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NOPHE WAS THE sort of place for which the globe moved back-
ward. While the rest of the world progressed, barren Inophe

I

slid further and further into the past. Seventy years of drought

had reduced the duchy’s meager croplands to endless sand dunes.
The people harvested their gardens of cacti for water, and they
existed in a system of bartering—a length of homespun cloth in
exchange for the chore of mending a fence; a dozen eggs for a
tincture to ease a toothache; and on special occasions, a goat in

s € gng:dz’ exchange for a small sack of precious imported flour.
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Qp\’k"" “ \AS,, e Bayford said as he rode his horse to the edge of a plateau that
\lg" i’:’» '}(\;\:9 ‘r; SQ‘ ( overlooked the soft brown landscape, broken up here and there
VSN \&: by the lean branches of ironwood trees and the yellow flowers of
Tx Slatd for o acacias. He was a tall and wiry man, his face wrinkled by four
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M‘_\NXL: Elodie chided gently as she rode up beside him. At twenty, she’d og¥ :;3 g\?/‘z ceed
g\.Ai; A er been helping him with the Duchy of Inophe for as long as she f/\o& Leanty rf
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" e «;93’ Lord Bayford chuckled. “You're right as usual, my dove. In-
© ophe is beautiful because of everything it is.” ‘
Elodie smiled. Below their plateau, a long-eared fox sprang\, wov¢ Sepkin
from the shade of a desert willow and chased something— w 3 coéd A
probably a gerbil or lizard—around a boulder. To the east, undu- do i~ abedx,
lating dunes rose and fell, mountains of sand cascading toward a wereas There
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Inophe had such gums and stomachs of iron, they’d be able to
@& ot EVAC  curvive much better in this harsh clime. ®

e wel “Good day, Lady Elodie.” The shepherd swept off his tattered
nowr & Fise hat and dipped his head as the duke and Elodie dismounted.
ALV’“W\‘ A‘&A ' “How may we be of service, Immanuel?” Lord Bayford
asked. — .
“Er, your lordship . . . My oldest son, Sergio, is about to be Prother _\_ﬂf (C ok
married, and he’ll be needing a new cottage for his family. I was 3‘:}“’“; L V‘:& l
hoping that, uh, you might be able to . . .” creake  Xle
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pases Came Lom in. “You need building materials?” Uodic CA\W::
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.uc}t e s8¢ handmade gowns. But decades of impoverishment meant it was i 1aceh -
as e ook harder and harder for the old ways to continue. ¥
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“It would be an honor to provide the materials for Sergio’s

Anwp YaHIms o cottage,” Lord Bayford said. “Do you need assistance with its
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construction? Elodie is particularly good with rigging solar i .E‘WQ =
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“True,” she said. “I'm also good at digging latrines, which \\: ﬂ; >+ ,\/\,.g' z‘ v,
Sergio and his wife can use after they’ve drunk the water they @2 CAnS< DL* o WA
collected in the solar stills.” \hev (/D\MAU( che
Immanuel’s eyes widened as he stared at her. doo &7 e PRI
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Elodie cursed herself under her breath. She had, unfortu- can N ﬁpﬁws W’
nata’};l gift for saying the wrong thing at the wrong time. When She SA s £ Yw’ﬁa /
Taced with social interaction, especially the expectation that she \“\5:/\ S Py %
say something, Elodie seized up—her shoulders tightened and gne's sbA, we's
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® spected her devotion to Inophe. Elodie rode several days every

week under the scalding sun from tenancy to tenancy, checking

on what the families needed. She helped with everything from Se T oanteh
building rat traps around henhouses to reading tales of prin- % 5‘% Wer A
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Elodie kept an ear on the conversation as Immanuel detailed rne seld,
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