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CHAPTER ONE

It seemed like the voyage to Chiarrin would take forever. Three weeks out of Port Elise, Averie could hardly remember a time she had not lived aboard ship, sharing cramped quarters with Lady Selkirk, eating progressively less interesting meals in the captain’s private dining room, and spending hours at the stern watching the water unfold. Her books and sewing projects could entertain her for only a few hours a day, and she and Lady Selkirk could exhaust their common topics of conversation before breakfast.

If she had not had Lieutenant Du’kai’s companionship, she truly thought she might have gone mad.

At first, Lady Selkirk had not been sure Lieutenant Du’kai was suitable company for a gently bred young girl. Averie had watched with some amusement as her chaperone visibly weighed up his advantages and drawbacks. Against him was the fact that he was Xantish, with that characteristic brown skin and curly dark hair, and completely without ties to any of the prominent families in Xan’tai. In his favor was the fact that he was an officer in the Aeberelle army with a promising future before him.

What ultimately made Lady Selkirk welcome him into their circle, Averie thought, was the sheer unrelenting boredom of the journey. There were so few people to talk to aboard the frigate, and certainly no one who could offer entertaining conversation. Lieutenant Du’kai had been a godsend. By the second week out, neither Averie nor Lady Selkirk would think to sit down to dinner without inviting him to join them.

“You only want to take your meals with us because our food is so much better than what they serve the enlisted men,” Averie said playfully one night.

The accusation made him smile. He had a particularly attractive smile, which lit his whole face and made his warm brown eyes seem even warmer. “I would gladly accept a dinner invitation from you if you were serving fried cat and desert grass,” he said gallantly. His Aebrian was as fluent as hers, though he spoke with a faint accent, exotic and appealing. “It is the company, not the food, that draws me back.”

Averie giggled, but Lady Selkirk nodded. “Very properly said,” she approved. She was dressed tonight in a  gown of dark purple; she seemed, by her bulk, to be anchoring the table to the floor. Her iron-gray hair was pulled back into a no-nonsense bun, but she had allowed herself the frivolity of earrings and a single gold necklace.

Lieutenant Du’kai, of course, was very neat in his dark blue uniform with its silver buttons. But Averie had not bothered to take much trouble with her appearance. She was wearing a thin pink cotton dress, and even that seemed heavy for the weather, which grew hotter and more humid the farther south they traveled. She had dispensed with the underdress she would have been expected to wear in Port Elise. Her blonde hair hung in a careless braid over her left shoulder, long enough to brush the table. If she’d thought Lady Selkirk would have allowed it, she’d have come barefoot to the meal.

“Well, I wouldn’t eat fried cat with anyone, even if I liked him,” Averie said.

Lieutenant Du’kai smiled at her again. “Ah, if you plan to travel the world, you will have to accustom yourself to eating much worse meals.”

Averie spooned mashed apples onto her plate. “Such as?” she demanded.

“Some cultures consider insects a delicacy,” he said.

“To eat?” she exclaimed. “I don’t believe you.”

“I assure you, it is true. Ants and locusts and crickets.”

Lady Selkirk looked horrified, but Averie was intrigued. “How do they taste?”

“It depends on what sauces and seasonings you use to prepare them. Crickets, I know, can be covered in chocolate and eaten as a dessert. Very crunchy.”

“You’ve tried them?”

“I was in Khovstu for a year. I ate them often. Quite tasty.”

“I don’t want to eat crickets no matter what they’re covered with,” Averie said.

Lady Selkirk sniffed. She was a champion sniffer. It was the way she signaled that she considered a topic, or an outfit, or a situation, so far from genteel that it should not even be acknowledged. “This apple compote is very good,” she said pointedly.

“It is,” Lieutenant Du’kai agreed.

But Averie was not willing to see the subject turned. “Do you eat insects in Xan’tai?” she wanted to know.

“No, indeed, we eat many of the same foods you enjoy in Aeberelle,” he replied. “There are variations, of course. We do not grow much wheat, so we make our bread with a different grain. And we grow spices that are unfamiliar to you northern folk.”

“Not anymore!” Averie said. “Everyone has been using ma’het in their meat dishes lately. I like it very much.”

“Much more subtle than salt,” Lady Selkirk said.

Lieutenant Du’kai was smiling again. “Yes, and the Aebrians’ taste for ma’het is proving to be quite a boon to the farmers in the eastern provinces of Xan’tai,” he said. “It has made a handful of old families very rich.”

“What else is different?” Averie wanted to know. “In Xan’tai?” They had talked very little about his home country in all these days, she suddenly realized. She had not even thought to question him about the country where he had been born.

“Oh, that is a conversation that could take days!” he said in a teasing voice.

Averie thought, He does not want to talk about it. Or at least he does not want to talk about it with us. Which piqued her interest even more. “No, truly, tell us something,” she urged. “I know that it is much warmer there, and that you have many rivers and flatlands. But I don’t know anything about the people or what they do.”

He considered her briefly, and for a moment she saw something in his dark eyes that startled her—sadness, perhaps, or weariness, or resignation. It surprised her even more than his reluctance to talk. What did Lieutenant Du’kai have to be unhappy about? “Or what they eat or what they wear,” he added. “There is too much to tell.”

“One thing,” she wheedled.

He glanced around the room, as if looking for something that would spark an idea, and his gaze rested briefly  on her left hand, lifted to hold a teacup. “Your ring,” he said.

She set down the cup and wiggled her hand, so the large ruby on her fourth finger sparkled in the candlelight. “It’s very pretty, isn’t it?” she said. “It belonged to Morgan’s mother.”

Lieutenant Du’kai nodded and said, “And it indicates that you and Colonel Stode are betrothed.”

Averie dimpled. She still liked to hear the words said aloud. “Yes, but we have been engaged forever. I think I was eight when I decided I would marry him. He was seventeen and thought I was just a horrid little girl, but I always knew. I was probably fifteen before he began to fall in love with me, but it was a year before he proposed.”

“That’s hardly forever,” Lieutenant Du’kai said. “You’re only seventeen now.”

“Eighteen!” she exclaimed. “I had my birthday right before we set sail. But what were you going to say about my ring?”

“In Xan’tai, couples do not exchange jewelry to signify that they are married or about to be,” said Lieutenant Du’kai. “Nor is it as easy to tell by dress what a man’s station in life is.”

That made Lady Selkirk sniff again. She was a great believer in being able to determine a person’s worth by his clothing and appearance. But Averie was curious.

“It’s not? Then how do you find out about people?”

“They tell you!” he said with a laugh. “The first time you are introduced to someone, he will give you his whole history in a few sentences. ‘I am Ket Du’kai. I am twenty-five years old. I have no wife; my parents are both still living. I have no independent fortune, but I am honorably employed as a soldier in the Aeberelle army.’ And you nod, and then you give him your own history in return.”

“I am Averie Winston, eighteen years old. My mother is dead, but my father is alive and he is the top general in the Aeberelle army,” she rattled off, although Lady Selkirk turned a scandalized look upon her. One simply did not discuss one’s attributes; one just assumed everyone knew them. “I have quite an impressive fortune, actually—”

“Averie!” Lady Selkirk hissed.

Averie continued blithely. “Although it won’t be mine until I’m twenty-one. Or until my father dies, and then I’d be quite rich, but of course I’d be very sad.”

“Averie Agatha Winston!” Lady Selkirk exclaimed. She was aghast.

“It’s not like Lieutenant Du’kai doesn’t know I’m an heiress,” Averie said.

“It is cheap and vulgar to say so aloud,” Lady Selkirk said in a crushing voice.

“But not to Lieutenant Du’kai,” Averie reminded her.  “I was just pretending I was meeting him for the first time in Xan’tai.”

Lady Selkirk turned her hard gray eyes toward the corporal. “Forgive her lapse in manners,” she said. “She is something of a hoyden, despite my best efforts.”

“I am not at all offended,” he assured her. He spoke gravely, but Averie thought he was hiding a smile. “In fact, she has not finished telling me her status.”

“What? What else should I have said?”

“You should have mentioned that you are engaged. A young man in Xan’tai who meets you for the first time will want to know if you are eligible for courting.”

Averie smiled. “I am engaged to be married to Colonel Morgan Stode—now, do I tell you his status, too?”

“You don’t have to, but it would generally be of interest to your listeners.”

“He doesn’t have a fortune, but he’s been in the army for nearly ten years, and he’s risen quite rapidly through the ranks,” she said.

“His family is of the highest respectability, but there was a tragedy involving his father,” Lady Selkirk broke in to explain. Obviously she couldn’t stand the thought of anyone thinking Averie would marry a penniless man of no particular breeding.

“Shot himself and left behind nothing but debts,” Averie explained.

“Averie!”

“Well, Lieutenant Du’kai doesn’t care,” Averie said. “I don’t either. And it’s not like it was Morgan’s fault. He was only ten or eleven when his father died. His sisters went to be governesses,” she added, “but as soon as he had enough income, he bought them a little house in the country and they didn’t have to work anymore. I like them both a great deal, but they’re always criticizing my behavior.”

“Perhaps if you behaved better, they would have no incentive to do so,” Lady Selkirk shot out. She turned her mortified face toward their guest. “You must be quite shocked this evening, Lieutenant, at Averie’s irrepressible mood. I assure you, she is not always so wild.”

“I’m not wild! I haven’t done anything wrong! What have I done?”

Lieutenant Du’kai gave Lady Selkirk a little bow. He was seated across from her at the small table, still cluttered with all their plates and dishes. “Indeed, I would never find her high spirits out of place. In fact, I was about to be bold enough to ask you about your own history, for I do not know how you became Lady Averie’s chaperone. I would not expect you to give me a Xantish introduction, of course! Just some details.”

His gentle tone mollified her, as it always did, and Lady Selkirk responded with a smile that was almost pleased. “Oh, my own story is very ordinary. I married a fine man and had two sons. I have known the Winstons  forever—my father’s property runs alongside their principal estate—and General Winston’s dear wife died when Averie was only ten. There was no one else to take care of this child.”

“There were plenty of people,” Averie said with a scowl. In fact, she hadn’t noticed much of a difference in her life once her mother died, except that she had even more freedom. Her mother had been vain, beautiful, and mostly absent. Averie had been left to roam the estates pretty much on her own, which had suited her just fine.

“My husband had died a few years before,” Lady Selkirk went on. “So when General Winston asked me if I would help raise Averie, I happily agreed. At first, I was installed at Weymire Estate, but lately we have spent more time in Port Elise, where I have tried to prepare Averie for the life she will lead when she is wed.” She sighed. “It has not been an easy task.”

Averie took her turn to sniff. “It could have been easier,” she informed her chaperone. “I didn’t care about deportment or learning how to speak Weskish! When am I ever going to go to Weskolia, anyway, since we’ve been at war with them forever! And Morgan wouldn’t care, either, if I was not so accomplished in all those silly social arts.”

Lady Selkirk turned that cool gaze on her. “Indeed, Colonel Stode would care a great deal,” she said in a steely voice. “He is an ambitious man, and he could have  a spectacular political career ahead of him once he leaves the army. He will need a wife of much charm and social skill to aid him in that career.”

Averie glared down at her plate, suddenly in a bad mood, for Lady Selkirk was right. Morgan was ambitious. He did hope to have a career in government. Averie eventually would have to learn how to be a political wife.

“I cannot see that either of you has a thing to worry about,” Lieutenant Du’kai said in a soothing voice. “From what I can tell, Lady Averie is both well mannered and absolutely genuine, and I would think she would win friends for Colonel Stode no matter what company they find themselves in.”

Such a remark could not help but please both members of his audience, and Averie and Lady Selkirk both found themselves beaming. At that very moment, the cook’s assistant squeezed into the dining room, bearing a tray of lemon tarts. Sugar was bound to improve anyone’s mood, and they ended the meal quite in charity with one another. Averie was already looking forward to tomorrow night’s dinner.




 CHAPTER TWO

 But Averie did not have to wait for dinner to resume her conversation with Lieutenant Du’kai, for she unexpectedly encountered him the following afternoon. The hot weather had driven her out of the cramped cabin and to the upper deck, where the breeze of passage at least made the sticky heat bearable. In the weeks at sea, she had grown used to the constant rock and motion of the frigate, the incessant sounds of creaking wood and flapping sails. Now she picked her way across the deck, where sailors were busy sanding the wood and coiling ropes. None of them spoke to her. Lady Selkirk and the ship’s captain had made it very clear they were to keep their distance from Lady Averie Winston.

She was delighted to find Lieutenant Du’kai standing at the stern of the ship, his hands wrapped around the railing to help him keep his balance. He moved over a  little to make room for her, and she said, “I see you have found my favorite spot on this entire ship—the place where I can look backward at the land I have left behind.”

“Are you so sad to be leaving Port Elise behind, then?” he asked.

She considered that. “It’s not so much that I miss Port Elise,” she said. “It’s more that I am a little apprehensive about visiting Chiarrin. What if I don’t like the food and I can’t bear the heat? Morgan will be in the army a long time, and I hope to travel with him as much as I can. But what if I am sickly and ill at ease? I will be a liability then.”

Lieutenant Du’kai smiled down at her. He was lean and fine-boned, only two or three inches taller than she was—a comfortable size, she thought. Morgan was well over six feet, and muscular. He tended to make Averie feel dainty, which she liked, but he also tended to overlook her sometimes, which she didn’t. “Lady Selkirk’s dire predictions to the contrary, I can imagine few situations in which you would be a liability to anyone,” he assured her. “See how well you have withstood the ship’s journey! I don’t think you need to worry about how well you will take to Chiarrin, or any other place Colonel Stode is posted. You strike me as someone who possesses both physical strength and intellectual curiosity, and those are excellent characteristics for a traveler.”

Lieutenant Du’kai always knew just what to say to make her feel pleased with herself, Averie reflected. She smiled. “And do you possess those characteristics, Lieutenant?” she asked. “For you have traveled very far from home as well.”

He made an indeterminate gesture with one hand. “Ah, well, my reasons for leaving my home were much different from yours,” he replied.

She was intrigued now. “And those reasons were?”

He glanced down at her, hesitated, and then smiled. “I was a young man who wanted to see the world,” he said. “What better way than to join the Aebrian army?”

She tilted her head to one side, considering him, wondering if that was the whole truth. “I left dinner last night with a number of questions about you,” she said.

He showed her a laughing face. “Truly? Then ask them.”

“You called yourself Ket Du’kai. Would I call you Ket if we were friends?”

He swept her a graceful bow. “In Xan’tai, I would introduce myself as Ket Du’kai M’lesh,” he said. “My father’s name is Du’kai, my mother’s is M’lesh, and I am known to my friends and family as Ket. My father’s name is Du’kai Chorav Shotay, and my mother’s is M’lesh Sovain Taz.”

Averie was fascinated but confused. “So then—when we call you Lieutenant Du’kai, we are calling you by  your father’s name? It is not your name at all!”

“In a way it is. And I have been called Ket Du’kai for much of my life, and so the words have a familiar ring to them.”

“And? If we were friends, I would call you Ket?”

“We are friends,” he said with his usual gallantry, “but I feel certain Lady Selkirk would not want you calling me Ket any more than she would want me to use your first name freely.”

Averie could not help laughing at that. He was absolutely right. Before she could answer, he spoke again. “I must say, I do not entirely understand your own naming conventions. Why are you Lady Averie, while Lady Selkirk goes by her last name?”

Averie bubbled with laughter again. “I am Lady Averie because I am a lord’s unmarried daughter. If I never marry, I will be called Lady Averie forever. Once I marry Morgan, I will be Mrs. Stode, unless he is given a title, as he might be. Then he would be, say, Lord Markham and I would be Lady Markham.”

“So naming depends on your age and status. As does everything in the world.”

“May I ask another question?”

“Please do.”

“Why didn’t you want to talk to us about Xan’tai last night?”

That surprised him, she could tell, and he gazed down  at her a moment in silence. “What would you like to know? I will tell you anything you ask,” he said at last.

“I don’t even know enough to ask a decent question!”

“That is hardly a surprise,” he said, his voice somewhat clipped, and turned his head so that he was looking out at the sea.

Averie absorbed that a moment in silence, losing her balance a little as the ship rocked heavily, as the mood of the conversation shifted from playful to tense. Lieutenant Du’kai was angry because she was ignorant about his home country? “I didn’t mean to offend you,” she said in a tentative voice. “I suppose I am something of a hoyden, as Lady Selkirk says. I am sure everyone else knows so much more about Xan’tai than I do, but I am interested. I would like you to tell me, but I don’t want to vex you.”

For a moment he stood beside her, rigid and facing the sea, while the constant wind of passage ruffled his dark curls. Finally, he sighed and relaxed. Shifting against the railing, he faced her again, smiling with some sadness.

“No, Lady Averie, in fact, you are about average for individuals of your rank and station. You know only that Xan’tai exists, that it supplies certain delicacies, that its people are dark-skinned, and that various Aebrians have made a fortune by going into trade there. Oh, and perhaps you know that, seventy-five years ago, Aebrian  armies invaded Xan’tai, which had been a peaceful country with no military might, and took land from landowners, commerce from shopkeepers, wealth from the rich, hope from the poor, and pride from everybody. But I see by your face,” he ended, “that you don’t.”

Averie felt almost as shocked and unable to breathe as if he’d tossed her off the deck into the cold ocean. “But—but—yes, I mean—of course I know the Aebrians invaded Xan’tai,” she stammered. “But—we were—I mean, Xan’tai was a backward country! Everyone said so! The Aebrians brought industry and trade and—and—a governmental system—”

“Is that what they teach the Aebrian schoolchildren?” he asked. “That you did a good deed by coming in and wresting away our land? That you found us desperately in need of guidance and instruction, unable to run our own lives until you stepped in?”

She stared at him. “Well—I can’t recall precisely if that’s how it was phrased—but I—I just thought—I mean, otherwise—”

“Otherwise, your fathers and your brothers and your uncles and your friends who joined the army and sailed to Xan’tai and overran our country and killed our young men could not be justified in their actions?” he said.

Averie simply stared at him.

Lieutenant Du’kai watched her a moment in silence, his face again unreadable, and then he turned and gazed  out at the ocean again. “Xan’tai was a placid, thriving, and beautiful land seventy-five years ago,” he said in a calmer voice. “Xan’tai used to trade its produce with countries around the world. Xantish sailors were the first to find Khovstu, the first to sign a treaty with Larall. We even traded with the Aebrians when they first sailed into our harbor.”

He glanced down at her, then looked back out at the ocean. “We were in no need of schooling from the Aebrian empire. The Aebrians invaded because they wanted what was ours, and for no other reason. That is the reason men the world over take up arms to dominate another race. Because they want to, and because they can.”

Averie felt sick to her stomach—because he was saying it, because he was so angry, and because she somehow knew it all to be true. It had never occurred to her to question the fact that Aeberelle had armies in place all over the world, in countries with unpronounceable names. She had heard tales of skirmishes won and had grieved over lives lost. She had flirted with more than her share of soldiers in the last two years. But she had never thought to question why they had gone to battle.

Lieutenant Du’kai glanced down at her again, his expression softer. “Why am I so passionate on this topic, you might wonder, since I was born fifty years after the occupation began?” he said. “I have never known anything but Aebrian rule—nor has my father—though my grandmother used to tell stories about the life she led before the ships began unloading Aebrian soldiers. And, I must confess, life under Aebrian occupation has not been all bad. Our transportation systems were rudimentary until the Aebrians came along, and we now have excellent roads and rail systems. We learned a great deal about medicine from your doctors. We learned more about trade from your businessmen. Once the fighting ended, we did not suffer so much.

“But do you understand what I am telling you, Lady Averie? This was not the course we chose. We had our own destiny, and we were content to follow it. Even today, there are factions who argue for home rule and who will not rest until the Aebrians are banished from our country. I am not so sure I think they are wrong.”

“But you,” she said softly. “If you hate Aeberelle so much, what are you doing—wearing an Aebrian uniform and fighting under an Aebrian flag?”

For a moment his face showed that same sad expression she had seen last night and not known how to interpret. “That is a most excellent question,” he replied. “And sometimes I hate myself for the uniform on my back.”

She exclaimed aloud at that, and he shook his head and went on. “A young man in Xan’tai today does not have many options. He can become a laborer at one of  the ma’het farms. He can go into civil service, helping our Aebrian overseers run the country. If his family has money and is active in trade, he can work with his father to try and earn his fortune. He can be a sailor. Or he can go into the army.” He glanced at her fleetingly again. “An officer earns a good salary, he is respectable, and he travels around the empire. No Xantish man can rise above the rank of captain, of course, but a Xantish soldier who has served in the Aebrian army has some status. Like Colonel Stode, I have political ambitions. And the army is a good place to foster them.”

Averie’s head was spinning, but she was determined to keep asking questions as long as he would answer them. “What ambitions?” she asked.

“Impossible ones,” he said.

“What ambitions?” she repeated.

He gave a half shrug and turned his face back into the wind. “I would join those who fight for home rule, but I would do it from within the government organized by the Aebrians,” he said. “I would work to pass laws restricting Aebrian influence. I would try for peaceful and civil means to dislodge Aeberelle, since violence has not worked. There are coalitions in place even now, working toward that end. I would join them.”

“Why wait?” Averie demanded. “Why not go back to Xan’tai now?”

“Such a course takes money and connections,” he  said. “I have neither. After a career in the Aebrian army, I will have some of both.”

Averie was silent for a few moments, brooding. She leaned on the railing and watched the ocean falling back behind them, its calm surface broken only momentarily by the turmoil of their passage. “So if you feel so strongly about how your own country has been treated, how can you go off to Chiarrin and take away somebody else’s land?”

“Yes, that thought is oppressing my spirits a great deal,” he admitted. “When I joined the army, I did not expect to be part of a conquering force.”

“What did you expect, then?”

He put his elbows on the railing. “I thought to be sent to Khovstu or Larall, where the army merely guards Aeberelle’s commercial ventures. I didn’t think to be going to a foreign land as the Aebrian army tore it apart.”

She turned on him. “That’s not fair! That’s not what they’re doing!”

He shrugged. “You are going to Chiarrin. You will see for yourself.”

“Well, I will.”

He looked down at her a moment, and she watched his face, trying to read his expression. Strange, until yesterday, she had always found Lieutenant Du’kai open and easy to understand. Today she had realized she probably didn’t know the man at all, and the thought was very  troubling. Whom else had she misunderstood, thoughtlessly accepting their outward faces as their true ones?

“Now you hate me,” he said.

She hunched a shoulder. “I don’t.”

“A little bit, you do. And you are angry with me.”

“Not angry,” she said. “Confused.”

“Perhaps this night I should not join you and Lady Selkirk at dinner.”

Even worse! First he was making her question all her comfortable notions of life; now he was abandoning her to the dreary company of Lady Selkirk. “You must do what seems right to you,” she said stiffly.

He nodded and gave her a respectful bow. “I am glad we talked this afternoon, Lady Averie, even if you are not,” he said. Before she could decide how to answer that, he spun smartly on his heel and strode away.

She looked after him a moment, resentful and unhappy, and then she turned back to watch the ocean again. She stood so long at the railing that her face grew quite flushed with the heat, and the salt air left her hair in untamable knots. Lady Selkirk exclaimed aloud when Averie returned to their cabin and spent the next half hour berating her. Averie tried to keep her expression contrite even though her heart was rebellious.

The lecture continued over dinner and expanded to cover the sorts of clothing Averie would be expected to wear, even in the Chiarrin heat, and the standards  of behavior she would be expected to uphold, even in a savage land. Lady Selkirk could scold to her heart’s content. Lieutenant Du’kai was not there to offer a change of topic.

But he joined them for dinner the following night, and everything seemed fine again. Averie had spent the intervening hours thinking very hard about what he’d said, and she’d come to the conclusion that she didn’t understand the world very well. Invading another country and appropriating its lands sounded bad, but perhaps Lieutenant Du’kai didn’t have all the information. He did not understand why it had been so important, why it had been right, that Aeberelle annex Chiarrin. Averie would ask Morgan, once they were there, and he would explain it all.

Having reached this cheerful conclusion, Averie was able to greet the lieutenant with her usual good humor. He sent her one quick look, but seemed reassured at her welcoming smile. Reassured and . . . disappointed?

“Lieutenant! I am so glad you were able to join us!” Lady Selkirk welcomed him. “Have you concluded the duties that kept you away from us last night?”

“Indeed I have,” he said, taking his seat. “Tell me I did not miss anything too grand last night! In the common mess, we consumed a stew made of unidentifiable meat and some potatoes that must have been left over from this ship’s last journey.”

“No, our fare was quite ordinary,” Lady Selkirk replied. “I believe we had some of the same potatoes. We will hope for better this evening.”

Later, Averie was not able to remember what they ate, although it tasted fine to her. She just remembered how glad she was to have Lieutenant Du’kai back at the table with them, back in charity with her. They talked with great enthusiasm about their usual subjects—the journey, the heat, the people and places they knew back in Port Elise—before Lady Selkirk introduced a new topic late in the meal.

“I know very little about Chiarrin except that it will be blazingly hot,” she said to the lieutenant. “You were there for a few months last year. What kind of place is it?”

“Hot and dry in the North, hot and humid in the South, where you will be,” Lieutenant Du’kai confirmed. “The dividing line seems to be the Maekath Mountains, which are about a hundred miles north of the coastline.”

“I understand that we will be staying in some sort of city, though most of the land is uncivilized,” Lady Selkirk said.

“Chiarrin is not a tidy collection of cities and villages like Aeberelle is,” he acknowledged. “And the city of Chesza is nothing like Port Elise, except that it, too, is a natural harbor. Unfortunately, the city has no nearby  sources of fresh water, so for years Chesza stayed fairly small. Fifty or sixty years ago, the Chiarrizi built a system of aqueducts that carry water into the city from rivers many miles away. And as a consequence, the city has grown to about thirty thousand souls today.”

“Tell us more about these aqueducts,” Averie demanded.

He smiled. “They flow in from the northern quadrants of the city and pour into Mualota Fountain in the middle of Chesza. You can see people at the fountain at any time of the day, drawing water. I understand that an underground pipe takes the overflow water to wells and cisterns in various parts of the city.”

Lady Selkirk was appalled. “Are you telling us that this fountain is the only place in the whole city to get water? Will be we sending our servants out every day to bring back enough water for drinking and cooking and bathing? How dreadful!”

Lieutenant Du’kai was grinning. “Indeed, some of the more prominent residents of Chesza felt exactly as you do, Lady Selkirk,” he admitted. “Many years ago, the—the—perhaps you would call him mayor of the city—he arranged to have water diverted from the aqueduct to his own home. A few of the wealthier families followed suit. I do not know which house has been appropriated for your use by General Winston, but I am fairly confident that it will have this amenity, at least.”

“Thank goodness,” Lady Selkirk said.

Averie was troubled by his phrase which house has been appropriated for your use. He did not seem to notice her disquiet and continued with his travelogue. “The land outside the city is somewhat sparsely populated and does not have much industry,” he said. “In some areas, the land is fertile enough to allow farming. In other areas, they raise hodee, which are much like goats. The Soldath Mountains in the Northeast produce emeralds. If you see a woman in Port Elise wearing an emerald necklace, the chances are good that the jewels were mined in Chiarrin. The Weskish are particularly fond of Chiarrizi emeralds and trade for them often.”

“So we might find a few Weskish traders in Chesza?” Averie asked.

“Probably not now, with the Aebrian army in place,” Lieutenant Du’kai answered. “But in the past, Weskolia had quite a presence there. In fact, the Weskish have their own name for Chesza—they call it ‘City of Broken Gods.’ I don’t know why,” he added. “No doubt there is a colorful tale about their deities.”

Lady Selkirk sniffed. Proper Aebrians believed in the superiority of Aeberelle and the infallibility of the Aebrian government, and didn’t have much time or use for capricious gods. Lady Selkirk was far more interested in human than divine interaction. “Tell me, Lieutenant!” she said. “Is there any society to be had? General

Winston led me to believe that a few of his senior officers had had their wives installed in Chiarrin. Do you know who is in residence?”

Averie gave her an indignant look, for who wanted to travel hundreds of miles from Aeberelle, only to be stuck drinking tea with the same boring people one had left behind? But Lieutenant Du’kai had already begun rattling off the names of some of the other women who had set up household in Chesza, and Lady Selkirk was nodding with satisfaction. Averie scowled down at her dirty dishes and thought life in Chiarrin would probably be just as dull as life in Port Elise.
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