through his leg and a sick feeling when he took up the weight of
another bale.Damn stubborn girl. Let her find out for herself. Do her good.

But she took out on the trail ahead of him, and widened the gap between them, so that he struggled to
keep up with her, struggled and sweated until, at the top, the air he breathed seemed tainted with metal

and the clearing swam in a film of sweat and pain.

Which he did not admit. He dumped his load just after her and said, grandly: ""You seem to enjoy it. You



go down and bring the rest."

He picked up the bales by the ropes, one in either hand, and carried them without a limp toward the
stable, with the cabin and the trees and the stable swimming like a vision under water.

He dumped the load just inside the doorway, out of her sight, and sat down on it and held his leg and
just ached in peace a moment, until Jiro came wandering in to investigate and nuzzled his shoulder.

He patted the offered cheek and got himself up on his feet.

He wished they had killed him, that was what. He had never done so before, but he wished it now, that
he saw his youth was past, his future was here, and that future was less and less every year.

That was what the girl had taught him to do, to count time again, and to reckon the seasons, and to see
the changes time had made in him, was making, until this year he failed to keep up with a sixteen-year-old

girl.

He threw the bales of straw into the fenced end of the stable, out of Jiro's reach, then walked back
down toward the trail and was part way down the hill when Taizu came struggling up with a load.

Shewas sweating now, at least, and panting with the climb; so he felt halfway chivalrous in saying: "I'll
take it. How many more?"

"Two more."
"Go on back down," he said.

He took the load up, dumped the bale at the clearing edge and went down the trail again, to meet her
struggling up again, but far, far down.

She stopped when he met her. She gave him her load and she started down after the last.
"No," he said, half-turning with the load, "that's too much for a girl. Go on up the hill."

"I can do it," she said, and with a sweat-drowned glance and a gasp after wind, got her balance on the
slot of a trail and plunged back down the way she had come.

He stared after her, hard-breathing and exhausted, and with a bitter-coppery taste in his mouth. He
stared for a long moment, then took up the bale and slogged up the trail, fighting the clinging branches
until he faced the last slope, clearer there. He had gotten his wind again, and he was doing well enough,
finally, except the hurt in the leg.

He shifted the ropes on his shoulders, sucked in a deep breath and took the last climb at a run.

He made it to the top, fell to one knee as the bale snagged on a branch, and for one pain-blinded
moment had no strength to get the damn thing free.

He got up again with a furious shove.

Something ripped in the great muscle above his knee, and the bale shoved with his shoulder against a
tree was all that kept him from falling down again under the pain. His mouth watered; his vision went



hazy; when he came to himself he was still standing there braced against the tree and ropes about the bale
were cutting into his shoulders. He did not know how he was going to move without falling down; but he
knew that the girl would be coming up the trail soon and damned if he would let her see him like this.

So he got his balance again, pushing himself away from the tree, and he climbed the last little distance by
pulling himself from branch to branch with his hands, until he reached the flat of the clearing and he faced
the distant cabin on shaking legs, not sure the right knee was going to bear his weight at all in the next
step.

It would, if gingerly. He walked—realized in his pain that the stable was closer, and he might take the
straw there, but he wanted to sit down on the porch, that was all he could think of, and straight ahead
was something he could manage: turning on that leg was like to pitch him helpless in the dirt, and he was
not going to drop the bale and admit he had had to.

He got to the porch somehow. He threw the bale down. He sat down on the edge of the porch and felt
the cold of the wind on his sweat-soaked clothes.

The girl was going to come up the hill and find him sitting here helpless: for the moment he could not even
climb the steps to get into the cabin and take to his mat; and he had no intention of crawling up the steps
and being caught at it.

Tomorrow—he thought—tomorrow the whole leg would stiffen. Tomorrow hewould be crippled; and
he contemplated the humiliation of his situation with the urge to go off into the forest, let the girl worry,
simply hide himself away until the stiffness had left and then come back, claiming that he had been
hunting—None of your business, girl; I hunt when [ feel like it—

Like a fool, I do.

Like a fool I can hide the truth from you.What's the matter, master Saukendar? So he sat there to
take what he had coming; and when he saw her come trudging up the rise into the clearing, a bale of
straw first, and then a staggering small figure in a white shirt, he waited, rubbing the pain in his leg while
she came closer, and finally said matter of factly as she threw her bale down by his:

"I've pulled a muscle. Boil up the rags, will you?"

She did not look at him then the way he had imagined, with amusement or with mockery, just with a little
worry, a line between her brows. She was white and sweating. Her hair was stuck to her brow and
cheeks. She looked as if she would like to sit down where she was.

But: "Yes, master Saukendar," she said, and went inside to see to things.

Damn, he did not want a girl's pity either, or her sympathy, and certainly not her feminine heroics. He
hauled himself with a grip on the post by the steps and hobbled up the steps to the porch. But at that
point the pain blurred his vision and the sweat stood cold on his skin, so that he just hung there awhile
trying to breathe, until she came out again and he was caught in that condition.

She stared, a hazy image in his vision.

"The old wound tore," he said. "It's done this before."

Not in nine years, he thought to himself, and thought that he might have crippled himself for good and all



with his stupid stubbornness. But he did not say that.
"T'll go boil up some water too," she said, and went back inside. "You could use a bath, "
"I don't need your help, girl. I'll take care of the damn rags. Just let me alone!"
There was not a sound from inside. She did not come out, either.
"Do you hear me, girl?"

Not a sound. He recalled he had been through this game with her. And she had won it. It outraged him.
He had crippled himself trying to take her advice and immediately as the little bitch saw him helpless she
ignored his orders and did as she damned well pleased.

"See here, girl, if you want me teaching you, youdamned well do what I tell you and leave me to
myself!"

She appeared in the doorway. "All right, master Saukendar. If you insist. But the rags are heating. Do
you want me to bring it out here or do you want it by your mat?"

"By the damn mat," he muttered, and judiciously let go the post and hobbled across the porch, about as
much as he could do. She made to help him; he shoved her out of his way and with his hand on the wall
limped over to his mat and fell down on his rump, the only sitting-down he could manage. The pain
running from his thigh and his knee nearly put him out; and he thought of breaking the girl's neck.

But she brought him the greasy rags, and he bestirred himself to unlace his boot and work that oft, and
to pull his loose breeches up above the knee: then somewhere in the accounting she ended up squatting
down to arrange a reed mat under his leg to absorb the oil from the rags. She fussed with the steaming
cloths, rearranged what he did, since it did not meet her approval, and finally she stuffed a wad of quilts
between his back and the wall, so he could sit in peace awhile and catch his breath between the more

and the less of pain.

He was filthy and stinking with dried sweat and pain, the straw-prickles were all through his clothing, and
he wanted at this point just to have his cabin to himself and his misery to himself, with maybe a jar of
water by him and a few cold cakes or whatever there was, for whatever number of days it took to get
over this.

But he admitted to himself that he was glad that shewas there, and that he did not have to drag himself
about to get the necessities, that the rags would get reheated as often as they cooled and that supper
would arrive and there was someone to see Jiro got water. The last time he had been sick—

—gods, he had no idea how he had gotten water up the hill then: he never had remembered half those
days, except finding himself on his face in the dirt, by the downed rails, down at the stable where he had
decided to knock the fence down so Jiro could come and go where he pleased, and water himself from
the rain-barrel or the spring.

And run free if his master died there.
He shut his eyes and rested in the coming and going of the pain. The next time he was aware of Taizu by

him she had brought a pan of warm water and clean rags to wash his face, but he ordered her off and did
it himself, stripping off his shirt and at least washing off the prickles that were driving him mad.



She renewed the hot compresses on his leg, and took the rags away to heat again.

It felt ineffably better after that second warmth had sunk in. He leaned back against the wad of quilts and
rested half-aware until he smelled rice boiling and looked up and saw Taizu, in a clean shirt, cooking
dinner.

He moved the leg tentatively. Mistake.

But he moved it again, and again, because he had nothing else to do, no other necessity weighing on him,
and nothing to save his strength for. Taizu was there to water the horse; Taizu was there to cook his
supper; Taizu was there to boil up the compresses, leaving him to tend his own hurt, and to keep it from
stiffening,

He gritted his teeth and kept at it the next day, and sat on the edge of the porch and worked the leg with
slow patience, thinking—

While Taizu was down at the spring fetching up water—

That he was fortunate at least that it was not worse, and most of all that he was not alone, because he
knew that he would have limped about and protected the leg as best he could, protected it the way he
had favored it before....

You're off your center, master Saukendar.

He had done it to himself once, because he had had no choice. He had had to walk and carry and work,
or starve; and Jiro had needed care for his own wound. He did not intend to repeat the mistake.

So he lay about with a woman to wait on him, he rested on his back on the porch and drew the leg up
and drew it up a little more to the limit he could do it without pain. Then finally, hurting and out of
patience and determined to see how far it would bend, he wrapped his arms about his knee and hugged it
to him, hard and hard and harder, until he got another pain out of it that half-blinded him.

But it was bending, he thought, more than he had thought it would.

Then he got the notion that it might bend a little more. The drawing that had happened over the years
was bad healing. Tear the damned thing. Give it more flex than it had. Make it do what it was supposed
to do. So he pulled it harder, and harder, between bouts of gray and haze. He had seen a fox gnaw its
own leg in a snare, to be free. He had not been sure whether it was stupidity or courage. He still was not.
He worked until he was soaked in sweat, and wrapped himself in his blanket and lay still and played the
invalid while Taizu was in sight; but when she was not he took the problem again and again, a little gain
this day, a very little gain, but something: he was sure of it.

He made himself a stick to walk with. He was tolerably agile, once the leg was bound stiff, at getting up
and down off the porch, getting to the latrine, getting to the rain-barrel to wash, getting about the cabin
the little that he must.

For the rest he kept the leg unbound, and lay about the cabin or on the porch and worked it until the
tears ran from the edges of his eyes—while a fool girl who was gifted by the unjust, priest-bribed gods
with perfect balance and perfect health, stood out there in the yard whacking away at a damn tree.



"Don't you think you should be up and about, master Saukendar?" she chided him the fourth night.
"Don't you think you should walk with it? You told me—"

"I'm working on it," he said shortly.

But the next day—all her suggestions came at times that if he did what he had intended to do in the first
place it looked as if he was moved by her advice, and it maddened him—he took to walking without the
bandage; and took to slow bending with the foot of his lame side on the first porch step and the sound
one on the ground, time and time again, not caring now whether Taizu saw him about it, because he was
used to the pain or the pain was less, he was not sure.

Knee straight over the foot while the leg bent, absolutely true. If the damned knee was going to stiffen,
let it stiffen in the bad directions, not the good one, let it stiffen so it could no longer make the motion to
the side that would tear the sinews and betray the balance. This time when it healed, let it not be on
horseback, with the leg out of line; or swinging an axe to try to build the first shelter he had had up on the
mountain; or simply curling up to last through the pain and the cold, finally, because he had come to the
mountain in the rains, and sat under the scant cover he had been able to contrive and tried only to keep
from freezing until he could limp about and put a little more solidity to his building,

Thanks to the village he had not died in those first days, thanks to the village who brought the supplies
that time within sight of his shelter; and he had not even said a kind word to them for their trouble. He
had waited till the boys had left and then crept out of his lean-to and carried them to cover little by little,
in such a haze of pain and fever as made those days hard to recollect at all.

It was, perhaps, the only way the villagers of Mon had known that he had lived, when they had come
with more food for him, that the food they brought was gone; and that the shelter was larger. It had been
at least three visits they had made, laying their offerings of food at the edge of the clearing, before he had
even come out to acknowledge them.

Damn, he had been crazed in those years. They looked at him like he was a holy man and he was
nothing more than a rabbit content to burrow in and nibble the gifts they threw, surviving till the hunters
came.

Even Ghita had decided finally he was not worth the effort. Just not worth the effort and the lives and the
notoriety he might gain if they went on trying to kill him.

Maybe Ghita had known that sending assassins against him would have been a favor to him—to stir him
up and make him move. Maybe it would have kept him going—Ilonger—if there had been real enemies,
instead of just the fear of them. He had taken care of a few of Ghita's men, early on. But his enemies
could have taken him—if Ghita had really cared to do more than send a few assassins, he could have had
him. And the village would have paid dearly for helping him; perhaps lord Reidi would pay—merely for
tolerating him on his border.

Damn.

Patiently, bend after bend, the knee exactly in line, the foot on the second step this time. He bound the
leg when he walked; he swallowed his pride and used a stick for balance, like an old man.

Taizu said not a thing more. He only noticed her looking at him once, when he had advanced his foot to
the second step, and when he was bandaging his leg again and splinting the knee. She just stood there
and stared, and never offered a word.



Not even when he began taking further chances, and doing the deep bends that he needed the stick to
get up from.

But he could do them. It was more than he had done in nine years. It embarrassed hell out of him, to be
doing simple exercises, with a stick for help, when the girl ran the hill like a deer, whens/e clambered up
onto the rafters and onto the roof to patch the leaks, when she did his work and her own and took care
of him, and still practiced her strokes, day after day, like a maddening, willful fool, accusing him daily
without meaning to accuse, reminding him that with all his pain and all his effort, it was a peasant girl he
had to surpass.

Damned if he would not.

He felt compelled to a kind of honor with her, that he had to do at least that much or there was no
reasoning with her, no moral force to any argument he could use against her mad ideas.

Damned if he would ask her to stay with him out of his necessity.

Damned if he would ask a woman to live with him on his terms if he could not ask it like a man with a
choice.

And however much the sight of her tempted the mind nowadays, the body hurt too much to make
temptation more than theoretical.

Chapter Six

Shoka squatted down deep and straightened slowly, without the stick, with the sword in hand, this time.

It hurt like hell. He was not sure but what it would always hurt, until he put himself in action and the
muscles warmed.

A man could live with that, if it set his body straight and gave him back the youth he thought he had lost
for good and all.

He saw Taizu's eyes follow that move, saw more than respect: a certain apprehension, as she held her
own plain sword in her hands and waited.

"Your guard," he said.
She lifted her sword.

She was no novice now. She knew the patterns. He saw the correctness in her stance and felt the
settling in his own muscles as he faced an opponent who meant business.

Woman she might be, but she tried, gods, she had battered away at that tree through three renewals of
the straw matting, whack-whack, whack, whack-whack, until he heard that sound in his sleep; and he

discovered a strength behind her arm even on upward extension.

Not to take lightly now. A fool would do that. She was fast, and he was years out of practice.



"Take it slowly," he said, beginning the patterns in the slow way that tested balance as well as form. No
relying on momentum and strength to recover a mistake when one floated through the moves light and
easy as the falling leaves. One had to be right or look the fool.

Taizu did not look the fool. Nor did he. He forgot the pain, for the pleasure of free movement, for the
pleasure of watching his opponent in motion and feeling the answering stretch of muscles that still
remembered, after so many years. Breaths puffed and frosted on the wind, steel passed steel without a
sound.

He passed from feint to guard to strike in the same slow fashion, and saw, in exactly the right point of
balance, the reaction on her side, no panic, just the right reaction, a move just out of his reach.

"Close," he chided her, as the sweep of his blade passed close to her arm. "Did you know where that
was?" —Never ceasing his motion.

"Yes," she breathed, and her next step brought her blade circling around again, easy to evade.
"I'll show you another," he said, as he slowly turned in beneath the line of her attack.

She did not defend: he stopped with no more than the line established from his edge to her side.
"Do you see?"

"Yes," she said, holding her position. He broke his and walked around behind her, took her by the
shoulders and tested her balance, marked a place in the dust with his foot: "Here," he said, then walked
around to the fore and took her point between his fingertips, drawing her to the turn. Again a footprint
stamped in the dust for her second step, and he led her about to a further evolution, full about, blade
lifting. It was the most complicated counter he had ever shown her.

Twice more, guiding the blade. The feet came down impeccably on the mark.

Damn, he thought, thinking of his fellow-students in his father's tutelage, remembering the lessons upon
lessons which had taught even the scatter-witted to go with the master, to keep the balance enough to
defend themselves—but there was nothing scatter-witted about the girl. Tell that fool Beijun anything and
the instruction flowed off into void and I-don't-want.Don't think when I instruct you , he had said to
Taizu, as he had said to the heir in his time. When [ instruct you , lknow, and you don't, so don't take
your thoughts away from what I'm telling you. If there's a mistake at that point, it's my mistake,
and I'll show you.

Don't improvise to cover an attack you don't understand, if we're going slowly: stop the moment
you recognize it and I'll instruct you your next move. There's a time you have to improvise. You
know when that is. Don't learn the stop. Don't learn the bad move. When I'm instructing you, wait
for the instruction. You understand the difference.

"Again," he said, without guiding her.

One, two, and three.

"Beautiful."



He took up his own guard then, and made the pass with her, came in and recovered the moment she
began that evolution, with a turn of his own, slowly, slowly done.

"The pool reflects," he said. "My move and yours."
She repeated and stopped.

He stopped.

"Why?" he asked. "Have I changed my pattern?"

"No, master Saukendar." Softly, precisely, neither blade nor eyes moving. "But you won't let me go on
doing that. What do I do now?"

"You're very forward." As softly, his own eyes on hers. But she was absolutely correct. "The next move
is like the first. Practice the first, again. Be my reflection till I tell you otherwise."

One, two, and three. One, two, and three.

"The next," she said.

"Again," he said. And:

"Impatience is a flaw," he murmured as they stopped. "There's always just enough time when you do
something right, no more, no less. Your sword has no blade. It has only your intention. When that goes
astray you have no weapon. Continue."

One, two, and three. As master Yenan had taught him.

While the leaves fell and the garden turned to brown in the first frost.

k) %k %k

"Up!" Shoka said, and sent the blade sweeping under Taizu's feet, spun it around in a turn that brought it
for her back, lifted it to strike as she brought the correct counter back and held, reaching the end of the
pattern.

"Now what will be the next move?" he asked her.

"You'll go low-line," she said.

"I might not."

"Harder to go up from that line."

"That's why I might do it. You might not expect."

"Dangerous, though."

"I'm the best. What will I do?"

"Some third thing. Not something awkward."



He was amused, pleased, but he did not laugh. He did not go off his guard with her. Those were not the
rules in the faster game.

"What will it be?"

"You could turn back again and make me follow."

"What's the advantage?"'

"Following takes attention. It ends when the opponent intends. Intention is the blade."

The old catechism, whispered on a frosting breath, under a gray autumn sky.

"Again," he said, and took the pattern from the beginning,

They were down to shirts and breeches. Sweat shone on her face and throat despite the cold; the white
shirt clung and flared as she turned and struck and turned. He let himself go with the sheer beauty of the

moment, the intoxication of movement, his and hers.

That was what she gave back to him. Teaching her, he taught himself. It pleased her. In time, he told
himself,sze would please her.

And there would be no more foolishness.

He pushed her toward the old tree that shaded the cabin. She refused that and tried to gain ground,
away from the tree roots. "Ha," he said, and cleared back, giving her room.

Not pushing her, not forcing the novice into dangerous situations, not making a joke of her, for her
pride's sake. He was honorable with her.

But she pressed it. Getting him to back away, she wanted to push him, and in an eye-blink decision he
let her, for her sake, gave her the ground she wanted, backed.

She changed pattern on his second step.
He made the instinctive move and pulled it with a sudden lurch of the heart, saw her whirl and turn.
"Hold!" he shouted.

She stopped. He saw the blood on her sleeve. His heart was pounding in his chest. She seemed only
confused.

"You're hit, girl."

She looked down at her body while the blood ran down the hand that held her sword, still not finding it,
though blood spattered in the dust. He took her arm and found the cut while she craned her head over to
try to see. Blood soaked the shirt. He grabbed it by the tail and whipped it up over her head as she
protested and hugged it to her chest for modesty's sake.

It was on the back of her arm, a finger long, not, thank the gods, deep.



"I didn't even feel it."

"Fool." He shook her by that arm. "Don 'ttry a trick like that on me again."
"I'm sorry, master Saukendar."

"It's shallow. It could have ruined you.Hear me? "

"Yes, master Saukendar."

He let her go and went and retrieved his sword-sheath, while she pulled her shirt back on and did the
same, off the porch.

"Come inside," he said then. "Damn, that's a good shirt."
HIlm SOI'I'y."

He brought her inside, pulled the shirt up again and salved the arm for her and bandaged it. By then, he
knew by experience, she was beginning to feel the sting in full.

"Does it hurt?"
"Yes," she said.

His heartbeat had settled and he was quite calm. He jerked her close to him by the cloth of the shirt she
was holding to cover herself.

"It could have been your arm, you damned fool. Don'tever push me."
"Yes, master Saukendar."
"Go wash up. And wash the shirt. You're a mess."

She went. He frowned at her back and decided there was no damage done. But when he was washing
up at the back of the cabin, at the rain-barrel, the moment came back to him again, that half-a-blink time
he had had to react and realize he had reacted with an attack she did not know how to defend, one that

would have, at fall force, taken her arm off. He kept seeing it, feeling sick at his stomach.
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He kept seeing it again and again: he looked at her from time to time as they sat inside at supper—not the
porch, in the chill of this evening's wind—because the sight of her whole and hale was a cure for what he
kept seeing in his mind: Taizu bloody on the ground, crippled even if he had been pulling his blows—

Or if he had not—

She looked at him between mouthfuls of rice, worried-looking, knowing, he was sure, that he was
thinking about her, that he might have something to say about the situation; perhaps thinking that she had
made some unforgivable mistake, which was not the case. It was a student's mistake. It was his—that he
had stopped expecting her to do fool things like that.



Heenjoyed teaching her, he looked forward to the sessions, he took pleasure in the things he had not
been able to do in years, and it brought back his boyhood to him—mnot the deadly years, not the duels,
not the blood and the pain, but the sheer pleasure of skill and excellence. His father's voice. Master

Yenan's. The gray dusty courtyard at Cheng'di, with the red-painted dragons on the gates. Faces of
friends, most of whom were dead.

Taizu, in motion in the sunlight—Taizu, at guard, every line of her beautiful, from the slender turn of ankle
to the set of her hips to the sheen of her hair in the light—

He had given her that grace. He could hardly remember the pig-girl. And the scar was part of Taizu. It
had a certain symmetry: ithelonged to her, it was part of the face and the person that he had come to
depend on being there, day and night—

Kill Ghita.

Gods. Leave the mountain, trek across the country, throw her life away—

Like hell she would.

Like hell he would let her.

"I'm sorry," she said finally, in a meal that was all silence.

He shot her a scowling look.

"I know what I did," she said.

Ask her, she meant.

Then they would talk about it, then it would be all right and everything would go back to what it had
been.

Until something worse happened.
"What did you do?"

"I thought I'd be clever. I thought I'd find out if what I thought was right, if why you learn in patterns is
because they're in balance with where your feet are, and if you let me back you up then you were going
to let me follow right into what you wanted—so I thought I could stop that by changing."

He stared at her, frowning, in long silence, following every bit of it. Then he said: "You were thinking."

"I—" She pressed her lips together and was very still for a moment, then nodded. "I'm sorry, master
Saukendar."

He rested his arm on his knee, his chin on his arm, and stared at her. "Listen to me, girl. You wanted me
to teach you. I have, so far. You're extraordinarily good, for a woman. Probably better in the forms than
most that come out of the schools in Cheng'di. But that won't save your life, you understand me? I gave
you a promise because I didn't want you wandering off and getting yourself caught by the bandits or
starving on the road. Look at you now. You're a damned pretty girl. Have I done badly for you?"



Her lips were a pale line in the lamplight. "No," escaped them, hardly a move at all, and her nostrils
flared, her eyes moved in panic like a trapped rabbit's.

"Scared to death I'll make a grab at you. I haven't. Not that it's been easy, understand. But I've kept my
bargain, haven't [?"

A nod of her head, after the same fashion.

"This isn't Chiyaden. A woman who lives up here—had damned well better know how to hunt; how to
use a bow; hadbetter be strong enough to swing an axe and run a hill. The ladies in the court learn the
sword and the staff. There's nothing wrong in that. A woman ought to be able to take care of herself—"
—it wouldn't have helped Meiya.

—If'I had been there—

—If I had seen it coming—

"—and I'd gotten lazy in my retirement. lenjoy the exercise. And if I want to teach a woman more than a
lady usually learns, that's my business. But when I teach her, I have to teach her the other things too, like
the good sense to know her limits."

"Y ou promised—"

"You listen to me. If there's a mistake, it's mine, in hoping you'd have the sense to quit. I've treated you
like a woman. If you think you backed me up—"

"l knew I didn't."

"Damned right. I should have pushed you right into the tree. That's what I mean. Maybe you're good
enough to take a peasant or two. Maybe you could carve up a bandit. Most of them are rotten
swordsmen. A lord's bodyguard is a different matter: every one of them a man twice your weight, a good
span on your longest reach,maybe not as agile, but don't count on it—a man who spends at least an hour
a day in the exercise court isn't a light matter for anyone, young miss, and even if you get one of them on
his bad day, his three friends will take strong offense. Give me your hand. Give it to me!"

She gnawed at her lip and carefully put her small hand in his.

"Now push my hand to the floor."

She tried. She made him resist harder than he had expected, but he held, even when she threw her
shoulder into it unexpectedly.

She sat back frowning.
"Do you want to try to holdme off?"
"You said don't engage."

"Sometimes you have no choice. Sometimes there are five and six of them and you haven't got a damn
choice. Sometimes they come in numbers larger than that, and sometimes there's no room to back up,



you've got to take the room. I've taught you the moves a woman can do. But there are some you can't."

"TIy me."

"What you want is impossible, girl. A man doesn't have to be better than you to beat you. He just has to
be stronger and half as good—and that means some damn door guard can lop your head off. That means
some ox of a line soldier can bash a cheap sword right through your guard and if he doesn't get you on
that one his partner will, from the back. That's the way it is in the world. You're not strong enough. You
can't do everything with the blade and you can't evade everything that comes at you."

"All T have to be is good enough for one."

"You're out of your senses. You won't get that far, you'll die in a damn ditch, for nothing./f you're lucky."

"I'm not afraid."

"You're a fool, then! Or a liar."

"You swore you'd teach me. If you haven't been teaching me right, you're breaking your word." Her
eyes glittered with unshed tears. "And you'd be a liar, master Saukendar."

"Damnyou."
Her chin trembled. And she stared at him in defiance.

"Listen to me, girl. Listen. If T hit you all-out, as can happen, I'll break your bones. Right across the
shoulder. First honest match, snap, there goes the arm. Is that what you want?"

"If you teach me so you can hit me, that's the way it is, isn't it? You want me to get killed."

"Y ou damned little fool, I'm telling you it happens."

"You gave your word."

"I told you how that happened. Listen to me. You're good. You're very good. But you can't do the
things you want. You can't change nature. Forget this crazy notion of yours. You've got a roof over your
head. You've got a warm bed. You can stay with me as long as you like." He took a deep breath and
took the chance, out loud, the way he had been thinking it—hell with his heritage, the things they would
say in Cheng'di. Hell with the look his father would give him, if his father were alive to see it; but his
father, thank the gods, had not seen a good lot else that had happened, either. "As my wife, or as close
to that as matters for anyone. It's not a bad life here. Is it?"

"No," she said sharply, scowling.

"No, what? What are you going to do else? March on Gitu's castle? Be a damned fool? They'll cut you
up for dog meat."

"You swore an oath."”

"I made a simple promise! It doesn't count, to a madwoman!"



"No, you said you swore. And so did I, master Saukendar. I swore an oath too. And you'll teach me."
He gnawed his lip, glaring at her. "You're a damned hard-headed bitch."

"Iswore. And I'll do it. And you will. You'll teach me the right way. You won't cheat."

"[ didn't cheat!"

"What else is it, if you held back on me?"

"Damn you for a fool! You want your bones broken?"

"I want justice, master Saukendar. I want you to do what you promised. If you can't teach me any better
than that, it's your fault, isn't it, master Saukendar?"

"Fool, I say! It happens. It happens to men and the best of them. What chance do you think you have?
You get tired, girl, you get tired and you make a mistake, you get hot in the damn armor, you can't pick
your footing, some damn footsoldier guts your horse—what infe// do you think you're going to do then?"

"You can teach me that. The way you promised."

"Fool," he muttered, and said nothing else for a long while. Finally he passed out of the mood to say
anything, and went over to his mat and undressed, not caring about her sensibilities, deliberately defying

her presence, and walked over to the hearth to pour a little rice wine and to heat it.

"Want any?" he asked brusquely, looking her direction. But she had gathered up the dishes and she was
putting herself to bed, clothes and all.

"No," she said without looking at him, tucked under the quilts with her back to him and pulled them over
head.

"It's going to be a long winter, girl. Drink some wine with me. We'll talk about the court. Talk about
whatever you like."

"No." From under the quilts.

He stood there thinking ungentlemanly thoughts a good long moment, while the wine heated. Then he
took the wine-pot and blew out the light.

"I'm going to my own mat," he said in the dark.
No answer from the other side of the room.

So he sat down in the dark and drank the wine down to the bottom, and tried not to think about her, the
sword that had nearly crippled her, or Chiyaden and ambushes of ungrateful peasants.

He kept seeing that moment behind his eyelids. He saw the first man he had ever killed. He saw a score
more after that, and the wreckage a sword could leave of a man. Good men. Maimed and screaming in

the dirt.

He had himself another woman and he was as helpless to reason with this one as with the first.



He should have slept with Meiya, he told himself, the first time the idea had ever crossed his mind. There
would have been scandal. A quick marriage. And Meiya, no longer virgin, before the Emperor had ever
taken the notion to claim her for his murdering fool of a son, would have been safe from everything that
had happened to her at the hands of her husband.

He should listen to no nonsense now, should take the direct course with Taizu, go over there and show
her what a man's strength was worth against her prudery: she would warm after a night or two, would
come to sense, would find a gentleman's ways different than the men she had known—

It all seemed very reasonable. Until he thought about Taizu.

Until he remembered what she would say to him at the critical moment:

You gave your word, master Saukendar.

"How's the arm?" he asked her at breakfast.

"It's fine, master Saukendar."

He ate a few more bites.

"I can do my lesson today," she said.

He said nothing.

"I'm not stiff, master Saukendar. There's nothing wrong with me. You mostly missed me."

"I pulled it, dammit. I laid myself wide open pulling it, I riskedmy neck stopping, let's get the thing right,
shall we?"

"I wouldn't have hit you—"
"Thenwhat in hell do you think you're holding a sword for?"
Taizu had her mouth open. She shut it, fast.

"All right," he said, glaring at her. "You want me to teach you like a man, you've asked for it."
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The skirts of the armor came to her knees. "It'sheavy ," she said, swaying as he cinched it in with ropes
about her waist, crossed around her chest, because it had to overlap to fit; and he had padded up her
arms and her legs with leather wrappings and old rags, because the armor-sleeves and the shin-guards
were impossible.

"Y ou want me to teach you," he said.

"What are you going to wear?"

"I'm not worried," he said. "You're the one apt to lose a hand." He stood back, took up his sword and



pointed at hers. "There you are. On your guard."

She staggered a little in the moves. But she steadied.

He put her on Jiro's back on the next day and let her have the feel of riding in that weight of metal, when
before, she had only sat Jiro bareback when he was lazing about the pasture. She did not fall off. But Jiro
was on good behavior.

"If you're going to be a gentleman," he taunted her, "you should know how to ride."

Andhe swung up in her place, took up the reins and said: "Pass me up my spear. You have a lot to learn,
girl. We'll see how well you handle a rider."

It was more boiled rags that night.
"Do you want to quit?" he asked her.

She turned a dark and accusing eye on him, face down on her mat while he was putting compresses on
the backs of her knees. "No," she said.

And he: "It only gets heavier with the wearing."
kok ok

The arrow flew, the deer started at the sound of Shoka's bowstring and the arrow led the stag truly,
arced straight for the heart—not hunting for sport, but meat for their winter, and they took no chances.
The stag lunged at the impact, ran a few steps and went crashing down in a snowy thicket.

He cut its throat for good measure, and Taizu looped a rawhide rope around its feet and flung the other
end over a branch.

Venison for the whole winter season. Hide and horn and bone for a fine pair of breeches and a knife-hilt
and whatever else winter evenings could devise.

"I never had venison," Taizu had confided to him.

In truth, he replied, it was usually wild pigs. But there were two of them to feed this year, the stag

offered itself, and between the two of them they could get their victim home again.
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They smoked a great deal of the venison, made sausages, cured the hide, and hung the rest, frozen, from
the cabin porch.

And on winter evenings, with the snow outside and Jiro snug in his stable, Shoka taught the making of
arrows, the shaping of a bow—men's work; but it was what he knew, and it made the evenings pass and
it pleased the girl and made the time pleasant.

Her eyes followed every move of his fingers; and his followed the light in her eyes and the little curve of a
smile he could get from her nowadays.

And his thoughts followed her night by night. He tried her resolve from time to time, a little compliment, a
brush of his hand while she was working.



She flinched and said, in one variation or the other:No .

So that was the way the winter went—from snowy day to snowy day, when they stayed snug indoors
except the needful chores, like carrying water to Jiro and combing and currying him and letting him out
for exercise and seeing him snug in his stable at night.

He showed her the way to spin out a bowstring, and how to tie it. He told her why certain arrows had
certain fletchings and certain points, and how to choose the feathers and how to set them. He showed
her—with the cabin's dirt floor padded with straw mats—a few of the elementary arts master Yenan had
taught him, the turning of a blow with the fingers, the use of a bit of wood or the bare hand or foot to
numb a limb or dissuade anyone who would lay hands on her.

Such things the nuns would have taught her. He reminded her of that; and she said:
"I wouldn't have stayed there long enough."
"Where would you have gone?" he asked her.

"T don't know," she said, evading the question. She would not look him in the eyes when she answered,
so he made up his own: that she would have gone on the road and been a morsel for the stronger and the
quicker, which he did not like to imagine.

He told her stories, and she told him, what the court was like, what Hua was like. They amazed each
other, he thought; at least her eyes grew wide when he talked about the court and the Emperor's table
where dishes came dressed in peacock feathers and roast pigs had sugar castles on their backs, wings of
swan feathers and real rubies for eyes.

"We ate all right," she recollected, talking of Hua, and the things she said told him of a prosperous farm,
a large family—my brothers, she said, and sometimes in her stories named names, like Jei and Mani. She
talked about a deer lord Kaijeng's daughter had had for a pet until lord Kaijeng's hunters killed it by
mistake, and then (there was none of Taizu's stories but had a sad ending,) she said that the lady and her
husband were dead, that the lady had committed suicide and her husband had been killed in the fighting
for the castle. She shed no tears for any of it. She only grew melancholy; and he thought about Meiya's
death and was melancholy himself.

But he never talked to her about Meiya. She was a child. He was not, and he could not bring himself to
confide those complex and painful memories to her, not even when he was a little drunk. He only
brooded, and the silence was heavy for a while.

She was a little drunk that night, too, with the storm howling round. She gathered up her good humor
and showed him a game they had played in Hua, when the snows came, but it was a game he knew, one
they played at court. So that turned out to be something they both shared.

He remembered one world while he played with their makeshift counters, where he had played with
ivory and jade pieces for high wagers, while she remembered her home, perhaps, and stone counters and
a host of brothers and her parents. But they played for such things as Who Carries the Bucket and Who
Makes Breakfast.

He suggested other stakes, but she glowered at him, and he assured her he was only joking.



"All right," he said, "if you lose you keep me warm tonight. Nothing else. No hands."

"I won't," she said, firmly. "You might cheat."

"At what? Besides, a gentleman doesn't cheat."

"Huh," she said shortly, arms on her knees.

"What does that mean?"

"I know what you want. And you won't get it. I won't let you break your word. So there."
"You're the loser," he said. "It's a cold night."

She shook her head. "You want to play?" she said. "Tomorrow's dishes against I curry down your
horse."

"You do that anyway. That's no bet."
"Against who brings in the firewood next."
"All right," he said.

So they played that night while the snow fell on this coldest night of the year, and they drank a little
more.

"Come on," he said, when she was staggering to her mat, and he was sitting on his, more than a little
drunk. He patted the place beside him. "It's bitter cold. There's no sense being uncomfortable. I promise
you, it's only comfort I'm thinking of. I won't do anything you don't want me to do."

"No," she was sober enough to say, and took to her mat alone, huddled up in a knot under the quilts in
all her clothes.

Chapter Seven

The icicle at the corner of the porch grew spectacularly and fell finally with a considerable crash one
afternoon, leaving a crystal wreckage in a remaining drift, under a warming sun.

There was mud everywhere, but the winds had shifted, burning off the snow at an amazing rate, and Jiro
kicked up his heels like a colt, flagging his tail and cavorting around the pasture in a shameless display.

Hoping for mares, Shoka thought forlornly, considering the horse and the girl who tended him—her
forfeit, carrying the bucket up the muddy trail from the spring, and currying the mud off Jiro, who would
surely roll in it.

Hard winter, worse spring. He sat on the porch scraping the stubble oft his chin, dipping his razor in a
pan of hot water and sourly contemplating the warming weather that would have the whole hillside in a
mating frenzy, the buds bursting, nature run amok to procreate and perpetuate.



Shoka sighed, looked from under a brow and a shaggy fall of hair at the slim, far figure, and thought he
had missed his best chance when they were both drunk at midwinter.

Sorry, girl, I didn't know what I was doing.

He imagined a morning after that event in which the girl would change all her opinions, all her intentions,
give up her mad notions and devote herself to him completely.

Crash! went another icicle.

He did not, in fact, know what she would do if he laid a hand on her, but he did not, in broad daylight,
think it particularly likely that she would immediately change her attitudes. He had never tried to think like
a pig-farmer who had sworn to kill a lord of Chiyaden. But he tried a great deal lately to think like Taizu,
and getting a few smiles and a laugh or two out of her was hard enough. Taizu—

—He could not think what she would do. But he doubted it would be peacefulor pleasant.

Damned fool girl. Damned fool girl who was a comfort he had gotten used to. And after nine years of
celibacy—

Another sigh.

A man would want to say that getting a girl to bed was the most important thing. But that was a lie. The
likelihood that she would be straightway down the hill and away from him—that was the thing he had
thought about all the winter, that looking down that hill now, for instance, and not having the sight of her,
ever; and having his supper of evenings in perpetual silence—was unendurable.

The longer she stayed the more accustomed she grew to him. The more she grew accustomed to him—

The ladies of Chiyaden had accounted him very handsome. And he tried, gods witness, to treat the little
bitch with every grace he could make her understand.

Look at her—slogging along in the mud in one of the shirts they traded back and forth, barefoot and
filthy to the knees, barefoot: it was the gods' own wonder she did not get frostbite. Butsie had walked

barefoot from Hua, and likely the boots he had made her were the first gentle care her feet had ever had.

Gentleborn students had to work to harden their hands and their feet. Taizu's were hard; and she had
sword-calluses. Silk would fray on such hands.

But—he thought,—
But that went with Taizu. And there was only one of her.
One still tried. It was a slow campaign. That evening, over supper:

"We should go hunting again," he said. The deer was long since scraps for the birds and the opossums,
and he had dragged it off that day, to keep the pests away from the cabin.

She nodded, eyes bright over the edge of her bowl.

"You know, the ladies in Chiyaden use ivory chopsticks. They take smaller bites. Like so." He



demonstrated.

She laughed at him, a crinkle at the corners of her eyes, as if all it had meant was a story, like the pigs
with ruby eyes.

"Even the gentlemen take smaller bites," he said, figuring that if a gentleman was what she aspired to be,
she might at least acquiresome courtly grace, "and they use napkins instead of their sleeves."

What do they do with the rubies?she had asked regarding the pigs. Taizu went straight to the heart of a
thing. And she was still waiting for a story. He saw that.

"Have you heard who invented chopsticks?"

"No."

"It was a greedy woman who couldn't wait for her rice to cool. She didn't want to burn her fingers."

She looked at him curiously. "What province was she from?"

"Probably Hua."

"That's not so," she said definitely, as if she would have heard.

Then he smothered a laugh by filling his mouth and said: "Well, maybe it was Yiungei."

Taizu said: "Have you heard how the dog got in the moon?"

"I didn't know there was a dog in the moon."

"Of course there is. You can see it." She leaned and pointed.

"It's an old woman."

"The same that invented the chopsticks?"

"Probably."

"It stole this old woman's supper and she chased it with her stick. That's how it got there. It's a very
hungry dog. It starves down to nothing every month, but the gods always feel sorry and feed it, so it
never goes away."

That was a hopeful story. He laughed.

"T heard in Kiang province it was a rabbit. It jumped up there."

"Why?"

"Probably because the dog was chasing it."

She gave him an odd look.



"I swear," he said. "That's what I heard."

It should always be like this, he thought. She should always be here. Every evening. Forever.

"[ think you're making fun of me."

"I never would. My solemn word."

She frowned at him.

He grinned.

She got up fast and headed inside.

"Taizu?"

Oh, damn.

"Taizu."

He got up and went after her. She was inside gathering up the rice-pot to wash.

"I wasn't making fun of you, dammit. Can't a man joke with you?"

"I don't know when you're joking," she said sullenly. "I don't think you've told me anything true."
"Like what?"

"Like everything in Chiyaden."

"Well, it is true. About the pigs and the rubies. And the ivory chopsticks."

She threw her bowl into the pot, and splashed water. "Are you through yet? I'll take your bowl."
"You're not going around back in the dark. A bear might eat you."

"Like the pigs. I can take care of myself."

"I don't doubt that. It's going to be a bad day for the bear. Come on back to the porch. You're being
stupid. I never laughed at you. I was making a joke."

"So you were laughing at me."

"I ' wasn't laughing at you!Do you call me a liar?"

"No, master Saukendar. You're a gentleman. You wouldn't lie."

He stood fast in the doorway, with her with the potful of water in her hands.

And he suddenly thought that was a dangerous position to hold. He saw the thought going through her
eyes. He gave her a look intending she see the one going through his.



Which left them standing there like obstinate fools.

"We can stand here all night," he said.

"Yes, master Saukendar."

He sighed, stepped aside, gestured her to pass.

"I didn't laugh at you," he shouted at her back. "You're being an ingrate bitch."
She walked down off the porch and around into the chill dark.

So he heated up the wine and poured himself a small drink and went to bed.
She came back quietly and blew out the light and went to hers.

She was very sweet in the morning. She made a special breakfast, with sausage. She said nothing about
the quarrel.

He said nothing either, just stared at her while he ate.

She looked uncomfortable and went off to do the morning chores.

It was a sort of a victory, he thought.

They had practiced arms in the snow; they had practiced on the porch and up and down the steps—as
well you learn what to do with a ceiling, he had said.

Now, with the snow lying only in shadowed nooks and the high part of the yard dry it was the yard by
the old tree again, breath frosting on the air, and mud up to the knee.

You don't always get good footing, he said. You choose your ground if you can. Sometimes you can't.

Taizu went down on a wet patch, messily. He followed up with the sword to make the point, jumped
back as she took a swipe at his legs and rolled and came up again.

"Damned fine!" he yelled at her, and brought his sword sweeping round to catch her shoulder—if she
had not spun under and offered him the point of hers two-handed in a stop-thrust.

"Break, break, a hell of a sloppy defense."

"I'm alive," she said.

"You've bound your point skewering me! What are you going to do with the man at your back?"
"There's no man at my back!"

"Hell if there isn't! Don't give me any cheek, girl."



"It worked," she panted.

"Do you want me to teach you or do you want to argue with me?"

She drew a quieter breath and wiped her leather-bound wrist across her face. "Yes, master Saukendar."
"Which?"

She gasped another breath and took up her stance again.

His leg ached. He was out of sorts. "Slower now. Don't improvise. Hear me?"

She nodded. "I hear. Can you show me—how to do that?"

"You're not ready. You fell. Don't clown when you fall." He began a slow evolution, the
beginning-moves again. "Teaches you bad habits."

"I wasn't—wasn't clowning. What am I going to do—when something happens—you didn't teach me?"

Then he thought about the spring; and the thaw: and thought in a flash of cold:She's talking about
leaving.

"You're not ready yet. You're not near ready."
He saw the frown. He felt colder.

Show her otherwise, he thought; and watched her face, watched the smothered anger in the set of her
mouth.

Pattern after pattern after pattern. While the impatience smouldered. He saw it in her. "Haste—Xkills, girl.
—Remember that. —You have—a great deal too much of it—for your own good."

"What do I do—about a fall—master Saukendar?"
"Break," he said, finishing the patterned move. He was minded to quit. There was still a chill in the air.
He had not been moving hard. His bad leg ached miserably. But:Show her , he thought.Show the damn

girl something she won't learn so fast.

He threw his practice cane over to the porch, walked over and picked up his sword. She came and
retrieved hers.

"Are you going to show me?"

"T'll show you," he said calmly. He walked back out to the tree and squared off against her, waiting.
"Choose your attack."

She lifted her blade, careful movements now, bare steel. "Don't be cutting my feet oft."
"T wouldn't think of it. Choose your speed."

She began, a careful, sedate pace, strike and turn.



He evaded, struck, evaded, struck, fall about again. Damn, it was going to hurt. He chose his moment,
chose his spot, shifted his weight to his good leg and went down hard, took the impact and used the
force to rock himself up to a knee and to his feet with all his old speed.

She jumped back, spun and came in again, and he pulled his blow short, slowly, slower.

"All right," he said, panting. "You."

She looked at him. There was a frown of desperation on her face.

"Long winter?" he taunted her.

"T'll try." She lifted the sword again.

He lifted his and began the slow dance. "Use the force of your fall. If you fall, don't waste yourself
fighting it. Fall. Curl up onto the right shoulder. Come up fast onto the right knee."

She took the fall. She came most of the way up and cut at him.

He stepped back, the knee caught, but he cleared the reach of her sword.

"You missed."

As she scrambled up.

She went down again. And lay there panting under the weight of the body armor.
"That's enough," he said.

"[ can do it."

"That'senough , I said." He walked over and picked up his sword-sheath, sheathed the steel and picked

up the cane. "Go take your bath."
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It was a quiet supper, a deathly quiet supper.

And he wanted like hell to put a compress on his aching leg, but he had no wish to let her know that
move cost him anything. So he drank a bit, measuring the amount of the wine left against the time till the
villager came back. He went to bed without a word, and worked to find a position in which the leg did
not ache.

It was worth it, if it put a healthy fear into the little fool.

Let her go on trying it. Let her bruise her backside and strain her gut and her knees.

He coulddo it with the armor, still. If the knee held.

Damned if he wanted to demonstrate the fact.
%k %k %k



"On your guard," he said.

Her sword came up. He kept the exercises slow, balance and precision. The wind had been warmer
today, until evening. The sky above the mountain was gray and pregnant with rain. There was no twilight,
only murk, and an occasional spattering of rain onto the well-trampled dirt.

She kept hurrying the patterns. He resisted. The knee ached. It always would when the weather turned
like this. He might have known it was more than strain. And he had no wish to rehearse the pattern from
yesterday.

"No," he said. "Patience. Patience."

She nodded. She kept the pace he set for at least three passes; and then he took it faster. And faster.
Pattern and pattern and pattern and variation.

She threw herself suddenly into a fall then, and came up with a different line.
"Dammit!" He skipped back and swung the sword in temper and checked it.
As she did, her sword arm back, out of line, shock on her face.

He felt the sting of a cut on his leg, across the side of the thigh.

"Dammit!" he yelled at her as she got up. He looked at the wound: one had better, when one used the
long-swords. One could be missing a limb and not feel it—yet.

Shallow, thank the gods.

"I'm sorry."

"So you drew blood. Congratulations. I'd have cut your head off. Hear me?"
She said nothing.

"You don't believe me, girl?"

"I believe you," she echoed back faintly.

He fingered the cut, which was running blood. And glared at her. Damned if she believed it. Damned if
she did.

He walked over and picked up his sword sheath.
"I'll get something for it," she said.

"It's nothing."

"It's bleeding...."

"Let it be, dammit." He rammed the sword home with shaking hands and gave her a direct look. Rain



was spattering about them again, dark pocks on the dirt. "I gave you an order. You defied me. Now
you're damned proud of yourself. Pulled a surprise. Now you think you're ready for your enemies."

"] didn't mean to."

"You're a damned arrogant little bitch, girl. I don't cry foul. I still have my leg under me. Better assassins
have tried. I've pulled everything I've ever done with you. I pulled it then, which is why you still have your
head , girl, and why I'm the one bleeding. It takes something to think through what I know and what you
don't, and to keep on pulling back. I can see [ was wrong. lenjoyed teaching you. I told you: you're
good for a woman. But the firstman you go up against is going to take your head off. I told you that from
the start. You didn't want to listen. And I made a mistake. I made a grievous mistake when I thought that
you'd come to your senses. I made another when I paced the teaching to what you could do. Now you
think you're damned good. Now you think you're a match for men who've studied the sword for all their
adult lives. Well, you're not. You go out of here the way you are and you're dead, for nothing, dead, the
first time you try yourself against a common bandit."

"That's not what you said."

"I'm telling youquit , girl. I'm telling you use good sense and give up this whole crazed idea of yours.
There's nothing to be gained back there. Kill the whole damned lot of them and there's more maggots to
take their place. There's nothing you can do. You'll only come to a bad end and an early one and to no
good whatsoever."

"You gave your word."

"I gave my word. I also put a condition on it. When you'vefailed , girl, you've failed, and all the bargains
are done."

"I haven't failed."
He drew a deep breath, looking at her, looking at his own creation staring back at him.

"Girl," he said, and drew the sword from the sheath again, "I wasn't fighting. | was teaching. You're
about to learn the difference. On your guard."

She shook her head. "No."
"On your guard, dammit!"
"[ can't hit you! You haven't got any armor!"

"You think that'll protect you. Hell if it will, girl. He/l if it will, from a proper strike. And I don't need it
against a beginner."

She threw the sword away.
"Are you quitting?" he asked her. "Is the bargain off?"
"NO."

He sheathed the sword and picked up the cane. "I'll give you one more advantage. Pick up the sword,



or you've quit. Hear me?"
She bent and gathered it up again. The rain-spatter became a sudden downpour.
He came on guard. She did.

He let her worry; and let her settle. He gave her that grace, while the rain turned the ground treacherous.
Her face was waxen-pale, her lips a set line.

"All right," he said, starting a slow movement.

"I can't hit you."

"You can try. You want to trade weapons?"

"No."

"So you know, girl. Just so you know. You want to get your own cane? You can. I'll let you."
She broke her guard and started to turn.

He attacked. She evaded him with a wild, off-balance spin and recovered her guard, wild-eyed and
indignant.

"You believe your enemy?" he asked her. "That's damn foolish."

He attacked again, again, again, and brought the cane through her guard, clipped her leg, clipped her
arm and evaded a desperate return attack, spun under and brought the cane around hard into her side.

She fell. She rolled half-up again and he hit her again, two-handed.
The sword left her hand.

He hit her again. And a fourth time. She made a try after the sword-hilt and he knocked it from her hand
when she brought it up. She rolled after it and he let her get most of the way up before he knocked her
flying, skidding facedown in the mud.

She did not move then. He stood there with his leg shooting fire from knee to spine and his heart
hammering with apprehension until she stirred, moved her feet and got her arms under her.

"This is what you could look for," he said. "You'd be dead. No excuses. No allowances. The world
won't pity you. Damned if I'll let you walk out of here thinking you can take a man in a fight. You're not
strong enough. You never can be. That's the end of it."

He threw the cane down. He walked past her in the rain, left her there to cry it out and come to terms
with matters on her own, walked up onto the porch and inside, feeling the ache in the leg, finding, as he
had climbed the steps, that his whole boot was soaked with blood; finding as he walked inside and untied
his breeches to bandage his leg, that he was shaking.

The girl was probably going to heave up her guts between crying and cursing him. But he had not broken
any bones. He had hit her nowhere that could cripple her. He knew that he had not. And the kind of



thinking she had to do took time. Alone.

So he got down the pot of ointment and bandaged his leg and started the fire up, figuring she was going
to need the rags when she came in.

Thunder cracked. Rain hit the roof in a gust.
She'll freeze out there.
He limped to the door and opened it.

She was gone from where she had lain. She was out there in the rain, battering away at the tree with
great clumsy strokes, left and right, thump-thump. Thump. Staggering as she swung.

Damn.
"Taizu!"

He was not sure she heard in the rain, in her state of mind. He swore and went out onto the porch.
"Taizu!"

Thump-thump. Thump.
"Dammit, 7aizu! "
He went out after her, in the sheeting rain, down the steps and across the yard. "Taizu, for the gods—"

She turned about, cane sword in both hands. He stopped, seeing the anger and the shame in her; and the
threat of violence.

"I could take you," he said, "even bare-handed. You'll never have the strength. It was a fool's choice. Do
I have to prove that?"

She threw down the cane sword, there in the puddles and the mud, and with her hands and her teeth
began to strip off the bindings of the armor as she stood, drowned in the rain. He did not help her. He
only stood and watched as she flung it down in the mud. She looked to be crying, but the rain washed it
away. She treated his armor like that. But he said nothing, just stood.

She took off the padding from her arms, the rain plastering her shirt against her, streaming down her face
as she continued stripping the padding, down to her feet. Then he understood the move, the snatch after
the cane sword, "Without the damn armor,” she screamed at him, and he dodged back, to the side,
back again, but she gave him no room, no second to regroup.

"Dammit!" he yelled, remembered his own sword lying in the mud and feinted to one side, threw himself
into a slide and grabbed it.

He cut at her legs; she cleared that sweep and he got himself room, hurled himself up and launched back
in an attack on her blade, trying not to hither , which consideration she did not return. She clipped his

arm as he skidded. She skidded on her turn and he brought up short, square with her, even.

"All right," he said between breaths, and invited her with a disdainful motion of his other hand.



Tentative then, the exchange, a trial of position and guard, then an attack that startled him into a defense
and a turn, into a quick flurry of passes that continued soundless and without contact for a moment.

Fool'he said to himself, and ducked under her attack and shoved her with everything he had.

She hit the ground downslope and skidded in the mud. She was halfway up before he caught up with her
and slammed her back again with a half-pulled kick.

Her head hit the ground this time. She sprawled on her back head-downward on the slope with the rain
beating down on her and her eyes white-slitted in the lightning flashes.

"You damn fool!" he shouted at her. "It's raining!"
She fought for breath, mouth open, and writhed over and slithered toward her knees.

His hand was waiting when she got that far. She glared up at him and he did not wait then, he took her
arm and pulled her up, pulled her to him. There was no chill. Her body burned like fever, her sides
heaving in the effort to breathe. "Come on," he said, and pulled her toward the cabin, up the slope. She
pushed herself away from him to be free, and kneed him hard: the knee missed. He let her go, since that
was what she wanted, and she fell to her hands and knees in the mud of the hill.

"All right," he said. "Lie there."

He stalked off, gathered up his gear from beneath the tree and took it to the cabin, up the steps, onto the
porch before he looked back in the gathering dark and the lightning flashes and saw her sitting where she
had fallen, tucked up, a small lump beyond the gnarled old tree.

"Damn you," he muttered, and dumped the armor and staggered back, grabbed her by the arm and
hauled her up again, feeling the chill in her limbs this time. He held her arms pinned and hauled her along
till it was clear she was trying to walk. Then he picked her up and carried her, stumbling in the mud,
slipping on the steps. A stabbing pain went through his leg. He almost lost her there. But he made it to the
door and kicked it open, got her to the warmth and light inside and collapsed with her on the floor by the
fire.

She was shivering. He held onto her, his arms wrapped around her until she pushed away from him.
Then he let her go and stripped off his wet clothes, dried his hair with a quilt and wrapped it about himself

until his own teeth stopped chattering before he went back to her.

The water had boiled. He poured it into a bucket of cold water and put the oil-and-rags on to heat, then
knelt down and started drying her muddy hair on the corner of his quilt.

"Let me alone."

"The hell." He grabbed her wet shirt and hauled it up over her head while she fought to hold onto it, teeth
chattering. "It's not a rape, you damn fool, you're soaked. Get it off yourself, then."

"Let mealone! "

He jerked the shirt the rest of the way off. Livid marks stood out on her back, on her arms, old bruises
and bruises yet to come.



He touched her poor back gently. He squeezed out water from the cloth in the bucket and washed her
shoulders, washed her neck, while the shivering doubled her into a knot and finally passed, leaving her
limp in his arms, her own arms folded tight as a shield against intimacy, her knees tucked up in a shivering
that racked her whole body.

The breeches were running a muddy cold puddle. He pulled the tie and pulled them half off before she
knew what he was about: he held her in one arm, lost the quilt from around him and got them down to
her knees before her struggles got violent. He held onto her and hissed into her ear: "Girl, I'm cold, I'm
tired, you cut me close to where it matters, and if you kick this damn bucket over I'll let you freeze in it.
Settle down. Settledown , my word I'm not after your skinny body, you're all right, settle down."

He stopped pulling, she stopped fighting, and he wrapped the quilt around both of them and held onto
her, just held her while she broke into a new spate of shivering, no hands where she would not want
them, not that the thoughts were not there, but there were sober ones too—that he had pressed her hard
enough, that things were already at the brink of no forgiveness with her, and that she stopped fighting
now was the last little trust she had in him. So he held her like something fragile, and did no more than
stroke her wet hair and sit there while his joints stiffened and one shoulder chilled, where the quilt would
not reach.

He sneezed finally, and winced, and she moved.
"Let me go," she said in a faint voice.
He relaxed his arms. "There. You're free."

She struggled to get up. She hit the cut on his leg, and he grunted and took her by the arms while she
was trying to disentangle herself without touching him at all.

He gave her the quilt. She snatched it around herself and averted her eyes from him, sitting with her back
to him. The lamp was guttering, sending the shadows crazy.

"T haven't quit," she said in a thin, hoarse voice, and sent a chill of a different sort through him.

"I beat you," he said to her back, rationally, desperately, "with an attack you didn't know. I've been at
this all my life. There'll always be one you didn't know. And I could have hit you with a hundred. Do you
understand? There's no hope for you. No man will even fight you fair. They won't bother. They'll shoot
you if you're lucky. That's what's true, never mind what you want. I can't teach you enough. I don't want
to see you dead. You wouldn't believe me. You wouldn't listen. Listen now. You're good. You're
possibly the most gifted student I've ever seen,including myself. But skill is worth nothing against men
like that, against odds like that. I thought you'd come to the sense to see it. But you hadn't. You pushed
me , and you're ready to push everything else; and you weren't ever going to see it until I pushed back."

She turned half about and looked at him from the corner of her eye.
"T haven't quit."
"Don't be a fool," he said.

"So you can beat me. That's no news. So what did you prove? That [ was sorry I made a mistake? That
I did make one when I hit you?" Her voice went to a croak and died. She turned half about, clutching the



blanket around herself, himself sitting there in the cold with not a stitch on. But she stared off ahead of her
with her chin trembling and the tears running down beside her mouth. "You didn't believe I could hit you
again. I knew I could. You remember it wrong."

He smothered his anger, got up and grabbed a quilt oft his mat and hugged it around himself. "There's
truth in that. Not all of it's true. You listen to me, girl. The damn leg caught. I strained it, it went bad on
me. I'm not what [ was. But luck won't always run in your favor. And I won't help you kill yourself."

"If you stop now," she .said, "I'll go with what I know."
"You'll get yourselfkilled!"

"Maybe I will." The voice croaked and broke again, the face, the unmarred side, like a white jade image
in the guttering lamplight. "But Ikeep my promises."

That stung. He stared at her a long while, and when he spoke his own voice cracked. "We'll talk about
it. Tomorrow, not tonight. Go lie down on your stomach. I'll bring the rags. Are you hurt anywhere?"

She shook her head, kicked off the sodden trousers from about her ankles and got up holding the quilt
around her. She tried to clean up—picked up her dripping clothes and his and put them in a pile by the
door on her way to her mat. For his part he got up, tied a cloth about himself for decency and pulled on
his remaining shirt for warmth before he put the rest of the rags on to heat at the hearth and brought the
hot ones to her.

She made no fuss about it when he peeled the quilt back by degrees and applied the compresses.

And tempting as it was to talk to her and try to explain while she was quieter, he did not think there was
reason in her, not tonight. He picked a bit of mud from her hair—she had made a mess of the quilt as
well as his armor that was lying out on the porch in the storm; and he ventured to peel her wet hair away
from her face. The scar stood out plain on her pallor. And she flinched from that slightest and only touch
that had nothing to do with treating her injuries, flinched and turned her face the other way.

"Are you so angry with me," he asked, "only for showing you the truth?"
She did not answer.

"Well," he said, "they chop heads for that in Chiyaden. I can't say you're different than the rest of the
world."

He rested his hand on her shoulder, gave her a pat if only to annoy her and went to trim up the guttering
lamp-wick and fetch the second round of compresses, cold, himself, and wishing he had someone to
return the favor.

Chapter Eight

She was moving moderately well in the morning. He was the one limping, and he sat down gingerly with
his bowl of rice. They ate on the mats inside, considering the chill of the morning, although they had the
door open, and the shutters, for light.



His armor was a sodden mess, still. That would take long work, to recover it from its muddy heap on
the porch. He had wrung out their muddy clothes and spread them by the hearth to dry before he went to
bed, and they had them to put on. The cabin was a shambles, the matting and the quilts muddy and
stained with leaf-mold and blood, rags and buckets competing for hearth-space with the rice-pot.

He had cooked the breakfast too. He asked nothing of her this morning. He gave her no orders. If he
asked himself why, he thought with the edges of his mind that he had tried her too far and done something
wicked, pushing the girl to a desperate self-defense: and that was how he had ended up on the defensive,
not that he was less than he had been, not that he had outright failed to defend himself, but that he had
known damned well he was in the wrong and had no wish to hurt her in the bargain.

But, he told himself, she was not a student, she was a girl, and no one would have reasonably expected
a girl to go berserk. No one of his skill should use his arts all-out against a woman—that was why his
instincts had laid him open to a cut on the leg, that was why he had given ground. He could have taken
the sword away from her. He should have. If it were a boy, he would have. He would never have felt that
moment of dismay. He would never have taken the first step backward. Or the second.

Damn her.

He had set the empty laundry bucket in front of the door last night, as if it were carelessness; and tried to
stay awake, or at least not to sleep too deeply, for fear she would try to escape in the night. Not for fear
of murder. He had no thought she could succeed at that; and certainly he deserved better than that, even
if she was a peasant and a woman, without any concept of honorable behavior. But he was mortally
afraid of her trying to slip away and leave before he could make himself clear to her. It would be like her
obstinacy to try to leave in the middle of a rainstorm. Damn her again.

He was a fool ever to have encouraged her. A fool to have taught her. A fool not to have taken her by
force and ended her silliness. He could bring her to good sense. Pleasure itself could seduce her away
from her lunacy.

That was what was the matter with her, anyway. Her first experience with men had put fear in her,
driven her away from what was womanly and twisted all her thinking. He could cure that. No woman/e

had ever slept with had complained of the experience. She certainly would not.

Damn, damn, and damn. Give the bitch straightforward conditions. Tie her hand and foot if he had to.
No more negotiations.

Why inkell had he backed up and gone for the sword, to match her even?
Could nine years take that much away from a man?
You're off your center, master Saukendar. . . .

She had said not a word this morning, not had her bath, nor had he: he had only pulled himself to his feet
and dressed, opened the shutters for light and started breakfast before he brought her clothes to her.

They had had no supper, the morning was cold and wet, and she had dressed and sat down in a lump on
the matting, not near the fire, not near him.

But the food brought a little interest when he gave it to her and sat down. She at least attacked it with
appetite.



"I said we would talk," he said then.

She did not look at him. Or stop eating.

"] tried to tell you in words," he said. "You wouldn't hear words. You won't believe me. You insist to be
a man. Then take a beating like one, take my advice like one, and listen to me when I tell you haven't the
reach, you haven't the weight, you haven't the strength, and unlike a boy, you won't grow into it. You
won't succeed at this. There are other things to do with your life. There are other things worth having."

Long silence. She took another bite and never looked at him.

"I want you to stay here," he said. "T'll go on teaching you. I'll teach you everything you can learn. But
give up this notion of revenge. It's not going to buy you anything but grief. Someday you can be very
good. Someday you might have a son or a daughter to teach."

She looked up at him the way a tiger might, glancing up from its meal.

"I'm very fond of you," he said.

It got nothing but that stare.

"Have I deserved to be hated?" he asked her. He had argued cases before the Emperor and before high
magistrates and felt less at risk. "You came to my mountain, you disturbed my peace, you demanded this,
you demanded that, you insisted I not touch you, all of which I've granted; and now I deserve a look like
that?"

There was a little tightening of her mouth. A blink.

"Or are you sulking because you've lost?7hat's not manly behavior. Are we changing the rules today?"

The mouth trembled. The eyes flashed. "You caught me by a damn trick. I didn't lose. You cheated."

"We're not talking about games, girl. You're talking about killing a man. Is he an honest man? Not by
anything I know of him. So where is this talk about rules and tricks? Where is any man that will fight duel
with a woman? Have you killed, yes. Meet you fair he won't, for his pride's sake. Cut off your hand for
carrying a weapon. That, he will. But I haven't taught you to go killing honest men. They're the only ones
who'd deal fair. Don'tever take your opponent's word for anything. That's the lesson."

Her face had lightened a little.

"But there's another one," he said. "And that's that you're not equal to this. Give up this notion. Stay
here. I'm not a cruel man. Everything I've done, I've done trying to stop you from a mistake. Stay and
you'll see I'm not the ogre I've been. I don't even say you should share my bed, though I won't say I don't
hope you'd want to."

She shook her head.

"No," he read that. "But no to what?"

"NO.”



"Taizu, for gods' sake,talk ."

She set her bowl down on the mat in front of her. And stared at it and frowned.

HTaizu_H

She held up her hand, asking quiet. So he was quiet, and waited, and after a moment she said:

"Are you going to interrupt me?"

"No," he said.

A moment more she stared at the floor, her hands on her knees. Then: "You cheated to beat me. I didn't
expect that of my teacher. I should have, you're right, and I won't forget it, master Saukendar. I wouldn't
have trusted anyone else. Now there isn't anybody." Her chin trembled, and she lifted her hand, insisting
on his silence until she had regained her calm. "I told you my bargain. I'll cook and I'll clean. And I'll stay
another year. I haven't quit. You'll go on teaching me and you won't cheat me: teach me what I need to
win. Whatever it is."

She's grown, he thought, dismayed. She's learned that much. All right. Another year and more time, and
maybe that's the cure for everything. Then she'll come to her senses. Otherwise she can find ways to
escape. And damned if [ want to track her down.

"T haven't quit. It's still your word."

"You've failed, girl. That's the bargain."

"No. Till Iquit , you said. You can't change that just because you say something different."

"Dammit,quit means when you can't learn any more. And you've gotten there. You're going to kill
yourself."

She shook her head solemnly and looked at him with hard reproach, tears brimming.
"Dammit," he said aloud, "you could have a broken back. Or a broken skull."

"If you'd been able to hit me."

"If I'd beenable! Girl, you're sadly mistaken."

"Maybe I am. I don't know. You said you weren't playing fair. Maybe you weren't telling the truth.
Maybe you lied to me about that too. How do I know?"

"Damn your impudence."
"I haven't quit.That's the truth, master Saukendar."

He was quiet a time more, his breakfast cold and mostly untouched. He poked at it, and set the bowl
down with a queasiness in his stomach.



"Are you going to keep your word? They never said you lied."
"I have kept my word."

"Are yougoing to?"

Backed to the wall. "Yes."

"Are you going to cheat me this time?"

"You need to learn respect for your teacher, girl. Your failures are nature's, not mine. I can't help your
incompetence."

"You worked all year to try to stop me. What else do you call it, when you taught me everything so you
could beat me and make me think I'd lost?"

"Youdid lose, fool. I did precisely what you asked. It's taken you a year to get smart enough to ask
what you need, rather than telling me. Shut up," he said, lifting a hand for silence as she opened her
mouth. "And listen to me. I gave you your say. Let's first of all have the habit of listening, shall we? You
want to walk into a castle and murder a man. How will you do that? Walk in the front gate and say:Here
I am, a woman, come to challenge lord Gitu to a duel? Is that your plan? It's got bad holes in it, girl."

"I wait till he's hunting. Then I don't have to walk in the gates."

So. We are thinking. So we teach her the right way, the slow way. Teach her prudence, for the gods'
sake. That goes with the skills. It's damned well the thing she needs. Prudence, patience, and an
understanding what she's up against. "Let's calm down and think, then, girl, about the real world, not your
imaginings. So you meet him in the countryside. He's on a horse. He's got a good twenty other men
around him. Better shoot him from ambush. That's your best chance. And then you've got to get out of
there, because those twenty men are going to be after you. Have you got a horse?"

Her eyes were on him now, hot and dark and red-rimmed from recent tears. "I want toki// him. I want
him to know he's going to die. I want him to see me plain."

His gut tightened in the face of a hatred like that. He tried not to remember when he had felt it; but it
came back for a breath, in all its force.

"Listen. There was a boy when I was in training. His name was Abi. His family had enemies. One day he
took a sword and attacked their house. The guards killed him. That's the end of the story. He never grew
up. He never got smarter. His enemies are rich and his family suffered disgrace."

"Mine's dead," she said. He had walked into that one.

"Then at least think of your teacher and don't disgrace me by stupidity.Someone is responsible for you.
And I couldn't teach you anything as long as you knew everything. You've lost your sense of balance,
here—" He tapped his chest. "And everything's gone. Your courage is all because you don't mind dying.
But you're likely to end up only dead, having done nothing you set out to do."

She scowled at him.

"First," he said, "plan to get out again."



The frown deepened.

"Think aboutafter , girl. There is anafter , of one kind or another and a revenge that leaves your enemies
able to have their revenge onyou is no revenge at all. Think aboutafter , I say. Plan to survive this."

It was a strange expression in that startled look, a panic fear that touched him too, clear and sharp as if it
were still alive—so that his heart sped and he felt the blood leave his hands. He was surprised by the
strength of it, by daylight, surprised that a fool of a girl touched the old wound.

Her kin are dead. And it's as if the dead had deserted us in the street, in public disgrace. Or we'd
somehow deserted our dead. I know where you are, girl. I've walked that road.

She gave him a defiant grimace. And thought her own thoughts, unreachable.

"Let me tell you something," he said then in a low voice, not ever having voiced such a thing before,
having had no living soul to tell it to, and he was embarrassed now to be saying it—in the face of his own
dead, to a peasant girl who would probably sneer and call him a coward. But it was sensible advice and
it was true, and it wasnot what the ballads sang or the philosophers said. "You want to know another
thing I've learned in nine years on this mountain, girl, it's that there's no particular shame in being too
smart to die with your kin and your friends. I could have gone back. If luck was with me I could have
gotten to Ghita himself, and killed him. But I wouldn't have gotten out again, and a dozen scoundrels
would've survived me. Damned if I'd give them the pleasure of havingmy neck on the block. I trouble my
enemies by living. A dead man is no trouble at all. Neither is a dead girl whose name no one knows or
cares about. So be wise. Live here with me. Become a rumor to disturb your enemies' sleep . . . not a
memory they won't even look back on. You know what they'll say when you're dead?She was some
crazy peasant. That's all. That's damned well all. And some other hound will take Gitu's place in Angen
and rule ten times worse than he did, to give other assassins second thoughts. Nothing will get better. It
may well get worse for what you do."

Her face grew pale. She was listening, he thought. For the first time she was truly understanding what he
was saying.

Then: "No," she said, and shook her head vehemently.

"Think on it. You'll get one man. That's all. Maybe a few of his guards. It's not payment enough. It can't
set anything right. Take my advice. Become a rumor. Rumors are much harder to kill."

Another violent shake of her head. She looked at her hands and up at him, one eye from under a tangled
fall of dirty hair. "I'm not you."

"You can be the same. A mystery to them. Let them wonder who you are."

Again a shake of her head, a taut, frightened look. "No." She bit her lips and said, then, full of assurance:
"I'm not you, but the man that gave me this—" She touched the side of her face. "I wouldn't be
wondering if he was dead. He didn't know how to use that knife he had. He thought he did. A lot of them
are like that."

"Some aren't."

"I'm still good. I'm better than those men are."



"Of course you are." Still the whisper, closest confidence. He had her attention. He was gaining ground
with her, he felt that he was. "What you don't have is experience—and a repertoire of tricks in case one
goes astray. You ask me to teach you. That began last night. Let me tell you another thing. Whatever
they did to you, that scar outside isn't your trouble. It's fear. It's the kind of panic that makes bad
judgement and drives you to heroics. Get rid of your fear of men, girl. I don't say you should sleep with
me. But I say that being afraid to—won't steady your arm or make good judgements. You're scared to
death of me. You're scared to death of getting caught by these men because you know what can happen.
That's not going to make good decisions. I don't think it's making a good one for you now. If you weren't
scared of me, you'd think a lot more clearly. And you wouldn't run from me."

"I said what I would do for my keep! I'm not a whore!"

"It wasn't a whore's portion that I offered you. You think, girl. Fear makes mistakes. Fear makes its own
reasons for a choice, when good sense would say it costs too much. Don't let fear push you. Whatever
the fear is. Do you understand me? Until you overcome that—until you make up your own mind—your
enemies are masters of everything you do. And you'll fail at the last. I've no question of it."

She turned away from him and scrambled to her feet, to the door, not looking at him, no.

"The sword is not the highest skill," he said. For a moment he was back in Yiungei, at home, in the court
of pale stone. It was his father's voice. "It's a shadow of that skill. The substance is in yourself."

She looked back at him, angry and confused.

"The sword isn't the weapon," he said. "You are. Do you understand me yet? I can teach you the higher
knowledge, but I can't say it's going to make sense to you. Don't frown. Show respect for your teacher.
By the gods, you'll learn manners before you learn anything. I won't have taught a barbarian."

"Yes, master Saukendar."

"Don't give me that tone. I've been patient. You're treading very close to trouble this morning. You ask
me favors, you ask me to teach you, this is part of it. Go clean up. And clean up this mess. I'm certainly

not going to."

She bowed, her mouth a taut line. And she went without a word to gather up the cooking pot and the
laundry and a bucket and head for the spring.

One did not know what to do with a girl like that. Shewas crazy.

He was, to agree to the things he had just agreed to.

So he thought, contemplating a cold bowl of rice and a solitary breakfast.

He was afraid she might change her mind, afraid she might not come back from her bath, afraid that,
after all, she would decide she knew enough and take out one day, armed with her sword and her absurd
notions.

She upset his stomach.

And disturbed his sleep.



It was the way with nagging problems, he thought, that they could lie quiet all day and turn on a man in
the dark. If Taizu were not sleeping across the room he would do what he had done on the worst nights,
in the early years and sometimes since: light the lamp and find some work for his hands, and sleep during
the day till the ghosts and the demons had left him. But pride afforded him no such refuge, and they had
drunk most of the wine.

What's the matter, master Saukendar?

He lay still, staring up at the roof with his heart pounding, recollecting what hate felt like and what it was
to have lost everyone who mattered in the world.

And when he was not doing that he was reliving the moment that he had backed up from a crazed girl
with a wooden sword.

Stupid, he chided himself.
Or he was wondering why he had ended up giving in to every demand she made.
Twice stupid.

He could not rememberwhat he had sworn to her, that was the truth of it. He grew confused about what
he had said.

One hardly knew what to do with such a woman. Beat sense into her, perhaps. One wanted to. But
dealing with her was like trying to hold water in one's fist: the open hand, he told himself, was the only
way.

So one kept the hand open. That was all. One took seriously the idea that she might go, in some fit of
temper, and one hoped to teach her enough to save herself.

One hoped to teach her to rethink her notions and give up her idea of a personal revenge.

One had to maintain one's own sense of balance, and not relive those days. There was too much anger
there, and too much pain; and it disturbed him that he had disposed of less of it than he had thought.

He had gone completely confused when she had come at him, that was what had happened. Her anger
had been thoroughly imposing, and he was so very long from having used any of his other skills that he
had instinctively, faced with a girl he had no desire to harm, realized that he was not in control of those
skills and refused to use them. That was the truth he came to, in the dark, in long hours.

He had lost command of his art. That was the other part of the truth. The skills were there, but
something essential was gone, whatever had ruled them and made them whole.

That was not her doing. It had been gone, he thought, from the time he had known there was nothing to
be done. After that he had had confidence in nothing, and believed in no divine order, only chaos. If there

were demons, and he believed even in them only by dark, the demons ruled the world, and always had.

So even having discovered the flaw in himself, he could not mend it.—



Hell with it.

He should have slept with Meiya; he should have supported Riga in his bid to unseat the young Emperor;
he should have taken every opposite course to the paths he had taken for honor's sake.

Teaching the girl, he took another—for honor's sake—if that was even what he had sworn in the first
place.

Damn, they were all the only choices he had known how to make. If he had always been a fool he had
had no choice about it, being a fool to start with; and if he had forgotten himself so far as to lay himself
open to a girl with a stick, perhaps he had come down to a general disgust with living.

He had not felt that since the first years, not since that long night in the first winter, when cold and
exhaustion and solitude had had the knife in his hands and gods and devils knew what had kept him from
using it then.

He had been to the brink a few times since, but never at all in recent years. Not in this one, in this
strange, different year when he had found himself taking a sudden interest in the world, when he had
found the walls going down all around him, past and present and future. He had known the danger he
was slipping toward, that he was laying himself open to more than sticks and a girl's temper.

Strange that a man could become so fragile. It was good that he could see it at least, and build back the
walls and recover the skills he had let fall. That was the compensation she gave him. A man would be a
fool indeed to let the chance pass, a little good time was worth the pain. And nothing he could win of her
by force was worth shortening the time she might stay, or breaking the peace between them.

So he could recover his life if she left. When she left. It was a romantic fool who thought otherwise. He
could buy some girl-servant from the village. There were always too many daughters. A village girl would
fall down on her face and thank him for the honor of being concubine to a lord of Chiyaden. Hell with
Taizu. Anyway. He could always find another pig-girl to teach. Maybe buy a pig or two to go with her.

Maybe, he thought on the contrary, the spring planting would rouse something domestic in his
farmer-girl. Maybe he could buy a few pigs for her. Help her with the gardening. Maybe all his notion of
making her quit had only made life here seem too hard.

Maybe he should take more of a hand with things and be gentler with her.

It was worth trying.

"I don't want any pigs," she said to his suggestion. "I'd rather hunt them."

So much, he thought, for that. But he took up the hoe and he went out to chop furrows in the garden,
himself: Jiro had not lived this long to pull a plow—moving the occasional dead tree was enough for an
old war-horse; and Jiro grazed placidly on the brown grass while humans sweated.

"You're putting those rows too close," she said, coming up from the stable.

He blinked sweat, wiped it off his face. "You could have said," he said with, he thought, remarkable
self-control, "seeing I'm half done."



"You ought to be this far over." She measured with her hands.

"All right." His leg hurt. The hoeing was never his best job. And he had worked damned hard this year to
get the rows straight.

"You're limping," she said.

"It's soft ground," he said. And swore to himself and started over.
% %k %k

The sword slid past her. "Turn," he said. "Give me your point. Now."

Her sword came around to his fingers. He led it. And stopped. "Stand," he muttered; and stood holding
his sword and meditating the lines of her stance, and the likely response to a move like that.

Sheremembered the moves he guided her to. She could repeat them. He shifted an elbow, improved a
line like a sculptor in clay.

A smaller man, a lighter man, could turn a more powerful blow if the blade were angled just so, if the
force slid along the steel; a swordsman of excellent balance could follow the force and slip under it.

It was not the way his father had taught. It was the art of master Yenan.

Forgive me, he thought to his ghosts. It was not pure form. It was a constant compromise, it demanded
agility and the excellence of balance that, thank the gods, the girl had in unusual measure.

It took perfection of style and turned it askew, to do things more common to the inns than to the
teaching-masters.

What has philosophy to do with pigs?
Or what abstract does she understand, except revenge?

"Again." He took up his guard. He followed the perfect, the schooled line, the natural course for the
blade.

He brought the sword down solidly. It slid.

"Again."

Harder this time.

"Again."

With real force, his heart in his throat.

Steel grated and flashed around toward him and up again, in the wheeling stroke he had taught her.
It was, he congratulated himself, a move of some subtlety.

Her eyes shone.



With hope that turned his stomach.

Chapter Nine

The arrows thumped into the target one after the other, six, seven, eight. The archer stood, bow bent,
feeling out the gusts of wind that skirled up the pasture slope under summer sun, and a seventh followed.

Center of the target, every one.
Small woman with an uncommonly powerful bow, one she had made herself, under his close direction.

Shoka stood leaning on his own and watching the concentration on the eighth shot, then quickly nocked
an arrow on the carrying gusts and fired as she was about to loose the ninth.

She fired all the same, and as the two arrows hit side by side, turned an amused look on him.
"Damned good," he said, leaning again on his bow. "You don't spook."

"I know it's you," she said.

"Good. How do you know?"

She pointed off across the field where Jiro grazed placidly on the slope, "He knows."

He smiled. "Fair enough."

"But in Chiyaden," she said, "there won't be anyone I'll let on my flank."

Laughter died. "Well you shouldn't," he said, and took up his bow and walked away.

There was silence behind him, no sound of string or impact. Retrieving her arrows, he thought. For his

part he went and hung up his equipment and picked a few squash for supper.
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The leaves began to turn, as the boy came back, with more rice and more wine and a few jars of
preserves. "Thank you," Shoka said, bowing politely himself, and the boy bowed and accepted his small
list of wants, which were few for this coming winter.

A little straw. The cabin thatch held quite well. Rice and wine, a double portion. But he laid out for the
boy a fine lot of furs and a little smoked meat besides.

So Taizu came out and watched the boy go down the mountain, herself squatting on the porch, arms on
knees.

Not so timid now, Shoka thought to himself, observing her there in front of him, small figure with a tail of
braid between her shoulders. More of curiosity than apprehension—

Perhaps Taizu did not even know the change in herself. He could see it, slow and sure, subtle as the



changes in her body—shoulders broadened with muscle, legs strong and shapely, as she had acquired
other, more womanly contours.

He had known half a hundred courtesans, soft of skin and pale and certainly never showing such an

unfashionably broad back or taking such a graceless posture. Certainly Meiya never would. But, gods—
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He whiled away the winter with stories, with moral tales master Yenan had told them: with, sometimes,
stories of the court, and of things he had never told to any courtesan, nor any man either, when he came
to think of it—duels he had fought, and skirmishes with the conspirators who had plagued the old
Emperor in his decline. He was telling the tales to someone outside the court and beyond those politics,
without family to be offended, someone whose eyes flickered with understanding when he named this
sword tactic and that, and what his opponent had done right and wrong—not by way of boasting, only
pouring everything he knew out to the only person since his father had died that he had ever felt moved to
tell these things.

She at least knew the reputations of the men he named. That amazed him. "They tell stories in Hua," she
said, amused and a little piqued, one night that he said as much. And he felt strangely naked then, to
discover that a simple quarrel in the court had spread so far and been embellished beyond all reason—in
the versionss/e recounted.

"Sorcery, hell," he said, regarding lady Bhosai's death. "She was blackmailing lord Ghita. She drank
from the wrong teacup. I tell you, Cheng'di was like that. You never trusted anything. They deserve all
they got."

She looked at him, distressed.

"They killed the good ones," he amended. "But lady Bhosai wasn't one of them. Lord Riga was. At
least—" He was whittling a filler for a crack the cold had warped into the door planks. "I could have
supported Riga. He wanted to overthrow the heir. Dammit, if I'd done it—" He peeled off one long hard
curl. "Well, someone else would have gotten him. Riga was a man of principle. That was all. No great
intelligence. Couldn't be worse than the young Emperor. But he wouldn't have lasted the day, once he
declared himself. As it was, Ghita found him out and killed him. I could prove the one who did it. I
couldn't prove the link to Ghita."

He looked up at her, at a face intent and listening, asking him no questions.

"All of which is past," he said, and drew another long stroke down the wood. "Past and dead. I don't
know there was ever a thing I could have done. Not for myself. Not for—anyone else." He had never
mentioned Meiya's name to her. And he found her listening and the night and the storm urging it was
something she might understand, something that might explain a great deal to her, that he wanted her to
know. But he could not bring himself to mention Meiya's name. Meiya had faded too much. And Taizu

never asked, though that part, he knew, was a story the people knew.
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"This was the inner court," he said, laying out sticks to frame the rectangle. It was still winter. Night was
outside, and wind; and they worked over a good supper, a little wine. The stories became tactical
problems, things he had witnessed. He set pebbles in the sand. "Gates." He stuck twigs upright.
"Guards." A leaf with a pebble on it. "Lord Hos in his bed."

She gave a grim laugh. It was an attempted murder he showed her, one where the assassins had failed.



Where there had been more tricks than lord Kendi's men had counted on.

"The walls are slanted, so. One can climb them with a grapple and a line. This wall has windows. Two."
"How big?"

"Big enough for a slender man."

She nodded, paying strict attention.

"So. Over the walls. In through the windows ..."

"[s there a dog?"

"There's a monkey. It wakes."

"In the dark. The guards are going to be there in a moment."

"Have you left your line?"

"I did. I didn't take it down. I think I'd better get clear of there."

"I think you'd better. But there's guards here now—" He moved two twigs. "Armed with pikes."
"I have the bow."

"Can you take two?"

She nodded.

He moved more twigs. "So far you're doing better than the assassin. But two more guards have come up
at your back."

"No arrows in my hand. I'd better get around the corner."

He planted two more twigs. "Sorry. You couldn't see them from the wall. They both have bows."
"The other way, down and roll, hit the doorway."

"The monkey's raising hell."

"The old man's awake. I'm down this hall the other way. The guards rush in. I'm there with the bow, at
their backs."

"Notbad."
"[just wait for the rest. That's the other two."
"The man's little daughter runs into the hall."

Her face shadowed.



"Happens," he said.

"Not fair, master Saukendar."

"Will you die for that girl?"

She shrugged. "Let her yell. Like the monkey. She'll bring her papa.”
"You'll shoot him in front of her."

"Happens," she said.

"Two more guards."

"If the girl's still yelling, good. Let them come in."

"They do."

"They're dead. I'm out for the wall."

"Hell, use the front gate. Take a horse while you're at it."

"There might be servants there too. I'm for the wall. I'm up and over."

He nodded. "You've left no witnesses but the daughter." And with calculated force. "Suppose she might
come after you."

Her eyes shadowed again. "Gitu hasn't got a daughter. Not fair, master Saukendar."
"Nothing'sfair , girl."

"Well, it's not poor lord Hos I'm after. It's Gitu. There isn't any daughter to worry about. If there was,
she'd be well rid of him."

"He's got two sons and a flock of men-at-arms."

"That's why I won't go into his castle after him. Wait in the fields. That's the way I'll do it."

"You'll never take him with the sword. The bow, I'm telling you. It's your best weapon. Let me tell you
another thing—" He drew a breath. "Doit and get away from there. Come back here. You'll be safe here.
Plan to survive your enemy, dammit."

She had looked down the moment he said that, about coming back to the mountain. And that stung.

"I'm still the villain, am I?"

"No, master Saukendar."

"Master Saukendar.That's my court name. That's for talkingabout me. People called me Shoka, to my
face. I'd rather you did."



"I'm your student, master Saukendar." Without looking up at him.

"T know. You won't sleep with me. I've got that memorized—it's not very long. That wasn't what I asked
you. | just told you I've never liked that name. Saukendar is a damn fool. A story. Tinsel and air. Shoka
is who lam , who I've been since I was a boy. Saukendar was what my mother used to call me when I
was late to supper."

She gave a strange little breath. It might have been a laugh. She did not look up from her hands and her
lap.

"T had a mother," he said. "Unlikely as it seems. Her name was Jeisai. She died of a fever. When [ was
twelve. After that my father had just house-servants."

She did not look at him.

"An uncle, an aunt, two cousins," he said. "I was late in my father's life. I missed my grandparents on his
side. I do remember my mother's family. More cousins. Some of them may still be alive."

There was still no response.
"Even in court," he said, "we had kinfolk. It's not the sole prerogative of Hua."
No answer still.

"Damn, girl. —Taizu. If T haven't jumped on you in a year and a half, do you expect I'm getting too
friendly because I talk about my relatives? I'm not a damn statue."

"No, master Saukendar."

"Shoka, dammit. You could at least call me by my right name."

"Master Shoka, then."

He sighed and leaned his elbow on his knee, hand behind his neck. "Gods."

She got up and fled to her mat, her side of the room, and sat there, not looking at him.

In a moment more she found use for her hands, braiding the rope she had been working at, the length of
it pegged to the wall at the end of her mat.

"Girl. Taizu."
The fingers flew. The braid lengthened like magic. Never a look in his direction.

"You really try me," he said. "Dammit, I could come over there and be as rude. Where are your
manners? You act like a damn rabbit!"

The braid lengthened another palm's-length. And her fingers stopped. "I respect you too much," she said
without looking at him. "lwant to do what makes you happy. But I don't want to sleep with you. I won't.
That's all."



"Thank you," he said coldly. And then thought, with a little pain in the gut, that it was the first time she
had ever confessed any fondness for him. And it was not the sort he had hoped to foster.

It was better than hatred.

It still made a cold bed that night.
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They had practiced in the snow; they had practiced on the porch and up and down the steps, for practice
with bad footing.

It was the yard by the old tree again, breath frosting on the air, and mud up to the knee.

Taizu went down, messily. He followed up with the sword while she slipped a second time on her
recovery.

She had a handful of mud ready with hers. But she did not throw it.

He tilted his head to one side, looking down at her. ""You should have," he said. "In your position nothing
can be worse."

"I'd have to wash two shirts."

He laughed and offered his hand. "Up. Try it again."

She gave him her sword-arm and he pulled, helped her up, himself muddy to the knee. Helping her, he
got it on his hands. And she contemplated the handful she had, shook it off and wiped her fingers on his
shirt.

It took boiling to get their clothes clean. But he cherished that day, that he saw Taizu laugh.

There was still hope, he thought.

"Master Shoka," she said the next day, "can I have this?"
Holding the hide of the wild pig they had shot.
"Of course. For what?"

"For a shirt," she said. And laid a hand on her shoulders. "If I double-sew it, it gives me some protection.
Without the weight. I think, after yesterday, I'd do better to have it."

He said nothing for a moment. Then he nodded grimly.

"All right," he said, and went and got the deer-skin, that was the finest of the skins they had. "No sense
doing a patch-together."

So of evenings he carved small plates of bone, none above the size of a finger-joint, to fit the
double-sewn lining of the armor he intended for her: pigskin outside, on the shoulders, soft deerskin



inside, and little lozenges of bone sewn into the lining of the shoulders, down the back, and around the
ribs and on the skirtings.

A woman's armor, light and flexible, to protect against grazing blows without sacrificing agility.

In the case of bandits, he told himself. Even if she might not go, it was worth having, in case the brigands
from over in Hoishi ever tried them.

Damn.

Jiro grunted and rocked to the strokes of the brush, great fat lump that he had grown to be, well-fed and
comfortable, and Shoka brushed til the winter hair flew in clouds in the sunlight that filtered in through the
cracks of the stable walls.

Another year on the old fellow. There was more white around his muzzle, and Shoka tried not to see
that. But when he was done he leaned on the horse's neck and patted him hard and wished—

Gods, for time to stop.
For death not to happen.

"I've got a fool on my hands," he said to the horse. Foolish to be talking to the horse. But he had, for
years, because otherwise he never used his voice.

Until she came. And his whole life began to turn on that point.

"T teach her," he told the horse, who turned back a sympathetic ear, "because it's the only thing that
keeps her here. Make her armor to keep her from killing herself. What else can I do? Eh?"

Jiro curved his neck around and lipped the hem of his shirt.

"Woman's a damn fool," he said, and scrubbed and curried with a vengeance. "She's not ready yet. Not
near. She's finally getting the common sense to know it. At least she's come that far.Men are her
problem. It's not Gitu gives her nightmares. It's every damn man who might look at her. Go out on that
road. Looking for bandits. Gods!"
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Horse and rider came rumbling up the rise of the summer pasture, and Shoka watched from the fence,
elbows on knees, as Jiro took the crooked course toward the two men of straw and rags, as the sword
came up, Taizu leaned from the saddle and hit one, Jiro veering about again—

Lazy horse, Shoka thought, seeing Jiro had gotten into a rut. He knew straw figures when he saw them.
School exercises.

But the sword strokes came very precisely on one or other of the lines of dye they had painted on the
figures.

Back and forth, back and forth, from the straw-men at this end of the pasture to the straw-man at the
other, till his rump grew tired with sitting and Jiro was lathered and hard-breathing.



"Suppertime!" Shoka yelled at her as she passed him and turned about again for the far end. "Walk him
down!"

She drew in, Jiro bouncing and snorting and still ready to go for the targets. She got him down to a walk,
and walked him down to the targets at the end, and to the rail, and reined in again.

A little space for breathing, he thought. There was a view from that vantage, out over all the valley, the
whole of the mountain-skirts laid out to the west, toward the sunset and the gilded clouds.

But it was only that for the moment. He saw her gazing east, toward the dull, dark end of the sky; just
sitting there for a while, facing that ill-omened direction.

He slipped from the rail, distressed, and waited until she finally reined about again. Then he wanted to
seem not to have noticed, not to make any notice of it.

But she slowed Jiro again and turned him and looked back a moment more before she came back to the
stable.

And she looked at him the same strange way, from the height of Jiro's back.

So he knew then that it was leaving she was thinking of. That the sun had begun to turn south again from
its northerly wandering; and the fall was coming.

On a day like this she had come here. On an evening like this, with the sunlight gilding the edges of

things. He remembered.
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She said nothing about it at supper that night, on the porch. Or at breakfast, and still there was a kind of
melancholy silence about her that told him that she was holding some debate with herself.

Perhaps, he thought, holding to hope, she was in the way of changing her mind. Perhaps that silence and
that melancholy boded well for him.

He dared not ask and begin an argument: she was stubborn; she might go the opposite way out of habit.
It was her sense of duty she was struggling with; it was—

Fondness, perhaps. A reluctance to leave what was comfortable; to leave a man who was at least her
teacher. She weighed that against anger, against grief, against vows made by a child with no
understanding of the cost of them to the woman she would be.

He had taught her to weigh things. Taught her to think things through, and the hardest thing in the world
now was to keep himself quiet and pretend he had no notion there was anything amiss and just let herdo
what he had taught her and think down all the paths of the thing.

Trust her to use good sense at the last.

But he feared to go anywhere out of sight of the cabin, for fear that she might make up her mind without
him of a sudden, and go, like the child she sometimes was, simply deserting him.

The very thought of that hurt.



One day and another one passed. He began to think perhaps he had read her wrong; or she had
changed her mind.

Then he came back up the hill one afternoon to find her at the hearth, rolling up a packet of smoked
meat in leather, with others by her.

"What are you doing?" he asked her by way of challenge: he already knew the answer.

She did not look at him immediately. She finished rolling the packet and put it with the others. Then she
looked his way, as if facing him was very hard for her, "I'm going," she said.

"You're not ready yet."
"How long will it take? Till Gitu dies of old age?"

"Two years aren't enough. How long do you think a man studies with a master? Three and four. At the
least. How long do you think Gitu's studied?"

She shrugged and turned and wrapped up the packets in an old rag and tied it.

"I haven't spent two years teaching a fool!" he said. "If the law catches you with that gear they'll cut your
hand off."

She did not look at him.

"They'll catch you, girl. You don't walk like a peasant, you don't look like a peasant, you don't move like
one, and you don't look like a boy anymore. Do you?"

"I can when I want to."

"Oh,hell , girl, not a chance. You're not shaped like a boy, you don't walk like one, either.Or like a
peasant girl. So what are you going to do?"

She frowned. "Keep to the woods. Keep to the trails."
"With the bandits. A wonderful plan.”
She stared into nowhere. "Can I take my mat and my blanket?"

He gave a wave of his hand, beyond talking for the moment. His breath seemed stopped up in his throat.
He leaned against the wall by the door and folded his arms and looked at the floor.

"Can I take my mat?"
"Damn, take anything you want. Except Jiro. I don't care."
There was long silence.

She sniffed then, and he looked up and saw her crying.

"Well, you don't have to go," he said. "No one's making you. I don't want you to go. I'm begging you not



to. How much plainer can I make it?"

She took up her bundle and went and dropped it on her mat.

"I'll stay here tonight," she said. "Tonight I'll sleep with you. There won't be any other time."
He drew in his breath, cold to the bones. "I don't understand you, girl."

"You said I shouldn't be afraid. So I want you to sleep with me. I want that to remember on the road. If

I get a baby now it won't stop me. Nothing will stop me. I'll get there. I'll be as smart as I can. I'll come
back here if I can."

"You'll do that and just walk out of here."
She nodded, calm now, and he stared at her in desperation.

Then he walked over to the corner shelf and got down his armor and flung it down by his mat. "Well,
you might as well pack double, girl."

"No!"

"Whatrno? I'm not leaving you to the bandits. Don't tell me that's not what you planned from the start."
"I said no!"

"Sorry." He got his sword and put it with his bow and quiver by the door.

"You're banished! They'll kill you!"

"So they will." He drew a breath and looked around him, at the place with its shelves and its
accumulation of things that he had saved over the years, the familiar place, the familiar things. He felt a
sense of panic, like finding himself poised on the edge of a fatal drop. But the step was easy. Very easy.
He had learned that at the edge of duels, of judgements, of skirmishes. When there were no choices, one

moved, that was all. He took down the whole hook of smoked venison and laid it on the hearth. "No
sense to stint ourselves."

"Dammit, I'm not asking this!"
He looked at her and gave a smile, a laugh, a shake of his head.

"I'm not asking it!/ don't want you!"

"That's all right. I forgive you." He found his leather breeches hanging from a rafter, pulled them down
and tossed them onto his mat. "Have we got clean shirts?"

"Dammit!"
"You've learned bad language, girl."

"I don't want you to get killed!"



"That's a sensible ambition. Best I've heard out of you yet." He took a spare shirt from the peg and
threw it atop the pile. "I don't want you with your hand lopped by some magistrate. I'm along to settle
questions like that; and you're still learning. Something could come up. Don't be arrogant. Take help
when you need it."

She wiped tears, crossed the room in a few strides and started to snatch his armor up. He turned that
intention with a little move of his hand. And she knew better than to carryzhat further.

"No," he said firmly. "Girl, you can take out down that trail and try to leave, but I can still track you. So
can we save all that and start out together, tomorrow, like two sane people?"

"It's my revenge, my life, my family. You have no business in Hua!"

"You'remy household," he said. "That's all. You want this. All right. You've got it." He took her hand in
his. Hers was like ice, listless. "Let's do this in sensible order. Get a good night's rest. Start out in the
morning." He put his hand on her hip and she flinched. "Changed your mind about tonight?"

"[—" Her teeth were chattering.

"Let me tell you: I almost married back in Chiyaden. Lady Meiya and I—were lovers in everything but
the act. After that, [ had no other women but courtesans. I'm telling you the truth. A boy was in love with
a girl who became his emperor's wife. The boy and the girl were fools—who never took the chance they
had to be happy. Honor meant everything to them, even when she despised her husband. And gods
knowhe despised the Emperor. —Maybe we did choose right. Or maybe I'm twice a fool to have
waited with you—but I'm used to waiting for women, you understand. And I'll go on waiting until you
come tomy bed. If it's not tonight, that's all right. If it's never—that's all right. Whether we sleep together
isn't the important thing. The important thing is the reason I'm going with you. The most important thing is
the center of everything I've taught you. You know what that is now? You know why I'm going?"

She nodded, bit her lip and broke into tears. She hugged him and held onto him a long, long time.

A dog, he thought, would take advantage of a tired, distraught girl who had carried everything in the
world alone. Even if he wanted to. Even if he figured it was a chance that would never come again and
that she had no idea what she wanted.

So he held her like a brother and rocked her a moment and finally set her back by the arms and said:

"Let's have supper. Let's not go off like lunatics, after you've waited two years. I'm not putting you off.
I'm just saying let's pack in good order and not start out tired. Tomorrow if everything's in order, day
after if it's not. All right?"

She wiped her eyes, turned her face away, embarrassed, and broke away from him, not hard, just not
looking at him, not then, nor when she squatted down and busied herself at the hearth, wiping her eyes
from time to time on her sleeve.

He came and squatted down peasant-style where he could see her face.
"I still want you," he said, in the case she had mistaken that. Gods, it was true. He hoped he had not

made his point too strongly. "I just don't want to push you into anything. You make up your own mind.
All right?"



"I made it up," she said, between clenching her jaw and wiping her eyes.
"You're not scared of me. After all this."

She shook her head fiercely. Lying, he thought. And reckoned she had had her courage all put together
and he had done the wrong thing. He put out his hand, rubbed the back of her neck. Her muscles were
hard as stone. But she allowed the touch, and went on working, measuring out the rice, ignoring him.

"Hell with dinner," he said.

She shrugged his hand off, not looking at him, and turned and reached for the water-dipper.
"Hungry, are you?" he muttered.

"Everything in good order," she said, giving him his own back.

It was a damned nervous supper, out on the porch. Her hands were shaking. His were, though not so
conspicuously. They said not half a handful of words to each other. She hardly looked at him; and he
kept looking at the yard, the stable, the place that had been home. His thinking narrowed itself to the
road, to reaching Hua, to a possibility of getting away from that and getting back to the road—he
planned his retreats the way he had taught the girl, right along with the action.

And he chided himself for the morose turn of his thoughts. But it was a long road home again; and the
ones who came home again—would not be the man and woman who had left. Not after the things they
would do in Hua. Or that would be done to them.

She took the bowls and washed them, and he lit the lamp and made down a bed for them, both their
mats together.

By that time she had come back again, and seeing what he had done with her mat, she looked apt to
bolt from the door; but she set the bowls down by the door and looked at him, then went to her side of
the room where he had piled their gear and undressed with her back to him.

He undressed and when she delayed, taking more time than the matter ought, he went over to her and
put his arms around her from behind, feeling the tension in her from head to foot.

"It's all right," he said into her ear. "No lady ever complained of me." He ran his hand over her skin, soft
as any lady's to his calloused hands, and felt her shivering like a rabbit. "There's no hurry."

Ten years on this mountain and he could hold off a little longer. He could damned well wait the little time
she needed. An hour, two hours, if that was what it took,

"T'll get you some wine," he said, and slapped her a stinging blow on the rump, the way he had done a
few times in their working together. She jumped. "Both of us, all right?"

She gave him a shocked look, halfway offended, he thought, in her young pride. He got the wine down
and poured a potful. And gave her a little smile, seeing her standing there somewhat confused and

worried-looking.

"This isn't a duel," he said, and nodded toward the mat. "Get on over there."



She went. She sat down crosslegged, her usual way, and he took a healthy drink from the pot, sat down
and gave it to her.

"Big one," he said.
She gulped down two huge mouthfuls, and blinked and passed it to him.
He took a drink and passed it back. She took two more.

"That ought to do it," he said, and took one more himself. She was looking a little pale and sickly.
"Come on," he said, holding out his hand. "Face about, the other way."

"What are you going to do?"

"Nothing. Come on." As she edged about with her back to him. He rubbed her back and her shoulders,
and uncrossed his legs and pulled her back then into his arms. He felt the panic in her, arranged his arms
to let hers free. "There." He ran his hand gently over her skin. Her arms rested on his and he felt her sigh,
finally, like a long-held breath, her shoulders relaxing against him.

"Good," he said, and worked lower, keeping his mind from what he was doing, deliberately, thinking that
this had to be a long, slow night. He talked to her, nonsense. But the shivers grew fewer, and less
frequent, even when his hand touched between her legs; and finally she jerked, doubled up, and nearly
left his hold.

Damned surprised, he thought. She had that look on her face when she twisted over and looked at him.
He felt his own reactions getting out of control then.

"Come on," he said, pulling her up against him. She had very little trouble taking the cues. He intended to
have her atop. She turned to get him there, and he was careful going into her, with about the last control
he had.

She was utterly still for a moment. Then he began to move, and finished faster than he would have
wanted. But she wrapped strong legs around him and wrapped her arms around him and held on, just
held him, for a long, long time, until he finally, realizing he was lying on her, eased over and held her the
same way, gently.

"Was that bad?" he asked.

"No," she said after a moment.

"Did I hurt you?"

HN O."

He lay there quite still a moment, wondering if he wanted to go on with the questioning.

Dammit, it mattered. But he was not going to ask question by question.

She tightened her arms around his neck, hard, with her considerable strength—not hurtful: trying, he

thought, to say things too complicated to explain to a man. And he embraced her gently, a little pressure
of his arms, thinking things too complicated to say to anyone that young and that old.



He thought he knew what she was saying: too separate, too different; and both about the same, that it
was nothing like the poets, nothing like a physical release, nothing that this could settle. It just started
things, that was all, that made matters more complicated than they had ever been.

But she was glad to be where she was, he thought. Maybe she was glad he was going with her. Maybe
not. Maybe she knew she was being a fool. Maybe he was an older, wiser witness than her notions
wanted.

Maybe she had gotten fond of him, and he was more than an older, second-choice man to fill in for
whatever she had lost—or dreamed, in a young girl's way, of having.

A man got older. A man got wary of caring for things too deeply. A man got wiser and ended up on a
damn mountain. A man could die alone up here.

There were a lot worse things than following a fool girl to Hua. There was a terrible end to it, of course;

but lives always came to that, in some year; this spring's rabbit ended up a stain in the snow, but the
world never cared, and the rabbit had no long memory of it either.

Chapter Ten

He had never expected her to get up from his bed with any different attitude: he had lived with Taizu long
enough to know better than that: everything was ordinary with Taizu. She began to get up, waking him
with her moving, she said she was going down for her bath, everything as matter of factly as if nothing
had happened.

He reached out and grasped her wrist. "Well?"

"Well?" she echoed, worried-sounding. She was only a shadow against the light coming from under the
door and through the cracks of the shutters.

"Was it all right?" he asked her.
A sort of motion of her head. He could not tell what.Yes , he thought.
"Don't I get an answer?" he asked.

She took his hand that was holding her wrist and pulled his fingers from her. Then she held that hand in
both of hers.

They had made love again in the night. He was not sure who had started that. She might have. Certainly
he had needed no reason, whether or not she had intended to come up close against him, and he had
gone slower in the act this time, to give her the pleasure she had missed the last time. But he had fallen
asleep again after, till she moved and waked him in the dawn.

She gave him no answer now, except the pressure of her hands around his.

Well, maybe, he thought, that was as fair an answer as she could give—no courtesan's glibOf course,
my lord. Taizu thought about things. Taizu thought for days on a matter before she ever opened her



mouth. He could imagine the pensive line between her brows and the fierce tightening of her mouth. Then
she slipped away from him, grabbed up her clothes on the way to the door and fled in a flash of daylight.

k %k %k

So Shoka sat on the porch in the cool morning, with the polished bronze bowl hooked to the post, a pan
of warm water in front of him, judiciously scraping the stubble from his chin. That he did most every day,
when he got around to it. But this time he had put his scalplock up in its clip at the crown, the rest of it,
still black and still thick as any boy's, to hang down his back. There were weather-lines about the face,
sun-frown graven about the eyes and the edges of the mouth; but overall, looking at that image in the
bronze, he saw an appalling similarity between himself and a certain younger man, and said to himself:
Haven't learned a thing, have you?

He was finishing when Taizu came up the hill from her bath—she still preferred the spring, for whatever
reasons; and he had rather the rainbarrel, which was not so cold a walk afterward. She looked at him
sitting there in his old guise, her eyes widened, and she stopped there, with her wet shirt hugged about
her in the chill.

He shook water from his razor and dried it, flattered and pleased at that look, that fed a vanity he had
not known he had, and for which he was, all taken, a little regretful: damned nonsense, he thought, in the
same moment, because it was not Shoka the man she was seeing. It was Saukendar the fool. The one the
world knew.

But it did not please her.

What in hell's the matter ’he wondered, and froze, afraid suddenly, and not even knowing the answer.

She was aftraid, he thought.

Of what? Noblemen?Gods knew she had cause.

"Something the matter?" he asked her.

"No, master."

"Master, hell. M'lord, if you like. Shoka if you don't." He rested the hand and the razor on his knee.
"About last night—"

"I'm cold. I want to get dressed."

"Girl, I'm more than fond of you, if you haven't figured that out. I'd have you for my wife, if you want
that."

She looked at him still, so still, and drew herself up with one breath and a second, sharper one. She
stood there a moment looking at him, gathering her composure. Then she bit her lip and ran the steps
right past him.

"Doesn't that even get an answer, girl?"

He heard her stop. He heard her standing by the door, the little movements of breathing, against the hush
of dawn.



"I'm not a lady."

He turned around where he sat, and looked at her, figuring some of what was going on, at least. "My
wife is whatever she wants to be. Mywife is a lady. That's what I'm offering, dammit. Idon 't think I've
insulted you."

A long silence. She looked toward the dark doorway, not at him, a long, long time. And the hand came
up toward the scar which, gods witness, he had not so much as thought about, not last night, not this
morning,

That damned scar and everything that went with it.

No tears. He feared she was going to cry in the next moment, and his gut tensed up; but she kept her
composure. And never looked his way.

"Master Shoka, please don't come with me. Let me do this. Then I'll come back and be your wife. I'll be
whatever you like. Juststay the hell out of my trouble!”

He sat there, still, calm, while a girl cut at him in a way that no one on earth would do and walk away
from—if he had not sensed the pain in her, and the woman's honor she had, not to take
morning-promises of a man that he might be fool enough, having shared a bed with her—to mean for
three and four hours.

"[ put no conditions on anything," he said. "I couldn't stop you from coming here. Now you can't stop me
from leaving this place. You see—preventingthings is very difficult. So I taught you. So I let you go. And

now you can't stopme ."

"Yes, master Shoka." A hoarse and hollow tone, as if she foreknew defeat and played the game for
courtesy's sake.

"I'm no fool, girl. I passed my own adolescence a long time ago. Give me that."

Silence.

"That's what you think, is it? I'm a fool?"

"No, master Shoka."

Bitterness overwhelmed him, a sudden vivid recollection of Meiya's grave, carefully painted face, a
meeting in a garden, in the palace:Marry someone. For the gods' sake— And a thought, sharp-edged,
that Meiya had traveled into that hazy nowhere-land of legends, a damned romance the country-folk told
in wintertimes. Saukendar and lady Meiya. As if he, plain Shoka, had no right to tamper with that, or
change the ending.

Master Saukendar. . . .

—Dammit to hell, I'm still alive!

And if I want a Hua pig-girl in Meiya's place, isn't that my right?

I never wanted to be a damn legend.



"Dress," he said sharply. "Then get out here. Or if you've changed your mind about going to Hua, say.
You're not obliged to be a fool, you know. Or if you're set on it, then we'll go today. Whatever you
choose."

She went inside. He picked up his shirt from beside him on the boards, put it on, belted it this time, and
looked up at a thump and crash of something from inside the cabin.

Temper. Yes.

He put his armor sleeves on and tied the fastenings, and the shin-guards, with their ties, before Taizu
came out and dumped their rolled mats on the porch.

"Come here," he said, and pointed to the steps at his feet. She frowned and came that far. "Sit," he said,
and added: "Please."

"What are you going to—?"
"Sit."

She sat, and he unbraided her wet hair and combed it, carefully—then faced her about by the shoulders
and took his razor.

"What are you doing?" she cried.

"Come, come—" He took up one lock and the other, combed them back, then cut the next, making a
fringe of bangs.

She squinted her eyes and wrinkled her nose as the hair drifted down. Three and four judicious cuts and
he took a loop of metal and a pin and faced her about again, combing the long hair up to fasten.

"You're wasting your time," Taizu said.
"Why?ﬂ
"You can't makeme look like a lady."

"That's all very well. I don't want them to take you for a bandit, either." He faced her about again,
combed more hair loose about her ears, held her by the chin. "Damn, that's not bad."

Her mouth made a hard line. There was thunder in her eyes, and a trace of rain.

"It makes the scar show."

He pinched her chin hard. Shook at her. "What kind of thinking is that? Hold the head up.Hel/ with the
scar and hell with them. People won't forget your face, that's sure. So hold your chin up. Who are you
afraid of?"

"Nobody."

"What kind of words are you afraid of?"



"Nothing."

"Mmmn, it used to beSleep with me ."

She jerked away from his hand and gave him a furious scowl.

He smiled at her. "You're damned pretty."

"You're a liar, master Shoka."

"Girl, girl, you've got it wrong: a man lies to a woman aboutthat before he sleeps with her, not after."
That set her back. He saw the flare of her nostrils, the set of her mouth.

"Better pack before we get into too much of this rig," he said. "And get Jiro saddled. I hope you know
he's not carrying much baggage. He's no pack-horse, and his full rig weighs."

Still the scowl.
"Poor old fellow," Shoka added. "You're doing a terrible thing to him, you know."

He said it to torment her. But he also felt it.

Jiro laid his ears back when the steel went on, and he blew himself up and threw his head and shifted and
stamped, all calculated to make saddling him difficult.

"I suppose you know," Shoka said to the horse, and patted him hard on his leather-and-steel armored
neck. "It's the road again. Back by spring, if we're lucky."

One could promise anything to a horse. Jiro never listened anyway. He only flicked his ears and sulked.

A man, Shoka told himself, ought to have better sense.
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He unfolded his armor-robe from where it lay on the porch, and put it on—a little frayed, a little stained
from where he had bled on it all those years ago, but the gold-thread dragons were still bright, their green
eyes undimmed. Clouds and dragons on the robe, and red stitching on the breeches he was wearing, that
color being faded, considerably—hard to tell what it had been to start with. He tied his belts and sashes,
eased the body armor on and sighed, fastening the side ties, while Jiro waited down at the stable,
stamping and fretting.

The silk weavings of the armor had been red once. Those on the body-armor mostly looked
brown—especially since the mud. He finished the ties across the chest, and looked to Taizu, who came
out with their bows, their quivers, her sword, and the bundles that were their food and their pots and
pans and their personal necessities.

She came back in a second trip with her armor, and sat down and did her own shin-guards and her
sleeves; but he helped her with the rest.



"Not at all like a bandit," he said to her. In fact, he thought, he had done quite a good job with her
gear—small deer-horn plates stitched in patterns: her colors were all tans and brown. But he found a red

silk cording among the things he had brought from Chiyaden and made her stand still while he tied it in
her hair.

"You have to understand," he said to her. "A little decoration makes your enemy know you're confident.
It makes him worry."

She frowned doubtfully at him.

"It's the truth. Who would you be afraid of? A scruffy bandit? Or a man who takes care for himself and
his equipment? A ribbon or two and you look much more substantial."

Bang.From downhill where Jiro expressed his impatience, a kick at the stable wall.

"You're damn pretty," he said, and touched the scar on her face. "Wear it like a banner, girl. Like a
challenge. You survived that. You're not ordinary. Hear?"

Bang, from the stable-yard.
Taizu-gnawed at her lip. Not angry, no. Listening to him.
"You're my student," he said. "You won't make me ashamed. I have confidence in you."

"Then don't go!"

"Mmmn, it's not lack of confidence in you. Don't you think the whole of Hua province is too much for
one girl to take on? You at least need someone to watch your back."

"You're making fun of me."

"No. I'm determined to get you back alive. I have a strong interest in that. You've promised to be my
wife if you get back."

HI_! n

"I think that's excellent good sense. Look at what I can give you. A fine house. A whole mountain to
hunt on. Good company. Are you sure you want to go to Hua?"

"I know what you're trying to do. You're going to be arguing with me all the way to Hua. And you'll step
in at the last moment and kill Gitu. And I'll never forgive you for that."

Bang.

Bang.

"I have no such intention. I do plan to give you a little advice. I think that's only—"Bang ."—reasonable.

You can have Gitu. I certainly won't contest you for a prize like that. Are we ready?"
% %k %k

Shoka did not look back when they left, leading Jiro. He knew what the place would look like: like



home, only empty and dead—and sights like that were no comfort. Taizu did. And at least she cared.

Jiro laid his ears back and showed the whites of his eyes on the descent. It went by fits and starts, Jiro
planting his feet in the narrow slot and eyeing the next steep, root-tangled turn: then a rush that ended
with Jiro braced crosswise on what level ground he could find and looking with a misgiving eye at the
next stage.

It had not seemed this bad on the way up, to Shoka's recollection. Or he had been seeing less on that
day—when he had come to this place and decided on a certain mountain and led a much younger horse
up it. It was a relief when he had all four of Jiro's feet on level ground again, with all four of Jiro's legs
sound, and bearing that in mind he let the old fellow rest a while, content to walk, under the green leaves,
until the trees grew fewer and they came to the fields.

Those had changed too—much nearer the mountain than they had been all those years ago.
"Are we going through the village?" Taizu asked.

He thought about that while they walked, the chances of going in secrecy, the chances that a man and a
girl in armor might not be spied in all the weeks between this place and Hua. And he had worried about
that since he had realized he had to leave the mountain—about that, and other things.

Maybe there was no real debt between himself and the villagers. He had never thought of one: they
provided him food in trade for good furs, they were useful to each other.

But he kept thinking about the boy who came for the furs; and about the women who sent the pots of
preserve; and the farmers who grew the rice, and it worried him, what they would do and what the
bandits might do, once the word spread.

"We're going through the village," he said, and stopped and freed Jiro's saddle of the baggage they had
slung over it. "Here you are." He handed her the roll of mats and bedding, and both their bows and
quivers; and slung over the back of the saddle the rest of the packets that had not gone into Jiro's saddle

kits, and tied that down. Then he set his foot in the stirrup and climbed up.
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It was certainly, Shoka thought, a reason to bring the farmers running from their fields and the people
from their houses—one of the odder sights that had ever appeared in the single dusty street: a gentleman
in faded armor on a graynosed horse, with a somewhat undersized and over-loaded retainer. At first they
had not even seemed to recognize him, or ten years had worked more change than he had thought; but
then someone in the gathering crowd said: "It's master Saukendar!" and the whole village pressed about
them, making Jiro anxious and crowding Taizu close to his stirrup.

But those were the young folk. The village elders came out to them, and bowed; and Shoka bowed from
the saddle.

Are there bandits ?he heard asked through the crowd. "Are the bandits coming?"
He felt a pang of guilt for that.

"What brings you to us, m'lord?" the oldest asked, in a voice like the wind in dry reed. "What can we do
for you?"



"Honorable," he said, and bowed again, "this is my wife. Her name is Taizu."

Murmurs and bows. He could not see Taizu's face. It was, he thought, probably just as well. He
imagined the scowl, fit to frighten devils. But she kept quiet, while the village women stared at her
wide-eyed and the whole village wondered, in politely hushed tones, just where master Saukendar had
gotten his wife and—in a little quaver of fear—justwhat such a woman might be.

Doubtless they were looking closely at her hands, to see which way the thumbs were on. And her
expression, if it was what he thought it was, would lend them no confidence, Taizu standing there with her
feet braced and her sword in both hands, crosswise.

There were bows, profound bows, the elders and the villagers to them both.

"We had not known—"" the elder said.

He almost said: You know her. She was the boy who came through here two years ago. But
prudence held his tongue—with the glimmer of an impious notion.

"My wife wants to see her homeland again," he said. "So I'm going away for a while." He heard the
murmur of dismay and forged ahead quickly. "I've business to take care of. So I came to pay my
courtesies to you, and thank you for your kindness—"

The elders bowed. The people did, a bending and a whisper like wind moving through a grain-field.

"But who will keep the bandits away?" an elder asked, setting off others asking the same question, a
chorus of voices pleading with him.

"Quiet!" the eldest said, stamping the ground with his stick. "Quiet."

It took a moment. They were distraught. There was fear, there were looks toward Taizu, curiosity and
resentment, and Jiro picked up the distress, stamping and fighting the bit: Shoka reined him tightly, for
fear he would bite if someone came near—but no one was venturing that close.

"Pardon," the elder said, bowing. "Pardon, m'lord, m'lady, but who will keep us, then? The moment you
go away, lord, the bandits will come down on us. They know we've been well-off, they know we've had
good harvests. ..." There was panic in the old man's voice. There were pale faces, wide eyes all around,
and a whisper of profound despair. "Stay with us," people began to wail.

"Be still!" Shoka said, and everyone hushed, except the children, who had begun to cry. "Listen to me.
You're also well-fed, prosperous, and there are more of you than there are of the bandits, who haven't
had the courage to attack you. I trust you haven't forgotten the bow or the staff in ten years. Any of you
who want to go up to the cabin and take anything, that's perfectly fine: but I'd spread the word to
travelers, the demons will never harm anyone from this village, but no one else should go up there. There
are terrible things. You've heard them howling on the ridges, demons with eyes like lamps and fingers like
ice. But this village is safe from them. It has special protection, and anyone who steals in this village and
anyone who does any violence against this village, that man will never be safe. My wife and I will come
and find him. Hear?"

Eyes were very wide. People bowed, pale of face, and mothers hushed babies with their hands.

"Tell every traveler," he said. "Make sure they carry that word."



Again the bows.

"Good luck to you," he said then, and let Jiro move, the elders clearing out of their path with multiple
bows, the people melting back behind them.

So they passed through the street, with Taizu walking at Jiro's head, with people hurrying along behind

them to call out wishes for good luck and wishes for them to come back soon, with people rushing up to

wave scarves at them and to give him ribbons and flowers.
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"They think I'm a demon!" Taizu said when they had left the last of the villagers behind—a last dog
coursing after them to bark and annoy Jiro. Taizu turned a furious face on him.

"With a look like that, no wonder."

"Dammit, I'm not your wife!"

"Demons can turn their thumbs around the right way if they cast a spell. Can't they?"

"It's wicked, what you did! Youl/ied to those people!"

"About what? Don't you believe in demons?"

"Demons aren't to mess with!"

"Maybe the bandits will think the same. That's no loss, is it?"

Taizu's mouth was open. She shut it and walked in silence a while.

"I'm leaving them," he said, "to take you to Hua. It's not their fault. The only thing they ever had to
protect them was a story about me. So it's only fair I leave them a story in my place. Isn't it? They're
losing the furs I used to trade them. That's a lot of money to them."

"I know that!"

"They're losing my protection."

"That's not my fault! You don't have to go with me!" She turned around and waved her bow at him, so
Jiro shied up. "Go back! Go away!"

"With you or behind you, girl. You'd be hell to track, but then, I could always just meet you in Hua.
Come to Gitu's gate and ask if he's seen a demon-wife who's been looking for him. ..."

"Don't joke!" She made a sign against devils. "Youlied to those people!"

"I'm sure they'll put out rice and wine for the demons. I doubt the demons will object. Who knows, they
might even protect the place."

"It's unlucky!"



"For the bandits, it is. Who knows, my wife might come after them."

"It'snot funny , master Shoka!" Her face was red with anger. Tears shone in her eyes. "They'll get killed
believing you!"

He regarded her sadly. "I know. But they'll fight better if they have hope. A lie is better than nothing.
And a lie, lady wife, is all they ever believed in. What's better or worse in another fable?"

He shocked her. Completely. She looked away from him and walked on under her load, shaking her
head. Eventually she stopped and looked back at him, and said, calmly, composedly: "Go back, please,
go back—"

"Will you?" he asked, while Jiro, confused by this yea and nay, threw his head and worked the bit.

"No. [ won't. But nobody knows me. They'll know you, and the soldiers will be hunting us, and we
won't have a chance."

He smiled. "You're thinking. Good. So you've got me to look out for. And if you run off, the only thing I
can do is go to Hua looking for you."

"They'll kill us both! Please go back."

"No," he said, in her tone, her exact tone; and she drew a long, trembling breath, turned and stalked on
her way.

So he followed, at a pace Jiro found quite comfortable, beyond the fields of the village, beyond the
further hills, where the trade road became a dusty track following the general line of the small river
through grasses and rocks and occasional copses of trees. They werein Chiyaden now, in the province
of Hoishi, on the track caravans went, from the kingdom of Shin through the barbarian lands of the Oghin
to the civilized heart of the Empire, the Lap of Heaven.Home , Shoka kept thinking, and hating the
thought, becausesome was back on the mountain,some had nothing to do with Chiyaden or its troubles,

and he resisted that ambiguity. With all it meant.
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They made camp that evening in the lee of a lump of rock, where the hills came close to the road, and
where there was a spring and a wide place in the road where many a traveler had camped.

"This is too open," Taizu objected; to which he shrugged and said:
"So it is. Are you afraid already? Do you want to go home?"
"lam going home," she retorted, and sat down to unpack.

So he unsaddled Jiro, and set Jiro's gear carefully on the rocks to dry of sweat; and took off his armor
and rubbed Jiro down with handfuls of grass before he thought about washing the dust off himself.

Sparks and fire glimmered where Taizu had coaxed a little fire out of their kit, feeding it with grass and
small sticks and larger ones she had scoured up. He was washing at the spring when she came to fill their

cooking pot with water.

"Wash," he said, feeling generous and wanting to make peace. "Take the armor off. I'll cook."



She was still not speaking to him, but she abdicated the cooking to him, and started shedding the
armor—cause enough to be in better humor, Shoka reckoned to himself, and certain enough, coming
freshly-washed and free of that weight to a dinner already done improved her mood no little.

"Mmmn," was all she said until the rice and the tea were gone, and sighed afterward and just sat with the
bowl in her hands.

"I tell you," he said then, "T won't talk about going back if you don't. Any time you want—we can. Do
you want to?"

"You said you weren't going to talk about it!"
"So I'm not. I was just asking. Here. Give me the bowls. I'll wash up."
"That's not your job!" She stood up and took his from his hands and stalked over to the spring.

He untied their bedroll then. It was cool in the hills, even toward chill at night. He put the mats down
doubled, two blankets for cover, and had bed ready by the time she had washed.

"I'm tired," she said, putting the bowls and the food away. "I just want to sleep tonight. Please don't
bother me. All right?"

"Of course," he said mildly. "Whatever you like. But I hope you don't mind doubling up on blankets. It's
going to be cold before morning."

She made a disgusted sound.
And when they lay down she pointedly turned her back to him.
All right, he thought, finding himself not so indifferent as he had hoped to be, and finally, uncomfortably,

edged closer to her. The girl had thinking to do. At any moment she could change her mind and decide
that she wanted to go back to the mountain, which was all to the better. So he could be patient.

He could not see himself being patient all the way to Hua.

Damnthe girl.

He thought again of force. But Taizu had had that, had had much too much of that, gods knew, and she
was not one to forgive a man's lack of patience. He had been patient two years. He could become
ascetic with more patience than this.

Gods.

He stared at the stars. He got himself very well under control and said, quietly:

"You're not cold, are you?"

"NO."

"I'm sorry about the demon business."



"Don't talk about it."

"Why?"

"Because I'm trying to sleep!"

"Do you believe in demons?"

"Of course I do. Stop talking about itl Do you want to make them mad?"

"Well, I don't. I lived on that mountain for ten years and I never saw one. Did you?"
"No, and I'm glad I didn't!"

"The village believes they're all through the mountains. And they aren't. If they were there I'd have seen
them. Jiro would have smelled them."

She said nothing.
HTaizu. n

"I shouldn't have slept with you in the first place. Now you tell lies about me in the village and you try to
scare me."

"What does sleeping with you have to do with it? I thought you enjoyed it."

Long silence.

"Didn'tyou?"

"It was better the second time."

"You were helping. It does make a difference." He brushed a hand down her shoulder. "One never
knows—how many chances there are. Gods know—you're supposed to enjoy it, Taizu. It's no good if
you don't."

Silence.

"Dammit, you could at least answer a man."

"I'm trying to sleep!"

"Well, I'm not having much luck at it." He got up and shoved at her. "Get up. Give me my mat and a
blanket. This isn't going to work."

"You said it was cold."
"So it is cold. A damn sight colder in this bed."

"I'mtired ," she said, and sat up and put her arms around him, laid her head against him. "All right. It's all



right. If you want to, I don't mind."

He was sorry then. He put the blanket around them and stroked her hair and held her, reckoning it had
been a long way and a heavy load for a girl. Probably the armor made her sore in the joints. Gods knew
it did him, and he had been on horseback all day.

"Just go to sleep," he said. "That's all a man needs, you know, a civil answer."

She put her arms around his neck and held on. He felt her shoulders heave gently.

"Are you crying?"

No answer.

""What for?" he asked finally. "Is it me?"

She took a fistful of his hair and hugged him tighter and shook her head. Whatever that meant. He heard
her sniffing back tears.

"Tired?" he asked.

She nodded against his shoulder and did not let him go. So he sat there a while feeling awkward, but
finding a lapful of Taizu quite warm enough against the night chill. He leaned his head against hers and
sighed and prepared to sit there as long as comforted her.

But she patted his face then and said: "We can do it. It's all right."

"Dammit, girl." Because now he was out of the notion. "Be kind. Tell me once for all if you want to or
don't.Don't change your mind again. You're wearing me out."

"[ said yes. I mean yes!"

"Gods." He took her in his arms. He held her a while, feeling the exhaustion himself, and felt her shiver.
"You're not scared, are you?"

"Cold." Her teeth were chattering.

He rolled her onto the ground and pulled the covers over. Exhausted, he thought. And scared.
So he held her close until she stopped shivering.

And by that time she was half asleep and he was.

"Hell," he murmured, "we'll try it tomorrow."

Chapter Eleven

Jiro sulked in the morning. A bit of exercise and an interesting trek through the hills was one thing, but he
seemed to have a notion that home was getting further and further away, and waking up a good long way



from his stable and his pasture put him thoroughly out of sorts. Being armored up again was not to his
liking, and he more than laid his ears back, he cow-kicked and snapped.

Smart horse, Shoka thought, feeling a sharp pain in the leg this morning, so that it was hard not to limp,
and picking up Jiro's saddle and slinging it on sent a stab of pain through the knee.

It was some satisfaction to see Taizu moving a little slower today, bending and stretching and grimacing
as she massaged her shoulders and put the armor-sleeves on.

Decidedly slower this dawn than last.

"See," he said, "you should make love every night. It works the stiffness out."

She made a face at him. He grinned and threw the saddlebags over.

"I'll take one of the quivers," he said.

"I'm not going to argue."

"I could take half the bedding."

"I won't argue that either."

She never once suggested she ride—because, he thought, she knew that walking would have him limping
in short order. And she never threw that up to him even when he provoked her, even when he was trying
to wear her down and persuade her home again: she might have, he thought, except she was at heart
kind, except she doubtless understood very well what he was doing, and put him off last night with some

little justice on her side.

He remade the bedrolls separately, and came over to help her while she was doing her hair. He brought
her ribbons the ladies of the village had given them, another red one and a bright orange.

She smiled at his gift, and tied them in with the first, and gave him a worried look, as if she was not sure
she did not look the fool.

He smiled. Her eyes lightened.

So he walked off and mounted up, before a word could start another argument.
k) %k %k

The day warmed and the road went smoothly, two ruts of silken yellow dust between the low growth of
wild, late-summer grass. "Will you ride awhile?" Shoka asked finally, but Taizu shook her head and
wiped a little trail of sweat from her temple. "No," she said. "Thank you, master Shoka. I'm all right."
"Jiro can carry the bedroll."
"No," she said cheerfully, light-hearted, even. She hitched the bedroll higher. "One isn't so much."

He had not once today said that they should go back. She had not spoken a cross word since morning.
It was a seductive peace. It tempted a man to let it go on, at any cost.



But because the cost was Taizu he had no such intention.
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There had been ruts in the road since yesterday, in the yellow dust; distinct and with the weeds and
overgrowth crushed down here and there, broken, but not yet brown.

"There's someone ahead of us," Taizu said eventually.
"T wondered when you'd notice."

She turned and frowned at him.

"They could have said, in the village."

"We didn't ask, did we?"

"It would have been friendly of them to say!"

"I suppose. But I'm a lord of Chiyaden. Who talks to lords about such details? That's why we have
retainers. There's a hierarchy of such things."

She scowled. "Well, then, lords must not know much that's going on, must they?/'d have said, and I'm a
peasant./'d think it was polite to tell somebody what was on the road."

"Of course you would," he said. "You'd run right out to a lord's stirrup and tell him."

"Huh. No. I'd let himand his horse fall through a bad bridge or meet up with strangers. If I didn't like
him, I would."

Shoka smiled. "You would, too."
"Of course [ would."
"Is that the manner in Hua?"

"We never let our lord fall through a bridge. We'd come and say, lord Kaijeng, you should fix that. Lord
Kaijeng, strangers went through here."

"Lord Kaijeng was a good man."
"Did you know him?"

"Not half well. I met him a few times. He never attended court except the year of the floods. Then he
was there to ask help."

"I wasn't born yet."

Shoka thought about that and gave a rueful shake of his head. "Well, I was in court then. It was in the
old Emperor's reign. Lord Kaijeng came to report to the Emperor. I was impressed with him. He was a
frugal man. He asked remission of his tax for that year. He bought six wagon-loads of rice and cloth and
sent it back to Hua to his tenants, so, he said, the farmers could keep their strength up: there was a lot of



rebuilding to do and if the land was torn up, a well-fed people were like troops to a campaign. That was
his reasoning. It impressed the Emperor so much he sent ten wagon-loads of cloth and rice himself; and
Hua sent back a hundred percent of its taxes the next year, and sent a gift of its best to the Emperor's
table."

"I heard about that."

He could not see her face. The tone was easy. It was virtually the first time she had been able to talk
about Hua. He did not want to press it too far.

"Pays to be reasonable with people," he said. "A lady should remember that."

Thatgot a scowl, Taizu walking half-sideways to glare at him past the bedroll and the sword and bow
and quiver slung to her shoulders. "Don't you tell them lies about me!"

"What do I tell them? Excuse me, good sirs, but I'm Saukendar of Yiungei, escorting this farmer-girl
back to Hua so she can kill lord Gitu and marry me. I'm sure."

She shut her mouth and glared.

"Well?" he asked. "I think you'd better be my wife, so far as the people we meet know. Nobody thinks
anything strange as long as you're decently married."

Taizu faced forward again, in time to avoid a large weed. "If I didn't have you along," she said nastily,
"T'd lag back till night and then go past them in the dark."

"And get shot."

"Widepast them. Without making a racket. I'd be perfectly all right on the road."
"I'm sure you would, but I thought we agreed we weren't going to argue on that."
"I didn't agree. You did."

"That isn't the way I recall it. —See there?"

There was a dark spot on the farthest horizon, where the road made a turning around the riyerside. Taizu
looked, walking on tiptoe a moment and stretching to get a better vantage.

"Farmer-folk or traders," she said finally. "Wagons."

"Traders, I think. No few wagons. We're going to be all day working up to them, I think, catch up to
them toward dark—"

"They won't like that."
"[ certainly wouldn't blame them."
At least ten, eleven, Shoka decided, as the rolls of the land slowly concealed and revealed the

caravan—which by late afternoon was surely watching them with some anxiousness. The river Hoi was
on their left. The hills to their right hove up bare-flanked, too steep and rocky for trees: the Barrens, the



locals called this place, which lay on the edge of Hoishi and Hoisan, an anxious place to a soldier's
eye—or a trader's, who doubtless, bound into the Empire, had wagons full of raw jade and maybe iron
and precious metals.

So it was not surprising the caravan-guards lagged back to the rear, and faced them as they came,
guards armored and mounted on wiry steppes ponies, with bows in their hands and arrows nocked.

"Go carefully," Shoka said, and lifted his hand to show it empty.
The guards made no such gesture. He expected none.

"We can go wide," Taizu said. "Just pull off from them, for the gods' sakes. They won't want us passing
by their wagons and spying on them."

"It's our road, much as theirs."

"I don't want to get full of arrows!"

"And I don't want Jiro's feet bruised. It's rotten ground out there."

"You don't want Jiro full of arrows, either. He's a big target. You're on him. I'm beside you."
"Steady, steady. I thought you weren't afraid of anything."

"Arrows," Taizu muttered. "I don't like arrows."

"Well, they're not shooting, are they?" He kept riding, one hand held aloft. The caravan halted, one of
the riders racing up the column; and soon enough a different man came riding back, a man in reds and

grays.
"That'll be the caravan-master," Shoka said as two of the guards rode out from the halted wagons, a
sedate pace, matching their own steady advance. "Let's act friendly, shall we?" And aloud: "Hello! We're
fellow travelers. We'll pass you, by your leave."

The riders came scarcely within talking-distance and stopped as Shoka reined in.

"Travelers on the same road," Shoka said. "We'll ride past, by your leave."

"You're of Chiyaden," one of the guards hailed him back.

"That I am. Shoka of Tengu province. This is my wife, Taizu. And your master?"

"Master Yi. Master Lun Yi of the kingdom of Shin."

The speaker bowed; Shoka bowed; Taizu did.

So they gained leave to ride with the guards along beside the wagons, while the wagons stayed halted,

and the caravan-master rode out to meet them.
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There was tea, themselves and the caravan-master sitting on mats while the caravan-master asked them



ncws.

"T have very little to tell," Shoka said. "My wife and I have been in living in seclusion on the edge of
Hoishi, since the trouble in my homeland. I have no particular desire to go back, except my wife is
homesick. So—" He shrugged, with no glance toward Taizu. "What can a man do? An unhappy wife or
an unhappy journey."

The caravan-master slid a glance toward Taizu, and whatever he might have suggested for a nagging
wife, died stillborn; his mouth went shut firmly, and a breath later he shrugged and said, "Well, I havefour
wives. And I have all of them to feed or I'd not risk this road myself, and that's the truth."

"Bad, eh?"

"Bad." Master Yi waved a bony hand at the road and the land around. "Five attacks on this road this
year. I travel with professional guards. You can see." Another wave of his hand, toward the caravan, the
halted wagons, the caravaneers sitting in the shade the wagons offered, resting. There were at least fifteen
guards, Shoka noted, who looked like hire-ons, by the plain, random style of their gear. "Costs me a
fortune," master Yi said. "And it's not just in Hoishi. Allalong the road, from here as far as Ygotai.
Bandits. Outlaws. You ride along fine as you please and whisst! arrows out of the brush. I tell you, I'd be
nervous about traveling alone hereabouts."

"One worries," Shoka said. "As far as Ygotai, you say."

"Andfurther! I tell you, bad times.Bad times. Time was, there was law up and down the roads.
Nowadays you're on your own the moment you leave a town. Don't look for the local lord to keep up his
highways! He's sent alliis levies to Cheng'di."

"To the Emperor."

"To wherever the Emperor sends them. Mercenary guards everywhere. And no law. Good for trade in
the capital. But terrible in the provinces. And a smaller caravan would be in serious danger. I tell you, you
should have a talk with your young wife. You should have a serious talk, sir. Homesick is one thing. It's a
very dangerous road. Very dangerous. If you'll take my advice, you'll go back to Mon and not spend
another night on this trail, for your young wife's sake."

"We're all right," Taizu said sharply.

The caravan-master's eyes slid toward Taizu and lingered, carefully, with a little of apprehension as he
took in details, one of which, surely, was the scar; and another of which was, perhaps, the overall look of
her, in armor, with her little knot of ribbons and her hair shorter than a woman's ought to be.

He cleared his throat.

"We're honest," Shoka said. "You don't have to worry, master Yi. We're not spies. Ask me what you
like about Cheng'di and I can tell you—but all old news. We've been away for a long time; and we're
anxious for whatever you can tell us."

Another slide of the trader's eyes toward Jiro, who stood grazing beside their baggage—one point in
their favor, Shoka reckoned: Jiro's expensive accoutrements and his own accent and his costly if worn
armor fit the story of a displaced gentleman-gone-rustic, and¢hat fit the pattern of political troubles, while
Taizu's scar, her diction—which had undergone some change under his teaching, but which still was not



pure heartlands—and her unusual and very businesslike gear—meant, perhaps, something other than
bandit , but still something worrisome.

If they were both men, one might say—mercenary. Professional. And one might worry about the smaller
one with the scowling face as one of the crazy sort, the sort that might mean fights in camp and
bloodshed before all was done.

Which madehim crazier than his wife was and the both of them possibly more dangerous than bandits.

"What about the roads east of Ygotai?" Shoka asked.

"Good as far as Mandi. Then chancy. Is that where you're going? Where is your wife from?"

"Hua.ﬂ

HHua! n

"How is it there?" Taizu asked. Her fists were clenched on her knees. She bowed, being polite. "Please."

"I can't say. I don't know." Master Yi bowed too. "Everything I know is from rumor. But they say it's
very bad everywhere east and north of Mandi. You'd be advised to listen to your husband. People are
killed every day on these roads. Terrible things happen."

Master Yi fell silent, locked stare to stare with Taizu. He gave a twitch of the shoulders then.

"The regency is still in power?" Shoka asked.

"Oh, yes. Oh, yes. That doesn't change." Another odd look.

"We've been very isolated," Shoka said, and held up his cup as the caravan-master's boy poured more
tea. "Thank you. —You've traveled this road recently then?"

"Twice this year. Our last trip before the snows. But we met with a caravan in Shothai—" The master
had his cup filled. "And they plainly warned us. It's profit. Profit. There's shortage in Chiyaden. Where
there's shortage, supply sells. That's my politics. That's all my politics."

"Prudent man. Gods prosper you, master Yi. We wish you well."

"T'll tell you," master Yi said. "If you won't take good advice and go back—you'd be safer far to travel
with us. For a likely man like yourself, for your wife, no charge, seeing you bring your own gear and |
suppose, your own food. Out of the goodness of my heart I offer it."

Shoka bowed. "That's very generous."

Taizu gave him a furious frown. "No."

"I'll talk with my wife," Shoka said. "I'm minded to accept, master Yi. It's a very kind offer."

"It's too slow!" Taizu said; and Shoka said: "Excuse me," and bowed to the caravan-master, stood up
and seized Taizu by the wrist, dragging her up and off to have a word with her on Jiro's other side.



"It's good sense!" Shoka said. "Speed isn't enough. We can go as far as Ygotai with this lot! Use your
head, girl!"

"That man is already suspicious! If we stay around he's going to go on wondering and pretty soon he'll
start figuring you could be wanted by the law and there might be some money in us!"

Thatwas a thought, audacious and crooked, decidedly a thought on Taizu's side of the slate.

"I trustus! " Taizu said. "I trustyou , I don't trust this master Yi and his people. They're barbarians! Gods
know what thoughts might get into their heads. They could get scared if they get to thinking you could be
wanted! They could do all sorts of things and if we're sleeping with them and eating with them there's no
way we can defend ourselves! I don't like it, I don't like it, I don't like it."

Sheknew stealth. She had gotten from Hua to Hoishi, alive.

And gods knew—outland traders might not know his face or his gear; but someone they met on the
road might, and might talk, and an outland trader might get ideas what his life could be worth in gold. . . .

In certain terms, he was more danger than protection to Taizu; she was right in that; and that both galled
him and worried him.

"All right," he said. "All right. I'll agree with you."

She drew a quick breath and let it go without a word.

And he led her back to master Yi and bowed. "Master Y1, thank you, but my wife is shy of strangers,
and I've humored her this far. I thank you profoundly for your good advice, but a married man, you
understand how it is with wives—"

Doubtless master Yi suspected how it must be with this one. Shoka put on a rueful face and tried to look
as embarrassed as possible, not quite looking master Y1 in the eye, and not missing, either, master Yi's
shake of the head.

"M'lord, I trust you know what you're doing. I can't urge you strongly enough,"

"Women," Shoka said. He bowed again. "I certainly admire you, sir." And as he walked away: "Four
wives. That's truly amazing."

"I recommend the stick," master Yi called after him.

Taizu started to turn around. Shoka grabbed her by the shoulder and marched her over to pick up the
baggage. He climbed up to the saddle as Taizu thrust her arms through the ropes of the bedroll and the
rest of their gear, and started off, with yet another bow to master Yi.

"Not a word," he said under his breath. "Not aword , Taizu."

She managed quite well, walking along with her head down while they passed beside the caravan,
picking their way on the brushy margin, among rocks and in and out among the wagons as one side or
the other of the trail offered sufficient room. Caravaneers stared at them. No few leered at Taizu, and
two exchanged words in their outland tongue and laughed.



It was not easy, that passage. He thought fondly of taking that pair who laughed and seeing whether their
humor extended to a beating. But satisfaction was much too expensive.

Down the long, long row of wagons, until they were well into the clear of the road, and rounding the
curve of the hill.

Then Taizu turned half-about and said, indignantly: "They were making fun of you!"

"If we want them to report us to the nearest magistrate I can certainly go back and teach them proper
respect: that should get our descriptions up and down the road as fast as anything I can think of."

"You didn't need to bow to them!"

"Dear wife, I thought I did rather well. We're well ahead of them, and if they mention us to the magistrate
in Ygotai let's hope they report a doting fool and his spoiled wife who probably left their bones in the
forest. I was Shoka to my intimates, not to folk at large, and I doubt they'll connect that name with
Saukendar—but they might, if I'd cracked their heads. Wouldn't they?"

She still frowned, but she made no more argument,

"I didn't use the demon story."

"Oh, no, thenext caravan through the village will pick that up, and we'll be famous!"

"Another reason why I thought you might just be right about making speed on this stretch. Their logical
assumption is that we turned north at Ygotai, ahead of the caravan—ifthey realize it's me. We told them

the truth about Hua. That's precisely what they'll think is a lie. So they won't look on that road."

Taizu turned around again as she walked, her expression thunderous. "On the other hand they just could
believe Saukendar wouldn't lie."

"T hope I had a reputation for being smart. —Look out for that bush!"
She glanced back and skipped around it and the rock behind it. "All I can say is, if/ was the magistrate in
Y gotai and they told me about a gentleman clear out here with all that expensive armor,/'d be suspicious,

and I'd know he was in some kind of trouble, and I'd know there wasn't any lord Shoka because that's
not a proper name."

"He'd know there were a couple of mercenaries, that's what, one female."

"Who didn't want hire with the caravan."

"Because they had better prospects elsewhere. Gitu was hiring them ten years ago. I don't think he's
changed. And youm lord anybody with a full rig of armor. I'm at least a mercenarycaptain , and that's
more than master Yi can hire. He knows that. If he believes the wife story, that's fine; if he doesn't he'll
think we're mercenaries—"

"Who walked out letting those fools laugh at us!"

"They won't sleep well tonight. Mark me. That was stupid of them, letting us among them to see how
many they are. That's why lacted the fool, and they laughed at the situation. When they get to thinking



back on the style of the gear and the rest of it, they're going to have two and three thoughts on it, none of
which agree, all of which are going to make master Yi damn nervous from here on, much more than if we
were a simple pair of bullies they might have feathered outright. We walked away. They shouldn't have let
us do that. And now I'm sure they're thinking about that and hoping we were fools."

She looked at him with her mouth open, walking sideways and backward. "You're so tangled up!
You've told them so many things they'll suspect us for sure!"

"They won't know what we are. Till, as you say, some other traders overtake them.7%en they'll know,
and by then we'd best keep ahead of the rumors." He thought of plaguing her again about going back.
And thought:Gods, there is no going back, is there? Ghita will know, soon or late. And assassins
will come again. Even on the mountain there's no safety now.

Well, I knew as much when I began this. No helping it. No helping anything now.

Straight in and straight out, and maybe, if we're very lucky—go for the south and the mountains,
and lose ourselves there, where even the imperial guard won't follow.

Damnable mess this woman's talked me into.
The sun became a golden glow behind the hills on the other side of the river, and a touch of gold at the
peaks of the hills that rose high on their right.

That went too, as they came to the place where the river ran noisier over rocks, and where the hills of
the Barrens truly closed in.

Beyond this was not a place to travel in the dark, a narrow place fit for ambushes, where the river
flowed in a riven, sometimes wooded gap and the ground was stony and the hills were broken and
tumbled on either side.

"This is where we stop," he said, when a turn of the hills brought them face to face with that.

"I did it by dark," Taizu said. "But I didn't have any horse, and I hid a lot, whenever I could."

He shook his head, thinking of her with that damned great basket, light as she had packed it; and her
alone in that place made for ambushes.

And he climbed down and led Jiro off where there was still a little ground free of rocks.

"I've got an idea," Taizu said as they were boiling up a little water: it was yesterday's rice and jerky, with
tea.

"Gods save us. What?"

"About the arrows. What we do—" She was sitting on her heels feeding twigs of scrub into the tiny fire
while he sat cross-legged on their mats, close by. "What we do, I go in first, just right down the trail, and
I make a lot of noise like a fool. And if there's anybody there, you'll be behind me and you can pick them
off. That's better than both of us getting shot at or somebody hitting Jiro."

"No, they'll just shoot you outright. You don't look like a woman, from a distance."



She gave him an offended look.

"I thought youliked looking like a boy," he gibed at her. "There's nothing wrong with the idea, except
making you the target. Wecould always wait for master Yi. I knew this was ahead somewhere: |
remembered it, but I like the look of it less by twilight."

"I don't trust that man. I don't trust any of his people. And they won't trust us. Like you said, they've had
time to think, and they'll want to have us back in their reach. I'm almost more worried about them than I

am the bandits."

He frowned, thinking on that point, thinking about Taizu, too, who he had long known was not
dull-witted, but by the gods, he began to see the journey she had made and how she had made it.

Damn clever girl. Damned clever.

One had to take her very seriously. Even if his own choice would be to go with the trader and crack
skulls if it came to it. Taizu in the field had all the patience she lacked in other matters. Paradoxes.

"I knew a boy like you. Things were never real to him until the steel was out.7hen he used good sense."
"He's dead," Taizu guessed. "All your stories come out that way."

He shook his head. "He's in holy orders. That's the only thing kept Ghita's lot from taking his head—Ilast
I heard. You know if you'd gone to Muigan, you'd have ended up abbess."

She wrinkled her nose at him, and sifted tea into the water.

"The nuns would have taught you the stick, you know. Same as I did."
"Too many do-this'es. And praying." She made a face. "Not me."
"Celibacy, too. I don't think you'd have liked that."

She made another face at him. "I said, tonight.Affer supper. I'm hungry."
"Well, I might be out of the mood by then. Who knows?"

The look turned wicked. "Master Shoka, you haven't been out of the mood since I've known you.
Here." She held out the pot to pour tea. He held out his tea-bowl and trusted her accuracy.

"It'sShoka ," he said. "Plain Shoka, if you please."
A worried glance from under brows. The smile was gone.

"T wish you'd gone back, master Shoka. Now I'm afraid they're going to hear about you leaving the
mountain. And then what?"

"They've tried before. They tried several times when I first came, when they'd found me. They stopped.
It got too expensive for them."



"This time they might not stop."

"They might not. So we leave to the south. We go through the hills. We find another mountain further
away."

She looked at him a long, long time.
"Your dinner's getting cold," he said, and popped a rice-ball into his mouth.

Itwas a cold supper, of course. She ate her own rice and jerky, listlessly, between sips of tea. He ate his
with appetite, boiled up a second round of tea apiece, and leaned back to drink while she finished her
dinner in silence.

"Admit it," he said. "You've gotten a little good sense thanks to my teaching. I won't say one word. You
know everything I'd tell you. Plan a retreat. Always plan a retreat. [ have one planned. Don't think |
don't." Damn lie. He leaned his head back against the rocks, hoping that she was not going to find
another excuse tonight, that her mood would not put her off. She slipped into that so easily. It took a few
more years to put that much distance between a man and his dead, and to persuade him that the day and
the moment were the important thing. "Enjoy life, girl. Or you let them kill you day by day. And I don't
give the bastards the satisfaction. Take everything the day gives you. Enjoy the sunset. Enjoy the rain. Or
a man who loves you. What the hell. Idon 't think I'm that bad. Am I?"

She looked at him over the rim of the tea-bowl, a short glance, and again, sidelong, thinking about it,
Taizu-like. A small smile tugged at the corners of her mouth, and a brow lifted. "No, I don't think so."
The smile disappeared. "I'm a farmer. I know how nature is. I've seen the goats and the pigs have afine
time. I had four brothers, two married." The mouth trembled. "And what I got was something different.
You know? That doesn't surprise a farmer any. Goats aren't polite either. But hell! master Shoka—" She
ripped up a handful of grass and flung it. "My bad luck. Isn't it? I'd like them to try now. That's what. I'd
like that."

He exhaled a careful breath. Damn, was there no respite in her? "I hope you don't include me in that
number."

She bit at her lip. "No, master Shoka. I just want you to know if you sleep with me, I'm not your wife,
I'm doing it because I'm scared and I don't like being scared, so I do it until I'm not. But you think it's for
you. And I won't lie to you. I don't like lying. I'm not a virgin. I'm not anybody's lady. It's my fault you left
your mountain and I wish tokel/ you'd go back! If you'd go back I promise I'll try to stay alive and come
back, and then I'll marry you, I'll do anything you want me to for the rest of my life. I just don't want you
getting killed for me. I never wanted that. You're being stupid, and I hate that! I'm not what you think I
am. I'm not your lady. I'm a farmer. They'll laugh at you if you say I'm anything else. Just like those
people back there. And [ won't have that!"

The face was perfectly in control, the hands on knees, the whole posture tranquil. Only the voice
trembled and broke.

He left that silence a long while. He found a twig of brushwood in his fingers and snapped it. "Let me tell
you then, since we're being ruthlessly honest: I was a damn fool for not insisting Metya sleep with me.
Then she never would have married the Emperor. [ was a greater fool to have believed there was
something the Emperor would stick at, and not to have snatched her up and run for the border. But by
then, you see—by then, she was the Emperor's wife. And they'd have brought an army after me; and
she'd still be dead. But the fact is—" It was a thought that had been growing in him for months, a bitter



thought, a thought that made desolate a good part of his life. "I don't think I'd loved her for years. I don't
think she'd loved me—ever. We were kids. We were infatuated. I lost her to the old Emperor's order. It
was romantical and I was desolated, and my pride was hurt. So what could I do but carry on with a
feeling I'm not sure was ever real? You understand that? Probably what you're going through with me.
You do and you don't. Yea and nay. But for me, then, it had to be real. She hated her husband. I was
her friend. We never once slept together. If we had, I think it would have been to relive the past. To
imagine there'd been something more than infatuation. The day she died—" He cleared a tightness in his
throat. "She was waiting for me, I'm sure to the last, because [ was her friend. Because she knew if
anyone had come—I would have. But things between us by then were all politics and planning how to do
this and planning how to influence one lord and another to do what had to be done—all politics. We
weren't lovers, we were a faction Ghita had to break—myself, Meiya, lord Heisu. That he couldn't prove
adultery on me—was because we'd been so careful there was no chance. That they proved it on
Heisu—was because—gods only know—she might have. And I wouldn't blame her. I'd know why . . .
because she treated me as too damned honorable. And she'd have known how foolish it was and how
dangerous. But if she slept with Heisu—it was because she didn't give a damn for him, personally, only as
a friend and adviser, and her husband never touched her. You see—there are things people do to each
other as bad as happens on battlefields. That's my truth. You didn't choose what happened. Imade the
mess that [ suffered from. So if I sleep with you—it's because I've gotten smarter over the years. I take
the moments the gods give. I don't ask too much. I genuinely care about you. I've never slept with a
woman I've cared about. Not one—until you." It grew too embarrassing, to be saying that to a very
young, very tough-minded girl, no matter she was no child. He reached out and jabbed the broken twig
into the fire, not looking at her, but at the fire that licked up, brief, bright flames and a few sparks in the
gathering dark. "Anyway, that's my reason. It's not on your shoulders." He took another bit of
brushwood and fed it in. "If I remember my maps, the hills in the south of Hua are wooded. Hard country
to find anyone in. That's how I plan to get out. And you with—"

She had gotten up. He thought he might have upset her and she was going to walk off. Instead she came
to his side and squatted down and took his hand and held it, arms between her knees.

"Let's sleep together. All right?"

He looked up at an earnest, firelit face, close to his own. His pulse quickened. "All right," he said, and
closed his hand tighter. And thought of the woods not far away, and the nature of the land.

Hell with it. He started in with her ties and she helped him with his, and they peeled out of the armor like
two youngsters in a hedgerow.

After which he covered the fire, threw the blankets around them both and said: "Let's not hurry. Let me
explain the fine points of-this."

"Just do it!"
"No, no, no, one doesn't."
"Mmmn," she said after a while, and let out a yelp.

The ladies of Chiyaden were more discreet. He could not say he preferred them at all, the more so as
she got the notion to try her own ideas.

"Mmmn," he said. "Gods."



"That hurt?"

"No," he said, between breaths, and settled himself. "Now?"
Her nails dug hell out of his back. He had no care for that.
Jiro snorted. Loud.

He stopped. She did.

A pebble rolled, on the rocks above them. "Damn!" he whispered into her ear, feeling her grip on his
arms. "Someone's up there."

Her fingers clenched, once, hard. "Mmmn," she said aloud, with cold presence of mind.

"Mmmn," he said in turn, and eased aside and felt in the dark after his sword, while she melted away
after her gear, while Jiro snorted and stamped in alarm.

Hewanted his armor, dammit, but his sword was all he could come by without a rattle. He hoped Taizu
had sense to stay put.

"Mmmn," she said again.

He heard someone moving then, around by the side of the hill. At least one above. More than one to the

right.

He heard his target, saw the shadow, and struck like a whisper. There was not even an outcry. Two
objects hit the ground, one small, one large.

Sound from above. A stone rattled down, a series of rattles, as howls broke from human throats and
shadows poured from the right.

He took the first three in that many passes: missed the fourth, trying to keep him from getting past, took
the fifth and heard Taizu yell:

"Bastard!" —As something hit steel and flesh and a man yelped into silence; Shoka spun and struck and
countered in what had started as fright and went to hot rage.

He heard the man charge down the hill-face, heard it coming and whirled and struck, whirled again with
the sound of steel on his left, took another and launched himself for the pale figure enveloped in

steel-shining shadows.

"Hyaaaa!" he yelled, drawing attention of his own, and cut his way through, heard a howl from Taizu, but
not pain, a yell like an outraged devil's.

And the last few shadows took to their heels.
"Cowards!" she screamed after them.

Shoka let go his breath and felt himself shaking from head to foot, the old feeling that came with a fight,
heart pounding, muscles charged to move. "Get a bow, darnmit!" He grabbed Taizu's arm and shoved



her back to the hill where their gear was. He ran and got Jiro from tether and drew him back close
against the hill, trampling a detritus on the ground that had not been there when the fight started.

Taizu had done what he had told her, gotten to cover against the hill and gotten the bows strung.
Naked as she was born. "Are you hurt?" he asked.

"No. You?"

"No." He felt after his clothes. "Get dressed. We sleep turn and turn about.Damn them!" He found

himself shaking for a different reason. For the memory of her out there surrounded. For what could have
happened.

For what she haddone , by the gods.
He hugged her against his side. "Scared?" he asked her.
"No." Her teeth were chattering. He felt her shivering. He held onto her, thinking . . .

Thinking that if she had made one mistake she would have died.

Thinking that then he would have fired the whole damn forest and gone for Gitu himself, and for Ghita
and for the Emperor and his whole damn court.

He hugged her tight. "Want to go home?"

"Hua," she said.

Chapter Twelve

The sky cast a faint glow into the narrows, over a flat, rocky expanse littered with hewn bodies, bits and
pieces. Not a wholesome place for the sun to come up on—the stink of death all around them and the
day getting just enough to see what a longsword could do to a body, armor and all.

Not a good sight for a girl, Shoka thought, and then thought: but it's what she's chosen.
He rubbed dried blood from his hands, rubbed the stubble on his face and found the same. Saw Taizu
waking, or never sleeping at all, her eyes dark, liquid slits in the shadow, her face dappled with filth like

his own. Jiro stood still drowsing, close to them, in the same sheltering rocks.

They had not washed last night. They had armored up and stayed close to the rocks, and slept turn and
turn about—if she had slept.

Scared, maybe. He hoped that she was. He hoped it was that simple, that natural a thing.

He reached out and tousled her bangs. "Better move," he said. "Early. Before our enemies want to get
stirring."

He got up. She did, and looked around her, and got her sword and walked out among the dead, poked



one body and walked on—stopped to pick up a dagger and sheath and thrust it through her own belt,
simple, pragmatic looting of their enemies.
A grim face, stolid. It sent a chill through him.

But it was also practical, what she did. He shrugged and rubbed the blood off his fingers and walked
through the bodies and pieces of bodies, looking for things of value.

A good dagger for her, a leather belt and silk cord—neither was to pass by: tack got worn and cords
got cut. A couple of serviceable steel helmets. He had lost his in the fracas ten years ago and she had
never had one. A gold locket. "Here," he said, tossing it at her. "But wear it inside. Stuff like this can get

your throat cut—in more than one way."

She looked at what she had caught in her fist, open-mouthed in amazement. She did not put it on. She
stuffed it in a bag she had taken from one of the dead.

A little silver. A little copper. A silver hair-clip. A silk scarf. That was the rest of their pilferage.

Nine bodies, in the faint light. He counted. Probably Taizu did.

"We've done no little service for travelers on this road," he said as he saddled Jiro and Taizu gathered up
her load. "That's likely a good part of the bandits in Hoisan."

"Huh," she said.

At least she did not say—it was nothing. At least she did not say—she enjoyed what she did. He had
seen both in boys in their first fight. But she was different. Like the wisest, maybe, who did what they did
and kept their balance: that was what he had taught her—Your soul has a center, girl, the same as
your body has. Let nothing you do take you from that center.

Where are you this morning, girl?

Or have you seen enough such sights in Hua?

Taizu walking among the dead. Taizu stripping weapons from corpses, coldly turning this and that
bloody bit of a man to see if there was something to be scavenged—

Gods, what has Chiyaden come to, to breed a girl like this?
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The road ahead by earliest dawn was an unpleasant ground of tumbled rocks, twisted pine, scrub and
undergrowth giving way to tall trees as the gap widened.

A little forest, a little thicket, a great deal of rock, through which the road had to wind, taking much more
time than Shoka liked, past rocks large enough to hide three and four men. "Don't talk," he said. "Jiro's
ears and Jiro's nose is the best defense we have through this."

She nodded once. That was all, except when the road widened again and they went under daylight,

beside the river.

Not the way Taizu had argued—with her out to the fore. The bandits knew there were two of them.



They well knew it; and Shoka kept scanning the heights within bowcast of them, with his own bow
strung, with an arrow held crook-fingered to the string and two more in his hand.

"I think they want easier pickings," he said finally.

"Maybe there never were that many of them," Taizu said.

He felt a prickle at his nape, strong enough that he turned in the saddle to look.

But there was nothing but trees and rock and the narrow clear area of the road.

He looked to the fore again, and wished with all his heart that he could put Jiro to a faster gait.

But there was no possibility of that. His weight, Taizu's, both in armor—their gear and the tack: Jiro
could carry it, but no faster than he was walking; or run with it and kill himself.

So they walked, at a better pace than Taizu had yet managed. "Give me the pack," he said, and when
she opened her mouth: "Hand it up."

She slipped her arm out of one rope, changed bow-hands, and freed the other, keeping only the quiver
as she handed it up to him.

"Go," he said, then. "Move, girl.Run!"

She moved, took a steady jogging pace, and Jiro snorted and broke into a faster gait with never a touch
of his heel—the old chase game.

That was the way they passed the heights, between rests in which they rested close against the rocks.

That was the way they came to the wider valley, by the waterside. Taizu came to a panting halt, the
sweat and the dirt and the day-old blood streaked with runnels of sweat, her hair stuck about her face.

He felt as if they had passed a door—one without returning. And he gave a twitch of his shoulders.
"T'll carry the gear a while," he said. "We're not resting here. Keep going."
She looked at him open-mouthed, as if she thought this was some kind of revenge.

"Go!" he said.

She seemed to understand then. She gasped a breath and turned and ran.
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They had to rest more often now—whenever they came to a rock that offered shelter. Taizu's breath
came harsh and hard, and sweat drenched her. At the last she walked close by Jiro's side and held onto
his saddle skirts, partly because she could hardly keep herself on her feet, partly to shield Jiro's chest
from the vulnerable side as they passed the last of the heights.

Beyond that, with the land open again, she was stumbling with exhaustion, and when they were in a
broad, clear space with their river again, she said, in a croak of a voice: "Master Shoka, can we rest a
while down there?"



"Rest we will," he said, and got down from Jiro's back and made her climb up, and walked, himself, with
Taizu sitting and swaying in the saddle—too prideful to collapse, he thought.

But he insisted to make a fire when they reached the ford and a little gravelly stretch where the river
brought wood and the sun dried it. He took off his armor and washed with handfuls of the icy water, and
she did, some distance from him, and not looking at him.

He looked at her—squatting peasant-style as she poured handfuls of water over her hair and her
shoulders, managing to stir his interest even in that ungainly pose—and he felt a moment of disquietude
even then—that she was so small, so set on her foolishness, and she had grown so important to him. But
that she would be appalled at death and killing—he gave up that illusion for good, and continued to be
appalled in his own turn, that she was so matter of fact about it.

Maiden-modest by daylight. And conscienceless as a camp-follower. He thought he should be
disgusted. But that was not what he felt. What he felt was—

—attraction. And a thought that if she were a boy he would think her extraordinary for that calm, and
that skill, and know here was that rare student too self-possessed to do foolish things. A student well-set
in the Way.

As I've taught her, was one thought.
And the other—that it was feminine cruelty, of the sort he had seen in whores of all classes.

One he respected; one he abhorred. He was not sure what he was dealing with, or what he had taught;
and his body said he loved her, which disturbed him the more—Youre off your center, master
Saukendar. . . .

Damnthe girl.
Hewanted to believe the best of her. He wanted it; and yet—

Believing the best meant believing that she was capable of the Way; and that meant taking her in a
completely different understanding than he had had with any woman; believing the worst meant he was a
fool, lending his art to a student who would pervert it, even for a just revenge—and who all along had not
been what a lonely man's vulnerable mind had wanted to make out of her.

Considerably off your center, master Saukendar. . . .

Demons he doubted. But that he might have bound himself up with a woman as destructive of him—he
could not entirely rid himself of that thought. He had very little left but his reputation. And he had more
than lent it to her. He had given it completely to her, to go into the world with, and to do good or ill
with—

Perhaps he could take the age-old cure for demons and strike off her head where she sat, unawares,
and go home, with his reputation intact: the village would make legends of his narrow escape from her
bewitching.

But he had no wish to cut off her head. No wish to take her home by force, and no wish to wait on the
mountain any longer, because now he would know what he was waiting for, and if there was never her



again—then there was nothing, nothing, nothing for the rest of his years.

So here he sat freezing himself with cold water and wanting a woman who was the equal of any young
fighter he had ever known—a thing which seemed vaguely to him like being attracted to some unusually
comely boy—andshe was simultaneously a saint who could be corrupted by his lust—or a
conscienceless woman who would inevitably attach to his name, and be the end of all the reputation he
had—

Not, he told himself, that it ought to matter to him. But, dammit, he had never asked to be a saint or a
hero, and if the gods had cast his lot that way, and if he had tried to keep his name clean and not betray
what people expected of him, then it was adamned shabby trick on the gods' part to send him a
temptation like this one at the last—

Maybe he wassupposed to do like the saints in the stories and cut her head off, and ride back to
virtuous solitude.

But that was not what his flesh wanted to do and that was not what he had the fortitude to do and not
what he had the conviction to do, not if she suddenly turned into the demon the village thought she
was—if she suddenly turned about with fangs and staring eyes he would temporize with her and hope she
would turn back again to Taizu. That was how bad it was with him.

He began to believe in demons after all, that shewas one, come to carry off his soul and ruin him.

And he kept seeing her walking among the dead in the sunrise, cold as a devil's heart, prodding one and
the other, turning a corpse to look for valuables—

No crime in that. It was only practical.
But she should have shown some remorse. Some fear.Something as maidenly as her modesty.

Damn, if she came to his bed with fangs and all he would want her. He could not understand how he had
come to this state of affairs, or why living or dying would not matter to him, without her.

Possibly because it had not mattered for a long time before that.
That was a grim thought. But it seemed true.

He sighed, and splashed himself with cold water to wash the blood off from the night before and the
sweat and the dirt off from today.

Damned mess, indeed.
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They shared a little smoked venison, and a bit of sausage; Taizu hoped for a proper supper tonight, and
she would, she said, cook up a bit of rice they could roll in leaves and have on the trail tomorrow when
they got hungry.

"We're through the worst," he said, "till we get to Ygotai."

"Maybe," she said hoarsely, "bandits will give up on us."



"Don't count on it," he said. "But we might have convinced them to think twice about us."
"You always worry."
"I always worry. I served the Emperor. It's a habit."

She cut off a piece of sausage, and nodded soberly. "I worried. That's how I got this far. I thought you'd
teach me so I wouldn't have to. That was stupid to think."

"It was a kid's way to think. You're doing much less of that."

She looked at him a long moment. Finally: "Those men weren't much."

"Did you expect them to be?"

"What about Gitu?"

"Much better than that.Much better than that. Gitu's studied. He's also ten years older than I knew him.
He might have gone soft. But, I've told you, you can trust his guards haven't. Much better than those
fellows back there with master Yi. Much better than the bandits. Don't expect otherwise. —Are you

ready? Are you fit for more walking?"

"Yes," she said, and wrapped up their lunch; and gathered up their gear.
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The land flattened out again and the road crossed over the little river at a shallow spot, up to Taizu's hips:
she took her armor off and led Jiro across, using her bare feet to test the soundness of the bottom, while
Shoka, astride, carried everything.

She went in up to her waist at one point, slipped and went in over her head. Jiro snorted and threw his
head as Shoka kept him tight-reined and knew a heart-stopped moment till the river spat her up again
soaked and outraged.

"Damn!" She still had Jiro's reins. And she added mildly: "Slick."

She led Jiro around. Shoka came across dry-shod, feet tucked up at the deepest part, and the girth wet.
But Taizu was a mess.

Interesting view, too. He gave her the appreciative stare it deserved as she passed him up Jiro's reins;
she looked down and pulled her wet shirt away from her body.

"Don't youever think about anything else?"
He grinned. "Not with a sight like that in front of me."

Shethought it was funny, then. A grin spread slowly, bright as sunrise and disquietingly wicked, before
she laughed and swaggered up the bank to the flat of the road.

With a decided sway of her hips.

Like she had just found out her sex had a certain power—



—with a certain self-restrained and honorable fool.
The world would teach you otherwise, girl.
No, the world's already tried, dammit. She's not fragile.

Memory of her naked, pale dancer and bright steel, beset by shadows. Of her armored and
blood-spattered, plundering the dead.

Of her arms and her body around him—

Of her going tense and panicked at the damnedest times—

And she walked now in her wet clothes with a deliberate twitch of very visible hips.

A girl trying out womanhood, trying out a sense of amusement about the mysteries and the to-do people
made of it— Of course. With Taizu things were grimly serious—or not. Honesty—was grimly serious.
And she would not, he thought,not deliberately cheat him.

I'm not your wife, it's because I'm scared and I don't like being scared, so I do it until I'm not. . . .

Fool. The girl warned you what she's doing. What does it take?

This morning she was a demon, Now she's a—

—damned tart.

She's—

—akid. A scared kid who trusts me to treat her decently.

—Master Shoka—

He hurt. That was what. He had better sense than she did. He saw where they were going and he
foresaw her lying dead on the road, foresaw himself giving a fair account of himself against whatever nest
of trouble they had met. But himself lying on the road thereafter. And the farmers nearby saying: Well,
there goes a fool. And the nobles in Chiyaden sighing and saying: With a peasant girl. Whatever can

he have intended to do?

And others saying: Maybe he went a little crazy, living off on that mountain.
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Boiled rice for supper, a decent fire, a good dinner. And Taizu fell asleep afterward, just—nodded off
sitting there, her back against the rock, her rice-bowl empty in her lap.

It wouldn't be much good, Shoka thought; she had walked so far and run so hard; and she looked so
damned innocent like that—

He put their mats by her, he said: "Taizu," and waked her before he took her in his arms—safest. "Lie
down, you'll get a stiff back," he said, slipping his arms around her. She put her arms around him and



muttered something, and nodded off against his shoulder.

Damn.
"Mmm," she said later, stirred and shifted over. He was not asleep, not quite. He had not dared in this
place.

"My turn to sleep," he said muzzily. "Can you stay awake awhile?"

She brushed her fingers through his hair.

"If you do that," he said, "you're going to wake me up."

"I'm sorry," she snapped and shoved at him. "Go to sleep, then."

He blinked, rolled onto an arm, rubbed his eyes. "Don't ask profound philosophy of a man in the middle
of the night, out of a sound sleep. What are we doing?"

Perhaps he embarrassed her. There was a long silence.
Damn, she had thought she was being seductive.

He fumbled down her arm and found her hand. "Sorry." She let him do that, so he reached further and
rested his hand on her shirt, on her stomach, just friendly.

She took his hand in hers and put it up under, against her heart.
Which was all right for a while. Then the shirt went; and his did; and the breeches.

He took his time. And when he slumped down close to her ear and said, with all the deliberate timing of
a courtesan: "Be my wife."

"O gods—" she breathed. And eventually, shortly: "No."
He muttered an army obscenity and sank off to the side, disappointed, discouraged, but not defeated.
A few more breaths. "Yousay I'm your wife. I sleep with you. What more do you want?"

He knew the answer. It was plain to him as day and night. But it was hard to say to a hostile woman. So
he said nothing.

"What would your wife have to do?"

"I suppose what you do now. I've had no luck stopping you."

"Then why do you want me to marry you?"

"Because," he retorted, "if you don't they can cut your damn hand off for carrying that sword!"

"Well, you/ie about it all right! I don't know why you couldn't lie to a magistrate!"



Caught, he said: "I suppose I could."

"So you don't need to marry me."

"I don'tneed to marry you."

"Then why? What would be different? That you'd tell me what to do?"

He asked himself that, not for the first time. "I wouldn't stop you."

"Well,why , then?"

He traced a line down her shoulder. And did not find it any easier for being down to his last excuses.
"Because it'd please me. Because—"Because after two Emperors and someone else's wife, 1'd like to
know someone loyal to me,as well as the other way around.

She said, angrily: "It's stupid! You've gone crazy!"

She had her own hurts. He allowed that. His own pained him at the moment, sharp as the old wound
when it ached, and he was not willing to get into an argument.

"Master Shoka?"
Thathurt.

He turned his back to her. But she grabbed him by the shoulder and leaned over his arm. He was angry
enough to have thrown her clear to the riverside.

But she said: "I just want to know."
It took forty years worth of self-control to be very calm and say: "Because it's decent."

"What does decent have to do with it?" she hissed. "Because master Saukendar doesn't like to be
sleeping with his student, but hiswife is all right?"

He took several careful breaths. He did not hit her.
"I just want to know why," she said.

"It's decent for people to make promises to each other, and keep them. I want—"Once to have
someone promise me something, and mean it. "—to go to sleep. You wear me out, girl."

"Wearyou out!/'m the one carrying the baggage!"
There was no romantic instinct in the girl. None.

She threw her arms around his neck, knelt there and rested her head against his shoulder. "I'm a
peasant," she said. "The first time you see the ladies in Chiyaden you'll hate the sight of me."

"Damn if I will." He turned over and clipped her chin by accident. "Taizu, for the gods' sake—" He



touched the offended chin.

"You will."

He was pushing too hard, trying to compel her. That was no good. It had nothing to do with the loyalty
he wanted. "No," he said. "No." And sighed and gathered her into his arms, determined to go to sleep.
"Let it be. Let it be. You don't believe me. And that's the end of it."

"What would I have to do? Do what you say?"
"Hush, go to sleep."

"Why do you want me to marry you?"

"Because I love you," he said. It was more complicated than that. But it shut her up for a while. Maybe
she was thinking. Everything Taizu did was tangled.

Finally she said: "Are you going to say | have to do what you say?"

"No," he said, weary of this endless dicing of the matter; but patient. It took that, with Taizu. Heknew
her mind. They would be arguing when they got to Hua.

She was quiet a long time. He was half-asleep when she said, her head pillowed on his chest: "Can |
think about it?"

He tousled her hair. "Do that." And tenderly combed it, since it had gotten leaves in it. "Don't sleep
without waking me. Understand?"

"Mmnn," she said.

But he waked with the crack of a branch in his ears and the sun on his face.
"Dammit!" he said, and rolled over with his heart pounding, grabbing after his sword.
But she was there in the dawn breaking twigs for the fire.

He let his head down on his arms and got his breath.

"I didn't go to sleep," she said. "I couldn't sleep."

"Well, a hell of a lot of time we're going to make today." He got up and went off to the bushes, and
came back and washed and shaved at the riverside.

She had breakfast ready when he sat down at the fire.

So he ate, watching the riverside and watching the light on the water and thinking on as little as he had
thought about in mornings at the cabin.

Except he missed the cabin. He wished he was there. With her.



He sighed and raked a hand through his hair. And patiently combed it and put it up before he set to
putting his shin-guards on.

Taizu came and squatted in front of him, in shirt and armor-breeches, arms between her knees.

"Do you remember what you said last night?" she asked.

"What do you mean, what I said last night?"

She bit her lip, ready to take offense.

"I mean," he said, "I damn well remember what I said last night! What do you expect?" Damn, he had
upset her. He was not his most diplomatic in the mornings. He threw the second shin-guard down and
looked at her, at a very off-put Taizu, who had her jaw clamped. "Oh, hell!" Cross-purposes again. "It's
not two merchants haggling over a load of salt, girl. It's not a financial arrangement. I've got nothing to
give you—" He thought then, as he had not thought—what would happen to her ifhe were the one killed,
and she were left, his wife, with his enemies, and that was enough to upset his stomach. "Not a damn
thing I haven't already given."

"Can't you not swear at me?"

"I don't want to swear at you. Gods know I don't. All right, don't.Dont promise me anything." He
picked up the shin-guard again and fitted it, beginning the ties. "It's all getting too complicated. I'm not

trying to stop you."
"Then why are you trying to marry me?"

"O—¢gods." He rested his head against his hand. Looked up again with all the calm and patience he
could muster, into two puzzled, earnest eyes.

"I want toknow! Y ou're asking me to do something, [ want to know!"

Not surprising he made no sense to her, he thought. He made none to himself, nothing he wanted to
bring into the light.

"What do you want out of me?" she asked.
He made the ties. He worked his arms into the armor-sleeves and tied the cords across his chest.
And she never said a thing to him. She just waited, arms on knees. Peasant-like.

So master Saukendar could get the lump out of his throat and get his balance back and manage some
dignity. Hehated being coddled.

Which was, he thought, close to what he was asking. Once in his life.

"I'm used to peopleloving me, girl. The whole world loved me. Love's damn cheap. You can buy it in
the marketand the court, two a penny."

She looked shocked.



"I'm too old for you," he said. "I was too old when you were born." He got up and felt the old pain, the
way he felt it at every such move, always there./'m not coming back , he thought again.Not¢ from this
one. Why all this thought of permanency?

"Master Shoka—"

Plaintively. Sharp as a knife.

He picked up the body armor and fitted it on, walking over to fetch Jiro.

"You're not old!" she yelled at his back.

And ran and grabbed at his arm, but he interposed a hand and a foul look, at which she was wise
enough and respectful enough to stop.

So they took the road again, no different than they had begun.

Chapter Thirteen

The land became lower, the land became level, and rice-fields and dikes marked the beginning of farms,
the tributaries of Y gotai.

And among the dike roads a pasture and a tolerably decent few horses.
"They belong to the judge," a farmer said.

"Stay here," Shoka said, and took the locket, the gold they had gotten, and the coins which he had, in
the foolishness of their first acquaintance, proposed for Taizu's dowry.

And leaving Taizu to sit and guard their baggage by the dike-side, he rode to the judge's gate.

"My name is Sengi," he said, leaning an elbow on Jiro's saddlebow and looking down at the gatekeeper.
"CaptainSengi, to see the judge—I understand he has horses for sale."

The magistrate was, thank the gods, not a man he knew or ever had heard of, a fat old man very
nervous to find a mercenary captain at his gate; but a good deal happier to see that captain rattle a heavy
purse and announce that he had given his remount to a friend and looked to acquire a serviceable
animal—with tack.

So he left Jiro tied in the shade—calling out loud and friendly salutations to one of the judge's mares and
generally giving grief to the judge's grooms—and walked out to the small pasture with the judge, to look
at several fine mares, to admire their fine points, to talk horse-breeding, a passion of the elderly judge,
and to agree with the judge's wisdom absolutely—which he figured might lower the price within his reach.

So one sat in the shade of the judge's garden, one sipped beautifully prepared tea—

—One remembered gentler times then, and felt a little pang, and felt the years shift back and forth in
insane depth—



A garden, a path, a shade and a pool with an arching bridge.
His own house.
But it was forfeit. Confiscated.

"This is what [ have." Shoka laid out the gold locket and the rings. And added a couple of coins. "I
appreciate a fine horse. I'm afraid I know too well what they're worth. But the sorrel with the white foot.

n

"Brood mare potential. You should have seen her sire. . . ."
"Certainly. But I couldn't possibly afford the bay . . ."

It took the whole damned afternoon. He imagined Taizu fretting and fretting out there on the road. He
imagined a whole troop of imperial guards coming along and asking questions Taizu could not answer.

But there was no way to evade the old man, who asked him about affairs further north.

"M'lord, I've come in from Mendang. I've no idea. How are things in Hoishi?"

At which the old man temporized: "About what they have been."

"Cheng'di?"

"About the same. How in Hoisan?"

Cagey old wretch, Shoka thought.

And wished to hell he could get something current out of him.

But if he asked how were the crops, then the old fox would suspect something—a mercenary captain
who went asking . . . might have banditry in mind; and the village judge was not the person to rouse
suspicions with. So he drank the tea and talked over horses past and present.

He praised the old judge's favorite. He said—the truth—that he had seen the Emperor's own farms
and—a lie—there had been none better. But he had no more gold, just a pittance of silver that he needed
to live on.

They were down to bargaining for the tack.

Finally he turned out his purse and spent everything,

Thank the gods he had left a little reserve with Taizu.

"That," the judge said, "is avery fine horse you have. I don't suppose you'd part with him?"
k ok ok

Eventually it was a three-year-old bay mare he rode back leading behind him, a creature with a white
face, one hind foot white to the hock, one forefoot white to the knee, a broad, powerful rump and a
good chest. Not precisely the most ordinary horse in the province. He would have preferred something



less marked, but it was a good horse, the judge was anxious to sell her and he was anxious to get clear of
the farm.

And Taizu, who came out from her ditch and her bushes to meet him—Ilooked by her stance exactly the
way he had expected, worried witless by now and thinking the worst; but it was a different look when he
came closer and she had a look at the horse he had brought her.

"She'sbeautiful! But—"

"She's loud as a riverman's whore," he admitted. It had come down to two, one unremarkable in all
points, including her bones. "I did what I could. This one's sound, she's strong and she's trained for a
soldier. I'd rather you had her under you in a pinch." He gave her the reins. "Climb up on her. Try her
out."

"Can weafford her?"
"Jiro clinched the bargain."
"Jiro/My gods—!"

"All our gold and Jiro's best try at the judge's bay mare." He patted Jiro's neck. "Poor old lad. Gave
everything he had. Didn't you, son?"

Jiro was still unsettled. Jiro bounced and danced in place and worked to get the bit while Taizu made her
acquaintance of the bow-nosed, white-legged mare. And the look in Taizu's eyes and the fever in her
hands touched a horseman's heart.

"Up!" he said. "It'd be like the old skinflint to change his mind and send his house guard after us! Let's be
out of here."

She put her foot in the stirrup, she got herself up, and the mare, skittish with Jiro and a strange rider,
danced off sideways, but she steadied. Good hands. A good seat. Damn fine seat.

"I thought you could handle her," Shoka said. "After Jiro." He rode close and passed her the paper he
had. "Bill of sale. Hang onto that. If we get separated I don't want them calling you a horsethief."

"Gods, she's beautiful."

"Damn, girl,/ never get these compliments." He let Jiro move, down the dike road, and the mare caught
up and paced neatly beside, an energetic clip, with a good deal of neck-stretching and eye-rolling and
side-stepping between the stud and the mare. "Watch it, there!"

"Men," Taizu said. There was a tremor in her voice. A before-battle kind of shiver. Her eyes were
bright. Her hands kept the reins under constant light tension, the mare trying every little shift, testing what
was on her, flirting with the stud next to her, and finding out her rider was right with her every move.

Jiro for his part was a very happy fellow.

More than I can say, Shoka thought dourly, and thought back on the judge, damn him, who had flatly
asked how he had turned to mercenary service, where he had served, whose hire he was in—



Sengi, m'lord, no, but my father was from Tengu, well, we lost our land, m'lord. No prospects. I'll
be riding back to Choedri, north, hoping for hire. Maybe there. Clear to Cheng'di if I have to. You
don't know what my prospects are there?

Damned spooky, he thought, damned spooky the way the old man kept looking at him, saying:/ don't
doubt you'd find employment there. Where are you coming from?

Caravan guard, m'lord. But I've had a belly full of foreign places. I'm coming home. I don't
suppose—there's much change in the last couple of years. . . .

No. Again with that strange look. And: Let me show you a mare you haven't seen. . . .
% ok ok

Down the levies to the river again. The whole horse-bargaining had taken three times as much time as he
had wanted and it was twilight by the time they came to the bridge. "I don't want to stopin Y gotai,"
Shoka had said before they had ever set about the matter of the horses, and now he cast a look over his
shoulder, with more and more of a prickling at his nape. Thankgods , it was still clear back there.
"What's wrong?"

"A nosy old man."

"The judge? You think he knew you?"

"I don't know."

"Well, what did hedo? "

"Questions. Too damn many questions. How areyou doing? Can we keep going?"

"I can ride all night if we have to, it's not my legs. —What kind of questions?"

"Who I am, where from. My name is Sengi. I'm a caravan guard. A captain of caravan guards. I used to
be a gentleman, you're my wife, the bill of sale is valid. We stay by that story."

"ltold you we shouldn't deal with a judge! They always ask questions! He could have recognized you!"
"Village judges don't get to court. I never met this man!"

"Maybehe wasn't always a village judge."

"Maybe he wasn't."

"—Or, maybe—" The mare went dancing a few steps sideways and Taizu brought her back. "Maybe
they've been watching for you to leave your mountain."

"All these years? That's crazy." He looked over his shoulder again, more and more regretting the strongly
marked horse. "I'm a fool. I shouldn't have taken that damn horse."

Badly marked, the old man had said. But look at her lines, not the markings. I can't sell her for the price
she ought to bring. No gentleman like yourself would ride a horse so—irregular, and I don't want those



markings passed down. . . . But for your purposes ... to see her go to a gentleman's retainer. . .

"Don't get attached to that mare. We can trade her off up the road. In the meantime we use those good
legs of hers to put distance behind us."

"All right," she said, looking back herself. "She'sin no trouble. It's Jiro I worry for—"

"We old men can manage, girl." He touched Jiro with his heels and Jiro had no trouble deciding he was

going if the mare was. And vice versa.
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There was a twisting way around Y gotai, by levies and dike-roads, among a few shabby buildings on
Ygotai's outer edge—a town of some ten thousand souls, as Shoka recalled it from the Emperor's
census; but the extent of the ramshackle buildings that he did not recall seeing, and the
poverty—disturbed his sense of what should be. "These people weren't here," he said to Taizu as they
rode, two mercenaries through the town slums; and people huddled under woven-work porches around
their cooking fires—stopped their suppers and stared with bleak, worried eyes. Children did not chase
them, therewere no children, except those sitting close and inconspicuous by their elders. There was only
a single impudent pack of dogs, and those were starved-looking, yapping and chasing the horses, but not
far.

Mostly the people looked beaten and afraid.

"They're scared ofus ," Taizu said in a quiet tone. "We look like soldiers."

The houses were so temporary a strong wind would demolish them. The street was rutted, dried mud in
some places, a stinking morass in others where gods-knew-what habitually ran. And always the stares,
the desperate, mistrusting stares.

What's wrong in this place? Where did these people come from?

What's happened here?

We look like soldiers. What in hell does that mean?
%k %k %k

"There's not much place for a camp," he said, looking over the land of dikes and rice-fields beyond the
town. Easy for a supposed boy afoot—all too conspicuous for a gentleman, his retainer, and two horses.

"We'd scare farmers," Taizu said, "Mercenaries."

"Like we scared the townsmen," Shoka said as they crossed another bridge in the dusk. "I'd as lief be
through this, far out into the country again."

"The road's safer. Stay out of the dikes on a horse, if we're thinking about stopping."
Dead ends. A maze of dead end paths. The farmer did not have to tell the soldier that fact.
So it was a grove of mulberries well after dark, where an orchard road gave them a little recess off the

highway; and a bed under the trees, where no one might notice. The sky had turned nasty toward dark, a
leaden gray that killed even the sun-colors, down to a pewter twilight and a starless dark.



And with the prospect of a drenching they shared a cold supper of rice-balls and sausage and a little tea,
with a quick, small fire of stolen mulberry leaves and twigs.

"Why were they afraid?" Shoka asked then, in the dim light of that fire.
"Ofsoldiers ," Taizu said, as if it were simple sanity, and he were very dense.
"Soldiers."

"Of the Emperor."

He shook his head. "You're dealing with a man who was past twenty when you were born, girl. Who
was in exile when you were scarcely aware of the world. In my time soldiers weren't to fear. Not—at
least—within the towns and villages, no credit to a little rowdiness about the camps—that's always been.
But this wasfear ."

"The troops do what they want. The mercenaries do. They have papers from the Emperor. They're the
law. ..."

"The law my rear. Thecourts are the law, girl. . . . TheEmperor doesn't hire mercenaries...."
"Thelords are the law."
"On their land, yes. Town taxes go to the Emperor, town problems go to the—"

"—Emperor's judges. But if you haven't got money you can't pay the fines and they take your pigs; or
your house; or maybe the Emperor's soldiers just feel like a joke so they flatten your house and kill you.
There's nobody going to tell who they were, nobody'll care to find out who did it if you don't belong to
some lord—#e'llget mad and go to the courts, but you don't go to the court if you haven't got money—"

He listened. What she was describing was not the country he had left. But it was plausible, if an Emperor
were a damnable fool.

"—because that judge back there, either he's crooked and he's taking money, or he knows what could
happen tokis farm if he got afoul of the soldiers. That's the way it is, out here in the country. That's the
way the law is. And if you're a peasant and you've got somebody like lord Kaijeng, they tax him till he
and his lady could hardly keep the place up and they raid his farms, and they march all his men away to
the border wars, and finally they just come in and kill him, and you don't expect the Emperor did anything
about it."

"Does the Emperor really doanything? "

"I don't know," she admitted. "They say the Emperor does this and the Emperor does that, but other
people say he just puts his name on things and he spends all his time with his concubines and his birds."

"Birds." Cages . . . cages of exotic birds, an immense garden where birds flew free, and fine mesh nets
secured them from the sky. Plants and birds imported from nameless places, at risk of lives. The boy had
spent a lot of childhood hours there, dodging out on his weapons-drill and his court duties. Not an evil
boy. A spoiled, self-centered, soft-minded boy, feckless as the sparrows.



Who murdered. Who cold-bloodedly schemed with Ghita to be rid of his wife, his advisors, his tutor—

Because he was a damnedfoo! , whose wishes and whose desire not to think were more real to him than
the bloody result of his scheming—

Damn him! Damn him for it!

Taizu had worked herself into a rage. He had, even thinking about it, for different reasons. So it was a
long while before he said:

"[s that the reputation he has?"

"Everybody says he's a fool. Spends all his time with his birds. Lords give them to him, if they want
anything. There was one bird cost this lord thousands. And it died inside a week and after that the other
birds in the garden got sick and a lot of them died. The Emperor said it was poisoned and it put a spell
on the rest. Ghita had that man arrested and they took his lands—Tenei was his name, lord Tenei, up
north—I think it was P'eng."

"That damn dog—"

"They came in to arrest him and his wife committed suicide, but he hadn't the nerve so his friend killed
him and killed himself."

"Who else are the lords? Can you name them off to me?"
She leaned back against a mulberry tree, a shadow in the dark, and ticked them off on her fingers.

"T don't know who's in Hua, if it isn't Gitu. He's also got Angen, of course. Shangei, that's lord Mendi.

"My gods."

"I don't know anything about him. Except it was lord Heisu's place."

"Mendi's a dithering fool. Go on."

"Yiungei—" There was a little tremor of anxiety in her voice out of the dark. "That's lord Baigi."
"Ghita's lapdog. I knew that."

"Mengan district, in Yiungei, that's—"

"Jeidi?" It was his own district she spoke of, his own lands.

She shook her head. "Jeidi's dead. Peiyan."

"Not all the bandits are in Hoisan. Who in Tatyi?"

"It used to be Riyen. He died. It's some cousin—"

"Kegi."



"That was it."
"Just a name to me. Who are the best lords?"

"I don't know. Lord Mura. He was a friend of our lord. His name is Meigin. And lord Agin of Yijang, he
was all right for a neighbor."

Two still alive. "Tengu?"
"I'm not sure. I didn't—care much then. I didn't care about lords. —I know Kenji: that's Mida."
Another one he knew, not a forceful man, a scholar.

"Hoishi is lord Reidi," he said, "last I heard. Much that you ever hear of him. I can't say I can complain of
him as a neighbor, but I never crossed his borders. Now I have." He shook his head, feeling the same
sense of desperation that had been with him down this road, too like—all too like—what he had felt ten
years ago. "If Jiro could stand it, I'd say we should keep moving, but I won't break him down running,
damned if T will."

"I wish you'd gone back!"

"It's too late now. There's no safety there—not for me, not for anyone with me. Not for the village if I go
back there. This way it's on my head, and that's all they notice. Listen to me. I want you to listen to me
very sensibly, Taizu: if soldiers do come on us, if there's no way to run, you leave me and you ride till that
mare drops and you get off and walk—"

"NO."

"Listento what I'm saying, dammit! If they should call out the soldiers on us, I'm not saying itwill
happen—but if it does, it's because they've recognizedme , not a kid from Hua—and there's no way in
hell I can do anything at that point but make trouble for them. Most would stay with me—one or two
might chase after you—you can outride them, you're lighter and that's a damn good horse, that's why [
wanted her, other considerations aside. You can get clear. I haven't got a hope of it. So let's be sensible.
They don't know you, they don't know what you intend. If7'm back in the Empire, they'll make only one
supposition, and your only danger is getting caught in my company. Now, that's sense. If something
happens to me, things are going to be stirred up for a while. You get out, get to the south, hide out till it's
quiet—"

"Y ou're making all this up, it's not doing any good, because I'm not going to do it. I'm not leaving you!"
He sat there quiet a moment, thinking:/ wanted loyalty .
Damn her, does she ever do anything but when you don't want it?

He was scared, more scared than he had been since he could remember. He hadknown the first caravan
to go behind them from Mon to Y gotai would carry the news of his having crossed the border: he had
planned for that, planned to stay ahead of that rumor, even to use it: they would expect Saukendar to go
due north to Cheng'di or into Yiungei, not to Hua. But what had seemed possible in Mon seemed less so
in Ygotai, and the desperate look of the people and the evidence of profound changes in the land—made
it all seem more desperate and more difficult.



And there was, since Mon, since he had breached the peace, no safety in return.
"You think the judge might call the soldiers," Taizu said, "and have them look out for my horse?"

"For your horse, for Jiro—a big red horse with a man of my description. I'm not much less conspicuous,
and the Emperor's birds are more than show. A message can fly from here to Cheng'di—damn fast."

"So. So—we just go fast, that's all."

"Where's the judge tonight? Where have his messengers gone? Where are the nearest soldiers and how
fresh are their horses, against Jiro?"

"Do you know that?"

"So we hide! We hide until they think the judge is crazy."
"Where?"

"T'll find a place. There's hedges. There's thickets."

"We're dealing with two horses, for the gods' sake. You said yourself, if we get into the paddies, there's
no way—"

"You listen to me, master Saukendar, you from the Heavenly City: I got out all right, didn't I? This is the
country. You see this orchard. You see that road? It's not fast. We'll have to wade. But I'll bet the
soldiers won't do it. We get back among the paddies and back into Taiyi province—"

"There's a river. Jiro's carrying armor."

"Well, if we cross by dark and we split up his tack and let my horse carry half—"

He sat there thinking about his reputation, about a single, sharp fight on the road, a way for a man to go
out with some credit and some satisfaction on his enemies—

And thinking with a little rise in his spirits—what Shoka-the-fool would have done in his youth, and
risked everything for—having no hero's reputation to lose. Right through the rice-paddies, the fox's
way—if he had a guide who was more than wishful thinking—

"You think you can find a way through to Taiyi?"

"I know I can."

"They'll track us.Horses don't come and go down the paddy roads."

"That's fine. Water covers a lot. Horses can wade the same as we can."

"Then let's do it by dark. Before the rain starts."

There was a moment of silence as he got up. A pitiful small grunt as Taizu gathered herself up.



There was more than that from Jiro, who stamped and shied around at being saddled up—and at being

loaded this time not with a rider, but with the armor and the packs.
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Shoka carried the armor when it came to climbing the main dike. He handed it up to Taizu, who set it on
the ground, and he climbed the bank himself and pulled on Jiro's reins. After which Jiro came up in a rush
and knocked him flat.

"Dammit!" he breathed, on his back on the ground, in the mud of the dike-side. And he turned and
struggled to his feet and up the slope with his leg shooting pain up the inside.

Taizu tried to help him at the last, a shape in the dark that loomed up at the top. He shoved her. She was
in his way, it hurt, and he shoved her. Then because he knew he was in the wrong he got angry at her.
"Dammit, don't get in front of me!"

It was misting rain. It was wet, it was slick. Jiro was exhausted and panting with the treks through mud,
they had scarred the flanks of more than one dike in a trail a child could follow, and the turns along the
roads, every choice of paths—their zigging and zagging along the dikes, sometimes a long arm,
sometimes a short one, sometimes simply where they could manage the climb, became a nightmare of
moonless, starless choices.

He picked up his sodden armor from where Taizu had dropped it, while she was picking her gear up
and putting it back on the mare's saddle. His leg hurt, gods, it hurt. He piled everything back on the
saddle and tied it, thank gods for the cord they had gotten from the bandits.

"We've got to go down again," Taizu said suddenly in a hoarse and shaky voice.

"What do you mean we've got to go down again? We just cameup this side."

"We're wrong. We're going wrong. | know we are."

He was freezing, with the wind driving against his wet clothing. His boots were double-weighted with
mud. Jiro was in no better case. And at every turn it had been:/ know, I'm sure. I know where I'm

going.

"Look," he said hoarsely, "look, girl, youdon't know where you're going. What are you trying to do,
keep going until one of the horses breaks a leg? Let's get off this damn dike, settle down and rest till we
get some light, so we can see where we're going."

"We're all right," she said. "We just got fouled up back there, we've got to go down again."

"We don't know where we're going, we're damn well liable to wind up north again for all we
know—clear back to the damn road!"

"No. It's this way."

"You haven't got the moon, you haven't got the stars,you can't dead-reckon your way across this
maze—"

"I've got the wind!"



"The wind shifts, dammitall!"

"And thefeel! The way the land is, the way the dikes run, I know what I'mdoing , dammit, lknow where
east is!"

"Oh, gods," he groaned, as the shadow that was Taizu started down the dike-side again.

Leave the bitch.Let her hike out there in the dark until she knew she was alone.

It was too damn cold to stop. His teeth were near to chattering.

"Damn her," he said to Jiro, and untied the baggage and the armor and tied it on his own shoulders.

He hurt so much already there was hardly worse. It was Jiro's legs he worried for—an old horse, under
his own armor, a cold night and muscles gone weak with chill.

He fell on the slope; he hit the water and the mud and for a moment could not get his feet under him or
get a breath. He made it. It was the bad side. Oh, damn, it was. But he got himself to his feet. Jiro was

standing there on four feet and whole.

"Come on," he said, finding the reins. And he kept going, as far as the other end, where Taizu swore
they could go on dry ground and trust the paths a while.

"Let my horse carry it," she said. "She's all right. She's all right, master Shoka."

"So am L," he said in what of a voice he had left. And added: "But Jiro's too old for this."
They put his armor up on the mare's saddle. Taizu started off again.

"We're lost," he said to her back. "We're lost. You know that."

"We're all right. We'll get out of this. It can't last too much further."

He swore a steady stream of line-soldier obscenities and limped after.

The sun was edging its way up a murky sky when the dike paths came to a line of trees; and as they
came to that ancient stand of willow—

An uncrossable expanse of river.

Taizu stopped, when they came over the dike face to face with that—stopped. Her shoulders slumped,
and she turned around with a look of absolute desperation.

"It's all right," he said. "It's all right. We've come back to the Hoi, that's what we've done. You've led us
true east. We're all right."

Her lips trembled.
"The river's on theright . We're back where we started!"

"No," he said. "No! We crossed the river Hoi, at Ygotai. It's the same that flows past Mon. It'sour river,



after the Yan flows into it. It goes down to the Chaighin . . .Maps , girl. The benefit of maps, remember?
The Hoi and the Chisei come together at the east end of Hoishi. . . . Taiyi's straight ahead. Straight ahead
as we're going."

Tears started down her face. She came and put her arms around him and rested her head on his
shoulder, just stood there, shivering.

"You led us right," he said. "You brought us east. It was east all along."

Chapter Fourteen

Shoka wiped his nose and drank the pleasantly steaming willow-tea with his supper—old mother willow
and her sisters gave them a shelter, a canopy of ground-reaching branches that enveloped them, the
horses, a level, tolerably dry bank, and a little of the river edge. Sometimes barges and boats passed,
bound from Ygotai onward to trifold Mandi, which sat astride the Chaighin where it and the Hoi became
the Great River, and flowed on to distant reaches of Sengu and Mendang, and remote outposts where
barbarian traders came. And sometimes those boats came back upriver bearing, one supposed, goods
from Mandi's bazaars. A rough place, Mandi, a country place, lacking the graces of the imperial
city—but prosperous with the trade from the joining rivers and from the outside.

Strange to think that that large city was not so far away, when they sat in their willow-tent sneezing and
coughing and warm, thank the gods, the willow tending to confine the smoke so they dared a tiny fire
now and again, and shielding them from the wind and the misting rain.

"On the whole," he had said to Taizu, that first morning, "we're quite well situated. Let the furor die
down. Let them wonder where we are. We don't seem in any danger of being discovered, no one walks
this shore, they go by boat—so I can't think of a better place for the moment."

And Taizu: "T hope the north river isn't this wide, without going back—"

"It's not." He sneezed, and wiped his nose, and seeing how low Taizu's spirits were, got himself a
willow-wand and sketched her the wedge shape of Hoishi, with its two main rivers, the Hoi and the
Chisei. And Taiyi, the other side. "The Chisei never is much. A soldier knows these things. His supply
depends on them. I've neglected your education in maps, girl; maps are the essentials of any campaign—"

His voice was going. They had rubbed the horses down when they had first made their camp, they had
cut grass on the dike-side, numb with cold and staggering with exhaustion, and seen that Jiro and the
mare had a breakfast. Then they had stopped, tucked up in the quilts their mats had managed to keep
dry, both of them cold as corpses and holding onto each other. Warmth came, warmed bodies, warmed
limbs, enough to shiver a while, enough for Shoka's leg to start hurting again, an agony that would have
kept him awake if he were not so mortally exhausted. As it was he simply clamped his jaws and tried to
think of something else, waiting for exhaustion to win out, determined not to give way to the pain in
Taizu's hearing. But she made a sound, a kind of steady, hurt whimper with every breath, until he stroked
her wet hair and hugged her and she stopped, evidently realizing only then that she was doing it.

Poor girl. There was no strength, he thought, could have carried her; it was the simple, stupid vitality of
the young, who had no experience to tell them what was possible.

And seeing her moving around, with the afternoon, a man had to move again, and see to his gear. It was



her job, washing their clothes. But it was not the cabin on the mountain, it was the field again; a man took
care of his own things if he had no servant. And he did not.

There was no way all the dirt would ever come out of the cloth or the leather. "We'll look like
mercenaries for certain," he said, while she used a pot of oil soap to try to restore their tack and the
leather of their clothing.

"It's a mess," she said.

"It's always a mess." The leg hurt enough to distract him from the rest of his stiff muscles. "I think I tore
something in the knee. I'm not sure whether it's good or bad."

"We haven't got the rags. Except these."

He looked at the oily rags she was using, heating them over a tiny fire in a tin pan; and the ache was
enough to blur his vision, the thought of warmth on the joint enough to make his speech thick. "We can

try it."

It did help. It helped so much he lay back on the ground beneath the willows and shut his eyes and
opened them to find the whole world gone dim.

Twilight.
Taizu sitting by him, waiting.
That was how the willow-tea.

And the map-drawing in the fading daylight, Taizu watching the lines he drew with that thinking-frown on
her face and her lip caught in her teeth in that way she had when she was desperate and worried.

Terrified.

"We can go two ways from here," he said. "Back along the Hoi till we can cross; or up to the Chisei.
West or east. Your choice."

"If I wasn't with you," she said, fists clenched, "master Shoka, I'd be on into Taiyi."

He shook his head. "You'd be dead back on the riverside. With a good number of bandits to your
credit. But you'd be dead." He saw her chin trembled. He thought of home again, on the mountain. He
thought of the assassins and the armies, thought of sleepy lord Reidi in Keido, who might be forced,
finally—to do something about the exiled lord Saukendar, if only to loose messages north.

Thought of the villagers of Mon, who had fed him all these years, lying dead for no fault but relying on
him.

Thought of a young fool who tried too much and did too much and who, damn her, had cleaned their
tack and their armor and washed their clothes and made him tea and now had the gall to call him useless

and an encumbrance.

It must be the pain. His eyes stung, and he massaged the aching leg.



Her hand rested on his. She leaned forward and put her arm about his neck, her cheek against his.
"Please let's go home. Let's go home. I'll marry you."

He put a hand up to push her back. "Forwhat? To keep me from getting you killed?"

He saw the glistening on her cheeks in the last of the light. "It doesn't matter what happened," she said.
"It doesn't matter anymore. I'll be your wife. Please let's go home."

Whatever she did—was always at the wrong time. He thought that again: that it was always the right
promise at the wrong time.

Dammnhonor anddamn the pride that made men fools. Take what she offered. Take her across the river
to the wilds of Hoisan, find another mountain. Have sons and daughters.

Damnthe things he had taught her, encouraging the woman he loved to put a premium on honor, and
pride, and all the things that made men fools—

But, he had thought, she had come to him already equipped with that. And she had compelled him to
teach her. And believed in him, beyond the point she knew him in his mornings and his out-of-sorts days,
his worst days and his lameness and all his faults—

She was the invulnerable one. She was young. She was all those things.

And it took his weakness to stop her and make her plead with him, never saying it:Don't kill yourself. [
can't stand to watch you. I'll marry you.

He touched her face. He said: "Did I teach you this? Pull yourself together. Plan your retreats. If you
want to go back across the river and think a while—we can do that. But I don't say you should give up. |
don't say you should ever give up. We can go back a while. That's another part of soldiering. You
reconnoiter, you gather information. We've created a little stir, so now I'll tell you what we do, we go
back into Hoisan, we wait for the rumor to get to the capital, if it will; we spread the word—Iike I said,
remember?—that I'm at large. That the woman with me has a grudge with Gitu. Let our enemies lose
sleep. Let them grow thin worrying. Let the time be ours. You and —we can be with them—we can be
with them closer than their wives of nights. That's what I'd do."

Like I've always done. And gods know if they even care.
Taizu rested her head on her arm, one hand at the back of her neck.

"All right," she said.

In that beaten, weary way that had never been Taizu.
ko ok

The morning came with a gentle damp in the air, an autumnal chill next the water. A boat passed. The
voices of the rivermen and the splash of oars pierced the stillness.

They lay close beneath the clammy quilts, for nothing other than warmth, and Shoka tried to keep his
coughing still—wishing not to disturb Taizu and not to attract notice. But Taizu coughed too, and it was a
long time before either of them stirred out, to make a breakfast their throats were too sore to enjoy, to
cut grass for fodder and tend to the horses, and to huddle in damp quilts and reckon their situation—how



much food they had, how long they could avoid discovery.

Jiro and the mare made acquaintance—too much noise and too much stubbornness for two fevered,
exhausted human beings to trust; and the mare too close to her own home to trust she might not
bolt—excepting the attraction of Jiro, who was less inclined to desert them and go kiting off to the
dikes—excepting the horses were as sore and tired as their owners, willing to rest and fill their bellies
while their owners huddled in a nest of blankets that would not quite dry and coughed and sneezed til
their sides ached.

"It was like this in Shangei," Shoka said, in what of a voice he had left, "the year we had to ferret the
rebels out. Never stopped raining."

"What rebels?" Taizu said, a croak of a voice that might have been a man's.

"Lord Mendi had a nephew," Shoka said, and tried to tell the story, except he took to coughing, and it
never would stop until Taizu brewed up willow-tea and he got a little warmth on his throat.

He coughed when he talked, so did she, and mostly their noses ran. So they heated up the rags they
had, turn and turn about put them on chests and backs and throats, drank willow-tea for the fever and
the sore throats and mostly stayed under covers, while the boats passed, and the rains spattered on the
willow-leaves, and winds swayed the trees and shook down water to keep the blankets damp and keep
their clothes from drying.

The third day it was better. Taizu trapped some minnows on the riverside and made a hook and used
some of their saddlery cording; that night they had their fill of fish and rice with wild herbs, risking a larger
fire than usual. A man felt he might live after that supper; and he said:

"I think tomorrow night we might ride back to Ygotai."

She said nothing for a long moment. His heart began to beat faster, because he reckoned that she was
not thinking about Y gotai and the south, but about slipping oft north tonight, and leaving him and the
horses and everything behind.

Except she no longer looked like a peasant. She had not her basket to hide her sword, her shirt was too
fine, her shape was not a man's: she could look the peasant squatting on the riverside to fish, and wave at
the boatmen and feel quite smug in her deception while he suffered in hiding—

But not on the road, not under close scrutiny.

He had time to think of that. He almost said it out loud, but she sighed and said:

"Yes. We could.”

It was not the absolute affirmative he hoped for. He thought of saying: Well , will you? But that would

start her arguing, and arguing could send her off to Hua. So he nodded placidly, as if he had never had
such a thought. "After moonset. We might have trouble at Ygotai. But once across the bridge—there's no

worry."
"Where will we go?"

He shrugged. "Wherever we find pleasant. It's what I say: let our enemies worry." He coughed. That



was still with them. "Wherever it is, high ground and drier."

There was fish for the next day. They were almost out of rice, so they saved that. And come dusk of that
sunny, warmer day, they saddled up and put on their armor and tied up their hair—"No need to look like
brigands," Shoka said.

"It's dark," Taizu said. "We're hiding. I thought no one was supposed to see us."

"No need toact like brigands, then," Shoka said; and made her stand still, sulking as she was, until he
had arranged her hair. Then he turned her around aad made her lift her chin. There was a furious scowl

on her face. And her eyes glistened.
"Where's your center?" he asked her quietly.
She gave him no answer for a moment. It was a dangerous moment. Everything could break.
But she said: "Next year.Next year, master Shoka."
Not husband. "Am I divorced, then?"

A long, deep breath. "No." Her voice still broke into hoarseness. "I don't break my promises.4ny of
them."

And she walked off to sit on the riverside and wait for full dark.

So he came and sat by her on the rocks. Cranes were flying in the dusk. From somewhere there was the
smell of smoke. But they had had that before. Perhaps it was all the way from Y gotai, perhaps from
some farmhouse they had never found.

"We'll find a place in Hoisan," he said, "set up a camp just like the bandits. We'll set ourselves for winter.
We won't plan to stay there. Let them send after us. —I'll tell you: you're better than most. And you're
getting smarter."

She said nothing. She only stared at the darkening water, dusky profile against that shimmer. He saw her
look toward him, and expected her to say something—but her head lifted subtly, her shadowy face
showing dismay at something behind him.

His muscles tensed. He did not turn at once, thinking someone might be there. He waited for her to cue
him, and she said:

"Master Shoka, the sky. ..."

He did turn. The sky beyond the willows, above the dikes, held a red taint like a beginning dawn. And
the smoke had been there all along.

Fire. A huge one.

"That's toward Ygotai," he said, getting to his feet. The ache in his knee bothered him still, but it was
inconsequence of a sudden, against the cold suspicion of disaster.

Taizu headed down the shore, around the willows, up the slope of the dike. He followed, slower, feeling



the climb in his knee, slipping on the grass, seeing the glow brighter and brighter until he reached the crest
and saw the red with no bright rim of near fire.

Not toward Ygotai.4¢ Ygotai. Not some burning straw-stack. Much, ominously much more than that.
"It's in the town," Taizu said.
"Come on," he said. "If we're going to get through, let's make a try at it."

She followed him down the slope and down beneath the willows where the horses waited. They led the
horses up again, a slanting course up the tall face of the dike, and mounted up, feeing toward that glow.

Taizu did not speculate aloud. He did not. But he put them to a faster pace than he would have, thinking
that if the fire was accidental, some cooking-pit blazing up to catch a house—it might still draw the
soldiers the judge had talked about; and if they came there early enough in the commotion they might
pass, two shadowy figures on horseback, along the fringes of calamity, to the bridge and across, while
the town was still occupied.

It might be, aside from the calamity of the property-holder, a piece of luck too good to let pass.

But he feared otherwise. He feared shapeless things—Ilike rumor and birds. . . .

The further they rode, the brighter the glow, the more pungent the smoke, until there appeared a seam of
yellow fire along the horizon, and it was abundantly clear it was more than one house or one barn.

"It must be the whole town," Taizu said at that sight. "The wholetown's buring."
He thought of accident. He thought of their transit through the place.

And the bridge, which was one narrow bridge, and the way anyone who wanted to escape the province
south would have to go—if they had no boat.

They might perhaps give up the horses, and hope to steal a boat at Ygotai's riverside. They might cross
the Hoi, and be afoot in Hoisan with only their armor and their weapons. —Give up Jiro and the mare, in
the hope that they could get away and escape the traps laid for two riders....

If it had to be, it had to be, dammit. The old lad would find his way, he hoped, to the judge's mares, and
not to the hands of mercenaries. He was only a horse. Dammit.

"There's boats," Taizu said. There were, several of them, running dark on the water. Then more and
more as they rode, until they reached level ground and trees came between them and the river.

People ahead, afoot, without armor, people with baskets and bundles, fleeing the nightmare of fire and
stinging smoke. Shoka reined back, confronting that movement around a turning of the road, and the
mare danced anxiously past and around again under Taizu's hand.

"It's townsfolk," Taizu said. "Running from the fires."

Worse and worse, Shoka thought. Much worse. The fires involved houses, barns. He had a surer and
surer feeling of disaster. Thatdamn horse of Taizu's.



It's our fault. It's our doing.

"Come on," he said, and rode forward, slowly. People scattered from them, through the trees, people
shrieking and crying.

It's the soldiers, he heard.
It's the soldiers.

And when they had come closer to the town, they caught sight of riders passing against the light of
burning houses; and saw people lying dead, pale blotches on the firelight ground./¢'’s the soldiers.

"Damn them," Taizu said, in a hoarse, demon's voice."Damn them!"

He reined in, caught up the helm that had rattled useless by his knee till now, and put it on, making the
ties carefully, precisely, while Taizu put on her own.

"The bridge," he reminded her harshly. He drew his sword, and sent Jiro ambling forward, the mare
beside him.

The steel of Taizu's sword rasped out of its sheath.

That damned white-legged horse . . .

"Let'sgo , girl."

Faster now, running flat-out, the whole night narrowed to what came through the face of the helm: fire,

clouds of smoke, the bright fire of a burning barn, the black shape of an abandoned cart—He whipped a
glance rightward as they bore left down the street, and saw it clear from that direction.

"Master Shoka!"
Riders in the way ahead of them. He went clear and cold, measuring the strides, their horses' and Jiro's.
And hers."Haii!" he yelled, and gave Jiro a kick that the old lad was well-trained to. Jiro surged forward

and Shoka laid about him with a vengeance, one, two, three men out of their saddles before one got past

him.
Not far. He heard Taizu yell.
Four, five, before Taizu caught up with him and they broke through to the riverside road—

There were no boats beside, except one burning, with the light flaring out on the waters: with the light
showing the road ahead.

And a troop of foot guarding a barricade ahead.

He spun Jiro sharply to the right, hard about with a yell at Taizu: he had notseen the bows, but heknew
—he swept Taizu up as she reined the mare around; and rode, down the rutted shanty street, past the
burning wreckage of buildings.

Four riders ahead. He gave Jiro his heels again, and yelled at Taizu:"We're going through! Stay with



me!"

He took two men out of the saddle and did not appreciably slow down. He wheeled about for a third
and got him off Taizu's back. "Get the horses!" he yelled, and herded one riderless horse against the wall,
but it and Jiro took exception to each other, a teeth-bared encounter that was going to cost dangerous
time. He let it go."Never mind!" he yelled at Taizu."Get the hell out of here!"

She had snagged a horse. She nearly came out of the saddle trying to hang onto it, the animal backing
wildly. It slipped free.

"Never mind!" he yelled at her, and the mare bolted into a run as Jiro came past her.
"Where are we going?" Taizu yelled. "Where are we going?"
"Hell if I know!" he yelled back. "We can't make the bridge. Out of here!"

There were carts on the road ahead, in the dark. People left them and ran when they came by. There
were soldiers plundering one.

"Stay back with that damn horse," Shoka said to Taizu, and rode up on the soldiers alone.
"What are you doing?" he asked them.
And killed both of them.

When Taizu caught him up he was waiting quite calmly, quite numb, thinking over the archers on the
bridge, the ruin of the town.

"We can go west," he said. "Down the Yan. Toward Dai, as far as Muigan, then cross south."

"All right," she said in a thread of a voice. And then, in a creaking squeak. "I'm sorry about the horse.
I'm sorry. I couldn't hang onto it."

"It's not your fault," he said, very quietly, very reasoned. "It's mine. The best thing we can do for these
people is get out of Hoishi, as far as we can. As loudly as we can."

She said nothing for a moment. Her face showed between the steel cheekplates of the helm, the metal
shining with the distant glare of the fire.

No protests, no arguments. Just that grave, large-eyed stare. And a sniff and a discreet wipe at her nose.

"Probably it's a good thing you stay with that horse," he said. "Attract all the notice we can. We get out
of this if we can. I'm not going back to Mon. We're not going anywhere but to the border, and over." He
turned Jiro's head to the road, started them moving. "We save the horses for times we have to run. And

we'll have to."
%k %k %k

There were no more soldiers on the road, just peasants, farmers out of Ygotai and gods knew
where—folk who abandoned their belongings as riders came by, threw them on the roadside or left
handcarts standing and fled, dragging children or carrying them. In some cases they hid very near the
road, old folk, perhaps, desperately afraid.



But before long they passed beyond all such refugees, onto a clear road, across a flat, wild land,

They were on the Keido road, Shoka reckoned. There were hills westward, that would make pursuit
harder and give them a chance—as long as they could keep the horses sound: that was his greatest
concern, and for that reason he wanted to keep to the good road as long as they dared, as long as it
tended generally toward the hills. They kept an easy pace, rested the horses when they tired, keeping,
Shoka figured, only a minimal distance between themselves and the trouble flowing outward from Ygotai
toward Keido.

"It's going to be hard tomorrow," he said when Taizu protested they were stopping too often. "Get your
breath now." He sank down by her, Jiro's reins in hand, and found his own stomach empty and aching.
"We're doing all right. Don't worry."

She was scared, he thought, sitting by her in the dark. It took a great deal to frighten Taizu, but she was
living a great deal with memories tonight. He longed for daylight, and dreaded it; and saw it coming in the
dimming of the stars.

"Sleep," he said. "Can you?"

A sigh beside him in the dark. She leaned against him, a grating of armor-plates, hers and his, and she
put her arm around him. In a little time she went limp that way, and he lay back on the embankment, in
the grass, trying not to fall asleep himself, or lose track of the horses that grazed on their leads, the leads
wrapped about his left hand. It would be so damned easy. And he was being a fool, he thought: the
young could go so much longer.

But he knew how to sleep in the saddle. If she was rested she could shepherd him while he caught a
nap. They could go off the road in the morning, cut across the rocky highland fields—leave tracks, gods
knew, thanks to the recent rains, but hewanted to be tracked, if not closely; he trusted that the peasants
who had hidden from them would describe them to anyone who asked.

And draw their pursuers away from Mon. Gods hoped.

He moved finally, pushed at Taizu. "Sorry. We can't stay longer."

Dawn was coming—a gray definition of trees and rocks, a seam of red along the east that was not
burning Y gotai.

Taizu moved, and looked around her. "How long?" she asked. "How long?"
"It's all right. We're still ahead."

He said.

But when he checked Jiro's girth and climbed into the saddle:

"Oh, damn."

"What?" Taizu asked.

"Riders," he said. There were, three of them visible on the crest of the hill ahead. Taizu cli