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Preprologue
 
    
 
   Trailing his family through the mall, Russ tried to stifle his annoyance at being dragged to the mall. His wife had guilted him into coming along this morning by reminding him of how little time he’d spent with their boys this week. Two hours of shopping wasn’t on his list of enjoyable ways to spend time with his sons.  
 
   Knowing it would piss her off, he stopped to look at a magician. The man, a kid really, had set up a little table. Presumably he had been authorized to do so by the mall authority. A “tips” box had been prominently displayed.
 
   Russ had always been interested in sleight of hand and enjoyed performing small “coin hiding” tricks himself. The kid didn’t seem to be much of a showman though. He looked about fifteen and wore an ordinary short-sleeved T-shirt and jeans. At present he was simply sitting behind his little table with his eyes closed. He looked like he was sleeping sitting up. 
 
   The table had a sign hanging by tape from the front of it. It had been printed on ordinary 8.5 x 11 printer paper using a huge font with a lot of curlicues. It only said “Magician.” Russ thought to himself that the kid should have his name or stage name on the sign if he hoped to promote himself. The only thing sitting on the table other than the tips box was a dried bean. 
 
   At least it looked like a dry bean.
 
   Russ stood and studied the setup for a moment. It seemed so amateurish that he felt sure he should be moving along. Whatever the kid could do was certain to be a disappointment. Or maybe he was just minding the table until the real magician came back. Yet, somehow, he felt undeniably curious about whether it was simply amateur, or some kind of understated presentation. He took a sip of his Diet Coke. When the kid had not moved for a full minute, Russ finally said, “Are you going to give a show?”
 
   The kid’s eyes blinked open, looking a little startled. “Um, yeah, sorry, I got a headache from the las’ show.” He gave a little grin, “But it’s mostly worn off.” He glanced around, “Is ‘dere anyone else to watch?”
 
   People were moving by, but Russ was the only one in front of the table or showing any interest. The kid looked… unintelligent, as if there was something wrong with him. Russ felt frustrated, he wanted to move along himself, but at the same time had this desperate nagging feeling that he wanted to see whatever the kid did! Presumably, someone at the mall had thought his performance interesting enough to book him? Russ looked to s in ee where his family was and saw that his wife and two sons had stopped and were looking back at him. Feeling sure he was going to look like an idiot, he waved them back to him.
 
   His two boys enthusiastically ran his way. Sally looked pissed like she usually did when he got distracted by something she felt was unimportant, but after holding her hands out, palms up as if to say, “what?” she started his way as well. Russ turned to the kid and said, “Okay, we have an audience of four. Show us your shtick.”
 
   The kid frowned, “Shtick?”
 
   Russ rolled his eyes, “Your show… whatever you do. Do it.”
 
   “Oh.” The kid looked down at the table and the bean floated up off of the table’s surface.
 
   Russ’s first thought was that the showmanship was absolutely terrible. No buildup, no wand waving, no facial expressions indicating great effort. Just the bean floating up into the air!
 
   As if suddenly remembering something, the kid reached out and passed his hand underneath the bean, then over the bean to show that nothing supported it. Dropping his hands to his sides he continued eyeing the bean as it began to slowly trace out a large figure “8” pattern above the top of the table.
 
   A wash of irritation came over Russ at the low level of professionalism this kid displayed, but that sensation gave way to fascination as he realized that he simply could not explain how the kid was doing it! He crouched to look at it from a different angle and moved closer to be sure he couldn’t see anything holding the bean up. It floated about 6 inches high, far too high for some kind of magnetic repulsion. He looked under the table but it appeared completely ordinary.
 
   The kid said, “You wanna pass your own han’ over and under it?”
 
   Startled, Russ stood up, staring at the magician in disbelief, “Really?”
 
   The kid only nodded.
 
   Russ’s son said, “How’s he doing it Daddy?”
 
   Russ shook his head in irritation. He put his soda bottle between his knees and reached out to pass one hand under and another over the bean at the same time. He grinned to himself, knowing that the magician had intended him to use one hand to go over, then under, checking one side of the bean at a time.
 
   His hands didn’t encounter anything, yet the bean continued insolently floating there!
 
   Russ leaned forward to see if there could be something holding it up from the side where the kid sat. He didn’t see anything. Without waiting for permission, he passed his hand between the bean and the magician. Still nothing, though the bean dropped a little bit as his hand went between it and the kid.
 
   The kid said, “Sorry, I can’t hold it up so good if’n I can’ see it.”
 
   Eyes widening at this statement, Russ said, “Can you fly it away from the table?”
 
   “Oh, sure.” The bean moved out away from the table, then up in the air to about a height of 10 feet where it described a large circle then sailed smoothly back to land on the table. The kid said, “Tha’s ‘bout as far as I can send it when I’m tired, sorry.”
 
   Russ stood staring at the bean, occasionally shifting his attention to the kid, then back to the bean. Without asking permission he picked up the bean. It seemed a perfectly ordinary dried black bean. 
 
   The kid had a vacuous expression on his face. He didn’t offer to perform any other tricks. 
 
   Mind racing, trying to come up with some explanation for how the kid had done what he had done, Russ finished the last swallow of Diet Coke in his bottle.
 
   As the bottle tipped up into his field of view, Russ had another idea. “This bottle is clear. Could you float the bean down into it and let me screw the lid on?” he said, setting the bottle on the table.
 
   “Sure, but tha’s gotta be my last trick. I’ze started gettin’ a headache again.” The bean floated up into the air, went over the opening at the top of the bottle and settled down into it.
 
   Eyes wide, Russ screwed the lid back on the bottle. The whole time the bean remained floating in the middle of the bottle. Nothing could be holding it up now! No threads, no blowing air, no magnetic fields at this distance. Nothing! Russ took his hands away and stared as the bean continued floating inside the bottle for another few seconds.
 
   The bean fell to the bottom of the bottle and the kid said, “I guess I done this too many times today. Most times I could do a better show than that one, but now every time I do the trick, my headache starts up right off.”
 
   Sally said brightly, “Well, that was a cool trick! But, we’ve still got to get our shopping done. Let’s go honey.”
 
   Russ felt irritated. How could she not grasp how amazing this was? “You guys go shopping. I’ve got to understand this.” He knew Sally would make him pay for this later. He’d be due for the cold shoulder at least.
 
   He was beginning to think… Russ turned to the kid and reached for his wallet. Dropping a ten dollar bill in the tip box raised the kid’s interest level quite a bit. “Can you move anything else? Or only beans?”
 
   “Sure,” the kid looked around, as if searching for something to move, then his eyes went back to the tip box. Russ’s ten dollar bill floated up out of the tip box and over to the kid’s hand. The kid winced a little, then, as he stuffed the bill in his pocket, said, “Tha’s really all I can do. My head’s really gonna hurt if I do another one.”
 
   Head whirling, Russ thought to himself, he really is telekinetic! After another moment, he said, “Can I get a DNA sample?”
 
   “A wha’?”
 
   “Just a swab of the inside of your cheek.”
 
   “Got’s to ask my brother.” He jerked his head off to the side, presumably indicating his brother.
 
   Russ turned to look, thinking to find a fully grown brother watching from that direction. Instead, the only person that direction was a kid sitting on a bench, reading.
 
   The magician said, “Jerome.” The kid on the bench looked up from his book. At a wave from the magician he got up and started their way. The magician frowned and said, “Dis’ guy wants ta swab my cheek. Is that okay? He tip ten dollar.”
 
   Russ looked back and forth from one to the other. They looked much alike, so presumably they really were brothers. The magician looked about fifteen, while his brother looked about twelve. Could the magician kid really be asking his little brother’s permission for something?
 
   The younger kid, Jerome, studied Russ. As opposed to the magician’s, his eyes looked highly intelligent. “You’re wanting DNA?” He asked.
 
   Startled by the younger boy’s perceptive question, Russ merely nodded.
 
   “You’ve realized he really is psychokinetic?”
 
   Russ nodded again.
 
   “And you think you can find something on his DNA that lets him do it?”
 
   Russ shrugged, “Maybe?”
 
   The kid cocked his head, “Are you some kind of PhD DNA researcher?”
 
   Russ snorted, “I don’t have a PhD. I actually work in a DNA research lab. The people with the PhDs don’t really know how to do the research. I’m the one who gets stuff done.”
 
   “You have a DNA sampling kit with you?”
 
   “No, but I can go to the CVS there,” he nodded towards the store down the mall about 50 feet, “and get Q-tips and baggies to take a sample with.”
 
   Jerome raised an eyebrow, “You probably want a sample from his brother to compare it to don’t you?”
 
   Russ nodded, again astonished by the brightness of the younger brother.
 
   “Hundred dollars.”
 
   Russ raised his eyebrows, “A hundred dollars? Just to swab the inside of your cheeks?”
 
   The kid grinned at him, “Cheap at that price.”
 
   Russ rolled his eyes. “I’ll be right back,” he said, starting for the CVS.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Russ only fell a little behind on his assigned work while running comparisons of the two kids’ DNA. At first he worried that he wouldn’t be able to tell which of the differences between the two kids genes were responsible for the telekinesis. However, a run he snuck in on the lab’s supercomputer account identified all but one of the many differences to be well-known genetic variations. 
 
   The final one had never been described before.
 
   It wasn’t a very long piece of DNA.
 
   He could…
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The cloned telekinetic DNA tantalized Russ for months. He wondered how he could test it. There would be no way to evaluate telekinesis in an animal model even if he did slip some in to one of the lab’s mice.
 
   But maybe he could test it for safety? He would need a vector to insert the DNA. Since he wanted the DNA to be inserted into every cell in the recipient’s body, he thought a viral vector would be best. Viral vectors were used in the lab by some of the other technicians. Russ had never used a virus, but in principle it would involve putting the telekinetic DNA into the empty outer shell of a virus that no longer had its own DNA. Then you injected the viral shells containing the telekinetic DNA into your recipient. The viral shells transferred that DNA into the recipient’s cells. The virus itself couldn’t reproduce because it lacked its own DNA.
 
   He talked to one of the other techs over lunch. The principles and methods for making a viral vector seemed simple enough…
 
    
 
   Creating the viral shells containing the telekinetic DNA caused a couple of significant delays in Dr. Ameil’s research, but Russ got away with blaming the delays on a faulty reagent. He also had to stay late a couple of nights to do some work down in the lab where they routinely created viral vectors. He wondered to himself why he was putting in so much effort on something he couldn’t imagine actually trying.
 
    
 
   Russ had his telekinetic DNA in its viral vector and all ready to go. He really should stop this… whatever it was. A frivolous mental exercise. An obsession for which he only had a partial solution. After all, the only way to adequately test the DNA would be to administer it to a human. The only human who could adequately evaluate the effects of the DNA was himself. He’d already broken all kinds of rules, breaking one more wouldn’t be the end of the world, but if something about this DNA made the test subject sick… 
 
   He didn’t really want to be the test subject.
 
    
 
   Then Charles River sent the lab 101 mice instead of 100 for Ameil’s next experiment. It wasn’t an uncommon mistake; Russ figured the guys who filled the orders just didn’t count all that carefully when they were putting the mice in the shipping containers. Russ realized he could just give mouse #101 his virus and claim that he just put the mouse in as an “extra” in group C of Ameil’s study. Then he would say that mouse 101 died prematurely and it wouldn’t even foul up Ameil’s research.
 
    
 
   Mouse 101 turned out not to be a very good mouse anyway, getting sick and losing weight. Russ was frustrated; he would have to find another mouse to test the safety of the viral vector. He took the mouse down to sacrifice it. He had intended to kill it early anyway since it needed to be excluded from Ameil’s work. As he picked it up to put it in the CO2 chamber, he took one last look at it. For a moment he wondered if it could be sick because of the DNA insertion rather than just coincidentally. Could he have made an error in one of the steps intended to be sure that there was no viral DNA in the viral shells? Maybe the DNA I inserted combined with the viral DNA in some kind of…
 
   The sick mouse sneezed…
 
   


 
   
  
 

Prologue
 
    
 
   The worldwide “super flu” pandemic has been traced back to a ‘case zero.’ Case zero was a Russell Phillips who worked as a research tech at the University of Pittsburgh. Although the laboratory where Phillips worked did use viral vectors for DNA insertion, Phillips apparently did not work in that part of the lab. It seems unlikely that anyone will ever determine whether Phillips might have associated with someone who actually did use viral vectors because the exceedingly high mortality of the super flu has resulted in the death of everyone who worked in that lab. Even the hospital at the University of Pittsburgh where Phillips first sought treatment is now an empty shell.
 
   It seems a moot point as this efficient viral killer has spread extremely rapidly and, no matter where it blossoms, it seems to kill approximately 95% of its victims. Somehow the virus got loose in the CDC and decimated the scientists there before they even began working on it. Medical facilities around the world have collapsed as physicians and researchers die or flee for their own lives. 
 
   Experts predict that about half of the survivors of the virus will be killed by the collapse of civilization. If indeed the world’s population of 7 billion is reduced to 175,000,000, a population density not seen since about 1000 A.D., it seems unlikely that anyone will be interested in exactly who killed us all. They’ll just be trying to survive the end of civilization as we know it. Presumably, someday, when civilization reestablishes itself, someone may be interested in these words.
 
   As I write this I’ve developed a headache and have started to cough…
 
   


  
 



Chapter One
 
    
 
   Tarc stepped into the kitchen, carrying a full strap of firewood. He set it down; then bent to stack the pieces. 
 
   Behind him Daussie quietly said, “Tarc, I’ll stack the wood if you’ll take these two plates to the big men by the fireplace.”
 
   Tarc rolled his eyes, “You’re the server. I do the grunt work.” She always claims she’s not strong enough to carry wood, he thought with irritation.
 
   His mother speared him with an eye, “Tarc, you take the plates to those two men. They’re… not nice people.”
 
   “If so, why do I have to deal with them?!”
 
   “Tarc!” She paused, frowning, then shook her head, “Just take it to them.”
 
   With a long suffering sigh, Tarc stood and turned. He grabbed the two plates of roast pork and potatoes and headed for the door. Behind him Daussie crouched over the firewood.
 
   Out in the main room of the tavern Tarc immediately saw the two men near the fireplace. Unkempt, they looked like they must be travelers. Something about their bearing made Tarc think they must once have been soldiers. However, the active soldiers that Tarc had seen looked much more professional than these men. Tarc approached their table and set down the two plates. To his astonishment, the big man reached a meaty paw out towards Tarc’s waist. 
 
   The man’s hand stopped suddenly when he’d lifted his eyes enough to see who’d delivered the plates. “Hey,” he said, eyes narrowing, “where’s the cute little blonde?”
 
   Tarc had stepped back to avoid the hand. After a mental hiccough, he realized the man was talking about his sister! “Um, she’s working in the kitchen.”
 
   “Well, tell her we want her to wait our table, not some boy.”
 
   Speechless, Tarc turned and headed back to the kitchen. He felt stunned on several levels. First, that someone thought Daussie was pretty. Second, that if he were Daussie he wouldn’t want to wait on those animals either. Third, that no matter how annoying he thought Daussie was, he loathed the soldiers for their… attitude towards her.
 
   Not knowing what to say, when Tarc arrived back in the kitchen he avoided Daussie’s eyes. He simply took his strap from her and went for more wood. Daussie resumed helping Tarc’s mother with meal preparation. 
 
   When Tarc arrived back in the kitchen with another strap of wood he noticed that instead of chattering gaily like Daussie normally did, she performed her tasks silently. Tarc normally found Daussie’s incessant talking a daily annoyance. But, her newborn silence felt like the oppressive quiet that came over a room when someone had died. Tarc’s gut clenched with a dread he couldn’t explain. 
 
   He’d spent much of his life tormenting his sister. Why did it bother him so much when someone else upset her?
 
   A minute later their mother plunked down three more plates of food. For a moment silence reigned, as if no one really knew what to do with them. Daussie stopped stock still and stared at them like they were snakes. Quietly she said, “Mama… I don’t want to go back out there.”
 
   Before his mother could turn to him, Tarc picked up the three plates and headed back out to the big room. As he entered Tarc wondered over the fact he was doing his sister’s job without complaint. Irritatedly, he realized he didn’t know which table the plates were for. He looked around the great room and saw that only one table seated three patrons. He headed that way.
 
   Arriving at the table Tarc asked them if they’d ordered the potatoes and sausage.
 
   The three men nodded, and Tarc set down their plates, taking their money. He glanced at the two men Daussie hadn’t wanted to serve, but only briefly during his turn back toward the kitchen. He had just begun to wonder whether he needed to take orders from any of the other tables when the big soldier barked at him, “Boy! I thought I told you to send the little blond bint back out here?”
 
   Panic struck through Tarc and his shoulders stiffened. Rather than respond beyond the momentary halt, he simply continued on his way back to the kitchen.
 
   Behind himself he heard the unmistakable scrape of the big soldier’s chair sliding back. Then came the paralyzing thump of the big man’s stride as the soldier followed in Tarc’s wake.
 
   Reaching the kitchen, Tarc hissed at Daussie, “Outside! Now!”
 
   His mother and his sister stared at him uncomprehendingly. Then, faster than Tarc would have believed, Daussie disappeared out the door. Tarc turned to the large dishwashing tub and industriously plunged his hands into the soapy water before the soldier filled the opening.
 
   “Boy! Are you ignoring me?!”
 
   Tarc turned speechlessly to stare at the enormous man with wide eyes. 
 
   His mother, to Tarc’s great surprise, sounded completely unintimidated, “What do you want?” Eva asked in a clipped fashion. She almost always used little pleasantries when speaking to customers, so Tarc felt some surprise that she could be so abrupt.
 
   The big man turned to her, “I fancy the pretty little blonde wench. I told the retard there,” he indicated Tarc with his eyes, “to send her back to my table, but I haven’t seen her yet. So now I’m telling you.” He lifted an eyebrow, “Send her back to my table when she gets back from wherever she’s gone.”
 
   Tarc’s mother spoke evenly, in a fashion that belied the fury Tarc could sense in the trembling of the hand that had picked up the big meat cleaver. She said, “I’ve sent her on an errand. And… she’s only thirteen.”
 
   The big man grinned, showing a gap at his left upper canine, “I’ll be here for a while, so send her in as soon as she gets back. I like ‘em young.”
 
   The man turned and left without hearing Eva say, “We’re not running that kind of place here!”
 
   What kind of place? Tarc wondered. But then his mother turned to him and said, “Tell Daussie to run down to the deputies’ station and offer them a free dinner. I have a feeling that man’s going to be trouble.” She wiped her hair back, “Then go out and tell your dad what’s going on. While you’re out there, ask him if there are any new customers you should take orders from.”
 
   With a feeling of unreality, Tarc dried his hands and stepped outside. He found Daussie huddled behind the coats and the little mud room. Without any of his customary taunts or jibes, he simply passed on his mother’s instructions and then headed back through the kitchen.
 
   Slipping behind the long bar, Tarc stepped close to his father. He saw that Daum’s eyes were already intensely focused on the big soldier. Without looking at the man himself, Tarc said, “Mama has sent Daussie to the deputy shack to offer them a free dinner. Did you hear what the big man said about Daussie?”
 
   Tarc’s father only nodded, his jaw working.
 
   “Mama’s asked me to serve for now. Are there any new customers Daussie didn’t take orders from?”
 
   “By the door,” his father said, pointing with his chin.
 
    
 
   Their little tavern got busier with the evening crowd. Daussie returned from her errand and continued doing some of the heavy chores that Tarc usually did. Shortly thereafter three of the Sheriff’s deputies showed up for their free dinner. It made Tarc feel much better to have them present in the big room even though he noticed they were much smaller than the stranger. Tarc continued waiting tables, a job he usually hated. Normally, he would have been angry at Daussie for saddling him with it, but instead felt some surprise upon realizing that he didn’t want her to be out to the big room any more than she wanted to be there.
 
   Suddenly, as he passed the soldiers’ table, he found himself restrained by a meaty hand clamped to his elbow. “Where’s the blond? I told you to send her along.”
 
   Angrily Tarc said, “She wants nothing to do with you!”
 
   Tarc found himself jerked violently around to face the soldier. The man’s big knife touched the skin just under Tarc’s breastbone, pointing up towards his heart. With an angry hiss, the man growled, “Did you just disrespect me boy?”
 
   A sudden silence fell over the tavern as all eyes turned their way. Tarc felt a small squirt of warm piss escape his bladder. His heart thumped hard in his chest. He swallowed. Staring into the big man’s eyes, Tarc felt a preternatural sensation that he could feel things inside the man’s head. He became aware of the globes of the man’s eyes. From his experience in butchering animals brought in by hunters, he suddenly recognized the cavities behind the man’s nose, the gelatinous shape of what must be his brain, the pulsations in the arteries, the air in his windpipe. Tarc heard chairs scraping back and the distinct bang that said his father had just dropped the little section of the bar’s surface behind him as he came out into the big room. With a stutter, Tarc said, “N-no sir.”
 
   Behind his shoulder Tarc heard Deputy Jarvis say, “You’ll let the boy go if you know what’s good for you.”
 
   Tarc risked a glance to his right, seeing deputies Jarvis and Miller, hands on the hilts of their swords. He felt like he should be relieved by this show of support from the town’s officers, but the pricking of the big sheath knife evaporated any such sensations.
 
   Then the knife left his skin.
 
   The big man shoved his dagger back in its sheath and stood. Tarc stared up at him. The man was huge! And he looked very hard. Suddenly, by comparison, Jarvis and the other deputies appeared, not only small, but also soft and childlike.
 
   The big man’s hand rested briefly on the hilt of his sword. A sword that Tarc noticed was much longer than the ones the deputies carried. He grinned; then stamped his boot, shaking the floor and causing everyone around him, including the deputies, to suddenly jump back. He barked a laugh, but to Tarc’s immense relief he made no move to draw his sword. “We were just leaving,” he said in a tone full of disdain. His eyes traveled from one deputy’s face to the other until he’d taken in all three, as if memorizing who they were. He lifted his chin, “You pissants are gonna regret this.”
 
   The big man and his companion slowly exited the still silent room. 
 
   Every eye in the tavern tracked their passage.
 
    
 
   For a few minutes the usual clamor of the big room remained subdued. Then it gradually expanded back towards normal. 
 
   Daussie went back to serving and Tarc complained because she’d fallen behind bringing in firewood.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   As usual Mama and Daussie went to bed earlier than Tarc and his father. They got up early to open the tavern for breakfasters. 
 
   Tarc closed and bolted the door when the last customer had shuffled out. His eyes swept the room for undone chores, but halted on his dad who stood behind the bar with a faraway look in his eye. What arrested Tarc’s eye however, was his father’s big sheath knife. 
 
   It stood on its point on the surface of the bar.
 
   At first Tarc thought his dad had buried the point of the blade in the wood. He found that hard to believe because Tarc’s father worked hard to maintain the condition of everything in the tavern. Then Tarc realized he could see the point of the big blade, merely resting on the surface, not submerged in it. He walked closer, trying to understand what kept the knife from falling over. When he got close enough to see that nothing held it from falling he said, “Dad?”
 
   His father blinked. 
 
   The knife tilted over. 
 
   His father caught it before it clattered onto the bar’s surface. “Yes?”
 
   “How did you do that?” Tarc whispered.
 
   “Do what?”
 
   “Balance the knife on its point.”
 
   Tarc had the impression of his father’s mind returning from someplace far away. Rather than answering the question, or trying to pretend that a knife balancing on its point was commonplace, his father asked a question of his own. “Where’s the sun?”
 
   Wordlessly Tarc pointed down at it, through the floor and somewhat to the west. He could feel it there, incredibly hot, though incredibly distant. Very different from the glowing coals resting in the fireplace across the room behind him. Different too, from the banked coals in the stove in the kitchen, or the small hot flames of the lamps above the bar, in the kitchen, and scattered around the great room. Tarc could also sense the amorphous mass of his father’s warm flesh directly in front of him, but he could barely detect the warmth of his mother and sister in their rooms upstairs.
 
   His dad grunted, “So, you have the talent. Have you ever tried to move anything with your mind?”
 
   “Talent?”
 
   His father grunted a laugh, “Do you realize that other people have no idea where the sun is at night?”
 
   Baffled, Tarc said, “They don’t?”
 
   “No,” his father snorted. “They don’t even know where the fire is, unless it’s close enough that they can feel the heat on their skin. They don’t know where other people are either!” He said this last with some astonishment. “Can you feel the insides of things?”
 
   “Huh?”
 
   “We’re different,” his father said, “than other people. Very few people are like us. My mother had talent and she passed it to me,” he shrugged, “but not to my brother. Your mother has talent too and I have often wondered whether she and I might pass it to both our children. Perhaps it might even be strong enough in one of you to be useful.”
 
   Tarc frowned, “Feel the insides?”
 
   His father raised his closed fist from below the bar and set it on the bar’s surface, “What’s in my hand?”
 
   Tarc’s eyebrows crawled up as he focused on the closed fist. “A silver!”
 
   “You seem surprised. Was that your first time? Sensing the inside of something?”
 
   “Uh, no. I could feel the insides of the big soldier’s head when he held the knife to me tonight.”
 
   His father grunted, “Yeah, new bits of my talent have often shown up when I’ve been frightened.”
 
   “So… this talent… What’s it good for?”
 
   Daum barked a derisive laugh, “Oh, lots of things. No one can sneak up behind me. I can balance knives on their points.” Making his point he picked his knife back up and set it on its point again. It stayed on that point despite Tarc’s goggled eyes. Daum reached out his hand and the knife fell into it. “I can even push little things around,” he said, dropping a copper on the bar’s surface. The small bit of copper slid a little ways down the bar, then turned around and came back to his hand.
 
   Wide eyed, Tarc said, almost reverently, “How did you do that?”
 
   Daum shrugged, “I don’t know. If you want to try it yourself, first you have to concentrate on the copper.”
 
   Tarc stared at the copper, not sure what to do. Then reached for it.
 
   His father grabbed Tarc’s wrist. “No. Reach for it with your… I don’t know how to say it… Use whatever it was that you felt the inside of the man’s head with.”
 
   Tarc’s eyes had gone to his father, now they turned back to the copper. He realized that he could feel it. He didn’t really know how, but “ghost hand” seemed as good a description as any. “I feel it, now what?”
 
   Daum lifted his chin, “Try to push it.”
 
   Tarc imagined pushing it. Nothing happened so he tried pushing it hard. His eyebrows rose as it slid a few millimeters along the bar’s surface.
 
   His father grinned at him, “That’s pretty good for a first try.”
 
   Tarc felt a prickly sensation in his scalp. “So what can we do with this?” he whispered almost reverently, turning wide eyes back to his dad. “You know, what can we do that matters?”
 
   His father snorted, “I told you. Not much. If you wake up in the middle of the night you’ll know what time it is from where the sun is underneath you on the other side of the world. You’ll be able to push little things around without touching them. You might think you’d be able to win at dice, except by the time you push the die you didn’t like over to a new face, everyone would see it happen and they’d decide someone had to be cheating.” His father looked at him affectionately, “Probably the most important thing you’ll be able to do, is to touch the people you love.”
 
   Tarc felt his father’s hand lightly on his shoulder; then realized that both of his father’s hands actually still rested on the bar. He knew no one stood behind him because he couldn’t sense their heat. Nonetheless, he glanced momentarily back over his shoulder. He turned his wide eyes back to his father, “You patted my shoulder with your thoughts?”
 
   Daum grinned wryly; then minutely nodded his head. “Better get to bed. Plenty to do tomorrow.” He frowned, “Did you do your reading this afternoon?”
 
   “Yes Dad,” Tarc said. When he’d finished learning to read, write and do basic math at Ms. Alman’s little school, he’d been horrified to find out that his parents expected him to keep learning. Astonishingly enough, they had materials with which he could continue his education through daily reading. However, the Hyllis family’s small cache of books, especially the medical books, was a well-kept secret. Irreproducible and more precious than gold, the possibility that their books might be damaged or stolen was one of the family’s greatest fears.
 
   Though he felt as tired as he usually did after a long day, Tarc lay awake thinking about his new “talent” and trying to figure out what kinds of things he might be able to do with it. Surely Daum only intended for his dismissive attitude towards their shared talent to tantalize Tarc?
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   All too soon, Daussie threw open Tarc’s door and said, “Tarc! Get up. We need firewood.” Then she was gone. 
 
   Tarc felt sorely tempted to turn back over and go back to sleep.
 
   He didn’t. First of all, his father took such behavior very poorly. The kindly version of Daum vanished instantly if you shirked duties. Second, though running a successful tavern kept the Hyllis family significantly better off than many townsfolk, they all knew that each of them had to pull his or her weight for that prosperity to continue. His parents had drummed the concept of earning their keep into Tarc and Daussie until it was second nature.
 
   Rolling out of his warm bed, Tarc soaked his rag in a small tub of cold water. He quickly washed his face; then rubbed the scum off his teeth with a corner of the cloth. Putting on his shoes and shirt, he rinsed out his rag and set it aside to dry. 
 
   Entering the warm kitchen Tarc reached for a biscuit, but his mother smacked his hand aside, “Get some wood first. The fire’s low.”
 
   Tarc looked over and saw that the kitchen rack had no wood at all. Stomach rumbling, he silently cursed his sister. He grabbed his coat and wood-carry strap and headed out. The outhouse stood first on his list. Done with that business, he brought in the first of many straps of wood for the day. The woodshed was getting low so Tarc knew he’d have to hitch the wagon and go to the wood sellers for a cord later that morning.
 
   As Tarc stacked a bundle of wood on his strap, he suddenly thought about his father’s revelation of the night before. For a moment he pictured the strapped bundle of wood floating triumphantly in front of him as he walked into the kitchen. It would certainly be more impressive than lugging it in over his shoulder. He picked up the end of the strap, wrapping it around the bundle of wood. He passed the end of the strap through the ring on the other end. Rather than lifting the strap with his hand, Tarc reached out with his ghost and tugged on the strap with it. Though he could see a slight tightening in the leather it didn’t even come all the way snug. He concentrated on lifting harder and it snugged a little more but that was all. He snorted, I guess there’s no way my ghost is going to be carrying straps of wood for me!
 
   Carrying in the strap of wood, he mused disappointedly about his newfound ability. Somehow, when he’d learned about it from his father the night before, he’d felt certain that this talent would allow him to accomplish great things. This despite Daum’s dismissive attitude towards their shared abilities. When Daum had mentioned the possibility that, inheriting from both his mother and father, he might have greater power, somehow he had just assumed that it would be true.
 
    
 
   Later, as he hitched the wagon to go for a cord of wood, Tarc wondered whether his talent might be strengthened by exercise. Perhaps it would be similar to the way his arms had strengthened from his daily chores carrying wood and water for the tavern?
 
   Resolving to exercise whatever talent he did have, Tarc picked up a pebble and put it on the wagon seat next to him. As he drove out to the wood cutter’s lot he pushed the pebble back and forth across the seat for practice. After a bit he had an inspiration and tried lifting it off the seat. 
 
   With a feeling of awe, he watched the pebble rise an inch or two off the seat and float along there. He held it up there while the wagon rolled on several blocks. Eventually Tarc dropped it with the sensation that he couldn’t really hold it up much longer. It didn’t exactly make him tired, but did give him a mild headache.
 
    
 
   After picking up a load of firewood from the wood cutter’s lot outside the wall, Tarc started the drive back to the tavern. Deputy Jarvis was on duty at the gate in the wall. Tarc said, “Thanks for your help with that soldier last night.”
 
   “That’s our job,” Jarvis said. He smiled and winked, “It does make the job more pleasant when you feed us dinner for doing it.”
 
   “That guy was huge!”
 
   Jarvis grimaced, “Yeah, it’s a good thing there were three of us.”
 
   As he checked through the gate, Tarc wondered whether three deputies would have been enough, had the giant soldier decided to fight.
 
   Back on the road, Tarc once again suspended the pebble just above the seat. Focused on the pebble, he wasn’t much paying attention to his surroundings. After all, their old horse, Shogun, knew her own way home. 
 
   A call startled Tarc and his pebble fell, dropping to the floorboards. “Young Hyllis. Can you give me a ride down to your tavern? Something’s gone wrong with my foot.”
 
   Tarc drew back on the reins, bringing their little wagon to a halt. Old John Benson, the florid overweight man who owned the general store, leaned heavily on a cane beside the road. Benson was a regular customer at the tavern, frequently coming in for a drink and often a meal. Tarc waited for Benson to board, eyeing his pebble and wondering whether he could float it back up from the floorboards without Benson noticing. He decided not. Somehow, he already knew that it wouldn’t be good if others became aware of his family’s talents.
 
   Benson settled onto the seat next to Tarc with a sigh, “This old foot is killing me!”
 
   “How did you hurt it?”
 
   “I didn’t. It just started swelling in the middle of the damn night. My big toe turned red and now it hurts so bad I can barely walk on it.” Benson reached down to loosen the laces on his shoe with a sigh. “I hope your Mama will know what to do for it.” 
 
   “Is it hot?” Tarc asked, eyeing Benson’s foot out of the corner of his eye. Tarc’s mother had said often enough that red, hot, swollen, and tender were the four signs of infection. Infection could be horrible, killing people quickly. Sometimes though, people with infections seemed to be the ones that his mother could help the most.
 
   Benson turned to look at Tarc, “How did you know? You going into your mom’s business?”
 
   Tarc shrugged, “She’s been teaching me a few things.” He didn’t want to go into the training that his mother had been giving her children over the years in the hope they would follow in her footsteps. Or the fact that he didn’t know if that’s what he wanted to do. He liked Benson and felt concern that an infection in the man’s foot might be much more dangerous than Benson seemed to realize. On the other hand, he didn’t want to worry the man unnecessarily. “I’ll pull up to the front first, so you don’t have to walk so far.”
 
    
 
   As soon as Tarc stopped the wagon in front of the tavern, he ran in to get his father. Daum came out and helped Benson up the steps to the great room. Anxious to see what was the matter with Benson, Tarc drove the wagon around back and hurriedly unloaded it into the woodshed. He hustled to put Shogun and the wagon into the stable, all the while wondering whether his mother would be able to help Benson. As quickly as he could, he loaded his strap with wood and headed into the great room.
 
   As he had hoped, as soon as he stacked that load of wood his father eyed him and jerked his head towards Eva who was with Mr. Benson in the corner. Rolling up his strap Tarc approached them. Mr. Benson sat up on the table where Mama so frequently examined and treated people who came to her for care. Both of Benson’s feet were bare and Tarc could see that the left one was swollen and red around the base of the great toe. Tarc stared uneasily at Benson’s foot, hoping it wasn’t as bad as it looked.
 
   Tarc’s mother looked up at him and said, “Tarc, have a look at Mr. Benson’s foot. What do you think?”
 
   Tarc, worried that Benson would be angry to have a boy involved in his care, bent over the foot. “Umm…”
 
   His mother interrupted him, “Be very gentle. It came on in the night and now it’s so sensitive that Mr. Benson can barely stand to have it touched. But,” she admonished, “don’t try to make a diagnosis without actually examining your patient.”
 
   My patient?! Tarc thought with dismay. Even more worried that Benson would be angry to have a boy examining him, Tarc reached out and gently stroked the angry red skin. It blanched white as Tarc’s finger rubbed over it, immediately turning red again after the finger had passed. Benson drew it away, obviously feeling pain from even such a light touch. The skin felt hot. Red, hot, swollen, and painful, Tarc thought, the signs of infection!
 
   Tarc looked up at his mother, uncertain what he should do or say, but feeling dismayed for Mr. Benson.
 
   His mother merely gazed at him, unperturbed. “Well, what do you think?”
 
   Tarc cleared his throat; then mumbled, “It could be an infection?” He hoped this possible diagnosis didn’t upset Mr. Benson. He glanced at Benson out of the corner of his eye, but Benson didn’t look upset.
 
   Tarc’s mother said, “That could be. What makes you think it?”
 
   “It’s red, hot, swollen, and painful.”
 
   “Correct. And indeed, those are said to be the signs of infection. But, actually, they are the signs of inflammation. Infection is just one of several things which can cause inflammation. Can you think of any of the others?”
 
   Inwardly Tarc groaned. It seemed like every time he felt like he understood something, in this case the signs of an infection, it turned out there were exceptions. He cast about mentally, but could think of nothing. “No.”
 
   His mother sighed, “There is so much to learn Tarc. You’ve got to work harder!” Of course, she didn’t mention that by “work harder,” she meant that he should read more. 
 
   Mr. Benson said, apparently hoping to be helpful, “Eva says I have a ‘classic case.’”
 
   Tarc stared blankly back and forth from Benson to his mother. “Sorry, I still don’t know.”
 
   Tarc’s mother said, “Here’s what’s classic… Mr. Benson,” she pointed to his rounded stomach, “eats too much.” She raised a finger at this. Raising another finger she said, “He’s a man.” Another finger and a smile, “He drinks too much of your father’s fine beer.” She lifted another finger, “It’s the joint at the base of his great toe, which is the most common joint to be affected by this disease. It is indeed red, hot, swollen, and tender, which is typical, but does make it look infected. It came on in the night and hurts so badly that he can hardly stand for anything to touch it. This,” she said staring into Tarc’s eyes and pointing at Benson’s foot, “is what gout looks like.”
 
   Exasperated, Tarc said, “But you just said it has all the signs of infection! How do you know it’s not infected?”
 
   “Well, I can’t be absolutely sure, but as the old saying goes, ‘if it quacks and waddles, it’s most likely a duck.’ That’s why I asked Mr. Benson to leave his shoes off until you got here. So you could see a foot with a case of gout and remember it. You don’t want someday to recommend an amputation for someone who only has an attack of the gout.”
 
   Benson had flinched slightly at the word, “amputation.” Now, eyebrows up, he said, “No! Don’t be recommending anything like that!”
 
   Eva Hyllis’ clear gray eyes turned back to Benson, “If it was infection, an amputation might be the only thing that would save your life.”
 
   “I know, but it’s not…” his eyes suddenly grew much more worried, “is it?”
 
   “No, it’s not. But, as you can tell from the way it feels, gout’s pretty obnoxious.” She stared at him with a serious look on her face, “You need to lose some weight. And, drink less beer.”
 
   At first Benson appeared relieved when Eva said it wasn’t an infection. But then his brow wrinkled with worry, “Are you saying it’s going to hurt like this until I lose weight?!”
 
   “No, like I told you, I’m brewing you some willow bark tea. I’ll give you more bark so you can brew your own. We’ll put a poultice of willow bark on your foot as well. The willow bark should help you get over this attack faster, but you would probably get over this attack in time even without treatment.” She held up a finger in admonition, “However, attacks of gout tend to repeat themselves and can happen in other joints. Losing weight and drinking less beer should keep you from having attacks quite as frequently.” She motioned to Tarc, “Come, let’s see how the tea is coming.”
 
    
 
   In the kitchen Tarc’s mother swirled the small pot in which the shredded white willow bark had been steeping, “Your dad said that you’re showing some talent?”
 
   Tarc shrugged, wondering why they called it ‘talent’ when his father seemed to think it was useless.
 
   “Daum told me your talent lets you feel inside of things. Did you try to feel the insides of Mr. Benson’s feet?”
 
   Tarc’s eyes widened as he considered that possibility for the first time. He shook his head.
 
   She poured the tea through a cloth to filter out the willow bark. “Well, you should. I’m so happy for you because that talent is tremendously useful for a healer. Most of the time, it’s how I make a diagnosis.” She put a dollop of honey in the cup of tea; then turned her eyes back onto Tarc. “We have few enough treatments that are truly effective. Being able to make an accurate diagnosis lets us use the correct treatment on the few occasions that a treatment is available. When we go back out there, you sit and study the differences between his feet with your new talent. Hopefully, you’ll never forget what gout feels like.” With the cup of tea in one hand and the compress of willow bark in the other she waved him to come along and headed back out into the great room.
 
   As they approached Mr. Benson, Tarc’s mother kicked a small barrel up to the end of the table next to Benson’s feet. She pointed to it, so Tarc sat on it. Staring hard at Benson’s feet, he allowed his preternatural sensation to flow out over and into the feet. His mother gave Benson the tea and, when he complained, urged him to drink it despite the taste. She wrapped the cloth with the willow bark around the toe as a poultice.
 
   Studying Benson’s feet, Tarc observed with a growing sense of astonishment, that he could sense a number of different kinds of tissue inside of them. He recognized hard structures that were obviously the bones. The bones seemed to be much the same in their location and shape from the one foot to the other. There were spaces between the bones that must be the joints where motion occurred. Certainly, he could feel a space at the base of the great toe that must represent the joint there. There was a tiny bit of fluid in that joint in the good foot, but a great deal more fluid in the sick joint on the left. The fluid in the joint on the left also felt… thicker, or otherwise somehow, not quite right. In addition, Tarc could feel more fluid in the soft tissues all about that gouty joint. After a moment he realized that the extra fluid must be what their normal senses perceived as swelling.
 
   Tarc’s father brought over a pair of crutches. They had been made from fairly straight limbs that had a wide fork at the top. Padding had been wrapped around the fork and the bottom tips wrapped with wire. Daussie brought out a bag of dried willow bark.
 
   Benson, very grateful for the help, paid more generously than Tarc’s mother had requested and stumped out on his way back home to rest and elevate his foot as Eva had instructed. Tarc and the other members of his family started back on the many chores required to keep the tavern working.
 
   As customers began to filter in for lunch Tarc wondered whether, in a bigger city, enough patients would come in needing his mother’s skills that she could support the family without their having to keep a tavern. As soon as the tavern’s usual slow time in the afternoon began, his mother sent him upstairs with instructions to stop his other reading and begin studying their atlas of anatomy. At first he felt angry to be sent off early to study, but as he climbed the stairs he heard Daussie complaining. He grinned to himself, thinking of her downstairs working while he was up studying.
 
   To his surprise, Tarc found the world of anatomy fascinating. The atlas started with the arm. Inside his own arm his ghost found each of the structures shown in the book’s drawings. Somehow, he had been thinking that each person’s insides were different, but apparently they were similar to a surprising degree.
 
   Later, Daussie came upstairs to work on her own reading assignment. She told Tarc to head back down because the kitchen needed water. As he passed through the kitchen his mother grasped his wrist to stop him. “What’s the name of this bone?” she asked, pointing to the midpoint between his shoulder and elbow. 
 
   Staring wide-eyed at her, he said, “I don’t know.”
 
   “Didn’t you start at the beginning of the book?”
 
   He nodded.
 
   “And you didn’t see the arm bone in there?”
 
   “Yes, and I compared it to my own. Mine seems to be shaped almost exactly like the ones in the book,” he said with evident surprise. “I’d thought that there would be a lot more differences.”
 
   Eva nodded but frowned, “Why don’t you know its name then?”
 
   “I thought I was just supposed to learn where things were and how they were hooked up. What do the names matter?”
 
   “So you and I, and other healers can talk to one another. If you’re going to take care of people, you not only need to know what their parts are, but what the names of their parts are. The language is important!”
 
   Tarc shrugged, “Okay, okay, I’ll learn the names.”
 
   “With your talent, you can simply feel the insides of people to know what their parts are. The only reason to study that book is so that you can learn the names and how things are supposed to be arranged. It really helps, when you’re wondering whether there’s something wrong, to know how things are supposed to be.” She shrugged, “Of course if the problem is just with one part of someone, you can just compare it to the matching part on the other side of the same person. For those parts that don’t have both left and right versions, you can just compare them to someone else. Or yourself, if you know you’re normal. But if you want to be good, you’ll know what it’s supposed to be like before you start comparisons.” 
 
   She tilted her head, “That’s why I had you compare Mr. Benson’s feet to one another. So you could see what was different about the sick foot.”
 
   Now, Tarc frowned, “But there’s so little we can do. What good is it for us to know that he has gout, and how gout feels, when we can’t really do anything to help him?”
 
   With an exasperated look Eva said, “We gave him willow bark tea!”
 
   “So it makes his pain a little less. It doesn’t really make him better. He probably could have brewed his own willow bark tea.”
 
   “When you’re hurting, having somebody lessen your pain does help! Besides, gout causes inflammation, and willow bark decreases inflammation, so it really is helping him, not just the pain. Just knowing that it’s not an infection is tremendously important. If he went to someone who didn’t know what gout was, they might have thought he had an infection like you did. Supposing then they’d tried to lance it to drain the pus out? Then he’d have a wound that might actually get infected. A wound that did him no good at all!”
 
   At this outpouring of words Tarc put his hands up, covering his head as if shielding his skull from a beating. “Okay, okay… I understand… We helped him.” He shrugged and grinned shyly at Eva, “I just thought we’d be able to do something… better.”
 
   Eva’s shoulders drooped a little and she sighed, “Well, yeah. There are a lot of diseases that we can’t do anything for. In the old days they used to have medicines for most of them,” she shrugged, “or so we’re told. The medicines we have now, like willow bark, aren’t very strong.” She eyed Tarc sternly, “However, the fact that we can’t do all that much is no excuse for not doing the very best we can.”
 
    
 
   


  
 



Chapter Two
 
    
 
   Tarc turned the corner on his way to his afternoon of drill. With a shout, Jacob lunged at him, full-length, running him through with an imaginary sword. “Missed me!” Tarc exclaimed, twisting to the side like a matador. 
 
   “If I missed, it’s only ‘cause my sword won’t penetrate ugliness!”
 
   Tarc sniffed ostentatiously, “What is that stench? Is that you?”
 
   The two friends continued down the street trading insults. They had only been old enough to drill with the defense teams for a few weeks now, but the fact they were doing it made them feel quite manly.
 
   As the name-calling wound down, the two friends talked about the events of their week. Jacob was excited because his birthday was nearly there and he hoped his father would get him a new knife.
 
   Tarc desperately wanted to tell his friend about his new talent, but his father had warned him of the dangers of talking to other people about the Hyllis family’s talents. If others knew that members of their family could do things that no one else could, it could cause a lot of trouble. 
 
   Instead, he told Jacob about the big soldier who had caused the trouble in the tavern.
 
   Tarc’s friend didn’t seem surprised. “Daussie is… really pretty,” Jacob said quietly, as if he were somewhat in awe. 
 
   Tarc shoved his friend off the sidewalk and out in the street. “Get out!” He searched for something to say. Something that would remind Jacob of just how annoying his sister could be.
 
   “Really Tarc, she’s your sister.” Jacob said, “You probably don’t see it ‘cause of that, but I’m not the only one who thinks she’s beautiful.”
 
   They entered the armory and drill center, Tarc’s head spinning with the ramifications. Could it be that the big soldier wasn’t the only one who had a thing for Daussie?
 
    
 
   Tarc’s first assignment in the drill center that afternoon put him on wall defense. He took his position on the defenders’ platform of the drill center’s practice wall. Armed with a practice spear that had a cushioned tip, he waited for his turn. His team would try to keep the other team from scaling the logs. Sometimes he thought the most important lesson of these practice drills came from being on the outside and trying to climb the palisade. Understanding how difficult it was to get over the walls gave the defenders more confidence.
 
   However, Tarc often wondered how difficult it would be for attackers to burn or batter down the wall. A stone wall would be much better, but timber was much more accessible in this region.
 
   The attacking team charged towards the wall, shouting and waving their wooden practice swords. With a sense of panic Tarc realized that Sergeant Garcia, the head trainer, led the charge and Garcia had aimed himself right at Tarc. 
 
   He shakily pointed his spear at Garcia and braced himself.
 
   Garcia ran straight at Tarc’s spear. Expecting to be driven back by the impact, Tarc started to push forward. Then Garcia ducked to the side at the last moment, dodging the point and grabbing the shank of the spear. He jerked it forward. 
 
   With Tarc braced to resist being pushed back, the sudden pull jerked the spear out of his hands. Tarc’s body slammed painfully up against the palisade, trapping Tarc’s shield between his ribs and the wooden logs.
 
   Sounding disappointed, Garcia shouted, “Come on, Hyllis!” He leapt up, grabbed the top of the palisade with his left hand, and swung overhand with his right to smack Tarc painfully on the back with the wooden sword. “You’re dead!” Garcia swung the sword to the right and struck Jacob in the ribs, crying, “You too!”
 
   Dropping the sword, Garcia chinned himself on the palisade, rolling over the top to pick up his sword again. He began attacking the others on the platform.              
 
    
 
   When Garcia called a halt, he began dissecting everything the defending team had done wrong, starting with Tarc. Flushed with embarrassment, Tarc stared down at the floor. Done haranguing all the other defenders, Garcia returned to Tarc. “So, Hyllis, you’re looking all sulky. You pissed off that I’m picking on you?”
 
   “No sir,” Tarc said without looking up. Though he’d tried not to sound surly he knew that he hadn’t succeeded.
 
   “Hah! You are too pissed! Look at me.”
 
   Tarc pulled his gaze up off the floor and glared at Garcia.
 
   Garcia grinned and said, “I don’t care if you’re pissed at me. You probably think it wasn’t fair ‘cause I’m bigger and stronger than you? And ‘cause I get a lot of practice at this while I’m training the others. But you remember this, if Walterston is ever attacked, they are not gonna line up according to size so’s to be sure that each of you get a fair fight! Think about it! My first objective, is for the town to survive if we ever get attacked. The town with your mothers and sisters, wives and girlfriends. My second objective, though it’s a distant second, is for you to live through the attack. This may seem like a big game to a lot of you now, but it’s not! Doing this right could make the difference between living and dying someday.” He had turned to address the entire group during this little speech, but now he turned back to Tarc, “You got that Hyllis?”
 
   “Yes sir,” Tarc said, still furious, but trying his best not to show it.
 
    
 
   Next, Tarc and Jacob’s team took their turn attacking the wall. Once again, Garcia quickly reached the top and began wreaking havoc among the defenders on the platform. Tarc had charged the wall intent on dodging the spears like Garcia had. He’d pictured scaling the wall himself. Instead, two spears converged on him, one glancing off his chest and the other striking hard into his abdomen. Despite the padding it took the wind out of him and Tarc dropped to his knees gasping for breath.
 
   Tarc hadn’t even managed to crawl to the wall by the time Garcia called the exercise to a halt and began berating the defenders again. Fortunately, Garcia’s back had been turned while Tarc had been on his knees, so Tarc didn’t come in for any more abuse this time.
 
    
 
   Jacob and Tarc moved on to practicing with the short swords that were the tertiary weapons for those defending the wall. Ideally the wall was defended with archery first, spears second, and swords only in desperation if attackers actually made it to the top. They expected every able-bodied man to participate in Walterston’s defense, but most specialized in one of the three methods. However, no matter how good you were at one of the defenses, you were expected to practice all three.
 
   They wore padding, and the practice swords were made of wood, nonetheless they delivered some serious bruises. Tarc hoped that he would be pitted against Jacob because most of the other men drilling that day were bigger and older. Instead, he found himself in the ring with Will Jonas. Will was twenty-two and liked to fight. He weighed forty to fifty pounds more than Tarc did and bragged that he could beat anyone in town.
 
   Tarc sighed as he stepped into the ring. Jonas was sure to give him a beating. Sure enough, as soon as Sergeant Eppley gave the signal Jonas drove Tarc’s shield aside with his own and struck hard into Tarc’s side with his sword. Eppley exploded, “Hyllis! That was pitiful! You’ve got to resist that shield strike. You knew it was coming! In a real fight you’d already be dead!”
 
   Gasping and holding his ribs, Tarc hung his head. “Sorry.”
 
   “Don’t say sorry! Tell me it won’t happen again!”
 
   “Yes sir. It won’t happen again sir.”
 
   Eppley rolled his eyes, “Okay, back in the ring.” As the two fighters stepped back in Eppley said, “Go!”
 
   This time Tarc braced himself against Jonas’ shield strike, but he just wasn’t strong enough. Once again his shield was driven aside and Will dealt him a hard blow, this time to the back of the arm. He cradled his arm trying to keep the tears from his eyes. 
 
   Once Jacob had had his turn in the ring too, Sergeant Eppley put Jacob and Tarc in another ring with only their shields. He assigned them to spend the rest of the sword training period trying to batter one another out of the ring with their shields. It was exhausting work. Anytime Eppley saw them slacking he threatened them with extra assignments. In the past Jacob had always had a relatively easy time pushing Tarc out of the ring. Tarc was pleased to find that, even with a sore arm, he was holding his own this time. He’d been growing a lot recently. His mother called it a “growth spurt.” Because of all the wood and water hauling he did for the tavern, he’d always believed he was intrinsically stronger than Jacob, but just hadn’t had the weight for it in the past.
 
    
 
   Finally, Tarc’s group took their turn on the archery range. Tarc had always enjoyed shooting, though he’d never been as good as he expected. After all, his father Daum, was thought to be one of the best, if not the best archer in town. Sergeant Banes, their master archer, greeted them cheerfully as they trooped into his area. He had always been more pleasant than the other two instructors. “All right,” he exclaimed, “remember that you won’t have to spear or stick a sword into anyone that you shot before they even get to the wall!”
 
   When Tarc went to pick up his usual green bow, Banes stopped him. “Let’s see you pull a blue one young Hyllis,” he said, handing Tarc one marked in blue for its heavier draw. “You’ve been growing and I’ll bet you’re ready for a heavier draw now.”
 
   Tarc felt some surprise when he found that he was indeed able to draw the bigger blue bow without a great deal of difficulty.
 
   Banes grinned at him and slapped him on the shoulder, “Hell yeah, you’ll be moving up to a red one pretty quick!”
 
   Tarc strapped on a bracer and moved onto the range carrying a quiver of practice arrows. The arrows were also marked in blue since they were a little longer than the green ones he had used in the past. Lining up at the shooting line Tarc pushed the bow out with his left arm, holding the string back to his cheek with his right. He couldn’t hold the draw for long so he glanced down the shaft of the arrow and loosed it at the straw backed target. With a sense of dismay he saw the arrow fly down the range and completely miss the target! He’d shot high and to the right. He supposed he could blame the height on the more powerful bow, but there was no excuse for how far he’d been to the right.
 
   He drew and fired several more, hitting the target, but scattering the arrows wildly over it. Banes came by and snorted over Tarc’s shoulder, “Shooting that way Hyllis, you’re not ever gonna be an archer. Let me see if I can improve your technique at least a little. Surely you’ve inherited something from your father?”
 
   Tarc’s stomach twisted. He’d always pictured himself as an archer like his father. Actually, not just an archer, he’d envisioned himself as the elite archer. The best of the best. He’d imagined the envy of the other men in town who would point at him and talk of his skill. He’d fantasized about the congratulations he’d receive after he’d shot the enemy commander right off his horse while the man was still far out on the field. In his visions, Tarc would open big ragged holes in the front line of the charging enemy as his arrows struck home, each one felling an enemy soldier. Tarc Hyllis wouldn’t be called on to man the spears at the top of the wall because everyone would want to preserve the town’s best sniper for archery. Unfortunately, reality didn't seem to be matching his dreams.
 
   Banes critiqued Tarc’s stance and worked with him to improve his draw and targeting. Tarc did better and put a few arrows in the colored part of the target. Banes clapped him on the shoulder in congratulation, but Tarc could feel that Banes wasn’t actually impressed. 
 
   Looking around, Tarc felt tremendous disappointment. Jacob had been next to him on the range and most of his friend’s arrows were somewhere near the middle of the target. He’d shot much better than Tarc. For all Tarc knew, Jacob might be the best archer in their age group and Tarc might be at least average. Nonetheless, it was becoming obvious that Tarc was far from the elite bowman he’d always envisioned. 
 
   Tarc Hyllis’ feats of archery weren’t ever going to amaze anyone. 
 
   As he trudged downrange to recover his arrows, he realized he’d actually failed at each of the three training sessions that day. He wondered if his father could give him some lessons.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   When Tarc arrived back at the tavern the great room was bustling. Daussie hissed at him, “Mama needs water, hurry!”
 
   Feeling a mixture of irritation that no one had done his chores while he was at drill, and guilt that he’d dawdled some on the way home, Tarc hustled into the kitchen. Not only was his mother coming in with two buckets of water she could ill afford the time to get, but Tarc saw the woodpile was low as well. He took the buckets from Eva and climbed the step to pour them into the kitchen’s big barrel. Assessing the water need as more critical than the wood, he headed back out with the buckets.
 
   As he was pouring the next two buckets into the barrel, Daussie came in and told him that Daum needed more water out at the bar as well. Working steadily, Tarc gradually caught up with their needs for water and firewood. He’d hoped he’d get to eat then, but Eva sent him to Stevenson’s butcher for a side of bacon and some chickens. 
 
   When he got back, Eva gave him a roast pork sandwich and sent him to Benson’s for potatoes, onions, tomatoes, cabbage, and salt. 
 
    
 
   Tarc sat on the back of the wagon behind Benson’s waiting for the potatoes, irritated because his mother hadn’t been organized enough to send him on both errands at once. He had a handful of pebbles he’d been tossing at a knothole on the hitching post. How much longer is it going to take them to bring me a lousy sack of potatoes?! he wondered as he threw the last small stone. About to climb down and get another handful of gravel, he suddenly remembered that he could float them up to himself with his talent. He glanced around to make sure that no one was watching, then reached out with his ghost and lifted a pebble which floated gracefully up to his hand.
 
   He had pulled the hand back to throw the pebble when a sudden clammy sensation came over him. He paused motionless, hand cocked back; envisioning the use of his talent to guide the pebble after it had been thrown! 
 
   However, before he could cast it, he heard Benson’s stock boy say, “What are you doing?”
 
   Suddenly Tarc saw the stock boy standing there beside him, a big bag of potatoes in his arms. He realized that he must look pretty odd sitting there motionless, arm cocked back to throw the pebble. “Uh, nothing.” He dropped the pebble and reached out for the bag of potatoes, helping guide it into the back of the wagon. “Thanks.”
 
   Before he got back on the seat of the wagon, Tarc bent and picked up one more pebble. He clucked Shogun up and started back to the tavern, waiting until he thought no one was looking. Then, as he passed the baker’s place, he focused on their hitching post and threw the small stone. Tarc had never been terribly accurate with his throws in the past. In fact, most of the pebbles he had just been tossing at the knothole at Benson’s had missed the entire post. Embarrassingly, they’d missed the post even though he was only about 10 feet away. This time Tarc was about 30 feet from the post and sitting on a moving wagon. When he threw, he knew he had missed his mark.
 
   But, as he had intended, he focused his ghost on the stone as it flew, trying to guide it to the post with his mysterious talent. It seemed almost as if his eye followed directly behind the stone, letting him see exactly where it was going! As he had noticed when he’d first started trying to lift pebbles, the farther the stone flew the less influence he seemed to have over it. Nonetheless, during the first 5 feet the stone traveled, he had already set its course. As it got farther from him, he was less and less able to change its direction, but its path had already been shaped to near perfection.
 
   The rock hit the post with a solid “thock.”
 
   Tarc felt goosebumps form on his skin as he thought; Could I do that with an arrow?
 
    
 
   Back at the tavern, Tarc unloaded the wagon then took Shogun and the wagon back to the stable. When he returned to the kitchen his mother gave him an apple turnover, crisp from the oven. “Thanks Tarc. But, no rest for the wicked,” she said, one of her favorite sayings. “Denny Smith is out at the table with something wrong. She didn’t say what it was. I told her that I couldn’t help her until we’d finished the dinner rush, so she’s waiting. But why don’t you go out and see if you can figure out what her problem is? It’ll be good practice for you.”
 
   “What if it’s a female problem?!” Tarc knew that Denny was newly married. He didn’t really understand all that entailed, but was sure Denny wouldn’t want to talk to him about it. He was a boy; three or four years younger than she was. Just the fact that Denny was pretty intimidated him.
 
   “Well, we won’t know until you ask her, will we? Besides, if you’re going to be a healer you’ll have to take care of women’s problems too, you know?”
 
   Tarc knew that look in his mother’s eyes. He let his shoulders sag and turned to go out to the big room.
 
   His mother called after him, “Don’t go out there looking like that. Part of caring for people is looking like you want to help and are confident you can. If you go out there looking like the only reason you’re there is because I sent you, she won’t have any faith in your treatment.”
 
   As if there were any chance she’d trust my treatment without thinking it came directly from you! Tarc thought to himself. Nonetheless, he straightened his shoulders, pasted a smile on his face and went out to see their patient. “Hello Ms. Smith,” he said sitting down across from Denny at the little corner table where his mother usually saw patients.
 
   Looking a little wan, the young woman looked up at him with a strained smile. “Tarc Hyllis, just because I got married doesn’t mean you need to start calling me ‘Mizz!’
 
   “Sorry Denny, Eva insists that we be very polite to our patients. She says that when you’re sick you have enough problems without our being disrespectful.”
 
   Denny glanced around the big room, sizing up the crowd. She turned back to Tarc, “Do you think it will be a lot longer before she has enough time for me? You know the business here a lot better than I do.”
 
   Tarc looked the room over as well. Daussie was coming their way and he looked up at her, “Daussie, are there still a lot of people waiting for orders?”
 
   Daussie shook her head, looking irritated. However, just then the tavern door opened and six more men came in. Tarc turned back to Denny and shrugged helplessly, “Those six will hold things up quite a bit.”
 
   Denny sighed, “I’ll wait. Everybody says your mom’s the best. But I’d better run back out to the outhouse.” She started to get up.
 
   Tarc tensed, but he knew what his mother would want him to do. “Well, that’s the thing. Mom’s training me to be a healer too. While you’re waiting she sent me out to talk to you and see if I could start figuring out what’s wrong.”
 
   Denny’s eyes flashed wide and she blushed. Quietly she said, “I don’t know if I could talk to you about this!”
 
   Tarc shrugged, feeling relieved. “That’s okay. Most things can wait a little bit.”
 
   Denny buried her face in her hands a moment; then spread her fingers to peer out between them at Tarc. Somehow looking both mortified and determined, she said, “Sorry, I suppose you can’t possibly learn if nobody will talk to you about their illnesses…” She took a deep breath, “When I pee, it feels like I’m on fire… down there.” She glanced downwards but didn’t point, “Even worse, I have to pee all the time. Then when I do pee, hardly anything comes out.”
 
   Horrified, Tarc realized that it sounded like it might be a ‘female problem’ of some kind. Hoping his dismay didn’t show on his face, Tarc did his best to speak calmly like his mother had taught. “Do you think you have a fever?” he asked reaching out to touch her forehead with the back of his hand. He noted with some relief that she didn’t feel very hot.
 
   Denny said, “I’m not sure, sometimes I feel kind of warm, but Joe says he doesn’t think I’ve got a fever.”
 
   “Is your appetite okay?”
 
   “Appetite?”
 
   “Do you get hungry?”
 
   “Oh, yeah. But maybe not as hungry as I usually am. It’s the burning that’s really driving me crazy though. That, and the fact that I have to pee all the time!”
 
   Tarc resisted the impulse to frown and tell her that she’d already told him that. Eva often said that sometimes the only thing they could do was to listen compassionately while their patients complained. When Denny launched into a further description of just how bad she’d been feeling; Tarc realized he could use that time to send out his ghost senses. As they entered her lower abdomen though, he suddenly realized that he hadn’t studied that part of the anatomy atlas yet. Worse, there weren’t going to be left and right versions of things down there and, he blinked, she was a woman and he was a man. He couldn’t make a comparison between her parts down there and his own because there were certainly going to be some male—female differences. In fact, he didn’t know if anything was the same between men and women in that region! Then he wondered if he was allowed to feel around down there. He felt certain that he wasn’t allowed to touch women down there with his hands!
 
   Denny kept talking. Tarc resisted the impulse to look downwards where his ghost was traveling. He kept his eyes on hers, but realized that he wasn’t really hearing anything she was saying. He hoped it wasn’t important. He quickly explored his own lower abdomen with his ghost senses. With a sense of panic he realized that things were indeed significantly different down inside there when he compared Denny to himself. He recognized his bladder because it was filled with urine. It seemed to him like the bladder must have something to do with her symptoms since she complained so much about peeing. Shifting back to her he realized that she also had a bladder, though hers didn’t have much urine in it as compared to his. Hmmm, the wall of her bladder seems thicker than mine, he thought wonderingly, tugging at it with a ghost finger.
 
   “Oh!” Denny squeaked. She stood so quickly the bench fell over behind her and she said, “Oh! I have to go really bad! Sorry! I’ll be back in a minute.” Her hand made an abortive motion towards her crotch as if she wanted to hold herself. She turned and scurried for the back door that led to the outhouse.
 
   Worried that Denny might recognize that he’d done something to her bladder, Tarc stood quickly enough that he nearly tipped over the bench on his side of the table too. Taking a deep breath to calm himself, he walked around and set Denny’s bench back upright. 
 
   He started back into the kitchen, but bumped into Daussie at the door. “Hey,” she said angrily, “if you’re done chit-chatting with Denny, the rest of us could use some help!”
 
   Tarc drew a breath for a furious retort, but before he did Eva interrupted. “Daussie, back off. I told Tarc to talk to her, she’s a patient.”
 
   “Why’s Tarc talking to her? I could have talked to her!”
 
   “I’m trying to teach both of you how to be healers. Tarc’s at the stage of his training where he needs to see some patients and try to figure out what’s wrong with them.”
 
   Daussie’s eyes flew wide, her expression stricken. Turning to her mother she said, “Why Tarc? Why not me? I want to be a healer… I don’t think he even cares!”
 
   “Because…” Eva said slowly, as if she dreaded the words herself, “Tarc can… do some things… that you can’t do. Maybe in a couple years…” she trailed off.
 
   Daussie banged down the plates she’d been holding and, knuckling her eyes, turned and ran out the back door with a moan.
 
   For a moment their mother looked sadly after Daussie. Then she turned to Tarc, “I hope to God she gets some talent too. It’ll break her heart if she doesn’t.” Eva’s eyes went to the plates Daussie had put down and she looked back up at Tarc, “Will you take those out? They go to the two strangers by the door.”
 
   Pissed that he had to take up Daussie’s slack, but not wanting to cause his mother any more grief, Tarc picked up the two plates and headed out into the big room. Denny Smith hadn’t returned, so he didn’t have to say anything to her. He went to the two strangers at the door, sullen and not paying much attention. He set the plates down a little too hard, then looked at the men while waiting for their coppers. With a sense of déjà vu he realized they had a very hard look about them. Somehow, they reminded him of the big man who’d had a thing for Daussie the week before.  
 
   The men looked up at him and one grunted in irritation. He made a sucking sound over his teeth and said, “What happened to the pretty blond girl?”
 
   A sick sense of apprehension settled in Tarc’s stomach. He said, “She got sent on an errand.”
 
   “Well,” the stranger said with a greasy gap toothed grin, “she’s the one that took my order. Therefore, she’s the one I’m givin’ my coppers to.” His eyebrows bounced up and down, “When she gets back from her errand, send her on back out here to collect the money.” The man picked up his fork and turned away from Tarc, effectively dismissing him.
 
   Tarc stood there uncertainly for a moment, trying to think how to demand payment from someone who frightened him. “We take payment when we bring the food here at Hyllis’ Tavern,” he said, but without the authority he had hoped to project.
 
   “Oh, I’ll pay, make no mistake,” the man said, glancing up at Tarc from under a lowered eyebrow. “But, I ain’t paying you. I’m payin’ that hot little blond chica.” He grinned at the man across the table from him, “Hell, I’d pay some extra coppers just to rest my weary eyes on her again,” he said with an ugly laugh.
 
   His stomach in a knot, Tarc stood for another moment, then abruptly turned and headed back to the kitchen. How can this be happening again? he wondered. He’d worked in this tavern his entire life. He’d seen fights, of course. It was a tavern after all and men sometimes drank too much. Sometimes, the fights were over women. But not the women in Tarc’s family! Could Daussie really be so… pretty that she’s driving some of these men crazy? 
 
   Tarc just couldn’t see it.
 
   Back in the kitchen with his mother, Tarc realized he’d just walked past Denny Smith without acknowledging her presence. Worse his mother turned to him and said, “So, what’s wrong with Denny?”
 
   Tarc dithered a moment. He knew he should tell his mother about the two men, but didn’t want to confess that he’d failed to obtain their payment. He was supposed to pick up their plates and bring them back to the kitchen if they didn’t pay, but they’d reminded him too much of the big soldier from the week before. He didn’t want to admit it, but he’d been afraid to try to take their plates. 
 
   He didn’t want to talk to his mother about Denny Smith either, but it seemed the lesser of two evils. “Um, something’s wrong with her bladder.” He shrugged, “I think?”
 
   His mother looked at him consideringly. “Okaaay. So, tell me the story.”
 
   “Um, she says it… burns, down there,” he waved nebulously down towards his own crotch, “when she pees.”
 
   Eva grinned at him, “And you’re embarrassed. And I suppose she is too?”
 
   Tarc nodded, feeling himself blush again.
 
   “Well, if you’re going to be a healer, you’re gonna have to get over being embarrassed. Tell me the rest of her story.”
 
   Tarc stumbled through the story Denny had given him, and her answers to the questions he’d asked.
 
   “Does her urine smell bad?”
 
   Aghast, Tarc hissed, “I didn’t ask her that!”
 
   “I just finished telling you, if you’re going to take care of people, you can’t be embarrassed about these things!” She lifted an eyebrow, “If you act embarrassed, they’ll feel embarrassed.” Eva turned and opened the cabinet where she kept her medical supplies. She pulled out a small glass cup, one so perfect it had to be from the old days. It had no warping or discolorations in it like new glass would have had. She handed it to Tarc, “Go ask her to pee in this.”
 
   “Mom!” Tarc said, eyes wide, “Can’t you ask her? Besides she just went out to pee. When I…” Tarc ran down, not knowing quite how to explain what had just happened.
 
   “When you what?”
 
   “Uh, I was using my ghost to… you know… see what was different down there. But I, I, wasn’t sure what was different because she’s a girl…”
 
   “Oh Lordy,” Eva grinned at him over the pot she was stirring, “you were comparing her parts to yours?”
 
   Tarc felt a hot flush come over his face, “That’s what you said to do!”
 
   Eva started with a little giggle but was soon laughing so hard she bent over and tears came to her eyes. Still snorting, she stood, wiped at her cheeks, and said, “Found quite a few differences, did you?”
 
   Still embarrassed, but also angry, Tarc nodded. “The wall of her bladder is thicker than mine, but I didn’t know if that was just a boy-girl difference or something wrong. So I tugged on it a little…”
 
   “Tugged on it?” Eva’s eyes were very wide. “You can move things like your dad?”
 
   “Um, yeah.” He had just been assuming, he realized, that his mother and father could do the same things with their talent. “You can’t?”
 
   “No,” she breathed, “I can only feel the insides of things. Your dad told me that you could feel a silver inside his fist, but he didn’t say you could move things. Does he know you can do that?”
 
   “Yeah. I moved a copper for him on the bar.”
 
   “That man, sometimes I swear…” She grinned, starting to turn pieces of chicken on the grill and shaking her head. “I suppose he wanted it to be a surprise,” she mused. She turned the last piece of chicken, then turned and threw her arms around Tarc, squeezing him hard. “Oh Tarc, that’s wonderful! Being able to sense the insides of people and move things will let you do so many more things to help your patients!”
 
   Feeling his mother’s pride in him lifted Tarc’s spirits immeasurably. Then his thoughts stumbled, “Wait, Dad can sense things. He told me… he knows where the sun is, and can tell where people are!” 
 
   “Yeah, we both can tell where warm things are. But only I can feel inside of things, and only he can move things.” She lifted an eyebrow at him as she turned to stir the soup again. “Feeling the insides of people to know what’s wrong with them is tremendously useful for a healer. I’ve always wished I could move things inside them too. Then I could poke at the different parts to tell which structures were really hurting. That would be… incredibly helpful for making a better diagnosis.”
 
   Tarc tilted his head, “Can’t you just ask dad to move things for you?”
 
   She shrugged, “I can ask him, but he can only really push on things he can see. Since he can’t see inside of people, he can’t push on the right things to be helpful.” She shrugged again, “Even if I could get him to tug on things he couldn’t see, he’d still have to tug on them hard enough for me to feel them move so that I would know what he was actually tugging on.”
 
   “Why wouldn’t that work?”
 
   “We’ve tried. It would be really hard with a real patient because we couldn’t talk back and forth in front of them about what we were trying to do. But, I’ve had him try moving things inside me or inside animal carcasses. The amount of force you guys can exert is so little that it’s hard to tell for sure what it is that you’re wiggling.”
 
   “Really?” Tarc asked with surprise.
 
   “Yeah…” she frowned, “Wait, how hard can you push on things?”
 
   Tarc shrugged, then reached out with his ghost and pushed her index finger to one side.
 
   Eva let out a startled squeak, and stared at Tarc with wide eyes. “Oh my God! Tarc that’s amazing… and wonderful! We’re going to be able to do so much more for people!” Her eyes turned towards the great room and she frowned, “Did you push that hard on Denny’s bladder? ‘Cause, if you tugged that hard, maybe anyone would have felt like they had to pee.”
 
   “No, I barely tugged at all. It sure affected her though.” He reached down with his ghost and tugged on his own bladder. He could feel something happen, but it wasn’t painful. It didn’t even make him feel like he had to pee, and his bladder was a lot fuller than Denny’s had been. “A lot more than it affects me when I tug on my bladder the same amount,” he said to his mother.
 
   “Tug on mine the same amount then,” his mother said.
 
   Tarc’s eyes widened, something just seemed wrong about fooling with his mother’s… whatever. Stuff down there, he thought.
 
   His mother rolled her eyes, “Come on Tarc, if you’re going to be a healer you’re going to have to stop being so squeamish!”
 
   Tarc reached out with his ghost, found his mother’s bladder which certainly had a lot more urine in it than Denny’s, and gave it a little tug.
 
   A small crease formed between his mother’s eyebrows and she said, “That’s all the harder you tugged on Denny’s bladder?”
 
   He nodded.
 
   “Well then, her bladder’s certainly very irritable.” She turned back to the grill and moved some things around, then stirred the big pot. “It would be better if you could get her to pee in the cup, but I’ll bet she doesn’t have any left. Then we would smell it to see if it has a bad odor, and look at it to see if it’s cloudy. Both of those things suggest an infection in the urine.” Despite her admonition to Tarc that he needed to stop being so self-conscious, she blushed a little, “Infections in the urine are common in women right after they get married.”
 
   Tarc blushed as well. About all he knew about sex came from the stories boys his age told one another, but from those stories he could guess how getting married might affect your bladder. Especially after he’d just finished poking around down inside Denny Smith with his ghost and knew how close together things were down there. A sense of foreboding came over him. Infections were really terrible things. He wondered. “Is… Denny gonna die?”
 
   “Well,” his mother said, tilting her head and thought, “maybe. But usually not. The body can fight off a lot of urine infections itself, especially if we give it some help.”
 
   Tarc frowned, “What kind of help can we give? I thought there weren’t any medicines for infection anymore.”
 
   Eva got down a couple of plates and started loading them with food off the grill. “Mostly, we give her advice. She needs to drink lots of fluid so that she’ll make lots of urine to wash away the bacteria causing the infection. Cranberries are good for UTI, though there aren’t any fresh ones this time of year. Usually Benson’s store has dried cranberries and I keep some in case they run out.
 
   “UTI?”
 
   “That’s what your grandmother called it. She said it stood for ‘urinary tract infection.’ That was what they called it back in the old days when they had medicines that would cure a UTI with just a few doses.” She held out the plates, “Here, take these to the Garcias. I’m going to take a quick look out back to see if Daussie has gotten over her snit. Then we’ll talk to Denny together.”
 
   Just then Daussie came in the door, looking sullen. She looked at the plates, “I’ll take them out; apparently that’s all I’m good for anyway.”
 
   Tarc already had the plates in his hands. He suddenly remembered the two men by the door, “No, I’ll take them.”
 
   Daussie sneered at him, “Since when are you willing to do any extra work?”
 
   Tarc considered just turning and going out there with the plates. But, what if Daussie comes out into the big room after me? “Um, those two men by the door…? They’re trouble. You shouldn’t go out there.”
 
   Daussie’s eyes narrowed, “What do you mean, ‘trouble’?”  She started to step towards the door as if she were going to peer out into the big room.
 
   Tarc blocked her from the door and said uncomfortably, “They said things, um, about you… Like that big soldier from a week or so ago. They wouldn’t pay me, said they wanted you to pick up the money. I don’t think you should go out there.”
 
   Now his mother frowned at him, “You left them their food when they didn’t pay?!”
 
   It was Tarc’s turn to look sullen. But he also blushed with some embarrassment. Quietly he said, “They’re pretty scary. I didn’t know what to do.”
 
   “You just pick their plates up and bring them back to the kitchen!”
 
   “I know.” Tarc said miserably, “I’m sorry.”
 
   “At the least,” Eva said, “you should have told me about it right away. By now they’ll have finished eating it all!” 
 
   “Sorry. I was going to, but then you asked me about Denny…”
 
   His mother stepped to the door and peered out of the kitchen at the two men. When she turned back she had an unhappy look on her face. “I can see why they worried you.” 
 
   Eva turned to Daussie, “He’s right, you shouldn’t go back out there until they’re gone. In fact, I think you should go offer the deputies a free meal again. We won’t ask those men for their payment again until after the deputies come in.” She looked at Tarc, “You go ahead and take this food to the Garcias. Then stop and let your dad know what’s going on. When you get back we’ll talk to Denny together.”
 
    Tarc frowned and tilted his head. “But Mom, if we feed three deputies for free, it’ll cost us more than if we just didn’t charge those two men.”
 
   Eva shrugged, “That’s true. But we don’t want word to get out that if you act like a jerk you can eat for free.”
 
   Tarc backed through the door and headed out into the big room with the Garcias’ food. As he passed Denny Smith he quietly said, “My mom should be able to come out and talk to you in a few more minutes.”
 
   Tarc passed fairly close to the table with the two strangers as he went to deliver the Garcias’ food. The man who’d spoken to him before said, “Hey, boy. Is that sweet little blonde back yet?”
 
   Tarc just shook his head, not trusting himself to speak. His throat was tight. He wasn’t sure whether it was rage or fear that had tightened it, but he knew his voice wouldn’t sound normal.
 
   As he dropped off the Garcias’ plates, Sergeant Garcia spoke to him quietly. “Those two assholes by the door giving you trouble Tarc?”
 
   Tarc saw the sergeant’s narrowed eyes had focused on the two men. Having the sergeant there made him feel better. “Yeah, they refused to pay unless Daussie takes their money.” He mumbled, “They seem to have some kind of a thing for her.”
 
   Garcia had been reaching in his pocket for his own payment, but his eyes widened and he looked up at Tarc. “Daussie! She’s just a kid! I know she’s pretty, but…”
 
   Tarc blinked, it seemed like everyone but Tarc thought Daussie’s looks were something special. For a moment he tried to picture her face. He’d just seen it after all. He realized that all he could bring to mind was some weird amalgamation of images of her face from the past. And that picture was overlain with an older brother’s irritation, disregard and distaste.  He thought to himself that he needed to actually look at her the next time he saw her. To Garcia he said, “Yeah, well we’ve invited some of the deputies down for a free dinner,” he said quietly. We’ll ask those guys for payment again when the deputies are here, but we appreciate your support as well.” Briefly Tarc considered telling the Garcias their meal was on the house as well, but decided he should check with one of his parents first.
 
   Tarc turned and went to the end of the bar waiting for his father to notice him. Daum was serving beer to three strangers. Tarc thought that it seemed like a lot more strangers were stopping at the tavern than there had been in the past. That was good because it meant more business, but it didn’t seem like the strangers had been taking rooms very often recently. They hadn’t stabled their horses either, just stopped in to drink and eat then moved on. Tarc knew his dad would shrug and say, “Business is business.” However, sometimes Tarc wondered whether all business really was the same. 
 
   Some of these strangers are… Tarc didn’t really know how to put it, not really the kind of people we want in our town, are they?
 
   Tarc watched Daum take the men’s money. Daum put the money in the cash drawer against the wall. Tarc saw him flip the lever that dumped some of the money out of the drawer and down a pipe into their strongbox in the cellar. The family tried not to keep too much money in the drawer in case of a robbery. It reminded Tarc to take the money out of his pocket that he’d collected from the Garcias. No need for him to be carrying a lot of money around with him either.
 
   Daum came down to his end of the bar and Tarc gave him the money. He quietly told Daum about the two men refusing to pay and Eva sending Daussie to offer free meals to the deputies again. Daum eyed the two men unhappily; then glanced back at the three men he’d just served beer to. Tarc wondered if Daum thought that the five of them were associated somehow. Tarc studied the three beer drinkers; thinking to himself that they had the same hard look as the two men eating by the door. In fact, they seem to be dressed somewhat similarly as well.
 
   Tarc wondered if all the strangers they’d been seeing could actually know each other somehow. If they did, why didn’t they sit with each other? Or talk to each other? Could they be casing us for a robbery? There’s been, what, five of these men today and two a week or so ago? It seemed to Tarc like a lot of men to just to rob one tavern, but he had to admit that he didn’t know much about the robbery business. 
 
   Daum sighed, “I don’t like those strangers. I think you did the right thing not demanding the money, though I wish you’d tried to take their plates away from him like you’re supposed to.”
 
   Tarc nodded, feeling embarrassed.
 
   “We’ll wait till the deputies get here and ask for our money when we have a little backup.” Daum turned to look at Tarc pensively, “It looks like your mom has you seein’ a few patients?”
 
   Tarc nodded.
 
   Daum grinned, “Does she know you can move things yet?”
 
   Tarc nodded again. “She says you can move things and she can feel them but neither of you can do both?”
 
   Daum nodded at that.
 
   Tarc grinned at him, “She’s a little pissed you didn’t tell her.”
 
   He smirked, “I thought it’d be a nice surprise.”
 
   Tarc shrugged, feeling a little embarrassed, but also a proud to be able to do something his parents couldn’t. “She and I are supposed to talk to Denny as soon as I get back so I’d better go.”
 
   His dad nodded, so Tarc headed back to the kitchen. Eva was poking at the fire. She glanced up, “Hand me a couple more pieces of wood and we’ll go talk to Denny.”
 
    
 
   When they had seated themselves across from Denny, Eva set a large glass of water down in front of her. She took Denny’s hand and said, “Tarc told me about your problem.” Closing her eyes, she said, “Let me think a moment.”
 
   Knowing his mother probably wasn’t thinking, but instead using her ghost to examine Denny, Tarc sent his own ghost down there, wondering if he could tell that his mother’s ghost was there. Denny’s bladder had virtually nothing in it. The little bit of fluid that was there seemed more viscous than the urine in his own bladder felt. He couldn’t tell his mother’s ghost was there so he quickly sent his ghost back and forth from one woman to the other, comparing the structures in Denny to the same structures in his mother. Denny’s bladder walls were definitely thicker than his mother’s. Other structures seemed much the same, although the structure right behind the bladder seemed to be larger in his mother than it was in Denny. He’d have to look in the anatomy book and find out what that structure was. He wondered why the bladder walls were thicker in Denny, then thought of the signs of infection which included swelling. Maybe the walls of the bladder were swollen from the infection? The other three signs were redness, heat, and tenderness. His ghost didn’t tell him anything about color but he already knew her bladder was tender from when he’d tugged on it before. He knew he could feel heat and so he sent his ghost back to Denny’s bladder. It is warmer! he thought excitedly.
 
   His mother blinked her eyes open and gave Denny a serious look. “You have an infection in your urine Denny.”
 
   Denny’s eyes widened and she gasped.
 
   Eva smiled reassuringly and made calming motions with her hands. “I know infections can be really terrible, but infections in the urine can often be treated, so don’t panic.” Eva went on to talk to Denny about drinking fluids and eating cranberries. She told Denny to start by drinking the big glass of water Eva had just set in front of her and to drink 6 to 8 more each day. She glanced at her son, knowing he would be embarrassed, then turned back to Denny, “And, you and Joe should stop having sex until you’re better.”
 
   Denny blushed as her eyes darted over to Tarc and then back to his mother. She looked a little pinched, then whispered, “Joe won’t be happy.”
 
   Eva sighed, “Yes, men really like sex.” She narrowed her eyes at Denny, “Does Joe love you enough to hold off for a while, or is he going to be a problem?”
 
   With dismay, Tarc realized Denny was actually trembling a little. She said, “I think he’ll be okay, as long as it’s not too long.”
 
   Looking at his mother Tarc saw that she was angry, though trying to hide it. She said, “If he gives you trouble about it, let me know.”
 
    
 
   Denny left. Tarc took orders from a new table full of people and Daussie started bringing in water for the barrel in the kitchen. Tarc went back out to tell the table of new people that they were out of roast pork and the men by the door stopped him again. “Hey boy, when are you going to send that cute little tart back out here?” He lifted an eyebrow, “Or doesn’t this place want its money?”
 
   With relief Tarc saw a couple of deputies coming in the door. “She’s busy with some other stuff,” he said a little louder than normal. “I can take your money.”
 
   The man gave an ugly laugh and said, “If you want that money, you’ll go do her chores long enough for her to come out and talk to us for a few minutes. She’s the only one we’re gonna pay.”
 
   The presence of the deputies gave Tarc a good deal of confidence. He spoke even a little louder to say, “You ordered food. I brought it to you and you ate it. You need to pay for it!”
 
   The man stood and stepped closer to Tarc. Close enough that Tarc had to take a step back to feel comfortable. This guy wasn’t nearly as big as the man had been the week before, but he still looked down on Tarc. “You gonna make me?”
 
   Suddenly frightened, Tarc stepped back a little more, his eyes darting to the side where the deputies were staring at the little confrontation. They weren’t stepping up to put the man in his place like Tarc had expected. “Um, no sir. I’m just expecting… you to do the right thing like any citizen.”
 
   The man laughed again, “In case you hadn’t noticed, I ain’t a citizen of this here shithole town.”
 
   Now, to Tarc’s relief, the deputies stepped closer. Hand on his sword, one of them said, “You may not be a citizen, but you need to act like one when you’re within our walls.”
 
   Tarc wanted to grin with relief, but kept a serious look on his face while lifting his hand, palm up, as if expecting payment. Muscles bunched in the man’s jaw as he glanced over at the deputies’ brassards. For a moment the man did nothing and Tarc wondered whether he would try to stiff them despite the presence of the lawmen. After a long pause, the man reached into a pocket and pulled out a handful of coppers. He stirred through them and picked out enough in numbers to pay for the meal. However, he appeared to have selected coppers that were likely underweight. He dropped them into Tarc’s palm.
 
   Normally Tarc would have suggested they move to the bar to weigh the coppers when they looked small, but the two deputies, believing the issue settled, had turned away. Tarc glanced up into the man’s eyes and saw anger, but also a small gleam of triumph there. He swallowed, but said nothing. The man leaned close to Tarc’s ear and whispered in an ugly tone, “Be glad you got that, you little pissant.”
 
   For a moment the wheels of Tarc’s mind spun as he tried to find something brilliant to say. Finally, he turned without saying anything and went to the bar. When Daum came over, Tarc handed him the coppers and said he thought they’d been shorted.
 
   Daum glowered at the two men who were already leaving. He said, “We’ll let it go this time. But next time you’ll be sure you get our money before they eat anything, right?”
 
   Feeling deflated, Tarc said self-consciously, “Yes Dad, sorry.”
 
    
 
   With the men gone, Daussie again went back to serving and clearing in the big room. Tarc started restocking the kitchen and the big fireplace with wood. As things slowed further he and Daussie helped Eva prepare the kitchen for the next day and made a list for the morning’s shopping.
 
   At one point Tarc remembered that he should take a fresh look at Daussie. She was chattering to Eva and he wasn’t really listening, so he studied her for a minute. Somehow, while he hadn’t really been paying attention, she’d gotten to be nearly as tall as he was. Though the man had called her blond, and in his recollection her hair had been pale gold, Tarc didn’t think her hair was really blonde anymore. He guessed you’d call it ‘dark blonde,’ or light brunette. It hung gloriously down her back in gentle waves. Her eyes had always been blue, but now he noticed just how arresting that brilliant blue appeared. Her face was evenly symmetrical, her complexion smooth, and her teeth surprisingly white. She’d always been a stick in the past, but now was developing some hips below a very slender waist. He recognized with some horror that his sister had grown boobs.
 
   How could this have happened without his notice?! She wasn’t just pretty, she was… gorgeous. He thought that he should be proud of her looks, but somehow, instead, he felt… embarrassed.
 
    
 
   Daussie went up to bed. 
 
   Eva usually went up about the same time as Daussie, but this night she stayed down with Tarc for a while. She talked to him about the general principles of being a healer and what she thought he might be able to do with his talent. She kept telling him about more and more things he should be reading in their little library of books. The number of things she told him to read made him feel anxious. He felt like all the assignments would soon bury him.
 
   After Eva had gone up, Tarc went out to check on the stables. They had a few guests staying in their rooms who had horses out there. The horses seemed fine and when he got back in the big room things seemed pretty quiet. There were just a few people left drinking at the bar so Tarc’s dad told him to go up and do some reading before he went to sleep.
 
   It seemed like everybody thought he should do more reading. It would’ve been more irritating except he actually liked learning about anatomy.
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 



Chapter Three
 
    
 
   Over the next few days, any time Tarc was working outside he picked up some pebbles and threw them. Hitting that post while riding back from the store hadn’t been a fluke. His talent seemed to be getting stronger, making significant corrections in the flight of the stones out to 10 to 15 feet. He could even correct somewhat for the distance it was going to travel and how far it was going to fall in transit. This meant his throws were incredibly accurate, although if a gust of wind deflected the pebble after it had already traveled a long distance, he could no longer put it back on target.
 
   At first he was pretty excited about his ability to hit pretty much anything he wanted to. Then he started to realize that, while he could hit almost anything with a little pebble, it was harder to correct the aim of something bigger. Just like he couldn’t push a big rock hard enough to move it with his ghost, he couldn’t deflect a medium rock very much while it was flying through the air.
 
   So, while he’d been thinking at first that he had just become a dangerous man with a thrown rock, he started to realize he wasn’t all that fearsome. If say, one of those strangers in the tavern pissed Tarc off; he’d be able to hit them accurately with a pebble, but it wouldn’t hurt them much. Or, he could throw a big rock at the guy, but then he still had a pretty good chance of missing.
 
   He resolved to keep exercising his ghost in the hopes that he would be able to move heavier things and control the flight of bigger stones. He frequently kept pebbles floating above the floorboards of the wagon as he drove it around, or lifted the end of his leather strap when he was hauling wood to the kitchen. As the days passed he could tell that he was able to lift larger stones, so he felt like the exercise was effective.
 
   Then one day, as he pulled up behind Benson’s to pick up the tavern’s food order, he found the stock boy and one of his friends out back throwing their knives at an “X” they’d marked on the wall. Tarc stared, realizing with excitement that a relatively small knife, accurately thrown, represented a much more dangerous weapon than a pebble. He wouldn’t need to throw a heavy rock accurately if he could put a knife on target instead.
 
   He sat watching the stock boy’s friend throw his knife while Jeff went in to get the Hyllis’ order. Usually Tarc helped Jeff collect their order, but he’d never thrown a knife and wanted to learn more about it. He stepped over close behind the boy and started trying to guide the knife when the kid threw it. After all he didn’t have to throw the knife himself to practice guiding it. The boy was throwing it so it flipped over one complete rotation on the way to the wall. 
 
   About half the time it failed to stick because it rotated either too far or not far enough by the time it hit. Tarc was surprised to realize that although he had a hard time seeing whether the rotation was too much or too little, he could easily feel it with his ghost hand. He could also readily correct it when the kid threw the blade a little too much to the right or left. “Why do you throw it so that it flips over and over?” Tarc asked. “A lot of your misses are because the knife has rotated too much or too little.”
 
   The kid looked disdainfully back over his shoulder at Tarc. “Everybody does it this way.”
 
   Tarc frowned, “That’s just not true. Sergeant Garcia, down at the armory, doesn’t. He throws with a ‘no-spin’ technique. You should at least try it.”
 
   “That’s stupid,” the kid said.
 
   Tarc said, “Can I try couple of throws?” He pulled out his own knife.
 
   The kid stepped to one side, holding out a hand to invite Tarc up to the line. Tarc stepped up to the line, putting the handle of his knife in the base of his palm with his fingers paralleling the shank. It felt a little clumsy and he thought he should ask Sergeant Garcia exactly how he held his knives. Tarc took a throw that way anyway.
 
   Despite his attempt to throw it without spin, the knife was rotating some anyway. Tarc used his ghost to stop the rotation and guided the blade back on target. 
 
   He blinked when he saw that the knife stood quivering exactly in the center of the X.
 
   “Hey! That worked pretty good!” the kid said with an awed tone. 
 
   Tarc tried another throw, guiding it so that it also hit precisely in the center of the X. Then, realizing that he had overdone it, he brought a couple in close, though not right on the target.
 
   The kid said, “Wow, let me try a no-spin throw.”
 
   Tarc stepped aside and the kid stepped up. 
 
   He showed Tarc the way he was gripping the knife and said, “Is this how you do it?”
 
   Tarc shrugged, “Looks good to me, but you really should ask the sergeant. He’s the expert.”
 
   The kid lifted an eyebrow, “You’re pretty damn good.”
 
   “I just got lucky those first two.”
 
   The kid took a throw. The knife was rotating despite the kid’s attempt to throw it without spin. Tarc resisted the impulse to stop its spin and it clattered off the wood. “Shit!” the kid said, stepping over to pick up his knife.
 
   “You can’t expect to get it on the first throw,” Tarc said. “Don’t snap your wrist like that and it won’t turn.”
 
   The kid took a couple more throws and on the third one managed to throw it so that it stuck. Tarc could tell it was a good throw so he guided enough that it hit pretty close to the X.
 
   Finished stacking things on Tarc’s wagon, Jeff had just stepped up. “What the hell kind of throw is that?” he asked.
 
   Jerking a thumb at Tarc, the kid said, “This guy’s teaching me to throw with the ‘no-spin’ technique.” He threw again. Tarc could feel that the knife was going to rotate too much, but this time he straightened it for the kid and also guided it right to the X. As it stood quivering in the center of the X the kid turned to Jeff with a raised eyebrow, “You think you might want to learn this ‘kind of throw’?”
 
   Tarc turned and got back in the wagon.
 
   The kid said, “Hey, aren’t you going to teach Jeff how to throw?”
 
   “You’ve got it,” Tarc said, shrugging. “You teach him. I’ve got chores.” He clucked to Shogun and they pulled away. He wondered uncomfortably what they were going to think when the rest of their throws didn’t go as well as the first few.
 
    
 
   Back in the stable he unloaded the last few things off the wagon and untacked Shogun. Things hadn’t looked really busy when he’d delivered the stuff to the porch behind the kitchen so Tarc took a guilty moment to throw his knife a few times at a funny twist in the grain of the wood on the wall at the back of Shogun’s stall. He shook his head. He’d been able to hit the mark, but it was a struggle. His knife was just about as heavy as he could possibly control and it wasn’t balanced very well for throwing. He walked back into the kitchen wondering if he could trade it for a better one.
 
   Eva looked up as Tarc came in. Looking a little harried she said, “Sheriff Walters is here! Daussie has already taken out some plates, but it would be nice if you could take the rest of them.”
 
   Irritated to be back on serving duty, Tarc picked up the plates, stacking several up his arm. Out in the big room Tarc saw the Sheriff and seven of his men sitting at the big table. Walters was a big man. He used to be large and powerful they said, but now had run mostly to fat. On top of the taxes he charged, he frequently dropped by the businesses in town, expecting their particular services to be provided gratis. Though the townspeople complained about his taxes, the town hadn’t been attacked for years and they all respected him for that. He and his deputies also maintained fairly good order which held great import for the businessmen.
 
   Daussie had already served the Sheriff and the men next to him. Tarc began setting plates down in front of the other men. He noticed with some uneasiness that most of the men’s eyes followed Daussie as she headed back to the kitchen.
 
   Daum stopped Tarc before he could go back to the kitchen. “You bring the Sheriff and his men mugs of beer. I’m going to try to talk to the Sheriff about those hard looking men that have been coming through.”
 
   Tarc went behind the bar and got down four mugs. He began filling them with beer while watching what was going on. Uneasily, he noted that the deputies looked rather soft in comparison to the strangers who’d been stopping at the tavern recently. 
 
   The table the Sheriff and his men were sitting at only had eight seats. Daum pulled a chair up next to the Sheriff where he sat at the end of the table. Tarc thought the Sheriff looked irritated, but that didn’t keep the big man from digging into his mashed potatoes.
 
   Tarc couldn’t really hear the conversation between his father and the Sheriff, especially over the jovial gab of the deputies. However, when Tarc delivered the beer, the Sheriff was waving a hand in dismissal and saying, “Yes, yes, I’ve heard about those men from my deputies. You just keep letting my men know if they even look like they might cause trouble. If they actually do raise a ruckus, we’ll take care of them.” He turned back to the table, “We run a tight ship here, right boys?”
 
   The Sheriff’s men all grinned and made noises of affirmation.
 
   Daum got up with a frustrated look on his face. He walked back to the bar with Tarc, saying, “I’ll take out the other four beers, you get back to your chores.”
 
   As Tarc walked back to the kitchen, the big door opened and some more lunch customers came in. He glanced uneasily to see if any of them were the kind of tough looking strangers that had been concerning them. He wondered at his sense of mild anxiety that some of the strangers might come in right then. It seemed that he should be hoping some of those strangers would arrive while the Sheriff and his men were there to check them out.
 
   The people who came through the door were all townspeople Tarc noted with some relief. 
 
   But as he took the buckets out for more water, he wondered again just how well the deputies would do against the kind of hard men that been stopping in the tavern recently.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Jacob and Tarc walked to the armory together, Jacob excitedly telling Tarc about a couple of strangers he’d seen. “They came in my family’s shop to get their boots repaired. Now I know what you mean when you say they looked, ‘hard.’ They were dirty, and their clothes were worn with patches, but made of heavy cloth. They weren’t hugely muscular like John the blacksmith, but you could tell they were strong. They weren’t wearing uniforms like a soldier would, but still; you got the feeling they were soldiers. Or maybe used to be.”
 
   Tarc said, “My dad’s been worried about them. Why are there so many of them lately? He wonders if they are planning to rob us, or maybe someone else.”
 
   Jacob scoffed, “They’d have to be crazy to do something like that. They wouldn’t get back out of the walls before the deputies were all over them.”
 
   Tarc looked at his friend out of the corner of his eyes, “But there’s a lot of them. And… I’ve seen them next to our deputies. In a one-on-one fight with one of our deputies? I wouldn’t want to be betting on our guys.”
 
   “Tarc, deputies don’t fight fair. There’s always more than one of them when they take someone on. Those guys might be tough, but they won’t be able to get away from an entire patrol.”
 
   They were turning into the drill center so their argument ended with the last shot from Tarc, “There’s a lot of them. If they all came at once, the deputies would be in trouble.”
 
    
 
   Tarc’s turn defending the wall went better this time. He was able to stop someone with his spear, and got in a good blow against another attacker who managed to climb the wall at Jacob’s position. He felt proud of himself, but realized that if he’d been up against Sergeant Garcia he certainly would’ve lost again. 
 
   They finished up their wall training a few minutes before the bell rang to switch to swords. Tarc went to Garcia, “Sarge, I’ve gotten interested in throwing knives. Could you give me a few pointers?”
 
   Garcia smiled at him, “Sure, have you been trying to use a spin, or no spin technique?”
 
   “No spin.”
 
   “Let’s see your knife.”
 
   Tarc got out his knife. His dad had given it to him for Christmas several years before. It was a good all-purpose knife with a wooden handle and a sheath. Garcia took it and said, “Well, this isn’t a bad knife for throwing compared to a lot of other knives out there. You’d do a lot better with a real throwing knife of course. They’re better balanced.” He lifted his chin, “Show me what you can do with this one.” He pointed at the practice wall, “Try to hit the big knot.”
 
   Tarc looked at the wall. He’d never noticed before that there was one knot that was quite large at about 3 to 4 inches in diameter. The wall was moderately splintered around it, as if Tarc would not be the first to use it as a target. They were 30 feet from the wall, fairly far compared to the distances Tarc had thrown his knife so far. He was tempted to walk closer, but instead simply threw it from where he stood. He guided it with his ghost, but the knife was large and at that distance he had little effect near the end of its travel. Nonetheless, it did stick in the wood right at the edge of the knot.
 
   Garcia slapped him on the shoulder, “Not bad! Was that luck or skill?”
 
   Tarc shrugged. Garcia pulled one of his two throwing knives out of its sheath and handed it to Tarc. “Show me how you’re holding it.”
 
   Tarc took the knife, excited to be allowed to handle a real throwing knife. However, as soon as he had it in his hand he was dismayed to realize that it was quite heavy. He would have trouble controlling it with his ghost. He showed Garcia the way he’d been gripping the knife.
 
   Garcia had him place his index finger out straight along the back of the knife. Then he gave Tarc some pointers on how to throw, guiding his arm and body through the motions slowly with his hands. “Stroke that pointer finger off the back of the handle as the knife leaves your hand. That’ll slow down any last bits of rotation and help prevent spin.” Tarc went through the motion by himself; then Garcia said, “Okay, try to put that one in the knot.”
 
   Tarc went through the throwing motion slowly one more time; then threw it. He guided it to the knot as best he could, though it was hard to influence such a heavy knife very much. This time it hit about an inch from the edge of the knot, burying its point on the opposite side from Tarc’s own knife.
 
   Garcia slapped him on the shoulder again, “Get out! Are you really that good?”
 
   Tarc had been feeling embarrassed that he hadn’t hit the knot with either throw, but now realized that even hitting close from 30 feet must be pretty good. The sergeant proved that by throwing his own knife next. It stuck in an inch to the left and about 5 inches high. Tarc trotted down to the wall and got all three knives. When he got back to Garcia he was hoping the sergeant would give him some more pointers and let him throw the sergeant’s knives a few more times, but the bell rang.
 
   “No rest for the wicked,” Garcia laughed, taking his knives. He winked, “If you’re that good with the sword, your opponents are in for a rough time today. We’ll throw knives again some other day.”
 
    
 
   Tarc’s ghost provided no help with the sword so he took a couple of good beatings in the practice ring. His distraction with thoughts about throwing knives probably contributed something to his losses.
 
    
 
   They moved on to archery. Tarc felt very excited over the prospect of trying to guide an arrow with his ghost. After all they didn’t carry much weight and so he should have fairly good control. Unfortunately, they flew a long way and he would have little influence at distance.
 
   Grabbing a bracer and a marked bow with blue, Tarc picked up a quiver of arrows and moved to the shooting line. The first arrow he pulled out had a slight bow to it. Unfortunately, almost all of the practice arrows had minor flaws. The best arrows stood in quivers at the wall tower armories, ready to be distributed in case of an attack. He nocked it on the bowstring, then brought the bow up and pushed his left hand out. Seeing his target over the tip of the arrow, he let fly.
 
   Tarc’s ghost let him feel that the arrow’s track would fly slightly to the left. He used his talent to guide it back to the right. He could also feel that he hadn’t lofted the arrow enough. He lifted the head of the arrow and it flew a little higher, however he could tell that this also slowed the arrow. In fact when it struck the target, it hit just below the yellow bullseye but penetrated poorly. It dangled sadly from its point.
 
   Sergeant Banes chose this moment to arrive behind Tarc, “Well, young Hyllis, good aim, but that shot lacked oomph. T’would merely piss off our enemy, eh?”
 
   “Yes sir,” Tarc said, feeling disappointed. He thought that striking so close to the bullseye deserved more praise. Pulling another arrow, he nocked it and fired again. This time he intentionally aimed a little high. As it left the bow he could tell it would miss the entire target without the influence of his ghost. However, he reached out and pulled the tip down, feeling surprise that somehow his ghost knew just how much to lower the tip to compensate for his initially high aim. His ghost followed the arrow to the target, influencing it less and less as it traveled, but having some effect right up to the moment it buried its head deeply into the exact center of the bullseye!
 
   “Ho! Young Hyllis!” Banes began a slow clap which brought all the other archers’ attention to Tarc’s target. He bellowed so everyone at the line would hear, “I’ll buy a beer at Hyllis’ tavern for anyone who beats that shot today!”
 
   Tarc felt his cheeks heating as everyone turned to stare at him. He heard a number of them muttering, “lucky,” but nonetheless enjoyed feeling their envy. Worried that he shouldn’t suddenly gain an astonishing ability in archery for fear people might suspect his talent; he didn’t follow that shot with more bullseyes. Instead he purposefully took aim at a spot in the red ring that surrounded the bullseye. He buried his next arrow exactly where he aimed, on the inside border of the circle of red paint just to the right of the yellow center. The next one he put on the edge of the red paint directly below the yellow bullseye. About to place one the same distance to the left, he realized that he was forming a pattern on the target that anyone would recognize had been purposeful. Instead, he continued placing arrows within an inch or so of where he aimed them, but aiming them at various locations that he tried to make look random. He put some in the yellow center, and some in the red ring around it, but none as far out as the blue second ring.
 
   His sudden ability to place arrows almost exactly where he wanted them to go sent a sudden rash of goosebumps run down his right side. Glancing right and left he saw that, even purposefully scattering his shots, his arrows clustered much tighter than anyone else’s. Banes noticed this too and came over to stand behind him. “Where did this sudden ability come from Hyllis?”
 
   Thinking that Banes didn’t know the half of his new ability, Tarc shrugged and said, “I think I’ve just gotten strong enough to use the blue bow without trembling sir.” With a sudden thought he followed up by saying, “Those pointers you gave me last time have really taken hold today.” He hoped the sergeant didn’t remember just how badly he’d shot last week.
 
   The sergeant stood staring at Tarc’s target for a moment, then said musingly, “Last week… you shot terribly. This week… you’re shooting so well I’d swear you must have snuck down there and stuck the arrows in the target by hand!” He turned and looked at Tarc, then looked back down at the targets and said, “Well, young Hyllis, if you can keep shooting like that; you’ll be helping your father defend the town from the towers.”
 
   The towers! Tarc thought with a thrill of excitement. The towers were where the very best archers stood to pick off enemy commanders. The very assignment he’d always dreamed of…
 
    
 
   On their walk back home Jacob excitedly asked, “Can you teach me to shoot like that?”
 
   “Uh,” Tarc said, unsure how to respond. “I can try, but I think Sgt. Banes can probably teach you a lot better than I can.”
 
   “Oh come on!” Jacob said dancing a few steps alongside Tarc as they walked, “Even Banes puts some in the blue ring sometimes. All of yours were in the yellow or the red!”
 
   Tarc suddenly realized he’d never watched Banes shooting. He’d never thought that the town’s master archer might put some in the blue ring. To Jacob he said, “I think I was just… really lucky today. I probably won’t do that well in the future and if I do, I wouldn’t know how to teach you. Banes has been teaching forever!”
 
   “I saw you throwing knives with Garcia. You’re really good at that too. I’ve got a couple of small throwing knives my uncle left me. I’ll give you one, if you’ll teach me how to throw and shoot.”
 
   Tarc had been wondering how he could get a small throwing knife. One more suited to control by his ghost. He’d considered visiting John the blacksmith to look over the knives the smith had for sale. Unfortunately, Tarc knew those knives would cost far more than he could afford on the tiny share of the tavern’s earnings that his parents paid him each week. Perhaps if he traded in his own knife and used some of the little money he’d saved, he could get a knife better balanced for throwing? However, he didn’t think his father would be happy if Tarc traded his working knife for one designed as a weapon.
 
   Knowing that he couldn’t actually teach his friend archery or knife throwing Tarc decided it would be dishonest to make the trade. “I’ll try to teach you, but you don’t need to give me anything unless you actually do get a lot better.”
 
   “You’ve got a deal!” Jacob put out his hand and Tarc slapped it.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Tarc carried in the last two buckets of barley malt and poured it into the tank. Daum came in from the kitchen side of the brew room carrying buckets of hot water. Daum had been at his own drill practice, though his practices were much shorter. He only had to maintain the skills he already had after all. 
 
   Tarc was glad to see him. Even though Tarc felt that he understood the brewing process pretty well, he always feared that he might make a mistake and ruin an entire batch when Daum left him to do some of the steps alone.
 
   Daum quickly quizzed Tarc on what he had done so far. Pleased with Tarc’s answers, he grinned at his son and said, “We’ll make a brewer out of you yet.” As Daum and Tarc stirred the wort, Daum looked up at him and said, “Sgt. Banes says you did fairly well at archery earlier this week?”
 
   Tarc shrugged.
 
   “Don’t shrug at me boy. That’s something to be proud of.”
 
   “Yes Dad.”
 
   Daum studied his son for a moment; then said, “He also told me you shot terribly the week before?”
 
   Tarc nodded.
 
   Daum grinned at him. “So, this week you used your talent to guide the arrows?”
 
   Sudden realization washed over Tarc. He couldn’t believe he hadn’t grasped that the reason Daum was an archer had to do with Daum’s talent. “Yes,” he breathed. “You guide your arrows too, don’t you?”
 
   Daum nodded, but gave a little shrug. “But it doesn’t help all that much. By the time I can tell exactly how the arrow is going to miss, it’s so far away that I can’t influence it much anymore. I have to shoot it pretty well in the first place.” He narrowed his eyes at his son, “From what the sergeant says, either your basic archery skills are much better than I would think, or somehow you’re able to do something different than I can with your talent?”
 
   “Uh, maybe. As soon as it leaves the bow, I can tell where it’s going. Can’t you?”
 
   “A little. But I only have a vague idea that it’s going to miss in one direction or another. Even that lets me start pushing it back on target while it’s close enough to influence it strongly, but I can’t make more than a few inches of difference.” Daum pulled four different sized pebbles out of his pocket and set them on top of the tank. “I think you can push harder than I can. Which of these is the biggest you can move?”
 
   None of them were all that big, so Tarc reached out and lifted the biggest one into the air.
 
   Daum’s eyes widened. “That’s amazing!” he breathed as he picked up the small stones and began climbing down. “I can’t lift even the little one, only slide the three smallest around on a smooth surface. No wonder you’re already ‘archer’ class.” He turned to study his son with narrowed eyes, “If you can lift a pebble that large…” he paused, “the Sarge said all your arrows were in the yellow or red. Was that the best you could do?”
 
   Tarc shook his head.
 
   “How close to your mark can you get at target distance?”
 
   Tarc held up his fingers about 2 to 3 inches apart. He thought he actually could shoot within an inch every time, but didn’t want to brag.
 
   Daum stepped to Tarc and clapped arms enthusiastically around him. “You’re gonna make us proud son!”
 
   Embarrassed, but filled with pride, Tarc self-consciously hugged his father back. Embracing him, Tarc noticed with some surprise that he was nearly as tall as his father. When his father pushed him back out to arm’s length, Tarc said, “You know we can do the same thing with thrown knives?”
 
   Daum stared at him with a surprised look for a moment; then barked a laugh. “I suppose we can! Do you want to show me?”
 
   Startled by the request, Tarc pulled out his knife and said, “What should I aim at?”
 
   Daum pointed at the back wall of the brew room, “Can you hit that blotchy spot on the third board?”
 
   Tarc saw a spot where a twist in the wood’s grain had changed the smoothness of the surface. He threw, though rather badly. The knife would have missed several boards to the left, but Tarc’s ghost twisted it back on so that it stuck in the left edge of the splotch.
 
   Daum stared at it a moment. “I could see it curve to the right to hit that spot. You threw that one pretty badly didn’t you?”
 
   Tarc nodded, “If I could throw a little better, I’d be able to hit the center of the target every time.”
 
   Daum nodded, “You’ll need to work on both your knife and archery skills, not just to give your ghost a better start, but also so that you have good technique to match your surprising skill. Otherwise there’ll be a lot of questions about how you shoot so well.” 
 
   Tarq nodded.
 
   Daum pulled his big knife out of its sheath and weighed it in his hand. “This damn thing is way too big for me to influence much. Maybe I need to trade it in on a smaller knife?”
 
   “Sgt. Garcia says these work knives we have aren’t balanced very well for throwing.”
 
   Daum grinned at him, “I suppose you think we should both get new knives?” He winked, “Better balanced for throwing, eh?”
 
   Tarc’s eyes dropped, but he nodded. Then he looked back up, “Lighter, better balanced, narrower, but still good for work.”
 
   His father frowned, “Narrower?”
 
   Tarc nodded, “With a narrower blade, they’ll penetrate well even though they don’t weigh as much.”
 
   Daum clapped him on the shoulder, “Maybe we should go shopping for knives.”
 
    
 
   Tarc took the water buckets back to the kitchen and the grain buckets outside to wash them. He brought the grain buckets back to the kitchen full of water and poured it into the barrel. Eva looked sad. “What’s the matter Mom?” Tarc asked.
 
   “Mrs. Gates has come back.”
 
   Mrs. Gates was an older woman who’d first come in to see Eva many months ago. She had looked sick then, and every time Tarc had seen her since then she had looked even worse. “What’s wrong with her?”
 
   “Cancer,” Eva said quietly.
 
   “Oh, and that’s a disease you can’t do anything for, correct?”
 
   “Yeah,” Eva said, slumping, “even in the old days they couldn’t do much for a lot of cancers. I guess they could cure some of them by cutting them out and there were a few that responded to medicines.” She shrugged, “Most people died though, even back then.”
 
   “They cut them out!?”
 
   “Yeah, they had ways of making people sleep so deeply that they could cut parts of them off, or out, without even waking them up.”
 
   “That’s awful!”
 
   Eva shrugged and tilted her head, “Not as awful as dying of your cancer.”
 
   Tarc grimaced, “Maybe not, but it still seems like a terrible thing to do. What are you going to do for Mrs. Gates?”
 
   Eva looked grim, “Willow bark tea, poppy seed pod tea, sympathy... I’ve told her over and over again that I can’t actually cure her, but she keeps coming back to ask me to heal her. When I tell her that I can’t, she curses me. I think somehow she believes that I am just refusing to do so, rather than lacking the ability.” She paused for a moment, staring sightlessly out little window in the kitchen, “It breaks my heart, not being able to help her.”
 
   Tarc swallowed, “I thought the teas did help?”
 
   “They help with the pain, that’s all.” Eva turned to look at Tarc again, “Well, you need to meet someone with cancer and see what that feels like. Let’s go out and talk to Mrs. Gates.”
 
   Horrified, Tarc said, “Why?! We can’t do anything!”
 
   “I know,” Eva said in a sad monotone, “but you need to learn about cancer.” She looked him in the eye, “I’ll go talk to her. You sit beside me and use your talent to search through her body. You’ll find lumps of… stuff inside of her that isn’t like the tissue around it. Especially in her lungs, so look there first and you’ll feel what it’s like. I’m not going to tell you where else you’ll find it, you can learn that for yourself.” 
 
   Eva turned for the door, but Tarc grabbed her arm. “I, I, don’t want to go out there! If I can’t do any good, why should I have to?”
 
   Eva sighed, “You’re not going to be able to help everyone. You need to learn which people you can help and which ones you can’t. And, the ones you can’t help…” Eva blinked a couple of times, “at least deserve your sympathy and some medicine to ease the pain. Come on!” She waved him ahead of her into the great room.
 
   Mrs. Gates sat at the table where Eva usually saw her patients. She looked even more emaciated than she had the last time Tarc had seen her. Eva sat down and then motioned Tarc onto the bench next to her. Reaching out she took Mrs. Gates’ hands and said, “This is my son, Tarc. I’m teaching him how to help people. I hope you won’t mind him sitting in while we talk?”
 
   Gates didn’t respond to this query. Instead she grumbled, “I don’t know why you’d have him sit in while we’re talking. You won’t do anything to help me. You never do!”
 
   Eva said, “I’m so sorry Mrs. Gates. Like I’ve told you before I don’t know of anything I can do to help you other than giving you some teas for the pain. I don’t think anybody can cure you. Even in the ancient days they weren’t very good at curing cancer and they had much more powerful medicines than we do now.”
 
   “I don’t think I have cancer! I think you don’t even know what’s wrong with me! And even if you did know what was wrong, I don’t think you’d treat me.” Tears started to run down Gates’ cheek and she whispered, “Why do you hate me?”
 
   Eva sighed, “I don’t hate you… Here, let me think a moment,” she said closing her eyes.
 
   Terribly uncomfortable with Mrs. Gates bitter and accusatory tone, Tarc tried to ignore it by sending his ghost into her chest to see what was present there. He found several large lumps of tissue that were solid instead of airy like normal lung. There were other smaller ones too. Exploring her heart, he found it to be much like other hearts he had touched with his ghost sense. There weren’t any lumps in it. However, her liver and spleen also had lumps of tissue in them that were different than the rest of the tissue. Her stomach and bowels seemed untouched, but one of her kidneys had a lump in it.
 
   Tarc sat back, surprised. It seemed bizarre that he had been able to find all these lumps so quickly. He had thought that he would have to carefully search through each organ and structure, but there was something about the tissue of the lumps that seem to attract his ghost senses. It seemed a little bit warmer to him and had a kind of bitterness about it. “Bitter,” a word for a taste, seemed weird to be using for something he obviously wasn’t tasting, but he didn’t know how else to describe it. 
 
   He thought about it for a moment and realized that people’s stomachs also produced bitter flavors when he touched them with his ghost sense. Not knowing that cancerous tissue is often somewhat acidic, he wondered what this meant.
 
   He focused his mind back on Mrs. Gates, quickly exploring her legs and arms without finding anything. However, when he looked in her head he found another lump of unusual tissue in her brain. As he swept down her neck he suddenly realized that there was something different about the marrow in one of the bones of her spine at the base of her neck. He went on down the spine and found lumps in the marrow of a couple of other bones as well.
 
   Eva sat up and let go of Mrs. Gates hands. “Tarc and I are going to go look through our medicines and talk about what we might be able to do Mrs. Gates. We’ll be back in a few minutes.”
 
    
 
   Back in the kitchen Eva turned to Tarc, “Well?”
 
   Tarc stared at her with wide eyes, “It’s everywhere!” He went on to describe all the places he’d found the cancer.
 
   Eva nodded, “Yes, that’s where I found it as well.” She sighed, “We’ll take her a different tea.”
 
   “What will it do?” Tarc asked with anticipation.
 
   Eva quirked a sad smile, “Nothing. But, sometimes hope itself is a powerful medicine. In the old days they called it a ‘placebo.’”
 
   Tarc couldn’t believe his ears, “That’s stupid! Why would we do that? It’s like, it’s like, we’re being dishonest! Giving her something that we know won’t do any good!”
 
   “In the old days, they were able to show that getting a placebo released some of your own pain relievers from your brain. They called the molecules endorphins and they had effects like the strongest of poppy teas.” She shrugged, “So it might actually help her symptoms. Besides, what would you have me do? Do you want me to just go out and say, ‘You’re going to die and there’s absolutely nothing we can do’?”
 
   “But… but, there must be something we can do! Something better than a tea!”
 
   Eva lifted her chin at him, “Okay, what’s your idea?”
 
   Tarc’s eyes widened again, “I don’t know. You’re the healer!”
 
   “I’ve already told you, Tarc, I know of nothing. I’m ready to listen though. Give me some ideas.”
 
   “Maybe we could, I don’t know, burn the lumps. What do you call them?”
 
   “Tumors.”
 
   “So, maybe we could heat a sharp spike and stick that hot tip right into the center of the tumor. It would burn the tumor and kill it.”
 
   Eva snorted, “Maybe we could. I think I remember reading that back in the old days they did heat tumors to kill them. I think sticking a hot spike into someone would hurt though, don’t you?”
 
   Tarc shrugged, “It would be better than dying.”
 
   “Oh I agree. And maybe Mrs. Gates would agree to having a hot spike stuck into her if she was sure it would work. But, I don’t think you can promise her that can you?”
 
   Tarc shook his head disconsolately. “Besides, we’d have to stick spikes into her in lots of places, probably nobody could take that.”
 
   “All right,” Eva said turning back towards the great room. “You don’t have to come with me to talk to her about the tea. Stoke up the stove and get me some more wood. People will be coming in for lunch pretty soon.”
 
   Tarc got several splits of wood and opened the stove. He put the wood in, but then stopped, staring at the glowing coals and sending his ghost into them. Like Mrs. Gates’ cancers they were hot. The coals were much hotter than the tumors of course, but he had the distinct sensation that the heat in the coals and the heat in the cancers were just different degrees of the same thing. He had the sensation of tiny things seething, moving, and vibrating back and forth in the coals. The same thing had been happening in the tumors but to a much lesser degree. He could sense the motion of the tiny things in his arm as well, but in the split of wood he held in his hand they were… Tarc closed the door of the stove and stood staring at the piece of wood. Tiny things were moving in it also, just not moving as much as the tiny things in his arm.
 
   Tarc opened the stove and put in the piece of wood. Picking up his strap he went out to the woodshed, still thinking hard—heat is the motion of tiny things inside whatever is hot? Can that be? He’d read about atoms, could the tiny things be atoms? He realized he couldn’t actually feel one of the atoms, if that’s what they were. He only got the sensation of tiny things, too small to feel, vibrating and seething and moving around.
 
    
 
   As Tarc went about his chores, he kept thinking about heat and motion being the same thing at a microparticle level. 
 
   He was out in the stable caring for the horses when he had a sudden idea—my ghost can move things, and the smaller they are the easier they are to move! He set down his pitchfork and lifted his index finger. Staring at it he used his ghost to feel the motion of the tiny particles inside of it. They seemed to be vibrating back and forth somehow, all of them vibrating in different directions. The vibrations were tiny, movements so small he knew that he wouldn’t be able to see them. Yet somehow his ghost knew the vibrations were there. 
 
   And, as he willed it to happen, he could sense the vibrations increasing. 
 
   A moment later, a very different sense told him his finger had become unpleasantly hot. He felt it with his thumb and his thumb could feel the increased heat in the tip of his index finger as well. 
 
   Tarc filled the pitchfork with hay and carried it to Shogun. He was wondering whether he could actually kill the tissue in Mrs. Gates’ tumors with the kind of heat he could generate. His finger had been uncomfortable and he knew that he could have heated it more than he did, but didn’t want to actually burn his own finger. 
 
   Tarc moved on about his chores, pondering ways to further test this new ability. Then, as he carried a shovelful of manure out of Shogun’s stall he suddenly focused on the green bottle-flies swarming it. He picked one fly out and tried to heat it. It immediately zipped into the air, but flew close to Tarc and Tarc’s ghost easily tracked it. After he’d been warming it for about five seconds, it fell to the floor unmoving. He nudged it with a toe. 
 
   It seemed to be dead! Well, he thought, it looks like I can kill small amounts of tissue by heating it. At least fly-sized pieces of tissue!
 
   He wondered whether there was any way for him to try killing a small part of a large animal and know if it worked. How could he offer to try to heat one of the tumors in Mrs. Gates if he had no idea whether or not he could kill the tumor?
 
    
 
   When Tarc entered the kitchen Daussie barked at him, “Dad needs your help out at the bar. Hurry!”
 
   Tarc rolled his eyes. His sister always seemed to think that Tarc’s chores were urgent. When Tarc arrived out in the bar his father had a cask of beer standing beside him. He must have rolled it into the bar himself, but now needed help putting it up on the cask stand. With one of them on each side, they heaved it up and slid it on to the tilted rack that held it. It would sit for a day or two to allow the sediment to fall down into the front corner before Daum tapped it.
 
   Daum’s eyes flicked to the water barrel and he said, “Need a couple of buckets Tarc.”
 
   When Tarc came back through the kitchen with the two buckets of water, Daussie was out in the great room. Tarc stopped a moment and said, “Mom?”
 
   Eva turned to him with a questioning look.
 
   “I can heat things with my talent.”
 
   She blinked, “You can?”
 
   Tarc nodded.
 
   Eva tugged on her lower lip with her upper teeth as she looked at him consideringly. “And… what?”
 
   He set down the buckets and focused on the skin at the side of his mother’s elbow. 
 
   A moment later she grabbed at her elbow, “Ow!” she blinked down at her elbow and rubbed at it gingerly with her fingers. She looked up at Tarc, “You heated that with your… your talent?”
 
   Tarc nodded.
 
   “Well,” she said still rubbing her elbow, “I hope you’re not planning to torture poor Daussie with that?”
 
   Tarc blinked at her. Suddenly he realized that she didn’t see the possible utility of his being able to heat something. “What if… what if I could heat Mrs. Gates’ tumors? I… I killed a fly by heating it.”
 
   Eva’s eyes flashed wide in surprise. She put out a hand to steady herself against the counter. “Oh! Tarc! That might… that might…” Her eyes slipped aside; then returned to his, “Maybe you wouldn’t have to heat it to burning hot to kill the tumor. Maybe it wouldn’t hurt horribly. But, what if… what if the dead tissue somehow makes her sick? Well… sicker.”
 
   Tarc shrugged. He certainly didn’t know if Eva didn’t.
 
   Eva stared at him musingly for another few moments; then said, “Maybe if Mrs. Gates comes back again we’ll ask her if she wants to try something… different. Experimental.”
 
   Daussie came back in the kitchen, so Tarc picked up his pails of water. He headed out to the bar.
 
    
 
   


  
 



Chapter Four
 
    
 
   The door to Tarc’s tiny bedroom swung open and his father leaned in. “Tarc. You want to get up a little early and head over to the blacksmith’s place to look at knives?”
 
   Suddenly wide awake, Tarc said, “Yeah!” He rolled out of bed.
 
    
 
   As he and Daum walked down the street, Tarc realized it had been years since they had gone somewhere together like this. The last time he could remember was when Daum had taken him to Ms. Alman’s school on his first day. After that first day Tarc had been expected to find his own way to the small building where he and many of his friends had obtained educations in the basics. 
 
   Tarc thought wistfully that it would be nice if their family could do something besides run the tavern every day. They did go to the small fair Walterston held each year, but Tarc had always gone with Eva. Daum took Daussie to the fair. Business in the tavern was slow on fair days because many of their regular customers ate and drank out at the fair so his parents felt that two of them could go at a time. But Tarc wished they could all go together as a family.
 
   Somehow the streets seemed different, walking along with his father. He looked around, realizing that nothing was really changed except for the presence of Daum. Suddenly he saw three of the hard strangers coming down the street on horses, “Dad…”
 
   “I see them. Just keep walking.”
 
   Tarc worried that the men would go to the tavern with just Eva and Daussie there. Evidently Daum had the same concern as Tarc could see Daum’s eyes tracking the men. He slowed a little. Then the men turned to the right, heading down the street towards the general store. 
 
   Daum’s shoulders relaxed and he picked up his pace, “Let’s make this quick.”
 
    
 
   Sally, John Blacksmith’s wife, asked, “What kind of knife are you looking for?”
 
   “Small throwing knives,” Daum said, looking around the room where they kept their wares. He frowned, “Why don’t you have any swords anymore?”
 
   “Men from out of town bought them all,” she said brightly. “Business has been great! John’s working up some more right now.”
 
   Daum glanced at Tarc, a worried look on his face. He turned back to Sally, “Rough looking men? We’ve had some of those down at the tavern, I’m not sure I’m happy to know you’re selling them swords.”
 
   Sally’s face tightened, “They have good coin. Did you refuse to serve them at your tavern? I’m not sure I’m happy these rough looking men are getting drunk!” She grimaced; then waved her hands as if to smooth over her irritated rudeness. “Sorry. We all have a living to make. John did ask some of the deputies about those men and whether we should be selling them swords. The deputies said the Sheriff wasn’t worried about them.”
 
   Daum frowned, “Yeah, sorry. It’s hard to turn away anyone who can pay good coin. Do you know if anyone has mentioned these men to Captain Pike?”
 
   Captain Pike headed up the local defense force made up of the townspeople. The sergeants at the drill center worked under him. He was nominally under the Sheriff, like the deputies who kept the peace, but the captain tended to argue with the Sheriff a lot more than other citizens. Tarc understood what his father was saying. Even if the Sheriff wasn’t worried, the captain might be.
 
   Sally shook her head, “No, and you’re right, somebody should make sure he knows. Will you be seeing him?”
 
   Daum turned to Tarc, “After we’re done here, can you run by the armory and invite the captain to come by the tavern for a free beer?”
 
   Tarc nodded.
 
   Daum turned back to Sally and gave her a weak grin, “Well, did the strangers buy all your throwing knives as well?”
 
   She shook her head, “No, but there’s never been all that much demand for those. We only have a few over here.” She walked to the end of the counter and opened the cabinet under it. Pulling out a small shallow box, she set it up on the counter. In it were seven pairs of knives.
 
   Tarc’s eyes were immediately drawn to three pairs of knives that were relatively small with long narrow blades. Daum apparently liked the looks of the same three pairs. He pulled them towards the edge and pushed one member of each pair toward Tarc. One at a time Daum picked up the three knives left in front of him and weighed their balance. He looked up at Sally, “Can we try throwing them?”
 
   “Sure,” she said, “just drop the bar into the door behind you there and I’ll take you out back. We have a post for you to throw at. Are you sure you don’t want to take something a little heavier? Those are kind of light.”
 
   Daum shook his head as Tarc put the bar on the door. She led them through the shop and out into the yard behind it. Tarc could hear John’s hammer clanging as he pounded something into shape, presumably one of his new swords. They saw a suspiciously man sized post stood to one side of the little yard. Sally waved at it, “Give it your best shot,” she said.
 
   Daum threw the largest of the three knives he had in his hand, but it missed the post completely. “Whoops, sorry.”
 
   Sally waved dismissively, “Don’t worry about it. Knife throwing takes a lot of practice if you want to be any good. Go ahead and throw the other two, then we’ll go fetch.”
 
   Daum threw the other two, and both hit. The smallest one was fairly close to the middle of the post. Tarc’s ghost could feel it curving slightly to the right as it flew.
 
   Sally smiled, “Well, maybe you should get the small knives if you can throw them that well. What do you think? Do you want to buy a pair?”
 
   Daum jerked a thumb at Tarc, “Is it okay if Tarc throws the ones he’s got? We’re each buying a pair.”
 
   Sally nodded, though Tarc thought she looked dubious about giving a kid his age throwing knives. He stepped up and hefted the largest of the three knives he still held. He knew that it would be hard to control, so he took extra care lining up. The throw was off a little to the left and probably would have missed the post but his ghost was able to push it back almost to the midline. It stuck in the post about an inch off-center to the left with a solid “thunk.”
 
   “Pretty good, kid,” Sally said.
 
   Tarc felt irritated that she had qualified her “good.” He felt certain that she was actually attributing his hit almost entirely to luck. He lined up with the medium-size blade and threw it. Its weight was much more controllable. So, despite throwing it a little high and to the right, he brought it down to stick in the post exactly in the center and therefore about an inch to the right of his first knife.
 
   Sally goggled a little; then said, “Very nice!”
 
   Daum cleared his throat. Tarc realized that Daum didn’t want him showing off and possibly alerting people to his talent. He threw the third and smallest knife, again placing it exactly where he wanted it to go, but this time the target he chose was about 8 inches down and 2 inches to the right.
 
   Sally chuckled, “Well, you’re human after all! But that was still really good.”
 
   Daum and Sally dickered a bit. 
 
   Eventually Tarc and Daum left the blacksmith’s shop with the two smallest pairs of knives in paired sheaths that strapped over their shoulders. The straps were set up to holster the handles of the knives just below and behind their necks. That way they could reach up over their shoulder to grab the knife with their arms already cocked to throw. 
 
   Tarc had expected to have to give up his working knife, but it remained at his belt. Daum said he didn’t want people seeing them working with knives that were designed to be weapons. Nor did he want them going around visibly carrying weapons. With the holsters underneath the loose heavy shirts they normally wore, the knives weren’t noticeable. However, should the blades ever be needed, they would have to reach down inside their collars for the knives.
 
   Feeling a little heady about his new possessions, Tarc headed off to the drill center to pass Daum’s invitation to Captain Pike.
 
    
 
   Pike was meeting with someone else, so Tarc cooled his heels in the courtyard of the armory there at the drill center while he waited. He felt desperately anxious to practice throwing his new knives and wanted to throw them from the holsters. However, he had the feeling that Daum didn’t really want anyone to know that they were carrying throwing knives in ‘over shoulder holsters,’ so he resisted the temptation.
 
   As the courtyard was empty, he decided it would be okay to practice throwing the knives as long as he wasn’t pulling them out from behind his head. He stepped into a corner and, after using his talent to check around for any warm bodies that might be close enough to be watching, pulled the knives out. He walked back out into the courtyard and began throwing the blades at the timbers of the wall. Just in case someone was observing him he threw each knife at a different mark 6 to 12 inches apart. That way if someone saw them hit, they would likely think he was missing his target by a reasonable margin. He threw the knives from varying distances ranging from 6 to 25 feet so that he would get used to the way the knives fell as they traveled through the air. With the arrows he had been able to lift the tips to compensate for a low shot by having them fly upward a little. The knives didn’t fly, so he could only lift them with brute effort from his ghost. This made it important that he adjust his aim point upward to compensate for the fall of the knife as it traveled.
 
   After throwing for a bit, he realized there wasn’t any reason he couldn’t practice throwing from a starting position just behind his shoulder where the holsters would be. He started throwing harder, whipping the knives across the distance so that they stuck into the wall hard enough he had to wiggle them out.
 
   He’d just thrown the knives a solid 20 feet to stick into two adjoining logs when his ghost felt a couple of bodies coming out of Pike’s office. Tarc walked to the wall to retrieve his blades and was wiggling the first one loose when Pike stepped out and focused on him. The other man turned and walked away without apparently noticing Tarc.
 
   Tarc wiggled his second blade loose and walked over, “Captain Pike, my dad asked me to invite you down to the tavern for a free beer. He’d like to talk to you about some of the strangers we’ve been seeing.”
 
   Pike’s eyes narrowed a moment, “You’re the Hyllis boy, right?”
 
   “Yes sir.”
 
   Pike’s eyes went down to the knives Tarc held in his left hand. “Got yourself a nice pair of throwing knives I see.”
 
   “Yes sir.”
 
   “Fancy yourself as pretty good?”
 
   Tarc shrugged, suddenly embarrassed.
 
   “Let’s see what you can do then. Put them as close as you can to the big knot there, height about the same as a man’s head.” Pike pointed loosely, but Tarc immediately saw a 6 inch diameter swirl around a big knot in the wood that had to be the one Pike meant.
 
   Tarc threw his knives, carefully spotting one below left and the second above right, each a couple inches from the edge of the large knot.
 
   Pike barked a laugh. “Pretty good, boy. If you could’ve averaged them some, one would be in your opponent’s left eye and the other in his right! Keep working on it and you’ll be deadly.” He paused considering, “Tell your Pa I’ll be along sometime this afternoon.”
 
   “Yes sir,” Tarc said turning toward the wall his knives had stuck into and starting to wonder whether he could find a place to put the knives back in their sheaths so he wouldn’t be wandering through the street with them in his hand.
 
   “Your dad’s Hyllis the archer isn’t he?” Pike said behind him.
 
   “Yes sir,” Tarc said, turning back.
 
   “Are you the son Sgt. Banes says is going to make a good archer himself?”
 
   Banes mentioned me to Pike?! A feeling of pride suffused over Tarc, “I hope so sir.”
 
   “I do too son, I do too.” Pike turned back towards his office, effectively dismissing Tarc.
 
   Tarc walked on over to the wall and pulled his knives out of the timbers. He felt around the courtyard with his ghost and, detecting no one, slipped the knives back over his shoulder and into their sheaths. One cool thing about his ghost was that it told him exactly where the points of his knives were relative to the throat of the sheath. He could slide the knives into the sheaths without having to feel around for the openings. His ghost even helped him slide the point of the knife inside his shirt on the way to the sheath.
 
    
 
   When Tarc got back to the tavern, Denny Smith was just leaving his mother. At first he worried that she hadn’t gotten better. Then he worried that his mother would get him involved in examining her again, something that had embarrassed him last time.
 
   However, Denny stopped and, looking embarrassed, said, “Tarc, I’m much better. Thank you for your help when I first came in to see your mother.”
 
   “Um, you’re welcome. I didn’t do much though.”
 
   Denny shrugged, “Your mother seems to think you were very helpful in making my diagnosis. I was surprised too, since she’s been doing this for such a long time. But, however much help you were, I owe you thanks. An infection like that could have killed me you know?”
 
   Tarc nodded uncomfortably, torn between embarrassment over her gratitude for something he didn’t feel he had actually accomplished, and pride that he might actually have had something to do with saving another person’s life.
 
   Denny left, Tarc looking wistfully after her and hoping to have that feeling again someday.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Tarc stood in a nook of the kitchen reading their general medical book. In the nook, anyone entering wouldn’t be able to immediately see what he was looking at. The family didn’t want anyone knowing about their books, so Tarc had a towel he could pull over the book should anyone come in. “Mom?” he said, “What’s this ‘pneumonia’ they’re talking about?”
 
   Eva looked up from the dough she was kneading, “That’s an infection in your lungs. It’s a pretty bad thing.”
 
   “Really? They don’t make it sound so bad here.”
 
   “That’s because their antibiotics could cure most patients with pneumonia. Nowadays about half the people who get pneumonia die.”
 
   “Oh,” Tarc said chewing his lip. “The book says to get a chest x-ray and a sputum culture for diagnosis…”
 
   “X-rays were beams of something kind of like light that could shine right through people. Then they could see that part of your lung was full of pus. You can tell that with your ghost so you don’t really need an x-ray.”
 
   “What was the sputum culture?”
 
   “Sputum is like spit that you cough up from all the way down in your lungs. People with pneumonia can cough up a lot of it and it has some of the pus in it. ‘Culture’ meant that they would grow the germs from the sputum to find out what kind of germs they were. Then they would know which of their antibiotics to use. Since we don’t have antibiotics, trying to culture the germs is pretty pointless.”
 
   “Oh, is pneumonia another of the… things we can’t treat at all?”
 
   “Pretty close,” Tarc’s mother sighed, sadly. “About all we can do is give the patient fluids and otherwise try to keep them healthy enough for their own body to fight off the infection.”
 
   Tarc closed the book and pulled the towel over it. He’d wanted to slam it shut, but a lifetime of respect for the fragile paper made that impossible. “Why do I have to study this stuff?! It’s not like we can do anything for anybody! It’s just a waste of my time!”
 
   “That’s just not true! It may not seem like we can do much because we are comparing what we can do with what the ancients could do in the books. But we do help and we do save lives. There are actually quite a few diseases that we can do at least something for.”
 
   “Well,” Tarc said disgustedly, “tell me which ones they are and where to read about them. I’m happy to learn about those, but I can’t see why I should waste my life learning things that are completely useless.”
 
   “Tarc!” his mother said, “knowledge is never useless! Besides, you’re really smart. If you learn everything you can from our books, maybe someday you’ll be able to figure out a way to treat some of those diseases. Especially with your talent.”
 
   I’m really smart?! Tarc thought in amazement. A lifetime of being yelled at for screwing up one chore or another would never have led him to believe that his parents thought he was intelligent! After a long pause to digest this stunning statement he turned to look at his mother, thinking that she might be grinning at her own little joke. 
 
   She was staring at him with a very serious look on her face. “Really Tarc, I think you could make a big…”
 
   There was a loud bang that they both recognized to be from the main door to the tavern slamming open. Excited voices were shouting and Tarc’s first panicked thought was that the strangers had come to rob them. But the voices were calling for Eva in panicked and pleading tones. She wiped her hands and cast the towel aside as she headed out to the big room. Tarc followed right behind her after checking to be sure the book was completely hidden.
 
   A group of men were standing around Eva’s treatment table. They had put someone on the table that Tarc could hear moaning despite the excited voices. The men parted to let Eva step in and, in the brief gap, Tarc saw that the fellow was holding his hands to his side, blood seeping out between his fingers.
 
   Tarc felt a little lightheaded. He picked out little snippets of the excited, practically shouted conversations of the men around the injured fellow. “Got in an argument…” and, “… one of those damned strangers that have been in town lately…” and, “pulled out a knife…” and, “just stuck it in him…” and, “quick as a snake, that son of a bitch was…” Tarc’s world went fuzzy and he felt himself falling.
 
    
 
   Suddenly awake, Tarc realized he was drenched with cold water. Daussie’s face looked down at him looking worried or mad. Or maybe both? She held a dripping pitcher in one hand What in all the Hells just happened to me?! Tarc wondered.
 
    “Tarc!” Daussie practically shouted, “Get up! Mom says she needs you!”
 
   Ah, Daussie’s not worried about me, she’s worried about something else. He sat up. People were crowded around the treatment table. Now Tarc remembered the men coming in with someone who’d been stabbed. He stood, surprised to realize he didn’t feel unsteady. “Where’s Mom?”
 
   Apparently his mother had heard him because suddenly she shouted, “Get back! Get back and let me have some room! I need Tarc in here to help me!”
 
   Tarc realized that his mother was hidden behind all the men crowding around the table. Some of them shuffled back, creating a small space that he crept through to his mother’s side. The man on the table was pale as a sheet. His bloody hand dangled off the left side of the table, suggesting that he was now unconscious. Eva was pressing a towel to the man’s side and she made quick motions with one hand for Tarc to sit down beside her on the bench.
 
   Tarc stepped over the bench to sit down, glancing at the man’s face. It’s Jacob! he realized with dismay.
 
   “Here, hold this towel,” Eva said loudly putting Tarc’s hand on it. Then she leaned close to his ear and whispered, “The knife cut his spleen and he’s slowly bleeding to death! There’s nothing I can do, but maybe your ghost can put pressure on the bleeding area. You’ve got to try!”
 
   A new wave of dizziness swept over Tarc, but fortunately it passed without his passing out again. Tentatively, he reached out with his ghost, moving into Jacob’s side and feeling the now familiar shape of a spleen. Blood puddled around it and Tarc felt the laceration from the knife where the blood was coming out. He could feel blood around Jacob’s intestines. In fact everywhere he explored in Jacob’s abdomen blood pooled on the downside. So much blood! Can Jacob still be alive?
 
   Tarc’s ghost darted up to Jacob’s heart which still pumped; though with smaller, more rapid motions than most of the hearts Tarq had felt. It also seemed smaller than most hearts Tarc had felt with his ghost. It doesn’t have enough blood to fill it, he realized. It only took Tarc a few seconds to feel around inside his friend. He moved his ghost back down to Jacob’s spleen where he used his ghost to press back against the bleeding. To his surprise it only took a gentle push from his ghost to immediately stop the flow of blood out of the wound.
 
   His mother hadn’t moved her head away from his after she’d first urgently whispered. When the bleeding ceased, he felt her sag with relief. “Oh, thank God,” she muttered, then put an arm around Tarc and hugged his shoulders.
 
   Careful to maintain his gentle pressure on the bleeding area in the spleen, Tarc turned his mouth towards Eva’s ear. “But he’s already lost so much blood! Won’t that kill him anyway?”
 
   Eva stood, taking Jacob’s wrist in her hand to feel his pulse and peering down at his face. She stepped across the bench, but then leaned back down to Tarc’s ear. “You may be right about how much blood he’s lost, but we’ve got to try. You stay here and hold back the bleeding, I’m gonna get my stuff for an IV.”
 
   Ayevee? Tarc wondered what she meant by that, but she was gone. He turned his concentration back to his ghost. He kept worrying that he might let the bleeding start up again if he thought about something else, but so far that didn’t seem to have happened. How long will I have to hold this pressure for the bleeding to stop for good? he wondered, looking up at the men crowded around the table. 
 
   One of the gawkers turned to the man next to him and said, “No way this Calder kid’s gonna make it. ‘Stabbed in the gut’ is a death sentence.”
 
   For a moment Tarc felt confusion. He hadn’t felt any injuries to Jacob’s stomach or intestines and wondered what the man meant. Then he realized the man simply meant a wound anywhere in the abdomen. There was no way the man would know whether it had injured the actual “gut” or not.
 
   “Where’s Eva gone off to?” another of the men asked of no one in particular.
 
   To Tarc’s dismay another of the men answered him, “Probably gone back to her cooking. She knows she would be wasting her time trying to take care of this kid after a gut wound. She’s only left her boy here with him to make a pretense…”
 
   Tarc had been about to respond hotly in his mother’s defense, but she had just bustled back up to the table on the other side. Shoving men out of the way she said, “Let me get to his arm! You men back up and give us room to work.” She pointed to the man at the foot of the table and said imperiously, “You there, lift Jacob’s legs up in the air; he needs the blood from his legs up at his heart.”
 
   Startled, the man grabbed Jacob’s ankles and lifted them as he’d been told.
 
   Eva handed another of the men a large glass bottle full of clear liquid that had a coiled glass tube coming off the bottom of it. She admonished the man, “Hold this bottle like your life depends on it. Glasswork like this is more precious than gold. It would be horrible if it fell and broke.” 
 
   The bottle hung from a wire shaped like the handle on a bucket. The coil of glass tubing had some cotton wrapped around its tip. Jacob stared, the glass jar was absolutely clear and perfectly symmetrical. It had to be from the old days, no wonder Eva said it was precious. The tubing also had that smooth perfection that no one could create anymore.
 
   Eva pushed the bench back and sat down by Jacob’s right arm where it dangled off the table. She put a soft cotton cord around Jacob’s arm, threw a single knot in it, and drafted another of the onlookers. “Mr. Morris, hold this knot snug. Just as tight as I have it now, not more and not less.” When Morris had done so, she bent over Jacob’s elbow and wiped at it with a wet cotton ball. She slapped the front of Jacob’s elbow a few times and then wiped it again. She reached up and pulled the cotton off the tip of the glass tubing, exposing a wicked looking needle. Eva looked up at the man next to the one holding the bottle and said, “Uncork the bottle.
 
   The man stared at Eva for a moment, but then his eyes went to a very large stopper which he pulled out of the top of the bottle. Fluid immediately began moving down the coil of glass tubing and a few seconds later began dripping out the tip of the needle. Eva told the man to put the cork back in the bottle, then told him to move with her as she worked with the needle. The coiled glass tubing had some flexibility to it, allowing her to move the needle somewhat independently of the bottle. She brought the needle up to the front of Jacob’s elbow, then used her left hand to wipe one more time with the wet cotton ball.”
 
   To Tarc’s astonishment, Eva stabbed the big needle into the front of Jacob’s elbow. Blood ran out of Jacob’s elbow and a tiny ways into the glass tubing. Once again Tarc felt his head go fuzzy, but a spike of panic over the possibility that Jacob would start bleeding again kept him from passing out. 
 
   Eva said, “Mr. Morris loosen that tie.” Then she looked up at the man with the bottle and said, “Pull the cork out again.” As soon as he did, the blood in the glass tubing immediately disappeared back into Jacob’s arm. A minute or so later it was obvious that the level of fluid in the bottle was dropping. 
 
   The fluid must be running into Jacob’s vein, Tarc thought. For a moment, he wondered how she had known where to find the vein. Then he remembered that, of course, she could use her ghost to sense exactly where the vein was and tell when the needle had entered it. He brought his thoughts back to Jacob’s spleen; relieved to see that, despite his distraction, he had kept enough pressure on to hold back the bleeding.
 
    
 
   After five minutes or so Tarc looked up and saw that the bottle of fluid was about three quarters empty. To his astonishment Daussie was climbing onto a stool beside the man holding the bottle. She had another bottle in her left hand. She uncapped her bottle and began pouring fluid into the hole where the stopper had been on the first one. Soon the bottle draining into Jacob’s arm was nearly full again. 
 
   When the first bottle had drained towards empty again, Daussie was there with another one to fill it back up.
 
   Tarc wondered just how much of this fluid could actually go into Jacob’s arm. He also wondered where all these glass bottles had been kept and what was in them. And why Daussie knew about them when he didn’t? He didn’t ask those questions though, instead he said, “Mom, Jacob is getting cold. Should we do something to warm him?”
 
   Eva’s eyes flashed to Tarc from where she sat holding the needle in Jacob’s vein. She looked at Jacob for a moment; then said, “You’re right.” She turned and called out, “Daum, get some blankets.” She turned to one of the onlookers who was a regular at the tavern, “Gary, get a bunch of the warming stones from the big fireplace, we’ll stack them around Jacob under the blankets.” She looked around at the rest of the men, “Do any of you know if the deputies told the Calders that their son has been injured?”
 
   The men looked at one another hesitantly; then one said, “Uh, I don’t know. The deputies have been pretty busy. The man that did this… he took off running for the gate as soon as he done it. I uh, heard that he killed Deputy Miller getting out of the gate. There was men chasin’ him and all, and Deputy Miller tried to stop him.”
 
   Eva closed her eyes a moment, a sadly grim look on her face. When she opened them she focused on the man who’d given her the news. “That’s a terrible thing, but someone needs to tell the boy’s folks.” She gave him a little nod, “You go do that.”
 
   The man’s eyes widened, “Me! Why me? I don’t know them folk. I wouldn’t know what to say!”
 
   Tarc didn’t know the man, but thought he was poorly spoken and would make an unsuitable carrier of distressing news to Jacob’s parents. Apparently Eva felt the same, because she didn’t try to badger the man into going. Instead she turned to Mr. Morris, “James, will you go? I believe you know the Calders.”
 
   “Yes ma’am,” he said, “though it’s surely a job I’d rather not have to do.”
 
   “None of us want that job James,” she said gravely, “but we will all thank you for doing it.”
 
    
 
   Time passed. 
 
   Tarc had developed quite a headache. It felt more like his head was really tired than the stabbing kind of pain he’d had from headaches in the past. But it did hurt, so he guessed that it qualified as a “headache.”
 
   Tarc estimated that Eva and Daussie poured 4 or 5 liters of fluid into Jacob’s arm. Jacob continued to lie unconscious, pale as snow. His heartbeat had slowed a little and something lumpy and thick had formed in the laceration of his spleen. Tarc hoped it was something like a scab or clot. He was beginning to wonder whether he might be able to stop holding the blood back, but worried that if he stopped holding pressure and blood started to flow out, it might wash away any clot that had formed. He didn’t want to have to start all over. At present, he was resting his head on the table next to Jacob, one hand on the towel covering Jacob’s wound, the other rubbing his skull.
 
   A woman’s shriek announced the arrival of Jacob’s parents. Tarc lifted his head and used the hand that had been rubbing his skull to rub at his eyes. Tarc hadn’t seen Jacob’s mother for many years, but she looked enough like Jacob that there was no doubt who she was. She rushed to the head of the table where Jacob’s face was visible. The rest of Jacob was covered in blankets; even his head had a towel around it.
 
   Before Mrs. Calder could bend to embrace her son, her eye caught on the needle Eva still held in his elbow. “What are you doing?!”
 
   “We’ve been giving him fluids in his vein. He’s lost a lot of blood.”
 
   “Fluids in his vein? What kind of fluid?”
 
   “Saltwater. We’ve cooked it in our pressure cooker so it won’t have any germs.”
 
   Tarc had been wondering whether there might be germs in the fluid. His mother was a real stickler about germs, so he should have known she would have done something to keep them out of her patient.
 
   A panicked look on her face, Jacob’s mother said, “Is that why he’s so white? Because you’ve replaced his blood with saltwater?” Her eyes darted back and forth, “Who said you could do that?!”
 
   Jacob’s father had come in just behind her. Now he placed his hands on his wife’s shoulders, “Linda, everyone says Eva Hyllis is the best healer. Not just in this town, but for many towns around. If she thinks Jacob needs saltwater in his vein, he probably does.”
 
   “Nooooo!” Jacob’s mother moaned piteously. “I don’t think it’s right. Take it out, now!”
 
   Eva narrowed her eyes, but pulled the needle out of Jacob’s vein without protest, putting her wet cotton ball over it and holding it with a thumb. Even across the table Tarc had gotten a whiff and thought the cloth was soaked in some of the moonshine his father distilled from beer runs that didn’t turn out so well. Tarc noticed that almost all of the saline in the bottle had run in anyway. Daussie gingerly took the bottle from the man who’d been holding it and carried it into the kitchen.
 
   Linda Calder looked down at her pale, pale son, then back up at Eva. “You need to take the saltwater back out of him too! He’s too white. I don’t know if saltwater might be good for some people, but you’ve given Jacob too much!”
 
   Calmly, Eva said, “He needed every bit of what we’ve given him and perhaps more. He’s white because he lost so much blood, not because we gave him saline. His heart needs something to pump around his veins. In the old days they would have given him blood from someone else, but we can’t do that.”
 
   “Give him my blood! Take out the saltwater, and give him my blood.” Linda said in a tone somewhere between a piteous moan and a frenzied fury.
 
   Eva studied her a moment, then said, “Linda, we can’t take the saltwater out without taking his blood out too, which would be a horrible mistake. We also can’t give him someone else’s blood without being able to test it to see if they have the same type of blood that he does. If we give him the wrong type blood it will kill him.”
 
   “I’m his mother! We must have the same type of blood!”
 
   “Not necessarily. He might have… inherited a different blood type from his father.”
 
   Tarc’s eyes darted back and forth from the one woman to the other. He wondered how his mother could possibly know all this stuff. Had her mother taught it to her? Or was it all in the books Tarc hadn’t read yet? For a moment he was struck by the fact that he would have thought that knowing something about giving one person’s blood to another person was useless information. But it would appear that he should at least know that it could be very dangerous so he wouldn’t be tempted to do it.
 
   Linda Calder had been standing there looking desperate. She was practically panting, now she rubbed at her mouth. “No! I’m sure our blood’s the same! Give him some of mine!”
 
   To Tarc’s surprise, Eva got up and walked around the table to Jacob’s mother. Putting an arm around her, she said calmly, “Linda, take it easy. Breathe slower. You’re hyperventilating and you’re going to pass out.”
 
   At that moment Linda’s eyes rolled back, she twitched a few times and started to drop to the floor. Since Eva already had an arm around her, she was able to ease her gently to the floor. She looked up at Jacob’s father saying, “She’ll be okay, she just got too excited.” Eva turned and said, “Daussie, get a bag from the kitchen.”
 
   Wide-eyed, Daussie said, “What kind of bag Mama?”
 
   “It doesn’t matter much; one of the cloth bags we use for groceries will be fine.”
 
   Eva stood and came around to Tarc’s side of the table, leaning over Jacob and looking down at him. Tarc knew she would be sending her ghost through his friend to see what was happening. Gently, she took Tarc’s hand and lifted it with the towel off the wound on the left side of Jacob’s upper abdomen. Tarc could see that the blood in the wound had clotted. Eva leaned down next to his ear and whispered, “You look really tired?”
 
   Tarc nodded, “It’s hard, pushing for a long time.”
 
   Eva sighed, “I’m sure it is,” she said right in his ear. “It’s hard enough just feeling around with my ghost for a long time. It must be worse when you’re actually pushing something. I think the clot will probably hold now, why don’t you ease off the pressure while we’re both keeping an eye on it?”
 
   Tarc slowly and gently released the pressure, on tenterhooks through the whole process for fear that the blood would start pouring out again. However, when he’d completely relaxed the pressure, the clot held.
 
   “You’ve let all the pressure off?”
 
   Tarc nodded.
 
   “Okay, go get yourself some beer and pork. Let your talent rest for a little bit. I’ll stay here and watch Jacob to make sure he doesn’t start bleeding again.”
 
   “I can watch him. That isn’t hard. You’ve got to be really tired too, with all you’ve been doing.”
 
   “I haven’t been using my talent much. I’d rather have you rested in case the bleeding does start. Go.” She made a shooing motion with the fingers of her left hand.
 
   Daussie said, “What do I do with the bag Mama?”
 
   Eva looked over at Jacob’s mother. She had awakened and was struggling back to a sitting position. Eva indicated the woman with a jerk of the head, “Sit with Ms. Calder. If she starts breathing hard again, hold the bag loosely over her face. It’ll keep her from passing out.”
 
   Tarc looked back and forth from his mother to Ms. Calder a couple of times, wondering why a bag over the face would keep the woman from passing out. He got up and went into the kitchen, thinking there was far too much he needed to learn. He’d never even heard of hyperventilation before. To Tarc’s astonishment, he found Daum in there turning the meat on the grill. Loaves of bread sat on the counter behind him. The kitchen smelled great! “Dad! You can cook?” Tarc said in astonishment.
 
   His father winked at him. “Your old man can do a lot of things you’d be surprised to learn about.” He nodded at a big bowl of grilled chicken. “I’ll bet you’re hungry, have some chicken.”
 
   “Mom said I can have a beer too,” Tarc said loading a couple of drumsticks, a slice of bread and an apple onto a plate. He suddenly felt ravenous.
 
   “Good idea,” his dad’s eyes twinkled at him. “Sell some beers to the gawkers while you’re out there.”
 
    
 
   Out front, Tarc ducked behind the bar and ate his lunch while pouring beers for the men. When he held his hand out for payment to the first man who took a beer, the man protested. “Don’t I get a free beer for carryin’ the boy in here?”
 
   Controlling his temper, Tarc said mildly, “An’ who do you think’s buyin’ you a beer? Do you think it’s us, who had our business disrupted trying to take care of the young man? We were thinking you brought him in out of the goodness of your heart and were buying a beer to help us make up for our lost expenses taking care of him.”
 
   The man had the decency to look a little embarrassed and dug in his pocket for coin. Tarc glanced over at his mother who still had a hand on Jacob’s stomach. She was talking to Jacob’s mother who appeared much calmer now. He put his drumstick in his mouth as he carried two more beers over to the line of waiting men.
 
    
 
   Tarc was chewing his apple and collecting money from two more men when Daussie ducked behind the bar looking furious. With red spots on her cheeks she stepped up to Tarc and said, “Mom sent me over to run the bar because she says she needs you, though what you can do that I can’t do is certainly a mystery to me!”
 
   Rather than getting angry at Daussie, Tarc’s heart skipped a beat. Is Jacob bleeding again?! he wondered. He stepped past Daussie without saying anything to her.
 
   When he arrived back at his mother’s side she indicated the seat beside her while still speaking, apparently calmly, to Jacob’s mother. When she finished her sentence, she turned to Tarc and said quietly but apparently unexcitedly, “A small spot has started bleeding again. I’m hoping you can stop it?”
 
   Tarc had already sent his ghost into Jacob and found the spot oozing fresh blood by the time she spoke to him. He pressed gently on it with his ghost and it stopped. He was relieved to note that it didn’t seem to take nearly as much effort as it had taken to stop the bigger bleeding area before. Maybe because it’s smaller? I hope less pressure means less headache!
 
   He noticed that he could feel pulsations in the blood flow in the spleen. Evidently he’d been feeling them before as well, because what he really noticed now was that the pulsations were slower. Tarc guessed that Jacob’s heart was beating slower, though he didn’t want to move his ghost away from the spleen to check that for sure. He hoped that the slower heartbeat meant that the fluids his mother had poured into Jacob had helped.
 
   When he’d been in the kitchen with his dad, or out at the bar serving beer, he’d felt calm. Now that he was back with Jacob, he remembered again that his friend was fighting for his life. His own nervousness came back full force and he wondered at the calm way his mother was managing to talk to Jacob’s parents. 
 
   Ms. Calder asked, “But he is going to be okay, right?”
 
   Eva stood and looked down on Jacob, putting her finger on his pulse and her other palm on his chest. She reached up a finger and pulled open his lower eyelid. “I think he will be, he’s young and strong. But I can’t say for sure, he’s lost an awful lot of blood.”
 
   Tarc settled in to hold pressure on the small bleeding spot for an extended period of time, still pretending that all he was doing was holding the towel on the wound on the surface of Jacob’s abdomen. After a bit, his mother brought him an apple and he found that he could eat it while still holding pressure.
 
    
 
   Tarc had been back with Jacob for about thirty minutes. People were filtering in to the tavern in the usual lunch rush which worried him because the family depended so much on this business. Eva had gone back to the kitchen. Daussie stayed behind the bar pouring beer while Daum stoked the fire, brought in wood, and carried water. Tarc felt both guilty that his dad had to do his chores, and proud that he could do something so important that his family was working around him.
 
   This didn’t keep Daussie from glaring at him every time she had a free moment.
 
   Once Daum had finished the heavy carrying, he went back behind the bar and Daussie began waiting tables. It appeared that Daum’s foray in the kitchen had been successful. There was little delay in bringing food out to the people when they ordered.
 
   “Tarc,” Ms. Calder said, startling him out of his reverie, “couldn’t you do some of the cooking so your mother could come out here and take care of Jacob?”
 
   Tarc didn’t know what to say. He certainly didn’t think that he should tell Ms. Calder that he was doing something for Jacob that no one else could. It also probably wasn’t his place to point out that Ms. Calder could probably help more in the kitchen than he could. He settled for saying, “I’m sorry, I don’t know much about cooking yet.”
 
   It did irritate him that neither of the Calders did anything but sit there and mope. Tarc’s family was running itself ragged trying to care for Jacob and run the business they depended on for their livelihood. He felt like the Calders could have pitched in. Either of them could have tended the bar rather than bothering Eva with their endless questions.
 
   Ms. Calder turned to her husband and spoke in a low voice that nonetheless was plenty loud for Tarc to hear. “What are we going to do? Jacob’s just lying here. No one’s doing anything for him. All they’ve done so far is to put saltwater in him! Who’s ever heard of that?!”
 
   Mr. Calder gave a long suffering sigh, “There’s nothing we can do Linda. Everybody says Eva Hyllis is the best and we surely don’t know what to do. All we can do is trust in her skill and pray that it all turns out.”
 
   “But Eva isn’t even here with him! Her boy is taking care of Jacob, and all he’s doing is holding a towel to Jacob’s stomach! I’m going to go talk to Eva. If she won’t stop cooking and actually take care of our boy, I’m gonna take him to a different healer!” She heaved herself up off the bench and started for the kitchen.
 
   Calder called after her, “Which one would you take him to Linda? One of those idiots that kills chickens and sorts through their bowels?”
 
   Tarc didn’t like it when people argued, and liked it even less when they said bad things about his family. He wanted to just get up and do his chores, since the Calders obviously didn’t want his help. However, Jacob was his friend. 
 
   He resolved to stay there and do the best he could for Jacob.
 
   Linda Calder came out of the kitchen trailed by Eva wiping her hands on a towel. Eva leaned over Jacob, checking his eyes, feeling his chest, and pausing over him with her eyes closed—in order, Jacob felt sure, to send her ghost into Jacob’s body. After a moment she opened her eyes and said, “He’s doing about as well as we could have hoped Linda. His heart’s not beating so fast. There’s nothing more that can be done right now except to keep pressure on the bleeding to stop it. Tarc’s doing that as well or better than anyone else could.
 
   Jacob chose that moment to moan and slowly move his head side to side. He reached a hand down towards the wound in his abdomen but Tarc deflected it.
 
   Eva smiled, “Now that’s a good sign Linda. I’ll make him some soup. If he wakes up a little more you can spoon that into him. I know you have your doubts, but he really does need more fluid.” Eva turned to Tarc and used a commanding tone, “Tarc, you stay with him. Make sure he doesn’t move around too much and start the bleeding again!” She gave Tarc a knowing look as she got up and headed back to her kitchen.
 
   Tarc saw the Calders’ eyes follow Eva as she walked away. Mr. Calder seemed to be practically ecstatic, but Linda looked dismayed. How can she be so ungrateful!? Tarc wondered. Jacob continued to moan and slowly move around as if uncomfortable in his sleep. Tarc held Jacob’s wound with one hand and his friend’s left hand with the other, expecting Jacob’s parents to say or do something to help calm him. When they didn’t help, Tarc finally said in a quiet tone, “Jacob, buddy, calm down. One of those strangers in town knifed you and you bled a lot. You need to hold still so you don’t start the bleeding again!”
 
   Jacob’s eyes opened a little and seemed to roll around without really seeing anything. Then he started to reach down towards his wound with his right hand as well as his left. Tarc fended him off. Then Jacob started trying to roll up onto his side. “Jacob! Stop it or you’re going to hurt yourself.” Feeling desperate Tarc looked up to Mr. Calder and said, “Sir, I need your help. Talk to him, get him to hold still!”
 
   Calder appeared startled by the thought that he could actually contribute, but then leaned forward and took Jacob’s hand. “Jake, Jake… Hey kid, stop thrashing around or you’re gonna hurt yourself.”
 
   To Tarc’s complete astonishment, rather than helping, Ms. Calder got up and headed toward the kitchen, calling out, “Eva! Eva, come quick. Jacob’s about to hurt himself!”
 
   Eva came out of the kitchen and eyed the situation. “He’s uncomfortable lying on that hard table.” She turned and looked across the room, “Daussie, take Mr. Calder and go up to the closest guestroom. Get sheets and a mattress and bring them back down here.” She turned back to Ms. Calder, “Linda, you sit down here with Tarc and talk to your son! Tell him what’s going on and try to calm him.” Eyeing Tarc, she went on, “you can let him roll up on his side, slowly, if that’s what he seems to want to do. Tarc, you keep pressure on the wound while he’s doing it.”
 
   Daussie said, “Why can’t Tarc…”
 
   Eva interrupted her, “Because I told you to go do it. I need Tarc to stay with Jacob’s wound a little longer.”
 
   Daussie turned and headed for the stairs, practically stamping her feet. She did look back over her shoulder to make sure Mr. Calder was following her. Tarc wondered whether it wouldn’t be easier to tell Daussie about his talent. And their parents’ talents too, for that matter. Couldn’t it be possible that she already had talent too, but just didn’t know it? He supposed that she would be terribly disappointed if she didn’t have talent yet, and even more disappointed if she never showed it. Still, he wondered if he couldn’t just ask her where the sun was some night, like his father had asked him. After a moment, he realized that he didn’t know for sure that everyone with their kind of talent could tell where the sun was. It was all pretty confusing.
 
   While Calder and Daussie were getting the mattress, Eva brought a couple of plates of food out to customers who’d ordered it. Once the mattress was ready, Eva had them put the sheet up against his back where he was lying on his side. Then she carefully urged Jacob back over onto his back so that he was now lying on top of the sheet, at least partly.
 
   Next Eva recruited several of the men who were drinking at the bar, having them grip the sheet all around Jacob’s body and lift him up into the air so that she and Daussie could slide the mattress underneath him. During these machinations, she reminded Tarc several times to keep the pressure on Jacob’s wound. Tarc figured that she didn’t think he needed to be reminded, but that the others needed to know why Tarc wasn’t helping move Jacob.
 
   Eva went back in the kitchen calling Linda to go with her, “I’ve got some soup you can spoon into him now.”
 
   Walking behind her, Ms. Calder asked plaintively, “Are you sure it’s okay?” 
 
   Tarc didn’t hear what Eva said, but suspected that his mother was much more patient with Ms. Calder then he would have been. He wondered whether it would be okay to let pressure off Jacob’s spleen wounds now. He wasn’t getting as much of a headache from holding pressure on the small bleeding area as he had earlier, but still felt tired. He wanted to ask his mother, but then decided she probably didn’t really know either. After all no one had done this before. He slowly eased off the pressure, but then just sat there with his ghost checking to see if the bleeding restarted.
 
   The clot seemed stable so Tarc sent his ghost up to check Jacob’s heart. It still beat much faster than Tarc’s heart was beating, but he was sure that it was much slower than it had been when Jacob had first come in. Tarc explored Jacob’s body, finding the parts to be much the same as his own with the exception of all the blood pooled around Jacob’s intestines. He wondered whether he could push the blood back into Jacob’s blood vessels. Maybe if I’d thought of that while the spleen was still bleeding I could’ve pushed the blood back in through the wound? It seemed too late for that strategy now, however he did try pushing the blood around in Jacob’s abdomen a little, just to see if his ghost could actually push a liquid. After all, his fingers wouldn’t have been able to move a liquid anywhere.
 
   He could actually create flows in the blood! It seemed like his ghost didn’t really resemble a “ghost hand,” as he had been thinking of it. It could do things like generating a flow in a liquid, or heating something, which were two things that his hand couldn’t possibly do. However, his real hand was much stronger than his ghost.
 
   Tarc checked Jacob’s spleen once more—still no bleeding. He felt relieved, but wished that Jacob would wake up. Ms. Calder sat by his head talking to him in baby words which Tarc found embarrassing for his friend. 
 
   Jacob hadn’t responded however.
 
    
 
   The big door to the tavern opened and a couple of deputies came in looking flushed. They looked around and then came over to the table to look down at Jacob. One of them said, “Is this the boy that started the fight with the stranger?”
 
   Tarc stared at them. Are they saying that this was Jacob’s fault?
 
   Ms. Calder stood and said, “Jacob did not start a fight!”
 
   The deputy stared at her, “Were you there?”
 
   “No, but…”
 
   The deputy cut her off, “Then I’m not asking you.” He turned and spoke to the room in general, “Anybody here that was a witness to the fight?”
 
   Tarc felt appalled. How could they be accusing Jacob when he’d been stabbed and was fighting for his life?
 
   One of the men at the end of the bar had turned. He put down his beer, stood, and hitching his pants, walked over towards the deputies. “I was there. What do you want to know?”
 
   “Who started the fight? Deputy Miller is dead!” The man seemed both anguished and angry as he spoke. Tarc supposed that he and Miller had been friends. Miller had eaten at the tavern a few times, but Tarc especially remembered him from the time he had been one of the three deputies who’d come when that first huge stranger had been giving Daussie trouble.
 
   The man who’d witnessed the incident said, “They bumped into each other in the street. Didn’t seem like a big deal, but then the boy started yelling that the guy’d taken his money. The stranger shouted he hadn’t taken any money and turned his pockets inside out to show they were empty, then he turned and continued on his way. The boy ran after him and grabbed his shoulder. When he did, the man spun around and stabbed him, then took off running towards the gate.”
 
   Mr. Calder stood up suddenly, stepping to Jacob and reaching into his pockets one at a time. “I’d forgotten. Jacob had five silver pieces. He was supposed to be getting us some leather for the shop.” Having checked the last pocket Calder turned and said, “The money’s gone!”
 
   The second deputy turned the first and said, “With the stranger having made his escape we can’t check that.”
 
   “No, of course not.” The first deputy said disgustedly.
 
   The witness stepped closer and said, “Are you trying to blame this boy? ‘Cause the most he did to start any fight was to grab a man by the shoulder that he thought had picked his pocket! If you’re gonna arrest anyone for this, it ought to be the man who knifed someone for touching him!”
 
   The deputy puffed up angrily for a moment, then deflated. “You’re right. I’d be blamin’ that man if he were here to blame. I’m just so upset about Miller…”
 
    
 
   From Tarc’s perspective things gradually calmed down. The deputies left and, after they’d had lunch, many of the onlookers departed as well. The afternoon lull in business came on a little slower than usual. The Calders stayed, and when Jacob woke up a little more Ms. Calder industriously spooned thick soup into him.
 
   Jacob still looked white as could be, and his heart still beat rapidly. Eva finally said that Tarc didn’t have to sit with him all the time, but told him to stop back and check on the bleeding every ten minutes or so. Out in the kitchen, Tarc asked his mother, “How can you stand the way Ms. Calder talks to you? You were saving her son’s life, yet she was doubting you at every turn!”
 
   Eva looked pensive, then said, “When bad things happen… people lash out. They have to be angry at someone because something horrible has happened to themselves or someone they love.” She shrugged, “Often times we, who are trying to care for them, are the most convenient people to be mad at. It’s hard, but you should try not to take it personally.”
 
   Tarc blinked a few times as he pondered this. He could understand the reasoning, but wondered if he could keep from yelling back at someone who was being rude to him while he was trying to take care of them. His mother always seemed so unruffled… “How do you stay so calm? Jacob might die, his mother’s acting like a jerk, yet somehow you were able to talk to everyone like you were as cool as fresh well water.”
 
   Eva gave a little snort, “My Dad taught me that no matter how bad things were, the healer should stay tranquil. If the healer’s upset, everyone around them gets flustered too. That only makes things worse.”
 
   Tarc thought about it for another minute, then said, “I can push blood from one place to another inside of Jacob. I’ve been wondering if I should have pushed some of the blood that was around his intestines back through the wound in his spleen and into his vessels?”
 
   Eva’s eyes widened in startlement. “Oh! I never thought of that possibility!” She got a distant look on her face, then said musingly, “Probably, the liquid you can move around is only serum. The blood that’s in his abdomen will be clotting. You remember from your reading that blood is made of the red cells which carry oxygen, and plasma, the fluid that the red cells are carried in?”
 
   Tarc nodded.
 
   “If the proteins in plasma that are responsible for clotting blood have been used up to clot something, then the fluid that’s left is called ‘serum.’ What we would really like to put back into his veins is all the components of blood, including the red blood cells and the clotting factors. But, to do that, you need chemicals that will keep the blood from clotting, which we don’t have.” She shrugged, “But I’m pretty sure that even serum would be much better than the saline I gave him. If we ever have a patient like this again you should try pushing the liquid part of the blood back into their vessels. Don’t push anything with clots into their veins though, that could be really bad.”
 
   Feeling overwhelmed by how much his mother knew that he didn’t, despite all the time he’d spent reading their medical books, Tarc wondered if he’d ever be able to learn it all. He said, “I’d better go check on Jacob again.”
 
   Eva nodded and Tarc went back out to the big room. He leaned over Jacob and sent his ghost in to make sure the spleen had not started bleeding again. Mrs. Calder said with asperity, “When is Eva going to come check on Jacob again?”
 
   Tarc bit back an angry retort. He was a little surprised to find that he could speak in a calm tone despite his irritation. “She’ll be out again in a little bit. Jacob is doing fine right now.” He looked over and saw that the wood by the big fireplace was getting low. He headed back out through the kitchen, picking up his wood strap.
 
    
 
   After Tarc had replenished their wood and water, he expected to be sent to the store for supplies. To his surprise, Eva told him that Daum had sent a list to the store with one of the men who’d come in for lunch. The store was going to deliver. “Uh, do you just want me to sit with Jacob then?”
 
   “No,” Eva smiled at him, “I want you to go upstairs and study.” She hugged him briefly, “You’re going to be able to do so many things for people Tarc! You have such a wonderful ability.” She frowned, “But, you must have knowledge to be able to use it well…” She finished huskily, “All the knowledge you can possibly get.” 
 
   Tarc blinked, not sure whether he felt more proud of what she thought he could do, or more irritated about being sent up to study on such an exciting day. He should have practiced with his knives on one of his trips out to get wood. 
 
   He’d been planning to do it when he went for supplies.
 
    
 
   That night, Eva had them carry down another mattress and put it next to the table Jacob was on. Feeling surprised at this, Tarc said, “I can stay down here with him.”
 
   Eva snorted, “I’m going to be checking frequently to make sure he hasn’t started bleeding again. I know how you sleep. You wouldn’t check him again until morning!”
 
   Tarc ducked his head, realizing that was probably true.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Eva told Jacob he would have to stay in bed for the next four days. In the afternoon of the day after he had been stabbed, she had four men carry him up the stairs on his mattress. They put him in one of the guest rooms. He wasn’t even allowed up to the chamber pot, instead having to go in a big shallow bowl Eva called a “bedpan”. Tarc had to carry that out to the outhouse to empty it, which embarrassed both Jacob and himself. 
 
   Eva fed Jacob meat for every meal, claiming he needed the “protein” in meat to make more blood. She also made him eat liver for the vitamins. Jacob tried to refuse but Eva went in and talked to him alone. Tarc didn’t know what she said to him, but after that Jacob ate liver with a minimum of complaining.
 
   The morning after Jacob had been carried upstairs, Mrs. Gates appeared out at Eva’s treatment table. Tarc had just come out of the kitchen and found her sitting there. “Oh, hello Mrs. Gates,” he said.
 
   She stared at him dully for a moment; then said in a bitter tone, “Tell your Mama I’m here to hear her tell me that she won’t help me one more time.”
 
   Tarc found himself desperately wanting to say something about catching more flies with honey than vinegar. However, he realized he really didn’t want to talk to Mrs. Gates at all. Saying only, “Okay,” he turned and went back into the kitchen.
 
   His mother was kneading dough. Tarc said, “Mrs. Gates is back. She’s talking just as ugly as she always does.”
 
   Eva looked up and blew a few stray hairs away from her face. “You might talk ugly too, if you were dying of cancer.”
 
   Tarc shrugged, granting that it might be true, but then said, “I just think that people would be more likely to help her if she didn’t act so hostile to everyone.”
 
   Eva grinned at him, “That’s probably true, but I thought you wanted to try your new ‘heating’ idea on her tumors? Are you going to refuse, just because she’s a sad, desperate, dying woman?”
 
   Tarc blinked, startled to realize that somehow he’d forgotten his own idea! “No, I’d… still like to try it. Unless you think it might make her worse?”
 
   “It might, I don’t know. I’ll go ask her if she wants to try something that might or might not work.”
 
   “Um, do I need to come with you?” Tarc asked, hoping not to spend any more time around the woman than he had to.
 
   “No,” Eva laughed, “you stay here and knead the dough for me. You’d rather do that, wouldn’t you?”
 
   Tarc nodded sheepishly and walked around the counter.
 
    
 
   Eva came back in the kitchen and sighed. “She… really is a hard woman to talk to. When I offered to try a new kind of treatment, she barked at me for ‘holding it back all this time trying to get more money out of her.’” Eva snorted, “As if she’d actually paid me for most of her treatments in the past!”
 
   “Really? She hasn’t paid for the willow bark or poppy tea you’ve given her?”
 
   Eva shrugged, “She’s paid sometimes, but only after dickering about the price. When she’s really angry, she just takes her tea and leaves.” Eva paused, thinking, “Anyway, she’s agreed to try your treatment, but if she realizes that it’s actually your treatment rather than mine I’m sure she’ll balk.”
 
   Tarc certainly believed that. “What are you going to do?”
 
   Eva cast her eyes around the kitchen. They fell on the high shelf where she kept some of her medical equipment. Tarc saw that the glass bottles Eva and Daussie had used to put saline into Jacobs vein had been re-filled and put back up there. Presumably, they’d been pressure cooked as well. He wondered when that had happened. His mother went and got the glass beaker she had asked Tarc to collect Denny Smith’s urine specimen in. “Okay,” Eva said, “Here’s what we’ll do.” She grabbed a handful of cotton balls and stuffed them in the beaker. Then she picked up a bottle, unstoppered it and poured some fluid onto the cotton balls. Tarc recognized moonshine from the smell. “We’ll invert this over her chest in the region of some of the tumors in her lungs. I’ll tell you to hold it in place for… is ten minutes long enough?”
 
   Tarc nodded.
 
   “That way she’ll think you’re only holding it so I can get back to the kitchen. You do your thing and I’ll come back in ten minutes and we’ll take it off.” She looked at Tarc questioningly, “Does that seem reasonable?”
 
   Tarc nodded again, surprised to have his mother asking him about something medical. They went back out to the great room. Eva had Mrs. Gates lie flat on the table and Tarc sit on the bench next to her chest. Eva undid a couple of buttons on Mrs. Gates’ blouse, then quickly inverted the beaker onto her chest directly over two of the bigger tumors Tarc could sense there. The strong smell of the moonshine bit at his nose. Eva studied it for a moment, then said, “Tarc is going to sit here and hold the treatment vessel in place. I’ll be back in about ten minutes.”
 
   Mrs. Gates said, “I’ll hold it myself! I don’t need no damned teenager holding something against my chest!”
 
   Tarc had just put his hands on the beaker. His eyes darted up to his mother. Her eyes were closed and she was biting her lower lip. He couldn’t tell whether she was biting her lip in frustration, or to keep from laughing. He took his hands away as Mrs. Gates gripped the beaker herself.
 
   After a few seconds more, Eva opened her eyes and calmly said, “Mrs. Gates, we are going to do this my way, or we’re not going to do it at all. I need for Tarc to hold the treatment vessel. His life force is an important part of the treatment.”
 
   Life force? Tarc thought. His mother didn’t believe in anything like that… he didn’t think. Then he thought to himself that “life force” was as good a description as “ghost” for his talent. He felt pretty sure however, that Eva just didn’t want to explain what was really going to happen. For a moment, he wondered whether they didn’t have some moral obligation to be honest about it. But Gates wouldn’t understand, really, what they were trying to do. Besides, the crotchety old lady would probably talk to others about whatever Eva said, thus endangering the Hyllis family secret.
 
   Gates slowly let go of the beaker and lowered her hands down to her sides. It looked like she was gritting her teeth, but she said nothing. Tarc reached out and gingerly took hold of the beaker. Pleasantly, Eva said, “Thank you Mrs. Gates. I’ll be back in ten minutes or so.”
 
   Tarc sent his ghost in and felt the two tumors under the beaker. As before, they were warmer and seemed bitter as compared to the tissue around them. Leaning closer to give his ghost more power, he increased the vibration of the molecules in them, making them warmer and warmer. Suddenly he wondered just how warm he needed to make them to kill the tissue there. He had some idea how hot he’d made the fly before it died, but thought that perhaps there might be a big difference between how much heat killed a fly and how much heat killed a cancer. Then he wondered if Mrs. Gates was going to feel pain from the heat in her tumor.
 
   Just as he’d decided that he’d gone into this, this… experiment on another human being without enough thought, he felt something happening inside the tumor. He immediately stopped heating it, his heart thumping in his chest with fear that he’d done something horrible. He kept his ghost there in the tumor trying to feel what was going on. It felt like the tissue had somehow become more… homogenous. He sent his ghost down to the tumor in the liver. There, at a level much larger than the vibrating molecules he had sensed were responsible for temperature, he felt separate tiny little bags that he realized must be the cells he’d learned about. Each cell seemed like an industrious little bag of molecules. Going back to the tumor in the lung, he realized that the walls of the cells had broken and the molecules were escaping.
 
   Tarc wondered if this meant the cells were going to die as he’d hoped and, if so, whether the membranes always broke when cells were dying. He sat there, eyes closed, as he sensed with great wonderment the changes occurring in the tumor.
 
   Suddenly, Mrs. Gates coughed. Then she was seized by a fit of coughing and when she pulled her hand away from her mouth it had blood on it! Heart pounding, Tarc called, “Mom!”
 
   It seemed like forever, but probably was only a few seconds before Eva appeared at their side. She gave Mrs. Gates the towel she always carried in the kitchen and said, “Here, Mrs. Gates, cough that nasty stuff out.” 
 
   Belying her calm tone, Tarc saw over Ms. Gates’ shoulder that Eva’s eyes were wide. He wondered if she knew what to do about this coughing up of blood. “Mom…” he started.
 
   Eva waved him to silence and bent over Mrs. Gates. Tarc presumed she was sending her ghost into their patient. After a moment she straightened and said cheerfully, “Good news, Mrs. Gates. The treatment has mostly killed two of the cancers in your lungs. You’re coughing up the dead parts of the cancer, which is really great! I’m sorry that the coughing is so unpleasant.” To Tarc’s surprise she winked at him.
 
   Mrs. Gates coughing subsided. She gasped a few times, then said, “Are you just trying to kill me now? Don’t want to wait for the cancer to do it?”
 
   Tarc’s mother gritted her teeth a moment, but then she smiled. With a grin she leaned over and patted Gates on the shoulder, saying, “Don’t think I haven’t thought about it, you mean old witch.”
 
   Gates’ eyes flashed wide and she looked up at Eva in startlement. Seeing Eva grinning at her, she narrowed her eyes and said with a slight upturn at the corner of her mouth, “I won’t be paying you if I’m dead!”
 
   Eva grinned and shrugged, “You’ve hardly been paying me while you’re alive. It wouldn’t be a big loss.”
 
   Gates coughed a couple more times and then actually smiled up at Eva, “Do you really think you can fool me with a jar of moonshine?” Her eyes glanced down at the glass beaker Tarc was still holding against her chest, “You probably ain’t done nothin’ really. Just like all the other times.”
 
   Eva gently smoothed Ms. Gates hair, her actions in contrast to her next words, “Probably not. I suspect it’s just your general meanness that killed your tumors.” She took a deep breath and gave Gates a serious look, “Whatever killed those two tumors, they’re dead. You just lay here scaring off our customers for a bit until you feel good enough to go home. Then come on back in a few days and let me check on those tumors. If they stay gone, we’ll try treating some of the other ones.” Eva patted Gates gently on the shoulder again, then turned and went back to her kitchen.
 
   Tarc lifted the beaker off of Gates’ chest and held it away from him, not liking the smell of the vapors rising from it. He stood.
 
   Gates looked up at him and said with a tiny hint of a grin, “Is your mother that rude to all of her customers?”
 
   “Um, no, I think you’re a special case.”
 
   Gates snorted and turned her eyes away, buttoning her blouse.
 
    
 
   


  
 



Chapter Five
 
    
 
   Having finished unloading the wagon into the kitchen, Tarc drove it into the stable. He un-harnessed Shogun and got the old horse some oats. He took oats to the two horses they were boarding at present, then put the shovel away. Before leaving the stable, he turned, snatched a knife out from behind his neck, and sent it flying to stand quivering in the wall. As soon as it stuck, he threw a second one at a different mark. His first throw had been a little wild, and he’d missed the knot he’d been aiming at by an inch to the right. The second throw buried its knife exactly in a knot, but the knot broke open and fell out of the board, letting the knife drop to the floor. As he retrieved his blades, he thought to himself that he needed to mark some targets on the wall with something so he could throw at something other than knots. They really didn’t make very good targets.
 
   When he went back in, he carried a couple of buckets of water in from the well to top up the barrels in the kitchen and bar. Daum said, “I need a couple more bottles of ‘shine up from the cellar.” He held some empty bottles out to Tarc. 
 
   Tarc took the two empty bottles and picked up a candle. He stopped at the fire to light the candle and then headed down the stairs to the cellar. He lifted two new bottles of shine out of the current crate and put the two empty bottles in their place. 
 
   Without warning, the candle guttered out. 
 
   Intellectually, Tarc had always known that the cellar was a very dark place, but he’d never actually been down there without a candle before. He could see absolutely nothing and thought of his father’s saying, “black as the inside of a coal miners ass.” His first thought was that he should have propped the door to the cellar open when he came down, but of course it was too late for that now. He reached out, feeling for the stacked crates of moonshine he thought were just to his left, but didn’t encounter them with his fingers.
 
   Tarc tamped down his incipient panic. Closing his eyes he tried to think of exactly which direction he’d been facing when the candle went out. Suddenly, he realized that his ghost could feel the crates of moonshine behind him and to the left! They just weren’t directly to his left as he had thought.
 
   He reached out his hand and felt the crates, exactly where his ghost said they were. He expanded his ghost into a large nebulous sphere around himself. With dawning excitement he recognized that he could feel almost everything in the basement!
 
   It was very different than seeing. He had no idea about colors. Instead of color, this sense differentiated things by how warm they were. Objects that were cold were actually quite hard to detect. The surfaces of the walls and the objects in the cellar were slightly warm, presumably heated by the air. This warmth made those surfaces faintly detectable by his ghost. 
 
   Just like his ability to push things diminished with distance, he could tell much more about the things that were close to him than he could about those that were far away. In addition, up close, his ghost could even tell him about things behind surfaces that would have blocked his normal sight. With some concentration, he could tell which crates had full bottles of moonshine and which had the empties. This was moderately difficult, because the bottles and their moonshine were relatively cool. On the other hand, by their warmth, he could quite easily discern the location of four mice that huddled in little crevices.
 
   And one rat.
 
   For a moment he wondered if he should be trying to catch the varmints. However, he knew that if he so much as approached their hiding places, they would quickly move on. It would probably be better to set traps for them now that he knew where they were.
 
   Back upstairs, Tarc handed the bottles of moonshine to his father. “We’ve got some mice and a rat in the basement. Do you want me to put out traps?”
 
   Daum narrowed his eyes at Tarc, “How do you know we have mice and rats? Did you find some droppings?”
 
   “The candle went out while I was down there. I had to use my ghost to find my way out of the cellar and I realized that I could feel the mice and rats with it too. They’re warm, just like a person.”
 
   Daum snorted, “I’ve had this talent for decades, and I’ve never thought of looking for varmints with it!”
 
   Tarc grinned at him, “And here you as much as told me our talent was useless.”
 
   “Well, I had figured out I can balance my knife with it.” He winked, “And, I have been using it to aim my arrows for quite a while. Just like I’d hoped though, your talent is a lot stronger than mine. Your mother is really excited about what you can do for sick people and that makes me really proud.” He gave a little laugh, “And now that you’ve figured out this new use for our talent, we have fallback careers chasing vermin if this tavern thing ever falls through.”
 
   Tarc laughed with him, “I’d rather stick with the ‘tavern’ thing.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Tarc had just finished his breakfast when Eva said, “It’s been four days; let’s try getting Jacob out of bed.” As they climbed the stairs, she quietly said, “We’ll get him up very slowly. I’ll do the talking. That way you can keep your ghost in there on his spleen to make sure it isn’t bleeding. If it even feels like it’s going to start bleeding, you put pressure on it so it doesn’t happen, okay?”
 
   When they got up to his room, Jacob became quite excited at the prospect of getting out of bed. At first, Tarc had been somewhat jealous of his friend because he got to lie around in bed. After a day or so, however, he realized that being in bed all the time must be something like being in jail.
 
   Eva helped Jacob slowly sit and swing his feet down to the floor. Tarc didn’t feel anything happen to the clot on the spleen during this maneuver, but when it was over Eva paused. Tarc suspected her ghost was checking Jacob’s spleen itself. She said, “Tarc, Jacob’s going to be very weak still from the blood loss. You sit down on the other side of him and we’ll put his arms over both of our shoulders. We’ll all slowly stand up together.”
 
   They did so; Tarc constantly monitoring Jacob’s wound. Jacob winced as he moved, but Tarc thought that the pain came more from the stab wound in the wall of his abdomen than it did from the spleen injury. Eva had them stop and just stand for a moment when it looked like Jacob felt a little dizzy. Bored with just standing, and eager to determine whether he was right about the pain coming from Jacob’s abdominal wall, Tarc used his ghost to gently poke at Jacob’s spleen. As he’d surmised, Jacob didn’t react much to that. When Tarc tugged on Jacob’s abdominal wall, however, Jacob winced and sucked in a hissing breath.
 
   Excited about what he’d learned, Tarc looked at Eva thinking about how he wanted to tell her. He realized however, that she was glaring at him which suggested that she already knew what he had done. Looking sheepish, he mouthed “sorry” at her.
 
   Eva had them walk Jacob slowly downstairs and seat him at her treatment table. “Daussie,” she said, “bring Jacob a bowl of the soup and a link of the sausage.” Eyeing Tarc, she said, “You go bring in some wood. We’re getting low.”
 
    
 
   When Tarc had brought in enough wood for the kitchen, he brought in a strap for the great room’s fireplace. After he’d stacked it, he headed back towards the kitchen and saw Daussie cutting up the sausage and feeding it to Jacob. Tarc’s friend looked gobsmacked!
 
   Tarc’s stride faltered a moment as he once again confronted the possibility that his little sister attracted men like moths to a flame. Apparently noticing the falter, Jacob glanced guiltily at Tarc, but then turned his eyes back to Tarc’s sister—like a miser’s eyes, drawn to a pile of gold.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Three days later, Eva decided that Jacob could return home.
 
   When the Calder’s came to pick him up, Mr. Calder brought new boots for all four members of the Hyllis family. “I know… I know these can’t repay the saving of Jacob’s life. Nothin’ can… But somehow it feels right to repay you for something that you are really good at with something that I’m good at. Though…” He said embarrassedly, “I’m knowin’ that makin’ shoes ain’t nearly so important as savin’ lives, it is what I do.”
 
   The boots were excellent quality, sturdy, with soft leather. Eva and Daum’s boots were made of cow skin, Daum’s in black and Eva’s in sharp red leather. Tarc’s eyes widened as Mr. Calder handed him a pair covered in alligator skin. He’d admired a pair like them once when he’d been over visiting Jacob, but couldn’t believe Jacob’s father had remembered his interest. 
 
   He pulled them on, not expecting them to fit. He’d wondered whether the Calders would have anything even approximating the same quality in a size he could actually wear that he could trade for. Then he’d thought to himself that it would be very rude to try to find an expensive pair like these in his size. He would have to trade them for something much blander he thought sadly. However, when the boots slid into place, they fit almost perfectly. Goggle eyed, he looked up at Mr. Calder, “They fit!”
 
   Calder just smiled and nodded, “I made them just for you. Over all the years I’ve been doing this, I’ve gotten pretty good at judging the size of people’s feet.” 
 
   Tarc looked over at Daussie. Her boots were made of a dark blue doe skin, so soft that it rumpled going up her calves. She’d bloused her pants into them to show them off. As she turned this way and that for Eva to exclaim over them, Tarc realized their heels were nearly 2 inches high. They made her legs look even longer and more slender.
 
   Tarc hoped she didn’t wear them while serving the tables. He had a feeling they would result in even more unwanted attention.
 
   The Hyllises expressed their deep appreciation of the high quality boots. Mr. Calder repeatedly expressed his feeling that the boots weren’t sufficient compensation and that he still owed Eva for her services. Tarc had the impression that Mrs. Calder thought they were overpaying, but at least she had the grace not to say so.
 
   As Jacob left, he expressed near pathetic gratitude to Eva and Daussie.
 
   Afterward, Eva came to Tarc and said, “Remember, Jacob doesn’t have any idea what you did for him. You and I know that it was what you did that actually saved his life.” She paused, then said with a twinge of sadness, “You’re going to find, working as a healer, that sometimes you get appreciation all out of proportion for little things that really didn’t matter… and sometimes you get no thanks at all when you’ve actually done something tremendous.” She put a hand on Tarc’s shoulder, “This time, they’re not thanking you because they don’t know what you’ve done. Other times it will be because they don’t understand what you’ve done. You’ll just have to know for yourself that you saved your friend’s life and that will have to be thanks enough.”
 
   Tarc nodded curtly.
 
   Eva gave him a sad smile, “I can tell you think it’s not fair. You’re almost certainly wondering why we can’t tell them what you did?”
 
   Tarc shrugged minutely.
 
   “I have a feeling that someday…” she trailed off, then said, “you may be very glad that people don’t know about your talent.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Ten days had passed since Jacob had been injured. During that time there didn’t seem to be any of the strangers in town. But then one afternoon Tarc returned from the store with a load of supplies. As he parked the wagon by the kitchen, Daussie came out of the kitchen and started helping him unload it. “What’s gotten into you?” Tarc asked
 
   “I’ll finish unloading the wagon and put Shogun back in the stable if you’ll wait the tables,” she said in a subdued tone.
 
   Tarc immediately knew what was wrong. “Strangers?” he asked.
 
   Eyes downcast, Daussie nodded, seeming ashamed, as if somehow the strangers were her fault.
 
   Tarc’s stomach roiled, and he thought to himself that the deputies shouldn’t have let strangers back into Walterston after what had happened to Jacob. He knew however, that strangers brought business and news. The town needed them, even if some brought trouble. He eyed Daussie, “What did they say?”
 
   She shook her head. “Nothing. I saw him as I came out of the kitchen. I’m pretty sure I came back out here before he saw me.”
 
   “Him? You mean that big guy?” Tarc said, putting a sack of potatoes down on the kitchen counter.
 
   Daussie nodded again, but only whispered, “Will you wait the tables? Please?”
 
   Tarc unclenched his jaw. He didn’t want to go out there either. But, much as he didn’t want to see that man again himself, he didn’t want his sister to even get near the guy. Tarc gave a little nod. Daussie went back out to the wagon. He glanced at Eva, but she was chopping up chickens. She didn’t appear to be aware of the presence of the strangers.
 
   Tarc went out into the great room. Mr. Benson sat at his usual table. Tarc noticed that he didn’t have a beer, evidence that he was at least following some of Eva’s instructions. The big stranger and his companion sat at the same table they had before, over near the fireplace. 
 
   Tarc went to Benson first. “What can I get you Mr. Benson?”
 
   Benson smiled up at him, “Tarc! My foot is much better. Tell your mother ‘thank you’ for me.” He blinked, “What are you doing waiting tables?” He winked, “I was hoping to see that pretty sister of yours.”
 
   Tarc felt surprised to realize that, even though Benson essentially had the same feelings about Daussie as the strangers, somehow it seemed harmless in the jovial storekeeper. He grinned and answered, “She’s doing some other chores. You’ll just have to come back another day if you want service from the good-looking sibling.”
 
   “No, no,” Benson grinned up at him, “you’re handsome enough,” he twinkled, “just not my type. You tell your mother I’ll eat whatever she thinks is best for my gout.”
 
   “Oh, Mr. Benson, you’re really asking for it, saying something like that.” He leaned down and said conspiratorially, “You place an order like that, and she’s gonna feed you nothing but vegetables!”
 
   Benson grimaced, but said resignedly, “If that’s what she says, that’s probably what I should be eating.”
 
   “Okay, it’s your funeral.”
 
   Tarc stood, for a moment having completely forgotten about the strangers. He’d been thinking that he’d be going back to talk to Eva about Mr. Benson, but then his eyes caught on the big stranger. The man had his eyes on Tarc. His stomach knotted again, but he started that way.
 
   Before he reached the strangers’ table, the big man rumbled, “Not you again! Where’s the good-lookin’ lass?”
 
   Tarc stopped a good distance from the man’s table, remembering with a shiver the almost instantaneous appearance of the big knife at Tarc’s breastbone. “She’s busy with some… other stuff. Can I take your order?”
 
   The man eyed Tarc as if he were some particularly undesirable form of insect. “I’ll pay double your usual charges to be waited on by the girl.”
 
   Tarc shrugged, “Like I said, she’s busy.”
 
   The man chewed his lip for a moment and Tarc braced himself to run if the men started to stand. Then the stranger grinned unpleasantly but only said, “You still have the sausage and fried potatoes?”
 
   Tarc nodded.
 
   The stranger said, “Bring me a big helping.” He glanced at the man with him.
 
   The other man hardly turned. “I’ll have the same.”
 
   “And some beers,” the big man said.
 
   Tarc turned back for the kitchen, wondering how he could deliver the plates without getting near the men’s table. Just before he went through the door into the kitchen, Ms. Gates came into the tavern.
 
    
 
   Back in the kitchen, Tarc said to Eva, “Two plates of sausage and fried potatoes. Also, Mr. Benson is here and says his foot is much better. He sends his thanks and wants to order whatever you think is best for his gout.”
 
   Eva smiled, then got a distant look as she pondered Benson’s order. “I think… roasted chicken breast, whole-grain rice and a cabbage salad.” She looked at Tarc, “He should avoid red meat, liver, and beer. So, if he’s already ordered himself a beer, go take it away from him.” Then Eva blinked, as if suddenly realizing something. She frowned, “Where’s Daussie?”
 
   Tarc jerked his head toward the great room. “Strangers. One of them’s the big one that scared Daussie the first time. She’s putting away the wagon and hiding.”
 
   Eva’s eyes widened, “The one that held a knife to you?”
 
   Tarc nodded.
 
   Eva sighed. “You go tell your dad that I’ll have the strangers’ food ready in about five minutes. He can come get it for them. You shouldn’t be getting near them.”
 
   Tarc felt a sensation of relief, then felt guilty. His father shouldn’t have to get near those men either. “Okay. Ms. Gates was coming into the big room just before I got back to the kitchen.”
 
   Eva nodded, “Tell her to take a seat at the treatment table.” She gave Tarc a knowing look, “While you’re talking to her check to see what happened to the two tumors in her lungs.”
 
   Tarc went back out into the great room. Ms. Gates had already seated herself at the treatment table so he went first to the bar, stepping inside. 
 
   Daum looked upset. He turned to Tarc and said quietly, “I was tapping the keg and didn’t notice the two strangers until you were already taking their orders. You shouldn’t have had to take their orders. In fact, I should’ve told them they weren’t welcome here.”
 
   Tarc shrugged, “I’d hate to try to throw them out of here.”
 
   Daum’s eyes went back to the strangers. “Yeah,” he muttered.
 
   “Just like before, they want Daussie to wait on them. She’s hiding out, and I told them she was busy.”
 
   Daum nodded, “Thanks.”
 
   “They ordered a couple of beers. Mom thinks you should take them their food. She’ll have it ready in about five minutes.” He shrugged, “I’m not sure it’s any safer for you to wait on them than me.”
 
   Daum sighed, “You’re probably right, but if one of us is going to do this dangerous thing, it’s not going to be you. Tell Eva I’ll be back to get their food in a little bit.” He turned and began drawing a couple of beers.
 
   Tarc went to Benson next. “Chicken breast, rice, and cabbage salad.”
 
   Benson sighed, “I guess it could’ve been worse.”
 
   Tarc grinned at him, knowing how much Benson liked sausage. He went to sit across from Mrs. Gates. Sitting down across the table from her, he sent his ghost into her chest while saying, “How are you doing Ms. Gates? Do you think the new treatment made any difference for you?”
 
   “Yeah. It made me cough up blood for days! I don’t know what the hell good your mother thought that was going to do me?!”
 
   The tumors in Gates’ lungs had shrunk. Their centers were smaller and cooler. Tarc had the impression that the material in the center of each tumor was dead. The tissue around the surface of the tumor felt like scar to him, though he didn’t know how he could be sure that that was what it was. “Um, if it hasn’t helped you, why are you coming back?”
 
   “Because…” She seemed a little nonplussed, “otherwise I’m going to die. Even a damned fool kid like you should be able to tell that!”
 
   Tarc wondered whether he should banter with her about her crotchety nature like his mother had, but decided not. With a sigh, he stood, “Okay, I’ll tell Eva.”
 
    
 
   A little later, Tarc sat holding the beaker of cotton balls doused with moonshine over Ms. Gates’ liver. Even though he was ostensibly treating the tumors in her liver, the first one Eva had told him to treat was the lump in her brain. Eva said that holding the beaker on Ms. Gates head might get her upset thinking about a tumor in there. After all, the beaker was merely a distraction.
 
   Tarc thought the tumor in her head felt a little bit bigger. He wondered whether it was doing something to her brain that made her so ill-tempered. Eva had been concerned that perhaps Tarc shouldn’t kill too much of the tumor in her brain at once for fear that the reaction to a large lump of dead tissue in her brain might cause serious problems. In the old days, apparently, they had killed areas of tumor in the brain with radiation. The body resorbed the dead material somehow, but Tarc agreed that it would be better to kill too little than too much in this first treatment. He heated an area about one third the size of the whole tumor in her brain. He’d been worried that she would feel the heating. However, Eva had said that surprisingly the brain, even though it was full of nerve cells, had no sensory nerve endings inside of it. So the brain, which felt everything that there was to feel in other parts the body, could feel nothing inside of itself.
 
   Sure enough, Tarc heated the tumor in the brain without any reaction from Ms. Gates. When he heated the tumor in her liver, she grimaced a little but otherwise had little reaction. Most tumors apparently don’t grow many new nerve endings inside of themselves either. The pain that the tumors cause comes from the nerve endings in the tissue around them so Tarc tried not to heat the surrounding tissue very much.
 
   Finished, Tarc lifted the beaker off and started to stand.
 
   Ms. Gates said, “What the hell are you doing boy?”
 
   “Um, the treatment’s done.”
 
   “How the hell would you know? You hold it there ‘til your Mama comes back and says it’s done.”
 
   Tarc gritted his teeth, settled back into his seat, and waited.
 
    
 
   After the lunch rush, things predictably slowed down. Tarc went up to his room and started reading about the ear. Although the textbook’s description was pretty dry, Tarc was fascinated to learn about the little waves in the air that made up sound. Even more interesting than the way those waves traveled into the ear canal to strike the eardrum and activate the cochlea, there was a brief description of a device that made sound. The device had been called a speaker in the old days. It vibrated a membrane that created waves in the molecules of the air.
 
   Tarc gazed off into the distance as he thought about the diagram of the speaker and the ear in the old book. Suddenly he wondered…
 
   He reached out with his ghost, used it to grip some air molecules in the middle of the room, and shook them. To his disappointment, he heard nothing. He turned back to the book and looked to see how fast these airwaves were shaking the molecules. Hundreds of times per second!
 
   It sounded impossible, but then he realized that when he was shaking molecules to create heat, he was vibrating them much faster than hundreds of times per second. He reached out for some air molecules again and started vibrating them faster and faster. First he heard a low hum, then it increased in pitch until it became a piercing squeal then disappeared. He knew he was still vibrating the molecules, but didn’t know why he couldn’t hear it until he looked back at the book and saw that the human ear couldn’t detect vibrations above and below certain frequencies.
 
   Tarc sat in stunned wonderment, contemplating the mysteries of sound. Somehow he felt that his ability to create sound should be useful, but found himself wondering if it was no better than his father’s knife balancing.
 
   He wondered if, rather than simply vibrating molecules at a certain frequency to create a tone, whether he might be able to re-create a sound he’d heard. He said “hello” to the empty room. Then he tried to replicate it with his ghost. He didn’t try to shake the molecules like he’d felt them vibrating at his own word, he just imagined the word being made out there in the room.
 
   To Tarc’s profound astonishment, he heard someone say, “Hello,” right there in the room with him. It didn’t really sound like his own voice to him, but it was clearly and recognizably the word, “hello.”
 
   He tried vibrating out some words without saying them first. From the middle of the room, the strange voice said, “My name is Tarc.”
 
   He picked a spot right next to his own ear and generated a whisper, “Look out behind you.”
 
   Hearing a disembodied voice whispering in his own ear sent goosebumps trickling down his spine. He wasn’t quite sure how this might be useful, but thought that surely someday, whispering to someone from across the room would come in handy. A good trick to play on someone, if nothing else.
 
    
 
   Daum called up the stairs for Tarc in the late afternoon; the usual signal that things were getting busier. As Tarc passed Daussie’s room he saw her sitting there, looking out at him, wide-eyed. It hadn’t struck him when Daum called up, but he hadn’t called for Daussie, only for Tarc. He said, “Dad’s calling us down.”
 
   Daussie shook her head nervously, twisting something in her hands, “He only called for you.”
 
   Tarc narrowed his eyes, “We always go down together.”
 
   “Dad always calls both of us.” Daussie looked quite upset. “What if he didn’t call me because…”
 
   Daussie didn’t finish, but Tarc knew exactly what she was worried about. “Okay, I’ll call back up if it’s safe for you to come down.”
 
   Quietly, Daussie said, “Thank you.”
 
   When Tarc got to the bottom of the stairs, he saw that Daussie had been right. The big soldier stood at the bar with four other strangers. Daum said, “Tarc, these men are going to stay the night. Can you stable their horses? They’re the five tied up out front.”
 
   Tarc blinked, sure that his father didn’t want the strangers’ business. He could imagine, however, that turning away the five hard looking, sword carrying men might be more uncomfortable than simply renting them rooms. “Sure, just let me get something from my room.”
 
   Back up the stairs, Tarc leaned into Daussie’s room and said, “Those strangers are back and they’re staying the night.” He grimaced, “If I were you, I’d stay in your room with the door shut. I’ll bring you up some dinner later.”
 
   A look of horror came over Daussie’s face, but she gulped, nodded, and said nothing. Tarc slowly closed her door, then headed back downstairs.
 
   Tarc stabled the horses, noting that one of the animals was much larger than the other four. Presumably the big man needed a big horse. When he arrived back in the big room, he saw that the five strangers had taken one of the big tables. Daum waved Tarc over.
 
   When Tarc had leaned over the bar to him, Daum said in a low tone, “I don’t trust those guys. We need to watch them like hawks.”
 
   Tarc swallowed, the uneasy feeling he’d had in his gut getting even worse. “I told Daussie to stay upstairs with her door shut. What are you thinking they might do?”
 
   Daum’s eyes had strayed to the five men. “I don’t know,” he said slowly. “But I think we should take some precautions.” His eyes came back to Tarc, “First off, before the dinner rush, you go down to the cellar and clean out the strongbox. Leave two silvers and forty-three coppers in it. Put the rest in two of the heavy preserve jars.” 
 
   Tarc frowned, “Why am I leaving any money in the strongbox?”
 
   Daum said, “If they break into the strongbox, we want them to find something, rather than thinking they should keep looking elsewhere.”
 
   Tarc nodded. “What do I do with the jars?”
 
   “Hide one in amongst all the other empty preserve jars. Take the other one to the bank and deposit it in our name.” Daum slid the key to the strongbox surreptitiously across to Tarc.
 
   Down in the cellar, Tarc was surprised to find that the strongbox had enough money in it that it took 2 ½ of the heavy preserve jars to empty it down to the level Daum had requested. He felt pretty sure that Daum didn’t want him going up and asking what to do with the extra half jar. He hid the full jar in amongst the empties as Daum had suggested. Then he put the left over half full jar in an empty space in the moonshine crate.
 
   Picking up the second full jar by its handle, Tarc headed up the stairs and turned directly out the big door to the street. He carried the jar in his left hand so it would be partly hidden from the strangers. It only took three steps to cross the corner of the great room from the stairs to the door. Out on the street, he tried to walk calmly and without evidencing the weight of the jar he carried.
 
   They were happy to take his deposit at Harrison’s Bank, giving him a receipt which he dropped into the empty jar. As he walked back to the tavern, Tarc worried that he shouldn’t return with the same jar he left with. He stopped at Benson’s store and picked up a half full bag of potatoes. He put the empty jar in the sack and entered the tavern through the kitchen.
 
   Eva frowned at Tarc as he set down the bag of potatoes and got out the jar. “Why are you bringing me a half a bag full of potatoes? And preserves?”
 
   Tarc said, “There’s five of them strangers staying overnight tonight. Dad had me take a jar full of money from the strongbox to the bank.”
 
   Eva’s eyes widened. 
 
   Tarc thought about how happy Eva would normally be to have people renting rooms. Not these men though.
 
   Eva sighed, “I guess we can’t turn them away. Not without causing a lot of trouble anyhow. Does Daum really think they might rob us?”
 
   Tarc shrugged, “He’s worried enough to have me hide some of the money and take some to the bank.” Tarc opened the jar and got the receipt out to take to Daum. He folded it and put it in his pocket. “I told Daussie to stay upstairs with her door shut. I’ll do her chores.”
 
   Quietly, Eva said, “Thank you Tarc. You’re doing the right thing for your sister… we all appreciate it.”
 
    
 
   Tarc hustled hard before the dinner time rush, stocking the wood racks and filling the water barrels. He helped his dad prepare the bar ahead of time and then helped his mother cut up chickens for roasting.
 
   During the rush he practically ran, trying to keep up with the orders and get the plates back to the tables.
 
   Through this entire time, the five strangers monopolized their table. Though they had beer mugs sitting in front of them, they actually drank very little. They spoke boisterously as if they were at least moderately drunk, leading Tarc to wonder if they had a particularly low tolerance for alcohol. 
 
   “Where’s the blond girl I’ve heard so much about?”
 
   Tarc had just approached another table with three newly arrived strangers. He hadn’t seen them in the tavern before, but evidently they had friends who’d stopped by. “She’s not working tonight,” he said in a surly tone. “What would you like to eat or drink?”
 
   “Hot damn!” the man said, slapping his hand down on the table. “Your little waitress is getting famous out there on the road.” He waggled his eyebrows up and down, “She workin’ somewhere else tonight?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Ah, well, maybe tomorrow night?”
 
   Tarc shook his head. “Can I take your order?”
 
   “When will she be back?”
 
   Tarc resisted the temptation to turn on his heel and go wait a different table. “We don’t know. Roast chicken, pork, sausage, potatoes, fried potatoes, cabbage and beet leaf salad, turnips, apples?
 
   The man looked musingly at Tarc, then turned to his companions, “I’ve heard their sausage is pretty good.” After a brief discussion the men placed their orders and Tarc headed back to the kitchen.
 
   “Mom, there are eight of those strangers here tonight!”
 
   Eva sighed but then shrugged a philosophical shoulder. “As long as they pay good coin and don’t cause trouble…” She raised an eyebrow.
 
   “But Daussie can’t even work when they’re here. Maybe we should hire a boy to help out. Daussie could try to get a job somewhere else… someplace where these strangers don’t go.”
 
   “Men like those haven’t always come here, and they won’t always come here in the future. We’ll just need to wait it out,” Eva said resignedly.
 
   “Uh, I’m not so sure… The men now may be worse than the ones who have always been coming, but Daussie…”
 
   “Daussie what?”
 
   “Uh, she’s… different, than she used to be…”
 
   Eva colored a little bit, as she grasped what Tarc was driving at. “You mean her looks?”
 
   Tarc nodded.
 
   “And… you think… more men… are going to be reacting to Daussie now?” Eva said musingly.
 
   Tarc shrugged his agreement. “Lately, the strangers have been… rougher. Maybe they’re more likely to say what all the men are thinking.”
 
   “Well, let’s just try to get through tonight. Then I’ll talk to your dad about this… whatever it is.”
 
    
 
   When Tarc took the three new men their plates one of them said, “You lot have any rooms for let tonight?”
 
   Tarc shook his head, “Not for three. We’ve only got six rooms for let, and those lot,” he jerked his head at the five strangers across the room, “have five of them.”
 
   “Can two of us sleep on the floor down here?”
 
   “I’ll ask the boss,” Tarc said. He didn’t want to say, “ask my father,” because of a sudden reticence to let these men know it was a family business. Then they’d be thinking that Daussie must surely be around somewhere.
 
   The man nodded, “Ask him then. These two,” he nodded at his two compatriots, “love sleeping on the floor.”
 
   “We’ll flip for it,” one of the other men said.
 
   Tarc left the three men arguing while he went to talk to Daum. When he presented the idea to his father, Daum turned to look suspiciously at the men with narrowed eyes. “They been causin’ any trouble?”
 
   Tarc shrugged, “They’ve been askin’ after Daussie, but otherwise no.”
 
   Daum shook his head, “Never thought I’d be wanting after an ugly daughter…” he said musingly. After pondering a moment longer, “Tell ’em they can sleep on the floor for half the room price. Make sure they know we don’t have any mattresses or blankets for them though.”
 
    
 
   After the dinner rush had slowed, Tarc went out to check the animals in the stable. He took a lamp with him and set it on a shelf near the back. He used a shovel to fill two buckets with oats. Rather than pick up the lamp in one hand and a bucket in the other, he extended his ghost and, picking up a bucket in each hand, left the lamp behind. He went from stall to stall in the faint light from the lamp down at the end. He dispensed oats to each of the horses in the total darkness inside their stalls.
 
   When he turned to take the buckets back down by the oats and his lamp, he was startled to realize that the one empty stall had men in it! The stall door was shut but he could sense seven warm spots inside of it. Some were sitting, some lying. One stood by the stall door.
 
   He blinked a moment, wondering if somehow, without his knowledge, someone had stabled a sixth horse with them. However, a quick exploration with his ghost in the next stall showed him that a horse felt nothing like the seven human sized heat sources he felt in the stall that was supposed to be empty. Those were people alright. He stepped back a couple of paces and reached behind his neck to touch his throwing knives. He wondered if he should go in and talk to Daum before confronting the men.
 
   He settled for quietly backing up a couple of paces. He opened his mouth to challenge the men in the stall, but then had another idea. Reaching out with his ghost, he projected his voice to a spot of air a few feet outside the stall. “What are you men doing in there?” A cold clammy feeling came over him. 
 
   A feeling of certainty that they were about to charge out of the stall and attack him.
 
   Instead, the one standing by the stall door leaned away from the wall almost resignedly. He slowly pushed the stall door open and stepped into the opening. At first he appeared startled to find no one just outside the stall where Tarc’s voice would have seemed to come from. Then he turned, looking toward the light for whomever had spoken. He said, “Sorry, we’re just looking for a place to stay the night. We’ll be happy to pay for the stall.”
 
   Tarc blinked in the darkness. They’d had people sleep in the stable in the past. People who couldn’t afford a room, or on the other occasions when all the rooms in the tavern were full. He felt pretty sure that his parents would be happy for the coin, but he supposed he’d better see what kind of men these were before he went in to talk to his parents. Abandoning his projected voice, he said, “Just a minute.” 
 
   Startled by the direction and distance of Tarc’s voice the man turned and crouched as if he expected to be attacked. 
 
   Tarc walked toward, and then past the man standing in the stall doorway, though giving him a wide berth. At the end of the stable he got the lamp. Holding it up, he carried it back towards the stall.
 
   “How were you seeing to feed them horses?” the man said as Tarc approached with the light.
 
   Damn! Tarc thought. He’d hoped the man hadn’t been able to tell what Tarc had been doing. “I’ve worked here so long I know this stable like the palm of my own hand,” he said, hoping the men would find it plausible. Even more dismaying, as the light came over them Tarc saw that the seven men were more of the hard looking strangers. 
 
   He wondered for a moment. Just how did he instinctively classify these recent strangers as different from other travelers? Merchants and other strangers who’d been coming through their town and staying at the tavern all of his life. Why did he think these new ones were different? What was it that made him think of them as “hard?”
 
   Looking at this sample he realized that part of their commonality lay in the fact that they all looked physically fit. None of them looked like prosperous, soft merchants. Instead, these and the others who’d been in the tavern recently looked more like the guards that prosperous merchants hired to protect them on the road.
 
   The man interrupted Tarc’s woolgathering, “Well, can we sleep here?”
 
   Usually the Hyllises charged one third the price of a room to stay in the stable, but Tarc thought he should insist on more. Perhaps the men would decide to stay elsewhere which would be good in its own right. Tarc named a price that was half that of a room inside. 
 
   The stranger agreed without even dickering! Tarc held out his hand, indicating he wanted to be paid up front and the man reached into his pocket and pulled out coin. He sorted through his money in the light of Tarc’s lamp and passed over enough for all seven of them. “OK,” Tarc said, “breakfast will be available about an hour after first light if you want to eat inside.” He turned and went back into the tavern.
 
    
 
   Daum’s eyebrows raised as Tarc told him about the strangers and passed him the money. “And you say they are the same kind of strangers as these in here?” his eyes indicated the table of five in the big room.
 
   Tarc glanced briefly at the big man who’d threatened him over Daussie, glad that he had considered the question when he’d been out in the stable. “Yes, they all look fit, like caravan guards. None of them look like merchants. They are all well-armed, each carrying a sword.” Swords weren’t that uncommon. There was plenty of steel in the ruins of the ancients after all, and so it wasn’t that difficult for a smith to turn out some kind of long edged weapon. Tarc suspected that many of the swords the strangers carried weren’t very high quality. Still, not all that many people owned swords. The deputies were about the only ones who carried them within the walls of Walterston. 
 
   Daum said unhappily, “I don’t like this… I don’t like it at all. I’d send you down to the deputies’ station to tell them about all these strangers, but they’d probably just laugh it off again, like the sheriff did when he ate lunch here.”
 
   Tarc thought about this for a moment. “I guess the deputies must know that there are a lot of these strangers. They must have let them in through the gate, after all.”
 
   Daum shrugged gloomily, granting that Tarc’s statement must be true. “Aye, but the left hand may not know what the right hand has been doing. If they came in through different gates, during different shifts of the watch, it may be that different deputies only know their own little parts of the whole elephant.”
 
   Tarc found this to be a strange analogy. He’d heard of elephants; the next town to the south had several elephants owned by a family that used them for heavy construction. But he’d never heard them used as an example of a concept difficult to grasp in toto. After a moment’s thought, he said, “You want me to go down to the deputy station and point it out to them anyway?”
 
   One of the strangers approached the bar with an empty mug. Turning to take the mug, Daum said over his shoulder to Tarc, “Nah, it’d just be a waste of your time.”
 
    
 
   The eight strangers cast a somewhat uncomfortable pall over the great room that evening and the local crowd began leaving early. Then to Daum and Tarc’s surprise, the strangers went to bed much earlier than people usually did, claiming that they had an early day tomorrow.
 
    
 
   


  
 



Chapter Six
 
    
 
   Daum shook Tarc awake in the middle of the night.
 
   “What?” Tarc asked muzzily.
 
   “Some thumping around came from the strangers’ rooms a little while ago.” He said with a worried tone to his voice. “I’m hoping you can use your ghost to see what they’re doing in there in the middle of the night? Eva’s ghost can’t reach through a wall like yours can.”
 
   Tarc cast his ghost out into each of the guest rooms. “They’re gone,” he said wonderingly.
 
   “What!?” Daum said. “Surely you couldn’t tell from here!”
 
   Tarc shrugged, “I’m pretty sure I could tell if they were here. I could sense the men in the stable from this far away.”
 
   Daum said, “They left in the middle of the night? That just doesn’t make sense. Let’s go out in the hall so you can be absolutely sure.”
 
   Daum picked up his candle and they quietly padded out through Tarc’s door which Daum had left open. Out in the hallway between the guestrooms, Tarc stopped still for a moment, then turned to Daum and whispered, “There’s no one in the guest rooms. I can feel Mom and Daussie in their rooms, so I know my ghost could tell if they were there. The two men who were sleeping on the floor downstairs are gone too.”
 
   “What in the hell could they be doing out in the middle of the night!?”
 
   Tarc shrugged, “Robbing someone maybe?”
 
   “Are you sure about the men downstairs?”
 
   Tarc nodded.
 
   Daum suddenly sucked in a hissing breath, “Can your ghost reach all the way down to the cellar?”
 
   There was a brief pause as Tarc reached out, then he shook his head.
 
   Daum said, “Let’s go down the stairs to the main level. From there you should be able to check. They may be rifling the cellar.”
 
   Feeling somewhat naked, Tarc said, “I think we should get our knives and put on our clothes before we go down.”
 
   Daum slumped a little, “You’re right, it may be dangerous. I’ll get dressed and go down, you stay here.” He turned and went back into the room he shared with Eva.
 
   Tarc went back into his room. With his ghost sense he was able to put on his knives and dress quickly even in the dark. When Daum came back out in the hall, Tarc was waiting. “We should go together,” he said. “I’ll be able to tell where they are before they even know we’re there.”
 
   “No!” Daum reacted. But then he paused. After a moment he said, “Sorry, you’re right. It’ll be safer for all of us if you come along. Thank you.”
 
   Quietly, they descended the stairs. Without a light it was so dark that Daum had to hold on to Tarc’s shoulder like a blind man. As soon as they reached the main level Tarc said, “They’re not in the cellar. Or anywhere on the main floor for that matter.”
 
   In a puzzled tone Daum said, “What in all the hells could they be doing out in the middle of the night?”
 
   Tarc said, “I surely don’t know, but I don’t think it’s something good. I’m still betting that they’re robbing someone. Shall we go see if the strangers in the stable are still there?”
 
   In the darkness, only Tarc’s ghost sense showed him Daum’s head rotating toward him, “You think they might have gone with these guys?!”
 
   Tarc shrugged, then realizing his father couldn’t see it, said, “I’m betting they did.”
 
    
 
   A few minutes later Daum and Tarc approached the side of the stable. A half-moon lit the yard so that Daum no longer had to be led. Tarc reached out and put his hand on Daum’s shoulder. “They’re gone too,” he whispered. Then, “They took their horses.”
 
   Daum let out a muffled curse. “Those bastards are up to no good!” After a moment’s thought he said. “I’m going to go down and roust out the deputies at the station. You go back and tell Eva and Daussie what’s going on. Then all of you lock yourselves into your rooms.”
 
   “Uh,” Tarc said, thinking of the lightweight doors on the rooms, “those guys could break into the rooms pretty easy. If you think they aren’t safe there, they should hide somewhere. Like the cellar or something.”
 
   “You’re right. You guys hide in the hayloft in the stable until we know what’s going on.” Daum turned and headed out to the street. 
 
   Tarc ran back into the tavern and up the stairs. Eva was awake when Tarc opened her door. Tarc burst into speech, telling her the strangers had left and that he and Daum were going to roust the deputies for fear the men were robbing someone. Leaving, he shouted that Daum had said for Eva and Daussie to hide in the hayloft. 
 
   Now completely comfortable in the stygian darkness, he ran back down the stairs using his ghost to know where to put his feet. He heard his mother calling after him, but didn’t slow to hear what she was saying for fear she was telling him to stay there at the tavern.
 
    
 
   Daum was nearly to the deputy’s station when he heard someone running lightly up behind him. Thinking it might be one of the strangers, he stepped into a doorway and pulled out his knife. The runner slowed and stopped a few feet from the doorway. 
 
   Daum steeled himself for a fight, but then Tarc’s voice said, “Dad?”
 
   Daum’s tension slumped out of him and he whispered harshly, “I told you to hide in the hayloft with Daussie and your mother!”
 
   “Yeah, but if I’m with you no one can sneak up on you.”
 
   For a few moments Daum stood, warring with himself. Then, acknowledging once again the truth of his son’s statement, he said, “OK, but if we do meet anyone, you stay back.” He turned and continued quietly down the street.
 
   When they arrived at the Deputy’s station Tarc tugged at his father’s sleeve, stopping him. “Wait, something’s wrong!” he hissed.
 
   “What?!” Daum whispered back.
 
   “There are people in there, but they’re lying down! And… they aren’t as warm as, as they should be.” He paused, then continued in a choked voice, “There are puddles of warm stuff around them… I think they’re… dead.”
 
   “Shit!” Daum said. “Is anyone else around here?”
 
   Tarc shook his head, then realizing his father might not notice the motion in the moonlight, quietly said, “No.”
 
   Daum said, “We should ring the alarm here, then go warn them at the deputy’s station at the main wall gate.”
 
   “Shouldn’t we make sure they’re dead first?”
 
   “Yeah,” Daum said grimly. He knocked on the door of the station, waited a moment, then opened it. “Hello. Anyone here?”
 
   There was no response. Daum stepped inside and called out again. There weren’t any lamps lit. Tarc didn’t know for sure, but thought that a watch station should have a lamp lit at all times so that they would be able to respond quickly in a crisis. He felt around with his ghost and realized a faintly warm spot above and to his right likely came from a lamp that was still cooling. As he focused on it he recognized that the box next to it probably held some matches. 
 
   Because matches were expensive Tarc had a natural reluctance to using them, “Dad, there are some matches next to the lamp here. Should I use one?”
 
   “Yes! This is a crisis for God’s sake!”
 
   Embarrassed as he thought about it, Tarc picked up the box, pulled out a match and struck it. He’d never used a match himself, but had seen them used. The bright flare of heat he felt with his ghost startled him. He lifted the glass chimney off the lamp and held the match to the wick. 
 
   Turning, Tarc saw his father staring around at the wreckage of the deputy’s station that Tarc had been able to feel with his ghost. Chairs were knocked over. Materials such as their ledgers and pencils lay scattered about. The two night watch deputies lay face down in spreading pools of blood. Daum cursed, then stepped over and began pulling the alarm rope. The big bell atop the station began tolling with the deep clanging that called up the men of the town. “Aren’t we going to go on?” Tarc asked.
 
   “I thought someone would show up to ring the bell while we went on!”
 
   Tarc’s ghost felt people heading out into the street, but they weren’t coming toward the station. “They’re supposed to go to the wall to defend it aren’t they?” Tarc said, thinking that defending the wall was exactly the wrong response when the attackers were already inside.
 
   “Yes,” Daum said between the clangs of the bell, “but if it stops ringing I’m afraid everyone will just go back to bed!”
 
   Tarc was pondering the fact that the town should have had some other codes set up for the bells in order to differentiate various crises when suddenly his ghost, extended as widely as he could send it, gave him bad news. “Men on horses! Coming!”
 
   Daum cursed as he let go of the rope and said, “Let’s get out of here!”
 
   “Too late!” Tarc said, pulling back on Daum’s arm as four horses galloped up, men vaulting off of them, swords already drawn as they landed near the door.
 
   Tarc and Daum ran toward the back of the station, coming only to the cell where the deputies locked up the drunk and disorderlies. Daum pulled up, “Goddammit! They don’t have a back way out?”
 
   Tarc’s eyes widened as he saw that Daum was correct. There wasn’t another way out! He turned, knees watery and gut twisting as he wondered if the men coming in might show any mercy. The door had already slammed open and two men had entered, swords held high.
 
   In the lamplight, Tarc noticed with a sense of unreality that they looked like good quality swords. 
 
   Then Daum’s arm flashed out and a knife flew across the room. Tarc’s ghost told him it was aimed at the first man, but it was much too high and Daum hadn’t led the man far enough! Using his ghost Tarc pulled it down and to the left. He could immediately tell that he wouldn’t be able to pull it far enough down to reach the man’s chest, or even his neck!
 
   A fleeting thought came that hitting the man in the face with the knife should slow him down. Seeing the knife coming, the man started to duck but Tarc guided the blade unerringly to his face. It buried itself into the man’s eye.
 
   It shot through the globe of the eye, up through the thin plate of bone over the orbit and into the skull.
 
   The man convulsed and began to collapse.
 
   Tarc’s ghost took over Daum’s second knife as soon as it left Daum’s hand. Having decided the eye apparently made a good target, this time as the knife flew, Tarc lifted it away from the man’s upper chest. Tarc’s ghost made him think the men might have armor on his chest anyway.
 
   The knife shot into the second man’s eye.
 
   Tarc had already reached back over his shoulder to grab the first of his own knives. A third man crashed through the door and started to stumble over his falling companions. 
 
   Wondering at his own lack of compassion, Tarc sent a third knife through a man’s eye and into his brain. 
 
   Recognizing that something was amiss, the fourth man slammed to a stop in the doorway, hands braced on the frame, eyes wildly looking about for whatever threat had struck down his companions.
 
   He didn’t see the fourth knife coming before it stopped his sight forever.
 
   Emotions slammed through Tarc. 
 
   Tremendous relief that the four soldiers were no longer going to kill him. 
 
   Amazement at his own control of those knives. 
 
   Horror at what he had just done to other human beings, especially the fourth man who had begun to heave himself back into retreat just as the last knife cut him down. 
 
   Tarc’s bladder spasmed out a squirt of urine and his bowels cramped. Then he bent to heave up the contents of his stomach. 
 
   Daum had started forward. Now he turned, grabbed Tarc by the arm.  “Sorry Son, but we’ve got to get out of here,” he said, hauling Tarc along behind him even as Tarc turned his head to the side to vomit again.
 
   When they reached the men, to Tarc’s horror they were twitching and quivering. Their brains might be damaged beyond repair, but their bodies were still trying to go on about the business of living. One of them had a pool of vomit about his head. From the smell at least one of them had beshat himself.
 
   Daum bent and snatched the knives out of the men’s eyes, wiping them quickly on the men’s own clothes. He stood, “Let’s go!” he said, handing Tarc’s knives to him. “We’ve got to warn the deputies at the gate!”
 
   Abandoning stealth, Daum started off down the street at a trot, Tarc following behind. A few other men ran nearby, also going toward the wall. Presumably they were headed for their posts there, ready to protect Walterston from an invasion. There didn’t seem to be as many as Tarc would have expected, but, after all, only one station had rung the alarm bell and it had stopped now. During drills, all the bells in town rang so perhaps many thought it had been a false alarm. 
 
   In fact Tarc saw that many of the men were slowing and talking to each other. Some had turned back for their homes. Daum shouted, “Someone’s killed the deputies at the Smith’s station!” Tarc realized that the station they had stopped at was indeed near the town’s five blacksmiths, though he hadn’t heard it called that himself. 
 
   Daum’s call didn’t keep the men from stopping and turning for home. Probably they assumed it was a murder investigation rather than an invasion.
 
   Tarc extended his ghost into the houses he was passing. People were up and about, peeking out windows, but not mobilizing like his father had obviously hoped.  He and Daum ran on toward the wall.
 
   When they were about three blocks from the wall Daum grabbed Tarc and jerked him into a side street. “Wha…?” Tarc began. Then he heard the hoof beats he hadn’t noticed in his concentration on what was happening in the neighboring houses. 
 
   As Daum held Tarc in a deep doorway around the corner they watched a troop of horsemen ride by. “Shit!” Daum said, “The men who stayed at the tavern were there to open the gate for the rest of these men! Walterston has fallen without a fight!”
 
   Tarc realized that someone must’ve killed the gate guards and opened the gates if men like these were riding in.
 
   When the troop had passed, Daum said, “Let’s get to the armory, we need to get the town’s weapons out before these bastards figure out where they are!” He looked around the corner, then started off at a trot again. Tarc followed.
 
   Daum rounded the corner to the armory and halted abruptly, Tarc running into his back. “They beat us to it!” he said with dismay, shoving Tarc back around the corner. Daum carefully peered back around the corner again, “Shit, shit, shit, shit! 
 
   Tarc looked with him. In the dim moonlight he could see a group of men stood outside the armory, swords drawn. Some men ran back and forth inside the drill center area. Tarc wondered where Captain Pike was. Pike lived full-time behind his office in the corner of the armory.
 
   From behind them running boots approached. Tarc turned and saw Sgt. Garcia running up. 
 
   “What’s the hell’s going on?!” the sergeant demanded.
 
   Daum turned. Seeing who it was, he said, “We’re being invaded.” 
 
   “Jesus, let’s get to the wall!” the sergeant said, starting to shoulder past them.
 
   “It’s too late for that!” Daum said, grabbing Garcia by the elbow. “They brought in a small party yesterday and that group opened the gate in the middle of the night. The bastards are already inside, so getting on the wall won’t do anything!”
 
   “Inside! How did they get a party inside?!” Garcia asked, peering around the corner.
 
   “Through the gate a few at a time during the day. Some of them stayed at the tavern this evening.”
 
   “Christ! They’ve got the Captain!”
 
   Daum leaned back around the corner to see, so Tarc got on his knees and looked around himself. Several men were jerking Captain Pike out the gate of the drill center. His elbows were bound over a stick behind his back and his ankles looked like they were tied with about a foot of rope between them.
 
   A wagon pulled up and they jerked the Captain toward it. Tarc saw with dismay that it was the tavern’s wagon pulled by Shogun. He realized now that when he’d scanned the stable for the men’s horses earlier that the stable had been completely empty. How did I miss the fact that Shogun was gone too?!
 
   The men lifted Pike up and threw him into the back of the wagon. More men ran out of the armory carrying things that they threw into the wagon with him though Tarc couldn’t see what it was.
 
   Daum turned to Garcia, “Should we go down there and try to free the Captain?”
 
   Tarc’s stomach clenched on the thought of confronting those hard looking men with swords, but Garcia said, “It looks like they’re taking him somewhere. Maybe we can ambush them in transit. We’d have to be crazy to confront them there with just the two of us.”
 
   Tarc didn’t know whether to be relieved or offended that Garcia hadn’t included him in their putative attack. 
 
   The man driving the wagon snapped the reins and Shogun pulled away. Two of the men who’d been throwing stuff into the wagon next to Pike followed. Garcia said, “We’ll parallel them on this street,” and turned to trot to the next corner.
 
   Tarc trotted behind the sergeant and his father, thinking that if you counted the driver the odds were still two to three. At the next corner they waited a moment, then Shogun came around the corner toward them. 
 
   Garcia pushed Daum and Tarc back, then looked around. “The two guards have climbed up onto the wagon bed. That gives them a height advantage, but they’ll tend to be looking ahead.” He stepped into a doorway and motioned Daum into the next one. “We’ll run out quietly and cut the backs of their thighs just above the knees to hamstring them. If they see us coming we’ll be screwed because they have swords and height, we can’t win then. We’ll have to run away for now and try again later.” He saw Tarc then and said, “You go back a couple more doorways where you’ll be safe. If we have to abort the attack we’ll run on across the street and you’ll have to meet your dad back at the tavern.”
 
   Tarc hid in an indentation in the walls just beyond Daum, his heart pounding.  
 
   Shogun passed the corner.
 
   Garcia held up his hand to wait.
 
   The driver at the front of the wagon passed the corner.
 
   The two guards rolled past.
 
   Even after the back of the wagon had gone by Garcia’s hand still said to wait. When it had traveled about ten feet past them, he waved forward and started running after it himself, lightly on the balls of his feet. 
 
   Daum took off just behind him, slanting toward the guard on the right.
 
   Too afraid to stay by himself, Tarc left his hollow and ran about ten feet behind the two men. He spread out his ghost and sent his attention everywhere he could send it but the street seemed otherwise empty.
 
   Something seemed to have warned the two guards because they whirled to look back, seeing the two men approaching. 
 
   Daum and Garcia broke off their attack, Daum running right and Garcia left. Tarc started to run to the right after his father, but then realized that, instead of the expected sword, the guard on the right had a bow with an arrow nocked.
 
   The guard lifted the bow and pushed it ahead, aiming the arrow at Daum’s unprotected back.
 
   Tarc’s hand had already found the knife’s hilt behind his back.
 
   His hand flashed forward.
 
   The knife flew, guided by his ghost, and again rocketed into someone’s eye.
 
   The guard convulsed, falling off the back of the wagon.
 
   Tarc turned again and ran after his father.
 
   Then he heard a heavy clanking thud and turned to see that the second guard had leapt off the wagon, revenge apparently on his mind as he snarled with rage.
 
   Tarc thought that surely he could outrun the man, but found that he couldn’t bear the feeling that he had a target on his back. Reaching back, he grabbed the hilt of his second knife. 
 
   Spinning, he flung it; then turned forward as he continued to run. His ghost didn’t need his eyes to guide the knife after all. 
 
   Again, his talent sent the knife right into an eye socket. Going for the eye seemed to work well and he didn’t have to worry about whether they were wearing mail.
 
   The guard crashed to the street, his body twitching and thrashing as it skidded in the dirt.
 
   Tarc cupped his hands and called after his father as quietly as he thought he could and still be heard. He turned and trotted back to get his knives.
 
   He’d just worked the second blade free and wiped it on the guard’s clothes when Garcia trotted by, “What the hell happened to those guys?!” he called out.
 
   Tarc shrugged, holding the knives out of sight, but Garcia had already gone by after the wagon.
 
   Daum picked up the man’s bow and arrow. He nudged Tarc, then drew. Daum sent the arrow after the wagon, now going about as fast as old Shogun could pull it. Tarc’s ghost flew with the arrow, guiding it just over the man’s hunched shoulders and into his head. Though he hadn’t intended it, the arrow exploded out through the man’s eye.
 
   With a grunt the man fell forward, tangling in the traces and pulling Shogun to a halt.
 
   “Amazing shot!” Garcia yelled back, as he climbed onto the wagon. 
 
   Daum put one hand on Tarc’s shoulder as the other held the neck of Tarc’s shirt open for him to slip his knives back into their sheaths. With a croak in his voice he said, “Thank you son. You saved my life there.” 
 
   Not knowing what to say, Tarc merely nodded. He felt embarrassed to be credited, when actually he’d been saving his own life. 
 
   By the time Daum and Tarc caught up to the wagon themselves, Garcia had thrown the driver off and started Shogun going again. “Untie the Captain,” he said, “In case we run into more of the invaders I want us to be farther from the dead guards so we could claim we just found the horse pulling the wagon through the streets.”
 
   Daum vaulted into the back of the wagon and bent over Pike, cutting his bonds. Tarc jumped on a moment later. Looking down he saw that the other objects the men had piled in beside Pike were weapons from the Armory.
 
   Garcia turned in the driver’s seat. To Daum he said, “After seeing that shot I can understand why they call you ‘the Archer.’ Did you figure out what happened to those other two guards?”
 
   Daum shrugged. Pike’s arms were free and Daum started cutting at his ankle bonds. “Captain,” he began. “It’s those strangers I talked to you about. The ones that looked like they’d been soldiers in the past. Some of them stayed in the tavern last night. Then in the middle of the night they all left. They killed the deputies at Smith’s Station and I suspect the ones at the main gate. They must have opened the main gate because troops came up the street from there.”
 
   The Captain was sitting up now. “I told Walters not to let very many of those bastards in town at a time. But, ‘Oh no, we’ve got them in control. They’re good customers, so we’d just be shooting ourselves in the foot.’ Shit!” He looked around, “Well, too late for recriminations now. Has anyone rung the alarm?”
 
   Daum shrugged again, “We rang the one at the Smith’s Station for a while, but then four of the invaders came so we had to stop.”
 
   “How many of them are there?”
 
   “The troop we saw riding down Main had about fifty. But I think there are others. Quite a few were already in town when those came in.”
 
   Pike rubbed his ankles as he thought. “We’ll need weapons. They’ve got the ones in the armory, but maybe they don’t know about the ones kept in the wall towers.”
 
   Garcia turned the wagon toward the wall as Pike peppered them with more questions. They didn’t know the answers to most of them, so Tarc began to feel as if he’d been singularly oblivious as they’d gone about the town that night.
 
   When they got to the tower they found its weapons cache broken open and empty.
 
   They tried another but it had been rifled as well.
 
   Daum said, “We should get to the blacksmith’s shops. They should have some weapons in stock.”
 
   Pike nodded and they headed that direction. They had to wake each of the blacksmiths up. When they did, they found to their dismay that over the past couple of weeks the strangers had bought all the swords that any of the smith’s had had in stock.
 
   Pike turned to them, “Those bastards have been scouting us now for quite a while. They know who we are, and have evaluated our fighting ability as evidenced by the fact that they cleaned out the armories, killed the deputies, and tried to imprison me. I suspect they’re going to try to control the town by terror and force of arms. Our best bet is guerilla warfare against them. They have almost all the weapons, so these here in the wagon are incredibly valuable. Any ideas where we can hide them?”
 
   Daum grunted, “We have a hidden panel in the cellar of the tavern.”
 
   Tarc blinked, We do?
 
   They started for the tavern. Tarc drove the wagon with Daum riding in the back, an arrow nocked in his bow. Pike and Garcia scouted ahead. After they’d been rolling a few minutes, Daum set a bow and quiver on the seat next to Tarc.
 
   Tarc had begun to hope they’d make it without meeting resistance, but when they were in the block before the tavern, Pike and Garcia suddenly stopped. They’d just looked around a corner. They stepped back and hid in doorways, motioning Tarc over to the side.
 
   Tarc pulled over against the buildings and stopped. 
 
   Daum hissed, “Get down!”
 
   Tarc slid off the seat with his bow and quiver, pulling out an arrow and nocking it. He reached out to extreme range with his ghost. He could faintly feel six men who were about to come around the corner. Quietly he said, “Six men coming around the corner. Armed, so probably invaders.”
 
   The men came around the corner in three ranks of two and Daum said, “Don’t shoot yet.” 
 
   Tarc noticed that his dad sounded nervous. It made him feel better about the way his own heart had started trip-hammering again.
 
   Suddenly, one of the men in the third rank turned to his right, evidently having noticed Sgt. Garcia in the doorway. “Now!” Daum said, the cart shaking as he stood. 
 
   Tarc pushed out his bow and sent an arrow on its way. He looked down for another arrow as his ghost guided first his own arrow, and then Daum’s, then his own again. Daum’s had been aimed much better to begin with. Tarc had to push his own about eighteen inches to the left. The two arrows struck home, each one driving into its target’s head through the left eye. 
 
   Tarc pushed out his bow to send another on its way.
 
   Daum had already shot a second arrow. Tarc reached out to guide Daum’s even before he loosed his own, but this caused Tarc to aim his own arrow poorly. It was so far off that he abandoned his arrow. He wouldn’t have been able to put it on target even riding it hard with his ghost the entire way.
 
   Daum’s arrow fell toward a man from the second rank. The man turned towards Daum and Tarc when one of the men they’d shot in the first rank fell against his leg. Tarc guided another arrow home into a man’s eye. 
 
   Daum shot another. Rather than trying to shoot his own, Tarc guided Daum’s. Garcia had one of the soldiers backing away, but the other two were both closing around Pike. Daum’s arrow, guided by Tarc, struck one of Pike’s assailants. It had been aimed too low for Tarc to lift it to the man’s head so Tarc was forced to bring it home on the man’s side. As Tarc had feared, the man had mail or something on. He stumbled to a knee when the arrow punched into him, but the arrow bounced away. The man rose and turned, looking for the source of the arrows. He shouted, pointed and started toward the wagon at a dead run, hoping to get to them before they could get off another arrow. Unfortunately for him, Daum had already shot another, this one high enough for Tarc to send it into the man’s eye.
 
   Tarc looked back to the others. Garcia had vanquished the man he’d been fighting and now ran toward Pike and his opponent. Pike’s man, realizing he stood alone, turned to run. 
 
   Tarc gasped a huge sigh of relief, but Daum said, “We can’t let him get away, he’ll bring the rest down on us!” and loosed another arrow. Again it was too low for Tarc to lift it to the man’s head. Fearing some kind of armor again, Tarc pulled it low and sent it into the man’s thigh. 
 
   The man fell and struggled on the ground. At first Tarc worried that he would be called upon to bring another arrow into the man even after he’d fallen, but then Pike was there to cut the man’s throat.
 
   Daum said, “Sorry, I should aim higher so you can hit them in the head, huh?”
 
   Tarc nodded as he leapt off the wagon. Pike sagged back in the doorway, holding his side and Tarc ran to him.
 
    
 
   Tarc helped Pike into the back of the wagon. He had a large slash in his side. Worse, it had cut into a loop of bowel. Tarc held the opening in the intestine shut with his ghost, but some of its contents had already spilled into Pike’s abdomen. Tarc wondered whether it was worth the effort. He knew that a bowel wound like that would almost certainly give the man a lingering death from peritonitis.
 
   Still, he thought, maybe Eva would know something to do?
 
   Daum drove the wagon while Garcia scouted ahead and Tarc sat with Pike who groaned and said, “Shit! I’m done for.”
 
   Tarc thought of denying it, but knew Pike wouldn’t believe a kid his age. Pike probably didn’t even know Tarc was in training to be a healer. 
 
    
 
   The wagon pulled into the yard behind the tavern. Daum leapt down and gathered an armful of weapons out of the back, saying, “Captain, can you make it down the stairs into our cellar with Tarc’s help?”
 
   The Captain nodded. Though he grunted and murmured, “Fat lot of good it’ll do,” he put his left arm over Tarc’s shoulder and kept his right hand across his abdomen and over his wound.
 
   By the time Tarc and the Captain got down the stairs into the cellar, Daum had a lamp set up and had moved a number of crates away from one of the walls of the cellar. He then stood jiggling a wooden panel. Tarc sent out his own ghost for a brief second and realized that the panel was pegged at its four corners with hidden pegs that Daum was moving with his own ghost. Jiggling the panel took pressure off of them momentarily so they could be moved. Tarc felt surprise as he considered that Daum couldn’t tell where he was pushing if he couldn’t see what he was pushing on. He realized that his father must be pushing blind, presumably where he knew the pegs were. The panel came free and a large unfinished cavity behind it was revealed. 
 
   Daum picked up the weapons he’d brought down and took them in, laying them on the floor. “Tarc,” he said, giving his son a knowing look, “you stay with the Captain, I’ll go get Eva.” He turned and headed back up the stairs.
 
   Though the space had a dirt floor, there were four crates along one wall. Tarc guided Pike over to it and helped him lie down on the crates. At first Pike tried to lie with his left side toward the wall but Tarc turned him. “You need to be this way so my mother will be able to see your wound.” Once Pike had groaned into place Tarc urged him to roll up a little on his side. “On your side… stuff will drain out of you better.”
 
   “Won’t help,” Pike grunted, “I’m a dead man.”
 
   Once he was up on his side, Tarc, still holding the edges of the laceration in Pike’s bowel together, began using his ghost to push the spilled intestinal contents down and out of the wound. 
 
   A few minutes later Eva came down the stairs. Pike grunted and rolled back on his back so she could look at the wound. She held her lamp up near the wound even though Tarc knew she was really examining it with her own ghost. She could have done it in the dark, but didn’t want to have to explain. She sat back on her heels and said, “It nicked your intestine. For you to have any chance, we’ll have to wash the wound out.”
 
   Pike sighed, “Not worth your time. No one survives wounds to the bowel.”
 
   “Not true. The opening is very small. There’s some chance… if we do everything right.” Eva handed him a bottle of the syrup she condensed from poppy seed pod tea, “Take a couple of swigs of this.” 
 
   He sighed and did so.
 
   She stood, “Tarc will stay with you. Just let me give him some instructions.”
 
   “Don’t waste his time.” Pike said in a depressed tone, “Let me give Garcia some advice, then just put me out of my misery. I’ve seen too many men die of gut wounds to want to go that way.”
 
   Eva ignored him. Leaning close to Tarc’s ear she whispered, “You won’t be able to hold that shut long enough for it to heal. We’ll have to put sutures in it. I’ll bring you sutures and a drawing of how to pass the needle…”
 
   Tarc had seen Eva put a couple of sutures in someone’s skin before and been nauseated. He drew back in horror then leaned to Eva’s ear, “No!” he whispered vehemently, “I, I couldn’t. I don’t know how! You do it!”
 
   Eva sighed as she leaned back to Tarc’s ear, “We’d have to pull the wound open wide for me to put instruments in there and suture. He’d have too much pain. You can do it with your talent, just sending in the needle and its thread.”
 
   Tarc sat back wide eyed, trying to think how to protest. When he’d seen Eva suture before she’d used some kind of funny silvery tool to hold the needle. She said it had been passed down from her ancestors. She’d also used a tweezers in her other hand. Her tools were kept in a little pot that she baked in the oven between uses. It would indeed be hard to work in Pike’s narrow wound with tools like that, but surely Eva didn’t have to use the tools?! He pictured her holding the needle with her fingers and realized they were even bigger and would require an even larger opening to work through. Besides, fingers had germs all over them and would bring even more infection. 
 
   He was Pike’s only chance he realized with a flip-flopping sensation in his abdomen. 
 
   Eva had already gone upstairs.
 
   Glad he’d already emptied his stomach, Tarc turned back to Pike and, suddenly worried, checked to see if his ghost had kept the hole in the bowel closed. He felt gratified to realize that, even talking to Eva, he’d managed to keep it together. If anything had leaked, it had only been a tiny bit.
 
   Pike grunted and said, “You don’t need to sit with me boy.”
 
   “I’m happy to sir.”
 
   “Leave me to my God damned misery! I don’t want you here watching me die.”
 
   For a moment taken aback, Tarc wondered if he should do as the Captain demanded. Then he remembered his mother telling him that, “when bad things happen, people lash out. They have to be angry at someone because something horrible has happened and they take it out on you.”
 
   Tarc didn’t know how to smooth the waters though, so he just sat there.
 
   Pike said, “Go, dammit!”
 
   Trying not to sound surly, Tarc said the only thing he could think of, “My mother told me to stay.” He wondered if he could move around the corner and still hold Pike’s bowel wound closed. Remembering how he’d gotten a headache keeping Jacob from bleeding to death and thinking about how it became more difficult to do things with his ghost over a distance, he decided to stay.
 
   Pike said nothing more. Tarc sat by his side until Eva came back. Daum and Daussie came with her carrying several of the large bottles with the sterile saltwater. 
 
   Pike looked up at Daum, “Where’s Garcia?”
 
   “He’s taking the wagon back out and leaving it several streets away.”
 
   “With Shogun?!” Tarc asked. 
 
   Daum nodded then turned and started up the stairs.
 
   “Why?!”
 
   “The soldiers took him. We don’t want them wondering how we got him back.”
 
   While Tarc had been talking to his father Eva had been bossing a surprisingly docile Pike. She had him lying on his back at the edge of the crates so his wound was accessible. She unfolded a scrap of paper on which she’d drawn the wound in Pike’s intestine and diagrammed the stitch to close it.
 
   Daussie leaned over to look at it, “How in the world are you going to do that!?” she whispered. “You didn’t even bring your needle grabber!”
 
   Tarc realized that Daussie must mean the tool Eva used for suturing people’s cuts. Then he wondered how they would suture Pike without Daussie learning about his talent. Eva turned to Daussie and said, “You find your Dad and tell him to cut your hair.”
 
   “My hair!?” Daussie exclaimed, her hand involuntarily going to her head.
 
   “Yes, your hair. Those strangers are going to be everywhere tomorrow and you don’t want them recognizing you as…”
 
   “Why can’t you cut it?” Daussie interrupted plaintively.
 
   “Because,” Eva said impatiently, “You’re going to ask your dad to cut it like he cuts Tarc’s”
 
   “Like Tarc’s!” Daussie exclaimed with horror.
 
   “Yes! Like a boy’s. The worse it looks the better. Then we’ll bind your breasts and wind cloth around your waist to thicken it. We want people to think you’re a boy!”
 
   “What?” Daussie said, aghast.
 
   “Daussie,” Eva sighed, “those men are going to be raping pretty girls. Do you want to be one of them?”
 
   “But, but… the deputies…the…” Daussie stuttered to a stop, angst writ large on her face.
 
   “The deputies are either dead, or will be soon. Ask your dad about it while he’s cutting your hair. Now, git!” Eva pointed up the stairs, then turned back to Pike and unwrapped a small cloth package with trembling hands. It had a curved needle with some odd kind of thread on it.
 
   Tarc looked over at his mother and saw tears pouring down the face of the woman he’d always thought of as unflappable. Her chest made a little gasping motion and he realized that she was sobbing. Despite the brave front she’d shown Daussie, his mother was terrified too. With a tremendous shock Tarc abruptly recognized that his mother was an attractive woman in her own right. Thinking of her only as his mother, he’d never considered the possibility that she might also be subject to a sexual attack by these invaders. 
 
   Tarc glanced at Daussie, but she had whirled to go up the stairs. He looked back at his mother thinking that the revulsion and self-pity he’d felt when killing those men earlier in the night paled in comparison to what his mother and sister must be feeling now. 
 
   Eva was blinking her eyes, squeezing them shut to get the tears out of them. She turned and with a trembling voice whispered in Tarc’s ear, “Pull the loop of bowel with the hole in it out through the wound in his side.”
 
   Tarc blinked at the idea.
 
   Pike slurred, “You guys don’t need to whisper. I know I’m gonna die.”
 
   Eva cleared her throat and with a suddenly clear voice firmly said, “Not if we have anything to say about it.”
 
   Tarc used his ghost to tug on the wound it was holding shut, pulling the bowel loop the wound was in toward the opening in Pike’s abdominal wall. Even doing it himself, he found it somehow grotesque when the loop appeared in the opening and bulged through like a portion of a fat worm.
 
   Eva nodded, then said, “Now let’s get a stitch in it.”
 
   With it there in the wound Tarc wondered if… “Are we going to use your ‘needle grabber’?” he whispered.
 
   Eva shook her head and made a motion with her hand indicating he should go ahead. 
 
   Tarc blinked a couple of times then grasped the needle with his ghost and pulled it to the wound in the bowel. He looked down at the diagram Eva had laid out for him. Taking a deep breath, he led the needle through the two sides of the opening and then back the other way. 
 
   Eva had diagrammed a knot holding the two sides together. Tarc found it relatively easy to wrap the tail of the suture around the part with the needle to form a half hitch. Eva nodded, then said, “Make another half hitch and pull it tight.”
 
   Tarc did so. Eva had him throw two more hitches to make it secure then she leaned to his ear and whispered. “Now, let go of the opening to see if it leaks.”
 
   Tarc let go with a sigh of relief, suddenly aware of how tired his ghost had been, holding back the intestine’s contents. Eva leaned forward and splashed some of her sterile salt water over the wound. A ripple worked through the loop of bowel that Tarc recognized must be the “peristalsis” he’d read about that pushed food through the intestines. When it did, a small amount of brown material oozed out through the corner of the hole next to the stitch. His stitch had been a little off center and the material leaked from the end it was farther from.
 
   Eva splashed more saline on it, washing away the brown stuff, then whispered, “Put another stitch there where it’s leaking.”
 
   Tarc stared at the wound, puzzled. He didn’t know whether he was supposed to cut the tail off what he already had and put in an entirely new stitch. 
 
   Eva picked up her paper and dipped a quill in a tiny bottle of ink Tarc hadn’t noticed. She diagrammed the needle continuing over to put another stitch in without being cut loose.
 
   Turning his attention back to the wound Tarc sent the needle back through each side of the wound on either side of the spot where it had leaked. He tied that back to the tail still hanging off the first knot. He wondered what to do about the tails. Eva washed more saline through the wound. Another spasm of peristalsis went through it, but nothing leaked out. 
 
   Eva unwrapped a pair of scissors which Tarc assumed she had sterilized. She carefully reached over and cut the tails off the stitches then leaned to his ear. “Let’s wash everything out, then we’ll check one more time to be sure it isn’t leaking.” She started pouring saline into the wound, then stopped and leaned to Tarc again. “You’ve got to guide the saline into his abdomen, slosh it around and then pull it back out. That way it will wash out any of the stuff that spilled from his intestine.”
 
   Tarc tilted his head, trying to grasp the idea. Eva started pouring again and Tarc used his ghost to funnel the fluid in through the wound. This pushed the loop of bowel back into Pike’s abdomen. Tarc ran the fluid around inside Pike, washing it over any areas where he thought some of the spillage might have gone. Eva stopped pouring for a bit and Tarc brought the fluid back out the opening. 
 
   They repeated this over and over. Eva pouring it in. Tarc sluicing it around and pulling it back out. They both checked the bowel wound repeatedly, but it didn’t leak again.
 
   Eventually Eva unwrapped another needle and thread, saying, “Use this one to suture the wall of his abdomen.”
 
   Tarc said, “Why aren’t we just using the rest of the one we did the intestine with?”
 
   “Because it’s contaminated from going in and out of his intestine. We want a new, clean one for this. Besides, this is heavier suture.”
 
   Tarc used his ghost to pass this heavier suture once and tie the first knot, then began looping it along closing the wall of Pike’s abdomen. Pike moaned a little as he did it, suggesting that he had more feeling in the wall than he did in the intestine itself. Once Tarc had the opening in the inner layer of the wall closed Eva opened another cloth bundle and pulled out her needle grabber. She said, “I can tell you’re getting tired. I can take it from here.”
 
   Tarc sat back with relief and watched as Eva deftly stitched up the next layer and the one after that.
 
   Eva turned to him and said, “Why don’t you go up and see if your dad needs some help. I’ve got this now.” 
 
   Tarc blinked, suddenly very tired, but he stood and left the little hidden room. Eva called after him, “Get some of your old shirts and pants for Daussie.” Tarc turned with a little surprise but then realized that of course Daussie couldn’t wear her long skirts and feminine blouses anymore. When he’d climbed the stairs out of the basement he went to his room and got a shirt and pair of pants that had been getting a little tight. He started looking for Daum and Daussie. 
 
   He found them in Daum’s brewing room, Daussie crying as Daum hacked her hair off close to her head. He was cutting it much shorter than Tarc’s was at present and doing a sloppy job, leaving some hanks shorter and others longer. 
 
   Tarc studied her a moment. She still looked pretty, bad hair, bloodshot eyes and all. He wondered what could be done about that. “Sorry Dauss,” he practically whispered. He held out the bundle of clothes. “Mom said to give you these.”
 
   Daum said, “Tarc, look under my bed, you’ll find a bow and quiver. Take it to the cellar and put it with the other weapons. Oh, and look through the kitchen. Take any big knives there that might make good weapons too. I suspect the invaders will be confiscating anything they think might be used as a weapon.”
 
   To his astonishment, Tarc found an elegantly curved bow and a quiver of extremely high quality arrows under his parent’s bed. He had never known his father had such a weapon. When Tarc arrived back in the basement with the bow and all the big knives from the kitchen he found the panel closed over the hidden room. The bolts hadn’t been shot so he was able to just lift it out of the way and put the weapons inside. Pike snored softly under the influence of the poppy.
 
   Back upstairs he started into the brew room, but backed out at a shriek from Daussie. He’d gotten a brief glimpse of his mother wrapping Daussie’s torso with a long bolt of cloth. Daum spoke behind him. “Go up and try to get some sleep. We’ll be opening at the usual time. I expect there won’t be much business, but we’ve got to act like we don’t know anything’s changed.”
 
    
 
   


  
 



Chapter Seven
 
    
 
   Daum’s prediction that there wouldn’t be much business proved horribly wrong. 
 
   Instead of Daussie, Daum woke Tarc. “We need you downstairs waiting tables. The invaders have come here for breakfast and Daussie won’t go into the big room, even dressed as a boy. She’s trying to do your jobs and we’re calling her Dodge. For God’s sake don’t call her Daussie by mistake, some of these assholes know her name and have started asking for her.” He started to leave, then stepped back in, “We’re telling them that Daussie went back to live with her parents on a farm near Ajax.”
 
   When he’d first woken, Tarc felt like crap, but the bolt of adrenalin that shot through him at the thought of the big room full of soldiers slammed that feeling out of him. Downstairs the big room was absolute bedlam with shouting soldiers bellowing orders faster than Tarc could take them and much faster than Eva could turn them out.
 
   When Tarc delivered his first plates and asked for payment the man at the table stood, grabbing Tarc by the front of his shirt and lifting a big knife to hold it under Tarc’s chin, “Don’t remember me do you, you little piece of shit?”
 
   Tarc suddenly recognized the man who’d shorted him on the weight of coin for a meal because he’d wanted Daussie to wait his table. Nonetheless, eyes wide, Tarc shook his head “no.”
 
   “Well, last time you asked me to pay I told you I’d only pay that sexy bitch that works here sometimes. The same holds today, and this time there ain’t gonna be no deputies showin’ up to insist I pay.” He grinned and arched an eyebrow, “You know why?”
 
   A twist in his gut said that he did, but Tarc shook his head anyway.
 
   He leaned close to Tarc’s face and bellowed, “‘Cause they’re all fookin’ dead!” He shoved Tarc away and bawled to the room in general, “So, everyone eats free today! Right mates?”
 
   A general roar of approval from the room greeted this proclamation. 
 
   Tarc glanced at Daum who gave a minute shake of his head. He headed back to the kitchen, trembling with a mixture of apprehension and rage. He told his mother what had happened. She closed her eyes and said, “Try to keep calm and just do what they say. It’s better that they eat us out of business than killing us.” She pointed to five more plates of food. 
 
   As he reached for the plates, someone limped in the back door with a strap of wood. Tarc’s eyes widened.
 
   It was Daussie!
 
   She looked like shit. Not just her hacked up short hair and bloodshot eyes. There were dark bags under her eyes. Somehow her skin was darker and smudgy. “Her eyes… they’d cut her long lashes short! Her limp… she limped, he realized because they’d probably stuffed something in her shoe to make that leg longer. The way Daum had cut her hair longer on one side than the other made Daussie’s head look asymmetrical.
 
   Tarc shook his head, stacked the plates on his left arm and headed out to the big room. “Dodge,” he thought to himself, I’ve got to remember to call her… call him, “Dodge.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   If Tarc and his family had found the morning feeding the soldiers gratis oppressive, it was nothing compared to the events later that morning. At midmorning the town’s alarm bells began tolling very slowly.
 
   Uncertainly, men came outside, almost all of them having already figured out that Walterston had fallen without an attack on the walls. They knew there would be no point in charging to their posts at the walls. On the streets they found men with unsheathed swords who disarmed them of even small work knives. Though they patted them down, to Tarc’s surprise, they did not find the throwing knives he and Daum had hidden between their shoulder blades. 
 
   The unsmiling soldiers herded the men of the town toward the central plaza. If no men came out of a house the soldiers pounded on the door and demanded that at least one man and preferably two attend a “ceremony” in the plaza. 
 
   At the tavern they had demanded Daum, Tarc, and “that gimp that works out back.”
 
   When Daussie learned that she was expected to go to the square with the rest of the men she looked so frightened that Tarc feared she might bolt or pass out. Daum grabbed her by the elbow and steered her grimly out to the street where she limped along between Tarc and Daum. She began sniffling. 
 
   Tarc thought momentarily of how he had sneered at her girlish fears in days gone by. Today, he mostly felt glad he hadn’t started sniffling himself. He realized that he felt fear for his sister too. 
 
   Tarc wished he’d been able to piss before they’d left the tavern. His ghost told him that his bladder wasn’t all that full, but it spasmed at every threat, making him wish he could stop somewhere and empty it.
 
   The strangers herded the men into the big square, packing them in until they could hardly move. Tarc saw big John the blacksmith and in the distance he glimpsed Jacob and his father. As he’d feared, he didn’t see any of the deputies. Nor the sergeants from the drill center. His eyes flashed back and forth, looking for Garcia, or Banes the archery instructor he’d liked, but he saw none of the town’s military leaders. 
 
   A boom came from the raised stage on one side of the square. Tarc looked that way along with everyone else and saw a man swinging a huge mallet to hit the big gong used to call people to announcements. It gonged again and Tarc noticed that the bells which had been ringing from the deputy’s stations had fallen silent. One more gong and silence reigned across the plaza. 
 
   Tarc’s eyes wandered over the big stage and suddenly realized that the big stranger who’d stayed in the tavern, the one who’d held a knife to Tarc’s breast, stood at the forefront of the men on the stage. With sick horror, Tarc realized that Sheriff Walters and three of his deputies were tied to posts on the stage. They were stripped to the waist which seemed foreboding. Tarc saw that Walters was just as grossly fat as he’d suspected.
 
   A murmur had arisen, but it subsided as the big man held up his arms. His harsh voice boomed out over the square. “There’s a new Sheriff in town.” He began, then slowly drew his huge curved sword, holding it high. “Your old Sheriff was fat, and weak, and stupid. In fact, though you probably can’t hear it, he’s sniveling and blubbering behind me right now. He’s been begging for his life ever since we dragged him out of that cushy house of his last night.” The big man spun lightly and swung his enormous sword, slashing it across Walters’ bulging belly. 
 
   It left a red streak as it passed.
 
   Walters shrieked piteously.
 
   The big man threw his head back and laughed. “That, my friends, was merely a scratch! Hell,” he guffawed, “I had a bigger wound the day I got circumcised! And this man you called ‘Sheriff’ has shit himself over it.” 
 
   Tarc stared in revulsion. The wound probably extended eighteen inches across Walters’ distended belly and must have been at least an inch or two deep. Certainly, far more than a “scratch.” Beside him Daussie had turned and buried her face in her hands, trying her best to block out the horror. Tarc wondered if the men of the town would revolt against this vile treatment.
 
   The crowd had begun to murmur and Tarc heard someone in front of him whisper loudly, “We can take them if we all charge at once!” One of the guards glanced over and moved in his direction. 
 
   The big man on the stage bellowed again. “I’m your new Sheriff. Sheriff Krait. A krait is a dangerous snake like you see on my shield.” He held up his shield, which had the head and part of the body of a snake on it. “But it’s not as dangerous as I am. So this town is no longer Walterston. It’s now ‘Kraitston.’” He lifted the bloody tip of his sword to the sky, “Me and my men here were known as ‘Krait’s Raiders’ in the Steel wars east of here.”
 
   Everyone had heard of the wars over rights to the steel in one of the ancient cities to the east. Tarc had even heard of Krait, reputed to be a vicious and horrible man. His heart sank at the thought that such a man could be their Sheriff. 
 
   Krait continued, “And if any of you have any thought that maybe I shouldn’t be the Sheriff,” he paused and the tension ratcheted up. “Then remember this…” The big man whirled again. Swinging the huge sword viciously around him, he spun to each of the three posts that had a deputy tied to it. 
 
   At each spin one of the deputy’s heads flew off their shoulders, leaving the bodies jerking and quivering against their bonds, blood spraying from the stumps of their necks. 
 
   A fourth and final spin and Walters’ big belly fell open. 
 
   Walters’ bowels spilled out of the wound and hung down to his knees. 
 
   The sheriff shrieked piteously.
 
   The man in front of Tarc who’d said, “We can take them,” suddenly broke ranks, charging toward the stage. He’d started to shout, “Come on!” but his words ended in a sudden gurgle as the guard who’d moved in front of him ran him through with his sword.
 
   For a moment Tarc had sensed the crowd leaning forward as if they would charge with the man. But, just as suddenly, they recoiled, no one wanting to lead a charge that ended like that.
 
   No one wanted to be the next to be spitted on a sword.
 
   No one had the courage.
 
   Tarc knew he didn’t have the courage. He didn’t glance at his father because he certainly hoped his father didn’t have the courage.
 
   Krait, laughed uproariously. “Only one of you was man enough to lead a charge?” He guffawed again, “I knew the men in this town were pitiful, but I didn’t think you’d be nothing but a bunch of pussies!” He turned his head this way and that as his men stood, eyes intently on the crowd, swords at the ready. “I’ll tell you what, if any of you are man enough to challenge me, put your hands up and step forward. I’ll give you a sword and you can take me on. Beat me, and my men will leave town.”
 
   Krait looked back and forth over the men in the square. “No one?! You’re all a bunch of cowards just like I thought?”
 
   Nothing happened for long seconds, then, to Tarc’s absolute astonishment, someone lifted a hand. The other hand went up, then the man began wriggling out through the crowd. 
 
   Eyes wide, Tarc saw that it was Will Jonas, Tarc’s occasional tormentor during sword instruction on drill days.
 
   Tarc had always thought of Will as a bully, hot headed, obnoxious and eager to fight. Bullies weren’t brave in Tarc’s mind. They pushed around people smaller than them, like Will had beaten Tarc in the ring. Tarc had never imagined that Will would be the kind of man who’d be willing to stand up to someone like Krait. Will was big, but Krait was significantly bigger than he was!
 
   Krait had a huge shark like grin on his face, “So, there’s a man in this town after all!” he boomed out over the crowd.
 
   Tarc watched in awe as Will broke free of the front ranks of the men in the square. He strode to the front center, standing between the guards and Krait. Putting his fists on his hips he looked up at Krait on the stage and said, “I fight you one on one for the freedom of the town?”
 
   Krait threw his head back and laughed like that was the funniest thing he’d ever heard. Tarc had only begun to get a sick feeling in his gut when suddenly Krait looked back down at Will with a fierce look in his eyes. “No!” he said.
 
   Quick as a snake, the guard standing behind Will—between Will and the crowd—spun and lunged out, his sword plunging into Will’s left back and exploding out the front of his chest!
 
   The soldier kept the sword in Will for long moments, lowering it with the young man as he sagged to his knees, then finally fell forward off the sword, blood pouring out of him as the crowd collectively held its breath.
 
   Krait threw his head back and laughed uproariously as the soldier held his bloody sword up high. “I guess I should have warned him, we don’t fight fair.” He laughed again, “So, the only man in this town is dead! The rest of you chicken-shits can head on home and change your pants. Tell your wives and daughters that some real men have taken over. Be sure to let them know Sheriff Krait’s word is Law. In my absence, my men’s word is law. We’ll be around to collect taxes over the next few days.” He turned to some of his men, “Detail a crew of these,” he waved at the crowd,” to clean up this mess,” he waved at the dead bodies. He eyed the erstwhile Sheriff, still sobbing in his bonds, “Leave him there ‘til he’s dead. He’ll serve as an object lesson.”
 
    
 
   Eyes downcast, Tarc shuffled out of the square with everyone else. They were passing between guards on each side of the main street arch. Guards who held their swords at the ready, eyeing each man as if expecting a revolt. Suddenly one of the guards lunged out, plunging his sword into a burly man three places in front of Tarc. As they dragged the dying man to the side an older man Tarc thought was the young man’s father followed them crying out, “What did he do?”
 
   The guard stopped the older man with the tip of a bloody sword under his chin. “He looked at me!” the guard snarled. “You scum keep your eyes down. Don’t be lookin’ us in the eyes if you’re wantin’ to live.” The guard’s eyes tracked back to the older man, now up on his toes with his head tilted back as the sword dug in under his chin. “Now, the next question is what do we do with a piece of shit like this one? Someone who questions what we’ve done so far? Well, here’s your answer.” He grunted as he drove the sword up through the soft underchin, through the base of his skull and into the man’s brain. He held the man there, suspended on the point of his short sword while the man’s feet drummed and his bowels loosed. 
 
   Then the guard dropped him to the ground next to his son and, reached out, waving the sword back and forth from Daussie to Tarc. Daussie squeaked and dropped to her knees. Tarc crouched beside her, heart pounding, stomach cramping, bladder spasming. “You two,” the man growled, “drag these carcasses over with the rest of them.” He pointed with the bloody sword over toward the stage where some of the town folk were carrying one of the deputy’s bodies over to the edge of the stage. Tarc saw Shogun and the tavern’s wagon standing beside the stage.
 
   Tarc took Daussie gently by the arm and guided her out of line, glancing back once at Daum. 
 
   Daum looked angrier than Tarc had ever seen him, but he kept his eyes downcast. His lips moved and Tarc thought he saw Daum whisper inaudibly, “Not now.”
 
   Tarc guided Daussie to the young man lying in the slowly spreading pool of blood. “Take his right wrist,” Tarc whispered, picking up the man’s left wrist himself.
 
   Daussie shook her head violently and shied away. 
 
   Tarc leaned over and hissed at her, “Do it! Or they’ll kill you too!”
 
   With a moan, Daussie bent and picked up the man’s wrist, holding it between her thumb and one finger like Tarc had seen her reluctantly pick up a dead bug. Tarc started pulling the body along by the wrist, but Daussie lagged behind, not only not helping, but actually being pulled along herself by the man’s wrist. Tarc saw one of the guards staring at her. He leaned closer to her, “You’re pulling like a girl! If you don’t start helping, one of them’s going to figure out who you are!” 
 
   Daussie’s eyes widened and she gulped. She stutter-stepped around and began pulling like her life depended on it. When they got to the wagon, Tarc took the body under the arms while Daussie picked up the man’s feet. They lifted him into the wagon next to the two deputies as gently as they could, then went back for the man’s father. Daussie said with quiet disgust, “You’re covered with blood.”
 
   “I know… better his, than mine or yours.”
 
   “I’ll keep it together from here on out,” she whispered.
 
   Tarc hoped so, but thought that if he were to say that, it might have the opposite effect he wanted. He settled for “Just do the best you can.”
 
   They picked up the second man’s wrists and dragged him to the wagon. Dragging him seemed pretty disrespectful. They lifted him in as gently as they could. As they did Tarc’s eye became caught on the face of Deputy Jarvis’ on one of the severed heads lying in the bottom of the wagon. Letting go of the man he’d just lifted, Tarc turned to the side and threw up.
 
   Daussie put a hand on his shoulder as he heaved. Speaking in as deep a voice as she could manage, she said, “Let’s go now.”
 
   Tarc stood, wiped his face and they turned to go. 
 
   A voice came from a ways behind them, “Boy!”
 
   A spike of fear shot through him and Tarc began to turn. Realizing that Daussie wasn’t turning, he elbowed her. “You too!” he whispered.
 
   Once they’d both turned toward the voice, Tarc, his eyes still down, said, “Yes sir?”
 
   “You work at the tavern, right?”
 
   “Yes sir.”
 
   “Isn’t this horse and wagon from your stable?”
 
   “Yes sir.” Tarc said, noticing that the man hadn’t asked if the horse and wagon belonged to the tavern.
 
   “You drive it out to the graveyard then. There’s a crew out there digging graves. Drop off them lot,” he nodded at the bodies in the wagon, “then you can take it back to the tavern.”
 
   “Yes sir.” Tarc turned and got up onto the seat of the wagon. To his astonishment, Daussie went around the wagon and got up on the other side. He whispered to her, “You don’t have to go with me. You can go back to the tavern.”
 
   She shook her head minutely, but said nothing.
 
   Tarc clucked up Shogun and the old horse leaned into its harness.
 
   Once they were out of the square, Daussie looked around and, seeing no one near turned back to Tarc, “If you go over one street, you’ll go right by the tavern. I could get out there.” She said it as if it wouldn’t be possible for her to get out a block away and walk the intervening distance.
 
   At first, like in the old days, Tarc felt irritated that she wanted him to go out of his way. Then he considered what might happen to her in that intervening distance. A wave of sadness washed over him at the loss of his sister’s innocence.
 
   After he’d dropped Daussie off, Tarc continued through the streets toward the gate. The few people who were out and about despite the events turned and stared at the grisly load he bore in the wagon. Desperately he hoped that they understood he’d been ordered to perform this task, yet from the glares he received, he suspected that they thought him to be a collaborator. 
 
   A block from the gate he heard running feet approaching him from behind. Fearing one of the soldiers he glanced back. 
 
   Not a soldier, but just as awful. 
 
   Deputy Jarvis’ young wife ran up behind the wagon, looking over the edge. Hopefully she said, “Eben’s not…”
 
   Tarc felt as if his own heart stopped the instant she saw her husband’s head lying there in the bottom of the wagon. She let out a piercing shriek and stretched out her arms toward her man’s dismembered corpse. After a long moment she sagged so that the only thing keeping her from falling to the street were her arms hanging over the low boards around the edge of the wagon.
 
   Tarc uncertainly got down off the wagon. He had no idea what to do for, or about, the piteously sobbing woman. He put a hand gently on her shoulder, “Ms. Jarvis,” he began hesitantly, looking around. To his dismay he saw a couple of the soldiers approaching on horseback. Worse, one was the man who’d detailed him to take the bodies to the graveyard! “Ms. Jarvis,” he began again.
 
   The woman didn’t react. 
 
   She continued sobbing.
 
   Tarc had no idea what to do.
 
   He was still clumsily patting Ms. Jarvis on the shoulder and wondering what to do when behind him he heard the soldier say, “Boy!”
 
   “Yes sir.” Tarc said, turning and trying not to sound sullen.
 
   “I thought I told you to take that,” he nodded at the wagon, “to the graveyard.”
 
   “Yes sir, um, Deputy Jarvis’ wife, uh, saw her husband, uh, and she…”
 
   “What were you doing on this street?”
 
   “Uh…” Tarc’s heart thumped again in his chest as he wondered how to excuse his detour to drop off Daussie. Suddenly, he realized he had what would appear to be a good reason, “I was hoping to avoid people on Main Street, uh…” he waved vaguely at the woman sobbing against the wagon.
 
   The soldier who’d been talking to Tarc grimaced and rolled his eyes. The other soldier though, slid down off his horse and approached the wagon. Tarc’s eyes darted up and down the narrow street hoping to find some support. 
 
   It stood as empty as a beggar’s dreams.
 
   Tarc turned and backed up against the wagon, wondering if he should try to run. Involuntarily, he shuffled a few tiny steps to the side, clearing a path for his escape. The soldier didn’t attack him though. Instead he stepped to Ms. Jarvis, grabbed the back of her dress and dragged her to her feet. He turned her and looked at her face, pretty despite the tears and the agonized look. 
 
   Tarc took a couple of steps back. His knees felt weak. Again he scanned the street for help but it remained empty.
 
   Letting go of the back of her dress the soldier grabbed the front with both hands, ripping it open to expose her breasts. The man gaped at them a moment, then said, “Them’r mighty fine.”
 
   Still holding Ms. Jarvis up by the shredded front of her dress, he turned to the soldier still up on his horse and barked a cruel laugh, “This bitch just thought she had problems befo…”
 
   Whatever else the man had been about to say cut off as Tarc’s knife buried itself hilt deep in his left eye. 
 
   Tarc turned, reaching back over his shoulder for his second knife. 
 
   The soldier on the horse was turning toward Tarc, eyes widening.
 
   Tarc’s hand flew forward.
 
   The soldier ducked as his sword scraped out of its scabbard.
 
   Terror flashed over the soldier’s face as, impossibly Tarc’s knife followed his head as it attempted to evade. 
 
   The knife plunged into his left eye.
 
   The horse bucked once in response to the convulsion in its rider, throwing the soldier to the ground.
 
   Tarc turned to Jarvis’ wife, but she’d clasped her ruined dress about her and begun sprinting away down the street. Desperately anxious to be away from this scene, Tarc leapt to recover his knives, wipe them on the soldier’s sleeves and remount the wagon. Shogun pulled the wagon forward and its wheel stopped on, then bumped over the would-be rapist’s arm. 
 
   As he turned the first corner he came to, he glanced back, relieved to see the street still as empty as before.
 
   Except for two dead men and their horses.
 
    
 
   As Tarc had expected, the invaders now manned the gate. As he pulled up, one swaggered up to the wagon. “Ah, takin’ a load of shit to the field I see?” 
 
   Tarc kept his eyes downcast and made no response.
 
   “Hey, you’re the boy works at the Tavern, ain’tcha?”
 
   Tarc nodded.
 
   “I’zat hot li’l honey I heard waits tables there back at work yet?”
 
   Tarc shook his head, disgust, fear, and anger warring for his soul.
 
   The man laughed, “Well, you tell her Taso, for one, is dyin’ to make her acquaintance, eh?” He slapped Tarc on the back heartily, “Meanwhile, you’d better get that load out of here before it stinks up the town.”
 
   As if an afterthought, as the wagon rolled through the gate, the man said, “And be rememberin’ that if’n you don’t come back, we’ll be killin’ a couple of members of your family, whosomever that might be.”
 
   Another spike of horror shot through Tarc. For a moment he felt gratified to realize that the soldiers didn’t seem to realize that the tavern was a family business, but he knew it would only take a few questions for them to figure it out.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   When Tarc arrived back at the tavern later in the afternoon, the first thing he did was pull the wagon up next to the well. He trotted to the kitchen and opened the back door. Eva turned, saw Tarc, and let out a little shriek. She started towards him. 
 
   Tarc held up his hands to halt her, “It’s not my blood. Eva stopped just short of him and he felt sure she must be examining him with her ghost. 
 
   She relaxed. 
 
   He said, “If you’ll hand me the buckets, I’ll wash myself and the wagon. I’ll need clean clothes.”
 
   She handed him the buckets, “Get Dodge to wash the wagon. I’ll need you in here as soon as possible to wait tables.”
 
   “Where is Dau-Dodge?”
 
   “Probably hiding in the stable. She’s pretty traumatized… but we’ve got to get her back doing stuff, instead of…” Eva’s voice caught, “of moping.” Her own hands were wringing her apron.
 
   Tarc frowned, “You think she’ll be able to wash the blood out of the wagon?”
 
   Eva’s shoulders slumped, “I wish…” She started again, “I think we should act like she can. She’s going to have to be… tougher. Both of you are going to have to do… things that kids your age shouldn’t have to do.”
 
   Tarc wondered if Daum had told his mother about the men he’d killed last night. Rather than say anything about how horrible that had made him feel though, he only said, “Okay.” No need to burden his mother with more than she already carried.
 
   He went to the stable first. “Daussie?” he called.
 
   No response.
 
   At first he turned to start looking in the stalls, but then he realized his ghost would work as well in the day as it had at night. He expanded it and found one warm spot up in the hayloft, behind the stack of hay bales. “Daussie!” he called again. When the spot didn’t move, he sighed and started up the ladder into the loft. When he got there he realized that she’d not only hidden behind the stack but had covered herself with loose hay. He nudged her with a toe, “Daussie, come on. We need your help.”
 
   She gasped and sat up. “How did you find me?” She looked panicked.
 
   “I knew you were here and… where you would hide.” He saw the fear in her eyes, “It was a good hiding place.” He spoke as reassuringly as he could, “Someone who didn’t know the stable wouldn’t have been able to find you under that stuff.”
 
   “We need to leave this horrible town!”
 
   Tarc shrugged, “Maybe, but we can’t leave now. We’d have to climb over the wall and they’re probably going to be guarding it. Now, the rest of us need your help. Come on.” He held out a hand and she took it. He pulled her to her feet. “I’m going to wait tables; you’ve got to keep doing my jobs.”
 
   She shuddered, but said nothing.
 
   “Come on.” He started down the ladder, worried about what he’d do if she didn’t follow, but a moment later she came after him.
 
   He dropped a bucket into the well and cranked it back up. He tossed one full bucket of water into the back of the wagon and told Daussie to fill a bucket for Shogun. Even in the late afternoon the late spring air was cool. The well water even colder, but Tarc took off the bloody shirt and poured another bucket of water over himself. He wiped himself off with the cleaner back part of the shirt. Shogun was drinking thirstily and Daussie just stood there watching the horse. 
 
   She seemed to need to be told everything she needed to do. Tarc thought her mind must be going over and over recent events. “Dodge,” he said.
 
   Daussie didn’t respond.
 
   “Dodge!” 
 
   She looked up. 
 
   “Get the mop and clean the wagon. Then put the wagon and Shogun back in the stable.”
 
   Daussie’s eyes flashed wide and shot to the bloody floor of the wagon.
 
   Tarc knew from years of experience that she was about to protest. He rode over her, “Don’t say you ‘can’t,’ someone’s got to do it and you can’t go in and wait on the soldiers.” He paused to give her a moment to think, “I’m sure Mom needs wood and water too.”
 
   Daussie grimaced, but after a second’s hesitation she nodded sharply and limped for the kitchen to get the mop.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   At dinner, like at breakfast, there were no townspeople eating at the tavern. The room was packed with soldiers however, all demanding food.
 
   None of them paid. 
 
   Many repeated the jeer from the morning about only paying when the “beautiful girl” was back to wait on them. They all seemed to have heard of Daussie, even though only a few could actually have seen her during the scouting visits prior to the invasion. 
 
   Daum helped Eva in the kitchen and also waited tables as apparently Krait had forbidden any drinking for the next few days.
 
   First they ran out of chicken, then they ran out of sausage, then finally the last of the pork was gone too. Krait had just seated himself when Daum came out of the kitchen to say that the tavern was out of meat, having only carrots and potatoes now.
 
   Krait stood and stalked to Daum, “And why aren’t you serving my men meat?!” 
 
   Daum kept his eyes downcast, “They haven’t been paying. Without money we can’t buy meat.”
 
   Tarc reached behind his neck as if to scratch. Daum saw him do it and gave a little shake of the head. Tarc knew he’d never survive throwing a knife at Krait in a room full of the man’s soldiers, but he had decided that he couldn’t let the man kill his father either.
 
   Rather than threaten Daum, however, Krait stalked to the bar, lifted the piece covering the opening and went to the cash drawer. Tarc’s butt cheeks clenched together with fear that Krait would find it full of money. However, he pulled it open and pawed through some of the compartments without turning to accuse Daum of holding out on him. He turned to Daum, “Where do you get your meat?”
 
   Daum looked reluctant, but after a pause said, “Stevenson’s butchery.”
 
   Krait turned to one of the men who’d just finished eating, “Arco, take the boy there,” he nodded at Tarc, “to the butcher’s place and,” he gave an ugly grin, “requisition some meat to feed our troops.”
 
   Muscles bunched with anger at Daum’s jaw, but he stepped to Tarc’s side, saying a little louder than Tarc had expected, “Go to the kitchen and ask Eva what you should get at the butcher’s place.” He pushed Tarc along toward the kitchen, Tarc thinking he already knew what they needed from his many trips in the past. In a low voice Daum said to Tarc, “Tell Stevenson we’ll pay him back when we can.”
 
   Wondering how they would pay if no money was coming in, Tarc went into the kitchen as he’d been instructed. He briefly told Eva what had happened and Eva made some suggestions, but most importantly said to take whatever Stevenson had a lot of.
 
    
 
   When they arrived at Stevenson’s, the door was shut and a “Closed” sign hung on it. Tarc shrugged and began to turn away, but Arco stepped up to it and began pounding on the door with the butt of a big knife.
 
   Wondering if Arco couldn’t read, Tarc said, “They’re closed.”
 
   Arco turned to give Tarc a malicious grin. He spoke loudly enough that Tarc understood he intended his voice be heard inside, “Well now, closed or not, if they don’t come to the door in the next minute or so, we’ll just be breakin’ it down, won’t we? I reckon we can pick ourselves out some meat without their help.”
 
   Arco had just told his men to look for something to batter the door with when Stevenson cracked it open. “We’re closed,” he said nervously.
 
   Arco jerked the door out of the butcher’s hand and drawing his sword stalked in to the shop as Stevenson backed away, hands up and eyes wide. “I don’t think you mean that it’s closed to me, do you?” he said in a dangerous tone.
 
   “No, no sir!” Stevenson said, obviously panicked.
 
   “Now, boy,” Arco said, turning to Tarc, “What did the cook say you needed back at the tavern?”
 
    
 
   Despite several attempts, Tarc was never able to get close enough to Stevenson to pass Daum’s message that the tavern would pay him later. As they left Arco had slapped the butcher on the shoulder and told him to consider the meat a part of “Sheriff Krait’s new taxes.”
 
   Stevenson glared furiously at Tarc when Arco and his men weren’t looking. Until then he’d assumed that the townspeople would recognize that Krait and his men held the Hyllises in their thrall.
 
   Now he worried, what if the townspeople think of us as collaborators? Not just for driving the wagon to the cemetery, but for feeding the soldiers? Could the Hyllises, somehow, wind up on the wrong side of both groups?
 
    
 
   Back at the tavern, Tarc and Daussie unloaded the wagon into the kitchen while Daum and Eva started cooking meats to go with the potatoes and carrots they’d cooked up while Tarc was gone. Daum frowned and closed his eyes in disappointment when Tarc told him that he’d been unable to give Stevenson their promise of repayment.
 
   Then Tarc was out in the big room taking orders and delivering food. Krait had ensconced himself at the biggest table and seemed to be having some kind of council of his men. With dismay he heard them talking about how much money they’d taken when they’d taken down the town’s three banks, Harrison’s among them. Tarc thought of the big jar of coins he’d taken to Harrison’s only a few days ago and wondered how much money his parents might have had on deposit there even before the strangers started to come to town. 
 
   Thinking of that made him think of the money in jars in the cellar and that led him to wonder how Captain Pike was doing. Behind him he heard Krait ask, “We got all the deputies?”
 
   Someone grunted affirmatively. 
 
   “Did we find Pike and his trainers?”
 
   “We got two of the trainers, both killed. Don’t know what happened to the third one. The team sent to the armory arrested Pike and sent him off to be locked up with the sheriff for the big display today, but he never got there. The three men that took him were some of the ones that got shot in the eye.” 
 
   Tarc had paused in the middle of marking an order and had to scramble to remember and write the rest.
 
   Krait said, “Shot in the eye!?
 
   “I thought you’d heard. We had fifteen casualties last night which isn’t great, but isn’t as bad as it might have been.” 
 
   Tarc glanced that way and saw the man lean closer to Krait. 
 
   The man quietly said, as if describing something particularly horrible, “But, Captain… eleven of them were shot in the left eye.”
 
   “Call me ‘Sheriff’ goddammit! It’s what these toads are used to.” He paused, then asked in a puzzled though angry tone, “What do you mean ‘shot?’”
 
   “Uh, well some of them had arrows in their heads, either entering or exiting the left eye. Others just had wounds in the eye, maybe an arrow that had been pulled out, maybe a knife.” He paused, “What kind of monster would stab men in the eye like that?”
 
   Tarc wondered if the man had any idea what his Captain/Sheriff had ordered done in the square that day.
 
   Krait said, “I don’t give a shit what kind of person would do it; how did they do it?”
 
   “I don’t know how, but someone killed two more of our guys the same way this afternoon! The men are pretty spooked about it.”
 
   One of the men Tarc had been taking orders from suddenly barked, “That’s it boy, what are you waiting for?”
 
   Tarc jerked his attention back to his order chit and headed for the kitchen again, distress welling up. He hadn’t counted until the man summarized it for him. He’d killed thirteen men?!
 
    
 
   When things slowed a little, Eva stopped Tarc, “Pretend like I’ve sent you to the cellar for something. Check up on Captain Pike. Bring up a jar of shine or something when you come back up.”
 
   “Should I take him some food?”
 
   “No! Not with a hole in his gut. He could drink some water; a little at a time so it’s absorbed before it gets to that part of his small intestine. I can’t think of an excuse for you to be taking water down there though.”
 
   Tarc reached up and pulled down one of the little crates that Eva kept her medical supplies in. He pulled out a bunch of the cloth wrapped bundles that held things which had been sterilized. “I’ll put in a couple of jars of water there. If they ask me what this stuff is, I’ll tell them it’s all ‘healer’ stuff.”
 
   Eva shook her head. “I don’t want them knowing I’m a healer. Next thing you know, I’ll be providing that service to those horrible men as well.” She took out more of the wrapped bundles and put in some of her precious little jars of spices and several small pots and pans. “Tell them it’s cooking supplies.”
 
   Tarc filled a couple of big jars with water out of the tank and put them in. “Wish me luck.”
 
   In the event, none of the remaining soldiers even acted as if they noticed as Tarc went through the room and down the cellar stairs. He’d heard that servers sometimes became invisible to customers but hadn’t experienced it before. 
 
    
 
   When Tarc moved the panel and looked into the hidden compartment he saw that someone had brought some old blankets down. Pike had folded two underneath himself for padding. He huddled under the other one.
 
   The man looked sick.
 
   Tarc pulled out the jars of water and stepped into the compartment. He sent his ghost upstairs to confirm that none of the men had gotten up to follow him down into the cellar. Then he poured some water into one of the small pots and moved to Pike’s side. 
 
   “Captain, would you like a few sips of water?” Tarc sent his ghost into Pike’s abdomen.
 
   “What I’d like…” Pike said, “is for you to stab me in the heart and put me out of my gods be damned misery.”
 
   Tarc twitched at the thought of killing again. Slowly he said, “How about a sip of water instead?” His ghost had found the wound in Pike’s intestine. The tissue around it had thickened and felt hot. A little bit of fluid surrounded the intestines in that area but it didn’t seem to have leaked out of the wound. Instead, Tarc thought it was exuding from the wall of the intestine near the sutures. He suspected that infection was responsible for some of the changes. One of the Hyllis’s books had talked of making a medicine from bread mold that could kill germs. Practical details on how that might be done were sadly lacking though. 
 
   Pike lifted his head, so Tarc helped him sit up a little and held the cup to his lips. He asked Tarc what had happened during the day.
 
   Tarc described the scene in the square to him and he closed his eyes and sighed. “Well, we failed.”
 
   Tarc wasn’t sure exactly what he meant by failed. “At least we got you free.”
 
   “No, I meant the town’s leaders. We failed to keep the barbarians outside the gate.”
 
   “Oh. But we could still push them back outside the walls, couldn’t we?”
 
   Pike shrugged listlessly, “I don’t know how. Everyone with any military training is dead.”
 
   “That’s not true! You’ve trained every man in this town, at least a little. The soldiers are pretty upset about how many of their own got killed last night.”
 
   Pike frowned, “How many did they lose?”
 
   Tarc thought to himself, they’d said fifteen last night, plus two today… “Seventeen so far. Do you think killing them a few at a time will help?”
 
   Pike grunted a sad little laugh, “Sure, if we had someone who could do it. Having a few men dropping dead every day destroys morale. But, I doubt we can kill very many of them, they aren’t going to just walk up and say, ‘slay me next,’ you know. From what Krait said in the square they’re trained soldiers.”
 
   Tarc pondered this a moment, then said, “I’d better get back upstairs before they start wondering what I’m doing. I’m sure Eva will come check on you before she goes to bed.”
 
   Tarc left the jars of water with Pike and closed up the wall. He started back up the stairs carrying a bottle of moonshine.
 
    
 
   Most of the soldiers had left by the time Tarc got back upstairs. However, Daum told him that six of them were staying in the rooms upstairs. “Daussie’s going to sleep in the hayloft. She doesn’t want to stay over here if there are soldiers sleeping in our rooms. Eva thinks we should empty her room so they don’t wonder who lives there.”
 
   “What if some of them sleep in the stable again?”
 
   “I asked them if any were going to do that and they said ‘no.’” Daum shrugged, “They killed quite a few people… I think they’re sleeping in their homes. Also in the drill center, and Robinson’s hotel.”
 
   Tarc’s eyes widened, “But they only killed the men! What about the wives that lived in those homes?”
 
   Daum gazed at his son for a moment, then said, “I don’t think we want to know…”
 
   Tarc had been wondering whether he could bring himself to kill any of the soldiers in cold blood rather than self-defense. Now, his own blood running cold, he decided that surely he could. “Capt. Pike said that killing a few of them each night would destroy their morale.”
 
   Daum had been turning away, but his eyes jerked back to his son. “Don’t even think it! We got very, very lucky last night.”
 
   “But I was thinking…”
 
   “Well, don’t!” Daum sighed, “Sorry, I shouldn’t bark at you. But, I don’t want to lose you either. It would be good if you could move the stuff out of Daussie’s room. You can tell what the soldiers upstairs are doing before you move anything, so you’re less likely to run into one of them carrying stuff out of her room.”
 
   Tarc nodded, much as he didn’t want to do it, it would be safer for him. He headed upstairs where he moved Daussie’s feminine things in amongst his mother’s stuff. Things that seemed gender free he moved into his own room. The man in the room next to Daussie’s was sound asleep and not disturbed by Tarc moving around. Each time, before he left Daussie’s room, Tarc checked the hall to make sure it was empty. Daussie didn’t have much so it only took a few trips and Tarc was able to carry out the move completely unobserved.
 
   Still worried about Daussie, he decided to go out and check on her. Perhaps she needed something from her room?
 
   Once in the stable, Tarc checked on Shogun who seemed fine. There were six horses in the stalls of the stable. Tarc wondered if the soldiers would pay for the upkeep of the horses. If not the tavern could run out of the hay Daussie was hiding behind. He could feel her with his ghost, hidden on the other side of the stack of hay bales.
 
   Tarc climbed the ladder up to the loft. When he reached the top and turned his attention back to Daussie, he saw that she had shifted position, now crouched rather than lying down. Her pose looked very tense. For a moment he wondered what she was doing, “Daussie?”
 
   She relaxed. “Tarc!” she whispered, “Tell me it’s you if you come out here!”
 
   “Oh… sorry.” Tarc moved around to the other side of the stack of bales. Daussie held one of the small kitchen knives in her hand. Despite being extremely cramped, the little crevice of the end of the stacks of bales that Daussie had appropriated wasn’t really very well hidden. “Uh, I think we can make you a better hiding spot.”
 
   “Where?”
 
   “In the middle of the bales, rather than at the end here.” Tarc started restacking the bales of the second row from the end.
 
   “How are you seeing to do that?!”
 
   Tarc realized that he had been mostly using his ghost. “Um, I see pretty well in the dark compared to most people.”
 
   “I’ll say,” she said, sounding a little dubious.
 
   Tarc couldn’t really evaluate the expression on her face with his ghost, having not had much experience trying to do that. He hoped that she had believed him about just seeing well, though he didn’t know what else she might suspect. Soon, he had left the back part of the second row only two bales high. The front of the stack was full height to hide the fact that the stack was incomplete behind it. Daussie could climb around behind the entire stack of bales and spread her blankets on top of the two bales in the partially empty slot. This left her surrounded by bales everywhere except at the back wall.
 
   Once he’d guided Daussie back and let her feel around so that she understood what Tarc had done with his re-stacking, she thanked him with evident feeling. After an uncomfortable pause, she gave him a little hug.
 
   Tarc couldn’t remember ever getting a hug from his sister. Or giving her one for that matter. After years of thinking he despised his sibling, he realized that being her ally of late felt much better. He said, “Uh, I’ll get you a better knife too.”
 
    
 
   When Tarc came back out with a bigger knife and his old sheath, he sent out his ghost to be absolutely sure no one else was in the stable, then said, “Daussie, it’s me.”
 
   He brought a lamp and asked her to climb down from the loft. Taking the lamp up near the hay would be dangerous. Down in the light, he showed her how to strap the sheath on and position it where the knife would be easy to reach.
 
   Tarc started to leave, but Daussie said, “Uh, I don’t really know how to use a knife. I mean, in a fight. Can you… teach me anything from your training?”
 
   Tarc thought about telling her that the drill center didn’t teach knife fighting, but decided that the last thing she needed to know now was that he didn’t know how to fight with a knife either. “The heart is right here,” he said, pointing to his left chest. “But, if you stab right at it, you might be stopped by a rib, so it’s a better, if you can, to stab up under the ribs.”
 
   Daussie looked a little puzzled, “How do you mean?”
 
   Pretending he had a knife in his fist, Tarc showed her how he thought you might plunge a knife up under the ribs and into the heart. He suspected that he knew the anatomy better than any of the soldiers out there, even if he’d never done it.
 
   Daussie put her new knife back in the sheath and practiced stabbing at Tarc with her closed fist a couple of times. “I’d have to get really close for this to work!” she said. “I don’t think I could get past one of their swords to do that.”
 
   Tarc felt his own cheeks heating, “Yeah. No one wants to take a knife to a sword fight. If you’re fighting a sword, there’s probably no way you can win. I’m thinking more… if one of them figures out… that… you’re a girl and gets really close on his own…” Tarc rushed through the last few words.
 
   “Oh… Yeah,” Daussie said sadly. “Thanks,” she said in a very small voice.
 
   Tarc stayed, holding the lamp up while Daussie climbed back up to her hiding place. When he went back into the tavern, he felt somehow that he’d let his sister down.
 
    
 
   


  
 



Chapter Eight
 
    
 
   The next morning’s breakfast rush was enormous again, but Krait had apparently told his men to start paying for their meals so at least the tavern had income again. Once the rush slowed, Daum sent Tarc out to pay Stevenson for yesterday’s meat. The streets were fairly empty. Tarc had the impression that people only went out on absolutely necessary errands. No more “shopping” as a form of social activity.
 
   To his surprise he saw Jacob coming his way on the other side of the street. He crossed over, desperate to talk to someone outside his own family. To his dismay, Jacob looked both ways as if embarrassed to be seen with Tarc. Then he stepped into a small alley.
 
   Tarc followed him in to the alley, “What’s the matter?”
 
   “People are saying you’re ‘collaborators.’ They say the tavern’s the only place in town doing a booming business. And, they say you showed up at Stevenson’s with a bunch of soldiers and just took their meat without paying.”
 
   “That ‘booming business’ is all soldiers! None of them paid us yesterday! When we ran out of meat, they took me to Stevenson’s and they took the meat not me!”
 
   Jacob shrugged, “I thought it might be something like that but… you know how people talk.”
 
   Tarc said, “You tell them, that when you met me I was on my way to pay Stevenson’s. Even though we didn’t get paid yesterday, my dad said we should pay Stevenson’s so that there wouldn’t be any bad blood between us.”
 
   Jacob said, “I’ll try to get the word out, but you know bad gossip spreads faster than good.”
 
   “Thanks. Do whatever you can do, my family will appreciate it.”
 
   “Did, did you hear about Joe and Denny Smith?”
 
   “No, we haven’t heard anything. With all the soldiers in our place, nobody from town has come by.”
 
   “Well, people from town haven’t been going out much anyway. Especially…” He wavered.
 
   Tarc developed a sense of foreboding. When Jacob had first mentioned Joe and Denny, Tarc had thought that maybe he was going to say that Denny was pregnant. Now he couldn’t believe that he’d thought the news could be anything but terrible. “What happened?!”
 
   “Joe and Denny were going somewhere, nobody’s sure exactly where… But they ran into some soldiers that said some things about Denny. You know Joe, he was kind of a hothead. He said something to the soldiers and one of them ran him through with a sword…”
 
   “Jesus!”
 
   “And then they took turns raping Denny.”
 
   Tarc closed his eyes as horror and hate welled up in him.
 
   The sound of feet tramping in unison became audible. “Oh-oh,” Jacob said, “some of them are coming. I’ve got to get out of here; they don’t like us talking to each other on the street.” He slipped around the corner and was gone.
 
   Tarc scrubbed at his eyes with his sleeve; then stepped out around the corner continuing in the opposite direction from Jacob. The soldiers tramped by and though Tarc didn’t look at them, he thought he could feel their eyes on him.
 
   When he got to Stevenson’s the door was closed and locked again. He knocked but no one answered. He went around back where Stevenson kept a number of animals waiting to butcher at need. When he got there, Stevenson and his wife were just going inside. Tarc had the distinct feeling that Stevenson had been out caring for the animals and she’d come to get him in response to Tarc’s knocking. “Mr. Stevenson!” he called out.
 
   Stevenson stopped in the doorway and turned, “Well, don’t you have a lot of nerve! You come to demand more meat without paying?” Suddenly, he looked nervous. He glanced around, and seeing no one appeared reassured. “Didn’t you bring your bully boys?”
 
   Tarc felt a flash of anger at being addressed this way, but did his best to stay calm. He said, “I’m truly sorry about that Mr. Stevenson. It surely wasn’t our idea. The soldiers had been at our place and hadn’t been paying. When we ran out of meat, we told them we couldn’t buy any more. Instead of paying us, they dragged me down here so they could ‘requisition’ meat from you.”
 
   Stevenson looked a little mollified, but then said, “I’m sure your dad has some money saved up.”
 
   Tarc nodded, “And he told me yesterday to tell you that he’d pay you out of his own funds, but I wasn’t able to pass the message without a soldier hearing me yesterday.” He reached in his pocket, “My dad sent me down here today to pay you.” He held out a handful of coins, “How much was it?”
 
   Stevenson looked a little embarrassed. “Even though he didn’t get paid?”
 
   “Yes sir.”
 
   “Out of his savings?”
 
   “Yes sir.”
 
   “Weren’t his savings in one of the banks?”
 
   “Yes sir, a good part of them.”
 
   Stevenson took a big breath and squared his shoulders, “You tell your Pa… he’s a better man than most and I’m sorry I said some bad things about him yesterday. I’ll split the cost of yesterday’s meat with him.” He leaned forward and selected coins from Tarc’s hand. 
 
   Tarc had purchased meat from Stevenson’s enough times in the past that he had a pretty good idea how much yesterday’s meat should have cost. It did seem to Tarc that Stevenson had taken about half the coin he would usually have charged.
 
   Once that business was done, Tarc asked if he could get a side of bacon. Stevenson said, “Sure,” and led Tarc through the house to the front. The butcher lived right on the river, and cold water ran in through a series of little troughs to cool the cabinet Stevenson kept butchered meat in. While he was getting the bacon, Stevenson’s wife filled Tarc in on the news passing through the town’s gossip channels from one woman to another. 
 
   Denny hadn’t been the only woman raped. Soldiers had moved into the homes of the men who had been killed in the square or who’d hindered the takeover the night before. Some of the women had moved out and gone to live with their families, but those that hadn’t had been abused in their own homes. It seemed like any man who looked like he might be a threat was being killed. “They’ve been asking around, trying to find out who is good with the sword.” She glanced at Tarc, “You’d best hope they don’t start asking about archers or Daum will be in trouble.”
 
   A bolt of fear shot through Tarc, but just then Stevenson said, “Here’s your bacon.”
 
   Feeling somewhat dazed, Tarc laid out the same amount of money he’d been charged for a side of bacon in the past.
 
   Stevenson looked at it thoughtfully for a moment, “And the soldiers are payin’ for their meals now?”
 
   Tarc nodded.
 
   Stevenson nodded in return, then swept up the coins. “I hope somebody does something about those bastards soon.”
 
   As Tarc left, he wondered just who Stevenson thought might be doing something.
 
    
 
   When Tarc got back to the tavern, he told his parents about how they’d been called collaborators. Daum said, “I was afraid of something like that. That’s why I wanted you to tell Stevenson we’d pay. I know you didn’t get a chance, but…”
 
   Eva said, “Surely they’ll figure it out soon.”
 
   Tarc told them that Stevenson had said he would get the word out to the town that the Hyllis’s had been forced to feed the soldiers. But then he had to tell them about Ms. Stevenson’s tales of rapes and killings and how she’d said they might be looking for archers sometime.
 
   His parents glanced at each other in dismay.
 
   Eva raised her hands to her cheeks, “Maybe we should try to flee?”
 
   Daum said, “They aren’t letting anyone out the gate. We’d have to go over the wall and wouldn’t be able to take much with us at all.”
 
   “We’d have our lives!”
 
   “You’d have to leave your healer instruments behind.”
 
   Tarc was horrified to see tears welling up in his mother’s eyes. “Better that,” she said after a moment, “than you dead, Daussie raped, and, and…” she trailed off without saying more.
 
   One of the soldiers leaned in the door to the kitchen and bellowed, “Hey, how ‘bout some service out here?”
 
    
 
   As Tarc served the crowds of soldiers at lunch and dinner he couldn’t help but wonder whether any of the men he was feeding might have been involved in killing Joe and raping Denny. Or any of the other townspeople for that matter.
 
   He discovered that feeling that angry and hiding it constantly left him feeling exhausted. As the dinner rush slowed he asked Eva, “Couldn’t we put poison in their food somehow?”
 
   “You don’t think they could put two and two together if they started droppin’ over dead in here?”
 
   “Well yeah, but I was thinking of something slow acting. Then it would do them in late at night, far from here.”
 
   She snorted a small laugh, “If everyone that ate here tonight turned up dead tomorrow, I think even those idiots could figure it out.”
 
    
 
   When Tarc went down to check on Pike, the man was somewhat delirious. Tarc gave him some water and sent his ghost in to check for any leaking. He didn’t find a leak, but noticed that the intestine was so swollen in that region that its contents seem to be backed up. He used his ghost to push the contents of the bowel past the narrowed area and then tried squeezing the walls of the intestine a little bit. He found he could milk some of the fluid out of the walls making them a little less swollen, but wondered if that was a good or bad thing to do. He decided he’d have to ask Eva.
 
   Pike woke up enough to ask Tarc what was going on in town. When Tarc told him he cursed for a while. “Is Garcia still alive?”
 
   “I don’t know. I haven’t heard that he’s been killed. Why?”
 
   “‘Cause he’s the only real warrior you’ve got. He might be able to sneak around in the night and kill some of those sons of bitches. He’s really good at throwing knives. A few of those assholes turn up dead in the morning, that’ll put the fear of God in ‘em.”
 
   “What if… what if they take retribution? They might kill a bunch of townspeople… or something.”
 
   “What if? They’re already killin’ ‘em!” He cackled, “I’ll bet if they tried to drag everyone down the square again, this time they’d have a revolt on their hands!” He stared off into the distance for a moment. “Is Garcia still alive?”
 
   “Um, I don’t know.” Tarc said, beginning to think that Pike had lost touch.
 
   “Garcia’s really good at throwing knives you know. Tell him for me, he should go around at night killin’ those sons of bitches. Play hell with the bastard’s morale…” He said this last with a distant tone.
 
   “Capt. Pike?”
 
   Pike didn’t respond. For a moment Tarc thought he might have died, but a quick check with his ghost showed the man’s heart still beat, though its pace was rapid and his breathing was shallow. 
 
   Not knowing what else to do, Tarc went upstairs and reported Pike’s status to his mother. It turned out his mother had no idea whether massaging the fluid out of the walls of Pike’s intestine was a good idea or not.
 
    
 
   That evening Tarc was coming out of the outhouse in the stable yard when he saw a couple of the soldiers who’d been staying at the tavern walking toward the stable itself. With a sense of foreboding, he walked quietly over to the side of the stable hoping that Daussie was in her hide. 
 
   As soon as his ghost could reach into the stable, he saw with dismay that she was down stairs carrying a bucket of something to the horses.
 
   When the door of the stable creaked open, she stopped, frozen in place, bucket still in hand. At first the men didn’t appear to notice her, but she was standing right in front of the stall that one of them headed toward.
 
   When he did notice her, he seemed startled, then said, “Hey, it’s the gimp.”
 
   The other soldiers seemed startled as well, but then said, “Damn, I forgot about him.” He grinned and turned back to Daussie, “Boy, saddle up our horses for us. They’re the ones in those two stalls,” he said, pointing.
 
   Tarc’s heart pounded in his chest. He didn’t think Daussie was strong enough to saddle a horse. She might not even know how. It was hard to tell an emotional state with his ghost, but Daussie appeared to be frozen in place with panic. He coughed and pushed the door to the stable open. When he stepped inside, the soldiers had their hands on the hilts of their swords. “Oh, excuse me. Can I help you?” he asked.
 
   “Yeah, you can saddle one of our horses, while the gimp there does the other.”
 
   “Oh, sorry, Dodge there is pretty retarded. Feedin’ and waterin’ the horses is about as good as he can do. But I’ll be happy to saddle your horses while he does that other stuff.” He walked over to the stall Daussie stood in front of and said, “This one here?”
 
   The first man grunted affirmatively and Tarc took the saddle off its stand. Daussie still hadn’t moved, so Tarc said, “Dodge!” He glanced down into the bucket and saw that it was full of water, “go ahead and water the other horses.”
 
   This startled her out of her inaction. Tarc was horrified to see however, that she took her first two steps without a limp. Looking down he saw that she was barefoot. Without the sock stuffed in the heel of her shoe to throw her off balance she’d evidently forgotten she was supposed to have a lamp. She rose up on her toes after that first couple of steps, but Tarc feared it was too late.
 
   As he threw the saddle on the horse’s back, Tarc looked over the horse to see the two soldier’s eyes following Daussie. They looked suspicious. Heart sinking, but doing his best to distract them, Tarc said, “You guys on night watch tonight?”
 
   “Yeah,” the man said, his eyes tracking Daussie as she came back the other way. “Hey, you know what? I think your cripple here has been faking it.” He reached out and grabbed Daussie by the shoulder, spinning her around. “In fact…” he reached out and lifted her chin, “I think this is a girl, pretending to be a crippled boy.” His eyes searched Daussie’s face. He barked a laugh, “This,” he reached up and ripped open Daussie’s shirt to expose the windings around her chest, “is that beautiful little bitch everybody’s been hankering after.” He grabbed Daussie by the wrist, “And I’m gonna be firs…”
 
   The man’s speech cut off when Tarc’s knife buried itself in his eye socket. 
 
   The second man had started forward. His eye widened and he started to duck. A look of dismay was his final expression as the second knife curved after his eye.
 
   Tarc ran out of the stall, afraid Daussie might start shrieking and he’d have to clap a hand over her mouth. Instead, she kicked the body of the soldier closest to her. “Assholes!” she said.
 
   Tarc skidded to a stop beside her, astonished by the change. She was calmly buttoning her shirt back up. Where had his timid sister suddenly gone? “Um,” he said, brilliantly.
 
   Daussie looked up at him. “What are we gonna do with the bodies?” she asked.
 
   “I’ll load them onto their horses and take them a long way from here.”
 
   She frowned, “What if we run into some other soldiers?
 
   “I won’t.” Tarc said. He waited a moment for her to ask him how he could be sure of that.
 
   Instead, she bent over and pulled the knife out of the first man’s eye socket. Wiping it on the man’s sleeve, she said curiously, “Where’d you learn to throw a knife?!”
 
   “I, uh, I’ve been practicing.” She didn’t seem to be surprised by his accuracy, but perhaps she thought anyone could throw that well.
 
   “I’ll clean your knives, while you’re saddling the horses.”
 
   Tarc had just put the saddle on the second horse when Daussie came into the stall where he was working. “Here are your knives,” she said, handing them to him. She watched as he put them away, then said, “Hah, I’d just started wondering where you were keeping them.” She glanced down, “I think I know how to do the straps, if you want to put the first guy on his horse.”
 
   “Okaaay,” Tarc said still wondering what had happened to his previously faint-hearted sister. He considered asking her, but this seemed like a bad time. He didn’t want to scare this new person away. “I’ll try it with the smaller guy, but I might need help.”
 
   “Okay,” she shrugged, “just call me if you do.”
 
   Tarc dragged the man into the stall. As he had feared, lifting the floppy body onto the horse by himself proved nearly impossible. He called Daussie, and without complaint, while he held the man up by the waist, she took his hands and guided his upper body up and over the saddle. Once in place the man’s body seemed fairly stable. They did the same with the second man, then Tarc checked to make sure the horses were tacked correctly. He wanted whoever found them to think they had ridden out of the stable and been killed somewhere else.
 
   Tarc wiped up a little blood off the floor and checked outside the stable with his ghost to make sure the way was clear. “Okay, I’ve got this now.”
 
   Daussie shook her head, “I think I’d better go with you. I can help you make sure these guys don’t fall off, and if they do, you’ll surely need help putting them back on.”
 
   That made eminent sense, though Tarc couldn’t believe she didn’t want to cower in her hideout. He shrugged and said, “Thanks, that would be great.” He led the first horse out and Daussie followed behind. Casting ahead with his ghost, he led them down first one street and another, staying away from streets Tarc could tell were populated by warm bodies. Though it was slow going, despite the turning back and forth they gradually got farther and farther from the tavern. He wished he’d known where the soldiers had been assigned. It would be better if they were found somewhere between the tavern and their assignment as if they’d been attacked in route.
 
   Once, when Tarc had them double back, Daussie asked, “Why are we turning around?”
 
   “There are some people up around that corner.” Tarc waited for her to ask why he thought that, but she didn’t. Her ready acceptance of his leadership kind of freaked him out. Years of having her argue with him on every detail of their lives made this sudden acquiescence difficult to comprehend. He kept wanting to ask her about her sudden change, but feared that the mere question might bring the old Daussie back. What if she was merely displaying some kind of shock? She might recover, but he really didn’t want her to.
 
   Eventually, about ten blocks from the tavern, he led one horse into an alley. He went back out, pointed the horse Daussie had been leading the other direction, and slapped it smartly on the backside. It took off at a startled trot, though it soon slowed. To Tarc’s relief the soldier’s body stayed across the horse’s back. He wanted them to be found a long way from the tavern, but also wanted their death to strike fear into Krait’s men. He thought that finding them belly down across the saddle would be more frightening than finding them on the ground.
 
   For a minute, Tarc pondered going somewhere else in the town to try to kill another soldier. It would be less suspicious for the tavern if another of their men, one completely unrelated to the tavern, died that night as well. However, he would have to travel across town with Daussie, which would put her at risk as well. He turned back toward the tavern.
 
   They had gone two blocks when Tarc felt one of Krait’s patrols coming their way. He turned left and they hurried a block to be sure that they could be around the corner before the patrol came into view.
 
   There were people on the street Tarc had been going to turn onto as well. He wasn’t sure they were Krait’s men, but he and Daussie hurried across that street anyway. The siblings trotted down to the next corner, trying to stay as quiet as they could. Once again there were people in the street to the right, the direction which went towards the tavern. Worse, Tarc could now tell that someone was coming down the street towards them from directly ahead. They had no choice but to turn left and travel away from the tavern.
 
   At the next half-block, Tarc turned them into a narrow alley. Part way down it he realized with dismay that, although he’d checked the alley for people, he’d been using his ghost to search for bright spots of warmth indicating people on their feet. 
 
   Only about 20 feet away, there was a man lying down under a pile of leaves and debris! Tarc wondered if it was a drunk, but they were a long way from the bars and taverns. Besides, the man looked tense, not sprawled.
 
   He had a sudden thought. Crouching down a respectable distance away he whispered, “Sgt. Garcia?”
 
   In return he heard Garcia’s voice, “Young Hyllis?”
 
   “Yes. Are you doing okay?”
 
   “I guess. My wife and kids have had to scatter out to hide with different relatives. I’ve been trying to stay undercover and figure out something to do about these invaders… Unfortunately, I haven’t had any strokes of genius yet.”
 
   “Capt. Pike says that it will be terribly demoralizing for them if some of them are killed each night,” Tarc paraphrased. It wasn’t exactly what the captain had said, but Tarc thought it was close enough. “He thought you might be able to kill some of them.”
 
   Garcia snorted softly, “Easier said than done, unfortunately. Killing a man is hard.” After a pause, “The Captain’s still alive then?”
 
   Tarc nodded, then realized again that Garcia probably would have a hard time seeing it. “Yes, he’s pretty sick though.”
 
   “Who’s that with you?”
 
   “My sister, Daussie.”
 
   “Jesus, what’s she doing out here in town?”
 
   To Tarc’s great amazement Daussie said, as if it were obvious, “Tarc needed help moving a couple of dead soldiers away from the stable on their horses. If they’d fallen off, he wouldn’t have been able to get them back on.”
 
   “Dead soldiers?”
 
   “Oh crap!” Tarc said. He had been focusing on the conversation instead of keeping his ghost spread as far as possible. A pair of soldiers were about to enter the alley. “Someone’s coming!”
 
   “Where?” Garcia said, lifting his head. The two men came into view, “How did you know…”
 
   “I heard something,” Tarc whispered. “Let’s get out of here!” Then he sagged, “Too late. Two more coming from the other end.”
 
   “Move on a little towards that end,” Garcia whispered back, “when these two go past me, I’ll attack them from behind.”
 
   “Okay.” He turned to Daussie, “Dauss, you hide in that doorway.” Tarc started slowly towards the far end of the alley. Two soldiers appeared there and started towards him. He hated the trapped sensation. Resisting the temptation to reach for his knife, he wondered if he could brazen it out. “Good evening,” he called.
 
   “Patrol. Stop where you are. We’ve had the feeling you might be trying to avoid us. What are you doing out this time of night?”
 
   Tarc didn’t have to pretend to be nervous. Voice trembling, he said, “Just going to talk to my uncle. Is there a problem?” He checked behind him to see what was going on with the two soldiers back there. With horror, he realized Daussie hadn’t hidden in the doorway like he’d told her. Instead she was standing right behind him. The other two soldiers were just passing Garcia’s position.
 
   “Yeah, there’s a problem,” the soldier said, drawing his sword. “Get down on your knees.”
 
   My knees? Tarc wondered why, but only for a second. He started to lower himself as if he was going to kneel, but at the same time raised his hands as if he were surrendering. At the last moment he reached back over his shoulder.
 
   His arm flashed forward.
 
   One knife on the way, he reached back for another.
 
   The first soldier convulsed, flipping end over end as the knife blade shot into his brain through the thin bone in the back of the eye’s orbit and set off a massive seizure.
 
   The second soldier simply slumped, quivering in his own death throes.
 
   Tarc pulled out his working knife and spun towards the men behind him. Garcia was leaping onto the one farthest away.
 
   Tarc threw his working knife at the closer one. The bigger knife was quite a bit harder to control, but Tarc had thrown it relatively well. He was able to make it strike the eye, though it went in near the upper part of the orbit. The point of the blade skipped inward off the harder rim of the orbit, down the semi-conical funnel of bone behind the eye and into the brain.
 
   Garcia was struggling with the soldier he had attacked. Tarc had the impression that he had tried to stab the man in the back but had encountered mail. Now he had the man from behind, wrestling with him. He appeared to be trying to reach over and cut the man’s throat. 
 
   Tarc had thrown all the knives he had.
 
   He was about to run to the soldier he’d just killed and retrieve his working knife when Daussie said, “Here.”
 
   Tarc realized she was holding out the knife he’d given her earlier. He took the knife. He’d never thrown this one, but its balance felt fair.
 
   Garcia and his opponent heaved at each other. A twist in their battle put Garcia behind the man from Tarc’s perspective. The man tried to stab his sword up over his shoulder at Garcia and Garcia ducked his head down.
 
   Tarc threw Daussie’s knife.
 
   It flew, curving slightly to follow the man’s head as he hunched against Garcia’s grip. That slight curve was about as much as Tarc could put on the heavy work knife, but it was enough.
 
   As the knife lodged in the base of his brain, this man also convulsed. The explosive contraction twisted the man free from Garcia’s grip. For a moment Garcia looked panicked, but when the man flopped to the ground and lay there merely quivering Tarc could hear the breath sigh out of him.
 
   Tarc bent and retrieved his working knife from the man in front of him. Giving it a quick wipe on the man’s clothes, he slipped it in his sheath and stepped to the one who’d been fighting Garcia.
 
   Tarc looked up at Garcia who had been looking around, trying to figure out what had happened to their attackers. Tarc bent and jerked Daussie’s knife out of Garcia’s erstwhile opponent.
 
   Tarc turned and walked toward Daussie. He handed her knife to her, whispering, “It’s still bloody. I didn’t get a chance to wipe it.”
 
   “That’s okay,” she said, matter-of-factly. “Here’s your throwing knives. I cleaned them off.” She turned back to the two bodies, evidently intending to wipe her own knife off on one of them. Tarc bent over so the motion of putting his own knives away wouldn’t be visible to Garcia.
 
   Standing back up, he walked back to where Garcia had turned his erstwhile opponent onto his back and stood staring at him, “What the hell just happened?” he asked, almost plaintively.
 
   Tarc shrugged, though he wasn’t sure Garcia could see it. Looking with his real eyes, he saw that the man’s wound fell in the fold just above the eyeball and was hard to see in the dim light. It hadn’t bled much. “I don’t know, but we’d better get out of here before more of them show up.” He tugged at Garcia’s elbow, turning him towards the tavern. “Would you like to sleep in our cellar with Capt. Pike tonight?”
 
   “Okay,” Garcia said, sounding stunned. He shambled alongside Tarc for a moment, then said, “I should be scouting ahead.”
 
   Tarc said, “I’ll scout ahead; my hearing’s really good.” He glanced back and saw Daussie trotting silently up behind them as if there weren’t a thing in the world to worry about. “I’d appreciate it if you stayed back to protect Daussie.”
 
   Garcia simply said, “Okay.” He waited a moment for Daussie.
 
   Tarc shook his head and trotted ahead, casting his ghost out widely to be sure they weren’t about to be surprised again.
 
    
 
   When they arrived back at the tavern, Tarc first led them to the stable where he made a show of going inside to be sure none of the soldiers were there. Once he had cleared it, Daussie swarmed up the ladder toward her hiding place. Tarc led Garcia over towards the tavern itself. His ghost already told him that the rest of the soldiers had left the main room and he almost led Garcia directly in. At the last moment he remembered and said, “Give me a second to make sure none of the soldiers are in the big room.”
 
   Garcia nodded.
 
   Tarc stepped inside the door, glanced around, then stepped back outside, “It’s clear, you can come in.”
 
   Arriving in the cellar, Tarc moved the panel away from the hidden room. They found Eva crouched at Pike’s side. It didn’t smell very good in the small area. Pike was sweating and moaning. Tarc sent his ghost in to see what Eva was doing. He found a collection of thick liquid in the wall of Pike’s abdomen where he’d been wounded. The tissue around it was very hot and swollen. He watched Eva snipping out some of the sutures she had put in that first night. Some were already gone, suggesting that that’s what she’d been working on before they got there.
 
   Eva glanced up and nodded at them, “Hello Sergeant, Tarc. The captain has developed an abscess and I’m about to drain it. It’ll probably smell pretty bad, so you might want to go back upstairs for a bit.” She eyed Tarc, “On the other hand Tarc, if you’re going to be a healer, you’ll need to learn how to be around these kinds of smells.”
 
   Garcia said, “I visited a battlefield hospital once. I know infections can smell pretty awful, but I was able to stand it then.”
 
   “Okay, we’ll probably need somebody to hold the captain still anyway. If you’d sit by his head; you can do that.” She turned to Tarc, “Push that bowl over here to catch the pus when it comes out.”
 
   Eva wiped down Pike’s wound with cotton balls soaked in moonshine then deftly stuck the point of her scissors right into the depths of the wound and spread the blades apart.
 
   Pike rose up with a shriek. Garcia had been ready and quickly got a grip on his upper body, murmuring in his ear as he tried to calm him. Blood and pus poured out of the wound. Momentarily, Tarc feared that the huge quantity of blood indicated his mother had stabbed the scissors into a great vessel. Almost immediately, however, he recognized that his mother’s ghost had told her exactly where to put the scissors’ tips.
 
   Before Tarc could give that much thought though, a horrid stench filled the air. Tarc’s eyes widened as the smell became so unbelievably disgusting that he thought surely he would retch. 
 
   Garcia had turned his head to the side to bury it in the collar of his shirt. Sweat beaded his forehead. 
 
   Tarc looked around desperately for something to throw up into. He had just about decided he would have to run up the stairs and throw up outside when his mother calmly said, “Tarc? Can you pour some of that bottle of sterile saltwater in the wound here? We need to wash this out.” She glanced at Garcia, “Sergeant, if you could turn him up on his side a little bit, that would help.”
 
   Tarc found that having something to do helped him repress his reaction to the foul smell. He picked up one of the bottles and opened it. As he made to pour it in, his mother looked up at him and said, “So, we want to slosh this around in there to wash out as much of the pus as we can.” She raised an eyebrow at him to make sure he understood she was talking about sloshing the saline around with his talent.
 
   As Tarc poured the saline into the opening he used his ghost to swirl it around in the cavity. Then Eva had Garcia roll the captain the other way to let the fluid drain out. They repeated this maneuver several times, then Eva folded some of her sterilized cloth up against the wound and put a wrap around Pike’s waist to hold it in place.
 
   Tarc frowned, “Aren’t you going to suture the wound back up?”
 
   “Oh no! You suture wounds closed initially to try to keep germs from getting in. But once an infection is established, you leave wounds open so the pus can drain out. Trapping pus inside makes you really sick like the captain is now.”
 
    
 
   Garcia said that he would stay with the captain that night, though Tarc couldn’t believe anyone would be willing to stay down there in that stench. As they climbed the stairs, Tarc quietly asked Eva, “Does the Captain have any chance?”
 
   Eva shrugged her shoulders grimly, “I expect you’re wondering whether he’ll live. It doesn’t look good, but sometimes you’re surprised. We’ll just have to see.” 
 
   At the top of the stairs they ran into Daum, “Tarc! Where have you been? I’ve been in a panic looking for you. I can’t find Daussie either!”
 
   Tarc made little calming motions with his hands. “Sorry, we made hidey hole for Daussie in the back of the stack of hay bales. She’s probably in there.”
 
   Daum gave a large sigh of relief, “But where have you been?”
 
   “Um, I saw a couple of soldiers going out to the stable and followed them because I had a bad feeling about what they might be doing out there…” Tarc paused, uncomfortable about the story he was about to tell.
 
   “And…?” Daum said.
 
   “Well they were just going to assignments on the night watch, but they ran into Daussie, and she forgot to limp, and then they… figured out who she was.”
 
   “Oh my God…” gasped Eva. “What did they do?”
 
   “Well… they were going to…” he swallowed, “you know.” He shrugged, “So I killed them.”
 
   “What?!” Eva’s hand flew to her face as she glanced in shock at Daum. She turned slowly back to Tarc, “How?”
 
   Tarc also looked at his father who held his hands up for a pause. To Tarc he said “I hadn’t told her yet.” He turned to Eva, “Tarc can guide a thrown knife with his ghost… He’s… impossibly accurate. If it wasn’t for him we’d have been killed several times that first night.”
 
   Eva turned to stare at Tarc with wide eyes. 
 
   He wasn’t sure whether she looked amazed, or horrified. She was a healer, so he thought probably—horrified. He looked down at his shoes and whispered, “Sorry.”
 
   Eva stepped to him, and put her arms around him for a tight hug. “Don’t be sorry. It’s true, I don’t think healers should hurt people… but, if you hadn’t, everyone in my family, including my son, would be dead.”
 
   Concern in his eyes, Daum said, “How’s Daussie taking it? She must’ve been pretty traumatized.”
 
   “Oh, yes!” Eva said. “I’d better go talk to her.”
 
   Tarc said, “Well, that’s the strangest thing. You know how she’s always been afraid of things? And I’m not just talking as the big brother who used to tease her. I mean, she had a horrible time during that day in the square. But, she’s been really different after… after I killed those two guys. Instead of freaking out, or screaming, she helped me load them on their horses so we could take them out into town.” He shrugged, “We didn’t want them being found dead here at the tavern.” He looked up at his gaping parents, and shrugged again, “So that’s where we’ve been.”
 
   His parents simply stared at him for another moment or two. Then Daum snorted and said, “Yeah,” he glanced at Eva and rolled his eyes, “It’s Daussie’s behavior that’s really astonishing, isn’t it?”
 
   Before anyone said anything more, Sgt. Garcia appeared at the top of the cellar stairs. “Oh, there you are. I’ve been worrying. You know how those four soldiers died there in the alley with us?” He shrugged, “Though what the hell killed them, I have no idea!” He looked at Tarc curiously, “I’ve been wondering if maybe someone shot them with poison darts or something, but where that person would have been hiding I don’t know.”
 
   Tarc shrugged.
 
   Garcia’s eyes turned to Daum, “Anyway, I’ve been wondering how Krait might react. After what I heard he did that first day in the square, I’m worried that he might kill a bunch of townspeople to ‘teach us a lesson.’”
 
   Tarc’s gut spasmed at the thought. He looked questioningly at his father.
 
   Daum looked grim. After a moment he nodded, “Sounds exactly like how that son of a bitch would react.”
 
   “What are we going to do?!” Garcia asked.
 
   Tarc felt stunned. Garcia was the military man! Shouldn’t he be telling them what to do?
 
   Daum said, “Did you ask Capt. Pike if he had any ideas?”
 
   Garcia snorted, “I would, but he’s completely delirious.”
 
   Daum turned to Eva, a question on his face. She shrugged and said, “He had a gut wound. He probably won’t make it, though I still think there’s some small chance.”
 
   “You don’t have anything that would clear his head briefly to let him give us some advice?”
 
   She slowly shook her head.
 
   Garcia said slowly, “I had one idea…” he paused, eyeing Daum. “It’s kind of crazy though.”
 
   Daum lifted his chin interrogatively.
 
   “I was thinkin’ about some of those amazing shots you made with your bow last night,” he said slowly. “The Tornesson’s have a house with an upstairs window that looks out over the square. I’ll bet they assemble everyone on the square again if they decide to kill some folks. What if you were hiding behind that window?”
 
   Daum looked appalled. “You’re thinking I could assassinate Krait from up there?!”
 
   Garcia nodded, “If he dropped dead at the front of the square, I’ll bet the townspeople might rally to attack the rest of them.”
 
   Tarc said, “It’s pretty hard to attack when they have swords and you don’t even have a knife.”
 
   “But they’d be outnumbered by a huge margin!”
 
   Daum shook his head, “You still have to have someone to lead the charge, and that leader will almost certainly get killed. I don’t know anyone brave enough to do that. Do you?” He shook his head, “Besides, I was incredibly lucky last night,” he said glancing at Tarc. “And, you’re talking about a really long shot.”
 
   Garcia grimaced, “The longer we wait, the more beat down the town is going to be. From what I’ve been hearing they’re out to kill anyone that seems to have enough gumption that they might fight back.”
 
   Tarc turned to his father, “What if you shot a lot of them? If they were dropping one after the other, the soldiers might panic and run themselves. The townspeople could pick up their swords and chase after them.”
 
   Daum stared at his son, comprehension dawning on his face.
 
    
 
   When the door to the stable creaked open Daussie drew her knife and quietly sat up, listening. She heard the groan that the ladder made when someone climbed it, then Tarc whispered, “Daussie, it’s me. Are you doing okay?”
 
   “Yes, though my feelings are still hurt from you calling me ‘retarded.’”
 
   “What! I didn’t say that, well… I haven’t for a long time anyway.”
 
   “Yes you did. When those soldiers wanted me to saddle their horses, you told them I was too retarded to do it.”
 
   Tarc could sense the amusement in her voice. This was Daussie? he thought wonderingly. “Uh, how are you… dealing with this so well. It isn’t…”
 
   “Isn’t like me?” Daussie finished for him.
 
   “Um, no.”
 
   “I know. Something happened when that man grabbed me. I thought my life was over. And then… when you killed him… I felt like I got my life back. I’m… I’m still afraid,” she said musingly, “just not panicked like I was before.”
 
   Tarc had walked around to the end of the stack of bales. Startling her, his voice came from the end of her little hidey hole. “Um, okay… I brought you a sandwich.”
 
   To her astonishment, even in the black darkness of the stable, he put the sandwich right in her hand.
 
    
 
   


  
 



Chapter Nine
 
    
 
   Arvil Tornesson pulled back his curtain and peeked out, wondering who might be crazy enough to be tapping on his window in the middle of the night with Krait’s men patrolling the streets. His eyebrows rose. It was that skinny kid from the Hyllis’s tavern. It looked like he’d had a growth spurt since the last time Tornesson saw him. He was taller and considerably more muscular.
 
   Tornesson lifted the curtain further and looked both directions. The square was empty, as was the street in front of Tornesson’s house. He cracked open the window, “What do you want?” he asked irritably.
 
   “It’s Tarc Hyllis sir. Can I come in for a few minutes? It’s dangerous out here on the street.”
 
   Tornesson grunted, “I’ll meet you at the door.” When he cracked open the door the lad slipped in carrying a long package of some sort. He was a handsome young man, even featured, healthy looking, with straw colored hair “What’s that?” he asked, suspiciously indicating the package.
 
   “It’s a bow and some arrows. My dad, you know, he’s called ‘the Archer?’ He’s going to try to assassinate Sheriff Krait if they call another one of those meetings in the square and start killing people again.” 
 
   Tornesson narrowed an eye, “And you’re telling me because?”
 
   “If he shoots out your upstairs window, no one will be able to see him.”
 
   Tornesson drew his head back in astonishment. “You must be kidding! To where Krait stood on the stage the other day would be an impossibly long shot! I know your dad’s good with a bow, but not even Daum could make a shot like that very often!”
 
   “Daum can do it,” Tarc said, putting all the confidence he could into that statement.
 
    “And when he misses? And those soldiers figure out the arrow came out my window? It’d be our death sentence!”
 
   Tarc looked him hard in the eye. “Daum’s death too,” he said quietly. “He’s willing to take the chance.” Tarc shook his head slowly, “He won’t miss.”
 
   Tornesson drew back, shaking his head, “You don’t know what you’re asking boy!”
 
   Tarc leaned forward, feeling bad about what he was asking this man to do, but feeling in his heart that someone had to do it. “I do know what I’m asking. It could be a terrible price. But think about what’s been happening in our town. Men killed. Women raped. Our freedom destroyed. We can’t live this way, and I would hope that you can’t either. Take your family and move in with relatives… just let us use your window.”
 
   Tornesson felt guilty. His children already lived on their own, it was just himself and his wife in this big old house nowadays. With a heavy heart he said, “Let me talk to my wife.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   As Tarc crossed the big room the next morning, he passed a table and heard snatches of a conversation, “…loved it…was twistin’ an’ squealin’ like a… Abe was holding her man at sword point an’…”
 
   Tarc had reached the table he’d set out to take an order from before he realized that he’d just listened to one of the soldiers bragging about raping someone. Hair rising on the back of his neck Tarc turned to stare at the man who’d been talking. Hate welled up inside him. His knives itched between his shoulder blades.
 
   Tarc’s train of thought was interrupted when one of the men at the table he was serving barked, “Halfwit! Did you get that order?!”
 
   Tracking back through his auditory memory for a second, Tarc realized that he could in fact remember all three orders from that table. He marked them on the chit as he repeated them back to the soldiers, then turned for the kitchen to put in the order. Behind him, he heard the soldier turn to his table mates and grunt a laugh, “Turns out, he’s only half as stupid as I thought he was.”
 
   The big doors opened, and Krait came in as Tarc entered the kitchen. A tired looking Eva nodded at several plates she’d set ready on the counter. Tarc gave her the new order, picked up the plates and headed back out. Krait had just seated himself at the big table with his lieutenants. Tarc passed behind him with the plates and heard him say, “What!? Six!”
 
   Krait had been easy to hear, but his lieutenant spoke quietly as if trying to keep a secret. All Tarc heard was, “… all in the left eye…” and, “… hysterical rumors spreading…”
 
   Tarc set the plates down at the next table and asked for payment. The men at the table glanced over towards Krait, as if wondering whether they had to pay again today. Seeing Krait in an apparently thunderous mood, they dug for coin.
 
   Turning towards the kitchen, Tarc saw a table that needed clearing right behind Krait. Stopping there, he listened to Krait’s lieutenants speaking of unrest among their troops. Tarc hadn’t thought of the soldiers holding his town in thrall as individuals with weaknesses and strengths, but began to think of them that way as the lieutenant described their reactions. “… think there’s some evil demon… afraid of their own shadows… might start deserting…”
 
   Krait’s reaction was predictable, spouting vitriol and saying any deserters “would wish they’d been stabbed in the eye.” He paused a moment, his lieutenants saying nothing, then said, “The bastard that’s killin’ my men is gonna be sorry! We’ve taken this town, and no one’s going to drive us away from this fat prize. Someone… someone in this shithole place knows who’s killing my men, and we’re going to find out who. Let’s round up the men in this town just after noon and take ‘em back to that square. We’ll start decimating them and tell ‘em we’re just going to keep going until somebody gives up the bastard that’s been killing our guys!” 
 
   Krait launched into the details of the plan at that point, but Tarc had been cleaning up the table for a suspiciously long time already and had to move on.
 
    
 
   As the morning rush slowed, Tarc sought out Daum and told him the news. His father stood for a moment, eyes closed, a deeply sad look on his face. “I guess Garcia’s plan is a ‘go’ then,” he sighed.
 
    
 
   In the late morning, Tarc and Daum set off, as if on an errand. They managed their route so that they entered the square near the stage and walked past it on the way to Tornesson’s house. As they walked from the stage to the house, Daum counted his steps to obtain an accurate range. Tarc took him around the house and they went in the back door that Tornesson had given Tarc a key for.
 
   Tornesson and his wife heard the door opening and came into the kitchen that the Hyllises had entered. Tornesson had a grim look on his face, “Already?”
 
   Tarc and Daum nodded. Daum said, “Tarc heard Krait talking this morning. They’re planning to gather the men in the square again shortly after noon. Thank you for letting us use your home. I know it puts you at great personal risk.”
 
   Tornesson sighed, “Nothing like the risk to you, Hyllis.” He eyed Daum, “Have you measured off the distance? I’m not much of an archer, but that seems like an extremely long shot!”
 
   Daum shrugged, “You’re right of course. It’s difficult, but I think it’s possible. I’ve got an entire quiver of arrows.”
 
   Tornesson raised a dubious eyebrow, “Once that first arrow misses, Krait won’t be standing still any longer.”
 
   Daum shrugged, “We’ll just have to hope that first one doesn’t miss.”
 
   “You’re sure you want to do this?”
 
   “No, but I don’t want to live in this horror show either,” Daum said sadly.
 
   Tornesson looked grim, but he showed Daum the hidden room that he had told Tarc about. Daum would be able to hide in there when the soldiers came to roust the men from their homes out to the square. Tornesson also showed Daum how to bar the heavy door to the stairs. It was meant to keep the upstairs a safe place and would protect Daum from attacking soldiers today.
 
   After Tornesson left, Daum followed his son up the stairs to the room overlooking the square. Tarc showed him where the bow was hidden and he strung it. He drew it hard a few times to make sure it was sound, then unstrung it. He sighed, “I haven’t shot this bow for a long time,” he said wistfully. “I really should have practiced with it before trying to do something this hard.”
 
   Tarc said, “Just aim high and get fairly close. That should be good enough.”
 
   They opened the window overlooking the square just wide enough to give a clear shot at the stage. They propped it that way so that it wouldn’t have to be opened at the critical moment and wouldn’t creak in the wind. Tarc moved a chair so that Daum’s quiver could be readily propped on it in a position that let him easily draw new arrows. 
 
   Daum gave his son a hard hug. “In case you haven’t realized it Tarc,” Daum croaked, “I’m very, very proud of you.” He held him at arm’s length, “Be careful out there. Don’t do anything rash!”
 
   Tarc could say nothing around the frog in his throat. He embraced his father and started on his way back to the tavern.
 
    
 
   Although Tarc was too nervous to eat, Eva tried to feed him lunch. Garcia came in and said, “Better his stomach is empty when they round him up. A full meal when you’re being marched into a situation like this can sit like a stone in your gut.”
 
   Plaintively, Eva asked, “Can’t you hide in the hayloft with Daussie? Daum’s already placing himself at terrible risk, you shouldn’t have to go to that square too!” 
 
   Tarc wondered if he should point out to Eva that he was needed in the square. He would have thought that she might have recognized how important his talent was to what Daum was trying to accomplish. Maybe she was in denial about it, even to herself?
 
   For a moment Tarc thought that Garcia had saved him from having to explain this when he said, “When the soldiers come here to roust out the men, it’ll be bad enough that Daum and Dodge are already gone. If Tarc was gone too they might take you Eva.”
 
   However, Eva responded calmly, “That’s okay. I’ll gladly go in Tarc’s place.” She turned to Tarc, “You go hide with Daussie.” It was a command not a request.
 
   For a moment Tarc wondered how he could explain to his mother with Garcia right there. Suddenly he remembered—he reached out with his ghost and grabbed a little bit of the air right beside his mother’s ear. He created a tiny voice there, which said, “Mama, I’ve got to go. I have to guide Daum’s arrows.”
 
   Even Tarc couldn’t hear the tiny voice, though he stood only a few feet away. However, Eva’s eyes widened and her hand flew to her ear, telling him that she heard him. Her eyes then turned to stare at Tarc. They softened, then she merely said, “OK.”
 
   Tarc blinked and wondered if she realized that she had responded to a statement no one else could hear. Garcia said, “Okay what?”
 
   “Okay, Tarc can go to the square.” Eva’s eyes welled with tears and she clasped Tarc to her. In a voice suddenly husky, she snuffled into Tarc’s shoulder, “You be careful, hear me?”
 
   “Yes Mama,” Tarc said in a quiet voice.
 
    
 
   Garcia had loitered in the street just up from the tavern so that he would be swept up when the soldiers came through. Although they had been looking for Garcia, they didn’t actually know what he looked like, so they simply marched him along with others. When the soldiers brought Tarc out of the tavern, he and Garcia worked their way towards each other through the crowd of men being shepherded toward the square.
 
   Slowly the soldiers packed the town’s men into the square like they had the time before. Tarc worked his way through the crowd before it got too tightly packed to move, moving towards the right front corner of the crowd over which Daum’s arrows should be passing. Though he didn’t understand what Tarc was doing, Garcia stayed right next to him. Moving toward the front was not difficult as the townspeople were trying to get away from that area, however it was more difficult to move to the right as people were instinctively avoiding the center.
 
   Tension built in the crowd as they were packed in more and more densely until they could hardly move. Swords drawn, the soldiers paced around them angrily, though Tarc had the impression that some of them appeared nervous. Krait was nowhere to be seen and Tarc began to worry that perhaps he might not even come.
 
   Then Tarc began to worry that Daum had been found in the Tornesson house. We should have set up some means of communication! Signals or something! He glanced at the window, realizing that it would be easy for Daum to wave something at him.
 
   Then it clicked. He looked again at the window and used his ghost to project his voice into the room. “Dad, are you okay? I’m using my ghost to send my voice. I can see into your window—wave something back in the room a ways. Wave once for ‘yes, I’m okay,’ and wave twice for, ‘no, there’s a problem.’”
 
    
 
   Daum had been standing far back in the room, on a chair in the shadows where it would be hard to see him. At first, Tarc’s voice startled him. Despite the fact that the voice seemed to come from the middle of the room, Daum was gripped with fear that Tarc was in the house with him, captured by soldiers and dragged there against his will. When Tarc said he was using his ghost to project his voice, Daum felt startled to realize that his son had found yet another surprising use for their talent. He wondered if he could do the same to answer Tarc, but decided that this would be a poor time to experiment. Instead he stepped down off the chair, moved closer to the window while keeping his body out of view and waved the butt end of an arrow quickly past the window.
 
   Tarc’s voice said, “I saw a single wave, so I’m assuming we’re still on. Unfortunately, I don’t see Krait anywhere. I was thinking that perhaps you could send your voice back to me. But since you can’t feel very exactly where your ghost is like I can, sending it down here right now and having it wind up next to someone else in the crowd might cause probl… Oh, that gave me an idea…”
 
   What idea?! Daum wanted to shout.
 
    
 
   Tarc’s attention had returned to the square. Still no sign of Krait. As his eyes swept over the soldiers, looking for Krait he noticed one of the soldiers who looked particularly skittish. Wondering desperately if this was a good idea, Tarc projected his voice to just behind the man’s head. Speaking in as low and slow a tone as he could imagine, he said, “You’re gonna die, with a hole in your eye.”
 
   The man spun around, a panicked look on his face, swinging his sword so that it barely missed one of his fellows. The other soldier, a sergeant, hissed at him, “Face front, Stort. The problem’s that way.” To emphasize his words, the man pointed his sword toward the townsmen.
 
   Again, Tarc projected a voice just behind Stort’s head. This time it said, “Asshole.” Stort’s eyes widened and his head involuntarily turned part way back over his shoulder at the sound.
 
   Unfortunately for Stort, his head’s turning at the same time as the word, “asshole” came from his direction, only served to convince the sergeant that Stort had uttered the insult. The sergeant took one step forward and delivered a hard punch to Stort’s kidney. As Stort dropped to his knees, gasping, the sergeant turned to the man next to Stort and said, “Take him to detention. Five days bread and water for insubordination.” The sergeant picked up Stort’s fallen sword and laid it on a bench behind him.
 
   Encouraged, Tarc looked down the line of soldiers, picking another who looked flighty. 
 
   Garcia nudged Tarc in the side, faintly whispering, “A free sword on the bench!”
 
   Tarc nodded, then projected his voice just behind the flighty looking soldier. Once again he whispered, “You’re going to die, with a hole in your eye.”
 
   The man’s eyes widened and he developed a twitch in one cheek, but he didn’t turn. 
 
   Tarc went down the line, doing the same to any of the soldiers who looked the least bit unsteady. He got varying reactions, ranging from startled looks, to one who dropped his sword and ran.
 
   A set of four archers Tarc hadn’t noticed sent a flight of arrows after the running man, but none of them hit. He disappeared around a corner.
 
   Tarc saw that the sergeants standing behind the front line men were beginning to look a little stressed themselves, presumably unsure what was happening to their men. He tried sending a louder, singsong voice, behind even the line of sergeants off to his right. This voice moaned, “We’re all going to die, with holes in our eyes.”
 
   Several of the sergeants spun to look, though the rest of the men, frightened by what had happened to Stort, kept their eyes to the front. Tarc did the same, sending his voice off to the left, then further to the left, then down the left side of the formation and off to the right side of the formation.
 
   Guards were spinning around and looking frightened. Excited stirs and whispers ran through the townsmen.
 
   One of the lieutenants leapt up onto the stage and bellowed, “Whoever’s throwing their voice like that had better stop, or this is going to continue.” He motioned to the archers who drew and sent a flight of arrows arching high into the air above the crowd.
 
   Tarc’s gut clenched. He closed his eyes and sent his ghost out in an expanding sphere. He felt the arrows falling as he wondered if he could possibly guide them to spaces between the townsmen. With dismay he felt how the townsmen were so packed together that there was virtually no safe place for the arrows to fall. The best he could do…
 
   The arrows fell and screams rent the air. Tarc’s eyes blinked open, anger filling him. He’d only been able to bring the arrows down away from the center body mass of any of the people they’d struck. Still, there was an arrow in a shoulder, an arrow in a thigh, and one in a foot. A single arrow he’d been able to bring down to the dirt in a small gap. His eyes snapped shut again, another flight of arrows was in the air. All four of these hurt someone. Again Tarc kept them from hitting anyone directly in the body, but they remained serious injuries.
 
   Tarc’s eyes snapped open to see if the archers were about to launch another flight. They had arrows nocked, but they were looking towards the center of the stage where Krait now stood. The giant man threw his head back and laughed. He stepped forward to speak.
 
   Tarc sent his voice up into the room with Daum, “Krait’s here! Give me a single wave if you’re ready?”
 
   Krait said, “So someone in this town has managed to kill a few of my men.” He laughed, “This cowardly bastard’s trademark is to stab my men in the eye. Now I know that someone in this town knows who the son of a bitch is. I have a simple plan.”
 
   Tarc saw a single flashing wave of the feathered end of an arrow behind the window. He sent his voice up to the room, “Okay, shoot when you’re ready.”
 
   Krait continued, “What is this simple plan you may ask? Well, we’re just gonna keep sending arrows into the sky over you, killing or maiming you poor men, four at a time… until one of you… decides to tell me who the bastard is.”
 
   Tarc had sent his ghost out to its extreme range at the window of Tornesson’s house. He felt the arrow burst out the window. This was different than usual. Usually he had a lot of control when an arrow first left the bow near him and less and less control as the arrow flew. This time, he had little control at the start, but as it approached and went over his head he gained better and better control.
 
   Tarc’s world moved in slow motion. To his dismay he realized the arrow was too low. Though Tarc had lifted the arrowhead, the arrow would strike chest high.
 
   Krait held a shield on his left arm! 
 
   Tarc strained to lift the arrow a little higher, but failed. It plunged into the shield with a loud “thock.” At the last moment, realizing he couldn’t actually hit Krait, Tarc had centered it on the shield.
 
   It stuck perfectly into the snake’s head of Krait’s heraldic device. 
 
   Tarc’s eyes widened as he realized the arrow had seated itself in the snake’s left eye.
 
   Tarc expected that their plan had failed. Surely, Krait would turn and run, making it nearly impossible to hit him with another arrow… Suddenly Tarc realized another arrow was already on the way. 
 
   Krait was not turning to flee, but had turned his narrowed eyes to search for the source of the arrows. He probably thought the first one had been a very lucky shot.
 
   Tarc’s ghost began to steer the arrow.
 
   This one was high enough. Tarc began to pull it downwards, a much easier task than lifting it.
 
   Krait saw it coming, but evidently judged it to be too high. He lowered his head a little and pointed with his sword towards the window.
 
   People later would describe how the arrow curved impossibly downward.
 
   At the last moment, Krait’s eyes widened and he began to move his head to the right.
 
   The arrow curved after him.
 
   Krait fell over backwards. He fell rigidly like a tree falls, landing on his back, heels drumming, bowels farting, an arrow standing tall from his left eye.
 
   Everyone, soldiers and townsmen alike stood, stunned. Then Krait’s lieutenant who’d been on the stage with him, turned to look towards Torneson’s house.
 
   The feathered fletching of an arrow suddenly appeared in the lieutenant’s left eye. It looked as if it had grown out from the man’s eyes, rather than being in the butt end of an arrow which had just plunged through the man’s skull.
 
   As he fell, fifteen or so of Krait’s soldiers turned and started to run, several of them dropping their swords.
 
   Beside Tarc, Garcia bellowed, “Kill the bastards!” He pushed forward on the men in front of him and the tight grouping of the townsmen started to expand.
 
   One of the sergeants fell, an arrow through his head.
 
   A voice high above the crowd moaned loudly enough for all to hear, “They’re all gonna die… with holes in their eyes!”
 
   The crowd bellowed and surged outward.
 
   All the soldiers started running.
 
   


  
 







Epilogue
 
    
 
   Most of the invading soldiers had fled the town. Those who hadn’t, had been hunted down by the angry mob and killed. Sgt. Garcia, the most senior military man left, had organized a watch for the walls to be sure the bastards who’d fled didn’t return.
 
   Garcia had drafted Tarc to the walls, but Stevenson the butcher came and spoke to the sergeant. “Eva Hyllis says she needs Tarc. She’s trying to take care of the men who were injured by the arrows in the square and needs his help.”
 
   Tarc was standing near enough that he heard this conversation. Garcia turned to him and nodded.
 
   Tarc took off at a trot, hoping that he wouldn’t have to use his talent for an extended period. He’d just gotten over his headache from what he’d done in the square.
 
    
 
   When Tarc got back to the tavern, five of the seven men who’d been struck by arrows were laid out on the tables inside. Eva and Daussie were washing out wounds and applying bandages. Daum was apparently in the kitchen trying to rustle up some food. 
 
   The room was crowded with people, and as Tarc walked in he heard one of them commenting on how lucky the town had been that no one had been struck in the head or body.
 
   He went to Eva, “What can I do?”
 
   She indicated the man on the next table with her eyes. “Check on Mr. Morris there. An arrow cut partly through his radial artery and it won’t stop bleeding. I’ve had some of the men holding pressure above and below the wound and that’s kept him from bleeding to death, but any time they let go the blood starts pouring out again.”
 
   Tarc blinked, “What do you want me to do?”
 
   “Look at it, see if you have any ideas. Wash it out,” she pointed with her chin, “there’s more saline over there and some sterile rags.”
 
   Startled, Tarc looked over at Morris. He had no idea what he might do for a bleeding artery and was about to say so, but then realized his mother’s attention was back on the wound she was working with. He went over to Morris, then realized he couldn’t very well just hover over the wound, sending his ghost in without doing anything. He went back and got some of the saline and one of the bundles holding some rags.
 
   Back at Morris’s side, he poured some of the saline in the wound and used his ghost to slosh it around. He opened the bundle and took out one of the rags, carefully dabbing at the wound.
 
   Morris groaned and said, “Should you be doing that?”
 
   Tarc gave Morris what he hoped looked like a confident smile and said, “Yes, Eva asked me to clean your wound. I’ve been learning the business for a while now.” He had seated himself and now he sent his ghost into the wound as he gently dabbed at it. Sure enough, as soon as he found it, his ghost could feel a defect in the wall of the radial artery. He asked the man who had been holding pressure to let off for a second, “So we can see if it’s still bleeding.”
 
   The man did and blood immediately spurted out of the hole.
 
   Tarc blinked and dabbed at the fresh blood, wondering what could possibly be done? He went back to Eva and shrugged, saying quietly, “I don’t have any ideas; you’ll have to tell me what to do.”
 
   She looked at him and frowned. “I don’t have any ideas either. That’s why I sent you over there.”
 
   Taken aback, Tarc thought for a moment, “Could we sew up the hole, like we did…” He hoped that she knew he meant the hole in Pike’s intestine.
 
   “It would take a tiny needle and thread. We don’t have anything that small.”
 
   “What do you do when someone has an amputation? All the blood vessels must be cut then, how do you stop them from bleeding?”
 
   “Oh, we just hold pressure for a while. When vessels are cut all the way through, they spasm off and stop bleeding by themselves. I’ve heard before that when they’re only cut partly through, they just keep bleeding, but I’ve never seen it myself.”
 
   “Why don’t you just cut it the rest of the way through them?”
 
   Eva stared at him for a moment, then said, “Well, that’s the best idea I’ve heard. Go ahead.” She motioned with her chin again, “Some sterile scissors are in the package over there next to the sterile rags.”
 
   “Me?!” Tarc hissed wide-eyed.
 
   Eva just nodded. “Don’t cut anything else besides that artery though.” Her attention turned back to the wound she was working on.
 
   Tarc turned, feeling like he was in a daze. He went to the table and picked up the package he thought Eva had meant. Holding it up he said, “Mom, these?”
 
   She glanced at the package and nodded.
 
   He walked over to Mr. Morris and sat down next to his forearm. He picked up the bottle with the sterile saline and poured some more into it, then dabbed it fairly dry with the sterile rag. He left the rag on top of the wound. Unwrapping the scissors he kept their points from touching anything so that they would stay sterile. He moved the tips into the wound underneath the rag.
 
   He didn’t want Morris, or the man holding the pressure, to know what he was doing so he looked up at Morris, “Are you hurting a lot Mr. Morris?” As he said it, he used his ghost to guide the scissors in until they were just touching the hole in the artery.
 
   Morris said, “It doesn’t feel great. But the places where John is holding the pressure are starting to hurt worse than the wound.”
 
   Wanting to distract both of the men, Tarc said, “Can you hold your other hand up in the air?” Sure enough, when Morris lifted his left hand into the air, both Morris’s and John’s eyes turned to watch it.
 
   Tarc opened the scissors, advanced them a couple of millimeters until the tips were on both sides of the artery, but not protruding beyond it. He snipped the scissors shut and felt the artery part. The two ends recoiled a little. Lifting the scissors out of the wound he laid their tips back on the sterile wrapper they had come in. His ghost felt the ends of the artery separating and crinkling up. They narrowed and the opening in the artery virtually disappeared. That must be the “spasm” Mom was talking about, he thought to himself.
 
   Tarc held the sterile rag over the wound for another couple of minutes then looked up at John. “Can you let the pressure off again for a second? Let’s see if it’s still bleeding.”
 
   Lifting his hands up, John said, “Sure. I can use a break.” He wiggled his fingers around and then put them back down on Morris’s forearm. “Pressure again?”
 
   Tarc lifted the sterile rag as if looking to see if the bleeding had resumed, even though he knew it had not. “No, it looks good. I think you can take a little longer break.”
 
   He got up and walked over to talk to Eva, wondering what to do next. She was suturing the wound that she had been cleaning earlier, the man gasping each time she stuck the needle through his skin, but otherwise stoically enduring it. He told Eva that the bleeding had stopped and asked her what to do next.
 
   She grinned up at him and said, “Good!” 
 
   Somehow Tarc knew that she meant more than just that it was good that the bleeding had stopped. She was simultaneously complimenting him. He felt a warm glow.
 
   Eva said, “Watch what I’m doing here, and then I’ll have you suture up Mr. Morris’s wound.”
 
   Tarc’s eyes widened again…
 
    
 
   Later, when the casualties from the square had been taken care of, Tarc remembered to go down and check on Capt. Pike. When he got there, the Captain was unnaturally still. With dismay, he sent his ghost into the Captain’s chest.
 
   The Captain’s heart wasn’t beating, and the blood in it was clotted. Blinking back tears, Tarc went up to tell his parents.
 
   Eva put a hand on his shoulder, “It’s very sad, I know. Worse because we all respected him. But,” she said heavily, “we can’t win them all. In fact, in the long run we eventually lose them all.”
 
   Tarc glanced around the big room, and to his astonishment saw Mrs. Gates sitting at the usual treatment table. Eva saw the direction of his gaze and said dryly, “Yes, she’s back and just as irritating as she ever was. This time however, she does say that she thinks we might be making her better.” Eva grinned up at Tarc and widened her eyes at him. “I checked inside of her and the tumors you’ve treated so far seem to have be just scar tissue now.” She raised an eyebrow, “I guess you’ve got more work ahead of you.”
 
    
 
   That night, as the Hyllises got ready for bed, Tarc helped Daussie move her stuff out of his room and back into hers. They didn’t talk much, but what they did have to say to each other was pleasant. 
 
   That had never happened before!
 
   Tarc found it bizarre that such a horrible series of events could have been the spark that made him realize just how important his family was to him, even the sister he’d always thought he despised. As he turned to leave her room, he had a thought and looked back at her, “Dauss? Where’s the sun?”
 
   She pointed right at it, almost straight down through the floor.
 
    
 
    
 
   The End
 
    
 
   I hope you liked the book!
 
   If so, please give it a positive review on Amazon.
 
   Try the next in the series, to be published someday soon.
 
    
 
   
  
 

Author’s Afterword
 
    
 
   This is a comment on the “science” in this science fiction novel. I have always been partial to science fiction that posed a “what if” question. Not everything in the story has to be scientifically plausible, but you suspend your disbelief regarding one or two things that aren’t thought to be possible. Essentially you ask, “what if” something (such as faster than light travel) were possible, how might that change our world? 
 
   So, in this story the central question is, “What if someone really could move things with their mind? Certainly, telekinesis is a staple of science fiction, fantasy, comic books and magicians. Many of the stories posit someone with tremendous power, the power to move or demolish buildings etc. This story asks, “What if the telekinetic force was small? A gentle push here or there, not even as strong as a finger and only working over short distances?” I believe that the answer to this “what if” is, that even a very weak telekinetic power would enable its owner to do amazing things, only a few of which are in evidence in this first book of a planned series.
 
   One thing that giving much thought to this question makes evident is that, unfortunately, no one can really bend spoons with their mind. If they really were able to do that, surely they could find more amazing, wonderful and remunerative things to do with their power than showing off as a magician. 
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