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You are the lens of the world: the lens through which the world may become aware of itself.



The world, on the other hand, is the only lens in which you can see yoursdf. It is both lenses
together that make vision.

My king,

| have ruined three clean sheets and broken a pen nib in writing this salutation of two words. | had
not thought | was nervous, but how can | deny this image the world throws back at me four smears of
black ink and one broken bit of brass?

| have been used to writing higtories a your command, S, such as that of my firg vist to the court of
the Sanaur Mynauzet of Rezhmia, where the king is a demigod and the court spends hdf its time trying to
kill im. This narrative, set inits dimate of ralling grass, high mountains, dusty spices, murder, and roses,
seemed to have an intrindc interest beyond my ahility to spoil in prose, but | am not so certain that the
gory of my own forty years of lifewill stland so well.

If the subject of an autobiography is indpid, the narrator can only be the same, and where does that
leave me? | imagine you yawning behind the reading lens | ground for you fifteen years ago. Still | scratch
by your own order, so yavn away, King of Velonya; though you are a courteous monarch, the .paper
takes noeaffront, and my .refugeisin true obedience. In thisthing at least, complete obedience.

Secking a beginning that might attach interest, | consider the incident of the wolf that might have
turned into a man, or the man with the nature of a wolf, since that episode was agtonishing and full of
proper theater, but though it was bloody it was aso ambiguous, and it occurred after my childhood and
schooling were over.

My initiation into the ranks of the peculiar and rightfully unpopular Naish nomads is more indructive
inthe usud sense of the term, and it hasiits share of blood, battle, and unex-pected changes of alegiance,
but it dso happened much too recently.

| mud fird retreat to a time where | may describe the disnterested craftsman Powl and what he
made of an odd-shaped piece of materid. This, too, is ambiguous, | begin to see that the theme of this
whole story is ambiguity, but | must start somehow.

| will try to describe mysdf.

My firg memory is dimness and movement: the heavy boots of soldiers and the great, white, flaling
limbs of a cook in my uncle's kitchen. They grunted and heaved and she cried out, not in terror but in
weary diggust as they flopped her onto the rough wooden chopping table.

Thisinterpretetion is the redraft of the incident, through the mind of Nazhuret, forty years old. At the
time, the col-lected sounds had no more meaning to me than the cries of animas outside the door at
night.

Those cries can terrify children, too.

When some waggish man-at-arms lifted me off my feet and made to drop me on her bely, on the
piled wet and dirty skirts, | dmaost peed onto the poor woman, and my screams were much more the
usud sounds of outraged innocence than her own.

Of that house | remember no more than this. Of my uncle—I wastold | had an uncle—nothing.

My firgt red memory of mysdf was that of my own re-markable ugliness, revealed in the gresat, badly
dlvered prac-tice mirror a school.

It surprises me dways, how early children learn what they look like. Had | not had the name Zhurrie
the Goblin thrown into my ears every day | think | would sill have known | looked like one. You, sr,
have been kind enough to deny that there is anything daunting in my features, but then you are a very
liberd man in matters of taste, and | have known you to show enthusasm over the lines of a camd. And
then, remember that | have grown into my face, as dl men do, until now it is more my years than my birth
| expose to the world.

In the mirrored wdl | saw awhite ovd wider than long, widest just below the great, garing, lashless
eyes. My nose, which would someday arc out and then tilt up (like water flown on a windy lake), hardly



exiged in those years, and my mouth was very amdl. My ears attempted to make up for the inadequacies
of my lower features, however. They stood out so wide that | looked as though | had my hands cupped
behind them, draining for some sound. My hair was pae, pety, and weghtless, like the down of a
day-old chick.

Even then | was undersized, though mostly through having short legs, dightly crooked by some
infantile disease. It was only later | discovered how unambitious my growth was to be.

As a boy | spent many stolen moments saring a my reflection, hating it but fascinated, as many
people are by spiders. | don't remember any particular feding of sdlf-pity—sdf-pity is not one of the
origind flaws of children—but rather [hugged my repulsive peculiarities to me. Unlike many young boys, |
knew who | was. Nazhuret of the goblin face, Nazhuret of no family, Nazhuret of Sordaling School.

My king, | know you will grow angry merdly to read again that the Roya School a Sordding hes
had masters and even boys who used the younggters sexudly. The school is under your own
sponsorship, certainly, and was founded by your family, but sill no king can be responsible for humen
nature being what it is. Your own education was very noble, good, and private, and | remember your
sying that your greatest sumbling block as a child was that your tutors couldn’t walop you as you
needed.

Most of us are not princes-heir, and we have to come by our learning in any way we can. We have
different gumbling blocks, and randy masters were one of mine.

In Sordding, dl sorts of boys and men meet, most not saying beyond a year, or two, and | have
spent so much of my life there that | cannot judge its good and evil as Smply as a stranger might, though |
knew both very wdl. Beng the youngest boy at Sordding for my firs four years and the small-est for
two more, | was frequently held down and brutalized. Had, the drillmaster (usudly it was the, drillmadter,
ironicaly) done this to mein exchange for favors, or had he petted or praised me, | probably would have
hed my honesty or my independence of spirit mined, but athough there was buggery in my childhood,
there was very little catamitery.

| didiked being buggered, but | dso didiked being bashed about the head with wooden swords by
boys twice my size. No one ever led me to think the two experiences were of different qudity, and when
| findly learned to avoid them, it was in the same manner.

By thetime | was nine years old, it was rare for any but the most proficient sudents to be able to rap
my skull with the practice bat, and the masters found whatever enjoyment my smal form provided (thank
God | was ugly) unworthy of the struggle.

The ydlow brick buildings of the military school make a sort of dty within a city, and the fact that
sudents are denied the rest of Sordaing is of minor interest, especidly to the young. To spend eght of
the ten months of the school year in a loose confinement made up modly of boys one's own age /s no
hardship, as long as one does not carry the mark of the victim on his brow. The usud two years spent in
training and study are a bright memory for many of the most boring lords of Velonya

Of course, | spent not two years but fifteen years at the school, but the routine did not wear 45 #in as

might have been expected. The fact that | was as much a servant as a student meant | had frequent
access of the outer city, and even when there was. no errand to be run, | knew a dozen inobvious ways
out, and could be trusted to carry messages from students to young-cock town-bred rivas, or to these
rivas sgers.

| was never betrayed, though the hotbloods were frequently caught. That’ says something about the
character of the stu-dents at Sordaing. Or perhaps of their recognition of my usefulness. Or of their fear
of me.

Can a srapping young lord be afraid of an undersized boy without family whose job it is to change
the young lord’s sheets? Yes he can, when the boy has friends among both schoolmasters and cooks.
Especidly among cooks. And when the boy is so habituated to use of the gtick tha he can drike his
enemy up the crotch infull view of the classin such a manner that dl the students and the master will miss
see-ing theillegd blow and mock the injured fdlow for salf-dramétization.

This is a very poor thing to be proud of, ign't it, Sr? Perhaps | was not proud of it; that | can't
remember.



| can hear you saying that there is no such thing as a young lord a Sordaing School, since dl
sudents are treated equaly, cdled by ther prenom only, and forbidden to tdl anyone ther lineage.

This rule is a beautiful one, my king, and your great-grandfather did nobly in devisng it. It is
sometimes even obeyed, a least in public, but | reply that there was rarely a boy whose right name and
tides| didn’t know by the threshing frolic of tharr firg year.

Except my own name, of course. About mysdf | knew only that my unde had convinced the
headmagter that my birth was gented enough for the school’s standards, which are moderately high.
Unless this unremembered undle returned to daim me or the headmaster broke the king's rule, 1 should
never know more than | knew when | came, which was that my name was three odd syllables in a row,
accent on the firs: Nazhuret.

Helmer, friend of my years ten through twelve (my friend-ships were negtly packaged in two-year
intervals), said that my name sounded like the sneeze of a cat.

Sometimes | dwelled upon the idea that my birth was quite exdted, but that my parents could not
gtand the sight of me and so stored me away a Sordding until the time | might grow into (or perhaps out
of) my features: It was as useful a daydream as that common one of being switched in the cradle.

When vidgtors of some grandeur toured the school, | watched carefully to see whether they were
looking a me out of the comer of ther eye. Often they were, of course. It was hard not to look a
something so exceptiond.

Later, when my unremembered uncle stopped paying, this fantasy of birth became harder to maintain.

By dl rights the bursar should have sent me home when | was ten and the tuition did not appear, but
the death of the headmaster, combined with my own ignorance, meant they had no idea where to send
me. Sx years had passed snce my ariva a school, and my tenure was longer than that of many young
maders, traner& and deans. All were very used to my presence, and | had drifted into the role of school
orderly before anyone could decide how to show me the door.

The next year the money resumed, dong with alump of ddinquent tuition, so | was paid for a whole
year’ s worth of deaning and carrying and stting up with young fdlows whose crying awoke the dorms.

With this money | began to swagger a bit mysdf, and visited both the bakeries of King Gutuf’s Street
and the entertainments of Fountain Park. | was very fond of the swanboat ride down the danting cand
shunt, which hasin the past few years (I find) been dismantled and replaced with amill. | was dso very
fond of Charlan, daughter of Baron Howdl, whose honors surround Sordding and who owns a number
of the commercid buildings as wel. Charlan did not act like a baron’s daughter. She scarcdy acted like
agirl a dl, but | rode the swanboats with her and tossed old bread to the red birds.

For afee of a tuppence | taught little town-boys how to soring over the old broad sword and the
bonfire (which activity is consdered very dashing and auspicious anong thar set), and | taught basic
rapier work to Charlan free.

Unlike many students, | did not fight with the townies. | was too jaded with sparring in the hdls to do
it for sport, and the satidfaction of flatening ten burghers sons would not have been worth the
inconvenience of agngle split lip.

But the money | had been given ran out, and Lady Charlan was deemed too old a twelve to be a
boy-daughter anymore and was locked away. | moped around the river for a few weeks until Howd!’s
old nurse took pity and told me how things were. | spent another week dreaming mad escapes in which |
would saring the girl from her father and her fate and we would take to the woods together and live—I
don’'t know how. As brigands, | suppose. Luckily | did not have much free time for mad dreaming and
S0 never atempted to carry out the scheme.

| returned to the more sedate life of the school and when, two years later, the money stopped again,
there was no tak of sending me away. | was recognized as a son of Sordaing School itsdf: part master,
part servant, part imp.

Remember the school with me, sir, as the bricks glow in evening sunlight, or the snow of the drill fidd
lies etched with diagrams of war. The buildings are solid and they loom with a certain presence. The
quadrangles are restful, arbored, and wel planted, regularly mowed by junior boys and sheep.

All my duty at school was reasonable and regular, though not exciting, and the food was good. Pm



sure | would have grown tal on the medls dished into our tin platesif | had that growth within me. Most
of the masters were very compan-ionable, a least to me. | learned two languages, a smplidic geography;
aminimd art of courtesy (which I have now lost again, my king iswel aware); kill with the broadsword,
the repier, and the spear; the deaning and maintenance of the powder catapult and harquebus; practica
horse ménage; the making of beds; the sanitation of latrines, wrestling and pinch-ing and threatening other
boys to good effect; and a hundred other martid skills, which | will never use. | aso developed a
manuscript hand that is better than | deserve and an accent in speech purdy Old Vesting, owing nothing
to the Zaguesh-lon influence, which has sullied the pronunciation of most of the people of Veonya

(Or should it be said that your Vedingish ancestors, s, have imperfectly imposed their language
upon a people largdy Zaguash by birth? And does it matter which of these expla-nationsis true, or both?
The accent has served mewel, and | digress again.)

In short, | had the education of the usud rurd lord. | was no lord, however, and had only my
acceptance long, ago into Sordaing School to tedtify that my birth was more or less gentle. My destiny
was the common one—to be remitted as knight-contract into the forces of whatever school donor came
to the schoal to recruit and who fancied me.

| was digible for such remisson when | turned fifteen, but at thet time | looked twelve, and as | fdt a
great reluctance to enter into the service of Baron Howdl, Sordding’s most intimate neighbor and patron,
| stood at attention with the younger boys .and no master betrayed me.

Howdl was a handsome man—though he had not so good a face as his daughter—and he sat, afine
figure on a horse, but he was a black and surly employer who refused to follow the government of
Vdonyainto the modern age and who made himsdf tyrant to his dependents. Though his honors were dl
near Sordding and therefore secure both from Rezh-mian incurson and the coast_raids of the Falinkas,
he was dways recruiting, because he could not hold on to his men. | didiked the thought of owing
dlegiance to such a man and feared he would someday find out how | had aided his daughter to
misbehave.

Howd was ether fooled by my tactics of concedment or, as is more likdy, found that my persona
inadequacies over-came the good reports of my indructors. He did not look a me more than once.

The falowing summer a rumor came that he had killed his daughter in a fit of rage. Grief and fury
nealy led me to cha-lenge the man when! heard that, but he would merdy have had me thrown into
prison for my temerity, and I’ d be digging the baron’s own fiddsin a checkered burlgp coat with a chain
around my leg. Besides, it was only a rumor. Another rumor had it that she was not dead, but had been
Spirited away to de-liver a bastard baby. A third had it that he had killed her be-cause of the bastard. |
did not know which of these was more probable; it had been three years snce | had seen her, and the
years between thirteen and sxteen are very long. Whatever had happened to take Lady Charlan out of
our Sght, it made me very grateful to have escaped Howdl’s winnowing and more re-solved againg
fdlinginto any lord's power at dl.

After this event, Headmaster Greve, who was a kindy man and much more lenient than the
headmaster who had origindly admitted me, made me sure to know that | could not stay on as student
past my twentieth birthday. Nor could

| hope to change my role into that of skills master, because dl masters a Sordding School had
proven themsdlves ether in war service or state work (or were placed there as a cheap and honorable
retirement by one of the noble donors, but the headmaster never admitted as much doud). Nor would
any of the deans or magters hire me on in any capacity of service, for the graduates of Sordaing School
were not to be common servants, or a least not within Sght of the present students. In short, | must be
gone.

From the ages of gxteen to nineteen, | lived unhappily in the knowledge that 1 would have to take
employment some-where. | suffered anxiety that | would never be picked, and would leave the school
trotting on shanks mare, with sixpence and references, unemployable & my own trade and, fated to
become a drudge somewhere far from home. | had frequent bad dreams to this effect.

Each time the school was winnowed, however, | did my panicked best to be invisble.

The Earl of Docot Dom came with his ranks greetly reduced from his unwise incurson againg the



Red Whips in the South of the Zaguashlon territories, and he took three fourths of the digible young men
back with him, amid excitements and toasts and gold gratuities dl around.

He did not take me.

Baron Generd Hydeis came the next spring, to take twenty good, rdiable men-at-arms of no
particular gentility, to be coastal sheriffs in the West. Though this posdition was dl | could hope for, and
though | was field-ranked third out of a school of two hundred, ill 1 played the blinking foal in front of
the man and was not chosen.

For this bit of clownishness, Rapiermaster Garot, my long-time patron and persond friend, knocked
me backward over the bricks of the dormitory court. | deserved the blow, but a the next recruitment |
made no better impresson.

It was not fear of battle that drove me to behave so badly, though | have a srong didike of battle. It
was not dissatis-faction with the status of a knight contract, for that estate carried with it many times the
power and honor | had ever known and could lead to high advancement. Nor did | cherish dreams of
persond liberty. | had never considered the possi-bility of such liberty.

My panic came from an utter inghbility to decide—to give mysdf over to any one person. | had been
everyone' s for so long.

Perhaps | was too much a child, kept so by living among youngsters, and at the place where | had
been living snce the age of four. Perhaps it was that my own odd face had driven me foolish. Perhaps |
was waiting for Powl. But that isdl to say the same thing, for who but afool and a child would have been
of any use to Powl?

To encapsulate years astightly as | have been doing here is by necessity to lie To speak of ayear’s
eventsin any manner is its own sort of untruth, for a year has no more unity than the broken nib at the left
corner of the table; the sound of thunder, and the flight of the bird outside the window, which has just
now stolen my eye from the paper. It is a thrasher, | think. (They are dl over here in early autumn.) The
nib is stained athin black, which has dribbled onto the porous wood of the tabletop. The thunder is only
in my memory. What is the set, pattern, or entirety of these three things that | should speak of them
together, or of the events of my early life, for that matter? Perhaps you know, Sr, for you have eyes to
see me, and mine exig only to look outward from mysdf.

| awoke before dawn for the whole week before Baron Howdl's next winnowing. It had been
explained dready that my name had been brought up before his sergeant-steward, and that gentleman
was interested in a contract. Allegiance and obedience for five years, renewable at the discretion of the
noble or his representative. Three years was the standard firs graduate’ s contract, but at nineteen 1 was
dready as old as many who were entering their second contract.

| have amemory of the dtripe of violet that opened the sky that day, broken by the bulk of the square
clock tower and the peak of the headmaster's house, as | saw it from the dormitory window. This
memory may well be overpainted by visons come before or since. It may be totdly fdse, for the mind
creates with as much tdent as the eyes perceive, but gill— have it. (The dewy, young-girl colors of
dawn make an ugly picture againg the mustard-yellow squareness of Sor-dating. School, even in the
frame of recollection.)

On the day before Howdl’s descent upon my life | awoke from a very srong dream, which |
remember with more as-surance than | do the skyline. | was waking in a woods, which was odd enough
for one of my background, and had managed to lose the path entirdly. It was midday, and | found mysdf
dimbing a round, bare-topped hill. Near the top of it was a hole—a cave entrance—and out of this
entrance a cool wind was blowing. _

| knew | had to go into this cave. | dso knew | would be killed within. | entered darkness, very cold.

Once | had kicked mysdf awake, | fet no need to delve for the meaning of the dream. It echoed my
waking fedings perfectly. 1 was left with a chill of dread that the late-summer morning could not
overcome.

| hung from the second-story window, swung sideway's onto the sharp-peaked little snow roof of the
man entrance, and did down to stand before the locked dormitory door.

This was my method for leaving my quarters too early or too late. (It was more difficult to return.)




Though my body now isin most ways a more servicegble tool than the frame of that Nazhuret, dill | think
if 1 tried such a sunt immediady after soringing out of bed in the morning,, they would have to carry me
back into it. The difference between nineteen years and forty.

| went barefoot to the practice fidd: Sx enclosed acres of coarse grass, chewed earth, and horse
droppings, where afew unkempt sheep wandered, badly shorn and painted in un-sheeplike colors each
year by teams of students. Three of them were indigo-stained, my own victims, for indigo was the team
color of my dormitory and | had a pronounced tdent for shegp-catching. The more sheep colored after
one' s team color, the greater the prestige of the dormitory.

This summer had been a good one. We had three indigo sheep for North House and | ill bore as
much of the pigment as any wooally creature. | drifted over the fidd that morning in such early light 1 could
not tdl Indigo-North from Madder-East, and | said good-bye to the scene of a lifés play, like a wigful
ghodt in theater.

| touched the armory and the better-kept drill fidd in the same manner, but by the time | reached the
refectory, | was little ghostlike enough to strike a conversation with the night scullery and cadge a piece
of cheese. He, like everyone in the school except the sdf-involved freshers, knew that Zhurrie the
Goblin's future had been disposed of, and so sympathetic he was, he probably would have given me a
whole beef joint on request.

| had planned to be back at the dormitory door just before it was unlocked for the day, but time had
betrayed me or 1 it, for the last of the boys were sumbling or swaggering out to breaekfast as | returned.
Someone whose name and face are logt to me told me that | had been sent for by the heedmadter. |
remember only that the fdlow expected me to be terrified at the news, and even in my lowering mood, |
was amused by that.

What more could the heedmaster do to me?

The headmaster then was no older than | am now, strange to think. A young man for such a postion.
He came to his office door not to greet me, but to stare at me.

“They said you had run away,” he told me.

“They were certainly not correct,” | replied, explaning no more.

Of his office | remember only that he had on a table a clock tha worked with dripping water at
amog the accuracy of the usud soring-weight variety, except in exceptiondly dry, hot weether. | don’t
remember if it made a sound.

He was very kind to me, once he had overcome his sur-prise. He told me that | would be missed,
and he excused me from dl classes and duties that day so | might enjoy mysdf in the dty and get my
wardrobe ready.

My indructiond duties had dready been relegated to an-other the week before: not another student,
but a minor in-structor, who would be paid a living wage for what | did free. My classes—I had not
redly attended much in the way of classes for years, snce | knew the lectures by heart. My ward-robe
conssted of the padded suit | was wearing, drill uniform and. day uniform, aswel as one set of coat and
britches handed down to me by a boy in North who had grown four inches during his fird year as a
sudent. All these but the hand-me-downs would revert to the school, to be given in turn to the next
ten-year-old arriva, or dow-growing adolescent. | had the rapier | had bought the previous year, but no
saddle, bridle, or other horsegear. The noble who wanted my services had to do without dowry entirely.

Itisagreat ded of fun to do nothing in a place where everyone ese is working very hard, but even
that amusement paled soon. | went out into the sun. | donned my dvilian dothing and buckled on my
rapier, just like any underbred burgher gentleman of Vestinglon. | showed my pass at the door (unusud
behavior!) and walked out among the, cobbles and shops of Sordding.

My eegiac mood deepened as | wandered into the flower market by the swanboats, remembering
dirty litle Lady Char-lan, who despite her lack of <kill had possessed a very fine though not
overdecorated duding rapier. Dubious ornament to a virgin girl. Dubious virgin girl. That spring the ar
hed been rich with tuberoses and narcissus.

Now Lady Charlan was dead or pregnant—or both, per-haps. Now the only flowers for sde were
asters, which had no odor. The young man who owned the shop, hauling the bags of bulbs and the heavy



earthen pots, was one of those | had taught to legp the bonfire. He was eghteen, | was nineteen, and he
probably could have lifted me off the ground on one sraight arm.

| envied that youth: his flowers, his day-long view of the gliding swans, his day’s income, his bulk,
and hisinches. Most of 4/, | envied im his Smple independence. Only the Smple can /e S0 independent.

Of course, | may have misunderstood him. Perhaps he was crossed in love. Perhaps Howd was his
landlord.

| think it was in the park that day that the townie stopped me. It was ether that day or another dose
toit. He had a red face, brown hair, and three attendant loungers. He ac-costed, followed, and insulted
me, usng no origindity of expresson at al. He was not interesting. | suppose it was my rapier that drew
him on—burgher’s sons are frequently excited at the 9ght of a rapier. It might dso have been tha the
indigo stains on my neck resembled a digfiguring birthmark. With my unusua appearance, however, there
isno need to look far for the simulus to his behavior. In the end he spat & me, forcing me to wipe my
shoe. In the end his chatter drove my steps out of Sordaling and onto the sunny road.

Unhappiness either overwhems beauty or heightens it. So does joy, now that | reflect on it. It ismy
fortune that both extremes of emation tend to increase the qudlity of dl | see, leaving me bright visons of
the naturd world.

The suburban ar was sharp and the earth was gold and the maples that mark Sordding's banner
were beginning to brighten with autumn. Even the busy road’s horse manure, preserved by the cool; dry
ar, seemed perfect and necessary to complete the picture.

Thismay be last autumn | am visudizing, my king. How can | know?

| had never had much business outsde the city. If there was in me any indinct for venery or for
botany, resdence in a closed school had given it no soil in which to grow. So it is not redlly surprising that
by the time | had walked two undirected hours or so, | did not know where | was at dl, but only that in
my finery | was too hot.

Examining the flat, well-planted, and sparsdly peopled landscape, | spied in the distance a dark line.
k looked like trees. a planting of some kind, or a river with willows. | made for the coolness and for the
water.

That ishow | came to be gomping through a woods with-out any sgn of path, tangling my rapier in
mannerless briars, dimbing out of the trees on the domed side of a hill, and re-cregting every step of my
fatd night vison in the bright light of noon.

| exaggerate for the sake of effect. My dream was not manifest literdly, for a the top of the hill there
was no cave. Instead there was a building of mundane brick: red, squat, high-windowed, surmounted by
adome like that of the dvic house at Sordding but less impressive, and in that dome was stuck a huge
pike or spear .. . alarge tube of metd, at any rate, pointed a the horizon.

My words make the thing too romantic. It was a dull and commercia-appearing building. | thought at
fird dght that it was some sort of lumber mill or foundry.

Theirony of this to have a nightmare made red and then turned into a lumber mill. It only served to
digpd, the last traces of unease from my mind. The moment after | had seen the hill, | could no longer
swear that this hill was the one | had dreamed of, rather than the red dght of a hill replacing an
imperfectly painted memory. The mindis like that.

| walked around the squareness of it. | was thirsty.

Obvioudy amill or foundry would be acrPssible by road. Easly: arePssible,. moreover, and close to
the city. Now, at this remove, it is easy for me to see this. Either my fatigue that day, my ignorance, or
some other factor kept me from understanding the anomaly of this undecorative structure at the crown of
apahless hill. Perhaps once | had decided not to be afraid of it, my mind was unwilling to admit anything
uncanny concerning it &t al.

There was a door of wood and meta, with a amdl open grille a the top, out of which poured a
welcome cold air. | knocked with open pam, caling haloo, caling mercy for adrink of water.

| waited in the shadow of the bricks for a long time before | had an answer. | had given up, | think,
and would have walked on had | any better place to go, but then | heard a bolt drawn.

From this point on, sr, | have no doubt of my memory.



It was an iron bolt holding the door | leaned againgt that was shot open. There was no sound of
footsteps before or after. No voice answered mine My weight caused the heavy, rein-forced door to
swing in.

There was a hdlway, dark and ordinary and sméling of earth, and beyond that a large centrd room,
such as one would, of course, find in a foundry, and this was lit by smal windows up at the base of the
dome. From the celing dangled numerous cords, each of which ended in a brass button.

This dome base was decorated—I thought at the time it was decorated—uwith a frieze of aenellated
wood in what is called a key pattern. It was massve. In the corner of the room nearest the dark hall
stood a tdl machine of gears, equdly massve. In the middle of the room, where the penetrating shaft
reached its end, stood a platform with stairs. There was a dlint of brass. Over the newe post of the ral
saving those stairs was draped a gentleman’s overcoat of boiled wooal.

Thismuch | perceived in a glance, and as | dill stood blinking, a human figure was added to the
scene. A man stepped from the concealment of the near wdl of the central room into the passage and
stood as a black outline,

| should have spoken again. Perhaps | did, but | doubt it, and | am sure if | spoke it was not
coherently. From him aso | heard nothing, but there were some yards between us, so it might have been
that he bid me enter before turning on his hed and proceeding toward the centra platform.

He had not the back of afoundry worker or the clothes of amiller. He was dressed in a bright brown
that went wel with his smooth brown hair, over which | could barely espy the dlint of his incipient
baldness. He was nat a large man. Not a amdl man. The keen eyes of nineteen noticed that his tailcoat
was piped at the seamsin gold and that thin rims of gold edged his rather tal, square boot heds

Truding that he had spoken mein and that | had only missed hearing the words, | entered, and the
cold of that passage was marvelous and the draft hardly to be accounted for, consdering the lack of
vertilaion this block of bricks had seemed to possess. | was intimidated againg my will, and the cold
upon my sweety back drove me forward.

At the end of the passage 1 stood hlinking for the very oddity of the room around me. There were
benches with a great shimmer of glass, and mounted on sticks protruding from the coarse brick wal were
bits of animas—not heads and skins as a hunter will mount his trophies, but out of a more twisted fancy:
ahawk’s leg, with weights on its toes; a dog's jaw, dill hinged; and a suspicioudy human-appearing set
of hipbones and thighbones.

Suddenly | recognized the geared apparatus in the corner as nothing other than a torturer’s rack.

My hand flew to the handle of the rapier, and my dream was dive and flooding again through my
senses. The man who was neither foundryman nor miller had faced me, this time full in what light the
place afforded.

| remember his face less wel that the rest of the scene, for other, Imilar encounters have
superimposed themsdves. | can date truthfully that | thought it a smooth, face, a round face, a face of
less than average beard and more than average grooming. His eyes were pde for his coloring and set far
apart, not unusudly deep. The receding hairline gave him a bit of the flat look of an egg. He was not
plump, but there was something about the neat, smdl hands and feet that suggested he co/7 be plump, or
that one day he would be.

His eyes were open wide, but they were ironica. His hand was raised to one of the many hanging
grings. ¢

“l had hoped,” he sad in the perfect accent of the court—the accent drubbed into every boy of
Sordding School, with more or less success—*| had hoped for a young girl with porcdain hands.” He
pulled the cord and | heard behind me the dam of the door | had used to enter, followed by the thump of
abolt driven home,

| started, my ears popped, and my rapier rattled in its scabbard. | put my hand to the hilt—to quiet it,
to draw it out; | didn’t know then my intent and don’t know now.

The problem with carrying a wegpon as part of one's cos-tume is that one is thereby indined to use
it, and when on€' s hair is riang and crackling about on€'s head and dl one's tooth enamd exposed like
that of a frightened dog, thet is exactly the time one is most indlined to use it, and that use may wel be



murderous.

Thisman had done nothing to me but to tdl me he'd rather had avigt from a pretty girl than from me.
That was no affront. Was it his fault his dwdling had found itsdf in my dream, or that his style of
fumishing raised the hair on my head? | let my hand dide, hoping he had not noticed, and explained my
gtution: | waslog, | was hot and | begged only water.

He cut my words short. “All in good time” he said. “Water, work, deep, sudy, food, argument,
extinction... dl in good time” He loosed the hanging line and let the brass button swing. He turned his
tallored back to me and walked to a table, where were lad three flat disks of something that shone, a pot
of reddish paste, rags, boxes of sand both white and gray, and what looked like a hedge sckle. It was
the last that took my attention.

“What is your name?’ he asked me, and 1 told him the full of in not Zhurrie, the boy’s nickname, but
dl three un-gainly syllables, leaving off only the title “the Goblin.” Hear-ing it, he stopped as dill asafly in
amber. | could see the corner of hisgray eye as he looked over his shoulder a me.

Time passed, and the brass buttons svung.

“Nazhuret,” he repeated, pronouncing it oddly, and then he added, to my mydificaion, the words
“Warrior, poet, king of the dead.”

| stepped to where he arigindly had greeted me, and fiom here | was more convinced than ever tha
it was a hedger that he had taken into his hand: a sharp-bladed hedger with a hook in the handle.

“My nameis Nazhuret, yes” | spoke dowly to avoid mis-understanding, for the manner in which he
now regarded me was more unsgttling than the manner in which he had closed the heavy door. Perhaps
he thought | was mad and speaking gibberish and he needed the tool to protect him-sdf. More likdy he
was mad himsdf. Whichever, he had his hand on the hedger, and the door to the outsde was bolted
agang me,

The brass button sivung in shorter arcs now, and nothing more had been said by ether of us. | was
wondering whether the pull cord opened the door aswdl as closed it. It seemed more practica to essay
this than to run screaming and dawing a the oak (my fird impulse). | caught the button and y: ve it a
yank.

He shook his head, between contempt and pity. “Things do not work that way, lad. How could the
same vector of force ‘move athing in dternate directions?” He had stepped away from the table very
quietly while | was making my futile try at the cord and he held the hedger. It looked scanddous in his
meanicured hand.

“I just thought it might,” | replied. | sounded slly even to mysdf. He amiled a me.

“Nazhuret, you are wdl named’—the pity on his face grew and overspread the contempt—"for |
believe you will have to die now, before we can do anything dse with you at dl.”

As he spoke, my rapier was out and at ready, though | have no memory of drawing it. My mind was
filled with the horror of his madness madness with a hedge sckle in its hand. But the man with the
smooth face and the pretty coat made no move to engage me. Instead, he smiled even more swetly,
grabbed another of the hanging cords with his left hand, and dangled from it, like a big brass button
himsdf. Hisfine shoes swayed Ieft and right in the empty air. There was a scraping from dl the wals of
the room, and he began to snk dowly toward the floor.

It was the windows. He was dosing dl the shutters of the clerestory windows together, and the light
was faling in the room. It would be dark in another moment and | would be locked blind in a strange
room with a madman brandishing a crude blade. | sprang for him as the lagt light went out, trying to grab
the hedger from his hand.

| met only empty air.

Spinning my sword around me in a vain effort to find the men by touch, | crouched low againg the
gtone floor. The flagstones gave off cold; | was chilled in dl my sweat. | told mysdf that if | couldn’t see
him he couldn’t see me, no matter how familiar he was with the chamber itsdf. Surely a sane man could
be more slent than a mad one, especidly if the sane man was fighting for life itsdf, as | was. | resolved,
to make no noise.

It was amazingly quiet in that stone-walled block of a building: no traffic of feet or of whed nor song



of bird nor cry of dog, cat, horse, or ass in the distance. | heard my breething only, and the darming
percussion of my heart. A drop of swest fdl from my hair to the flags, impassibly loud. | held my breath,
but my heart only beat louder and more erraticdly. It ssemed to me that my body was meking such noise
| would not be able to hear it if my enemy tan full tilt over me, swishing his agriculturd implement in the
ar. | fdt sdf-betraya and atouch of panic. | would run for the entrance hall & any moment, not knowing
a dl inwhich direction to find it.

While my brain was giving way in this manner, my long-trained body remained in posture of defense,
and so when the foppish madman whispered “Here | am, Nazhuret. In front of you. Engage me” my
rapier began the deed just as | had been commanded. But hdfway in the mation | remembered thet this
was a naked blade—noble-sharp and without cork or but-ton, and that my enemy was no enemy a 4l
but some mere mad burgher in a frock coat with atool that could not touch me at my fighting distance.
My attack, which began ludtily, ended as no more than a tentative, chiding prick.

Which met nathing. “Misplaced condescension, lad. Or are you merdy ingpt?’ The words seemed to
come from my left. The singing, flat-bladed blow across my face came from a different direction. 1 soun
toward the source of the attack and lunged.

Thistime he took my impetuous sword againg his hedg-er, and | fdt . the weight of his body as we
came hilt to hilt. “Better,” he whispered, and he kicked my leg out from under me.

| fdl in a dattering pile and bounced up agan. My usdess eyes were open s0 wide | fdt my
eydashes brush againgt my eyebrows—sir, thisis the sort of thing one Jses remember—and | fdt around
mewith my rapier as a blind man does with his stick. He cleared histhroat most gracioudy behind me so
| would know his position. “Are you blind as wel as crazy?’ | shouted, “that you can seein the dark?’

“l am not as blind as you,” he answered. “Nor hdf so mad.”

And he laughed a me. Sir, | did go mad with that laugh, on top of dl my terror. | lunged for
blood—to kill. I would have run him through again and again had | had my way, though the man had
countered my attacks defensvely and done me no more affront than to dgp me across the face with a
garden tool.

Agan my blade met only metal and we engaged, rapier to hedger, but this time he dropped his blade
to the fourth quadrant and took the dim rapier into the hook at the guard of his weapon and it broke. |
heard the point of my blade skitter across the floor, and | thought inconsequentidly that this was the sort
of blade one gives an untried noble's son to wear with his Sgnet bet: not a meaeningful blade, no great
loss.

And Nazhuret: not a meaningful young man, no greet loss. My last thought.

The hed of aboot took me across the jaw and my head hit the flagstones and | fet cold opening my
throat.

| was above, hanging in the black dome, looking down a my body and at the man who had killed
me The darkness was no obstacle.

The killer indeed had a bald spot beginning on the back of his head; from above this was very
noticesble, especidly as he was bending over the smdl, shrunken body with the yelow hair. He went
away and | was left with nothing to see but the dead boy with one smear of blood across his face. His
eyes were closed, asin deep. He looked very young and hope—

less. | fdt a digtant pity, not too sharp. Then the killer came back, dragging a bench, upon which he
sat and leaned over hisvictim. His patch of pink scap gleamed.

The importance of this scene was soon exhausted, and it began to recede and grow smdler. It
became nathing but a spot of light in the middle of an emptiness that expanded without limit.

Decide, was said to me. Grab on to thisthet is passng, or let it go. Madness or degth.

This was not a comforting choice, and with it came no indruction or clue. But dl comfort was past
anyway, dong with Nazhuret and the ten stubby fingers on his hands and the two splayed feet that moved
him from place to place. Out of what inginct or guidance | do not know | turned from that shrinking light
amid the darkness and let go of Nazhuret and of dl of the first-person-singular pronoun as well.

My king, thisis a memory of amemory, but | speak as truthfully s | know how. Try to follow me, no
meaiter where.



The darkness was not darkness (i not darkness, even now) but light, and in ey reach was
knowledge, content and endless. So, too, was time (that thing which we know only through its being
gone): content and endless, not ariver but a sea.

Y et there was a voice, and it said, “Tel me about Na-zhuret.”

Amid infinite light nothing is hidden, not even Nazhuret, so the answer came eeslly. “Nazhuret |ooked
often into the mirror, yet he was not vain.”

“What dse?’

“He made third in the ranks at Sordaling School, and would have been firgt, but for his background.”

“What was his background?’

“He had none”

“Tdl me more.” The voice was familiar. Ironicd.

“Nazhuret loved the Lady Charlan, daughter of Baron Howdl. But she is gone.”

Thisdthough true, had never been said doud. “Go on.”

“So is Nazhuret. Gone.”

The voice amid the light was no stronger than a draft through a cold hdlway, but it could not be
escaped.

“Was Nazhuret a good fdlow, as men go?’ it asked, and after dow ralling time came the answer.

“Yes. He stayed out dl night sometimes, but he was a good fdlow.”

The voice laughed: not an annoying laugh. “Good fellows are not everywhere, these days. Nazhuret
could be ussful. There is even a need, perhaps—And perhaps he will come back to us”

The reaches of light were moving. There was a haze, a glaze, a network of brightness through them.
“Nazhuret is dead,” it answered, but the Yoke continued, “Nazhuret can come back, if he chooses. If he
cares.”

Thelight ran into veins, coalesced, leaving dark and un-knowing around it asit shrank.

“Will he come back? Will you come back to us, Nazhuret? Back to the world and the cold stone
floor?’

Thelight soun cobwebby fine, tighter and tighter unil it extinguished its own inner radiance. | became
awarethat it was . That | was. |. Firg person sngular.

Oh, grief and loss and draight necessity, that light and time and knowing be pressed down until it is
matter, until itis|.

“Why mugt 17’ | said. “Nothing is worth this. Not this. Thisisterrible”

And he answered, “You are not compelled to return. Yet | have a use for you here. | ask this
sacrifice of you, Nazhuret. Will, you return?’

| opened my eyes, saying, “Yes. Enough. All right, damn it,” and there, leening over me, was the
smooath face of the man with the hedger and the bald spot and dl the fine tai-loring. “Nazhuret,” the voice
sad 4 helifted my head and put white linen on my bleeding cheek. “Welcome. My name is Powl. | am
your teacher.”

| can scarcely believe it has been four weeks since | began this manuscript, Sir. | am gppalled to have
been so dow infulfilling a command of the king, but believe that | have not been merdy desultory; dong
with the local haying we have had epidemics both of summer fever and duding, and they have kept me
tolerably occupied. | hold the pen now in a hand nestly slk-gtitched from knuckle to wrigt to prevent the
flesh from gaping.

No, | midead you. It is an injury from a grass scythe. | lent a hand (this hand) to replace a sck
harvestman. | could try writing left-handed, but it is not fair, gir, that you should be the sufferer in such an
experiment | will proceed dowly, but | will proceed.

In the garden of your city palace at Vedtinglon, where | hazard the guess you St to read this—that is,
if the weather remainsfine and | do not continue writing on into the win-te—there you have a very clear
pool. Riseif you will, take this page with you, and goto the bank of it. | remember the day we played
colt games by this water, and His Royd Maesty went in, rearmost foremost, and seven members of the
Privy Guard were dissuaded only with difficulty from filleing His Mgesty’ s wredtling partner like a trout.
Doesn't this water appear to be scarcely shin-deep, though we both have reason to know it is deep



enough to float a Szable monarch?

Not even the bulk and budling of a submerged king could muddy this pool, which rises from
unknown depths and issues out through a marble dolphin mouth at your left hand and settles there back
agan, unnoticed amid the reeds to your right,, far enough from the kitchens and offices to take no gan
from them. | could count the red pebbles on the bottom and the blue ones and the white even as we
heuled you out, d™ re

Look into this depth, so much clearer than ar and so much colder and heavier, and keep it in your
mind as you read of my firgt day of return, after my death at Powl’s hand. For | was sunk deeper and
more dlently into the confines of my body and into the airs of the world that day than the blind,
tranducent fish are sunk in the water of this pooal.

The bench he laidd me on was rough and porous. The wood had absorbed the wet and the amdls of
night, and now it Issued them againg my face, and the touch againgt my broken skin was full of sparks.
Thewdl of bricks glowed with the terrible colors of itskilning: flame-red, blood-black, and the yelow of
aulfur.

The fortressed door stood open again and ydlow light poured in, dong with the endless song of a
bird. | sat up and stood up and Powl came with me. He led me through the blossoms, traps, and snarls of
the September grass, which might otherwise have hedd me for dl this second life (I was so bemused), and
he sat mein the green glow of amaple tree.

“If findly 1 am damned,” he said, “it will be for this, lad. Forgive me”

His words were lightly spoken, but | considered them for a ridiculoudy long time. At last | answered
him, “It was not murder, but a far dud. | had the better weapon, the longer reach. And a lifeime of
traning.”

He amiled. His teeth were white and even and did not quite meet. “No, Nazhuret. Between you and
me could be no fair dudl. But | did not mean damned for that, but rather for dragging you back again, to
this’—he touched my head in two places—"to where your kin is split and there is at the back of your
head alump that you will fed soon, and to where you were thirdy and | presume dill are, and . . . and 4l
thet isto come.”

In my mind the congtdllations wheded dowly. No intd-ligence, mind you, but very many stars. “You
could not drag me. | came,” | told him, and | was very sure of mysdif.

His pale, ironicd eyes, colorless themselves, caught the sun. ((Back to aworld that is full of pain and
confusory Yes, so you did. Do you know why?’

| shook my head, and he was right It was going to hurt soon. “No,” | said, “you have to tdl me why.”

Powl leaned forward, into shadow. He pointed a neet and dedlicate finger at me. “Because, Nazhuret.
Because the world isfull of pain and confuson. That iswhy | cdled you. That iswhy you came.” Then he
rose and lifted me by the back of the collar and marched me back through the door of oak, where | was
given water and strong coffee with cardamom and the end of a very fine cheese. | dept and dreamed not
a dl, and when | awoke, the coat of boiled wool was over my shoulders, the moon was sreaming blue
through the high windows, the door was cracked open, and the fine gentleman was gone.

| went out to relieve mysdf; ate the rest of the cheese, played with the disks of glass, worked the
mechaniams of bone, and ascertained that the torturer’s rack was actudly a gear-and whedwork that
somehow connected with the wooden crendlations edging the dome roof. | dimbed the platform and
peered up at the dot in the roof through which the hinder stars of the Great Hog could be seen, and |
wondered how the rain was kept out. By then | was chilled and headachey, so | returned to my bench
and the gentleman’s coat.

Not once through that afternoon and evening did 1 spare a thought for Sordaing School, or for
Baron Howdl, or for the dream that had brought me away from both. For the rest of the night | dept like
adead maen.

The next morning | was dill on my hard bed when Powl opened the door and walked through to the
central chamber. “Still adeep, | see,” he said, but it was obvious he meant “dill here” He was carrying a
bundle.



| got up, shook out his felted coat, and followed him.

In the morning light he was smoother than ever: smoother and cleaner and more pink-scalped. His
plumpness was an illuson brought on by amdl features and the delicate joints of his fingers. While his
dress was consarvative, everything he wore had a little bit of gold about it, induding his teeth. He put
down the bundle on the boneworks table, where it clattered. He took back his coat, examined it—for
fleas, pos-sbly—and said: “The rules, Nazhuret

“Hrgt, never piss againg the walls of this building.”

| started to interrupt, to explain it had only been the outside wall, and on a Structure this massve, that
auild scarcely métter, but it occurred to me to wonder how he could possibly have known, and in the
face of hisinexplicable knowl-edge, my protest died.

“It isunhygienic, it inks, and it only encourages dogs. | find it an unappeding habit, and you will not
do it. Further, for the sake of my senshilities if not your own, you will wash every day—yes, of course
you do, but I mean head to foot. Negtly. Cold or hot. Y ou will launder your shirt every eve-ning.”

At this| must have gawped, for | had never heard of anyone except the dergy living with such nicety,
and among those, only such who had servants with time to waste. Powl paid my expresson no mind, or
perhaps he answered it in-directly, for he continued, “Thistraining would be easier if you had been fifteen
years indead of nineteen. Y ou're now a an age to balk, to chalenge everything | say.”

Indeed, | was about to chdlenge his rules s time-consuming and ingppropriate congdering my
gation in life, when | was overcome by afeding of uncertainty amounting to pure diz—

ziness, for | no longer knew what my station was nor in what voice | was about to answer this man.

The student of Sxteen years training in obedience was dead, as dead as if the body ill lay cold on
the cold stone flags. The perfect detachment of yesterday also was gone; | had awakened without it and
not noticed the change. The fdlow who had tried twice to object to very minor inconven-iences was
neither of the Nazhurets [knew. | heard him squeak my own confusion and 1 did not recognize the man. |
was nauseated. | lost my balance.

| think | fdl to my knees, for | remember Powl holding me up, stronger than he looked, with the amdl
hands with little gold rings about the fingers. He put my seat down on a bench.

“Boy,” he said, “I understand. Don't worry about it. Such moments were not made to be hdd to.
Wha is necessary isamply ... fath. Or obstinacy. That what happened did hap-pen.” He let me go then
and began to pace, his shoes with their lacquered hedls making surprisingly little noise againg the floor.
“That, actudly, is the only legitimate meaning of the much-abused word ‘fath.’ It is the ... the cussedness
... to ing4 that what we knew to be true remains true, in—the face of confuson and distraction. When it
ishidden from us. Because . ..”

And he looked sharply into my face. “Because we were not:made, to live congtantly in a glow of
divineillumination.”

He sghed and rubbed his lips with the tip of a finger. “Most people, | think, experience dl the
inutterable percep-tions of asaint, asage, or a scholar in their own times. Burghers, amiths, soldiers like
yoursdf: dl ripe for blinding illuminations. But these perceptions can't be readily com-municated, caled
for a will, or stored inajar againg future need, s0 ...”

He paced. “The percelver fird classfies them as unde-pendable and later, usdess, and findly, unred.
Most ordinary people are so practiced a this negation that by the time they are in their midteens they
uffer their sudden understandings as though they were bellyaches and are quickly over them. The sage
or the ecdtatic, on the other hand ...”

Hisface tightened. “Do | haveit right, Nazhuret, or am | previous, and you were only swooning from
insuffidency of food?’

| told him he had it, and that s aurrie the Goblin was certainly dead, and peace-filled Nazhuret the
Revistor seemed to have disappeared dso, | had no idea who was tdking to him at dl. | stared not at
the floor but a his gleaming shoes, soiled by September dew and forest mulch only a bit on the sdes of
the toes, and he patted me on the head, where | would have been bald had | been Powl.

“That isa very good beginning,” he said to me.

The dathing in the bundle—that | was to wear and wash out nightly—was a coarse handweave shirt



aswdl as woolen knee breeches, stockings, and wooden clogs. “I am to dress like a peasant and wash
likealord?' | asked him, trying not 7 make it Sound like a protest.

“Yes,” he replied, with hisgrin turned away from me. “And ezt like alady and talk like a scholar with
along gray beard. All these things, you see, are perfection in their own variety, and perfection is what we
grivefor.”

| was grateful for the lack of mirror in the room, not because | thought | looked so much worse in the
poor clothes but because | was very much afraid | would find they looked more appropriate on me than
my frock coat. “Peasant shirts are more perfect than ... than linen and pearls, Master Powl? Then what
about—"

“No ‘Master,” Nazhuret. Just *Powl.” And as for my own dress—if it is any of your busness—| am
indisguise”

Powl glanced over me with satisfaction as | stood before him in my rude finery, and | was more and
more certain he thought it the right dothing for the sort of person | was. | was tempted to remind him
about Sordaling School and its rules for admisson, but anong the lessons | had learned at that school
was that many things were for sde that were not supposed to be sdable, and how could | say that
admisson for a low-born or bastard son was not among, these? | held my peace. He fed me more
cheese, bread, and beer, until the natura man in me began to dimb out of his stupor.

“Do you remember why you came here and why you stayed, Nazhuret?” Powl are more dowly than
| and far more ddli-cately, so that | had been waiting across the table from him for five minutes

“l remember ...” | began, and then memories that had seemed perfect and coherent as long as |
didn’'t look directly at them began to behave darmingly. “1 came because of a dream,” | answered at lagt,
“and | stayed because you .. .” and here | became unsure of mysdf, wretchedly so, so that it was amost
impossible to continue. Powl prodded me. “Because | what, lad? Speak.”

“Because you cdled me back. From death.”

Powl skinned an apple. Its fragrance filled the air, even overwhdming the cheese. “Cadled you back
from death? Now, bow could | do that?’

| don’'t know where my anger came from, but | was shout-ing, “Don’t make fun of me that way! You
were only an hour ago saying that | must believe my own memories, that it required cussedness that was
actudly fath, that—"

He waved me down with a light gesture. “No, I'm not meking fun of you. It was a legitimae
question. By what power could | cdl a man back from death? I'm not God, | assure you, nor some
prescientific notion of awizard.”

This outraged me, for dthough | didn’t confuse the man with the Almighty, yet he was exactly my
“prescientific’ ideaof awizard. “And yet you did it.”

“l don't think so,” answered Powl, so very mildy | was ashamed for my temper. “Examine your
memories again. In dl honesty.”

| could not; what had been so coherent the day before had become as cluttered and handldless as the
dream that brought it about. “I don’'t remember. | don't even remember why I'm here”

“You can leave again.” Ever so coally, Powl began to eat the skin he had carefully excised from the
apple.

Thisleft me utterly blank. “Leave? But you said you would be my teacher.”

“So you remember something, then. But what isit | am to teach you?’

| thought mightily but could remember nothing of the experience relevant. Except how eesily he had
beaten me a my own sKill. “ Swordivork, | imagine. 1sn't that it?”

Powl laughed outright, which | doubt a proper lady would have done with a mouthful of apple. “You
are asking me? Like that? Y ou have no idea, yoursdf, and yet you’ ve sat here and chided me ...”

| could only shake my head.

He put hisknife and histine sticks down and wiped his fingers with a clean handkerchief. “We could
catanly begin with that, Nazhuret. If it's swordworlc that interests you, | can teach you to be the most
deadly dentist indl of Vestinglon and the Territories”

| blushed to think how essly taken in he thought me. “I’'m not redly so interested in it—"



“So much the better.”

“It'sonly that Snce you have reason to know you're so much better than | am, | naturdly thought—"

“Naturaly.”

“But. Master—Powl—I have to be honest. | have ranked third out of two hundred a Sordaing and
after dl these years I’'m as good as I’'m going to get. | work the rapier hours each day and | know | have
reached my limits”

His wide, colorless eyes had no expresson as he answered, “Tha would be too bad if that were
true, but | don't think it is”

| sought to excuse mysdf, for cdling mysdf third of Sor-dding had not been my idea of a pitiful
confesson, and Powl’s “that would be too bad if that were true “ redly rankled. Still, the man had played
cat and mouse with me. “I, have been fighting with wooden swords or sted ones snce | was four.
Though dways the smdlest inmy sessions, | had to stand there and take it and take it until | could figure
out how to turn it asde—and | did learn, despite my years and despite my sze. That is the school
system. Can you think of a better, more redigtic one for producing able fighters?”

| was quite amazed to see Powl lose his temper, even though it was only revealed with a sneer and a
dap to the table. “I can think of none worsel” He rose, and his lacquered heds glinted in the light of the
high windows as he strode in high energy to and fro, griking the hanging buttons from his path so that
they swung to and frointhe ar like regpers  blades.

Slently, | began to clear the table. | kept back the bread hedls and the scraps of cheese and the rest
of the apple skinin case he was about to toss me out, for | had no idea where 1 would go in that event.

Not back, certanly.

Powl returned to me and in his hands he held something in a sheet of flannd. | sat on the dair of the
platform beside him as he unwrapped the item.

It was the Sze and shape of the bottom of a amdl bucket and about a thumb's length in thickness. It
was clear, perfect glass, with only atouch of green in its makeup when examined dong the diameter. “it's
alens” | sad, farly sure of my information.

He propped it on his knees, and his round face looked like a happy cat’s. “It isalens. I'm glad we
can gart with that understanding. Now; do you know exactly what alensis?’

His brightness dimmed a little when | could only say it was something made of glass. “To hdp see
things” 1added, and that cheered him again.

“Yes Thisisto hep see things. Everything taught is merdy to hdp us see things Nazhuret, | will
teach you the arts of conflict, Snce that is your background, and as | have heard said, one can only teach
aperson what he dready knows. | will dso teach you five languages, two of which are dead and one of
which has—for you—what are cdled magicd prop-erties. Together we will sudy dancing, too, and a
sort of hisory more accurate than that fed you poor brutes a your school. But the only perfect
teaching—the only treasure | have—I can give you in afew words, right now.

“You, Nazhuret, once of Sordaling, are the lens of the world: the lens through which the world may
become aware of itsdf. The world, on the other hand, is the only lens in which you can see yoursdf. It is
both lenses together that make vison.” He paused, terribly ill.

“Do you understand me?’

| listened, and | looked into the cool clearness of thisimmense glass, which showed me magnified the
fine pink fingers of Powl and the glint of gold and the blue-rose-colored drop of a discreet ruby on one of
those rings, and superimposed over dl this the ghost of my own face, turned upside down and thus
unknowable to me. | had to put both hands over my face and retreat into darkness.

He asked me again, “Do you understand me, Nazhuret?’

The words, meaningless to me, were locked in the dark box of my head, and like powder charges,
were set to go off.

1 knew about handling powder charges, and knowing they were locked in with me and the fuse
ignited, | began to swest.

For a moment | saw mysdf from above as | had briefly the day before. For a moment | fdt the
blackness that preceded deeth. Then | remembered more.



| opened my eyes again and let go of Powl’s words.

“l don’'t understand at dl, Powl. Not a dl. And | can't think. My heed fills instead with memories of
... of before | knew | ought to come back.”

“Good.” He nodded forcefully, as though | had said some-thing profound insteed of falling the test
completely. “Knew you ought to come back. No nonsense about my cdling . . .” He nodded and
nodded. To himsdif.

“Good, Nazhuret. We have a very strong beginning.”

Memories only remain connected, so that they make atale that moves from third hour to fourth hour
to noon, in Stuations so utterly new that our minds cannot otherwise catadog them. Once we have begun
to fed comfortable—to understand or to, give up underdanding dl things around us we group memories
incdumps of like experiences. (I am told, however, that it is not the same for idiots, who remember each
incident of ther unsuccessful lives as sequentid, unique, and inexplicable. Though | have been cdled a
ampleton dl my life, | am glad my memories have not been so drearily particular as this)

My recollection of my firg whole day with Powl switches from the, firs mode of memory to the
second at about the time just described. Sometime later in the afternoon he took a set of keys and led me
through various doors into the odd-shaped rooms that made up the rest of the volume of this round
building within a square one.

There was a spare but perfectly comfortable bedroom that boasted a fireplace not set into the wall
but pounded out of what seemed to be pieces of old body armor (both of horse and man) and served by
aflimsy exhaust pipe, and a storage mom where gran *was kept very tidily in glass and ceramic with
rubber gaskets and where wooden crates rose dmodt to the low calling, dong with a far more interesting
collection of sabers, rapiers, J;samembled pistols, lance cannons, cal-trops, and other indruments to
eviscerate, mam and other-wise discourage on€e' s friends. The room at the third corner smelled of fuller’s
earth; it had certain of the flags lifted, and a great displacement of the earth benesath them was scattered
over the remaining floor. Atop the hole in the flags was a thigh-high iron box with a matiching hole in its
top. The entirety was described to me (rductantly, it seemed) as a“work in progress.”

The fourth corner was a farly up-to-date kitchen, com-plete with an oven of iron Smilar to but
heavier than the affair in the bedroom. It did not appear to be used.

Why Powl had left me the night before on a hard bench when there were, battens and blankets so
near at hand puzzled me for a while—he certainly had not used them himsdf, and it didn’t seem he feared
my persond cattle would infect his property, for now he gave me the ring of black keys with no
hestation. | can only suppose he had wanted to give me every opportunity for walking out, if my indincts
hed runin that direction.

That afternoon he gave me the second of my regular defeats at arms, this time Smply saber to saber,
but it did not appear that the exercise had hisfull atention, and before evening he left me again, with food
to cook and wood to cut and a very serious charge: | was to discover the central purpose of the building
inwhich I now lived, and | was to be able to operate it competently by daybreak.

He left me paper and pen for figuring, if 1 should need it, and beer for solace. Everything but candles
for light he left me, and when | pointed out the omisson he walked out the door, laughing, saying that the
building operated best without candles.

My king, | know it seems ridiculous to a man of your breadth of experience that | did not know in
what sort of place | was, but remember the single-purposedness of my up-bringing, and remember dso
that it was twenty-one years ago, and many things that are ordinary now were marvelous then, or even
unknown.

Frg, hi-rause it had been so much in my thoughts, | approached the “rack” in the corner. It
possessed a great oak whed on an axle of iron, and protruding from the rim of the whed was a handle
adso of oak and iron, pardld in line to the axle itsdf. | had difficulty turning this whed, both because of
the resstance of the machinery and because the whed stood so tdl thet at the handl€'s highest point |
could scarcdly reach it and could put dmost no force into the rotation. Below the mechaniam | placed a
box from the storage room, and by stepping on and off once for each revolution | worked the thing with
awill.



It seemed it did nothing but creak and cause the building to creak. | stopped my efforts and regarded
the contrivance again. To the best of my knowlege, nothing had changed. Since | could not lubricate the
wooden whesdls, 1 lubricated mysdf instead, and sat upon the steps of the centrd platform with a mug of
wamish, dill beer.

The buttons were moving on ther strings and the sun shone its last light through the fault in the calling.
Beer is not conducive to menta exercise but rest is, and when | rose again | went to the kitchen stove,
took fromitsbely _a damp piece of charcoal, and smeared lines over dl the megting places of the gears
within the machine, or at least dl that could be reached. | worked the thing again until it was growling dl
around me, and then | observed what progress | had made.

None of the lines met anymore. Some had moved only dightly, and some bore traces of having run
their circle through more than once. The bigger gears seemed, in generd, to have moved least.

This ought to have been mogt sgnificant, but my brain refused to lead me any farther. Gears existed
to speed move-ment, to dow it down, or to change the direction of it. These gears were of many Szes
and moved up and down, sideways, and in both diagonds, but seemed to be connected to nothing
except each other. And the building, of course.

It had grown dark during my last flurry of pumping, and | had suddenly in my mind an even darker
vison of mysdf dowly pushing this square shell of bricks and mortar over the crest of the hill it sat upon,
untl it would overbaance itsdf and crash into the trees below. It seemed the sort of joke an inexplicable
men like Powl would find humorous. In sudden panic | ran out through the hdl and out the heavy door, to
find the sun was il in the sky, and the path exactly where I’ d l€ft it that afternoon.

| was inspired to leave, to return to Sordding School with a story of sudden illness, amnesia, attack
from townies. Now that | think back, sr, | doubt there was a day inmy peculiar education that | was not
overcome a least momentarily by an impulse to drop the effort and run. Except for three days, which |
gl describe after thisis done.

| went back in and poured another beer. It was very dark insgde now, and only the swinging brass
buttons of the caling caught sunlight through the clerestory windows. ‘1 glanced out through the crack in
the roof and beheld the firg stars, and only then did it become obvious to me that the pole, the dat, the
entire roof of the building had moved—that the squat dome, the crowded clerestories, and the dumsy
key frieze were no chance ornaments of a builder without artidtic taste but ingtead the inevitable
concomitants of a roof designed to pin like a top.

A very dow, cumbersome top.

Quedtions are never redly answered, but only replaced by larger questions. Why on earth would a
men want to move the roof of his house in a circle? That under certain circum—

stances he might want to move the house itsdf over the ground | could accept. That he might want to
replace the roof to the left or the right according to rain or wind direction dso was comprehensible,
though practicaly spesking it was enough that it merdy cover the floor wel. This pierced, flawed, and
ponderoudy mohile dome seemed beyond reason.

Yet one thing had led to five or 9x others in my researches, and .| was indined toward faith in the
reasonableness of thisugly brick building. | left off beer and conjecture and mounted the platform.

The great tube ended in a smdler, polished tube, which in its turn was completed by a round lip of
brass like the neck of a bottle. It occurred to me that perhaps Powl’s intent was to capture dew or rain,
but when | inserted my finger into the hole | thought | fdt it blocked by something hard. It was a tiny
opening anyway, and hard to fed with the fingers The tube itsdf rang hollow to knuckles; it made a
shivery, dmost sweet sound.

On the Zaguashlon southern coast, a Moibin Harbor, there stands a cannon as long as this very
tube, and like it, the cannon is made of brass. It can carry abdl of iron for three miles out to sea, and its
purpose is to terrify the pirates of Felonk, who harry the shores.

Though the Felonkan are a round people, however, ther ships are light and wasplike and balanced
on wasp-legged pon-toons, and never has this fearsome weapon managed to hit a ship clean on or even
to swamp one, though | am told men have been washed off the decks and drowned. If ever it did hit a
ghip, I'm sure the destruction would be totdl.



On its way to emplacement on the harbor diffs the Mor-bin Harbor cannon was paraded through
Vedinglon and af-terward Sordding, pulled by thirty chesnut brewery horses. We of the school were
brought to examineit, and | remember that the barrel of the cannon was very heavy, so that it made little
ring when beaten by the fids.

There was a chair on the platform, placed not under the tube but to one Side. Its brocade seat was
wdl and particularly wom, as by the posterior of a sngle man gpplied many times. | sat on that char
(feding a dight sense of sacrilege) but found no virtue in the act, nor was there anything to be seen or
heard there. Of course, the chair was not attached to the tube but to the platform by its own weight. If
the tube moved (as it must) with the roof ...

| sought a stick or a pencil and could find nothing but the piece of charcod | had sharpened aganst
the gears of the roof-engine. | inserted this into the lip of the tube and found it was actudly blocked by
something hard. In an effort to dis-cover whether the blockage. Was complete, | managed to bresk the
charcod in the dedivity and fill it, whether-or-no. | peered into the brass ring suffed with gray dirt and
was no wiser. Most heavy guns, the Morbin Harbor cannon among them, are barrel-loaders, and this
thing had no obvious juncture between the large bore section and the end section. But it was possible that
grength inherent in the unbroken nature of this ingrument was worth the extra trouble inherent in a long
muzzle-loader. Perhaps such a cannon might be easier to drill to specifications. More accurate.

Though a ladder would be very necessary....

Powl’s pating words, that this place operated better with-out candles, now seemed heavily
sgnificant. The man cer-tainly didn't want to give me any opportunity to shoot off the huge gun a
random, or to blow up the emplacement. | began to consder bresking open the crates in the storage
roomsin search of black powder or gun cotton.

Destroying things seemed beyond the scope of my assgn-ment here, and though | was more and
more darmed each minute and less a one with the purposes of a man who kept a dog with such terrible
teeth, dill | could not be sure. | determined to go dowly and be certain.

Next | discovered something that excited me strongly, and that was that the sngle ataching strut of
the tube to the platform was no mere support, but a complex levered pipe that would raise and lower the
tube dong the dot in the roof. To prove true sane intent in the congruction of this mad machine, nothing
more was necessary then to find that there was an awvning of canvas that followed the tube down,
covering the fault in the roof entirdly, so that if the thing were lad flat againg the bottom of the dome, the
roof was impervious to ran and dew, if not to wind.

It seemed likdly that the blockage in the end of the tube was a fuse, broken off below levd, as so
often happens with fuses. The endpiece did seem to be threaded, but | did not manage to get it entirdy
off to check my suppositions, and | feared to break such an intricate piece of machinery—whether good
or evil as | feared, it was obvioudy quite expensive.

There remained one more test for what was becoming a fond theory: If the building was a huge,
immovable cannon, it must be amed at something.

Inthe lagt light of the sun and the firgt light of the moon | went out again to examine the hill’s horizon.
It was trees and blackness, except in one direction: the direction of the road whence | had come. |
returned to the “rack,” worked prodigioudy, and looked again.

The next morning | was awake when Powl arrived, for | had not dept. He dearly did not expect the
accusation written in my eyes. He dropped alarge pack, under which he had been swesting.

“So you know?" he asked me, dry and ironic.

“Itisfearful,” | replied. “It isfearful and traitorous and |

wish | had not seen it pointed sraight for my city and home.”

“That’'s where | thought you had pointed it,” he answered.

“It iswhat | would expect from a lad your age—to look draight at the lights of the city. There are
higher targets, believe me”

| was very angry. “Higher? There is Vedinglon itsdf, and the palace, | suppose. But to have a
cannon this d9ze pointed a the second dty of Vdonya and its militay capitd is enough. | had
hoped”—and here | was stuck between anger and a strange embarrassment—"1 had hoped that you had



only found this place, had overcome the traitorous dement and—"

Powl’s jaw dropped and his eyebrows rose commensurately. “As a matter of fact, | had no hand in
this congtruction. It was Adlar Diskomb himsdf who hed it built, and who hanged himsdf from this very
caling, though whether he was a traitor to do so is more than | can say. But for the rest of your
accusation, Nazhuret, son of—of Sordaing Schooal, | am to-taly bemused.

“A cannon? Do you think you are living in a gun bunker of some kind?’ He dimbed the plaiform in
two steps and dragged the chair over to the end of the tube. He looked cosdy into the brass lip and
cried out like a bird.

“Deity! What have you done, boy? Idiot! Hooligan! Y ou've broken the eyepiece, and how | am ever
going to remove it, let done grind a replacement. : . "

| was about to tdl him | was glad if | had, but his attitude was so much that of outraged innocence
that | was loang fath in my own inductions, and | merdy stood stubborn. If this were not a brass gun
amed at Sorddling, | could not guess what it was.

Then the charcod fdl out from where | had wedged it and Powl gave a great groan of rdief. He put
his eye to and made the sort of face one makes when looking hard. He twisted the adjustment.

He began to laugh, with great good humor. Then he bade me look through, At last he told me what
an adronomica observatory was.

So | faled my firg test and faled it spectacularly, and by dl rights Powl should have booted me out
the door then and there. He was dways an inexplicable man, however, and as soon as he assured himsdf
that my monkeying had not de-stroyed either the telescope nor the roof mechanism, he sat down on the
plaform steps and asked me to explain to him how | had concluded that the thing was a cannon amed a
the city. | remember, gtting lower, as | was, that his shoes were glossy, carame brown with gold threads
inthe laces.

| showed him the marks on the gears and explained how the sun’s disappearance from its obvious
path of descent had clued me to the dome’'s movement, and how the blockage (opaque, once past the
test of charcod) had led me to un-derstand that the tube was hollow but closed at this end, and how the
geography of the hill conspired to dlow, the tube to point sraight down at the lamps of Sordaling and,
amaos nowhere else, except a the empty sky. It had seemed obvious that no man would build such an
enormous thing to look up into the empty sky.

Powl congratulated me a having been so rilliantly wrong. In this he seemed (most unlike him) not
ironicd at dl. That morning he set me the task of gtting il and thinking serioudy about the twin concepts
of what was obvious and what was empty.

Perhapsif | had been easier to live with, Powl might have stopped more in the observatory with me,
but | was nineteen, and the joints of my body were so fluid (so it seems, looking back) thet it was less
difficult to keep moving than it was to pause. Besides, | was totaly unpracticed in the art of stting 4ill
and very used to being kept hopping. | would begin the morning before light, getting wood for the stove,
and by the time my teacher came to the five-hundred weaght door, | would have bathed and had
breakfast ready—Powl’ s second break-fast, | suspected, though | did not dare ask.

Then he would set me to some bodily endeavor: sword forms or dancing strapped with med sacks
fore and &t or beating three over four on my knees, while he sat in the doorway and read a book,
brought with him for that purpose. Afterward, with the noon sun squeezing in through the high windows
to whiten the dugty ar, he would lecture on the subject of optics. | was not to take notes, but to
remember.

My responses to this branch of his curriculum were pre-dictable. First | would twitch, then | would
wiggle, and findly | would fal adeep. If free, | would paw the prisms and sample blanks from hand to
hand and rall them down my knees until they were so covered with finger grease and woolen lint they
were usdess for illudration, and if tied (Powl resorted to tying me to the plaform banigter), | found
mysdf subject to loud, distracting odlls of asthma.

My teacher was darmed, and though | do not blame him, I think he must have had very little
experience with boys. By the end of the firs week he had shelved opticsin favor of teaching me to gt 4ill
and ligen. Ancther few days and he decided to concentrate further: on Stting ill.



“Nazhuret, | have a smple assgnment for you,” he said. “I can guarantee you success in it? We had
been sparring with sword balks wrapped in rags when a sudden shower had caught us and driven us
indoors.

Though | had looked forward to the bout, | was equaly glad to be distracted from it, for there is only
s0 much satis-faction to be won being rapped slly or knocked down re-peatedly. | told hm | was & his
service.

“This is not my service, but your own. | want you to St down here—I’ll carry the chair into this
corner here, facing right in to the bricks. Now | will lash your wrigts to this very findy carved ornament
and your feet to the little lion feet.”

Having trussed me to his satisfaction, he leaned his head over my shoulder, ascertaining that my view
was dull indeed, and clapped me on the shoulder. “There. Now | will leave you for exactly hdf an hour
there, and you can shuffle and
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pant and wheeze to your heart’s content. | will trust to God you don’'t stop breething, but after dl,
that's your busness” Heturned to leave.

“Wait, gr,” | cdled after. “What about my assgnment? What isit | am to do while| st here and wait
for you?’

| couldn't turn enough to see Powl behind me, but | could hear hm clear his throat. “Your
assgnment?’

There were some moments of slence, and then he spoke. “Y ou remember the country tale about the
black wolf of Gdley that had nothing inits belly? Good. Well, your assgnment is to consider dl thingsin
nature and without nature, but not the black wolf of Gdley. Understood: Y ou do not think about that tde
a dl—anything e'se is acceptable. Pretty easy, hey?’

| had one more question: “Whét if there’ s a fire while you' re gone?”

“Then you are a martyr to science,” said my teacher, and he walked out into the rain.

| was tied in that spot every day for three weeks. The period of time was supposed to be hdf an
hour, but | doubt it was ever that short. The observatory boasted no clock except the heavens. | can il
close my eyes and see bricks before me, though at this remove | cannot say they are the same bricks.
My bregthing panics came and went, outlandish hun-gers came with their concomitant growls, spots
wandered be-fore my eyes, and adways, dways my thoughts made a regular, endless revolution around
the black wolf of Gelley.

| saw this ludicrous nursery rhyme as alarge dugty thing, with a triangular face, many white triangular
teeth, and a bdlooning stomach; clear and hollow like sausage casng. Sometimes it was beng
outmaneuvered by the old wife, as In verse two,, and sometimes being chased by the young amith with
the pincers, as in the penultimate verse. Usudly, how-ever, it had dready eaten the dickeybird, which
was now peck-pecking a hole out of its glassne somach. | fdt a strong
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sympathy with this shaggy, unsuccessful beast, for every day Powl hauled up a day’ s fresh provisons
on his back or in a satchd under his am, and every day it was not quite enough to fill me. He dways
seemed surprised.

Inmy third week of residence | admitted my totd falure to keep the damned black thing out of my
thoughts, and suggested that extra nutrition might help me to concentrate. If it were the exchequer that
was short (I fdt diffident about suggesting this), | could gather and sdl wood in the nearby townships.

But Powl wanted me in the observatory for the next little while, he said. He would make the task
easer. | need only avoid thinking of that hard, clear, and empty stomach itsdf; the rest of the wolf was
free to me, dong with the old wife, the young amith, and the dickeybird.

Such riches.

Onemorming | found | had ceased to care whether | was bound to the chair or not, for it was dl the
same by the end of the half hour, and as though a that sgnd, Powl stopped tying me. But | had no such
luck as far as the essentias of the study were concerned. From the moment | gpplied buttock to
brocade, my attention dove into the thwarted empty stom-ach of the black walf. | strove againg it, and



the experience was not regtful. | rose from the chair teak to st mysdf right down again, but free of the
wolf’s sscomach.

At the end of another week my hands were sheking. Had | had a mirror that was not concave, I'm
certain it would have shown me looking much older. Then Powl, with a great show of concern, admitted
he had misspoken himsdf and probably caused adl my confuson. What he had meant to say was that |
was forbidden only the nathing in the bdly of the wolf; the membrane itsdf was fair play.

In this manner | learned to st Hill. It was a frightening thing, but | learned to live in the bdly of the
woalf. Ofttimes | wish there was ill someone who would tie me up.

We, had an early winter. It ssemsdl the large changes of my life take place at the year’ sfaling.

Ran ate away dl the colors of the leaves. The ground benesth the trees turned soggy black and then
white with frost. | wore both my peasant shirts a once and was 4ill blue-fingered, for no ingenious stove
could hest a place with adot in the roof covered only by canvas.

Powl would come up the hill with his lantern like asmdl star through the woods. It might be as late s
eght and a hdf o’moming, but it would sill be dark in here. That ydlow star was nearly the only one we
saw that firg season, as he was teaching me the nature of lenses and of the sky. | had to take his lessons
(@l hislessons) with a greet ded of faith.

He ground lenses in the weak daylight and | watched him, and then | ground mirrors for him (they are
eader) as he lectured. | found it eesier to grind and listen than just to ligen. We tested the glass | worked
by its spectra and con-vergence againg a sheet of white paper glued to the wal, and sometimes my work
ended as a tdemetric mirror and some-times it was a paperweight. Either way, Powl packed it dl up and
took it away again, down the hill, where | couldn’t follow.

My firg foregn language under Powl’s tutdage was Allec, the language of the arts, which (he
explained) is the language of no one dive and therefore equdly unfair to dl students. | had thought | knew
some Allec, snce dl the vocabulary of armory and court menageisin that rusty tongue, but to Powl Allec
was not a series of identifying nouns but a language like Zaguash or Modem Veonyie, in which one might
ha,. le over figh, or describe where one found the bird stting, which was not native to these inland hills

For three months we spoke nothing but Allec in the ob-servatory. Powl became a different person in
that language. Where in Modern Veonyie he was smooth and ironica, when he spoke Allec he became
quick, ratling, pressng, acquis-tive, even rapacious. One might sdl carpets, having an in-tonation like
Powl’s Allec intonation, and make a very good living at it, too.

But Allec isthe universal language of studies, and perhaps what was reveded there was only Powl’s
character as a sudent rather than as a man of the world.

My Allec persondity was mute for many weeks.

After the fird few days of trying to trandate everything in my mind into the damnable,
shower-of-pebbles sounds, | sud-denly began to think in Allec, and Since | knew S0 zery e Allec words,
| could scarcely think, let done communicate my smple desires. | remember ganding in front of my
teacher with tears in my eyes and a frying pan in my right hand, trying to tdl him | could not get the
burned egg off without some of his jeweler’s rouge, without knowing the word for egg or for washing. |
would have used Veonyie, but a this point | had logt the use of the firg language and not gained the
second.

It was about then that Powl brought me the bag of colored glass marbles—in illudration of some
point of optics, no doubt—and | grabbed on to them with childish fervor. | car-ried marbles with me
everywhere and kept a close record of my successes a eightse and yard circles. | made charts of
distance rolled according to color and to Sre. When | lost one—a red one—in the detritus of the earth
closet Powl had medigging, | went into a panic that dl my work would be invdidated.

By New Year | had to be chided for taking to mysdf. In Allec. | was breaking down.

Remember how aone | was, Sr, with no company but that of Powl, and he there only from morning
till midafter-noon. 1 had thrown my future away without reflection and now logt the language of my mind
aswdl. In return, whet did | have? Only beginnings. | could grind lenses and only hélf needed to be
thrown out. | could dance about seven exatic dances, but only adone, of course. | had a little bit of



chattering Allec.

| could ligen and remember. Much better. Those, at least, much better.

Now that 1 no longer writhed like a cat in a bag when | sat in a chair, Powl no longer had to take his
haf-hour walks in the wintry woods. Moslly | practiced my atention after he had gone. | was very used
to it, and in this one manner, a [Pasr, fdt in command of my own mind. After a few weeks of this routine
| fdt a cramp in my leg caf and massaged it away, and was bucked up to find | fdt asin command of
mysdf in movement as | was on my buttocks. | got up and waked around the telescope platform, feding
very light and free and on top of things | adjusted the telescope down to the horizon and experimented
with observation in this state of mind.

Thenext day | did not St down a dl, but set the clock to impaose the state of attention upon mysdf
and went directly to my Allec studies. After a few days of this | forgot the clock completdly, and when
Powl waked in on me, late one after-noon right after New Year, he found me on my knees with the
marbles again, taking to mysdf and making noises with every srike.

| felt im beside me just before he spoke. | looked up, feding darm and not knowing why; | had so
completely for-gotten what | was supposed to be doing.

“l was arad it was a mistake from the beginning,” he said. He walked to the storeroom, where he
hed stored my gentle clothes in a wax-lined box, like perishable fruit. “Take these. Go.

| was too shocked to remondrate. | fdt the blood drain from my face and hands so completely |
could scarcdly stand. Some amdl part of me wondered where it went. Only when dressed as a town
buck again, ganding in two inches of snow outsde the steel-wrapped door, did it occur to me that | was
il used Thet the punishment in no way fit the crime.

| had nowhere to go; | was dedtitute. | had traded my future away, and if it was a very mediocre
future, it was dl | had, and had placed mysdf in that man's power as completely as a dog. After five
minutes | was shivering and | hadn’t moved.

Enormous disaster. And why? | had trouble remembering. Because | had played marbles when | was
supposed to gt ill. Had there ever been a dog that did not nose into the trash bin sometime in its life?
Did a man throw out his dog just for that?

No, he beat hm. Powl beat me daily, about the head with clubs sometimes, and though it was not
meant as a punish-ment, surely | deserved something out of dl that beating.

Numbness resolved into sdf-pity, but then alook at that invincble door shook meinto horror again. |
sank down againg a tree and wrapped mysf inmy arms. | could not think at al. Images of the aty and
the school (dternatives to squatting here and freezing in the snow) were forced up but faded ingantly, like
the colors on a prism when clouds cover the sun. Everything was white and black. My hands were the
color of dirty snow.

It got later. Darker.

From behind the door Powl said to get away or he would throw the dishwater on me. He was very
cam, and hisvoice was so cold | could scarcely breathe. | heard the bolt draw back.

| rose, fdl, and scrambled up again. | withdrew fifty feet, not dong the path but into the woods, and
as soon as the shadows hid me | squatted down again. | had nowhere to go and no notion of going
anywhere.

| heard Powl leave. Hisfeet went down the path, making dry, ripping noises in the snow. In the last
light I went back to the door, hoping he had left it open. Surdy he had. | had no coat, and he could not
want meto die

The door was locked. There was a blanket folded on the step, and pinned to the oak was a note,
reading (not in Allec): GO BACK TOTHECITY.

| went back to the woods ingtead. | pedled some pine branches and lay down on them, wrapped in
the blanket. After a few hours the moon rose, just past full. It made every-thing bright black and white
very clear, like the darity with which | had been dismissed.

| did not deep that night, but | did a little in the sun the next day. Powl did not come to the
observatory. | consdered following him down the hill and pleading with him at whatever place he spent



the rest of histime, but my obedience had been at least this perfect—I had stayed where | was put and
never followed him home. | did follow his bootprints in the snow, but as the hill road met the man road,
the going got drier and there was nothing to be seen. | saw no one nor any trace of hearth smoke in the
sky. | returned up the hill.

That night was a little warmer, and the dush was harder to bear than the snow had been. | swept the
sone step off with branches and curled up onit.

| had considered the matter endlesdy. | had eaten snow and listened to my stomach and decided that
Powl was right about me after dl. | had faled a everything, even at this unheard-of opportunity to
become—what? | didn't even know, but unheard-of opportunity nonetheless. | was ugly, undersized,
and played marbles when | should be long grown up. Worse, | had returned by specid dispensation from
death—yes, from death, dramatic as that sounded—to do no more then to play marbles. It was now
appropriate that | freeze to death. One more night should do it; | fdt dizzy enough aready.

All thisinterior conversation was, of course, in Allec.

Sometime during the middle of the night it occurred to me that it was poor manners to freeze on
Powl’s front stoop like this. It would look like an inault directed toward him, and | fdt no desire to inault
hmworse. | staggered up, but my feet would not work. | crawled on my knees over the thawing ground
and dropped mysdf in the shadow of the trees.

It was too wet to die there. It was unbearable. | turned back to the building, on my feet this time, and
decided Powl would have to put up with finding me.

| heard him coughing. | heard the key. “I don't think | can carry you today, Nazhuret,” he sad. In
Allec.

| was spread out on the step of his observatory. An insult to him. How embarrassing. “It was too wet
to, lie out there” 1 said in exculpation and then remembered | was supposed to be dead. This symied
me When Powl began to drag mein over the threshold, | was too confused and dumsy to help.

No amount of gtting before the fire would warm me; | was lowered into a large tub, which was
supposed to become part of the earth closet, and buckets of hot water were splashed over. Firg |
roused and then | shivered and by the time | had ceased shivering, | was S0 sore in every muscle that |
fdt | had been tied to a post and beaten. This, 1 find, is the usud aftereffect of near-freezing, but despite
my upbringing in snowy Veonya | had never been so cold before. | was put to bed pink-fleshed and
wrinkled with water, feding bright and cu-rious and without a trace of intdligence.

So the autumn produced my firg death and the winter my second birth. All through this purgatory |
thought in the Allec language, as Powl had taught me. | thought very smple, child-like things.

That day Powl sat by my bed, on the sngle chair the observatory possessed. He looked gray and
old, leaning againg the chair’s soindly arm. Occasondly he coughed.

“l was too sck to make it up the hill yesterday,” he said as | was stting up, edting the very bad soup
he had prepared for me. The stove was sending gouts of smoke out the kitchen door and up through the
vent in the roof; Powl was never expert a its use.

| said that 1 hoped he was better, and he merdy sghed. He did not touch the soup himsdf. He sat
wrapped in a large cloak with capes upon it, of gorgeous subdued coloring. Per-haps he was shivering.
“It may be . . . tha | was coming down with the chill the day previous. It is going around in the city, |

The soup was greasy and lacking in sdt, but | had finished it. | was thoroughly warm by now and got
up pink and shining from the bed. My town clothes were dry again from being suspended near the stove,
but so smoke-smirched that they would need a thorough fullering to be presentable. | threw both peasant
shirts over my head instead, and Powl! didn't stop me.

| shook out the bedclothes. “Then here. | don't need it anymore, Powl. I'm very warm.”

He shook his head, refusing the bed. “1 think, Nazhuret, that perhaps my decisions of that day were
colored by illness”

As| heard my teacher come so close to gpologizing—to me—I, began to shiver again. Having gone
s0 far in mind to reconcile mysdf to disaster, falure, and death, | could go no farther. It was too much
that the whole experience might have been smply a mistake. Powl’s error. My misary and cold smply



my teacher’ s feverish blunder.

| denied it. | told him 1 deserved every word and worse. That | only wanted the opportunity to prove
| had learned from it. | fixed the stove, added sdt to the soup, and put on a hot stone to warm Powl’s
feet for im. He gave me one sad glance and did not bring up the matter again.

Tha evening he was much better. That night, when | was done, the fever descended on me and
Powl found me swesting and babbling in Allec the next morning.

| was very sick for two weeks, and for two weeks he dept on wool bats beside my bed.

It was haying season, was it not, when | sent my last missve to you, Sr? | remember the envelope
was thick enough to chink a good-size holein a stone wall.

All these wdlls are wood, and . the wet wind is blowing through them now. | am usng two stones, a
faultily ground lens, and the hilt of an old throwing dagger to hold the paper down, and what drops | flick
from the pen trave westerly before, hitting back into the inkwell.

In the distlance | see the shapes of men tilted againg the rain and wind, thar great hat brims sodden
and heavy. This ought to be the oat harvest, and | ought to help. But in fact there is nothing more useful to
do than go watch the rain beat the ripe grain flat, and the peasants can do that without my assistance.

Y esterday evening .| was at the local hostery, bargaining labor againgt a barrd of summer’s de, and
| was forced to step on three physcd quarrels aboming. From my own experi-ence | know that tavern
fightsin autumn are inauspicious omens, like thick hair growing on the horses. It isonly Sep-tember, too.

1 can ask no better way to fill these sullen days than with this history. Let me clear autumn from my
soul and push the inevitable winter to one side, for in my narrative now the nineteen-year-old Nazhuret
has survived one autumn and one winter in his peculiar, enforced hermitage.

| will stare at the glass of the rainy window for a minute and gather memoriesin place of oats.

Beginning in early spring the wesather cleared, and my daily study of glass and of star maps suddenly
proved itsf. | spent half my days adeep and haf my nights adding to Adlar's charts of the Northern
Hemisphere.

| took to sargazing as | had earlier to marbles, with a solitary, intricate passon. | had good eyes,
even for my age, and the old astronomer’s equipment was of the best. Coming to the science with no
background at dl, | did not have the handicaps of the congtdlation pictures between mysdf and the
twinkles | saw in the lens. Borlad the Red Eye, of myth-ologicad fame, was of no more cdedtid
importance through the lens than the pae bluish dot | called the Midnight Candle and that Powl cataloged
as 1904D. (I did not know whet the “D” stood for.) The various colorations of the stars intrigued me;
why some should be digtinctly red and others flickering blue while most were so chaste asilver.. .

| remembered how when serving in the horse-menage a school, 1 was taught to heat the cod forge
unil the flame, viewed from the side, was blue and the shoes heated to dull cherry. | asked Powl whether
the colors of the stars could have anything to do with their heat (I was not so ignorant as not to know the
gars were hot), and he had no answer for me.

| dso tracked the four planets through their orbits with the same scrupulous, star fancier’s care. It
hed been done dready by Adlar and years earlier on other, smdler instru-ments, but | seemed to fed the
great bodies needed my own verification before they could be quite predictable.

Also this spring | studied anima movement, spying on the hunting badgers through the frost. Powl
stepped up my pro-gram of martia exercise, not so much because he seemed to think it an important
sudy but because it was saringtime and the sweat was appropriate. He took to jumping out a me from
hidden places both at home and in the neighboring woods. | found this habit of his very irritating and for a
whileit de-stroyed my serenity completely as | saw my enemy behind every tree and under each shadow.
Once | remember, in a brake of dead ferns, soinning a some intimation of assault and punching a
two-point buck deer between the eyes.

| hurt my hand, but | knocked the creature cold.

Sometime while | was so occupied, perhaps as the narciss were blooming on the acid muich of the
forest floor, Veonya declared war againg the Faink Idands, in retdiation for their multiplying raids
agang our coast. Also at thistime King Ethelbhe died, some sad after hearing of the destruction of the
flagship Bright Banner within Sght of the aty of Vesnglon. Of the passage of both these events _| was



ignorant for over ayear.

In these years hdf my study was gillness, but the corn, plementary hdf was movement. | cannot
teach or even de-scribe the art of movement to you, Sr, though | have sat here on a hard seet for the
better part of an hour, ruining good paper in the effort. At Sordding | was taught, “The world strikes
back agang every blow, and strikes exactly as hard as the blow ddivered,” but that is not the art of
movement but only the science of it; the art | learned from the dy feet and clever elbows of my teacher,.
Powl. Thiswas dso how | learned much about the grass, for sometimes it was more inviting to lie flat and
investigate the ragged croppings of the deer than to get up and be knocked down again.

If I give the impresson that Powl taught me persona combat by beating me repeatedly, | do him
wrong. He dis-approved of such teaching, and !mocked me down not out of punishment but by way of
illugration. Unfortunately, there was so very much to illustrate. By the second year of my indruction | had
been rolled over him, thrown under, him, tripped, euded, and Smply lost SO many dozens of times that
upside down was as naturd to me as walking. | began to move like a baby monkey, which was perhaps
appropriate to my stature and face.

| was ds0 as owlish as a baby monkey, from long unso-ciability, and in certain things as timid as |
imagine a baby monkey to be.

At this time we were speaking in a language the source and name of which | was not told. It was
highly inflected and long in the vowds, with unpredictable diphthong combina-tions. Powl sad it would
someday be an important tongue to me and that its power to influence human thought was amost
magicd. (Almost magicd is as close as that old magician ever admitted.)

| will dways think of this as a londy language, partly because | was so done when it made up my
days.

As summer ripened and | graduated from mirrors to prisms and sphericd lens grinding and from
sword dances to sword-play, Powl spent less time at the observatory: from moming to noon, usudly,
unless a clear night without moon tempted him to stay over. He aso was more cheerful than he had been,
that look of appraising worry removed from his ovd face. He had logt his incipient plumpness and was
more dapper than ever.

| thought perhaps he had taken a new midress in that place he went to and came from every day,
and | dmog followed him to see. Almogt. | had no hope of escaping unob-served.

| wondered if our eccentric, metaphysical undertaking (he had taught me the word “metaphysicd,”
aong with many others equdly impressive) had lost savor for him and he was now usng me for the sake
of his own regular workouts only. 1 wondered, as | went through my day’s schedule of stove, study,
combat, ddlicate optical equipment, brick-beholding, stove again, dinner, wood-gathering, and laundry,
whether | 4ill was the Nazhuret returned from the dead or an unpad servant of less than average
mentdlity.

| fdt afool, and | fdt totdly in the power of Powl.

Who was he? | had dways wondered what hisory was hidden behind the ample syllable, that very
common name. Though:in the beginning | had considered him too polite (and too tastefully dressed) to be
of higher class than gentry, inthis year his naturd arrogance had time to shine through the overlay, and |
was firmly convinced my teacher was of noble or royd birth. His scorn of anything smacking of birth
privilege only gave evidence toward this, for no one can be as con-temptuous of the aristocracy as an
aristocrat.

Perhaps | thought this way merdly to maintain my own self-rebpe..t. If |1 were, to be as thoroughly
bested by anyone as | was daly bested by Powl, let im be an opponent of the very highest rank. Let
him be a baron, a viscount, an earl.. .

(At thistime | had no politics and fair manners. | gill have no acceptable politics, but my king knows
| have no manners either and can be equaly abrupt to the gold cloak and the woally shirt. Now | don't
care who knocks me down.)

Either Powl had an income enough to support his high dress and moderate appetite as wdl as my
enormous agppetite and rough weave, or we were supporting us both on the lenses | made. | had no
experience with the standard of lens grinding in the city, but | suspected my wares wouldn't run to



tailored shoulders with gold piping, or three-inch lacquered hedls.

A burgher might eesily have supported me as | was, but what burgher would show <o little interest in
his business as to spend hdf his waking hours as Powl did? And how would a Sordding burgher come to
be far and away the best man in hand-to-hand combet | had ever encountered, or the smooth-est saber
fencer, deadly with the Felink tribesman’s dowhee (which resembles a hedge trimmer remarkably), and a
rapa-cious scholar besides?

And lagtly, what man of any rank could spend so long in communion with another as Powl did with
me—to give so much in indruction and so little of himsdf?

| would go, in the afternoons, dong the paths of the woods toward where people lived. The
observatory was not in a complete wilderness, cartainly; it was only a few hours wak from the city.
There were two households and one cemetery in easy reach. | would prowl the frozen forest mulch in
rag-wrapped feet or dog amid the thaw in-my cdogs until | found mysdf close enough to a human
residence to spy easly, and then | would squat down and peer like an owl.

One place belonged to a turner, and when the weather was passable he would haul his lathe outsde
and cut his chair legs in the sunshine.. | found this activity very entertaining, much like lens grinding and
much different. He tied and piled his product under the steep eaves of the house, like cordwood, and
once aweek avan of one heavy horse came dong the road and hauled it dl away.

The turner made only one yle of leg. | know, for in dry times under the ful moon | sole in and
examined it closdly. It was aleg of three large swellings and three smdl ones, with a knob for the foot
and a sguare areain the middle for the supporting dowels.

The turner lived done. He moved oddly on his own legs, like a man, in pain.

The other household was larger and contained a market gardener and his family. There was much
more happening here: boys and girls chopping sticks, women hanging linen and wool on the line, the
gardener himsdlf bobbing in hisfiddslike alogin fast water. Stiff. All of them Hiiff. But there was adog at
the house as wdll, a hairy, dog of the loud and incorruptible kind, and so my vidits were more covert.

One wet afternoon | met the wife in the woods. She was leening againg the bole of a tree, with a
sack and a handful of acorns. Her cheeks were weather-red and her headscarf was tied under her chin,
gving an impresson of roundness to her face. From my direction she was hidden by the tree, so we
came upon one another without warning.

The acorns went up inthe air and she cried out. “Who are you? How did you get here?’ she asked
me. |, equdly Sartled, sprang back like a cat with its tail afire. | stuttered an gpology, which she could
not understand, asit was in a foreign language, tried again and came out with Allec, and then 1 ran and
she ran, in opposite directions. Hafway back to the observatory, it came to me that they might put the
dog on my track, so | diverted like afox, soaking my feet in a stream much deeper than my clogs.

| knew then that | had lost my credentids as a human.

The cemetery was safer, even the amdl chapd being aban-doned at this time of year, and it had
enough of the flavor of settlement that | fdt a satisfaction in my vigts, and the dead didn’t care what |
sad, or in what language.

Through an extended study of the headstones and markers, | redized the extent of the influenza
epidemic that had touched both Powl and mysdf in the previous winter. There were dozens of graves
bearing degth dates from the firs month of this year, most of them of people under twenty or over fifty
years of age.

| imagine many of these vicims had to wait for soring to be planted, for there can only be a certain
number of graves predug before the frogt, and no one expects an epidemic. This year the sexton had
learned his lesson, and there were rows of empty holes and no one' dying.

| took to doing my day’s gtting in the chapd, finishing with a short intercesson for the dead (my
hodts, asit were) to God the Father, God the Mother, and the God Who Isin Us All, but my notion of
deity had changed so in the past year that | think this was more a socid than a rdligious ex-ercise. | dso
meditated in the empty graves, which seemed much more meaningful (like the empty bdly of the wolf).
Thechill | received in my knees from this particular activity ill bothers mein some weathers.

Powl found me there once, Stting in an open grave. What could he say/ He had never forbidden me



to gt in graves. He led me home, for the weather had unexpectedly cleared and he wanted spend the
night correcting Adlar’ s charts for the November sky.

Winter is the time when people go mad, drink themsdlves to death, or kill other people. This winter
was thetime | tried to seduce Powl.

| had had no experience with women, except that wary and childish summer with Lady Charlan so
may years ago, and | did not connect such tentative fedings with the physca brutdity | had suffered
even earlier inmy childhood, at the hands of the schoolmasters. My obsession with Powl had some of the
fedings of passve disgrace | remembered from my days of being boy-raped, combined with a large
share of the en-trancement of my puppy love. | andyzed my fedings only when | could not avoid doing
so—perhaps three or four times a day. They were, however, very compdling. —

From this vantage point, | think the best explanation isthat | did not have enough to live on. Though |
hed con-versation and human touch in abundance for Sx hours each day, that was not enough for the
body and brain of twenty years. Perhaps no amount is enough for twenty years. | was in superb hedth,
save the one bout of influenza, and | had nothing to do with eighteen hours of the day but expect the
arivd of Powl for the other aix.

(Or perhaps dl this argument is merdy to excuse a part of mysdf with which | am not now very
comfortable. | will try, at least, to be honest.)

| never sat down and admitted to mysdf that | wanted to encourage Powl to have sexud intercourse
with me, no more than any farm girl might when trying to catch the eye of the landlord’s son. But my
actions were on purpose, as hers are.

| was not aggressive, but instead more docile, tending to go limp in practice, Ieting his weight rest
upon me, trying to fulfill his commands before they were asked. | ceased looking a him directly. | froze
under his touch.

Alone, the avfulness of what | was doing (congdering my past experience with buggery) would
ovewhdm me, but the anfulness was part of the attraction. Horror wipes awvay bore-dom very
effectivdly.

Powl pretended to be oblivious to dl these games for about a week, and then one morning, on the
icy turf, when | pulled such a dack, dinging stunt, he threw me away from him, quite forcefully. He went
into the observatory and came back with his boiled-wool coat, holding out a gold half regd.

“Here)” he said, dropping it into my hand. “Go vigt a whorehouse. Make sure she's hedthy. I'll
come back tomor-row.”

| stared at the coin for an hour, and then | buried it under an oak tree. That Smply was my spdl of
randiness broken.

It cannot have been too long after this that the soldier came to the observatory, and my shyness was
overcome by necessity.

He was not by any means the firg vigtor since my resi-dence. Locas passed by the squat building
every few weeks, and once a man tethered three goats in the fied, without any regard for the, rights of
the property owner. Boys had come dimbing once or twice, and there was a day when | stood below
the roof dot by the eyepiece of the telescope, ready to catch young mischief as he fdl and either save his
life or kill him, depending on whether he had damaged the works, so much had | identified mysdf with
Powl and hisinterests. But the boy never made it higher than the clerestories, which were too narrow to
permit the passage of a good-size body. | never exchanged a word with the passersby. | imagine they
were ignorant of my existence.

This fdlow was different. He came out of the trees, fol-lowed a shadow to the brick wall, and
circumambulated the observatory, hunched over and pausing at timesto lisen.

| had been gtting on the toot of a tree a the time, doing my daily self-collection, and so | heard him
come from 11 adistance away, and | watched him.

| called him a soldier before, but he was not a man-at-aims as | was, or was to have been. He was
ingead (I know in retrospect) that unfortunate thing called a campaign recruit, enliged out of some
furrow or gutter for the duration of the Felink excurson and cashiered afterward. By this method many



wolves are made out of harmless vagabonds, and this one il wore his russet army jacket, over the white
canvas breeches of a kitchen man. He had one woolen stocking but two shoes. He had some excuse for
asword. Like the turner and the gardener, he moved 4 though it hurt.

Fnishing his crcuit, he came to the oak door and peered within. Quiet to hiseye and quiet to his ear.
He pushed the door, which was, of course, unlocked, and went in.

| followed him, not very closdly, leaving my high clogs &t the door. | found him at the grinding bench,
dropping dl the lenses and blanks into a sack.

| was, far less afrad than | had been in my meding with the faam wife. | paused to adjust my
languages and said, “Y ou will scratch them like that, and they will be worthless”

His sword was a saber, and he drew it out of its chegp board scabbard with both hands, cocked it
back over one shoulder, and svung to split mein haf at the neck.

| suspected the man was sck, for his movements were lackluster though his face was a grin of
hodtility. | ducked under the blow, watching him, and as the wegpon continued under its own impetus,
wrapping hisarms to the right, | smply pinned them there and rapped him smartly over the nose.

| picked up the sword as he dropped it.

Fury became fear in his face and he scrabbled for the door, leaving the sack behind. | thought to let
him go, but on impulse tried a casud foot trip, which took him down on the flagstones. Holding to his
regulation collar and the dack of his liveried breeches, | did the man over the floor on his knees and
locked him jx 75 room with the experimenta earth closet, to wait for Powl’ s judgment. If he dug his way
out, he would save me much labor.

He did not attempt to dig, but bawled and cursed medl night long.

Before producing him for my teacher the next morning, | warned Powl that the man was likdy sick
and possibly con-tagious. Powl rounded his wide-apart eyes and went to see for himsdf. He crawled up
thewdl (much more proficiently than any invading boy) and peered through the tiny window.

“He doesn't look sick to me” Powl said, coming back to earth. “But he has pissed in the corner.
Wha an absurdity, with the fadlity in the middle of the floor asit is

“I'm something of an amateur of medicine, Nazhuret. Let uslook at your sck soldier.” So bright and
interested did Powl look that | swelled with pride at having for once been able to give hm something he
did not dready have an experimental subject.

Now that | examine the matter, | redlize he had even that.

| unlocked the door and was forced to knock the man down again as he broke past me for the
opening. 1 brought him forward in a smple hammerlock, and Powl, without a word, examined his ears,
gums, and eydids.

“Why did you think heis Sck?’ Powl asked mein our current language, as pleasantly as any doctor
cdled by afather to his child's bedside.

“He staggers, of course. He has no badance, he can scarcdy stand without help, and then he is
confused.”

Powl stepped back, gppraisingly. “Let hm go,” he said.

| did so, and the soldier ran to the hdl and out the door, skidding on the flagstones. He Ieft behind
both his sack and his saber.

“He snot sck at al, Nazhuret,” said Powl, washing his hands. “It’s just that you have grown unused
to people. And if another sneak thief happens by, please boot hm out and don’t detain him. | want to
reman asinvisble as possible up here. It's not as though | own this building, after al.”

“You don't?’

His glance a me showed he was very pleased with himsdf. Powl was wearing a new hat over his
haf-bald head: a russet fdt with flecks of red and blue. “Oh, no. It belonged to Adlar and now, since the
man's suicide, to his heirs—not that they are likely to have any interest in astronomy.”

“The astronomer killed himsdf?’ | had forgotten that. “Yes. Hanged himsdf from that crossbeam
there. | merdy found him.”

Very dealy did | remember how that firg afternoon | had seen Powl dangling, booted feet in the air,
from the window-shade pull, and | fdt much more in the somach a hearing this than | had when the



soldier had tried to dice off my head.

Powl put his am over my shoulder. “Don’'t go green, lad. We dl die. You've done, so dready,
haven't you?” When this had no effect, or a least no good effect on me, he continued, “: .. and by the by,
are you aware that for now there is no one at Sordding School, not master, indructor, or student, and
probably no one man of the king's regular forces who could stand againgt you?’

As | stood gawking, dmogst offended by such an outrageous statement, Powl went to assay the
damage to the lensesin the bag. “Of course, men's kills vary alot day to day, and then the arts of war
are avery minor study. You dill have very bad grammar,” he added, and | was sensibly rdieved.

As the summer of my second year in the observatory drew to aclose, | passed some sort of balance
point in my studies. It occurred to me one evening, as | was setting up the telescope fora clear night's
watch that this period of my life would end as dl the others had ended, and unless | got the influenza
agan, or Powl hit me on the head too hard, there would be time after. | had no notion yet what thet time
would contain, but the fact thet it interested me changed my attitude to my present studies.

| began to decide mysdf when | should sit, when | should work out, watch, and (of course) grind
glass. | faced the bricks in the early morning after feeding the stove. | did exercises after breakfast and
studied in the heet of the day.

Within a week after | had passed this point of balance (though | said nothing aoud), Powl started to
take me on excursgons. He arived in the morning with a rucksack stuffed with coarse-weave linen, the
same as my summer outfit, and | had the educational experience of seeing my dapper teacher make a
peasant of himsdf.

That firg day we went nowhere much, just down the deerpath to the road and right, until we came to
a knot of men repairing the road, where Powl sturired, sagged againgt a tree, and gossiped with them,
adopting a strong Zaguashlon accent and idiom for the purpose. In this conversation | firgt learned about
the war of the previous year and the death of the old king, and very surprised | was, too. My sngle
attempt to interject mysdf into the conversation met a Sartled glance from the smudgy crew and a nudge
from Powl that dmost knocked me down.

“Don’'t you want me to tak properly?’ | asked him when we had Ieft them behind us. “You have
been correcting my pronunciation and grammar for two yearsl”

“l want you to talk like a courtier and write like a scholar,” he answered. “But by choice—not
because you have no other language.”

“l have three, thanks to you.”

“Wed, learn ‘tother neuw,” sad Powl, and for the next two weeks he spoke nothing but South
Zaguash and made me do the same.

We went to the Royd Library a Sordding, and | was Ilinchy as an owl in my townie clothes, which
now were too tight across the shoulders (though no shorter in the legs, das) and two years out of syle.
Waking down the River Parade took great courage; though | knew | had broken no laws in leaving the
school,, had anyone recognized me, | surely would have broken and run. My old life and my new one
seemed to batter ther redities againgt one another, and there was only my same ugly face in the reflection
of every shop window to tie them together. As we passed the flower market, the sght of Powl moving
before the scenes of my young recrestion was unnerving, because so naturd. A well-dressed and very
grace-ful gentleman gralling a street of gardens and fine shops.

| was the eement out of place.

In the library Powl showed a pass that served to admit us both and he disappeared into the higtory
shelves, leaving me to follow my own impulses.

| was not familiar with the dassfication, snce our school libray used only ten categories and
aphabetica liging within them, but 1 found avolume of very expert prints, hand-tinted, of tropica birds,
and that kept me for some time. After that | found the section cdled Cedegsid Mechanics and was
amazed to discover that dmog dl their information was obsolete or Smply inaccurate. Most of the
telescopes described were of the open refractor variety, conading of alarge sphericaly ground lens on a
pole and a hand-held eyepiece that the observer chased around with until he had found the focd distance
for himsaf. Irritating as squatting in nettles.



Powl had found another book of pictures, and he lowered it down atop my amdl stack. It was a
catadog of military costumes, and that he wanted to show it to me | found amusing. Every 9gn on my
pat of interest in the arts of war was met by Powl with denigration or irony, and yet his own
preoc-cupation with the subject ever surpassed mine

The picture portraying the Vdonyan mounted in armor was a very fine etching of a blond man,
handsome in face and large in scale, seated on a heavy horse and wearing heavier plate. It was titled
“THE DUKE OF NORWESS, IN AC-TION AGAINST REZHMIA."

“Wheat do you think?" Powl asked me.

‘We sudied that campaign. Disastrous. | think he mugt have been hdf boiled and hdf frozen going
into the eastern desert in that. Even twenty-five years ago people mus have known how to dress for a
dry dimae”

Powl stared rather sharply, and | gpologized for the volume of my voice. Living in tota solitude does
not encourage mod-ulation.

“The Rezhmian excurson was not in dl ways afalure, Nazhuret. And concerning the picture, | meant
to show you ... the qudity of the reproduction. Look &t the fineness of the lines”

| admitted it to be driking.

“Even for taents of twenty-five years ago,” he added, with more than his usud irony. “Look at this
other one”

The horse was much lighter and so was the rider. He wore no flowing robes and no armor except a
leather cuirass, and his black har flew behind hmin a braid. “ Also very good, Powl. Modly artists make
the Red Whips look like so many apes. This one looks at least human.”

“True, O scholar, but note that the picture is not one of the pony brigands, but a knight of the Smarr
of Rezhmia itsef—one of the felows who made such a disaster of that campaign.”

He dammed the book shut dmost on my nose.

Waking out of the library, Powl was very quiet—offended, | guessed. | wasn't sure in what way |
had blundered, so | kept my mouth shut and waited for him to tdl me. He did, before we had reached
the gates of the old part of the city.

“It is a provincid, narrow-minded attitude to see another group of people as looking more like
animds than our own race,” he stated, his face pointed sraight ahead.

“l didn’t, exactly—"

IL A. MACAVOY

“ They say we have faces like horses.”

Thiswas anew idea. | played with it for a few city, blocks, evauating each innocent passerby. “For
some the idea has merit,” | said to Fowl in an atempt to be truly broad-minded. “The traditiond Old
Veonyan nohility is supposed to have a long face with high-bridged nose and straight mouth, though few,
indeed, fit that modd.” | extended my observations to my teacher himsdf, with his ovd face nest
features, and wide, wide gray eyes. | was convinced, nonethdess, that Powl was Old Veonyan nobility.
“But | don’t think your face looks at dl like a horse.”

Now he looked graight at me. “Neither does yours,” he said without smiling.

| think it was on thet same day trip that Fowl and | noticed the robbers ahead beside the road. | saw
amovement, and by the twitch of his nose, | think Powl smdlled them. There were two of them, and |
could see at least one heavy dub waving brown againg the black and white woods as its carrier settled in
place for the pounce. Powl and | drifted to a stop a good hundred fifty feet away and conferred.

“There's been a lot of that,” said Powl very camly, facing me to the north but with his attention
locked northwest, dong the road. “What with the flu and the war and dl.” He scratched his chin and
cracked his back: avery picture of nonchalance.

“So what shdl we do about them?’ | asked, feding a youthfid eagerness to digplay mysdf.

Powl scanned the country, not turning completely away from the twin black humps, which were now
motionlesdy waiting ahead behind the firg row of trees. “I think we might turn off here and come back to
the road perhaps a mile farther dong. There are some very interesting growths of fungus | have seen in
these oak woods that | would like to vist any-way.”



“Not this erly in the spring, Powl. No fungus now. Be-sides, shouldn’'t we teach them alesson?’

He winced. “Nazhuret, | have difficulty enough teaching you lessons, without sparing effort for
common brute maraud-ers.” Powl stepped dantily onto a deer track that crossed the road very near
where we had stopped. | plucked at his deeve and did not follow.

“But if we leave them, won't they attack the next poor traveers and perhaps kill him?’

My teacher looked bleskly down at me and smoothed his smooth hair further. “Zhurrie, lad,” he said
in heavy Zaquash, “1 can see now your life to be a bushd of trouble packed down.”

He led me onto the deer track on the other Sde of the road, the one that ran behind our unwitting
criminas

| had a great ded of fun cregping up upon our enemies. The temperature in these shadows had
mantained winter's lagt carpet on the ground, but it was too warm to crunch benesthfoot. Powl was
equaly as quiet as | but less amused, being more concerned about the condition of his boots in the
soppy, thawing snow.

“I begin to see why you keep me dressed like a peasant,” | whispered to him, for my tailored jacket
was impeding my movement considerably. He did not answer.

It was not a difficult approach, for our quarry had ther ears and eyes fixed on the dripe of road
before them. Up until now | had had hopes—fears, actudly—that they would turn out to be more road
menders, or honest laborers retired for amidday nap. But as we came within thirty feet of them, | could
hear them taking, and their subject was our disap-pearance, and whether it was worth following us dong
our shortcut for purposes of overtaking. The man to the left (my side) bdieved it was worth the extra
effort, while his partner demurred.

They were no good at waiting; they wiggled congtantly, and | spied the flash of a dagger in the hand
of Powl’s man. “Should we run a them?’ | mouthed to Powl.

“Not unlessthey see us” He crawled forward on his hands and fest, exactly like a cat, and a fdine
interest began to illumine his smooth face. He no longer worried about his cuffs,

| kept pace with him, expecting to be noticed at any moment, but much to my surprise we crawled dl
the way to the men's rag-booted feet without notice. They had mean-while decided the game was not
worth the candle and were setting back to wait for easier prey.

Powl gave me the nod.

| had never hit a man who was down on the ground, or tried to hit one (except, of course, for Powl),
—and out of sportsmanship | tapped the fdlow on the shoulder so he should at least know | was there.
He turned without any particular darm and craned up his head a me, and then with a below he
floundered up, swinging the knob-headed dlub a me. | hopped in before it and was at his right Side as it
svung. From behind him | grabbed his right hand and pinched until he dropped his weagpon, and 1
locked that hand over hisleft arm with my own left and did my other hand over his right shoul-der, under
hischin, and around his jawbone. He struggled, but | had hm nicdly and | was very proud of mysdf.

Powl, who had casudly kicked his opponent in the jaw before the man could rise, came now and
stood before me. “Fine, my lad. But what will you do with him now?’

“Take him to the provindd marshd?’ | hazarded. “I don't think the authority of the Sordding
Congtabulary extends so far out.”

The felow struggled harder. Though he could not get rid of me, he could lift me off my feet. Powl
stood before us and watched for a few moments, one—hand cupping the other elbow, chin resting on
two fingers. For thefirg time, he looked amused by the affair.

“Nazhuret, | have spent ‘many years of my life avoiding involvement with officdadom in dl aspects,
high and low. It isfar more of a grief than Imple roadside cutthroats, and if you wish to survive free and
happy you will follow my ex-ample.”

“Then what do | do with him?’ | asked, my voice bouncing as | bounced. My prisoner next tried to
step on my foot.

Powl stepped in and put one hand on each of the fellow’s broad shoulders. “Listen to me, assassin,”
he said in his mogt arrogantly clean accent. “You will come to a bad end in this occupation. You are not
auited for it. You have not the brain.”



For a moment the man stopped sruggling, and he stared supidly a Powl, with his ruffles and piping
and his snow-gtained cuffs. Then, lifting his hand graight from the man's shoulder, Powl cracked him
across the face open-handed, and the robber fdl sensdless from my grip into the dush.

| stuck my right hand into my jacket front, for Powl’s dap had glanced off the man's jaw onto the
hand, which had gone numb. | thanked my teacher very politdy for his help.

That spring, we graduated from the idiom of South Za-quash to the old language itsdf, though the
ban upon its pronunciation in the Kingdom of Vdonyadill wasin effect. Powl said the knowledge of this
old mama s tongue would change my way of looking at my own netive country.

He was right. All the traits | was taught were typicd of the Zaguashlon peasantry were actudly built
into the dructure of their language. In Zaguash questions are asked in a deter-mined (to my ears),
descending tone, while declarative state-ments rise into the sky and stay there. The word for boat is a
grammatic variant of the word for man. The word for horse is the plurd of the word for woman. Goats
driven are cdled “a braid.” The same word is shared by “north” and “black,” which in some usages
means “|eft” as well. These are not poetic turns of phrase, g, but the basic use of the language.

To me, aVdonyan raised, Zaguash sounded incompre—

hengble, half-witted, and dy. What is our immediate impres-sion of the territories peasantry? Sy,
haf-witted, and incomprehensble. Once one begins to understand the tongue, however, their responses
seem more condstent, and it is very amusing how they think of us.

They cdl us “wrapped in mgps’: adtonishing phrase. The actud term for a nobleman, poirsye (you
hear it every day in the southern territories, even among those who have no red Zaguash at dl), is
“hut-crusher.”

It is a language tailored to survive in secret: a language of resstance. When Powl and | spoke it
together, | am not sure we weren't rebels.

| went into Sordaing with my fortnight's product in wooden boxes, packed in milkweed fiber. Powl
sent me by mysdf,

| was surprised a how much such pleasant work brought, even counting the cost of the very clearest
optica blanks. One could do better as an optician than as a lieutenant in the King's Horse. Of course,
lieutenants don’t expect to say lieutenants. Opticians remain what they are.

| was much less terrified of human society by now, though dill | fet dien, and when aman on a horse
cantered up the quiet road behind, 1 took one look to be sure he was not a brigand and then let him
come.

He passed palitdy enough, glancing down his right shout-der a me in my coarse linen. Then he
stopped and pushed his mare Sdeways across the road.

The mare was afar gray and beautiful, though rather thin. The man was much thinner and dressed in
afinary of lace and ruffles dirtier than the skin of the horse. At a distance of ten feet ‘I could smdl the
man. woodsmoke, swest, and cheap scent. He was wearing a sword, but that was no military blade. It
was a needle with a jeweled, cupped handle. A dagger, d<o like a needle, was worn jauntily through a
velvet chevron across one shoulder.

He was dark and looked as dirty as his ruffles He stared a me with an intendity close to anger.
“Zhurrie)” he said at lagt in the voice of a heavy pipe-smoker, “You have certainly changed.”

| don't dam the kill of remembering everyone | have met. The face was familiar, but there were
hundreds of boys a Sordding School while | was there, and the way in which he played the dagger
around the. fingers of one black-nailed hand was very didracting.

“l don't remember you,” | said, and then repeated the phrase in Veonyan, hoping he would not
recognize the out-lawed language | had spoken in.

He smiled, and his teeth were in better shape than his face. “Because you don't know me, my friend.
Only | luiow you.”

Melodramaticdly, the rider then kicked his mare back into a galop and left me in a shower of soring
mud.

It had been dmogt three years Snce | had been recognized. | returned to the observatory in a swedt,
heart pounding.



It was a beautiful soring and summer, except that Powl took to hitting me brutdly. Three times within
aweek he knocked me cold and Ieft me on the grass. | would come to my senses and go in (once with a
mouth full of blood, from a split lip and a tooth broken and Ift in the tongue) to find him in the Sngle
chair, nose to a book.

Mechanics of the Horse. Savage Art of the Sekret Wastes—in Allec. (Powl had a wide tagte in
scholarship.) Civil Me-chanics of the Warnor-Poet.

Powl now was without warmth in our sparring, without pity. | asked him why he hurt me so, and he
answered it was because he could.

Of course he could knock me down; he was my teacher. “Your teacher for too long, to be enduring
thisinadequacy,” he replied.

| reminded him he was a head tdler and a hand longer in the arms than 1. “Excuses disgust me”
answered Powl.

| stood before him drooling pink, pressing on my jaw to dow the swdling, and he said to me, “There
is something wrong with you, Nazhuret. Not with your skills—I have seen to your skills—something
inimately wrong. Y ou should not let me beat you this way.”

| agreed with him, but the aternative seemed to be to wak out, in rancor and empty-handed. | did
not want to believe he meant me to do this

The next two days | could not fight, but after that | made a resolution that no attack would get under
my guard, and a our next sparring | whipped mysdf to a trembling aertness. | deflected twenty-two
drikesin arow, and then Powl kicked mein the throat.

| squatted down and cried like a baby, choking on the phlegm of my sobs. “I can't block them
forever,” | said or tried to say. “No one could.” Powl brushed past me toward the observatory. “No. I'm
gad you findly redize that,” he said.

When we were not fighting, he was as affable and as egd-itarian as ever.

In the previous dark of winter | had spent many hours stting or waking dowly, mind open. Now the
long days seemed to impress activity on every moment, and Powl decided once more to dow me down.

“This day,” he said one very warm morning, “is dedicated to freedom. Not that you are to think
about the qudity of freedom; you are to redize it, Nazhuret. Go out into the cool of the pines and spend
the day in self-collection. Until it is dark.”

Cool of the pines or no, it was a swesaty day’s work, and my problems—with Powl’s brutdity, with
the man on the road who had recognized me, with my own fecklessness—endlesdy intruded themsdlves.
| was too tired to eat supper.

The next morning, earlier than was hiswont, my teacher dimbed the hill and sent me out again—this
time not to think about my own particular and infinite freedoms. | was sure my joints had caught a chill. |
was certain | was going insane.

The next day and the next he sent me out without any ingtruction, and | wasin greet pain of body.

It rained, and though the trees broke the body of the downpour, the noise in the leaves was trancing.
Maddening. It was like the pain in each member of my abused body and the throb in my jaw where the
tooth had been cracked open. At the same time the pain, and the shining black-green of the wet needles
and the dugty live gtink of the forest saved me from the attack of my own thoughts. | had outlived the
ability to think and drifted high above the trees, where lenses of water filled the, soft air, infinite in number
and careless of their own dedtiny.

Then | fel, too, through and out of my own body. Pdll without an end, careless, like the droplets, of
dedtiny. It was an, experience like death and unlike it, and it did not upset mein the least.

| noticed | was wet and s0 | got up, though | needed two sgplings to complete the effort. | went back
to the observatory, the rain washing my greasy face.

Powl was adjudting the new datted wooden cover for the telescope dot. It did not work as wdl as
expected, so there were pots scattered around the expensive equipment. Once again the large metd tub
from the earth closet had been emptied and cdled into play.

| helped with the other rattail line. When it was adequately fixed | said, “Powl, | won't be able to use
this arms training you have given me. Not occupationdly, | mean.”



He glanced a me sddong. | remember his face was pink and his wary eyes gligening. “Why?
Y ou're not that bad. Y ou can take on thieves and untrained vagabonds, a any rate.”

| s&t on the platform chair, leaving my teacher to stand. “Yes, but I.. It is like a bird thet takes off
because /7 isfrightened. The dog that feds a wagon whed rall againg its back and is up before the touch
becomes crushing.

“You have taught me to be the bird, the dog, Powl. Could the dog be paid to move that perfectly
once an hour, for bread sopped in gravy? Would the bird shoot into the sky on com-mand? | think as a
man-at-ams | would soon be no different than any other dull, blundering door guard. It would be a
waste.”

| did not look a my teacher. “And . . . and | think it would do me aviolence, dso.”

Powl sat next to me, on the floor so | could not see his face. “Wadl, that is certainly how | see it, too,
Nazhuret. | was afraid 1 would have to tdl you as much, and then maybe dl hdl would break loose.
People don't like to work as hard as you have worked without a reward.”

| laughed. “Then,” Powl continued very camly, as though not interested, “what will you be?’

Theran on the roof was like a cavary. Therain in the pots was like cavary drums. “I don’t think I’ll
be anything, Powl. | have log the art of being things. 1 will instead do things. Make breakfast. Grind
lenses. Wash clothes”

Powl nodded. “Infinite frtedom.”

“And infinite teaching,” | answered, not meening to flatter.

Powl was hiting his hand; | could see that, from behind and above him. “What is it | have taught
you?' he asked me.

| had my answer ready. “You have taught me to be 4ill, so that | could move properly. You have
taught me to listen, so that | can speak properly. Y ou have taught me to see, so that | might not dways /e

My teacher crowed. “Glib! Glib, Nazhuret, but entirdly accurate” He dapped his knee, but ill he
did not turn his head to mine. “I shal have to remember that one. But let me be serious for a momen.

“Lad, out of my own experience let me advise you to avoid ... to avoid grabbing on to things idess,
possessions, even other people. Anything you own is going to cut into your perfect freedom.”

| hed my soggy, coarse shirt away from my body. “Pos-sessions, Powl, do not seem to be my most
threatening temp-tation. So | am to stay a beggar?’

“You have that honor, yes” said Powl, in dl hisfine linen and piping. “And another thing: | repeat
you must stay out of the reach of officiddom, for with what you now know it will be deadly to you. Do
not touch the police, the military, for even with your innocent heart you will wind up hanged. Especidly
with your innocent heart!

“Someday, too, the world' s respect isgoing to try you.”

“I'm sorry?” He looked so sorrowful saying these words.

“Itwill ... try to seduce you, even you. Eschew it, Na-zhuret. Y ou are as much alord as any man can
be, gtting there in your homespun, teaching your teacher philosophy.”

| had opened my mouth to reply, but Powl was up and waking. My abrupt, eccentric teacher was
through the outer door without another word. | gill had not seen his face.

Two days later | knocked Powl unconscious and | could not wake him up for long, anxious minutes.
As| looked down a himlying in the mud of the last raingtorm, it came to me that my teacher was not-a
grongly built. man, and not very young, ether. | dragged him insde and undressed him and began to
wagh his clothes.

Powl sat up as| was wringing out his pleated shirt. The fird words he said were, “Nazhuret, | have
never desired any persond ascendancy over you.”

| giggled, partly from relief that he was not dead. “I know.

| know. But it isinevitable, you know, master.”

“I will not permit “magters.” Y ou know that.”

He lay down again, difling a groan. “1 have worked three years to awake in you an inner.. an inner
authority that no other can supersede. Only one man in ten thousand possesses that. It is perfect. It is



deadly.”

Herolled toward me. “Y ou cannot not give your alegiance to anyone, Nazhuret: king or prelate or. .

“Or teacher,” | concluded for him, and | arranged his shirt on a hanger. “What a joke,” | muttered
doud. “My problem al through life was that | was incapable of committing this authority of mine to
anyone. That'swhy | hung on at the schoal for years, unwilling to take a master.”

“I will not permit mastersl” he repested. | think he had a bad headache.

“Until | came here.” | looked over at the man on the bed, who had refused for so long to dlow me to
be owned by him. “That particular incapability ended here. And, Powl, don't denigrate me too srongly
for my humility. I think you would not have liked it had | argued, contradicted you, and refused your
ingructions.”

“Of course not,” said Powl. “1 would have been insup-portable. Y ou were just an ignorant boy.”

After that he took along nap.

Tha summer, Powl taught me to hunt. By “hunting” 1 do not mean the sport of venery, but rather the
job of putt4 mesat in one' s mouth: snaring rabbits, for example. Venery a grand passion among the grest.
Snaring rabbits is mogtly againg the law, but beggars will dways do it, asit is preferable to sarvetion.

Powl had no particular feding for the chase, but he was remarkably efficent at it. His skill with twine
and with the smdl, light bow was hardly credible; it made me doubt fo. the fird time that the man was
manson-born.

It would have been smpler for me had | been brought up in the country, or had the man not firs
taught me for three years to observe the forest world harmlesdy. The shock | received each time a rabbit
screamed, lung-pierced, tended to depress my appetite.

In the warm weather we went on a vacation, or at least for meit seemed a vacation. We bivouacked
for weeks un-broken, carrying only sticks, sacks, and dowhees, looking like peasants except that Powl
wore neat doeskin breeches that kept out every sort of thorn. Our waking sticks were of im-ported
tropica grasswood, which around Sordding City was the latest rage among laborers in easy
circumstances, its gold-and black-mottled weightlessness being much admired. Ours were dightly heavier
then the usua because they had had the walls within the length hollowed out, and within them rested dim
little bows, made of foil-blade billets Powl’s invention. These were lighter and more concedable than
wood, and needed only to be kept oiled. It amused him sardonicdly that it was considered a freeman’s
right to carry a sword to pierce men, whereas for carrying a bow to pierce the beasts of the fidd a man
could forfet both hands.

One art Powl never mastered nor tried to master was that of cooking, so | dit, gutted, butched, and
roasted the victims of our, morning's or night's effort while Powl lectured me on the subject of nationd
politics.

On this subject | was as ignorant and as fascinated as is a well-raised maiden about copulation. | had
fdt mysdf more informed of events at school than | did now, years later, but after Powl opened up the
court world to me, | saw | had dways been a chick in the egg.

He had a story about each of the (then) four dukes. Oar-men of Hight, who kept a amdl army of
pretty boys at his sde; Andennit, with his palace where dl furniture was red and white; Shandaff, who
was not enough of a peasant a heart to be an effective noble; and Leone of the bee colors: ydlow and
black. The Duke of Leoue had been King Ethebhd’s fidd marshd and now was that of his son. Leoue
adways was firdg in the reckoning.

My teacher spoke no direct criticism of most men, and very little praise of any sort, unless there is
criticiam inherent in reporting that a man favors amdl children, or has execrable taste in domestic design.

| knew aready that Leoue had a reputation for usng his men's lives rather liberdly, and | asked
whether Powl consid-ered him a good and just commander. In reply he told me, a unnecessary length,
how Eydl, late Duke of Nonvess, and he had’ despised one another so thoroughly that their anger had
spiced the court for twenty years.

| redized | had once again asked the wrong sort of question, the sort that only leads to others.

About the late king, Powl spoke more directly and with more respect. King Ethdbhd had been a
meagnetic leader, with high idedls and a great concern for the postion of his country amid the dvilized



nations. His love for Velonya was jealous, like a man's love may be for a beautiful wife. Perhaps Powl
implied that like that sort of love, Ethebhd’s jedousy caused his inamorata difficulties, or perhaps | only
imagined heimplied that.

Ethebhd had had more touch of the student than was usud among Vedonya s monarchs, and he had
both endowed universties and winkled his own court with scholars. His favorite study, however, was
Old Vdonyan history, and he was firmly contemptuous of both science and foreign influence. Actudly, he
hed drawn little distinction between the two.

King Ethebhe would have liked to conquer for the sake of Vdonyan grandeur, but as Felinka was
savage and Rezfunia a source of contagion, he could not have loved what he had conquered, and Powl
suggested that was why his campaigns usudly hed falled.

| let Powl nibble his muse breast clean before | suggested that It was smpler to admit that the
Rezhmian Red Whips and the Rezhmian leadership might have been better at the time than ours. |. knew
little enough about the Felink cam-paign, except it had lost us many ships and men, but | had studied the
southern fiasco.

“Perhgps,” said my teacher, wiping his lips on the napkin he carried, a magicd napkin that never
seemed to get soiled, however often used, “though you expose your ignorance in spesking of the Red
Whips as being in any sense obedient to Rezhmia. But dill | think the persond andyss is meaningful. In
the new king, Rudof, we havein away the blossoming of iEthebhd’s intdlectud driving.” He folded the
napkin, a-though he would use it again in only ten seconds.

“Veonya has never had aruler as broadly educated as this young man. He can read far Allec, and at
court he keeps (so | have heard) a Rezhmian trandator. He acted very deverly in the maiter of dosng
the sea war with Felink, though a lesser man might have dug in his hedls out of wounded pride. Rudof
does not curl up like abug didodged when his ideas are chdlenged.”

This was dippery: impliat critidism of the old king in the form of faint praise of the new. | grinned
behind my roasted parsnips, more certain than ever that Powl had cut his teeth on state documents.
“Wha a fine monarch, Powl,” | sad, straight-faced. “You yoursdf might have had charge of his
education!”

Powl’s gray eyes, flat as afid's looked a me. “Yes, Na-zhuret, you have discovered me. Every
afternoon when 1 leave you, | hotfoot it west to the dty of Vesnglon and review with the king his
multiplication tables. It isthe reward of my life”

As| had predicted, he now unfolded his nagpkin and used it again. “And | do not mean to paint you
too rosy a picture of the new king. Like hisfather, heis a man with a temper, and being the only son, he
has been terribly spoiled. Cross hiswill at your peril.”

| denied any intention of crossing the will of the King of Velonya, and | took a second hdping of
boiled vegetables.

The new king, | now learned, did not get dong with his wife, Chdemut of Low Canton. Between
them it was not merdly the lack of sympathy common to youngsters who e Wed Sght unseen. They
redly could not get dong together, according to Powl, and had not had a moment’s communa peace
since tharr wedding six years before. Powl indsted that the Stuaion was beyond remedy, for, one could
not mix the swarthy pride of Merecanton with Velonya's redheaded tem-perament. He chewed his
dinner thoughtfully and gazed at the fire, as though he knew a lot aout Low Canton. Or about
temperamen.

But now there was a son and her, a cravling mite named Eylvie after his grandfather, and Rudof’s
chain might be loosed.

| mentioned my old black letter, Baron Howdl, hoping for the truth findly about the disappearance of
his daughter, or a least for some nasty gossip to vaidate my didike of the man, but Powl only sighed and
tossed into my plate dl the bones for picking and the roots he had found not worth his while. (This was
our habit, & my ingigation. | hated to see food wasted when | was hungry. | was aways hungry.) “No,
Nazhuret, | have not bothered mysdf with barons,” he said.

More than once, on that summer holiday, Powl reminded me that our ignorant insularity regarding the
Rezhmian people was more than equaled by ther passionate didike of us, on no better grounds. And



about the Felink he said that it was unlikely any treaty between our peoples would be a laging success,
because we had never tried to understand the way they thought, nor had they tried to understand what
gx months of snow do to a people. He waked on, laughing at the thought. Powl had a rich laugh, dightly
edged in effect “If you thought that Zaguash was an odd way of speaking, lad, you ought to invedtigate
the Felink tongue.”*

Ason thistrip we had drifted back to our birth language, 1 suggested that we do that, but Powl only
shook his head. “I haven't the kill for it,” he said, but | knew he was lying, and under the late summer
aun | fdt cold dl through.

When we returned to the observatory, Powl was bronzed and | had stripes of red and brown dl over
my face. (It ismy curse to spend al summer sunburned and dl winter snow-burned, my king, thus adding
an unusudly garish coloring to my unusud appearance.) | spent dl of one day on a thorough
clotheswashing and then moped through a day of heavy rain, perfecting my caligraphy.

Next day was cool and breezy, with a very bright amdl in the air. Powl came up the hill rather late
and st me one of my tasks of contemplation.

Thistime | was to understand how grief comes to the freeman as wdl as to the dave. | nodded, and
palitely 1 went out into the oak copse, which was not as green as it had been, and | sat with my back
agang a tree, though | could hear everything Powl was doing in the observatory, and when he left, my
ears followed him down the hill.

After he was gone, | came in and was not surprised to find the tables of the observatory bare, except
for my winter shirts and trousers; my walking stick; my out-of-fashion gentry clothes; my dowhee; and the
sword | broke three years before, now rebladed.

There was a letter:

My dear Nazhuret,

Please lock the place and leave the keys on the root where you have so often sat outside. | will fetch
them before they have a chance to rust away, but | will not be back here soon. Live carefully, my son.
Y ou have been the best thinginmy life

Powl

Obedient to the lagt, | l€ft the key on the oak root. | dso left im my bag of marbles, for it was dl the
gft | could make. As| started away, now red-nosed as wel as burned red, | remembered that there was
ahdf rega buried under that same oak root and that Powl had left me no money. | dug it out of the
soaked earth and then, remembering my teacher more dearly, | placed it on the bag of marbles.

After | wrote those previous words, Sr, 1 crawled out the window anderan away. | don’'t know, why
it is that when one (read “1”) dredges up some old and private loss it is exactly those persons he feds
closest to whose presence he cannot bear. After scratching down the substance of Powl’s dismissd of
me—sweetly worded but ill a dismissal—I left a message of five words on a scrap of paper, and took
mysdf to a sranger’ s granfidd under a high, gray, dribbling sky, where | gathered in the amaranth crop
as though my future depended on it. The poor tiller must have thought 1 was desperate for coppers.

When | came home again | had determined to write no more in this higtory. | had good excuses: |
was occupied, the story was wdl finished where | had l€ft it, my king aready had heard the rest anyway,
it became unacceptably ambiguous from this point. ...

A hundred good excuses.

Today came the firgt snow, and my spell of temperament has cooled with it. | am ready to continue.

Never before the day | Ieft the observatory had | been free of command: not at school and not with
Powl. But in the last Sx months of my, training, control had so softly drifted from my teacher to mysdf
that | suffered now no uncertainty, no panic, no decay into playing marbles and taking to mysdf. | dept
inthe woods and continued to head south, the direction in which | had been going on a day’s promenade
three years before.

| was done, though—as adone and untouchable as a bubble in glass—and | was unhappy. To say
true, | grieved. | reemember that wet maple autumn as particularly glorious: bright conflagration, with the
gold leaves and the leaves of that bluish red that is the color glass turns when gold is added to it. The time
was as quiet as glass, too—as though | had put a glass cup over each ear and heard only the noise of my



own blood.

For two days | did not hunt—finding it a harder thing to rel ease the bowstring for my own bdly done
then | did when | was feeding my teacher as well—but in our northern woods there is nothing in the
autumn but meat and perhaps cattails, if one can find them, so in the end | was forced to hear a rabbit
scream for me aone.

It rained a very chilly rain and | cut pine boughs and hegped them in order like shingles, as Powl had
taught me. | got wet anyway. The little vine maples under the trees made red sripes, their layers as
deanly horizontal as so many smdl horizons, and among them wandered fogs like little living things. Like
dow birds, perhaps. Many timesin those first days | found mysdf with legs tucked in and hands hid in my
woolen shirt, logt in the black wolf of Gdlley. It was not by my will that | sat like that, taut and empty, any
more than a sck man babbles by will or an old man talks to himsdf. My self-collection began to dreich a
shadow over me, and | won-dered if | should not fight it, as Powl had had me fight most of my natura
indinetions

He was not there to ask.

| skirted a number of villages as a wild beast might have done, though the amdl of bread in the air
drove me mad. | was not finished with grieving, not finished with staring at nothing, and | had nothing to
sy to any human being.

On the third day the ran and mig let up. | was waking through very low country, where the road
was crossed by waterways as often as by deerpaths. The mud envied me my clogs and strove mightily to
remove them with my every step.

Odd enough, the sound it made each time | broke its grip was dry and hard, like a stick snapping.
That percussion followed me through the morning until noon, when the sun diffened the road’ s fabric.

| smdled horse, | amdled leether, and | samdled great shovdsul of disturbed soil, much like the samdl
of Powl’s earth closet. Around a forested comer the road danted down, and as | followed it the air lost
the aunlight and grew wet again.

There | saw the beast itsdf, blowing and moaning, trapped past its chestnut bdly in mud. It was fat,
squat, and short-legged for its mass, and lad out flat on the mad, its long face glistened with terror swest.
Where it had struggled againg the sucking, remnants of its harness were flung out in the morass like water
snakes. The cart it had been pulling was hdf gone behind it, with only one ydlow, mud-caked whed
rigng free. There was no human form in Sght.

| could see the great crack across the Ieft of the road, where a plate of earth, hard above but mucky
under, had broken and canted and sailed off entirdly into the ditch, dropping the beast into sediment more
then a yard deep and without so-lidity. For a man it would have been a doppy, infuriating sort of joke.
For alight horse it would have led to panic and perhaps injury getting out. For this cobby, stub-legged
felow, it was dow degth.

It had been there awhile aready, by the pae, dried earth speckling its back and by the immovatility
of its defeated head. The breath whistling in and out of the horse's nogtrils made me think of thirgt; though
it was trapped in treacherous water, there was nothing for it to drink. Nor had | anything to give it; in this
desolation of rain and puddles, | had not thought to fill a bottle.

There on the yet-solid bank were the marks of sticks or shovels, where someone had tried to dig the
beast a path out. Behind it was a black-soaked heavy rope, with which Perhaps they had tried to rope
and pull it out. Now there was no one.

| wondered where they had gone and what new attack they would attempt next. | looked a the
horse, the tilted cart, and the broken harness, and | mused.

He grunted a melike a pig, very sadly.

There was an ax in the cart as wdl as a load of root vegetables, the driver must have been very
certain no one would rob himin his absence. Or very digtraught.

| took the ax and went into the low woods, where the trees were so thick few got enough light, and
they clawed a one another’s branches and rose too thin. | picked a spinding pine and | hacked it
through a my was levd, and then had ten minutes of dangerous work shaking it to free it from its
neighbors so it would fal where | wanted.



It fdl in the opposite direction, actudly, but | was out of its path smartly. | had underestimated the
tree's bulk and was forced to chop again to remove the heavy end of the bole, and then raise another
sweet deaning off the biggest branches. In the end | could drag it and lift one end (the light end) off the
ground. | hauled it to the road and lifted the light end over the floor of the cart, extending it like a
blackboard pointer over the mud-trapped animd, which lifted its head dully to look. 1 took therope
with.me and found it, to be very heavy, diff, and hard to grab, with dl the grime. | dlimbed the tree to its
end, which bobbed but held up my weight, and | lowered mysdf the three feet to the horse' s back.

The creature sank no farther; evidently it was standing firm under dl that mire. | attempted to run the
rope under the big brown bdly, but it was too wide, and the mud was not firm enough to dig. | had to
tle for tying a bowline around its neck. | ran that rope over the trunk end and wrapped it once. Inch by
inch | shortened the line between the horse and the sapling until the heavy end rose over the road and the
horse was hdlf choked with the tension.

Like my patron spirit the monkey (though | had never seen monkey), | dimbed four-legged to the
other end of my lever and then began to lesp up and down on it. The naturd spring of the sapling made
this an interesting occupation, and the beast’ s srangled screams added urgency.

| thought perhaps | was only hagtening the horse's demise, for that neck now looked as long as any
blood horse's and the tongue seemed to be swdling in its gaping mouth, but then it began to thrash as
wdl as scream and one front hoof broke surface, looking improbably round and ddlicate for a beast that
gze. It struck and splashed and was joined by its fellow, and then the mud released with a sound of great
bad humor, and the horse was up on its hind legs and.crashing forward again onto the edge of the road.

It gave way. Like the piece beside it, it proved treacherous, and the horse sank into mud again. This
time the undercut was not so deep, however, and the fragments of wagon-compressed earth remained
underfoot, where they could be of use. The horse swam its front legs and heaved its rear and was out on
the roadway, seaming.

The tree was bobbing up and down like a fishing pole, and with each bob it pulled the horse's head
up. | went to release it and found the rope hopdesdy jammed. | had to hack it gpart at the knot with the
ax.

Now what? The beast was free but in trouble 4ill. It shiv-ered, and each, of its knees had a tendency
to buckle. It was important to get it home, to the amenities a cart horse ex-pected (so, much more then
the amenities | was used to ex-pecting): blankets, mash, clean straw, and possibly a roof overhead. But
which way was home?

If the cart had been going away, then home was the way | was going. If the cart had been returning,
then home was behind me. But there was nothing, behind me for many miles, and besides, the load of
roots indicated it was on its way to market. No one buys mangd-wurzels in that quantity for per-sona
consumption. | was at least three-quarters certain the direction was south, but if | were wrong, the poor
exhausted beast might not haveit init to do the walk twice.

As| mulled the problem, the horse began to walk, dragging me behind it.

It had immense drength for a horse so weary and so badly treated by life | could no more turn or
stop it with my rope tied to its headgtd! (to the best of my memory the bit was broken through) than |
could have pulled it out of the muck by hand. | could have left it to its journey, but having so far taken
charge of the home, | fdt reluctant to let it go.

Not many miles dong, where low woods of maple and sumac gave way to plowed fidds, | met a
party of men coming toward me. There were four of them, walking two by two, three dressed much as |
was, in light woolen the color of sheep and onein alinen gpron much stained. This one aso led an ox and
cart. Thetwo in front stopped as they saw us muddy horse and muddy man, and they gaped like baby
birds. Ther next reactions were very different, for the peasant on the left pointed, hopped, and ran a me,
shouting, “That’s my horse! It's mingl Ming!” while the other—the fdlow in the apron—cursed, threw
adde what looked like a saw, and turned his back on the whole scene.

“l don’t doubt this one' s your horse,” | answered the farmer, and indinct prompted me to speak the
broad Zaguash idiom of the territories. “1 found it in a ankhole.”

“‘Deed! Indeed! In a hole he was, and neither man’s brain nor ox shoulders could get him atit.” The



owner spoke better Veonyian than | had expected. He took the mud-dick rope from my hand, and so it
was he who was dragged a a good foot’s pace dong the road. | liked the change.

“l got imout,” 1 said, and then redlized it sounded like boasting. The peasant and both his retainers
stared a me, fish-blank. The aproned fdlow spat in my direction.

“Don’'t min" him. He thought he was going to get to take

Rufon out piece by piece and keep the pieces. HE's butcher-man.” This peasant spoke the heavy
Zaguash | had expected. Probably he was the owner’s hired man.

“How’d you get him, then?’ asked the farmer. “We couldn’t pull him nor pry him.”

“l used a dlass two lever, with the cart as fucum and mysdf as weight.” When none of the four
congratulated me or even nodded comprehension, | began to add, “A class two lever—is one where—"

The farmer cut me off. “He musta worked his way mosily out by himsdf,” he said, and as far as their
party was con-cerned, that finished the matter. | stood in the road and alowed the horse to drag them
on, for truth to tel, | was dightly miffed. After a minute the hired man ran back, puffing, to inform me that
hismagter didn't redlly think | had been trying to stedl the horse and that | was invited to dinner.

To haveit granted that 1 was not trying to sted was not as satisfactory as being thanked for returning
avauable animd otherwise doomed to rendering, but it occurred to me that there probably would be
things to eat on the farmer’ s table that | would not find by the side of the road. | had had nothing but my
own cooking or Powl’s (harrific thought) for three years.

The wak to the farmstead was one long argument between Farmer Grofe and the butcher over the
latter’s disappointed hopes. He fdt that snce he had closed his shop for a hdf day for this effort, he
should receive recompense in the shape of a sheep or goat a least. After dl, he remarked, the doctor
doesn't give back his fee when the patient dies, so the butcher ought not to be pendized when the victim
does not die. Grofe was no sophist. He told the butcher that it was the luck of the draw, and if he found
any of hislivestock, large or smdl, hanging in the village shop the butcher himsdf would join it.

The two attendants rolled ther eyes at this, indicating that Farmer Grofe's threats were rare and to
be taken a face vdue. Next, the butcher suggested that | be held for the cost of a new cart, Snce my
trick with the class two lever (he remembered that part) probably had broken at least an axle. No one
replied to this, but | began to wonder if my being invited to dinner was entirdy a friendly gesture.

It was a very uncomfortable journey, and an uncomfortable med afterward. | had been away from
groups of men along time,

There were marrows in butter, and there was Mistress Grofe: a thin woman much smdler than her
hushand and seemingly angry. She did not inquire about the conditions of my vist, and that seemed to me
odd, but neither did she fear to take the butcher’s part in the argument. | fdt she believed the man's
goodwill to be of more future benefit to her than the services of one chunky plowhorse.

There was fresh mutton passed abouit the table, and that liberdly, for it was the beginning of daughter
season, but the dishes that caught my eye and set me drooling were the great tureen of bright soup,, with
red beets and white parsnips float-ing amid a speckle of green herbs, and the poppy-seed pastry, glazed
in syrup.

The amdls of the table were overpowering to one who had been so long on plan duffs, but
overpowering in a different manner were the odors of the diners Grofe, hiswife, two sons, one daughter,
theman I’d met earlier, and one maid-0’-work. Three years of militant.washing, in the company of Powl
only, had made me more delicate-stomached than a, deacon. The warm smdls of the food mixed with
the dill warmer amdlls of sweat stink and well-aged sweety wool, and that kitchen smelled worse to me
then the fresh guts of a rabbit.

Adding to this the naturd shyness of a man who never knew, when he opened his mouth, which
language or mixture of languages would be coming out, and the Grofes had a very quiet dinner guest who
breathed through his mouth. Perhaps they thought | had a cold. They did not ask me anything of who I
was. It was obvious to look a methat | was a nobody.

The Grofe farmstead had much heavy woodwork in the dining room, and a clock that announced the
hour by the antics of a wooden man who Ieft his cottage on the wal and hit atiny triangle with a mdlet as
meany times as the hour dlowed. The ringing was not made by the triangle, of course, but the effect was



dill amusing, a least for the firg few hours. The furniture was black with beeswax and the cushions
plump and the room very tidy. Migtress Grofe sat a her end of the table and glared her anger a dl of us.

After dinner, at Grofe's request, | scratched out a picture of the affar | had created to liberate the
horse from the sink-hole; it was done on the back of a bill of sde for whest in the shock, | recal. Grofe
was literate, at least to the point of Sgning his name. He seemed to understand the principles of my deed
(I have learned since that mogt farmers far surpass me in that sort of cleverness), and | found mysdf
miming how | had jumped up and down on the butt end of the sgpling, and how the beast had looked
being hauled up by the neck, amost like Zhurrie the Goblin of North Dormitory, Sordaing Schoal. | was
terribly bucked up to find | could make these people accept me, even if only to laugh a me, and that |
did into thelr accent and idiom as deanly as Powl might have wished.

| sad that Grofe and his wife had a daughter. Her name was Jannie and she was Sxteen years old.
She had covered the wals with samplers of trees, flowers, houses, aphabets, dl sorts of usud things, and
now she took up a pogtion a the right of the fireplace” engaged on an embroidery of adult scope. It
made her squint a little and couldn’'t have been pleasant work, but perhaps she needed the excuse of
work to remain in the parlor with a mde guest.

When the hired man returned from his evening cdl a the barn to say the old horse had made light
work of his oats and looked ready for five more years, Grofe broke ogt a bottle of very potent cider and
poured for me the very firs glass. Jannie glanced up, hidden from dl eyes but mine by the frame of her
needlework, and when she met my glance she was not squint-ing at dl.

Most sixteen-year-old girls are pretty, and | can remember nothing more about her than that she was
a least as good as the average, that she was dight as her mother, and that she had brown hair inringlets.

Already | was less bothered by the nearness of humeanity and by its odors. The cider, atop the mass
of lamb, soup, marrows, and pastry, made me very warm, and the company’s laughter had softened my
mood further. Without becoming talkative, |1 had come to be at ease and to wonder at this strange unity
that was afamily household.

To most men | suppose there is nothing to wonder a: People live in households, in family. But | had
lived firg in some sort of castle, thenin a school, and ladly in an observ-atory, and to me this was exatic.
Attractive. The red cushions, the little wooden man, the beeswax shining by firdight. Even with Mother
gaing in the corner.

Until that glance, without squinting, that no one in the room could see except mysdf.

Inmy hand my glass dipped, but | did not drop it. | had to pretend to my host thet | had not heard
hislast remark, for certainly | had made no sense of it, and then | excused mysdlf shortly, as though | had
the usud evening errand. | had left my pack outsde the back door, and | scooped up the pack and
walked out the rutted path, the farm dogs following but offering no obstacle. As it was a night of no
moon, | didn’'t go far but spread my blankets within distant Sght of their housdlamps, and | watched them
dl go off, one by one, with the one in the kitchen being lagt.

The ar was sweet and my privecy sweseter. If Master Grofe and his men had seen the look his
daughter had granted me, and had they further known the effect it had had on me, body and mind, | was
fimly convinced they dl would have risen up and dain me.

The troop on horseback that descended on the Grafi:S came dong the road a quarter mile from my
bed under awanut tree, so | became aware of them only as a shudder in the earth and a dream of the
chestnut horse's inductably muddy pro-gress. | was awake but unprepared when | heard Janni€'s
scream, and then | was naming for the roadway. | am no gresat runner, because of the length of my legs,
but I can go on, barefoot or no, and barefoot was how | chased the Sx men who rode from Grofe's
farmstead. | reached the road before they did and hid besde a hedge, knowing a horse's night vison
exceeded even mine

| had no thought that the Gtofes had taken it into their heads on impulse to flee their homes in the
middle of the night. | doubted very much that they owned as many as Sx riding horses: luxuries on a farm.
These riders had to be those notorious things, Zaguash avengers. ill-content young trouble-makers who
drike a the well-to-do landowner of Veonyan blood. | remembered Magter Grofe's lack of accent, and
hisunusud education, and it became obvious to me. Also ob-vious, by the lumpy appearance of one man



inthe middle of the riot, they had raided Jamie Grofe hersdf. As 1 became aware of the position of that
rider,. | gprang across the road, close enough to sartle the horses. The men were wearing bag masks,
the trademark of the Zaguash avenger. The man hold-ing the girl, however, rode not the Zaguash flat
pad, but the old Veonyan saddle, cross-pommeled and long in the dtirrup. The horse was tdl and the
road high-crowned, so the only part of the fdlow | could reach was his sraight knee, which | hit with the
hed of my hand as heavily as | could. | thought to make him drop the reins so ‘I could take control of the
horse. Howling, he dropped the girl instead. As | was stand—

ing below, | caught Jannie, threw her over my right shoulder, and ran.

Four of them followed us, thrashing over high crop and stubble fields, and though the riders could not
see us, the horses could, and they knew what they were chasing. As once before in my life, | made for
the line of darkness that was trees.

Jannie was shouting for me to put her down. | don’'t know if she even knew who had her, though
later she said she had known, but | had not the time to follow her dictate, even if her legs had not been
tied together.

Very soon | could see the animd’s noses out of the corner of my eye, growing larger and closer, and
| gave up this rabbit game. | threw Jannie Sdeways as far as | could and bounced out of the path of the
leadmogt horse.

It was startled, and it plunged forward. As the near front hoof circled up in the canter, | caught it and
helped it further up and out The horse fdl away from me, and | nearly took the force of its rear legs
convulsive kicks as it toppled into the next two beasts behind it. | did nothing, more heroic after thet; |
hefted Jannie Grofe in my arms and pounded on.

We made the wood line and the creek it concealed, where horses could not follow. We were very
quiet, and | untied her with my hands and teeth. After a while we heard the raiders give up, curang, and
depart the way they’d come.

Jannie took a large splinter out of my ingtep, where | had trodden a branch end-on. She was very
collected. More than averagdy pretty, for a sxteen-year-old. We waked the fidds home cautioudy,
hand in hand, and in my young pride | refrained from limping.

| learned more of human nature that early morning, which is to say, | became more confused. The
victor'swecome | received from the Grofe household (and thet in truth. | had expected to receive) was
cut through by a drain of its own opposite. The old wife who embraced her lost daughter cuffed her aso,
without explanation and a regular intervas. She demanded of me what my whole role in the damned
business was, as though both Jannie and | hadn’t related it in detail dready, and turned her back to ral a
Grofe once more before | could reply.

Grofe himsdf was less accusatory and less distraught, but again and again he made me repest that |
hed not known the raiders, ther horses, their words, the place from which they had come, or the place to
which they vanished. More than once he asked me about a amdl box, not much larger then a loaf of
bread. | had not noticed such athing, but he didn’t want to hear that.

Ther dishdief was understandable, for the sory told by Jannie was one of great drama, with zassive
gruggle againg armed men and the tossing of a horse and rider over my shoulder. | tried to reduce the
narrative to human proportions, but the hired man, whose name | now remember to be Quaven, stared
and glared & mein the light of the Sngle lamp, with black shadows of the black chair backs dimbing up
and down the wdls.

Midress Grofe had woken firg a the sound of the ap-proaching horses, but (she repeated
more—than once) had not been able to rouse her old man. One raider had broken the front window,
crawled—in through the mess of dats and panes, and had drawn the bolt for the rest of them, and by the
time the elder son had reached the bottom of the dtairs, they were sanding in possession with torches,
swords, and a primed harquebus pointed right up the Sairway.

They grabbed the boy and began ransacking the house for vauables, and when that proved
time-consuming, dragged the girl from her bedchamber instead and offered to trade her person for the
proceeds of the early barley crop. It was not “dl your gold” or “your slverware and jewery.” | inquired
after this, ance it seemed to speak close knowledge of the farmstead or a least of the area. Grofe



repeated that it had been the proceeds of the early barley crop they demanded, and that is what he gave
them, in a box not much larger than aloaf of bread.

And 4ill they took her, tying her hand and foot, and they rode off with Jannie, the harquebus, the
box, and dl.

Grofe sat a the black table, with one hand dutching at the harr of his forehead and the other making
angry flat thumps againgt the wood. With every thump the smdl of beeswax rose and mingled with the
grdl of the smoky lamp.

“We can go after them, Daddy,” said the younger boy, a child of perhaps thirteen who was dready
tdler than 1. Grofe looked up absently and continued to thump.

“Do you have horses?’ | had to ask. “I mean, not like the chestnut, but road horses” If they had
horses, they should aready be. orr the road and riding, instead of damaging the woodwork and burning
ail.

“A few saddle mounts,” answered Grofe, shooting me one of his untrusting glances. “Not fast, but
good for along way. But it wouldn't do to go haring off, not knowing after who or where.”

| remembered the sound of their retreating hooves. “They went north, on the plain road, with one
horse lame and a man with a broken leg.”

“So you say.” Quaven did not bother to conced his sus-picions of me.

“Theroad isdry dready,” answered Grofe. “They’d make sure of that before riding out on us”

“Not so dry as that, only two days after arain. There's a heavy night dew this season; | have cause
to know that.” They dl stared a me, even Jannie.

“l can track for you,” 1 told him, dl the while knowing Powl would call this a mistake.

Quaven had fetched memy boots, for | didn't want to do any more treading on my bare, wounded
foot, and the rest of my gear was spilled out on the kitchen table as security (I suppose) for my good
behavior. | could not ride and track, so | had to trot before them, while Grofe, Quaven, and the elder
boy used my white, moonlit head as a beacon.—

The farmer had heard my name as Zurd, which would be at least a good Zaguash sort of name, and
| let im cdl methis. Now, findly, he asked mewhat | did for mysdf and | told him | was an optician. He
let that be, though | imagine he thought it to be some minor territoria religious sect.

The place where the riders had left the road after, me was unmistakable, as was the place where they
had scrambled back on. One horse stepped unevenly, while another, with larger feet, wandered from one
Sde of the road to the other, seeming to be imperfectly controlled.

A few miles on, they turned right into the fotest, on a path that was between a cow trall and a wagon
road. “Commerey,” stated Grofe.

The tracks in this damp wood were unmistakable, and with my attention relaxed, my mind became
aware of how weary | was, having waked dl the previous day, then sprinted, then run with a heavy
weight. A soft, heavy weight, very pretty, and of a certain shape. Only Sixteen.

My foot dipped in the muck, and in the sudden awaken-ing | remembered who was behind me and
that they did not trust me.

The land opened again, and ahead was heard awalling and a weeping that announced itsdf to be no
trivid matter. “Commetey,” said Grofe again. He quickened his horse and trotted by me, followed by the
others. When | caught up with them they were on the large porch of a house built to their own plan, and
another man was hammering hisfig on thewdl harder than Grofe had pounded the table, while a woman
more generoudy built than Mistress Grofe hung over the rail, weeping. Smdl children hung upon her or
huddled on the steps.

Grofe was griding back and forth, adding his anger to theirs.

“You's avengers got their boy. Killed him as he stood,” said Quaven to me. This inggent, deliberate
connection of mysdf with the thieves and murderers, added to my tiredness and my sore foot, caused me
amoment of blind anger, and | had to catch mysdf with my hand dready launched. All | could do was
make mysdf miss his face entirdy, so only the wind made him blink, and then | hed guard for another
helf second, until | was certain | had mysdf inrein.



| don't think he was sure what had happened, but his brown, Zagquash face set in beligerent wrinkles.
“I wouldn't try that againgt a man, you great monkey,” he said, as though | had only raised a fig to him.
Perhaps that was dl he saw.

There had been four of them—I could account for the other two—and they had been angry. They
hed taken two dlver candlesticks and a naming bowl, and the life of an elghteen-year-old boy, though he
hed not opposed them in any manner. None of the Commereys had. .

“l can tdl you why them’s hot about,” said Quaven, speak-ing loudly into Master Commerey’s grief.
“It was ‘ cause this fdlow ‘mong us”

Briefly Grofe described my part in the business, leaving out the episode of tossng the horse over my
shoulder. | dimbed the gairs, stepping around the children, and dlowed Commerey to peer out a me
through blank eyes, and through the door | saw the body of the boy laid out on two chairs, with a basin
and rags below him and one candle for light.

“You can track them?’ he asked me, and | could only say that | had so far.

He was a big man, square-faced, with less Zaquash about him than Quaven but more than Grofe.
“Then track for me, too,” he said.

At about dawn Commerey caled my attention to a hem-ipherical stone, knee-high, set into the earth
besde the road-way. “Ekish Territory line marker,” he said. The other riders a my back grunted as
though he had said something of red meaning.

| sat down on the meaningful stone. “Territory line marker? How does that affect our chase?” | asked
the big man. ‘e had no legd authority before, so we haven't less now.” Commerey got down from his
horse and stood beside me. He looked down sharply.

“More tired you get, less you sound like aloca man, Zurd. Where you come from?’

| fdt chastened and foolish as wel as bone-weary. The farmer was right, so | dropped the accent
entirdy. | told him | had been raised in Sordding City, and when that didn’t suffice, thet | had been raised
as a servant a the Royd Military School. There was no liein that, and it was enough.

Grofe answered my question. “Beyond this marker, lad, Satt Territory gives way to Ekesh. It was
Ekesh avengers struck us, so we're gaing in the right direction, that’s dl.”

“How do you know they were Ekesh, Master Order | asked him. Grofe spoke with energy, but his
back was wilted and his hands heavy on his horse' s withers.

He snorted, and so did the horse. “Would have to bel Don't ask idiot questions” He pushed the
beast forward again.

The differences among the various Zaguash territories are not obvious to outsiders, and their inahility
to hold common cause is dill less comprehensible. If it were not that way, | imagine Veonya itsdf would
reman asmdl country on the middle-western bonier of the continent.

Forgive my impudence, my king. This paper will not essly erase, and my manuscript coma too
dowly for meto toss the page. | am forced to rdy on impulse and honesty.

It was bright morning, and our grim troop cut through populated neighborhoods. | wondered if our
errand was written across our faces and what the Territorid Guard would do with usif they found us out.
If we found the avengers, we could ether turn them in to their own constables or perform a forced
extradition, carrying them back across the line. Either way, | knew Powl would not approve of my role in
this, but | fdt pressed by the Stuation.

Ekesh IS the Zaguash word for lake land, and on that morning we passed by many of the waters that
mede the place famous: cool, finger-shaped, hemmed in iris and cattails, and of the same clear green as
fine glass hdd edge-on to the light. The panfish of Ekesh (called that because they are the shape of a pan,
complete with long handle) have orange-red spots over ther gills and in the tranducent waters they
looked like sparks darting. Dragonflies of many metdlic colors crowded the air in their lagt attempt that
year to do whatever it is dragonflies do, and the hummingbirds, looking much like the dragonflies, fought
eech other over the season’s lagt twinberry blooms. In the daze of my constant walking, | forgot my
errand, | forgot the banging of the horses hooves behind me, | forgot even that my foot had been
pierced and now was wel inflamed.

| can see why your forefathers lusted to possess little Ekesh Territory, my king, though Sat is richer



and Morquenie has the port. Though | fdt neither the strength nor the desire to conquer these round
fidds (for they plow in circles), green waters, and dl the armored dragonflies, dill | wished even then to
return to Ekesh, on any other errand than man-hunting.

It was many years before that happened.

We passed a town, the name of which dudes me. The roofs, however, were of clay, orange-red, the
color of the spots on the panfish. We spoke to no one. No one prevented or delayed us.

The tracks | was following did not leave the road as we passed the town, though there were Sgns
thet the lame horse stood in one place awhile, and water was spilled on the earth. Two or three miles
beyond there rose a birch wood, riot too heavy or dark, and there our avengers findly showed some
individudity, for the horse under imperfect control went off onto a dim path to the left, and none of the
others Ift the road thistime to bring it back.

| told the riders | thought we were near the end of the hunt, and five men looked down on me with
faces white and expressionless as the moon. They swayed in their saddles. Commerey’s eyes were fixed
on nothing.

| had thought | was the weariest man there, having jogged while they rode astride. But | was young,
and aso | had logt neither cash crop nor family the night before. Politdy as |

knew how, | asked for two men to take the wood's track while | led the rest forward. Grofe's son
and Quaven did so, the Zaguash under protest.

Under broad noon we came to a dedivity so sharp the road itsdf tacked left and right for the safety
of carts and wagons. Down below was a pdisade town dl of wood, of no great age by the looks of it,
and in the center of the town lay a lake like a mouse's eye, perfectly round, perfectly brown. Most riding
horses left the road here and scuttled down quickly through the grass, but the lame horse | followed had
taken the dower, way. At the bottom they formed together again and entered through the open gateway
of the town.

“Shelbruk,” Commerey named the place, and he sat on his horse as though he were broken of his
lest idea.

| leaned againg the wood of the palisade. “Well, thereit is, good men. The avengers are in Shelbruk,
unless they’ve dready Ieft again, and 1 doubt that. | have tracked for you night and day, and shown you
the tracks as | went. | cannot aso decide whet you are to do about them.”

—Cade and Commerey looked down a me and said nothing.

“Wedl, can 1?1 know nether your laws nor your customs.”

The hired man looked at Gide and Commerey and shifted his buttocks on the saddle. Then they
pushed past me through the gateway.

| had nothing—not my blankets, not my change of clothes, not my opticd blanks or grinders. | sat by
the clean wel that overlooked the lake that Shelbruk Town hed dirtied, and | dared to look a my foot.
The wound had begun to seep and looked like it would be grateful for the sun, so ‘I sat on the stone
curb, that foot cocked up on the other thigh, and watched the poorer housewives and maids-0'-work
draw water.

Most had carts with little donkeys, afew had carts with large dogs, and the unfortunate few had only
grong backs. They carried their supplies in meta buckets of the sort used esawhere to store milk. The
lake wdl was s0 popular on this fine day that | was convinced there was no piped water in dl of
Shelbruk, a conviction | now know was fdse. Very few of the women accomplished their errand without
much stopping for fanrwaving and talk, and even a beggar with a slly face and an ugly foot was not
benesath their notice. | learned that the cabbage worm was very bad and the price of worsted impossible
and heard four separate guesses as to the father of the baby of some lass named Nishena. One old lady
returned to her home and prepared me a sage and rosemary compress to draw the pus and keep the flies
off. | decided that day that | liked the company of women, and | have never changed in thét.

My pack, poor asit was, was aterritory away, and | had run dl night and dl morning. | could smell
mysdf. | borrowed a amdl bucket from one of the lakesde laundresses, filled it with water, and took
mysdf down alondy dley to wash in a spot of reflected sun. In lieu of soap | used the compress.

| hed finished upon the person of Nazhuret and was as-saulting his shirt and trousers when | heard



hoofsteps ap-proaching around the corner of a brick building. Hurriedly, 1 donned the trousers and
before | had time to do more, aman led a horse my way.

The horse was ashining gray of qudity, somehow familiar. The man was lean and dark and dressed
in grimy velvet, too warm for the day. He recognized me as | recognized him as the fdlow who had
stopped me on the road the previous summer.

He stopped, his face hidden in shadows, then led on again, until he and the horse’s head shared my
square of sunlight. He did down the wall, regardless of his dothing, and, squat-ting on his heds, pulled
out along pipe. This hefilled and lit: a laborious process. | went back to squeezing herby water through
the wool of my shirt.

“Smdls good,” he said, though the stink of his smoking overwhelmed dl other odors. Then, as |
wrung the shirt out, he added, “ So. No more the goblin, Zhurrie?’

Wetheaded, dressed in rags, and with one boot off, | can’t imagine that | ever looked more like a
gablin than at that moment. | looked into his face for irony and could not decide whether | had found it. |
put the wet shirt back on and stood up. So did he.

| asked him who' he was, and he answered, “Y ou don’t remember Arlin, Nazhuret? No? Wdll, it was
avery long time ago. Y ou were young.”

“Then so were .you, Sr. Were you a the school? | don't remember an Arlin, But there were so many
boys.” | carried my dirty water out with me, lest | muddy the fine horse’ s hooves. Arlin followed.

“But | remember you, despite those numbers” he said. The dley was narrow, and | was fotr.ed to
lead. “I think

| am hard to forget,” | told him, and behind me | heard both a squesak of lesther and a sharp laugh.

“How vain we have become,” said Arlin. He was mounted dready, and as | turned to explain that my
remark was the reverse of vanity, he pushed past me and trotted off.

In deep chagrin | spilled the water on a dretch of pavement that looked in need of it, and |
considered how good | was a embarrassng mysdf. If | never spoke again, | would never fed the need
to gpologize.

| went looking for my Satt territorid flock, wondering if | had done right in abandoning them at the
dty gate. They might have met their enemy and been killed by them. They might have falen adeep in their
saddles and be stting at the end of some blind avenue, dl three of them and their horses, snhoring.

| decided | would try the offices of the Territorid Guard in case Grofe and Commerey had decided
to trugt to that authority. | inquired of a grocer, and passed three degping dogs and a well-attended
puppet theater in which two dolls were engaged in hanging another by the neck. The unfortun-ate victim
was raised clean off the stage plaiform by the sus-pending rope, and the hand supporting him was
withdrawn (in fearful symbolism for the vitd force, | suppose).

The effect was unsdttling, and discovering that the guard office was on a quiet street immediately
behind the puppeteers turned it into an omen. Though Powl had no faith in omens, he had had less fath in
policemen, and again | wavered, afew feet from the gold letters gpdling EKESH.

As | stood there, too tired for decison, a man came sump-ing and dghing dong toward me. He
yawned. He scratched a stubbly face. Though | could not trace my memory back to Arlin of the gray
horse, | had no trouble with this man, for | had seen him only twelve hours ago—or had seen his boot,
his breeches, his jacket, and his hand as they pursued me over fidds of stubble, and the lungs that now
yawned and sSghed had been screaming as his horse went up and over.

Hishair was as new-chick ydlow as my own. | hadn't expected that, but then a bag over the head
will conced a great dedl. His eyes were blue, and he was very tired. So was .

| fdt a great reluctance to be the tool of vengeance, even of a very judified vengeance. At the same
time, | could not forget the weeping of the Commerey household over the body of a boy not yet grown.
It was true | had been the cause of the Zaguash avengers murderous anger, but had | not acted, perhaps
it would have been Jannie, not yet grown, who was dead now.

| took amiddleline | stepped In front of the yawning fdlow and said to him, “I recognize you.”

He recognized me at least equdly wdl. He squawked, svung a random fig, and turned to run back
the way he had come.



| had gone two steps in pursuit when his mood changed on him and he skidded and tripped on the
cobbles, turned, and came graight a me with a dagger that was hdf a sword in length.

The attack had neither art nor science, but at that moment | would have traded a great ded of art and
most of science for two sound feet or even an hour’s deep. | watched my right hand parry the blade near
the hilt and the left help carry it out beyond my body. | had my left hand over his so | con-tinued my
goinning motion until | had taken him around and into the wal of the Territorid Guard itsdlf. He smashed
the timbers with face, ebow, and knife together, and the dagger stuck firmly into one black firwood
upright. Because | was not sure of my footing, | dipped and broke his arm at the elbow before | thought
to release it. He stood where he had been dammed, howling of the pain.

There, in the doorway, stood a man in the green, epauleted uniform of a captain of the Territorid
Guard. Powl’s words to me rang loud in my mind: “Do not touch the police ... for you will wind up
hanged.” He looked down a me coldly enough, and I—like the man | had just injured—considered the
chances of turning and running. | had twisted my sore foot on the cobbles.

“You were very lucky, lad,” sad the captain, and his mouth spread in a chilly grin. “If you hadn’t
dipped sdeways he would have spitted you.”

| knew immense rdief, and fet caled upon to explain. “Captain, this man kidnapped a woman from
Satt Territory last night. | believe hisfriends dso—"

“What istha to me?’ asked the captain, and his grin shut down. “My authority is Ekesh. You'll have
to get the Satt Guard to file for extradition. If you have names, residences, occupations, dl that.” The
Teritorid Guard captain was very large, as usudly they are, and casudly he reached over and lifted the
avenger by the hair and looked into hisface. “Edd Gdlik,” he said. “1 am not surprised.” The man chose
to leave some of that hair behind as he staggered off; dutching his broken arm.

The captain put a slver whiglein his mouth, and within ten seconds the flesing man was surrounded
by guards as large as the captain.

“There is no legd impediment, however, in arresting him for deadly assault.” The wintry smile came
back. “Nor, for that matter, for destruction of officdd Ekesh territorid prop-erty.”

They had pulled him down, with no regard for his injury, and he screamed s they bound him and
dragged him into a doorway. | fdt fantly sick, and fantly sorry 1 had dlowed the day’s events to
progress to this But | could not plausbly have explaned avay an armed attack with a captain of the
Teri-torid Guard as witnessto it.

| followed them in and wrote out for them my account of what had happened. All present seemed
surprised thet | could write. | stated that | had approached the man, uttered the words “1 recognize you,”
and was immediaidy assaulted with a dagger, which | evaded to the detriment of my ankle. No more
than that was required. To me it seemed an inadequate document, but the Guard captain was pleased
enough to dismiss me with the advice to let the Satt Guard take care of Satt business from now on.

| took to the streets again with very little peace of mind. | knew enough about law in the
Ve onyian-controlled Zaguash territories to guess that the pendty for armed assault was likdly to be more
then a few years in confinement. The man called Gdlik might go to a labor gang. Might die in a labor
gang was dmog to say the same thing. Or he might die at the end of arope.

Had the Guard captain blinked at the wrong moment, or had | not had the fortune to appear to have
dipped, it might have been mysdf awaiting one of these ends. A short result to Powl’slong iabor.

The puppet show in the market had folded and gone. The grocer and his felows were packing. |
asked a baker if I might hep him load, in exchange for one of his unsold bread rolls. He was a portly
man, and it was obvious he didn’t think | had enough size to be of red help, but he dlowed me to amuse
mysdf, and | spent the middle of the afternoon in the odor of brown crusts and raisns. He gave me 9x
large poppyseed rallsin a bag made from a sngle sheet of folded white paper.

Though poppyseed rolls are a specidty of Ekesh, | had never seen such a container before, and was
as taken with its amplicty and cleanness as | was by the speckled treasure within. | ate of one and
examined the other’s cleverness while | looked for some place to rest my abused foot.

The 9gn proclaimed the place to be an inn and the door was open, though no sound of activity
leaked out. It came to me, fresh from my success at the little market, that 1 might be equaly able to lift



things over my head in here and win a glass of something to go with the bread rolls. | was very thirsty.

Though it was quiet ingde, it was not empty. Both the inn resdents bar and the locds, bar had
groups of men gtting over de, and the barmaid, douched in the doorway between the two,, stared out
toward the street, oblivious to both sets of customers,

| entered the shadow of the front hdl and glanced at the two doors before me, unsure which was
which. No sgn in-formed me, of course. It seems to be a rule of territoria hogtels that the stranger must
guess which room was designed for his use, or dse inquire of the spirits of the air.

Three dull-looking men occupied the right-hand chamber. None was egting, so it was impossble to
tdl whether they were resdents of the inn or locals desring a glass. One had his head in his hand, while
the other two were drawing in beer saillings on the bar itsdf. | turned to the other door.

It was dmost the same group, dull, drinking, composed of three men, dthough there were dirty plates
piled a the bar’s end. It took me more than a glance to redize that these three were the men | had led
from the maple woods of Satt to these Ekesh lakes.

In that same moment, a part of my mind spoke up from below (I know no better way to put it, Sr) to
tdl me that | aso knew their mirror image across the wooden bar wal. Without moving, | turned my eyes
back to the right-hand door.

The shoulders of one of the men gave im away. The tip of a spur, seen out of the corner of my eye
asindeed it had been seen before, as | ran for my life and for that of young Janie. | could not be certain,
and yet | was certain.

From the left door came a Sgh that did into a groan. Orofe, dmogt certainly. From the right came
some tired laugh-ter. | stood between the two, and what my course of action was to be | had no idea.

If I had owed Master and Migtress Grofe anything for their marrows, padtries, cider, and the half
acceptance that had come with it, | had paid that debt dready. With Commerey, Stting slent and square
as arock behind an untouched de, 1 had no connection, though even now he had my sympathy. | had
just gotten one man into the hands of the Guard and | srongly suspected he would die in those hands. |
wanted no more part of this.

Y e there were the three men who had stolen Grofe's income; kidnapped his daughter, perhaps to
kill; tried in a sprightly manner to kill me and ended by weaking a young man from his deep only to
murder him. | disapproved heartily and wished them every sort of unsuccess if only they didn't drag me
down with them.

| might have gone quietly into the left Sde, waked up my Satt friends, and explained to them who
thar neighbors were, but then | would be committed again. | might have even more quietly walked away.

Instead, | decided to let the moment create itsdf. | stood and 1 waited, and | watched the wooden
patition and the two doors flanking it with the same amless attention | had paid to the bricks of the
observatory.

My eyes were scratchy. My ankle made itsdf known.

“Here, boy,” sad the barmaid, coming out from the bar into the left Sde and gpproaching me by that
door. “Don’'t block the door that way. Whét isit you want?”

Three sets of eyes on the Ieft Sde of the bar lifted casudly, drawn by voice and movement. Three
sets of eyes on theright did also, and the door was clear and open between the red, dents bar and the
locds bar.

The Satt farmers were quicker to react, though only by an ingant. | heard Commerey’s chair fdling
backward and then Grofe's bellow. | grabbed the barmaid by her arm and flung her out into the street.

“They’re going to fight!” | told her, and she in turn took hold of my writ.

“How by perdition do you know that?’ she shouted inmy ear. “You haven't even been indde!”

| dipped her grip and jumped back into the place, dosng the door behind me. When she pounded, |
jammed a ladder-back chair benesth the knob. | did not want to have to carry this lass on my back as |
hed Jannie; the barmaid was bigger than Jannie, and | was not fresh.

The Satt men were over the bar and shoving through the partition door, which the avengers were
trying to brace as. | had braced the outer door. The little dedl pine bar door, however, had no Imob, and
ablow of Commerey’ s huge shoul-der splintered both it and the barstool. He stumbled into the room and



was hit on the head by a one-pint beer crock. The avenger with the spurs was standing on the bar,
digdlaying a knife that looked much like a shaving razor. The third, less limber or more saddle sore,
attempted to dimb the bar but gave up and decided to enter the fray from behind, through the hdlway.
Past me.

| did not recognize this fdlow, but he must have recognized me, for he took out another of those
thin-bladed, Rezhmian-work razors and diced upward a my groin. | skidded backward so that the thing
sparkled an inch from my face, and as my thigh encountered the chair | bad used to brace the door, |
knew | was in trouble. | kicked his elbow as | came down on the caned seat, but he did not drop the
razor, he circled it above his head and brought it down at my face.

Both my hands had grasped the char ams to control my fdl, and | used that support to launch
mysdf, feet fird, at his head. The blade diced my shirt, but | put both boot hedsinto his chin hard enough
to throw him againgt the end of the partition, which resounded.

Sill the man kept hisrazor and dill heflaled it a me. |

parried hisarm once more, tried to grab the thing, failed, suffered a cut hand and then as he bent with
the force of his strike, 1 saw below my hand the back of his head and his neck. | struck down with the
hed of my hand as heavily s | could, and | knew immediatdy | had killed a man.

Within, the avenger with the other razor dill was on the bar, holding off Grofe and his son with his
wegpon and his feet. The other avenger was flat out on his back, and Com-merey was braced on hands
and knees, shaking his head like a sick cow. | heard alittle Slver sound in the distance. A whistle.

“Out!” | shouted. “Guard! Guard! Guard!” | shouted,, and by the third iteration of the name, even
dazed Commerey was knocking me aside in his hurry. They issued out the door as close as fliesin a
cloud, and even the avenger with the knife ran with them. | limped adong behind.

The Satt men had |eft their horses in the inn stableyard, but evidently they had Ieft them saddled, for
they were charg-ing back again before | had made hdf the distance. Grofe cantered past me, his son half
stopped and then thought better of it, but massve Commerey brought his beast to a hdt before me and
plucked me up by the neck of my damp, gaping shirt.

Shelbruk went by me at a great rate, with cobbles looming large enough to break a horse'sleg or a
man's head. | had amouthful of red horsehair before | found a secure position on the pommd in front, of
the rider. We flew past the market, empty and echoing, and made a clangor over the flagstones around
thewd|. | heard the Guards whidles again and again, but | saw no uniforms, and we were out the town
gates before any thought to close them on us.

If they had any intention of dlosing the gates.

“You're bleeding fredly, lad,” said Commerey. | was sur-prised that a man so recently brained would
have attention to spare for that, and after glanang a my hand | told him it was not a bad cut but that
razors make for long bleeding.

| looked behind as we climbed the steep hill over the town. No one seemed to be following, least of
dl the avenger with the knife.

“Did you kill that man | tripped over in the hdl?” Com-merey asked me, and | admitted | had. It
sounded impossble to me, even as| sad it. It fdt like aliein my mouth.

“I'm indebted to you, then,” he answered me. “He' s the one shot my Coln right through the heart.”

He put me down on the road where we had left Quaven and Commerey’s boy, and once again | was
put to tracking, like a dog. | found 9gns that the two had come out again, shuffled awhilein the roadway,
and then pushed their mounts carefully into the undergrowth. There was nothing in these marks Grofe or
Commerey might not have seen himsdlf, had they had the patience or the vison to look.

My Satt men's horses did ther own share of amless cirds and impatient pawing as the riders
discussed whether to wait for the boys or to leave. Grofe's opinion, as best | remember, was that pursuit
would come eventudly and we ought to ride on. Commerey believed the Shelbruk Guard was glad to
have seen the tall of us and that we should wait.

Asthey disputed the matter (never asking memy opinion, though | was the one who had had to kill,
and the one without a horse under me), the two missng members pressed out of the woods, dragging
briars. For a moment dl the weary men stared a one another. “We got the mag,got. We buried him,”



sad Quaven, and for another slent moment dl drank in the excitement of this boast and swagger, and
their tired eyes glowed. Then they began to laugh and pound each other on the back.

| stood in the middle of the road, the legs of the sweeting horses dl around me. | caled for Quaven
to repeat what he had said, to explain what they had done to the man with the broken knee.

“We took his Ekesh heart out of his Ekesh body!” The hired man’s face was gray, asde from two
red circles directly under his eyes. His eyes grinned and glittered, but he was 0 tired he was leaning
backward againg the reins, dragging his horse's head in. The beast was even more tired and did not
complan.

The boy chimed in, “He was lying on his flicking bed with his fucking wife cluck-clucking over him,
Dad, and that's it where we did him. Like a hog, he was. A big, long hog.” He was no more than Sxteen
years old—Jannie's age—and his voice was filled with glee and horror and exhaustion.

Conunerey said nothing in return. He was looking instead at me—the only one to do so. “What
would you have us do, wak himinto Shelbruk, to be patted on the back? They killed m» son—"

“He didn’t kill your son. He had a broken leg. He was helpless”

“k'sdl the same,” he said to me, his heavy face without expression. “My boy was hdpless.”

Quaven kicked his resstant horse forward. In his right hand was a cavary saber he had not owned
ealier inthe day. “1I've had enough of thisweasdl,” he said, and he shook the blade in the ar at me. The
horse, not cavary-trained, began to dance sdeways.

“Fold it up, Quaven, the, man's been a friend to us,” sad Groin, and he pushed his horse between
the sted and mysdf. The hired man 4ill was drunk on his violent success, however, and though he did the
weapon away, he spat in my direction.

“I won't ride with him. He' s another filthy Ekesh and | don’t want him following anymore.”

Grofe brigled. “Where did you get the power to say who rides and who doesn't, plow-pusher? |
hire you to—"

| interrupted. “1 haven't been riding, a dl as you might remember, Master Grofe. And as for
fallowing—I led, not followed you to this day’s work, and I'm very sorry | did so, for it's been a nasty
one. So | will bid you good day here and hope our ways do not intersect agan.”

| retraced the path the horses had made in the brush until | was far enough from the road that | no
longer heard their many-hooved progress. | followed a narrow path for afew miles back west and south
toward Satt according to the sun, and then my travels caught up with me and | curled where | was and
dept.

| awoke cold in the dark of night, with deer legping over me.

It took me three days to retrace the path | had runin hdf of one night and a morning, and those three
days are of a piece in my memory. | might have been under one of the lakes of Ekesh, so odd was the
autumn light and shadow and so poor and unconnected was |. No pack to carry and a foot tha
reminded me momently how bad | had abused it.

| took my time walking, avoided the traveled road, and when | was hungry | set a snare of birchbark
and caught a rabhit. After an hour of trying to start a fire without any tools at dl, | gave up, suffed the
beast in my shirt, and went on. | ate cattails from one of the countless ponds instead.

That night | lay on a bed of fir, covered by more branches, but | was » shade too cold to deep. The
moon was firg quarter and not yet set, and | wondered if it would be wiser to use the next few hoursin
forward progress. The draight road was only a mile or so below, and | had no quams about usng /i a
this dead time. But when that astronomica body findly rolled on and under, it would leave me in grester
cold and greater darkness, without even the comfort of afir bed. | stared out a the white stripe of the
path from my hiding, until the stripe took on a life of its own. | had never seen a ghogt, but it seemed
appropriate | would see one tonight. Perhaps it would have a broken neck.

So weary was | that the apparition inspired very little fear in me, and after | had stared &t it for some
minutes, the floating glow took on a horizonta appearance. Soon it formed the lineaments of a white dog,
and then it had the face of a white dog, very round-cheeked and pointy-eared, and the dog seemed to be
laughing a me.

The ghogt sniffed, snorted, and took one step closer.



My firg thought was that hounds from Shelbruk Town had found me out, but then common sense
took over and | redized that people do not track with fuzzy, sharp-nosed dogs like this one: the sort of
dog that would have a curled plume of atal. No, it was the amdl of the dead rabbit that drew the beast
on.

Even | could smdl that odor, both from my clothes where | had worn the carcass like a
cummerbund, and from where it lay now at my feet, as usdess to me as ever. Dead rabbit grows old
quickly.

| picked the corpse up by the hind feet, and with that movement of my white arm, the white dog
vanished. | threw the rabbit to where the dog had been, wiped my hand on the fir boughs, and closed my
eyes determinedly. In afew seconds | heard the crunch of bones. | mug have fdlen adeep then, for when
| woke again the moon had gone on, but pressed back to back againg me was the soft, odorous, and
very warm white dog. | did not object.

The next morning he was not there, but the earth was pocked with dogprints hdf the sze of my own
hands. A num-ber of the nearby trees, also, had known the dog' s atentions.

That day threatened rain, but before it could fdl | came to a famhouse and offered to solit wood in
exchange for tinder and aflint. | was more wary of the farm wife than she was of me, but in the end |
broke so much oak to hearth Sze that she offered me, dinner and a place in the kitchen to deep as wedl
asthefiretools. | took the dinner gratefully, but so disllusoned about my kind was | that | chose to deep
inthe cow byre.

She was alarge, kindly woman with many children and amild sort of husband who came in from the
last harvest late and approved of my work without suspicion. They told me they had enough for my
hands to do for a good month, and money to take away when | left, but the contact with Satt versus
Ekesh had soured me on farm families. | turned the job down.

I wish with dl my heart, my king, that | remembered the name of these people, instead of Orofe's.

That night the rain came down hard, but the byre of ten cows was seaming warm. | wrapped mysdf
instraw and lis-tened to the beating on the roof and the breathing of the cows and the squesking of many
mice. Before long one of the squeaks became a squed, which ended in a snap, followed by butcherly
crunching. | crawled up though my bedding and out into the aide, where |, beheld my white dog, catching
mice by moonlight. | had to reassure mysdf that there were no hens adeep on the ground before |
returned to bed, and with the dog curled beside me, it was dmost too warm.

The next day was wet but not cold, and | steamed like a cow mysdf, in my coarse woolens. | found
with some difficulty my own prints where the cut through to Seait Territory joined the Ekesh southern
road, and | was back In Satt by midday.

Behind me down the muddy tral paced the dog again. First | fdt him and then | heard him and lagt |
turned and saw himinful daylight for thefirg time.  —

He was very dirty, more gray than white, and the tail | had dways imagined as a high plume hung
sodden behind him, amost touching the mud. (If | had been a dog at that moment, hungry and on a mud
road going nowhere much, my tall would have looked much like that.) His feet were large and his legs
long, like sticks, but his ruff'was very degant and his eyes, grinned.

On impulse | bent to him and made the usud kissng noises that men make to attract dogs, and the
result was that he was gone from the path entirdly.

When | could see before me the road down which | had followed the horse and up which | had led
the Satt farmers, it was twilight already. | |eft the path and made afew of my birchbark snares and then a
bed of pine branches, the softer fir not being available. | heard a howl and a growl and a sngp that told
methe dog was yet with me, had discovered one of my snares, and had disposed of it He was a large
dog. The tree used as a pillow had a squirrd’s cache of wanuts and hazelnuts in it, which | robbed and
cracked inmy hand. The next beast to fdl into one of my snares was perhaps the same squirre that had
fed me, and | fdt dightly dishonorable about eating it, but dmog a the same moment | caught another
rabbit in my one remaning trap, so | cooked the rabbit and threw the squirrd to my dog.

My dog, | say, though | could not even touch him.

It was bright morning when | came to the tree where my pack had been laid, and only then did |



remember it had been brought to the farmhouse. | went after it.

There were horses and wagons tied in back of the building, crowded as awedding. | went past them
to the kitchen.

Quaven came to the door. | heard voices in conversation behind him, but there was nothing to be
seen in that room but tables piled high with food. “We don’'t need you today,” he said, and made to
close, the door inmy face. My temper was dmost ragged, and | gave the dosing door such a blow that
Quaven skidded hdf across the kitchen.

“No doubt you don't, but | need my pack, if you please,” | answered him, and when he came on
with his figs waving, | spun him to the floor and sat on him. “My pack,” | reminded him. “Opticad
aupplies. Glass blanks. One grasswood stick.”

“l don’t know anything about a pack,” he said, and then he began to cal’for his magter. Grofe came.

“He forced hisway in,” said Quaven, as loud as he could with my weight on his somach. Master
Orofe looked a me coally and without decision.

“Why shouldn’t he come in, Quaven? We owe the lad much.”

“All' I want from you, magter, is my pack, which | left here” | stood up. The kitchen was filled with
food, as for awedding.

“I never saw it!” shouted Quaven, sanding adso. “I never, ever!”

To Giofe | sad, “He had it when he brought my boots. Someone has it now.”

For a moment the dark man stood gill and slent, and | could hear someone laugh in the room
behind. As a awed-ding.

Wasiit the older son who was marrying, So soon &fter the

catastrophe of the raid? Or could it be Janie? Sixteen was old enough for a girl to wed. Bardly old
enough. Perhaps they fdt it important to wed her off now, before the story of her abduction could
Spread.

If that was 0, it was a shame, | thought. Such agirl deserved along, lesurdly, slly wedding.

Grofe said, “1 remember it. Not since that night, though. Let’s see.” He strode out of the kitchen, out
of the house. | followed him and Quaven followed me, protesting. We came to the haybam and Grofe
went up aladder. As| came up after, Quaven gave ayank back on my leg. | kicked himin the face.

There, in the man’'s crude cubby, were dl my possessions. They lay in disarray but not too badly
damaged, dthough the jewder’s rouge was smeared experimentdly around the insde of the linen bag.
The glass blanks had been too incompre-hensible even to destroy, and the secret of the bow stick was
intact.

Grofe said he was sorry for the inconvenience. He offered to pay—in kind, not cash—for whatever
was broken. | gath—

ered it up and, told him | needed nothing except my knife, which had been appropriated. He went
down the ladder to Quaven, and there were words between them. When Cook came up again, he had
the knife, dightly blade-nicked but otherwise usable,

He watched me pack dl away, with measure in hiseyes. “I'm sorry my man did that,” he said. “You
can't trust anybody these days.”

| didn’t reply.

“For ingtance,” Grofe continued. “We owe you alot. | admit it. But ill, | don't trust you at dl.”

| waited for him to go down the ladder fird, expressng somewhat the same sentiment. “It is not
necessary that you do trust me” | said a last. “Or that | trust you, thank the Three. All | want is to be
quit of you people.”

“You'll take food, though,” he said. “I like to pay what's owed, and dl we have to pay now isin
food.”

| thought of the kitchen heaped with plates, and | re-membered Mistress Grofe's buttered marrows.
| followed the man back into the kitchen. Quaven was nowhere around.

Grofe made me up a large napkin filled with things that would, travel—hard sausage, breadsticks,
and cheese—and as | wastying it onto my pack ayoung man of about my age came from the front room



into the kitchen, damming the door in his excitement and diding on thetiles. “Tweve” he said. “We have
twelve men and twelve good horses, to leave a moonrise, day after tomorrow.”

He was waving a bag—a smdl bag with three holes cut into it as eyes and mouth are cut into a
pumpkin.

Grofe didn't look a me immediately. The young man did, with dawning uncertainty. He put the bag
into his pocket.

| cleared my throat. “How long have you people been doing this to each othert” |-asked Master
Grofe as controlledly as | could. “1 meen, raiding and killing each other at har-vesttimer

Thetdl farmer glowered but ill didn’'t look at me. “Ekesh has been raiding us for years outs count.
And, of course, we retdiate. We have to.” Then he did look a me. “I have to. I'm broken. Degtitute.
Without cash | won't make it through another year.”

| dropped the wrapped napkin on the floor and turned to go, but though | was through with him, he
wasn't through with me. “By God's Three Faces, you jug-handled ass! You got aright to be haly about
it, don’'t you? You didn’'t have anything to start with. And you could have got my money back—you had
the chance and you didn’t.”

| hadn’t known about the money then, of course, but whet | said to him was, “I couldn’t run with that
and your daughter, too,” and then | closed the door behind me.

Later, after adry day without a job, a handout, or awood to snare in, with the dog following behind
meas hungry as | was, | wished | had dropped my pride instead of the napkin of food.

Between the lagt work and this, my king, has fdlen a freeze, the late corn harvest, and what | am
tempted to cal a plague of religion. Y ou know the sort of event | mean—it begins with the reviva of old
prayers and ends with villagers cutting the fingers off their own children to bury beside the old circle
“dtars” It isvery Zaguash, this periodic eruption of bloodletting, and deep-rooted in the peasantry. They
fed that the little digit will stand for the child itsdf and that the parent who is willing to sacrifice his own
et to the earth will encourage the spirits of nature to reciprocate. The year has been so unlucky that the
people are desperate, and | fear that this season there have been more than fingers put under the earth.

Though | fed mysdf to be in some senses a personification of Zagueshlon, 4ill 1 have stood against
this blood excess for dl my adult life It is agang the law, againg religion, and againg the essence of
Nazhuret, indde and out. | an sck of it, Sr, and Sck of opposing an ignorance as limitless as the ground
| walk on. | don't know if al my philosophy, my science, rhetoric, vehemence and dapdash heroics have
changed one thing. Not in twenty years.

Forgive me one more dramatic digresson, Sr. And please don't send troops to cut the fingers off the
fathersin retri-bution. That was my firg impulse, too, and it is exactly the wrong response.

It ismy own belief that the earth spirits need no specid propitiation. Having only to wait, they receive
usdl in the end. Even moreironicd is thet | have dug amid the circle ruins mysdf (thereby reinforcing in
the locd minds the con-viction that old Nazhuret is both spirit-touched and smple besides), and benesth
the good grass and the sad little digits | have uncovered old bits of weaponry and grommeted lesther,
which lead me to believe that the dtars were no more religious in nature than are the fortifications of
Sdtimben Harbor. By the angle of the blades and the size of one little horsehit (you see, | theorize from
very little evidence) | am indlined to date these structures from the last strong Rezhmian occupation of the
area, no more than five hundred years ago. | cannot beieve that whatever dark southern soldiery
happened to die in these places have any possessive interest in the fingers of Zaguash babies. | know
very little about the last occupation, but | do know something about—the dead.

It seems to me sometimes that this whole territory with its suspicious people and dl their
condemnable customs are only the offgaring of Velonya s and Rezhmid s mutud and faithful hate: children
amean is ashamed to have engendered.

My pen runs on about children today because they are dancing under my window. In the mud. They
are loud and not well kept—three of the four were orphans too convenient for the public mood, and the
last had a father who was very willing to trade her for a gpdl of good luck. What | shdl feed them | do
not know, unless | return to my earlier habits and go poaching in the royd preserves.

| cannot believe | ever made as much noise as these crea-tures.



| did not walk south with the deliberate attempt to outrun the snow. Every Vdonyan born knows the
winter is inevitable; | believe that knowledge makes of us the solid, sour people we are. | went south
because | had started out south, and nothing | did or saw on the road was so pleasant that | wanted to
turn back and experience it over again.

During that dark end of autumn | fitted my first pair of spectacles for a wedthy farmer’s wife who
hed been reduced to touch to tdl corn flour from bean flour. Her cooking was thereby much improved,
and with the money | thereby made | was able to buy more blanks in Grobebh Township, multi-plying
my materid wedth. | seem to remember, however, that the expenses of food and lodging while in that
metropolis just about returned me to my naturd state of indigence. | could formulate a natura law from
this

That year, like this, had its late-autumn madness; and its theme was werewolves. | sat in the inn dong
Brightwares Street, toasting my feet a the fire and atending to rust dong the blade of my hedger (and
yes, | had used it to cut hedges more than once this season; | am no Rezhmian warrior to think | keep my
soul in a gtick of metd, but if | did think so, | hope my soul would be sturdy enough for work), and |
listened to four men discuss the nature and habits of the wolfman.

Two opined that he had har dl over and two thought not. Three agreed that he had rather the shape
of both crea-tures—man and beast—and had the choice of humean or a+ima locomotion at will, but the
dissenter was firm that a werewolf was a walf in dl respects except when he wasn't, when he could not
be told from amean. That his teeth were immense, sirong, and pointed there was no arguing againgt, nor
did any dispute the fact that he ate meat, and human meat by choice.

| added nothing to this discussion, having never seen a werewolf or even a wolf, but as a sranger to
the neighborhood | fdt a certain rdief that my own teeth were samdl, blunt, and dightly irregular dong the
bottom row.

The andl kernd that sprouted dl this fancy was that three people from around Grobebh hed
disappeared snce harvest. One, the twenty-year-old son of a goldsmith, had vanished from this same inn
only a month before and never made it the four blocks to his home. On that same eventful night the Wife
of arenta cart man disappeared from her bed, leaving her husband and a young, child behind. The
consensus was that the monster had eaten the man and buried the young woman to consume later, or
vice versa, for it could scarcely be supposed that even a werewolf could consume two grown people in
one night.

My own opinion was that the people of Grobebh Township were a naive lot and that these
smultaneous disappearances could be explained much better without recourse to a werewolf a dl. | fdt
no need to disabuse them, however. | wrapped the blade again and toasted the soles of my boots in the
ashes.

The other disappearance had taken place only a week before, and as it was sngular and involved a
much-loved grandmama who sold sweets every market day, was not subject to the same explanation.
Sill, it seemed to me that in a place the Sze of Grobebh, people would fal out of Sght now and then. If
they had not had their hearts set on a mongter, they would have been dredging the cands for the old
dame by now.

| was consdering buying apint of hot de, knowing it would be the end of my evening if | consumed
it, when the door was dramaticaly thrown open and a lean figure stepped into the light and announced
that there were wolfprints on the wet pavement dl around the building.

The voice and figure belonged to Arlin, my friend of the degant horse and dirty haberdashery, and
my heart sank with his every word, for | knew or thought | knew what had made those prints. They were
made by my poor, fathful, fearful dog, who would neither leave me nor let himsdf be touched, and would
come under no roof but that of a barn. By the time | reached the door it was pressed solid with bodies,
dl of them tdler than 1. There were many loud exclamations, and | heard men stepping out Ieft and right
from the door. Then | heard them returning, more quickly than they had gone.

“Thesze of aman'sfoot” was said, and another added, “And the scrape of its claws, did you see?
Likeiron.”

The potboy came trotting out from behind the bar, and when faced with my own problem, he leaped



lightly onto a tabletop and peered over dl heads. | followed him.

There they were, a few soppy dogprints surrounded and obliterated by the booted feet of the men.
The day’ s rain was turning to snow. Asit didn't seem likdy | would be able to elbow my way through, |
legped for a crossbeam and swung out the door, coming down in the middle of attention.

“I think that’s only my dog’ s prints you're looking a,” | said to the innkeeper, who stood nearest me.
“He ... follows me”

The innkeegper rubbed his hands on his apron while snow fdl on his bald head. | was a Sranger and
bedly dressed, but | was a paying customer. “Y our dog? The brute that made those tracks must be larger
then you are.”

| consdered this and answered that he was. Upon being further questioned | explained that he was
the sort of dog with a curly tall and fuzzy face and was very timid. White, or nearly so.

The snow was fdling harder, and my explanation had dampened the crowd's enthusasm. We
returned within, where Arlin had ensconced himsdf in a chair by the fire and was amusng the potboy
with dagger tricks, and spinning a saber blade around hisfingers

| did such thingswhen | was a boy; we dl did at the school, but | had given than up back in the days
of the swan boats on Kauva River. | certainly had never been as good as this young man. He watched
mewaetching him.

“Do you remember me now, Zhurrie?’ he asked through awhed of oinning sted.

| admitted | did not, but that | remembered the period in my school career when we had dl been
crazy for such dan-gerous games as this. He grinned in return and answered that some stayed crazy.

Arlin had a face of some character and eegance, but star-vation was written over it, perhaps merdy
of food, perhaps of amore subtle sort. His were the cdlassical features of Vedonya, overwritten by black
eyes and sdlow skin. My own coloring belonged with his features, to create in him the image of
aristocracy.

Unlike mysdf, he did not temper the accent of Vdonya when traveling in Zaquash territories, and that
face, that voice, and those spinning blades dl together served to make him an impressive figure to the
peasants. They gave him room.

| told him I couldn’t thank him for what he had done upon entering the inn, that with the autumn
hysteria upon us, he might have caused a poor dog's death, and dl for his own amusement.

The dagger came down in the wood of the table between us and stuck. “So you don't believe in
werewolves?’ asked Arlin, with no expression in face or voice.

It was not a question | could answer. Powl had disbdieved in werewolves, blood-sucking foxes, and
witches of dl variety, but | thought his attitude inconsstent for a man of science. “1 have never seen a
werewolf,” | said to Min, over the knife. “I have seen ‘a dog.”

Thethin man stared at, me for a good count of ten, as though he could make no sense of my words.
Sowly he worked the dagger out of the wood of the table. “You have become something strange s a
werewolf yoursdlf, Nazhuret,” he said, and then turned his atention to the next table, where a game of
Does-o Was being set up. He put away dl his cutlery and did down the bench and into the game.

| did not have that pint of de after al, for the discovery of the pawprints had worried me, and | might
amply have risen and Ieft the inn, hoping the dog would follow, had it not been that to leave now, after
having paid for my bed (by the hearth), would have been to raise suspicion that | mysdf was a werewolf.
Instead | sat done and paid attention equdly to the sounds of the tap and Of the card game and to the
dlence of snow outside. Perhaps hdf an hour later Arlin leaned over agan and whispered in my ear,
“Thereis a gray wolf outsde in the street, saring in at the door with his tongue hanging from his mouth.”

| looked over his shoulder and out the window, not moving my head. “That's he. That's only my
dog.”

Arlin examined his cards, gave a bid, and answered me quietly, “No sgn of a curly tal.”

1 had to admit there was't. “It curls only when he's happy,” | whispered.

Theman sniggered. “It'sawadlf,” he said for my ears only and returned to the game. Shortly after this
| saw the dog dart away, white agang the white snow dop, and a heavy horse came by pulling the
town’s snow drag to clear the street.



Arlin was taking to—no, lecturing—the townsmen on the subject .of the court of our young king. He
would have us know that things had changed in the few seasons of Rudof’s monarchy: that new titles had
risen and old blocks of power had been broken. He had crested three earldoms out of the ruin of the old
House of Norwess, to which there had been no heir, and was ennobling dozens of hot-handed young
blades and sending them out on missons of discovery: some north, to the Seckret fur routes, some south,
to Study a the schools of the walled city of Rezlunia; and some past the Fdlinkas to find for Velonya new
idands to samp on the maps.

| had a strong sympathy with the man whose deeds Arlin was recounting, for it seemed to me he was
employing men to do dl the things a hedlthy youth would want to do himsdif.

And further (according to this lean and grimy authority), the king had put his court on whedls, or even
horseback on the rougher roads, and inssted on obtaining the latest infor-mation with his own ears and
eyes, through Old Velonya, across the territories and to the dry-land borders, where the Red Whips had
broken hisfather's expansonary drive. Sx weeksin the oringtime and 9x in the autumn. Free as alark.

It was grear fun, @d not only for the young king. Great opportunities for young men with
ambition—young men after the young king's heart.

Arinwas calling my name NOW, asking mewhy | did not go forth and find my king an idand.

As| had not spoken to any man or womean in the room since the incident at the door, and as | was
not dressed in a manner that suggested | had easy intercourse with swords and velvet and blood horses,
there was a generd public startle-ment, and a dozen pair of eyes were turned down to the ashes. To me.

| had not been paying drict atention, trying instead to bring together into one image Arlin's view of
King Rudof and my teacher’s. | closed my eyes and heard the question again from memory.

“I Would have more success_ & finding an idand than some, | suppose,” | answered. When Arlin
merdy pulled his brow and stared at me, | thought to add, “Having a knowledge of telescopes—being an
optician, | mean.

“But though adventureisdl wel and good, I’ d rather be at peace with my wife—if | were aking. If |
were Rudof.”

My explanations seemed only to make things more murky and the public attention closer, so | put the
guestion back to

Arlin. “Why is ayoung hotblood like yoursdf, Sr, not engaged among the king's progress?’

“Oh, | am,” he said very ligntly. “Off and on, | am.” And he dedlt the cards.

| didn't know the rules of Does-0; then and now card games have only served me as a cure for
Insomnia. | watched the men idly, noting only that Arlin was a great bluffer, and when he bet gold the
others abandoned their slver to him without matching him to see his hand. Perhaps it was the influence of
the spinning blades, or the knowledge that this man had seen King Rudof face to face.

| could not tel the strategy nor the plays, save when coins were shoved from one Sde of the table to
the other, but a the same time my ignorance of the game freed my eyes, so that | noticed when the red
trey fdl into hislap ingtead of joining the others did across the table to the sorter. With four men playing
Does-0, the absence of a card is not immediatdy evident, and with the various rounds of picking and
discarding, its subsequent reappearance as part of a favorable hand caused no comment.

It certainly caused none from me, though | was shocked to the bottom of my young soul to find that
one of our old students had devolved into a card cheat. Cheeting a games at Sordding was a crime that
meant immediate expulson, even when the stakes were marbles and lacquered acorns. But | had no
doubt Powl would have informed me that this game and these three strangers and indeed Arlin himsdlf
were none of my business. All none of my business.

Min had seen awalf and found it to be none of his business, too.

| withdrew to my purchased hearthstone and settled for the night, and when the game was over |
tried not to hear the manner in which the old student crowed over his winnings, excited as a boy—an
obnoxious boy. The others, townsmen dl, grimly exacted from him the promise that he would return the
next night to dlow them revenge.

| learned something that evening: If one is going to ded doubly, it is wise to be exuberant about it.

Nobody suspects enthusasm.




| feigned deep, but Arlin sank down with a great cracking of knees and rubbing of pams agang his
trousers. “You're not adegp—don’t think you can fool me. Not with dl this clatering about out here.
Not you.” He poked me between the ribs as he spoke.

| was forced to look at him, and he took immediate offense a what he saw in my face. “What's the
difficulty, Mune? Got atick up your ass?’

“Not atick, but ared trey, and on your lap,” | answered before | could think whether it was wise or
nat, lying as | was flat on my back and wrapped in blankets.

Min's sdllow face flushed, or at least the fire made it seem 0. “The lagt man who accused me of
cheating—" he began.

“Had eyes at least as good as ming” | finished for him, and | turned over. The man was unchancy,
but 1 did not think he would stab mein the back. | had a moment’s peace and then Arlin grabbed me by
the shoulder, or tried to. He was not a heavily built man, and he came down flat on the hearth-stones with
the wind shot out of him. For some time he stared a me in surprise, his face upsde down to mine. His
temper seemed to have dispersed as quickly as it had built.

“So. You're not the complete optician after dl,” he said when he could. ‘ Theré's a hit of the soldier
about you 4ill.”

“I'm not the complete anything,” | answered, and | sat up in my blanket. “But how would you know
what the complete optician would be like? Do you even know what opticsis?’

“Lens grinding,” he replied. “I'm not an ignoramus” And he pulled himsaf off the stones before
adding, “You didn't say anything? To anyone? About the cards?’

“You didn’'t say anything? About the wolf?’

He gamiled: a fierce grin on that narrow face. Much like that of a wolf. “So now you admit it is a
wolf.”

| paraphrased mysdf. “I never have seen awalf. | have seen a dog. It looks like any dog to me”

Arlin gave me the glance of one who withholds judgment. “And you say itstal curls over its back?’

“Whenitis happy.”

Sill he wouldn't let me be. “How often ... isthe cresture ™"

| found mysdf indined to giggle “Any day now, | expect to see it s0.” At that moment, | did not
know mysdf whether my pitiful white dog was a grandmother-devouring monster or not, and worse,
what means | had to control it if it were a woalf. | leaned over and poked Arlin in the floaing ribs, as he
had done to me, and he let loose a wild swing a my face that was only hdf in fun, and then the kitchen
airl, a plump thing of fifteen or so, was pushing us apart with her ample charms.

“No wredling here, lads” she said and deposited hersdf on the hearthstones much closer to Arlin
than to mysdf, with the exposed top third of her bosom placed only inches beneath his nose.

This was no surprise to me. My sze, my face, and my evident poverty made a barrier between
mysdf and dl but the mogt discerning women. Arlin’s reaction, however, surprised the girl thoroughly. He
aniled a her so mdidoudy, with such evident underdanding of her motives and such complete
con-tempt, that even a servant a a middling-price territorid inn had to take offense. She flounced back
behind the bar through the taproom, dosing and balting us officioudy away from the de kegs, and | could
hear her clogs rattling down the stone hdl and up the wooden dtairs at the rear of the building.

“Wel, that puts usin our places,” | said to cover the embarrassment | fdt.

Arlin'sgrin had faded, but he kept his dark eyes locked on me. “I don't . . . gppreciate women,” he
stated. “ Or perhaps you had dready guessed that.”

| hadn’t given the matter any thought, and | told, him so.

“But you needn’'t worry, little goblin. I’'m very picky about the men | gppreciate d0,” he said, and he
rose, hisslver scabbard and his dagger gligening in the fzdight, and he went to his room.

Theinn hearth had a good fire, but | dept poorly and left at firg light, followed by my white dog, who
was turning into a gray wolf before my very eyes.

| had hoped to be settled somewhere before the snows fdl, if not grinding lenses then chopping
wood or tending cattle, for the winters of the northern territories are no easer than those of Veonya
Grobebh Township, however, dready had a lens grinder, who had to turn his atention to other work a



least hdlf the day to feed hisfamily, and as | considered making the circuit of the public stables, | passed
the brick * front of a printer’s house, where a smdl newspaper, dill ink-damp, was being tacked into a
glass-fronted case on the wdl. There | read of the disappearance of a laundrywoman's child from her
bed in the middle of the previous night.

| marched smartly out of Grobebh in the fdling snow, looking neither left nor right and especidly not
behind me.

| could never be reasonable about the firg snow of the year As it heartened me this year, s0 it was
then, except that then | was wilder. The sght of so much smple whiteness awakes in me a smilaly
smple spirit. It is not that | have never had to shovel walks or coach drives, gr. Itisnot thet | have never
greeted the winter with a cough and a runny nose. | have suffered these things like other men, and 4ill the
mow exdts me.

When | am cold to the bone, underfed, and oppressed by

Charin=81we, 8 | was for my twenty-third celebration of the firg fdling, | remain cold, hungry, and
miserable, but ill 1 must run, plunge, dig, and fling the suff about like a happy cross between a squirrd
and alunatic. When thefirg fdl isawet one, my persona eccentricity can be dangerous to my hedth, but
on that white day when | was twenty-two, it was cold enough and dry enough that | was in no danger
except of being put in a hospice for my own good.

Luckily | was done, save for the dog, or walf, or what-have-you, whom 1 led farther from human
hebitation as the white, padded day wore on. He was too rationd a creature, or too old, or too
suspicious to encourage me when | clambered up a tree and shook down the snow on him. He did not
seem to know how the blanket of snow both hid him and reveded his footprints. Once the snow ended
and men came out to look at the world, he would be easy to track.

Powl’s attitude would have gone beyond laughter at this behavior of mine—not the exuberance, but
the fact that | was letting the beast’ s need dictate my own, when he was no good to me and | had never
sought out his company nor derived any greet good from it. He had taken rabbits from me and given me
nonein return. He had never dlowed me to touch him except back to back, for the warmth of it. | could
not even say | was fond of him.

Perhaps he was a walf after al. Perhaps he was a were-wolf—after dl, | had firg thought he wore
the face of the avenger | had killed.

It was bright noon when this memory knitted itsdf in my mind, and for the rest of the day | kept a
wary eye on the dog, who kept awary eye on me.

| was no longer talking to the beast, and that was redly his only use to me to have a better excuse to
be taking than to hear mysdf rattle on.

Hunger is more fierce when it is cold out, and especidly when it is snowing. | crossed the fences of
farms and barged among the coppiced trees that shed a white dander, but no-where could | find a
rabbit’s run or a badger’s denin a spot concealed from man to set me a snare.

In the blue light of afternoon | began to redize that this business of living from day to day off the
woods had its limits and that | had hit them. As much as the rabbit or the badger | needed protection
from the winter, and being a man, | would find it among men.

There was afarmhouse only ten acres or so away; | could see it by the light of its windows. After the
day’s exetion and the lack of sustenance, the ydlow glow seemed holy, seduo-tive, irresdible. It
brought tears to my eyes, the tears then froze in the lashes.

| heard a scream and a snap, in that order, and turned to find that my dog had taken a white hare
fiom the middle of the white, subbly field. White dog, white snow, white hare with a red stain spreading.
It was alarge animd and asplump as a hare ever gets outside a pen.

Perhaps | was not reduced to beggary yet. | went down on my knees and caled the dog, dropping
my pack to the snow and feding with numb hands for flint, knife, and tinder.

The dog put back both his ears, tucked histal between hislegs, and took hisdinner as far away from
me as hisfour long legs could take it.

It was not one sngle light but many, within the large house and without, hung from poles and winking
through the fdling snow. | sumbled starved and blue-fingered into a wed-ding, and my coming was so



welcome to the assembled party that | might have been the bridegroom.

Thar beggar had fdlen through, you see: The hired beggar, who by requesting admisson firg after
the vows were com-pleted, ensured that the marriage would be prosperous. The man had been arranged
for but snowfdl did not stop to argue, and by the time the bride’s unde harnessed up to bring the old
men in from the next village, the wet roads had set their ruts as firmly as sted bands and there was no
corning or going out by cart or carriage.

Lucky the fedtivities had begun that morning with the bride’'s procession and the groom’s, and the
pries had come ealy to bless the butchering (earning two gratuities and saving one trip in rough
wegther), so0 the blizzard was too late to stop the fedtivities. It served instead to enforce them, Snce no
one could go home.

From the blue Slence and cold | wasflung into a amdl of spices strong enough to make a nose bleed,
and red fire and red velvets and pies of fresh apple, dried peach, poppyseed, and onions, dl brown and
shining with egg. For entertainment we had a man with a three-string fiddle and three children on a table
of tuned bels, which grew so gicky and covered with grease that ther resonance was senshly
diminished.

| remember that the bride was black-haired and the groom hf bald, but they disappeared very soon
after filling my cap (bonnwed, for the purpose) with bread and sausage, and the wedding was not for
thelr amusement anyway.

As none of thefifty guests dared leave and no grest number of us could be supplied with bedding, it
was decided to dance the night through with lines, squares, and heys, to keep our-selves warm—but no
one was very cold, with fifty bodies and a grest fire blazing.

Though | had perfected saven courtly dances at school and a great number more with Powl outsde
the observatory, | think this night was the first night of my life that | learned whet it redlly is to dance, and
it was the bride’s mother’ s younger Sster who taught me this lesson, aong with others, later in the course
of the night, after our dancing had brought us down into the cdlar, where the cider and cider vinegar
were aging.

Her husband was away in the militia

When it appeared that the back of the sorm was broken and the stars as visble as the floating snow
inthe sky, | went out into the empty yard to breathe, dill wearing the red velvet and rabbit ermine of the
beggar guest, and there | did the sword dance by mysdf on the frozen ground, usng my Felinkan hedger
in place of a saber.

| ought to have asked Solinka—her name | remember, aone of dl | met that evening—to witness my
performance, if only in gratitude for the double education she had given me, but | had been dane with
mysdf for so long that feding of dl sorts caled out for solitude, and | was overful of feding.

And then this young matron of two babies gave me no reason to suppose she had an interest in my
oveful fedings, or that she was anything other than livdly at parties. And kind.

By dawn the guests had puddled down in corners, five or Sx under a blanket, and the only sound
was resin popping in the fire. Solinka was wirt her sster and her sster’s husband and both the little
children. | folded my red velvet and walked around for some minutes, seeking a place to put it that was
not soiled with grease. At last | inserted it between a degping child's head and the heart-stenciled wall. |
left nothing in payment, for any gift or any work done will break the good spdl of the beggar guest. |
took the bread and the sausage, Ieft the borrowed cap behind, and went out dong the road again,
chasng werewolves.

The next town but one had logt a child three nights be-fore. It took me until evening to plow through
the drifts to find the settlement, and | broke wood for tinder at the butcher’ s house in exchange for warm
deegping, dinner, and breakfast. Afterward, in cold sunshine, | went forth to see what | could see.

She had been four, the butcher’s wife had told me, and had shared the room with two older ssters.
Nether gl had wakened in the night. Her mother had found the window open on its chain; there was no
better cdue then that. It was no effort for me to discover the house and even the window that had knoln
this horrid event; | would have had to be determined to avoid being shown what the whole population
wanted to show me.



It was a dmple st of casement windows with bull’s-eye glass, only the middle pane of which
opened, and though it was closed | could make out the fagtenings of a latch and a chain. Beneeth, | found
what had been a herba border, now churned to mush by the feet of the curious.

The bottom of the window was a the levd of my shoulder. A tal man might have lifted out a smdl
arl without waking others—if she cooperated. | might have lifted mysdf in and thrown a child out, but
agan, not if she resisted. Children, however, could deep like the dead, once they findly got to deep.

“They like ‘em young like that, four or five. That's when they're redly tender.”

turned back to the man who had led me to the place, wondering what sort of creature he was to
speak of the van-ished child that way below her own family’s window. “Who does?’ | asked him.

“The walf people. It's like we prefer young pigs and not dab-sided old sows and boars. And, of
course, girlsis better.”

He was not particularly ill dressed. He looked more pre-sentable than | did. A barman, perhaps, or a
baker's assgant. His face was loose and his eyes shiny. “Four-year-old girls are more tender than
four-year-old boys? How isit you know that?’ | tried to keep my voice neutrd, but | had let my accent
dip, and the Old Vdonya had a flavor of digparagement dl its own.

He backed a pace. “Why ... stands to reason.”

The window opened and | was looking in the face of a youngster of about eight or ten. Her
expression as she looked a me standing below mugt have been much likemine as |

addressed the ghoul beside me. |, like him, stepped back a pace. She dammed the window again
and paid great attention to the latch.

“They think they’re specid goods now,” said the loose-faced man, denching his heavy jaw left and
right, his features lit with resentment and satisfaction together. “But she wasn't better or anyone ese. And
now she's—’

Thefront door of the house flew open and hit the wall so hard that the door’s smal window cracked.
The sound of bresking glass makes me sick, for | have heard it too often in my work, and | watched the
large, barrel-shaped man in the black frock coat come on with great misgivings My ghoulish friend
vanished like a demon of the night.

The big man said nothing coherent but advanced upon me with both arms out and raised, like an
enraged bear. Like abear he flung his great paws at my head and he roared, and | was too busy avoiding
his blows to gpologize. Besides, what could | say?

For perhaps hdf a minute | danced a reluctant, bobbing dance with him. He nether punched nor
dapped a me. | think his object, as much as he had one, was to grab me and break my back. When he
faled in this, he flung himsdf at the casement window and the wall below so that the latch gashed his chin
bloody, and hugging that ordinary window, he began to weep.

When | thought he might be able to hear me | told im | was a forest tracker. Thet | was there to
hdp. | left im with a amdl cirde gathering around him on the street, people with their heads bobbing,
making noises like a flock of ducks. It didn't matter if he understood or not. Or even if he hated me or
not.

It was dways Powl’s greatest criticiam of methat | dlow mysdf to become involved in things around
me. One event, be it a wedding or a dog's. defection or a man weeping into a window, sparks me on
into three others, each of which demand their own loydties and attentions, until | am like a ball bouncy
ing down a steep street from cobble to cobble. He would say the sagacious attitude is one of distance
and indifference. In return | would answer that he went through life fearing the cobbles would hurt him.

Before the day was out my sdf-proclaimed intention was known throughout the village, and many
people took an in-terest in this ragged man who had damed (by nightfal the tdle had grown to this) to
hunt and root out the demon of the woods. | had no trouble finding food and lodging that evening, nor
people to show me marks in the snow.

Many of these marks were those of the white clog, though | had not seen its furry face since it denied
me a share of its dinner, and | looked a those with an attempt a disdain and pronounced them dog
tracks, not walf tracks. No one asked me the difference.

| did nat think the brute could have been here four days before to sted a child. | did not think it had



the art of seding children from high windows. But | wasn't certain.

It took me another two days to discover a track worth falowing out of the village, and | only knew
that success because the snow melted again, reveding what it had held in storage for most of a week.

It was not a walf track, but it was not that of a man in boots or clogs, ether. It looked like feet
wrapped in rags, which is no garb for the Zaguashian winters. The steps came heavy on the toes, and
each was placed in front of the lagt, like the gait of a sheepdog, or of a man dancing. There was the bulk
of something that fdl and was dragged some steps through the muck, and then one perfect, tiny child's
footprint, with five toes spread, and then another, and then the tracks went up the back of the road onto
drier ground.

It was very little evidence, and seemed less as | quartered the thawing turf above. The road was
cleared for safety fifty Beet from the public road, and beyond thet the forest was alowed to press, a dry
grutwork of birch and maple, Smple as a block print againgt the, gray sky. There | found a passage
among the trees—hardly a path—and more of the formless prints. | followed with the hedger in my hand,
though | had no intention of chopping branches.

The day grew older, and the air freezing in my nodtrils and ears made a hammer-gtring sort of music,
like a distant clay-ichoni. | saw three deer, and | found the empty ddn of a rabbit hanging from a tree. It
hed been rough-ripped and yanked off the body, and though it was thoroughly chilled, it was nonetheless
fresh, for such atempting thing would not make it through one night of foxes and their like.

Men do not skin rabbits where they are caught unless they intend to eat them immediatdly, for it is
much more conven-ient to carry the beast in God's wrapping. Beasts do not skin their prey. | stood in
the freezing wet and contemplated this sad bit of fur, and | consdered it might have symboalic
sgg-nificance. So many of the worst sghts do.

| caught no rabhbit nor tried to that evening, but ate a hard black loaf | had saved from breskfast,
aong with a bottle of de. By twilight it was frozen above the grotind, but two days of thaw could not be
reversed so quickly, and the earth was nasty wet. Ripping a dozen smdl limbs from the birch trees, |
made a platform high up in amaple, and my leather bootlaces secured the thing in place. My pack and |
rested better up there than we might have on the ground, but lying il is not the same s desping, and the
cold crackles of the woods jarred me awake repeatedly.

Since | found the skin | had not known peace of mind, though I am not sure it was fear | felt. The
night Sky was obscure and interrupted with clouds like faces, like that of the man | had killed, and thet of
Solinka, whom | had left curled up with her Sster and her sister’ s husband.

There was a brushing and a crashing below, so noisy that it could be made only by a deer. (It is a
popular misconception that beasts are slent in the woods.) | pushed to the edge of my tree fort and made
out under darlight the flat back of the doe and her pae breeches. She breathed raggedly and dammed
down the path anyway. | waited to see what was chasng her.

Short behind came another set of four feet pounding, but these in peculiar rhythm. For a moment
there was the round top of a very hairy head, or perhaps a furred cap, and then the disturbance passed.
Inthe distance | saw aflash of white buttocks. Not a deer’s. And | heard ahuman giggle

It seemed my mind had logt the ability to do more than witness, but my har had gained the ahbility for
independent action, for it stood erect and crawled about my head. | told mysdf to move, if only to retreat
more firmly under the covers, when there was another sound, and this time the passerby was
unmistakable and familiar: a pae, furry shape with plume tal hanging behind. Even the sound of his
panting identified him. So intent was he on his own pursuit (Of the doe? Of the pursuers?) that he did not
scent me on the earth below, or did not care to stop if he did.

| sat up, wrapped the blanket around me, and stared into the darkness as though it were a brick wall.

Moonrise came only dightly before darr;n, but in the diver of light | unwound my temporary shelter
and followed after the hunt, using the flounderings of the doe in the shrubbery for marker instead of the
frozen ground. The sun joined her brother in the sky by the time | had reached the carcass stretched out
beside the path. The black-red of the frozen blood was the firs color | saw that day. Her throat had
been ripped. She had been hdf carved and hdf gnawed. The remaining meeat had been pissed on, and
there was a mound of watery shit on the path. | moved with a greater attempt at stedth after finding this.



The day had brightened consderably and the bare trees were groaning, as though they might be
forced into thaw again by the light of the sun. My stomach, too, was groaning with hunger, and my sense
of amdl sharpened when the path | was following broadened, cluttered with footprints both canine and
humen. The wind was coming at me from before, and it carried dl the most objectionable smdls of
Settlement and some that were merdy unknown to me.

The dog had gone thisway and not returned, so | had to assume there was one dert creature with a
good nose ahead of me. At least one. On both sides the underbrush rose to my hips, with dead briar and
vinemaple. 1t would be hard to get off the path quickly. | resisted the temptation to drop to an inhuman
crouch mysdf, and | walked forward urtil 1 could see the forest open up ahead. Then | opened my pack,
took out my lens case, duffed it inmy belt, and dimbed a likdy tree.

Two lenses, positioned a certain distance apart, become a telescope. Large or smdl, the principle is
the same, s0 | had turned my great art Into smdl artisanship and made a hand-held, collgpsible telescope
out of diffened leather, held into tube shape by buckles and holding the light-gathering lens in place with
lecther washers. Into this a amdl bronze eyepiece did in and out. Second to the hedger, it was my
favorite toy, but | had never had to ding to the trunk of a tree whilefitting it together. A standard spyglass
is more convenient in the long run.

| was not in clear Sght of the place yet, but | was close enruigh to make out a very tiny triangular but
of sgplings roofed infir boughs (which must have been carried a distance) and backed by a stone-faced
hill, which stood out like a gaunt hipbone of the earth. In the area, before it there was dead grass, some
pointed ticks like crude javdins, afire pit, and a smdl cairn of rocks. | could not see sgnificance in the
latter, unlessit were a grave.

From this angle the entrance to the but was black; | could not tdl if it were a dark wooden door or
an opening. Not much could fit into a place that Size, regardless.

| dismantled my glass and came down. Nothing changed as | approached the clearing, not even the
wind, but as | left the trees and fdt the sun on my back, out of the crude entrance to the but stepped the
white dog, or wolf, which | no longer thought of as mine. As though by law of opposition, now that |
showed him no &ffection he put his head down and fawned toward me, wiggling his hind end like a saucy
girl.

| did not try to touch him, so | don’t know whether he would have let me. | approached the empty
doorway with my hedger at the ready.

The but itsdf was only a doorway. The living space was under the hill, in a cave that yawned a good
five yards deep. There were pots and pans cluttered into a corner, the caling was black with soot, and
on poles hung skins of deer and larger beasts, badly tanned if tanned a al. There was a cot in the back,
agand thewdl.

All this| saw in amoment without paying it attention, for on the cot was the center and focus of the
room. Crouched on that dirty bed was a woman of middle years with no clothes on, and over her,
engaged in conjugd rites after the Syle of a dog, was wha might or might not have been a man.

Hislegs were long enough and his hands (propped againg her shoulders) human enough. The hair on
his head Continued town his back in a thin line, and | saw that it was not merdly long hair but instead a
large expanse of short, brisly growth. His ribs had a good covering, too, and his ears. He was working
away a ful intensty at the moment of my arriva, and before | could react—I was as shocked and
embarrassed as | have ever been—he reached his satisfaction with a grunt and a groan and collapsed
upon the back of the slent, ssemingly uninvolved woman. And then he saw me and | saw his face.

His forehead was normd enough, though fashion prefers more height. His eyes seemed human, seen
inthislight and—at this distance, but under them like a mask was a growth of bristle like that on his head,
joining with his overgrown beard like a mask cut from a bear’s hide His teeth, which in his
understandable outrage were exposed to me, were too discol-ored and broken for me to say much
about their gze or shape.

With a howl—again human enough—he vaulted off his partner’s back, but was brought up short in a
manner | could not understand, and | was about to retreat the way | had come when | saw that he was
his own impediment: that he was tied into the woman in the manner of a dog with a bitch. Horror and



amazement kept me where | was as he drained and lunged toward me and she cried out in pain, her
hands over her head.

The coupling broke by this force, and as the fdlow rushed at me, his penis gill haf iff, | saw there
was a red swollen bulb at the end of it, like the bladder on a jester’s wand.

Whatever he was, he was in the right of it a this moment, in his own house and with his lady-wife,
and | was aware of my infringement in every atom of my body. | could not turn in time, nor did | fancy
being chased through the woods by an angry husband, wolf or man, so | lowered both my hedger and
my head and caught his charge to fling him over my back.

In the light he was very pae under the hair, and his skin stank and glisened. | am told certain
primitive natives of North Sekret grease their bodies with fat to hold out the cold. | had never been told
these people were furry, however, nor that they had fingernails thick as horn, as this one did as he hit the
frozen earth and sprang up again.

| swished my blade through the air between us, both as a warning to him and to encourage him |eft,
so that | could exit to the right, away from house and home and dl. | heard the woman moving behind me
but 1 ill was young and had never taken serioudy being hit with an iron frying pan.

It was a good blow. Had she hit with the rim she might have broken my skull, but she went flat-on to
the crown of my head.

Theworld rang like abdl, but | did not pass out. Through long practice a being hit, | have become
difficult to knock out. The monster before me took this opportunity to advance, nails raised to rend or
grangle—I don’t know what—and | found my blade dgpping him acioss the face, flat-on as the woman
had struck me. He reeled enough for me to legp through the entrance and past him, and then he spun
around, crouching, fingers spread wide.

The white dog was barking, barking and running in excited circles around us. He seemed to be
enthused but neutrd in his opinions. The woman threw the pan a him.

| hesitated among flight, attack, and gpology, but my res-onant head decided on none of these. |
danced from one foot to another over the dead grass, blade toward my naked enemy, and | sad, “Is that
agrave of achild over there?

He did not rise from the crouch nor speak to me, but the woman let out a howl between grief and
outrage and sank into the doorway, head in hands. Then the man spoke.

“Yes. It died. They dl die” Hisvoice was rude, but rude according to the mold of peasant Zaguash,
not beast-rude. The woman behind him looked ordinary of face and form, though loose and stretched
out. | had not seen many naked women.

Agan my tongue spoke without consulting my mind. “It was yours? Not solen?’

At this he legped for me again, his expression frightful, and | was forced to kick hminthe jaw. As he
lay there | asked, “What are you, fdlow? What is your nature? Isit . magica?’ | fet mysdf blushing a
the question, as though Powl were behind me.

“l an not abast!” he bawled out, his face in the earth, his pointed horn-taons digging into the earth.
By indinct | dodged the heavy iron pan, which had been salled out after me and which was a more
deadly assault than any the werewolf had offered. The woman shrieked and called me murderer and
damed | was there to kill them dll.

| was not sure mysdf why | was there, and my enemy was down and blinking with watery eyes at the
aunlight. | found mysdf retreating, and what my own face looked like | have no idea. Around me frisked
the dirty white dog, more trusting than he had ever been to me. At the edge of their pounded dearing |
stopped and pointed at the creature. “Tdl me one thing!” | shouted back a the man. “Is it wolf, or dog?
If you know, tdl me!”

Without looking, the man set up another keening. “I am not a peass?”

| nearly tripped over my pack where | had Ieft it. The wolf-dog followed me, its tal up but not
curled. k took me three days of heartfelt effort to discourage it.

In those three days my mind spun between two shames: that | had left a mongter in the woods when
children were vanishing, and that | had intruded with force upon a pair of very unfortunate people. At last
| was able to let these two conflicting disgraces srangle each other, and | was left ad-mitting thet | did



not know what had happened, or what ;» was | had seen.

Eighteen years later, | have become more used to admitting that.

One month later | was in the dity of Warvala, the largest i dl the territories and the firg red aty |
had seen since Sordding. There is snow in South Territory, but it is not the unbroken five months of
cover | was used to, and | was so far protected againg the dimate as to be degping in the basement of
the Territorid Library as janitorid assstant and stove minder.

Thiswas atime of lordly comfort: warm, fed, and sur-rounded by books in three languages, which |
hed to mysdf dl evening and night. | earned some smdl money and spent a larger sum of the library’s
fundsin lamp all.

It was an enlightenment to me to discover that | could read the titles on the exquisite, calf-bound
books that had found ther way north from Rezhmias fortress capita. The language of mysterious
sgnificance taught to me by Powl in the lagt year of my residence was nothing other than Rayzhia. Even
more important was the content of these volumes, for the intricate flow of history, poetry, and fantasy |
discovered had no counterpart inmy own language. | could hear it dl in Powl’s voice, for every nuance
echoed my teacher’s own floridity when spesking in that florid tongue. | found | liked such stories greetly,
and the naughty ones opened my eyesin many ways.

The janitor, a semilettered man, discovered me chuckling over one scandalous jewd, and when he
found | was not merdly cherishing the pictures, he had the idea | might earn some extra money by hiring
out as atrandator for the foreign quarter.

This| did, more out of a spirit of adventure than from any particular need for money—my job plus
the occasiona production of spyglasses or spectacles had left me wedthier than ever | had been—but
my firgt olimpsP. of the market in the foreign quarter of Warvala was more than adventuresome. It was
the most important’ event that had happened to me since megting Powl.

In the foreign quarter were merchants of other territories, and a few daughter shops of Vesnglon
itsdf, as wel as a scattering of Fainks sdling bright cloth and touristware, but the largest sSngle group
were the émigrés from the South, from the city of Bologhini down in the plains, where it is too dry to
snow, and from Rezhmia itsdlf. In the broad, dattering square of the market | encountered my firs redl
Rezhmians

| knew what they looked like from pictures, and because there is a trace of Rezhrnian blood—or
more than a trace—running through every Zaguash peasant. And in firg glimpse | saw only echoes of
that picture of the light-armored noble Powl had showed mein the library a Sordding: dight, moon—

faced, dark of hair and complexion, and delicate-boned, like achild in adult’s clathing.

But not dl the emigrés were wearing the styles of Rezhmia, for the waist-length free hair, the bright
cottons and glks, and the dippers of molded fdt are not convenient dothing in a windy winter with snow
up to the ankles. | came around the corner of a saponier—and | remember thet in the glass window was
a bar of soap into which had been imprinted tiny violets, which il retained a hint of color againg the
white soap, lad on a scarf of purple gauze—and there was a young man loading barrels onto a cart, and
he wore my face.

He was darker. He had brown eyes, | believe, but the resemblance was overwhdming, down to the
atentive set of his ears, which were bluish-red from their exposure to cold. Retroactively, dl the other
images of the people of Rezhmiain my mind (and | had caled them monkeylike to Powl) did over his
and were made red, and ,| knew my own origins.

He amiled a me, companionably. | returned his sdute as best | could and walked on. A minute later |
was back and said, “Excuse me, g, but are you ... were you born in this area?’

“I know where things are, if that’s the hep you need,” he said in an accent heavier than any | had yet
heard. | shook my head. “Are you, by any chance, Rezhmian by birth? 1 ask not out of idle curiogity, but

As | spoke, his biuff friendliness vanished, to be replaced by offense, which in turn gave way to his
own curiogity. He loaded one more empty barrel and sat down on the cart. “1 was born three blocks
from here. My faher Is Rezhmian, of course. Why?’

| was too shocked and too sober to say anything but the truth. “Because you look like me, | think.”



Evidently this hadn’t struck him, or was less a matter of note to him, but he gazed at me criticdly for
abit and replied, “ Except for the ydlow hair and a certain spread of shoulder, yes, | do. Why not? Are
we related? Who are your people?’ | answered that | did not know. Thet | hadn’'t known | was part
Rezhmian until that very moment.

The boy or man startled a this admisson, and | saw a quick growth of contempt in his eyes. He
turned from me and picked up another barrdl. “If you don’t know your father, it doesn’t matter if you're
Rezhmian or not,” he said.

This statement did not sing me a dl, for | certainly did not want to be Rezhmian. “I have much better
then family, as a matter of fact,” |1 answered. “I have mysdf.” Though | was not offended, | picked the
fdlow up and rolled him over on the street. It seemed to be expected of me.

He looked up past the foot that was holding his face down and made the three-finger sgnd for yidd.
“Enough. Let me up. Only don’t go blabbing.,.. that around town or you'll get worse answer than mine”
He stood up. Because the street was frozen, he had acquired very little dirt, and this he dlowed me to
help brush off.

“You ought to know,” he said somewhat sullenly, some-what shamefacedly, “that when you're
half-bred especialy, family becomes important, because so many babies of mixed parentage are children
of ... of—"

“Prodtitutes,” | finished for him. “I imagine so. But inmy case | don't think that was likely.”

No. It was more likely, given my age and upbringing, that my mother was the viciim of rape.

Almog certainly it had been my mother’s birth that had gotten me into the Roya School a Sordaling,
for few men would fed such an obligation to a by-blow by a foreign woman, paid or not. Perhaps my
moather was a young noblewoman or gentrywoman seduced by a member of a diplomatic embassy, or by
arich merchant in the foreign quarter of some Veonyan city, but | doubted that. The appearance of a
Rezhmian is not prepossessing to gently raised Vdonyan femaes. | thought it rather more likely that she
hed been one of the numerous wives who had followed the king's last incurson south, think-ing it a lark
and themselves above dl harm, and who had found themselves amid an dien army without protection.

That seemed to explain everything: my family's lack of interest in me; my admisson to the school
(both by virtue of the woman's blood and her husband's); and my face, hitherto thought by mysdf to be
unique. It only required that | be afew years older than | thought | had been.

Powl had known. Probably from that first odd look he had given me as | entered the room. Certainly
from the moment | gave hm my name, which he had pronounced quite correctly and | never had
“Nazhuret,” | had now learned, was a Rezh-mian name, not too common, origindly of the God of the
Underworld and now occasiondly bestowed upon boy babies.

Wha had Powl cdled me a firg? “The King of the Dead,” his words had been. In a way he made
me s0, but that had dways been my name. My teacher had been discreet. Had he thought the information
of my birth would drive me to despair, or had he amply thought it in bad taste?

Not the latter, for he had spoken of our hereditary enemies as a very dvilized and interesting people,
and he had taught me their language with enthusiasm.

It would besgnificant tome, he had said. He had expected me to come this way. Perhaps coming
home. Perhaps his slence had been only one of his dry jokes, and now | had hit the punchline. Or
perhaps he had kept quiet because he thought tdling me my origins was one more item that was not his
busness.

| end thislong discursgon and return to Warvadain winter.

| had a reasonable success as a trandator, epecidly when there were to be records kept of the
interchange. There was more demand’ for such <kill than | would have thought, for few Northerners
bothered to learn the language, and most of the emigrds were not lettered people. My accent was a
matter of amusement, for asit turned out my Rayzhia was courtly, of the South (trust Powl to make sure
of that), and very few of the traders of Warvala spoke its like. Neither, how-ever, did they object to
having a functionary with such elegant drawling vowes, even if he did have har like a dan-delion.

Yule came and went. | spent the holiday done, but then we had never marked it out a the
observatory, ether. | was invited to the Deepyear celebrations of Pasten’'s slk ware-house, however,



and danced the fire dance and the sword dance and drank spirits of cherry, a southern specidty, very
soft on the tongue and deadly the next day.

| had so much money | bought lens blanks by the dozen and ground them into spectacles for old men
and women who otherwise would have squinted the rest of their lives away.

One of these, a goodwife born in Bologhini and possessing no Veonyan, rewarded me by indruction
in dl that an ed-ucated boy must know, which | had obvioudy missed by being brought up by the
savages of the northern forests. She taught me the proper address to court agirl of rank above, equd to,
or below mysdf. (Certainly there were few in the latter cat-egory.) She taught me how to bow, and the
techniques of disciplining the mind, which must be learned in various stages to distract the chittering rats
that are our thoughts.

Inturn | told her my higtory of the blick wolf of Gelley, which Powl had set upon me and which likely
would pursue me for the rest of my life and she retracted everything she had said concerning nmy
education, for this teacher, she stated, had been a master of the mind.

The library let me go in midwinter, for the janitor's son had come up from the country and it was
thought proper he have the job. | did not repine, for they left me my reading privileges, and | found new
work keeping order inthe Ydlow Coach, alarge tavern in the foreign quarter. | made conver—

sation in two languages and was very palite in showing the door to the overly enthused. It was light
work.

It was an evening in early spring, and | was hovering over the table of my sometimes patron, the slk
merchant, who was having difficulties with the emissary from Sordding Tailories. This man made a
practice of being rude, whether only to Rezhmians or in generd | had not the opportunity to discover.
Pasten knew the man was being rude—his Vesting was not bad—but in trandation | turned the Tailories
man's demands into polite circumlocutions and thus Pasten was able to pre-tend they had not been said

There was some dust of snow on the ground ill, but the smell of the day’s air had Ieft no doubt in
mind that the season had changed.

Like dl changes of season, this had put me out of context with the affairs of my life Change was
everywhere, and any-thing had a chance of happening. What did happen was that Arlin walked into the
door of the Ydlow Coach, complete with his velvets, his dirt, and his jeweled rapier.

The outfit was dlver in color, which went wel with his dark har and far skin and hardly seemed
grubby at al. He even had a cape of fur over his shoulders, and his face was weather-scrubbed, if not by
water.

| gave im awave of recognition and he stared at me blankly for some moments before snking into
a chair. | con-cluded my busness as quickly as | could and sat down besde him. My friend the
bartender sent over the boy with two glasses of hot de.

Arlin was much impressed. To the edge of laughter, per—

haps. “Zhurrid Old stoat, do you own this place/ And how isit you preside over a convocation of cat
yowls like that over”

| denied ownership of the Ydlow Coach entirdy and ex—

plained my position. | adso explained, with my new Rayzhian indirection and ddicacy, that | would
pay for his drinks as long as he wished to St here, but that he would not be dlowed to gamble in this
house. (I had discovered in mysdf a nose for card trickery in the past few months. | owe that to him.)

His eyes gave one slver glint, but he did not dispute my authority nor my logic.

“And as for the trandating, wel, | am hdf Rezhmian after dl.” | had gotten to the point where | could
say thiswith no outward flinch. “Like many in the southern territories.”

Arlin goggled a me but managed to say quite camly, “Indeed, Nazhuret. And have you adways been
half Rezhmian, or isthis a recent development? | never heard you rattle off in that tongue before.”

“l learned it afew years ago.”

“After you left the school ?”

His curiogity was so pointed it left me uncomfortable. “Yes, of course. After. You must remember
Rayzhiais not of-fered—"

“While you were sudying optics?’



“Exactly then,” | said in avoice of great findity, which affected hm not at al.

“And where did you pick up sorcery, Nazhuret?’ He lifted his mug with a complacent amile as |
gaped a him. “What did you do about the werewolves?’

“l know nothing about werewolves” | said. It was both true and heartfdt, but | spoke in the
intonation of Powl a his most waspish, and as Arlin only looked cunning and an-swered, “You're
keeping something from me, you weasd,” | redlized—I had taken the role and atitude my teacher had
taken whenever | had accused him of being a magician. Whenever | had asked him to explain more than
could be explained. | fdt harried and without patience.

“How goestheking's progress?’ | asked in turn, and Arlin let me turn the conversation. “Long over
for the year, | sup-pose.”

“It has begun again for the new year, 4 you can see by my presence in this charming backwater. He
goes to assure himsdf that his territories are secure againg southern invason.”

Twice, in the course of the winter, my face and my fluency with Rayzhia had caused young Rezhmian
hotspurs to forget themselves in front of me and to utter remarks prgjudicia to Velonya, and in particular
toward Vdonyan adminigretion of the territories. Both times | was forced to floor the felows before they
could commit themselves to anything demanding greater violence on my part. 1 was wdl aware there
were tensons.

| had not heard anything of an attempt a the border, however. | asked the young gambler what
reason there was to expect the Sanaur to break treaty after twenty-five years of peace.

Arlin gave me a superior amile, mouth closed. “Not the High Sanaur, Nazhuret. Worse, for that could
be dedlt with in dvilized fashion. It is the Red Whips who are masing againgt us” The smile opened out.
“As a hdf Rezhmian your-sdf, | would have thought you would know thet dready.”

My answer was delayed by araisng of voices a few tables over, where (if | remember correctly)
someone had mistaken another man’ s wife for something different. By thetime | returned, | had had time
to think on things.

“No,, Arlin. To speak of the Red Whips massing is to speak of wildcats banding together or hawks
perhaps. They travel and raid in clans, and their hate of one another—”

“Is dominated only by ther hate of the North,” he finished for me. He pointed his mug in my
direction, perhaps for emphasis or to make known that it had become empty. “You do not beieve me;
only go see”

| filled it from mine, which | had not touched. “What would | see, other than a parade of nobles
moving Very dowly and a king no older than | am/ You can hardly expect an amy preparing for invason
to digplay itsdf upon the horizon for the benefit of atourit like mysdf.”

Arlin put the glass down, undnmk. His long face, dways eegant, became beautiful when in earnest.
“A tourigt like yoursdlf? Zhurrie, | remember when you called yoursdlf a blood knight and had best cause
to do s0.”

| had to laugh. Had | ever been such a dewy fool ? “At that time, a better word for me would have
been * schoolboy.”

His mood had changed again. “But anyway, ian't it worth a jOurney of forty milesto meet the king of
Vdonya? As a student of Sordding—"

Now it was my turn to cut him off., “Meet the king? Nothing I'd like less. In fact, the thought makes
mewant to head northrignt n~ without my clogs on my feet.”

‘Wal, then see him a a distance. Every Vdonyan must want to see his king, and it could be your
only chance, if you inggt on haunting the far territories like this”

Arlin hit a chord in me with this suggestion. Powl had talked about the new king. Had been enthused
about him. He was very popular, even in Warvada, where Vdonyan rule was more theory then fact. He
was sad to be very handsome, or &t least brilliant in color.

And the amdl of the season had changed that day. “I'll do it,” | said. “I’ll go south with you.”

Arlin's long face grew longer in surprise. “With me? That was not my suggestion, schoolmate. 1'm
vay picky about the men with whom | trave.”

“So an |,” | answered him, thinking of his grime, his smdl. “In fact, | an s0 picky as not to



appreciate men at dl.”

Hisgrin sad that he knew afew things| didn’t. Y ou speak out of ignorance.”

Evidently Arlin had not shared my early years at Sordding. | was beginning to place him n time by
the things he said. Too old to have been in danger of rape, but too long in the past for me to remember.
About the siwan boat time, when | was waking abroad a lot. “I speak out of better knowledge than |
wish | had. So often was | hdd down and raped as a boy that | wished my breeches glued on and my
backside glued to a bench “

Arlin's face floated between amazement and disbdief. “You, Nazhuret? Forced? You? | can't
bdieveit of—"

“Why not? They did not have to look a my face that way,” | said, and thereby embarrassed mysdf
90 that | found excuse to leave the table.

We did not travel together after dl, because Arlin had a horse and | did not. | tracked him south
down the soggy road.

The land changed decidedly in my firs day’s march, from the rutted lowland and maple ridges of
Zaguash to hills ralling like a shaken blanket, going up and down but mostly up. The trees gave way to
pine and then gave way entirely, exposing mein openness like that | had never known before in my life. |
imagined it was what the ocean must look like: broad, ralling, but without concealment. The sky seemed
to reduce meto insect proportions, and | had been amdl enough aready.

| was seaing the beginnings of the plains and seeing them at thelr soringtime best, tinted with yelow
eranthis and early lupine. Despite the prettiness, there was something formd and ponderous in so much
vigble distance. | fdt | ought to be thinking in large concepts, and in rebelion | kicked a pebble dong the
road.

Atop one particularly crested hill | stopped to stretch out and practice my hedger forms, entertaining
the huge, cloudy sky. The world was spread out below, and one gray, dimmeing dot was Arlin, or his
horse at leadt, trotting eedly toward the pae distance. He probably would reach that smudge that was a
village before nightfdl. | doubted | would.

Left of him and somewhat beyond was a herd of red deer, or perhaps cows shrunk by perspective. |
took out my glass and assembled it.

They were men on horses, and much farther away than had appeared. | wondered if | were looking
a theking.

| did reach the town (not avillage at dl), but Arlin had gone on. The inhabitants of the downs seemed
to be as crossbred as | was by their appearance, and not a lot larger. This was a pleasant discovery. |
went to the homdiest of the two inns and was immediatdy recognized as the peacekeeper from the
Ydlow Coach, whereby the landlady stood me to de, and we exchanged pleasantries of the publican
business.

“By your face, coloring, and your name” she said after some minutes, “I’d suppose you to be
Fortress Rezhmia But you talk like North Vedinglon itsdf. That's a combination we don’'t get much.”
There were sO many surprises in her one statement that it shut me up for a moment.

| hadn’t redlized | had let my accent dip, but now it was too late to repair that. In the speech of
Sordding | answered her, “Name and face—maybe face—are southern, mistress, but how can you dam
my yelow har as Rezhmian?’

She brushed her own dark har out of her face. “Not Zaguash-Rezhmian, of course. | mean the city.
There're plenty of blonds down there in the city.”

| musgt have looked dishdieving, for | was. The man seated closest to my right got a laugh out of my
expresson. “She means because of the daves. The nobles down there have a fancy for pae-skinned
women in their beds. Have so for hundreds of years, so of course the hair crops up now and then.”

The landlady cleared her throat mightily. “Lendal, you can turn anything into an insult. | never sad a
word about this man being no dave.”

“Nor did I, said Lenddl. “I only sad that there were daves, and that’s why the har!” | broke in to
sy | was not inqulted at dl, merdy amazed, for | had never heard this before.

Lenddl had a VVdonyan name, but he looked southern and not at dl blond. “Oh, it's sure. They took



their choice of women, not longer than thirty years ago, didn’t they?” The landlady gave him a glance with
teeth in it but refused to be drawn to argument, and | went out to liein the stable and think about things.

The fortress city. | could speak the language. 1 could go down there and find my exact double.
Perhaps. For months previous ,I had thought that in coming to the territories | had found my naturd
place, or asclosetoit as| ever would find. Now | had a new and more colorful vison to pursue.

| had been going south for along time, anyway.

| followed Arlin for three days, and after the first day | fdl no farther behind. His speed on that first
day's travel seemed to me designed only to leave me behind, and having accomplished that, he
proceeded as hislazy, degant saf. The second night | spent degping under that very broad bowl of stars,
and on the third the hills had shrunk to ripples on the landscape no larger than houses, and the wind blew
through my homespun as though | were naked.

| passed a thing such as | had never seen before: a hamlet of some eght buildings and a cattle pen
burned to the ground. Not even the driven pdings of the fence had survived the flames. The black ruins
hed been rained on, perhaps snowed on aso, but they were obvioudy less than a season old. | walked
down what had been a street and that now was paved with glossy black bits of charcoa that had recently
been car-penter’ s wood. The stones of the houses had falen and scat-tered, and no living creature was
to be found except for great numbers of crows.

| was young enough to be fascinated by ruins (I gill am), and | wandered in and out of the
foundations, hoping to find ether an explanation of the misfortune or &t least a poignant reminder. | found
nothing but the scattered bones of a dog. Passing back to the road, | discovered a patch of broken earth,
some four yards square, not mounded but rain-sunk, with a large staff surmounted by the Holy Triangle.
It was dl very crude. | stepped close, but as soon as my foot touched the loose soil it began to sink, and
| chose to go no farther. My hair stood dl on end with the knowledge that | was gnking into a mass
grave. Beow the sacred Sgn a paper had been tacked, but theink on it had run the whole thing sky blue.
As| waked on, | noticed that something had dug a hole danting into one corner of the square, something
the Sze of alarge dog.

| had never seen so much violence in my life as was implict in that motionless scene. Rulling the
hedger from its straps, | walked on.

Occasiondly | pulled out my spyglass to keep the company of horsemen in view. It was indeed the
king'smen, for | could make out the banner of the castle and swan, and some splendid body armor was
winking in the sun. There were perhaps three hundred horses and a good dozen tent and refectory
wagons, which made dow going of it in this season of mud. They were proceeding west as | went south,
and though | had every intention of intersecting their path, 1 was very reluctant to be seen by them. Not
that anyone of King Rudof’s court might recognize Nazhuret of Sordding in this peasant with a pack.
Likely no one would recognize me even in my school uniform, but Powl had spoken forcefully on the
subject of my anonymity.

| estimated that we would reach our closest approach shortly after dawn if the horsemen camped a
twilight and | walked hdf the night. Doubtless Arlin had dready rejoined them (if he redly had a welcome
with someone in that high company) and was flescing nobles left and right.

Marching through the night on ardling plainis afar cry from night travel in the forests of home. Even
under no light but the stars, the grass rippled with light and the mad glowed dong its drier spots. | fdt |
mus be glowing as wdl, and my exposedness made me cautious. | left the road, took off my dogs for
dlence, and avoided the tops of the hills

| had plans to ded with Arlin, for among his mygeries, his recurrent pointed attentions, and his
subsequent rebuffs, he had irritated me. Also, he made me fed much like a schoolboy again, and | began
thinking in terms of schoolboy raggs | could play on him. | could bend a little lead fishing weight onto the
end of his sword, misbadancing it. That would put an end to his juggler’s tricks. Unfortunatdly, | did not
have alittle lead fishing weight, nor was there likely one in the entire royd surround, and if 1 did find one,
the joke might end in the man’'s dicing off his own finger. | could sted his sword and dagger while he
dept, but that might end in some-one didng off Nazhuret's head.

| had decided | would paint stripes on his horse with jeweler’s rouge. Pink sripes. That would be



offengve enough. But | would have to find the horse, and | ill might lose my head to the picket sentry.
While | was assessing the dangers, | came around the bottom of ahill, heard voices, and saw fire_s.

| stood dartled. | could not have come so far so soon. Could the Veonyans have walked into the
night and beyond? Even so, they would not be camped here, in front of me,

| heard a sound from the top of the hill beside me, only a few yards away. A man scratching himsdf
through layers of dothing. Though reflex | ducked down and noted movement on ancther of the down
ripples. There were sentries, but they were sprone in the grass, it seemed. This was a very odd way to,
keep watch, unless one were as interested in concedling onesdf asin spying out others.

The camp was in a naturd dedlivity, and the dozen samdl fires would not be vighle from any distance.
| lay down mysdf in the grass and pressed forward.

There was no picket line the horses were scattered like the men and the little, lumps that were tents.
No pavilion at dl. By the side of one fire a banner stake had been driven into the earth, but it was bare
save for alump at the top. As a breath of wind caught the fire, it illuminated briefly along white thing with
what appeared to be snakes dangling: a horse's skull with whips thrugt through the eyeholes. And the
voices | heard were spesking Rayzhia

| was filled with a horror that was near to despair as | redized where my curiosty had brought me,
and my mind filled with images of a burned village, and a sunken grave, beast-robbed. | lay motionless,
and a times the fires would flare, showing me faces no different. from many of those who had drunk and
traded at the tables of the Ydlow Coach. | had worked for men like these. Ther accent was familiar to
me, though | could not understand the words, and so were their faces. Perhaps | did know them.

The Red Whips. Children’s nightmares. Brutes. Perfect fighters. The force that had broken the back
of Veonyan sdtlement in the South. | had imagined them to be something other in nature than the
everyday people of the southern territories. But why did | imagine that, knowing the truth about Zaguash
avengers aswdl as | did?

Either the wind changed or my ears did, for | could hear conversations where there had been only
murmurs a moment before. “By his red har” was said and repeated; another man eaborated “red hair”;
and in the firdt third of the company, “dw,,,

“I will know Rudof by hisroyad armor” announced one man, and another answered,, “He may not be
wearing his royd armor, but he will be wearing his roya red hair!” That met with laughter, but the firgt
men topped this with, “ After to-morrow hewill not be wearing thet either. The old horse will have both.”
He lifted hisarm and pointed at the g&ff and the skull. “ And enough gold to bresk a leather saddlebag.”

| found mysdf in a trembling swest. | tried to push back-ward in the grass and | was nat in full
control of my limbs. | caled up the black wolf of Gdley in self-defense while they continued to plan the,
assassination of the king.

A voice of greater command than the others adjured them to forget plunder. They were to dice in,
kill the Veonyan king," and be off before the heavy horses could be brought forward. That was wha
they would be paid for. Stopping to plunder a troop three times ther sze would only get them killed for
nothing.

Puzzlement replaced terror inmy mind, for what pay have the Red Whips other than plunder itsdf? |
lisgened until the last of the conversationaists went to deep, and then | began to back away through the
grass. | had gone hdfway around the hill when movement close by brought me flat again. It was a change
of guard, and the new one came within thirty feet of mews he took the easiest way up the waich hill.

It took me another hour to retreat from the camp far enough to cross the road unseen and put a few
ranked hills between mysdf and the open. After this| ran, and | did not stop to breathe until | saw the
red remains of King Rudof’s own fires winking before me.

There was nothing furtive or disguised about this camp. It stretched dong the road for hdf amile, and
the great wagons had been |eft right in the hard-packed-roadway, where ther long eight-horse tongues
lay end-propped on blocks.

The dozen or so peaked pavilions were as much portable houses as tents, with roofs of wood and
canvas and wadlls of quilted fdt, each pane painted with the arms of the marshd whose headquarters it
was. The knights had their own amdl tents, and even some of the foot soldiers dept under shdlters like



folded sheets of paper, hung from two poles. Even the latrines were modestly draped. The fires were
large and dec-orated with pots, though most of the fires had burned to red cinders by this late hour.

In the center of the cirde of pavilions lay one identical to them but sporting an overly long centrd
pole, upon which hung aflag | did not have to see in detail to understand.

| saw dl thisin a moment, for my school years had prepared me to identify the parts of a Vdonyan
military encampment. It was the sort of place | had expected to spend most of my life

How the sentries could have missed me | do not know, for | was running with dl thought to speed
and none to secrecy, but | was a the fird horse picket without chalenge and then | was under it and
amid the desping foot soldiers, a three-quarter-size, flaxen-haired peasant running with his clogs in his
hand and a large pack bouncing on his back and shouting, “Alarm! Alarm! Wake up! Wake the king!”

Some of the men dept lightly and some | had to jump over. My shouts were not as loud as | would
have liked, because | had used up dl my wind on the road, but they were enough. | set up a buzz of
voices that followed me across a company of thirty bivouacked men.

Ahead was the closest pavilion, and in the light of the old moon, newly risen, | could see the outline
of ared lion, sword-girt. That was Garman of Hight. The thought flashed through my heated mind that
Powl had called the man a pederast. | passed to the left of the great tent, and the door-guard reached out
to grab a me like a man after a bothersome cat. He chased a few feet and halted, curang.

Here |l was a lat, in the clear space before the leather and brass door of the king of Veonya and dl
Zaguashian territories. Four guards stood at the circumference of the pa-vilion, fully armed and ready for
me, their swords in ther hands. A ring of late—or early-wakeful men surrounded the cooking fire, ther
faces glowing orange initslight. They, too, had heard me coming. | came to a hdt, swaying, and my legs
amog decided to let go. “Red Whips west of herel” | an-nounced as the lounging men walked toward
me. “Attacking in the morning! Rouse the king!”

Another man began to shout, much louder than. 1. At fird | thought he was echoing my words.
“Alam! Alarm, men!
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An attack upon the king! Assassn! Say that man!”

| spun in place, my exhaugtion forgotten. In the doorway of another pavilion, outlined by lamps from
within, stood amen in light fidd armor, and he was pointing a me with his sword.

The king's guard did not obey, but instead moved into a defensve stance between mysdf and the
leather tent flap. The men at the fire were mostly unarmed, and they approached me warily, but the sentry
aof the lit pavilion came forward willingly enough, his rapier ringing out of its scabbard, and others in a
pack joined him from behind the bulk of the tent, haf dressed but armed wel enough.

My pack is made to dide off in an indant, and | legped backward over it to make it a burden to my
attacker ingtead of to me. | wanted my hedger but had no time to stoop for it. | threw one of my clogs
and hit him over the eyes.

A man in a black-and-ydlow house uniform shoved past the stunned sentry. His rapier was
needle-fine and wedl made, like a diver of light in the darkness. At the same time around the sentry’s
other Sde came a man in underwear, trying to spark aflint on his harquebus. 1 darted toward him, as he
was less ready, and used an ebow in hisarmpit to knock him into the felow with the nasty blade.

There were many more of them, now, modly in the black and ydlow (I couldn’'t immediatey
remember what marshd owned those colors; | couldn’t immediady think at dl) but some in royd blue
and white and many in white linen and bare skin. | remember that | ducked a sweep that would have
taken my head and flinched away from another that wanted. my stomach, and then | had the chance to
bend to my pack, and my hedger wasin my hand.

The beautiful rapier was back in action, and the man who wielded it called for room to use it. He got
hisway, for the mass of soldiers edged back to circle us as he sent that long needle past the end of my
short hedger and at my throat.

| moved my throat to the Sde and fdt only the vibration of the dender blade againg the skin, and
when that blade was at full thrugt, | broke it at, the base with the hook of my weapon, as once Powl had
broken my own rapier blade. The soldier was as astonished as | had been, but immediatdy the circle that



hed formed collgpsed toward me. | knew | would have to kill a Vdonyan soldier to live a moment
longer, and even so it probably would be a short moment.

But the squeeze of attackers backed off again, and dl glances darted nervoudy in one direction.
There was shouting again, but not in the bass voice this time. Perhaps it had been going on a while. This
voice commanded dl of usto hdt, and asdl therest did, | fdt it advisable to do so likewise. It gave me
added momentsto live

| heard the words “Let me see him!” and the circle around me began to open. Then the large man
from the doorway bellowed, “No! Assassn! Guard the king!”

“Hdd Marshd, itismine to say!”

The circle loosened and very ructantly the guardsin blue and white let themsdves be shoved aside,
and there in his underwear, with his har in hisface, | beheld Rudof, king of Velonya and Satt and Ekesh
and Monquenie and the southern territories.

Like the red assas3ans, | was prepared to know him by his red hair, but | had assumed the red hair of
Rudof to be a dignified auburn. Our portrait of the crown prince in Sordaing School’s refectory was
painted so. Even under moonlight | could see that the king had a head of hair the color of a very bright
carrot, orange red and hanging in uneven curls around his face, and that he was indined to a different
tone of red across hisyouthful cheeks. In my surprise | was slent. | stood and panted and forgot to bow.

“A peasant boy with a brush chopper in hishand” said

Rudof, and he looked pointedly over the company at the men with the bass voice. “Quite right to
send the entire camp down on him, Fied Marshd.”

| looked and knew the man for Hek Markin, duke of Leoue. Fed marshd of the Veonyan Army.
Black and ydlow.

The duke cleared his throat. “A chopper is as good a weapon for an assassin as a sword, Sr.
Better,” he said. “And look: Thisis not merely a peasant, but a Rezhmian peasant.”

“What did you expect in these environs, Markin? A Vest-ing peasant?’ The king gestured to his
guards. “Try not to hurt him. Tie him and well question him in the morning.” He turned and lifted the
lecther flgp again.

| found my voice findly. “Sir! My king! There are a hundred Rezhmian assassins afte—" | got no
farther, for the king's guards were obedient to his word, and'the four marched toward me together,
eyeing my hedger, their hands on their swords.

| could not begin killing the king’s own men, not if | wanted to be believed. | threw my blade down a
their feet, and the one who bent to pick it up | kicked hard in the head. He hit the ground like wet clothes
fdling off a clothedine. 1 legped over him to be on the man behind him before he could grab me. | took
him down behind the knee, and at that moment the third guard took me behind the elbows, and | let him
have the point of an elbow very hard in the bottom ribs and spun him out by his other arm, keeping the
last men away with the bulk of this felow. All the while, I heard King Rudof caling encouragement. To
whom, | could not tell.

And then in that night of voices one lagt voice was raised, and this one was not srange to me. “Sir,
thet is no assassin nor peasant boy! That is Nazhuret of Soidding, and you have no more loyd knight in
Vedonyd”

| turned to gape a Arlin, sangling at the edge of the fire, fully dressed in hissiver velvets, every inch a
gentleman and every inch advilian. One of the guards took that moment to

try to tackle me, and without engaging my overwhelmed brain, my body tripped him and threw him in
an arc that ended at Arlin's feet.

“Enough,” said the king. Alone he came forward and next to me. He was tal and lightly built. His
eyes were paeinthe firdight. “You don't tak like a Rezhmian. Nor a peasant. You don't fight like any
peasant, nor any soldier either—not one I’ ve ever seen.

“Nazhuret of Sordding you are caled? Never heard it before. The only man | know who can cdl
himsdf ‘of Sor-dding’ that | know of is Lord Howdl. Son of his?’

With more force than was perhaps necessary | disclamed dl relationship with Baron Howdl. | heard
Arlin snicker. Howdl is famous among boys &t the schoal.



“Nazhuret of the Royd School a Sordaling, Sr. Thet iswhat the gentleman meant. And I’'m not even
that anymore. But let us not stop here longer like fools discussng my accent and my education when
there are a good hundred red whip riders intending to surprise your troop this morning and murder you.”

My message widened his eyes so that even by firdight | could tdl they were green. Then he gave a
gmdl snort and said, ‘Well, then, Nazhuret of Sordding School, | certainly won't stand here like a fool
any longer. | will have some lampslit and we can discussthisingde”

| redlized: what my tongue had done, and duttering apol-ogies, followed the king into his tent. The
fidd marsha came behind us.

The king ligened to me with his chin resting on his fis, a blanket over his shoulders. He did not
bother to comb his brilliant hair back. Occasiondly he stopped me, to ask how | had gotten past the
nomads sentries, and, for that matter, past his own, and what | was doing, playing a peasant when | was
a least gentry by birth, as my study and the Royd School
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proved, and equd to the finest hand-to-hand fighter in the nation.

My ears burned to have the king so compliment me when | had previoudy (in some sense) cdled him
afoal. | explained that knowledge of my birth was lost and that | had no reason « to expect it was much,
thet | had been as much a servant as a student, and that now | had Ieft that dl behind me to become an
optician.

King Rudof roared with laughter until his eyes watered and he began to yawn. | was made to prove
mysdf through my pack, and the king was very interested in my collgpsible spyglass. Arlin, whom the
king a least recognized, was brought in to corroborate my story. He ‘named me the finest fighter a
Sordding, and that made me amile behind my hand, because that seemed now like such fant praise, and
his de-scription of my character and rdiability brought the blood to my face agan. It was a grand
repayment for letting the man get away with chesting at cads

“When did the Sordding directors begin admitting Rezh-mian boys into ther military training?’ This
was the firg time the fidd marshd had spoken since fallowing me into the king's tent. The fidd marshd
stood behind me and his hand was on his sword hilt, waiting for me to make a hogtile move over the table
a theking.

King RudoPs gaze sank to the table. | think he was em-barrassed. “You have no reason to keep
cdling the man Rezhrmian, Marshd.”

| told hm | could not very well deny that | was of mixed blood, but that | was neither a traitor nor
dishonest | begged again that he prepare for the morning.

The king stood and threw aside his blanket. A lad in royd colors hurried forward with doeskin
breeches over hisarm and assisted King Rudof to dress.

“Eadly done, my talented optician. | will have the poor devils outsde awakened, and they will be
told. We will travel today but we will not be unprepared, will we, Leoue?’

Thefidd marshd stepped into the light for the firg time and | saw he was as dark as he was burly.
He stood beside the king and looked down a me with unmitigeted suspicion. “Sire, that is what the
fdlow wants of us”

King. Rudof was putting his jacket over his shoulders. It was very dosdy fitted. Civilian clothes.
“Not ‘dgre’ | an not my father, to find such aterm pleasing, and the only one with aright to cal me ‘sre
is an infant too young to talk. Of course preparedness is what the lad wants, after running al night to
warn us. It's wha | want, too. There can be no harm in preparing. Or do you mean us to St tight until
scouts can |ocate these pony-riding assassins for 2 You are too careful of me, old friend.”

Thefidd marshd did not look away from me, nor did his eyes seek mine. It was s though he were
looking a a beast or a book. “At least let me take this onein charge for you, then.”

Rudof stood across the table from him, fully dressed and with that red har hdf tamed. “That's dl |
want to hear out of you, Leoue. | believe the lad is honest.

“Youtdl me, Nazhuret,” said the king, leening to me over the table. “Do you want to go with the fidd
marshd here? | don’t mean as a prisoner but as a soldier with us? Or should we leave you here to wend

your Smple, glass-grinding way?’



| had been thinking mysdf. My legs were beginning to cramp from the run, but 1 was otherwise
drong enough. “Have you awig, Sr?’

King Rudof guffawed. “If I wore awig, lad, it would not be this color, nor this unruly.”

“I mean, g, if you could find awig like your hair, | could dress in your clothes today and ride where
they expect to find you. The ponymen have been told to locate you by your har.”

Theking stood dill and giff as though he had been dapped. “In my place! As bait? No, Nazhuret of
Sordding, |

thank you, but no. | will take reasonable care of mysdf, but | will not let you ridein my place.”

“Thank the triune God for that, at least,” said the fidd marshd.

While the rest of the camp rose, | had an hour or so to lie dill, which | did where | was |€ft, beside
the map table in the king's tent. When one is as muscle-tired as | was, it makes no difference whether
rest is conscious or deeping; it is enough not to move. When | could bear to stand again, | begged the
chamberlain for a pot in which to warm water for washing, and got instead a tin tub, an attendant, and a
change of clothes. Firg the fellow brought me the breeches and tunic of the 3rd Roya Light Cavary, and
though it was only part of a uniform and only aloan, it brought with it one of the largest temptations in my
life

If 1 put this on | probably would be expected to ride with that illustrious company, and in the
impending attack, if | were to acquit mysdf creditably, or at least without embar-rassment, | might be
offered a chance to gain the rest of the uniform, or one equaly glorious. | had, after dl, as good a training
as any manin Velonya or the territories, and my wrestling had impressed the young king.

In doing so | would be redaming the Nazhuret of three and ahdf years ago and turning my back on
everything Powl had taught me. But the Nazhuret of three and a hdf years ago had died, and his ghost
was not very restless. Besides, it was Powl’s Nazhuret who had wrestled and snapped rapiers for the
king's amusement, not the boy of Sordding School, and PowYs Nazhuret could not take the easy option
of obedience to rule

| put the pretty tunic back in the basket and said | could not wear it because of ardigious limitation.

And then it was too big for me.

The vadet was gone a few minutes and returned with a spare Uit of the cook’s boy, which fit my
humor (and my frame) much better.

King Rudof ducked into his tent, fresh and energetic as though he had dept ten hours without a
dream. My appearance struck his humor as well, and his laughter had a great charm to it, but in a
moment he was serious again. “Y ou have taken avow, I'm told. It sounds like nonsense, &fter lagt night's
games. Are you a priest or a pilgrim, then, Nazhuret, or did you kill someone in anger, to make such a
supid... ? Isdl your battle skill to go for nothing? | had hoped the nation would have the use of what you
showed lagt night” King Rudof had donned the blue and white of a ample horseman of his own
company, which suited him very well.

| answered in embarrassment that | was more a pilgrim than a priest if | was ether one, and that my
traning had not gone for: nothing or | wouldn't have survived to give the warning of the assassins. He
paced, garing down a me, ob-vioudy wondering whether to cdl my statement impudence. An aide
brought in breakfast, and | was given the uncom-fortable privilege of eating at the table of a king who
was not pleased with me. Had there not been biscuits freshly baked, | think | would not have had the
temerity to swallow.

The king talked while he ate, sometimes with his mouth full. This had been frowned on a Sordaling.
Powl had never permitted it. “Don’t you cdl that fighting, when you laid my persona guard on the ground
in rows—not to mention abusing the fidd marshd’s own men? Is your vow that you can fight for your
own life but no other?’

| had to down my food before replying, not out of manners but to gain time. My throat was panfully
dry. “My limitetion, gr, is rather thet | cannot soill blood on ... another’s com-mand.”

What more pointed, more offensve thing could be said doud to the king of one’'s own country? | sat
with my handsinmy lgp and waited.

The king's green eyes did not move from my face. For some seconds he, too, waited, for explanation



or gpology. “But you can spill barrels of the suff a your own whim, isthat it? | can’'t say | think much of
that vow; it's pure sdlf-indulgence. You are saying you can brawl a any moment it gppedls to you, but
you cannot fight at the king's command, which is the need of the nation.” He spoke without heat or
blugter, but to get the matter sraight between us.

“No, gr, | can't brawl a whim. Or & least | never do have a whim to brawl. Bt it is true thet |
cannot offer obe-dience in that matter. Not even to you, my king. That iswhy | can't wear the uniform of
asoldier.”

King Rudof had a face amilar in fegture to Arlin's that is to say, long with a thin, high-bridged nose,
aface close to the standard of Velonyan beauty. He was heavier-boned than the sword juggler, and the
king had the redhead’ s mercurid complexion, which went waxy pae as he sat upright and said, “It is not
only the paid soldiers of Velonyawho are bound to fight a the command of the king. Every man not an
ordained priest is, subject to that duty.”

| could think of nothing whatsoever to say.

“l can have you split open and beheaded for refusng me outright.” The youth departed from the
king's face, leaving a mask with eyes of sted. | had never seen the old king, his father, save in pictures,
but | fdt | was seeing him now. The two sentries at the entrance had turned ther atention to this
didogue, and now they stepped through the doorway. “That is the punishment for a traitor.”

“Yes, dr, of course you can. Inthat | am entirdy a your service” | answered him, and my placating
words sounded ludicrous even to mysdf. They made him blink.

King Rudof sat back and ran one hand through his red hair. Heavily he said, “1 think, lad, that you'd
best cdl yoursdlf a priest while you are with this company. Of course, we will be parting ways shortly.”
He rose and, lifting hislong legs over the low table, went past me and ouit.

Firg the scouts st out in pairs, and hdf an hour later the entire straggling procession creaked
forward. Every man jack of them ignored me, and no cook’s boy asked for his shirt and breeches back.
| suppose he wouldn't wear them after they’d been on the man who insulted the king. | stood on the
highest point of land nearby and watched for the king himsdf to pass.

| would have missed him entirdly, for there was no red har to be seen. All the Royd Light Horse
were riding in leather headgear, which extended down the back of the neck and into a low visor over the
eyes. Nor was he beside the fidd marshd, where | would have expected to find him, but in the middle of
the front row of the lower officers. | findly picked him out by the chestnut horse he rode, which seemed a
little grand for the commondity of cavary and which was a color to appedl to any redheaded rider.

The other companies had ther own versons of this hel-met, and the three marshds were conceded
beneath hats or hdmets as well. The foot troops went bareheaded, as was standard, but | noticed as they
marched that any men of exceptiondly brilliant hair color had been moved to the insde of the row and
column.

Thiswas a better maneuver than my own “wig’ idea. Instead of having a fase redhead, they had no
vighble heads of hair whatsoever.

| hefted my pack from which my own clothes, washed and fullered for me while | rested, hung
gardling of wet wooal. | was feding a profound disappointment in mysdf and in my meding with King
Rudof, and | pulled apart our short, unsatisfactory conversation in my mind, wondering how | might have
hed it come out otherwise without lying to the King of Veonya

Had | had moretime, or had the Stuation been less im-mediae, | might have been able to convince
him that my peculiar syle of combat was a maiter of involuntary reflex, or too peculiar and too primitive
to have military gpplication. If | could only have made it to seem that he was rgecting me instead of
(horrendous thing) the other way around. But | doubted that at my best and most prepared | could have
meade the truth please him better then it did. As Powl would have said, the only solution is to stay away
from the centers of power entirdly. But even Powl would not have had me let King Rudof wak into a
trap of assassins unaware.

| saw them dl go by me, even to the last heavy wagon of pavilion bracings, and then | trotted off in
the same direction but aiming dightly right and off the mad, so thet in a very few minutes | was even with
the Royd Light Horse again and then ahead of them. The fact thet | could not be an obedient soldier did



not mean | was going to stand by and let Velonya s enemies attack the king.

Behind me | heard hooves splashing mud, and | was mystified as to whom it could be. | was jogging
a path that wound amid the hills while the whole twup of the king were down on the flat by the road,
except for the sentries, who had gone ahead. There was no hiding in the grass here, for it was sparse and
ankle-high, so | stayed where | was, my hedger in my hand. Perhaps the king had decided he could not
brook my impudence after dl and had sent out soldiers to drag rne back, or to kill me where | stood.

When the angle rider came into view | fdt surprise and an overwashing of inevitability that it should
be. Arlin again, wearing the one it he seemed to own and riding his dainty gray. This time, however, he
had two horses, the other being a bony chesinut, he led without pack or saddle behind him. | waited for
him to catch up to me.

“| expected to find you below,” he said without preface. “I didn’t think you'd be able to wak today,
let done legp the hilltops” He leaned over and put the spare horse's bridle into my hand.

| looked up at the beast in even greater confuson. “Did you ... Sed this horse, Arlin?’ | asked him,
and he grimaced. “There you go again, litle mordig. | did not sted it. It was an extra. Get on.”

| did not argue further. Mounting was difficult with the bulk of the pack and my weapon in my right
hand, but the beast stood quiet. “I1t's an old cavdry horse” he said. “Not sprightly, but used to anything.
And it'd better be, carrying you.”

The horse had the sort of spine that projects above the rib cage a good ways. | would not choose
such a creature for bareback riding if | were given the choice. “I'm not such a dumsy rider as that,
fdlow. It' s only that lately | haven't—."

“Believe it or not, optician, | didn't mean that as an insult. Though™—he turned and gave me a
disgusted glare—"you certainly deserve afew. And after | vouched for you to the king.”

“l am sengble of that.” | pressed the horse even with Ar-lin's. “1 owe my liberty to that introduction.
Perhaps my life”

“You owe me nothing,” he said, reversaing his attitude completely. “1 think you could have taken them
dl down. All the Royd Guard and the fidd marshds, too.”

“I think the king ought to be grateful to you as wdl,” | continued over his words. “If | hadn’'t had a
chance to warn him about the attack coming... you do beieve me about the ns, don't you?’

“That's where we' re going,” Arlin said without changing his sullen expression. “Y ou're going to show
them to me”

| did not imagine that the Rezhmian nomads had dept late this morning, so to be yavning where | had
left them the night before. We saw no sgn of activity dong the east—west road, but | had not expected
them to prepare their assault so dose to the king's night camp. In only a few miles we would reach the
intersection where that broad road ended and the travder mus turn south and uphill to the broken
mountains of the border, or north dong the precipitous hills | had waked the past few days. That
north—south road was narrower and more uneven, and the ground rose close at ether hand.

Assuming the nomads had excdlent scouts (or some other information concerning the movements of
the king's com-rv), they would have done as | had done to escape their discovery the night before, and
traveled pardld to the road behind the first or second ridge of downs—where we were heading now, in
fact.

The day was going to be cold and windy, and the white cook’s linens were not sawn for warmth.
When | began to lose feding of the reinsin my hands | cdled a hdt, dis-mounted, took off my pack and
then my shirt, and put the woolen homespun next to my skin. This caused. Arlin to an-nounce that he had
changed his mind about my origin, for anyone who could wear such a garment on bare skin had to be
base-born. The cook’s shirt | put over my head, with the deeves pressng back my frozen ears and tied
a the ngpe of the neck. | advised my companion to leave me where | stood, lest he auffer the
embarrassment of being killed by invaders in the company of afdlow as sartoridly backward as .

We had reached the hill above the intersection of roads, and there was naothing to be seen below
except the rectangular outline of an old building foundation. It might once have been a smdl inn; what
other building would stand aone so close to a border between unfriendly nations | don't know. Nor do |
imagine the place had prospered or survived very long. | remembered very wel the glossy, charred



wood of the village only a day’s wak from here, and the vanddized grave.

It had been King Rudors intention to turn north at this junction and continue his review of the rem
with Morquenie and St territories, but | had no way of knowing whether the Red Whips knew the
king's habits only, or hisintentions as well. The former might be learned through stalking, and by the use
of spyglasses like mine. The latter meant treachery.

| did not let my horse top the bare hill, but pulled him up a few yards below, on an uncomfortable
dope. Arlin stared puzzled for a moment but followed my lead. “You don't want to be seen on the
skyling, isthat it?" he shouted over the wind.

| nodded and bellowed back, “Neither do the Rezhmiand They'll be somewhere down between the
rises, spread out like the trickle of a stream! Hard to see, even from close by!”

“A hundred men, hard to see?’

Agan | nodded, and because | don’'t have a voice for belowing, | led him down into the shelter of
the hills “They could hide more than that number. It was those tactics that caused the defeat of our amy
in The lagt incurson. Remem-ber?’

Arlin snorted. “How should | remember? | wasn't even born then.”

“Neither was |, but | studied my lessons.” | didn’t know why | was continuing to act like an arrogant
schoolboy in the presence of this fellow. My manners distressed me, and | de-termined at that moment to
behave mysdf, especidly snce | might be about to be cut down by enemy arrows. It would be a shame
to die disgusted with onesdf.

| turned north and went very cautioudy adong the path | had run eight hours before. My companion
did not object, but he asked how | had chosen this direction, and | replied that if the assassins were
working by chance, they would be as likdy to be north as south of the crossroads, and if they had
information, they would likdly be north. That gave north two chances out of three.

It was eadier to ride down here, where a seasonal stream ran over new grass. | let my old horse pick
hisway, and as Arlin had intimated, the beast was no foal. It dso was easier to tak, which Arlin did. He
returned to the subject of my vows and limitations and interrogated me drictly, while his pretty mare
danced left and right over the trickling water, wadgting alot of effort trying to keep her feet dry.

Was | permitted to drink didtilled liquors? he wondered. To gamble? To wear slk? To fornicate,
perchance? To mary? | replied with what restraint | could muder (for the subject had received
overmuch atention in the past day) that what | was not permitted to do was to give over responshility
for my actions. Not to another, nor to chance. That in itsdf was a vow among vows and a limitation
encompassing most other limitations | said this much and then | asked him to leave off, for as we rode |
was trying to see through the hills them-sdlves, and hear noises not yet made.

Arlin did leave off, for he was offended. He spat on the ground and prodded his mare over the
dream, yards away from me, where he rode on in a pretense that we were two separate travelers with
no connection, until his mare squealed and reared and he called out.

My beast stood cdmly enough over the two bodies thrown between large rocks. The old cavdry
gdding was used to the amdl of blood. The uniforms had been blue and white. | said the obvious “The
king's scouts.”

Arlin dismounted and tamed one of them over. Theta bored coat had been pierced many times by a
blade. “I knew this man somewhat,” he sad. He hdd his swegting horse with a firm hand on the
headdal.

Without getting down | could read the tracks coming around the hill from the road and then, leading
north in our direction. Only hoofprints. No shoes on the hooves, ether. | remarked to Arlin that the Red
Whips might as well not have feet, for dl the waking they did.

He sprang up in the saddle again, and his mare quieted from the accustomed weight on her back.
Without another word | motioned him behind me, for there was movement between the hills to the west,
by the road. | pressed the chestnut dowly forward.

Two more riders, dressed darker than the dead scouts, were trotting at the grassy shoulder of the far
Sde. They were so far ahead of us that we could not tdl whether they were wearing the black and ydlow
of the fiedd marshd’ s personal horsemen or the rough lesther and bright Slk of the nomads. Fortunately, |



hed had the forethought to assemble my spyglass before leaving camp, and now Arlin pulled it from the
top of my pack and put it to hiseyes. “Ours” he sad a lagt. “And a couple of foals, too: riding down the
road as though down Barya Boulevard with girls admiring them. We can catch up with them and tdl them
what we have seen.” His mare turned on her hindquarters, leaped back over the stream like a deer, and
continued north. | followed on my old gentleman as best we might. | doubted the fidd marshd’s scouts
hed anything of interest to tdl us, or they would have turned back to report. The prints of the enemy
embossed the wet ground dl around us dozens of horses. | wondered if Arlin had any notion where he
was, going. For mysdf, the hair on my arms and neck was beginning to rise up with fear.

In only two minutes we had come even with the Velon-yans, and Arlin followed a path between two
grassy mounds to the road. | followed after, glad to see no hoofprints going in our immediate direction.

The scouts were halted together, and one was pointing up and ahead of him. We were so close |
could see the horses' breath fogging in the air. Arlin haled from the other side of the road and both men
sarted in tharr saddles, put their hands to their swords, and turned to stare at us, ther faces empty of any
EXresson except surprise.

Ancther cry came from the road ahead, and without warn-ing the road two hundred feet ahead was
crawling with amall, ewe-necked, dab-sided, dope-rumped horses ridden by men no handsomer than
they.

Arlin opened his mouth and pointed at the two scouts, who were o terribly close to the enemy. “We
can't hep them!” | shouted. “Run! Run!”

His mare wheded, and my horse let himsdf be hauled around. Neither was a dull brute, and they
took off with awill down the rutted road. Through the criss of the moment | was kept aware of the old
gdding's spine.

Arlin looked back over his shoulder. “They’ll never catch us, riding thosel” he cdled. Lest he
become overconfident, | answered, “They don't have tol” 1, too, looked back, just intime to see the first
of the stubby arrows of the Rezhmians sail close between us.

Arlin gaped, disbdieving, but Arlin seemed to share the Veonyan contempt for foragn customs and
wegpons. con-tempt built on perfect ignorance. Powl had made sure. | knew tha the Red Whip archers
were superior to ours—it was to be expected in a people who both hunt and fight from running horses.
Remember, my king, itisnot illegd for a common man of that nation to possess a bow.

| had no chance to share any of this knowledge with my companion, for even as | noted the accuracy
over distance of our pursuers, one of ther shots hit my horse just above the hock. The beast plunged,
floundered, and went down on his knees, leaving me standing beside him, watching the assassins come
on. They shouted a welcome as they saw me before them.

Arlin committed an act of great supidity. He skidded his mare to a stop and spun her once more. |
screamed for him to go on, | stamped in place, but the gray mare's legs bunched beneeth her and she
legped back the way she had come. He was above me, he had me by the back of the collar and was
trying unsuccesstully to haul me up in front of him, and then

| saw himflinch, dawing a hisright arm. | grabbed hisleg and the saddle and | jumped up behind.

The mare took a hit as wel, glancing off her croup, which served only to urge her more heroicaly on.
Arrows hissad around, us, then clattered at her hooves and then fdl too far behind for me to hear. The
shouts of the riders adso faded, but | could hear them screaming, “Old horse! The old horsel” for five
vay nasy minutes. | wondered if any had stopped to put my old horse out of its agony.

Arin was rigid with pain, and the hand that held the reins gripped white-knuckled the high pomme of
the saddle. His other hand he had thrugt into the lacings of his jacket, and the arrowhead through his
upper am looked too bloody and awful to be real. With a word of warning | pressed the arrow farther
through. Arlin screamed like a cat in anger, and the horse hopped once and went on. | reached around
him with both arms and broke off the triangular sted arrowhead. With the movement of the horse it was a
very rough business, and Arlin dmost went off the horse. When | could let him go again | pulled the
arrowhead out from behind.

The overburdened mare was booming like a drum with every step, and her lungs aso were beginning
to whisle We were going dower now, and | looked back to find our lead only five hundred feet. There



were perhaps thirty of the no-mads behind us, and their ugly ponies seemed to have as good awind 4¢
Arlin's high-bred dancer.

It sumbled, and Arlin cried out from the shock on his wound. Our pursuers cried out dso, like
hounds who see the hare before them. The mare went on.

Before us was atiny settlement | could not remember having seen on the way north. But it was not
by the road; it was in the road, and the houses were on whedls. | was looking at the wagons of the king's
company, sanding dl aone with ther draft horses standing placidly in sixes before them. |

could not understand, but as we came | shouted a warning, as though our appearance weren't
warming enough.

We pulled even with the firg wagon, which had whed s that rose above my head and sdes of waxed
canvas. | reached around and gave the horse a check, for Arlin was too near fanting to do it himsdf. |
looked back at the Red Whip riders; the sght of the king's supply wagons had not daunted them in the
least. They would be with usin seconds. In mystification | glanced down left and right a the ground and
saw the marks of the king's soldiers lesking away into the hills

“Behind the wagonsl”

| could not locate the voice, but | had a sudden ingght, and | let the mare' s faling momentum take us
down the row of whedls,

We turned behind the lagt of the abandoned vehicles just as our pursuers came even with the fird.
They divided, s0 as to squeeze us between them, and they cantered dong each sde of the road. | could
hear the noises of thelr horses' breath-ing, much like the gray mare' s but multiplied by number.”

Arin gasped and spoke. “I'm sorry, optician,” he said, and he put his good hand over mine. “I
should have left you content back in Warvaa.”

“l dill am content,” | said, though it was only true in certain ways. | had my hedger in my hand,
though much good it was going to do me. Then came a besaten gong, the canvas sides of the wagons dl
rolled up together, and a dozen primed harquebuses were fired point-blank into the lines of the Red
Whips.

The mare was no cavdry horse. Both Arlin and | were in the air, and when we landed, he was on me
and | was on my pack. The infantrymen hidden in the wagons swarmed out over what were left of our
pursuers, but the eight or ten riders who 4ill were dive and horsed turned with remarkable Lire... cison
and plunged off the road and into the hills

| had shru:4:ed off my pack and picked my companion off the road. The infantry lieutenant sent a
men to assst me but | brushed by, denying any help. | did not have to be told where the great mass of
the king's men had concedled them-selves, for the broken grass and chopped earth led me right. In a
narrow deft between hills too steep for horses they had deployed themsdves, with horse troops and
lancers at ather exposed opening and aamdl brass cannon | had not known they were carrying.

The cavary opened to let me through with my burden, and there was a well-tailored dvilian a my
gde “I antheking's physcdan. Asof yet | have no important wounds to attend to, so | will look at the
fdlow.”

His neat jacket and breeches had gold piping at the seams, as Powl had used to wear. Otherwise he
did not remind me a dl of my teacher. “No, thank you,” | sad, stepping smatly by him. “This
manheongs to a sect that does not admit the services of a doctor.” 1 was looking for a tent, box, or large
barrd that would give me privacy to pad and wrap the wound, for Arin was bleeding too heavily to
delay any longer.

“He is hardly in any position to enforce his views” said the doctor with a fruity chuckle, and |
explained very firmly to the man that | would do the, enforcing.

There was no such thing as red concealment, for this was not a camp, but with the cooperation of the
men a canvas tarpaulin was set up on four short tent poles. Someone dso robbed the doctor of a
quantity of gauze and flannd.

| ripped the velvet deeve open down the long seam, re-veding a shamefully scravny arm, with the
overszed foream muscles of people who work with ther fingers—musgicians, sword jugglers, card
cheats. The wound had at least bled itsdf clean, and | had not heard that the nomads poisoned their



arrows. | clamped a pad of flannd over both holes and wound gauze tightly over them. “Thiswill have to
be loosened every oncein awnhile, or the whole amwill rot off. Can you stay conscious to do that? Can
you? Or d<e I'll have to ask someone <2

Arlin mouthed the word “no.” Then he said, “No one ese. But | don't think it will matter. I’'m gone.”

“Very weak, but not gone” | said, hoping it were true. And then | added, “I remember you now.”

Arlin amiled walfishly. “Do you then? W, | never forgot. Not anything you taught me.”

| laughed. “You now excd me by far intricks, I'll give you that.”

The gmile went away. “In nicks only. If | die here, Na-zhuret, | want you to know that you aways
have been my ided of the true knight and gentleman.”

| thought then that | might faint from astonishment. “By the Triune God, Arlin, I'm neither knight nor
gentleman. You'reraving,” | said, and went out. It was easy to get one of the infantry officers to place a
foot soldier before the make-shift shelter, with a promise Arlin would not be disturbed.

| found the king with his fiddd marshd, and 4s | had come to find usud, they were bickering. The
Duke of Leoue was not in favor of packing the company between precipitous hills They had nether
room to fight, he said, nor room to run if the Rezhmians chose to fling down stones. King Rudof, dill with
hislesther hdmet over his orange hair, wasin no mind s change his unconventiona strategies, which had
worked so far to his greet gain.

“Thirty years ago my father came south with his head duffed with such drategies as yours, Leoue,
and heleft hdf his men between here and the mountain passes.”

Apparently the fidd marshd had forgotten the hat ruse, for he was holding his cavary hdmet under
hisann. “I fear this strategy, dr, will not leave so many to tdl the story. Y ou have boxed usin like cattle in
apen.”

He spoke with feding, and |, who had trained for fifteen years in broad lines, vectors, and squares
over the walled fidd of Sordaing School, could understand the marshd’s distrust. | wondered if the king
knew how far the bows of the Red Whips could accurately reach. | wasin a postion to tdl him.

Both men sat on stools before the same portable table on which | had scrawled my maps the night
before. The king's infantry douched around in a deceptive disarray, while the cavary horses stood fully
geared, pawing or deeping or lipping the ground as temperament decreed. A line of servants went
around the hill to the road and returned, as disciplined ants, bearing burdens from the wagons on their
shoulders. A few more were digging the usud trenches a few hundred feet north of the encampment.
Asde from the looming dopes there was no shelter, and the wind blew hard down this deft in the hills

“At least, Leoue, you now seem to bedieve in the assas-gnation attempt.” King Rudof leaned back
over nothing, us-ing hisfeet locked againg the table legs for support. He looked ungainly and entirdy a
hisease. It seemed to me, 4 | stood watching, that he was ether very used to devisng strategies or he
hed that rare conditution that thrivesin an emergency. Either way it would be fortunate for the nation—as
long as his dtrategies were right and the emergencies controlled, of course.

The fidd marshd was twenty years older than King Rudof and, like most ranking officersin such a
gtuation, looked worried sick. “Oh, | have dways believed there was treachery here, gr,” he sad. “I
have only been less trugting as to its source. | think we had the indtigator in our hands lagt night and let
hm get away.”

As it happens, | was directly behind Fidd Marshd the Duke of Leoue as he was spesking, and by
chance the king met my eyes at the indant my character suffered such cdumny. | mugt have been a grand
Sght, so covered with Arlin's blood
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| looked more like a butcher than a cook in my white linens, and a scratch over my scap that | do
not remember acquiring was bleeding down my head with the energy of a much heavier wound.
Immediatdy the king glanced away again and put one finger into his mouth, as a boy will to smother a
grin. “I don't think it's fair to say we had himin our hands, Leoue. Not & any moment, as a maiter of
fact.”

The duke grunted and aso leaned in his chair, but not so dramaticdly as the king. “It would have
been only a matter of time, r, had you not forbade it.”



Now King Rudof let the grin appear. “Surdly, surely. A line of cannons might have brought him
down. Or a concerted press of cavdry, though I’'m not so certain of the latter. What do you say,
Nazhuret? What force would be necessary to over-come you?’

The fidd marshd followed the direction of the king's gaze and spun to his feet, knocking over the
gool, and swung a large, wild figt a my head. | deflected it as tevesfully as | could and stepped back
from his angry, dartled face.

“To ... overcome me, Sr?’ 1 sad thefirg thing that came into my head. “A cold in the chest, or any
sad story. Or seventy vengeful Red Whip riders, for that is the number | figure to be left out there” Asll
spoke, my atention was admittedly on the man before me, astal 4 #¢ king and broader and who flexed
his hand repeatedly as though he wished it around my neck. “Why did you come back, fdlow? Weren't
you grateful to escape with your life? Do you dare to speak more impertinence to your king, or does
your Rezhmian blood deny him that position?’

| had no idea how to answer, for | could not speak of my respect for King Rudof before his face, as
though he were the kitchen cat, and neither did | want to offend further the firg officer of the Vdonyan
military. Fortunately, the young king took the problem from me,

“I think hisinformation is very pertinent,” said King Ru—

dof, rising from his seat with a yawn and crackling his spine left and right. “He has done more than
any of our regular scouts—so far, a least.”

“Thet, my king, /s the other information | have come to tdl you,” | said. “Four of your scouts were
taken by the enemy. TWo Royd Infantry my companion Arlin found stabbed, and two men in your
livery, my lord duke, were overrun by the same force that pursued us”

The fidd marshd frowned black at this news, and King Rudof played with the strap of his hemet
between his fingers “That leaves only the four who went south a the crossroads, then. | have to be
doubly grateful to you, priest. We might have waited here for news forever, or until the Red Whips chose
to ride down on us”

“We 4ill might,” said the Duke of Leoue, squinting over the mass of cavary and the line of
harquelansEts onthar tripod stands. “If there dlill are sevenzy of the devils out there. Just because one lot
came down from the north doesn’t mean the rest haven't circled us dready.”

“l don't care,” sad the king. “North gate or south gate, they’re welcome to try. Without one of the
optician’s spy-glasses | can tdl my preparations are complete. Come beside me, Nazhuret, and | will tdll
younmy plan.”

“No!” The duke's roar turned the heads of fifty soldiers from their blade sharpening or boot polishing
or whatever little work of hand was taking their minds off their peril. They stared from him to the king to
me, as though they wouldn’t want to be in my wooden clogs. “Sir, grant me a least this much, that you
do not dlow this impudent half-breed access to every military secret we possess!” He dapped his hand
agang the light armor of histhigh, bowed to the king, and stalked away.

Theking blinked at this, and as he watched hisfidd marshd go, his redhead' s coloring rose, but after
one heavy breath let out through his nodrils, he smiled again. “So be it. Nazhuret, you will have to be
surprised. | hopeitisagood surprise, lad.”

He put his hand between my shoulder blades and led me away from the atention of the multitudes. In
my ear he added, “The good duke is my bullmatiff, Nazhuret. He hugs my sde and growls at dl my
friends. He played that role for my father before me. What can | dot”

| fdt the charm of the King of Veonya, and it seemed excessive tha a man born to such authority
should dso have that undefinable character that makes men follow a leader, whether that leader is born
to authority or not. Also, with the king's am around me that way, | fdt mysdf in equaly undefinable
danger. Perhaps from that very charm.

We came through the press of men toward the hill that blocked us from the road. The king seemed to
be looking for something here thet he did not find. The artillerymen who had saved Arlin and mysdf had
been dispatched to the north and south “gates” as the king cdled them, and he had to summon their
lieutenant back again.

While he waited, | took the opportunity to tdl him that my friend Arlin bore more of the credit for



discovering the hiding place of the nomads then | did, and dl the credit for getting us back dive. The
king's glance was ironicd. Much like Powl’s. “So | should reward him—though | am surprised to find
that any of these avilian fops who ride our train like peacocks are capable of action. What does he
want?’

The question stymied me. All 1 could think of, where Arlin was concerned, was money, for what ese
does a card cheat work fort But gold was not the King of Velonya's greastest power of gift. To suggest
money would be insulting. Whet | had recently learned of my old friend caused me only to shake my
head. “Not entitlements, certainly. Nor military office. Court position ... he would aso find thet difficult.

“l don’t know, gr. | think your good regard would be enough.”

The king's response was a wide-eyed stare. “You think that, do you? Has this fdlow dso taken
vows?’

“Something like that,” 1 answered.

King Rudof let that be for the moment, for the atillery officer had arrived. He was asked what had
become of the prisoners taken in the wagon ambush. The officer stared, stut-tered, and said he would
have to inquire.

The idea of interrogating one of the captives was daunting, for they, like many primitives, were loyd
unto degth to their own packs and had never been known to give over their people's secrets. Still it must
be tried, | recognized that, and 1 wondered if | would be asked to trandate. | wondered, also, wha
persuasions the king would employ.

“You have good Rayzhia?’ he asked me, and | nodded. “Then you can ad meif | become logt, for
my language udies are rusty.”

No Vdonyan of qudity spoke Rayzhia, unless it was a fev mudy scholars and an eccentric like
Powl. | must have stared. for with some amusement Rudof went on, “I surprise you. Well, | did not learn
it on my mother’s knee, as you did. A friend taught me.”

Before | could correct the king's misgpprehension about me (if it was important enough to need
correction), the ar-tilleryman returned. He came over the trampled grass with great reluctance and told
the king there had been no survivors.

King Rudof frowned. “Kausan, you are misaken, for | watched the affar. We took mogt of them
dive, if not intact. | need one rider to interrogate, and it must be now.”

The artilleryman was gray-faced and gligening with sweat. He ventured to suggest thet the barbarians
hed killed one another upon capture, and the king, by law of opposites, flushed a sunning red color
beneath his orange eyebrows as he inquired whether they had been suffered to accomplish this deed
while under military guard.

The officer struggled to reply, and his expresson was pit-igble, for his career was tumbling to ruin
about his head. King

Rudof put his hand on the man’s lapd, whether to shake him or thrust him aside | do not know, for at
that moment came three staccato barks of a bugle, and the king flung himsdf past the atilleryman and
into the mass of soldiers between himsdf and the exposed flank.

From where | stood | could see nathing but other men’s heads, and the Sgnd meant nothing to me. |
floundered in the king's wake, and everyone let me by.

The throat of the valey had been pocked and trampled by Veonyan troops, and untidy hegps of
kitchen equipment and rolls of canvas batting had been abandoned on the path that hugged the dimbing
ridge to the west. Where | had seen andilrse processions bearing their burdens were now cantering
riders, moving loosdly but in perfect control, in circles some four hundred feet away from, our line. These
were not ants, but dragonflies: crestures with wings.

| spied dl this from the tiny eevation that the king had daimed for his headquarters. Five marshds
stood awaiting him as his long legs thrust im up the outcrop of stone. He was panting not with effort but
excitement.

“Too far, dr,” sad Marshd Garman. “They don’'t seem to be ready to engage us yet. There only
seem to be gxty or so, and | imeagine this Sght of us has cooled their ardor for battle.”

The Red Whips had known our numbers twenty-four hours before and certainly had suffered no



shocks at the vison before them. | kept my mouth shut, however, for the king knew dl this, and knew
besides what destruction that distant line of dragonflies could work on trained soldiery. | was sanding
behind the assembled command officers, hgppily unnoticed and hopping from one foot to another to see
over their heads.

“We mug not ignore the other end of this bottle,” said

Leoue. “Ther dance out there could be merdly a digtraction.”

“There are Sxty ridersin sght and we ... disposed of ...

twenty-five an hour ago, Leoue,” answered the king. “That leaves only ten a the most to be playing
tricks. Aslong as we have men on the ridgetops we are secure.”

“Sr, we cannot say there are only about ninety brutes opposing us. | think we should distribute guns
and horses more evenly.”

King Rudof.put his arm behind his fidd marshd’s back, as he had with me. “Too late, old friend.
Look, they’ re com-ing. Now my trick will work or it won't.”

The riders did not turn and charge our guns but instead wove their circles closer and closer. The
ponies, so rudein build and trapping, were working by leg sgnd asfindy as any lady’s town hack, while
the reins were dipped over their pom-mels and each rider had in his hands the little lacquered bow with
its shape like rosebud lips, ready to pucker and kiss death at dl of us. | noticed red-lacquered quivers,
a0, each filled with a dozen arrows.

“Those bows are no use to them yet. It's when they get within two hundred feet of us” murmured the
king to Leoue as the other officers strode off to their commands:

“Sr! My king, let me correct you!” | heard mysdf shouting, to everyone's surprise. “It's when they
get within three hundred feet of us they will begin to fire, and by the time they reach two hundred, unless
we do something, our front lineswill be flat as cut hay!”

The king looked back over his shoulder in amazement. “Three hundred feat?’ His fidd marshd
snorted.

“l should know. My horse was hit at about two-eighty, and Arlin a dightly less. You cannot judge
their bows by ours, nor their archers....”

Theking had left me and the duke done on our promi-nence, and a moment later had wrested from
his bugler the 9gnd horn and was blasting a sharp retreat. At that same moment | heard cries 4 the Red
Whips let loose the firg of ther volleys. They were dightly less than three hundred feet from our front
lines, and they knew their distance to an inch. Gunners went down, horses rose up, and there was much
screaming. The front line of harquebus uttered thearr terrifying, blast dmogt together and then shouldered
the wegpon and stand to follow the direction of the bugle.

The ground was moving with men following the retreat, but | wanted, nothing so much as, to find the
battlefront. 1 clambered up the hill on my hands and feet, skidding and scrabbling forward againg the
great traffic until 1 could see what was happening on the fied.

There were perhaps five ponies down before our gunfire and another few cantering riderless, but the
harquebuses were far less accurate at this distance than the little, wasp-buzzing arrows. The sweeps of
the enemy had taken down two or three of our gunners for every one of them logt. The artillerymen could
not retreat and fire a the same time, and our cavary in their blue and white could do little more at this
distance than rattle sabers and hold their panicked horses.

Without warning the shot-catapult was released, its twenty-foot arm risng like a sprung sapling into
the air. Its, load of bdl spread and vanished into the gray air and another few riders went down, but it,
too, was amed too close to do mgor damage. A dhill cry reached me from, across the dis-tance, and
more arrows hurried the retreat as men and guns and horses fdl over one another.

If the king had a secret weapon, he had better deploy it.

Now the arc of riders had reached the firg of the aban-doned piles, and one reached down, dill
cantering, and grabbed the sted handle of a stockpot and swung it into the ar. The heap clattered and fel
into itsdf, and then a man was running over the ground—a man not in nomad dress nor in cook’ s uniform
but in the ky blue of Velonya, and the rider was after him. It was pitiful and horrifying, but the end was
preordained, and | saw the hiding soldier opened across the chest by the touch of Rezhmian stedl.



There came a bdlow of fury from the valey below me. It was the king, and his face was not good to
see. His hand was in his mouth, and he had drawn blood from it.

In a moment 1 understood both the plan and its misfire. | scrabbled forward on the side of the hill,
and when | came even with the rearmost of the retreating gunners | let gravity carry me down. | hit the
men with my shoulder and took him down, and while | was atop him | stole both his flint and the canvas
ogun shroud, which | put over my head as | ran, hugging theridge’ of stone, toward the advancing enemy.

From in front | had one brief, perfect view of the destruc-tion. At leest a dozen Vedonyans lay
motionless, while more were carried or dragged back with the retreat. It was a retrest, and not the rout |
hed feared. | heard the shout of the king, though | don’t know what it was he said, and then | turned my
eyes ahead.

The nomads were only thirty yards from me a rumble in my ears and a shaking of the stony earth.
Down on my hands and knees, at badger height, 1 could clearly see the mounds and the divots, the
gouges and the streaks in the dirt our Velonyan assemblage had |eft in preparing their postions. It was
obvious to me that there was meaning in the placement of three areas of disturbed earth and piled rubble,
but the Red Whips had not overheard what | had overheard from the lips of King Rudof, and nomadic
riders have no reason to be awake to the possbilities of black powder.

The crude brown canvas was threstening to dip off behind, reveding my attire of brilliant white.
None of the riders ap-peared to have seen me yet, so | grabbed the gun shroud in my teeth and kept
crawling. Ahead of me, flat againg the ground, the saber-broken soldier lay in a hump, his blue jacket
maroon with his spreading blood.

| heard the riders again, aying the name of ther tribe totem. They brandished their ddicate little
bows, and the circle did closer to King Rudors new front line. Closer to sz, as wel. | pulled from my
pocket theflint striker and crawled faster. There were arrows again, and the riders had flawless eyes for
distance.

Thefdlen soldier was not where | expected to find him, and in confuson my eyes followed a smear
like a snal’s track, but bloody. He was not dead after dl, and as | watched he inched himsdf back into
the blind of pots and canvases, dig-ging his way with a clatter unheard amid the sounds of hooves and
killing.

| could not imagine afellow as badly hurt as that suc-ceeding in lighting any fuse, so | scurried behind
him, loaing my covering on a new sprung thistle. To my right | saw the wall of riders whedling around, and
one detached himsdf from the rest. It was the man who had discovered the spy before, and he amed his
pony like awesgpon at us. | stood and ran for the collapsed blind, knowing it was too late already, but |
hadn’'t covered more than five feet when burned ar gung my nose, | saw smoke and heard a hissng like
water on fire, and then the world to my right blew up and buried mein a stcorm of very heavy cookpans.

There was a taste of iron in my mouth, and | believed | was back in time hdf a year, fighting a
werewolf and being crowned with a frying pan by hiswife. This danger kept me from passing out entirely,
and my eyes focused on a fidd of smoke, flames, and bodies. What remained of the Red Whip force
was riding in panic toward the ranks of their enemies, but as | watched, the ground went up twice more,
even nearer to mysdf than the firg charge, and | was flung hard into the hard sde of the ridge. | had a
glimpse of the Rezhmian nomads litin orange fire, | saw a horse lifted as | had been lifted by the booming
ar, and then | did go down into the black.

| came to in awagon, one of aline of wounded men, less hurt than most. | sat up amid great dizziness
and found blood wet on my face and head; it seemed to be coming from my ears.

Outside (it took me long minutes to get out and down the gtairs), the camp of the king seemed to be
packing up. | heard a man snging, or surmised the sound had that source. My hearing was as gregtly
disturbed as my baance.

A fdlow in dvilian dothing rushed at me, babbling some-thing, and he tried to force me back into the
makeshift hospital coach. Not understanding and unable to gather my own thoughts, | was forced to pin
him againgt the ground before continuing, and | found it unusudly difficult work.

| went to find Arlin, for he had some specid need of me, | couldn't remember what. | would
remember when | saw him, | thought, and | staggered on.



The little shelter | had created for him had collapsed and been trampled when the entire camp had
plunged to the rear. | lifted the grimy canvas and looked under it supidly, as though he might sill be
hidng beneath. Two well-intentioned soldiers came to me then with the same intention as the doctor
previoudy. One let himsdf be waved away, and one had to be hit.

| did not find Arlin, but the king found me. He stood before me, taking energeticaly, and this time he
clapped me on the shoulder rather than the back. Though | could not hear, | could tak, and | told him |
was looking for Arlin, who was badly injured and now had disappeared. Perhaps | was shouting.

King Rudof gave me a searching look, then cdled for an aide, who brought him pen and paper.
Agang the man’'s back he wrote to me, “He is not anong the dead, nor the wounded. | will have him
cried through the camp.”

| waited, dizzy and with amaiing of battle in my ears that would not cease. The King of Veonya was
drawn away by councillors with their multitudinous needs, but he returned to mein afew minutes.

IL A. MACAVOY

“Arlin was seen in the hospital wagon before you woke. Looking for you. Immediady after, he took
his horse and rode north. No one chdlenged him.”

| read this twice over, and the second time it was no better news. Only then did | notice that the king
hed written to mein Allec. A piece of cleverness, perhaps? A prying a my past?

Or aprying a my friend's past? | decided that was the case. “Sir,” | sad to the king, trying not to
below, “do not fear that Arlin my friend is the traitor who has served you so badly. He had good reason
to flee the camp when he did, and none of it is didoydty. Indeed, | know of his remarkable fathfulness in
certain matters . . . and of hisbility to keep his own council, unfortunately. | only fear he will die on the
downs somewhere, with no company save that council.”

“l can have him tracked,” wrote the king, and | rglected that idea—ruddly, | fear.

“Not in this hard country, and with him on that horse. | doubt | can track him mysdf.”

The king took my shoulders in his hands and so very dearly spoke that | could read his lips. “Why
has he fled? What can this man you describe have to fear in my company?’ he de—

manded of me.

How could | tdl the king, bright and magnetic as he was, and willing to forgive my own lawless
eccentricity, what | had discovered that very morning, when the leen swordsman hauled me behind him
onto his horse—that Arlin had to fear kindness mogt terribly: kindness, touch, and hence the dis-covery
thet he was no sort of man at dl, but awomean living dl her lifein masquerade?

What a game she had played with me, sarting on the road above Sordding amost one year earlier.
Arlin or Charlan, daughter of Howdl, certainly my old friend, as she had clamed. It was | who had taught
her rapierwork, and to spin a dull knife between her fingers Thurrie of twelve years old and a girl no
older. She had known me from first glance and

| had faled with her, dtogether, though in retrospect | per caeived that she had not changed so much.

| perceived, | am saying to you, but despite three years of traning to do little else but perceive
clearly, 1 had not per-caeived a dl, and the woman had disaomed me a every step, udng truth
misunderstood as her weapon.

| used that very weapon now to fend, off the king. “Ar-lin ... ,” | said, and though | was desaf | tried
to whisper for his ear only. “About Arlin there is an dement of physcd manhood... missng. For many
years. | think he would risk degth rather than dlow himsdf to be disrobed by strangers.”

The king blinked and came out with a sound hdf guffav and hdf snort, quickly smothered. ‘Well.
Physcd, isit?” he mouthed elaboratdly. “That would explain certain, oddities. Y our explanation pleases
me better than my own firs sup-positions. We mug find him, certainly, but we can be discreet about it.”

“I will find him,” | told the king, and was irritated a the manner in which he shook his head to deny
me

“Youwill not,” hislips said. “Y ou cannot stand without hep.”

| had not noticed that the king was bracing me by one arm. This was even more irritating, and |
shook my head at him as he had a me. In, another moment | was vomiting bile dl over the king's boots,



and then | blacked out for the second time,

When | woke next, in firm possession of my own head, more than a day had passed and the king's
force was heading smartly north toward Veonya proper, dl its eyes and ears out for Sgns of repeated
assault.

Sixteen men had been buried, among them the engineer | had tried so usdesdy to help and who in his
degth agony had set the fuse of the king's petard. Arlin/Charlan had not been found, and in my
desperation | considered reveding her secret to the king, to make it easier to find her. | did not, because
| was not sure it would help and because it would be too large a betrayal. Larger, perhaps, than her life
was worth.

Thistime there was no migiake in guarding the captives. We had been left with eight who were sound
enough to talk, and with the assistance of a spoonful of tincture of opium | was able to witness the
interrogation.

It was not what | would cdl torture, though it was forcible, and snce hanging was the naturd end of
any atempt upon the king's life in his own country (or what he cdlamed as his own), baits of demency
seemed of more vaue than thregts.

Seemed of more vaue, but in the end dl was fruitless, for the nomads resisted blows and offers dike
with the indifference of wooden posts. Only their eyes moved, straying from the face of the, king to those
of hismarshds to my own. Upon me they glared with a heavier resentment, seeing, | suppose, their own
blood in the lines of my face. But why should that have been cause for hate, when these nomads kill other
tribes of Red Whips with as much eagemess as they spend upon the Velonyans? More likdly it was my
own knowledge of my mixed blood that made me sensitive.

They told nothing. All but one were hanged the next morning, and that least lucky of men was
shackled about the neck and ankles, to be brought dong for more lesurdy questioning. Before that
desth dawn, however, | had borrowed a horse and ridden back the way we had come, looking for Arlin.

| woke on a plodding horsein afidd of stones and purple crocuses, where water ran like strands of
har—bright har. These were a few oaks and bushes of hazd and alder, deer-thinned. | had been
following tracks, light scratches of hooves, impassble to identify, and | must have fdlen adeep riding.

| could not expect the horse to have continued my job for me, but | did down anyway and looked
over the glorious carpet of bloom for some 9gn of a horse's passage. There was nathing.

1 was sheking with cold though the sun was shining. Bright air, bright water, and the purple of the
flower cups, each holding blood-red threads within. The place and time had that cdm sweetness that
accompanies funerals and makes them harder for me to bear. | squatted on a stone with needles of pan
driving in through my ears, gagging on a dry stomach, and it seemed to me the beauty was tdling me that
Arlin was dready dead.

Inmy shirt pocket was the tincture of poppy, and | drank from it, taking in my dumsiness more than |
hed been advised to swalow. | put my hands over my ears and my nose between my knees, and made a
bl of mysdf, while the borrowed horse wandered over the flowers, looking for something better than
Crocuses to est.

| awoke when a man picked me up and put me over his shoulder. There was little | could do to
resent the liberty. Nether did | fed much resentment, for his hands were kindly though large, and he
thumped me between the shoulders as though | ought to be burped. He was a large fellow, long-faced,
ydlow-hared, wdl-talored, and no more bedonging on that empty prominence on the borders of the
southern terri-tories than might a flock of peacocks. Out of the corner of my eye | could see a gown of
blue sk with white embroidery, which floated with the wearer’ s movement, or perhapsit was only a lace
of high cloudsin the sky that | saw, moving with the spring winds.

He carried me with no Sgn of effort, and even in my sickness and stupor | thought that here | had
come upon ared Old Veonyan, wide as a house and strong as an ox. | saw the stones and the flowers
pass under his feet, and then there was the door of a very fine house under the oak trees, where | had
previoudy seen only air, and as the gentleman took me over the threshold (kicking the door open with his
foat, | recdl), my head lolled and | could see that there actudly was a gown of blue slk, and above it
rose the face of a young woman—tiny, dark, and very beautiful. There was something more to be noted



about her, but as we passed into the house | found that my poor stock of atention was used up.

Agan | came to, propped on a grand bed of heavy wood intricady carved, but it was not
slk-dressed like such a bed cdled out to be. Instead it was clad in good white linen, like my bed back a
the observatory, or like the beds a Sordding School. Besde me sat these two unlikdy protectors of
mine, seated together as cdm as a portrait, but less formaly. Like couples long married, though neither
seemed old. The room, like the bed, was of carved wood, green or brown or golden | cannot remember.

For such an exdted chamber the furniture was very curious, the chars were solid oak, with thar
backs in the shape of a heart and a amdl heart cut into the top of each, and pillows of red broadcloth
were tied to the seats, cottage-style. The windows were large rectangles such as are found neither in
grand houses nor cottages but in inditutions without preten-tions to luxury, such as schools, and on the
far wall hung—! swear it—the sort of wooden clock that holds a bird.

Here | woke with an ideathat | had been fed by the hands of this kind couple, though how that might
have been ac-complished while | had fainted | don’t know. It occurred to me that | ought to explain to
them about the injury to my ears, so that they did not think they were befriending a haf-wit, and | turned
to where the lady sat beside me, to 9gnd somehow or to ask for paper, and seeing her dearly, | stopped
and gaped—a hdf-wit indeed. She was surpassngly beautiful, with a tiny, heart-shaped face, black har,
eyes of the earthy green of the quiet lakes of Ekesh, and despite the eyes she was without doubt
Rezhmian.

Behind her the tdl blond man met my gaze and said noth-ing. He put his hands over her shoulders,
and his eyes, ordinary blue, met mine. He amiled at me, and though his face was young, | had only seen
such agmile on the faces of very old people. She did not smile, but she put out her hands, tiny like bird
wings, and touched my face with them, stroking my har back over my ears. | saw that her fingers came
away tinted with blood, and | looked down at thelr clean sheets with concern. It came to me that | ought
to go die someplace else, s0 as not to bother them. It seemed to me that | had had this thought once
before in another context, but | could not recdl it exactly. | propped mysdf up, which deed was no
longer difficult, for the dizziness was gone, but when | raised my head agan the blond gentleman was
ganding over me and ex-tending (of dl unlikey things) a very young baby.

Except & weddings, a beggar like mysdf is not asked for blessings, but | found mysdf taking the
child, who kicked in its white wrapping, and saying the traditiona words “Grace to you from the Trinity:
God the Father, God the Mother, and the God Who Isin Us All.” At least | thought | said them; without
hearing, it is difficult to know. With tincture of poppy it is difficult to remember.

| let the little one down onto my chest. It had no hair, and its eyes were cloudy baby eyes. It Stared a
me serioudy for afew moments, then wiggled and extended one arm toward my face in the commanding
way that babies have, and | fdt a great warmth spreading through me.

| thought the little creature had pissed on me; it would not have been the firg time such a thing had
happened since | had left Powl and become a jack-of-every-trade. This in-convenience was so minor
compared to everything dseinmy day that | laughed doud while | waited for that quick warmth to turn
to chilly wetness. Instead it spread throughout my body and mind, like sudden ddight or like the release
within lovemaking. When my eyes could see again, the baby had vanished, though my slly arms were dill
in position, holding nothing but the bright, sill air.

Somehow | had lost this fine couple's child, though | had no idea how, and in bewildered remorse |
turned to them, but they were missng, too, and as | peered around the room | was no longer even sure
of the identity of the cottage chairs. Nor could | say whether the bird | heard caling was from the carved
clock on thewadll, or asmple feathered cuckoo on a branch of the oak overhead.

At that moment | became convinced | had falen into events of greast meaning and moment, at least to
mysdf, events not yet categorized by Powl’s observationa methods. | did not know what they were,
exactly, but if | somehow had the ear of powers greater than King Rudof’s, | did not want to miss my
chance. | stood up in the crocuses where there had just now been atdl-post bed, and | cdled out to the
event even asit passed: “Arlinl You mugt save Arlin, who is actudly Lady Charlan, daughter of Howdl of
Sordding City!”

As though the Triune God would not know who people were without my prompting. | heard my



words, in my own unexceptiona voice, ring over the hills of stone.

Asthe glitter in the air softened itsdf into sunlight, | added: “If it pleases Y our Graces.”

Of the damage to my ears there was no trace, and the pain and dizziness were vague memories. My
borrowed horse was ralling over the crocuses, trying to get rid of the saddle. Both horse and gear had
been stained gold with saffron. The hillade was wild and empty.

| found the vid of tincture, and it seemed | had downed dmogt dl of it at one gulp. | certainly had no
need of it now. By the position of the sun, | had either been amid the flowers for an entire day and night,
or for a short time. indeed.. | don't think the horse would have ,stayed for a day and, a night; he was
trying to wander off even, as | mounted him again.

| do not describe this incident to you with the intent to convince you that | participated in a miracle,
gr. There was materid in that vid of minefor agreat ded of embdlishment upon redlity. There is materid
inmy head for even more. But as | perceived it, | have recounted.

And later that day, while trying to recover the logt tracks, | discovered a large ydlow gan over the
front of my woolen shirt and not at dl the color of saffron.

| daim, gr, to dedl in clear perception, and usng weapons of reason and intuition upon it, to arrive a
some understand-ing of what is true. This is an outrageous daim on my part—an arrogant, offensve
cdam—and perhaps someday | shdl have to pay for my arrogance.

For the time comes agan and agan when | canot make a reasonable assumption out of the
perceptions granted me. | could put the events of the day together under the heading “Opium Dreams.”
But then what of the ydlow gtain? Did something else happen in my ddirium that my muddled mind
trandated into a baby who pissed on me and disappeared? Did perhaps a red family, without faces
representing the Ve onyan and Rezhmian boundries of my existence and not living in @ home made up of
bits of places that had been important to me, pick me up and nurse me, and my grandiflorent brain make
up the rest? If so, why was | not sck unto deeth, as | had been, but as wel asif | had not been blown
up?

If enough time had passed to hed my broken eardrums and the infection they had brought on, then
how could | have forgotten the weeks it mugt have taken to finish the cure, and remembered the firg
fevered dream done?

If my brain were that unrdlidble a tool to me, then how could | hope to sort out my own memories
with it? | was logt before | started. | would not know how long | had been gone unless | returned to the
king's procession and asked someone.

Aswith dl events of grest moment, | had to pull my interpretation from a dark closet behind my eyes.
| chose to bdieve | had had a kindly visgt from God in dl three faces a once. | decided that there was
ggnificance for me persondly in the manner in which the blond man had laid his hands over the shoulders
of the dark woman, and that the urine stain on the shirt | wore had great meaning for my future.

| dso resolved to wash the shirt.

For three days | rode through the sparsely settled coun-tryside, seeking one set of tracks where it
seemed hdf the horses in the known world had trotted by. Arlin's gray mare had particularly small
hooves, only differing from those of the locd ponies by being less round and regular and by having a
longer gtride. | did not find these prints, nor anything that |ooked much like them. Each evening | returned
to one es-tablishment, that of a poulterer who raised rabbits for their skins and flesh, and | chopped next
year’s wood in exchange for oats so | might abuse my poor cavary horse further. | think | did not eat
during those three days, and if | remember correctly | was not at dl hungry.

On the evening of the third day | began to believe that | had chosen the wrong style of hunt: that Arlin
hed returned to the king's procession as soon as he fdt hmsdf (or she fdt hersdf) out of danger from
loss of blood. In that case it was | who was missing, and it was possible Arlin would start out again after
me and make of this entire emergency a great tangle.

| let the horse rest that night, fed him dl the oats | had earned, and pointed him north. Such was the
difference be-tween the progress of three hundred men and wagons and the progress of one men
mounted that | had found the king's men by midafternoon.

My friend had not been found; nether had he returned on his own. | remember that as the fidd



marshd gave me that news—gravely enough and without his usua rancor—I had a diginct presentiment
of death. Arlin's, my own, | could not discern, and indeed it seemed to me there would be little difference
between the two.

| don’'t know what there was about knowing that 4. was actudly sse #har turned a year's bickering
and uneasy camarraderie into something as deep, as the roots of my life It was not that | was amorous,
inthe past year | had had brief, enjoyable affairs with three women, dl of whom were older then I, dl of
whom were warm and good company. Arlin | did not imegine approaching sexudly, ever i» daydreams,
for she was 4ill too much of heinmy perception, and besides, he/she had said she was very picky about
the men she appre-ciated. | might wind up spitted on a, dagger.

And yet he cdled me his “ided of the true knight and gentleman.” Had he not been serious in those
words, the thing would have been a joke. Had he not been a cheating gambler who sad it, it would have
been mere triteness. Had she not been a person of such solitary purity and courage as to stand done and
unaided againg this bloody world for years, | could not have vaued the words. As it was, and with her
desthly injured, the accolade meant more than my life to me.

Forgive me, gir, my erratic pronouns. Ther gender is out of my control.

We had come back to the northern downs, where the hills were sweeter and dotted with trees. Here,
amod fifty miles from the border, we would be troubled by no more bands of Rezhmian raiders, and
among the dow, grinding wagons the humility of having lost comrades and the gratitude for having
survived danger had given way to the boisterous arrogance of having won a battle. | heard the story of
the assault and of the king's glorious petard repeated hdf a dozen times in the public room of the
inn—the same inn where | had stopped on my way south, but now glorified by an ar bright with
narcissus and thyme.

The landlady remembered me and dl our tak of blond daves and southern cities. Since | had no
enthusaam for tak of battle (nor any talk), 1 sat mysdf firs before the bar and then behind it, helping
draw the tap. | dso found mysdf—out of habit, perhgps—evicting those of the royd company who
showed excessve energy in thair amusements.

The woman had no husband and was kind enough to offer me a great ded of hospitdity, most of
which | declined as palitdy as | knew how. | was very disheartened and at a loss for, what to do next. |
neither saw the king nor asked for audience with him, but the next morning, he sent for me.

King Rudof, as a change from his grand and rickety pa-vilion, had set himsdf up at the better inn of
the, town. It was amusing to see the innkeeper himsdf, parked with his family at the saddier’s across the
way, daring out goggle-eyed at the glory that had descended on his property. He did not appear to fed
abused, however, and his children danced de-lightedly backward in circles with knees locked together (a
locd specidty) for the edification of the officers.

Of course, the king had the family’s own smdl suite of rooms, but the paternal bed had been stood
on end againg one wdl and the king's own bed hauled up the dtairs and put in its stead. As | came to
him, the king was gtting aone in the room with windows yawning wide, meking tentative shots from a
nomad's lacquered, bow into the innkeeper’ s mattress. Again the king's easy charm struck me,” heavy as
ablow.

“Nazhuret,” he sad, “1 have to admit these toys are an improvement over our own weapons. Why
do you suppose they have never caught on in Veonya? Oh, and do pull those quarrels from the ticking
for me as you come by.”

| returned the little arrows to him. “They are laminated with fish glues, gr. It could be that the cold
and wet of our climate are too much for them.”

The king looked draight a me without words for some time. His red hair fdl into his face, and one
eyebrow rose dowly, like the sun. “You have a speaking countenance, Na-zhuret. Odd in a man of your
atanments amogt childiike

It is obvious you have not found your friend and that you are distraught about it.”

“Itistrue | have not found... him, r. | had hoped he would be with you by now.”

Theking took the time to shoot another quarrel. “By now? Y ou left usin the morning three days ago.
If the felow denned up somewhere to hed...”



| listened, feding very stupid. | had counted three days snce the morning after my ambiguous miracle,
which would make the time of my absence aminmum of four days.

As though reading my thoughts, the king continued, “But you yoursdf have done .a stalwart job of
recovery, lad. Truth to tdl, 1 had more fears of your survivd, with your broken ears and staggers, than |
hed of your card-playing friend. | had thought to stop you for your own good, except that | didn't want
to lose that many men while il in peril of the Red Whips.”

The breeze through the windows was seductive, the air sweetly bright, and this conversation made no
sense. | put my face in my hands and screwed my thoughts together. “Sir, 1 count at least four days since
| left your camp. On the firg of these | met with kind people who took mein and cured me. | was not
sure but that | had spent added days there adeep. Now you tdl me what my reason cannot follow....”

He douched to hisfeet, gracelessy graceful in the manner of very tdl men, and leaned over to a table
under the broad window. He threw a bound book at me. “Here's our caendar. Let your reason ponder
that, and while you're a it, Nazhuret, note that we are nine days behind on this patrol.”

Petrol. The thought of this multicolored, creaking royd progress as a military patrol took me aback,
but | tried not to let my spesking countenance speak. | turned my attention to the calendar, and after a
minute of confusion | put it down. “1 see. | see but | don't understand. | will not delay you longer, gr,” |
sad, and turned to go.

He cdled me back again. With the light behind him, the king looked more saturnine than boyish. His
prafile was sharp. “Nazhuret, we owe you much, and it annoys me that you will take no payment. Also, |
want you in my service as | have rardy wanted any man, and, you will not or cannot give me what |
want. Therefore | am doubly annoyed., Neverthdless, | give you this fredy: my promise that | will hold
you free to come and go through my court and my kingdom, 4 far as | can Stretch the law to dlow. You
may speak to me any time that you have need or fed that the nation does; my cham-berlain will not bar
or question you. Thiswhile you live”

He said this much without looking a me. | was dumb—astonished. | had never heard of such a
privilege—honor fit 7 be sought earnestly by sages and wizards—and offered to a cregture of no grester
moment than mysdif. | found my hand was in my mouth, which gaped in the most fodlish way. “My 4" |
sad, “I thank you. | will try not to abuse such an honor.”

| would try to run awvay and never see King Rudof again; that was the way | would not abuse this
privilege, which was too dangerous and deep for me. | tried to bow my way out, but again he prevented
me.

“Not yet,” sad King Rudof, and now he turned full to me. “I want the right to advise you in turn,
Nazhuret. About this Arlin fdlow, with dl his perils and his lacks. | understand your concern. | do not
ask you to give »p your search. But ..

The word trailed off, and King Rudof rolled his weight from one boot hed to the other thoughtfully.
“But don’'t show to the world this, desperation 1 seein your face. Not among these men of the court, of
the army. This friend of yours may be as... different as you say, and your concern as pure as a nunnery
under snowfdl, but menwill not see it as such. Do not be obvious.”

“Obvious about what, sr?’ | asked, for at that moment | was convinced the king knew Arlin's
Secret.

He gave atight amile. “That you love him. That you have along loydty together.”

| changed my mind. The king was not omniscient, but insead jedous. Of me. This was more
terrifying to know than words can tdl. | had difficulty following dl King Rudof said after that: to the effect
that Arlin was neither popular among the men nor trusted by the officers. That | was not to be smudged
by the same soot s he. That | was not to grieve for imin public.

| could fed my ears burning like the Sde lamps of a coach. | came very close to reveding Arlin's
great secret in disgp-pointment that the king should think ill of Arlin. Think ill of him for the wrong
reasons, that is. Dirt and dishonesty were enough of a socid handicap.

| had a strong notion that once the king knew Arlin was a woman escaped from a mongtrous father,
both his ire and his jedlousy would disappear. But though it was my notion it was not my secret, so |
bowed out and let him think what he. would.



One more day had passed with equdly tender wesather, and | knew | had to leave the royd
hospitdity before the good and regular meds seduced me (or before the king decided to keep me on a
chain), when King Rudof sent for me once again. The messenger had difficulty finding me, s | was Stting
on new grass outsde the town proper, stripped to my trousers done and garing a the trunk of a beech
tree. Stting in the bely of the walf, in fact. | had chosen to retreat there because in that state | fdt mysdf
outside the rush of time, and time was tdling me that | had failed and that Arlin was dead.

| did not appreciate the disturbance, but speaking face or no, | was not such a foal as to show my
resentment to the King of Veonya

Rudof had made a quaint sort of court in the public room of his inn, with no more accouterment than
a one-yard-square gilded sed of his authority and a ladder-back char with ams. In this setting,
separated from his military accompaniment, he was dispensing high and low justice to the few territorids
who dared approach him.

| found mysdf amid what had to be aavil case, by the way in which two well-dressed burghers were
gaing a one another and by the rdaxed interest shown by dl but the two involved parties. The king
himsdf had a glint of amusement in his green eyes, like that of a man having to solve a question of
precedence between two deeve dogs. But though he smiled, and though he let rise one eyebrow, 4ill he
was being the king, not to be mistaken for any other young man who had an interest In foreign travel and
who shot little arrows into the bottom of his landlord’ s mattress.

| was led through the assembled crowd and past the open space that the king's authority had created
around him. He gave me the sort of look one student gives another when in the presence of outsiders.
“We have a boundary dispute, Nazhuret. It seems we have had it for three generations”

| had glanced at the two disputants aready: One was tdl, bald, and dressed in gray woolens, and the
other was shorter, heavier, and dressed with a nod toward fashion. Neither bore any stamp of Rezhnnan
blood. “You desire assigt with trans-lation, my king?' | asked him, making aleg as formdly as | knew
how.

He grinned & me. “A week with our party and dready you cease taking like a normd man. No,
Nazhuret, it is not trandation nor even the eviction of rowdy drunks I demand of you, and certainly not
the dtilted speech of a chamberlain’s assgant.”

| wondered how on earth the king had learned | was a tavern bouncer. Was | watched, and if <o,
how had | not noticed, for I notice most things? Had there been complaints from the men?

Before | had had time to reply, the king startled me further by adding: “It is pure wisdom | want in
this case, lad. Wisdom free from the congtraints of legd precedent or politicd ad-vantage. That iswhy |
chose you.”

There was a murmur in my ears, likdy of astonished voices. Or perhaps it was a growl of outrage
from the king's attendants. Or perhaps it was the blood besting in my ears. | shook my heed.

“I'm not fit for such matters, gr. | have never—”

“The caseisthis” said King Rudof, rigng from his chair. He spoke well, as for a large audience. He
sounded pleased with himsdf. “These gentlemen own orchards, having inher-ited them in tail-mde
through many generations. Until their grandfathers time, the boundry between their plantations was a
amdl river, caled the Newtabank, which dso irrigated both properties. This body of water meandered as
riverswill, and each year the loops of its meander cut farther and farther away from the sraight. As rivers
will.” The king glanced a me one of his deadly charming glances. He was deep in his judicid role and
conscious of his own immerson. He wanted me to know he was conscious of it. His attendants chuckled
gppre-ciatively, as though the glance had been for them.

The king ran one eegant hand through his orange har. “Though this process complicated the
boundary, it was agreed that the Newtabank meandered east as much as it did west, and so there was
equdlity inits dteration.”

The peasant with the talloring mumbled, “It is north and south it meanders, Your Magesty,” but
everyone affected not to hear him.

“Hve years ago, the river, for reasons unknown, changed its course dtogether and flows entirdly on
whet was Master Grisawode' s property.”



Master Orisawode, who was the man in gray, looked mod-estly at the floorboards.

For that reason, a few years ago another ... judiciary ... decided that the boundary ought to be set
due east from a particular spot in the river where it is about to change course.” The king folded himsdlf
into his ladder-back seat of judgment once again, glanced at each of usin the court, and continued, “Do
you approve of tha resolution, Nazhuret?’

| shrugged and answered that the decison sounded like an arbitrary compromise, as worthy as any
of its breed.

“Exactly, my lad. And again like the usuad way with its breed, it has led to greater drife than the
origind condition. For both of these men have paced the disgance—which is something like
three-quarters of a mile—halding the village's one needle compass in hand, and yet when Master
Nazeken essays this, he finds a copse of twenty prime gpple trees and a dozen chestnuts to be entirdy on
his side of the boundary, while when Master Grisewode does the same, this vauable vegetation is found
to be inarguably his”

“Have you tried a boundary walker dlied with neither party, Sr?’

The king looked a me over his tented fingers, seemingly bored beyond boredom. | doubted the
authenticity of his expression. “We did, Nazhuret. This morning. He went twice. Three times, redly, if we
count the time he got logt.

“And once he replicated Grisewode and once he nearly replicated Nazeken. So what do we do, my
prodigy?”

| fdt both peasants garing a my back in wonder as wel as the cold, concedled hodility of a good
dozen courtiers. | wished fervently that the king would remember that though | was only the height of a
standard ground-floor window, dill I had as many years under my bt as he did.

“If the king would deign to walk the course himsdf,” | said, “then no one would doubt the accuracy
of hisfootprints”

Rudof chuckled and leaned back in his chair. “In other words, be as arbitrary as the river. No,
Nazhuret. | caled you in seeking a solution out of human reason, one we might extend to other uses in
other times. To create a precedent, in fact,”

| Mt swest prickling the back of my neck and | saw the hodility of the courtiers harden into contempt
behind their eyes. | closed, my own eyes to examine the problem better.

“l undergtand,, Sir. First | must go to my pack, and then | mugt be shown the,place in question.”

King Rudof opened his leaf-colored eyes wide and for a moment was without act or role. “Bring the
man's pack here” he said to no one in particular, and there was a smdl but intense sorm among the
onlooking officds to see first, who was low enough in status to accomplish the task, and second, who
knew where my pack might be.

The king reclaimed his composure and cleaned one fin-gernail with another. “Actudly, Nazhuret, any
solution that may be extended to a generdity must be discovered without .. . without recourse to this one,
meaningless apple orchard.”

“l disagree” | said, more shortly than | should have spoken to the king, but | was aready pondering
the tolerances of fine glass etching and wondering whether fish glues would attach metd to leather. “Get
me a few long, dark hairs” | com-manded, probably as haughtily as the king himsdlf. “Straight and not
too heavy. Humen better than horse.”

| had no lenses pieground for distance except those of my own collgpsble telescope, so | had to
sacrifice it. | am sure the loss was good for my soul. | worried whether the lens miter | carried was
accurate enough, but it had been good enough to correct vison, so | proceeded, cutting a grove and then
another perpendicular to it, into which | inserted the hairs. The fish glue went around the outside of the
lens, and then my telescope was remade with a compass mounted on an enclosed shelf below the tube,
and a hdf-dlvered mirror su-perimposing the image of the needle upon the view seen through the lens.

As an efort of workmanship | have to cdl it a god-awful piece of shit. | make no gpologies for the
language, gr. | have never made a worse stientific indrument. Nor have | ever made an instrument with
such an audience around me.

When | considered mysdf done | was respectfully led to the place from which the border was legdly



defined. To my astonishment it was a large, pointy granite rock in the middle of a river rushing with dl
winter’'s thaw. | gaped a Grisewode and then a Nazeken. “Why did you decide on that inacces-sible
place to define your boundary?’ | asked them. “That was supidity!”

Grisawode winced. “We did not, my lord. It was the lord circuit justice himsdf who decided the rock
was of centrad importance.”

| looked from, the man in gray woolens to Nazeken, who nodded with no more irony in his
expression than his opponent had shown. Behind us, King Rudof laughed. | paced the bank up and
down, figuring how much upsiream lead | must give mysdlf svimming in order to arive at the stone when
| reached the center. | guessed | had about a haf-and-haf chance of surviving the effort.

King Rudof stepped forward. “Build a bridge,” he said, not too loudly. Two long hours later, a sturdy
wooden footbridge crossed the gap, and | strode over it with my freskish telescope, the cynosure of
locd eyes.

The same light that brought in the distant line of trees threw another image over it through the
half-slvered prism: that of compass face and the needle that floated on it. Both pictures were dim, but it
was possible to dign the black hair that cut verticaly up the lens with the needle and the scoring on the
compeass face that indicated east. Once | had found the particular piece of the skyline that met these
qudifications, | began to bring the thing down to humen leve.

Here the images were more difficult, but at last, by holding my breath, |1 was able to line up needle,
hair, and scoring over the image of a broken tree beside a path, which was 45 far as viewing went from
this point, looking directly east.

“I need aman with a hammer and some stakes!” | caled out, with no clear idea of to whom | issued
this command. Asit happened, it was the king, and soon he had job assigned; my opposite on the bank
of the river moved to the spot where | pointed him, and when | saw his stake at the juncture of my
compass and lens, | bid im drive it. The fdlow moved away as | raised my lens, reestablishing my lines
and wishing devoutly for a tripod. Every so often | bellowed and he ham-mered, and | drove him left or
right condantly for adjustment. After a few hundred feet it became necessary to inditute a system of
couriers to relay my corrections and refill his arms with stakes. Twice he disappeared down the bed the
river had abandoned and twice he appeared again farther out and drove in a stake at the bankline. After
agood hour of labor | had seen im widd his hammer a good hundred times, and each time my needle
and hairline and scoring superimposed his stake, and the last one was driven in at the foot of the broken
tree.

| put down the telescope, certain that my eyes would remain one bulged and one screwed tight until
the end of my life “If there is farther to go, we shdl have to start again at the other sde of the tree, for
that' s the end of vighility in this direction.”

Theking was sanding a my end of the bridge, his arms akimbo, gazing up a me on my rock like the
latest in novelties. “We are splendidly amused, lad! Now you must tdl me how you did it.”

| did down the sde of the rock and handed him the telescope. “Just look, gr. It will explain itsdlf.”

The king scuffled up to the rock’ s rounded top, amost losing the instrument in the process. Long legs
were not made for scrambling. | watched him adjust the thing as | had done and replicate the face | had
been making dl these minutes. Aindly he said, “Be kind to me, Nazhuret. | see only chaos here”

“Hrg play with the foca length until you see at least some of the distant scenery, sir, and then you will
notice the needle of the compass superimposed upon—"

“l see, | see” he cut me off, and in another moment he began to issue the hoots of a amdl boy in
grdl boy’s ddight. “Rarel Marvelous! Tdl me, Nazhuret Just how accurate is this device?’

| answered that | had no idea. That perhapsit was of no use at dl. That | had just now made it up, in
answer to the problem at hand. 1 was chivwied and thumped and bullied by the king in his great good
humor and practicaly carried under one arm as he strode out to march the course of stakes and measure
them againgt Grisawode' s line and Nazeken's. Mine cut smartly between them.

“Thisis good evidence of a kind—af the human kind,” said King Rudof, bending down to eye the
draightness of our new boundary. “And my own decison certanly would have been a compromise
between the two advantageous measure-ments. Just so. | declare your decison true and vdid and the




metter settled.”

Grisawode looked stunned and Nazeken was blinking, but neither of them seemed about to dispute
with the king. | felt obliged to lend the spyglass to each man in turn and explain it to him, urging him to
look back dong the stakes to the rock and noting that the compass showed due west. Each nodded and
thanked me and handed it back, and | am sure neither saw athing nor cared to.

(Though | have used this method since more than once, gr, | dill regard it as more of a convenience
than an increase in accuracy of measurement, for | cannot be sure of the in-accuracies in the pogtioning
of the compass attachment, nor the stresses dong the length of the tube.)

Our little experiment must have used up dl the time King Rudof had promised to the village's judicid
system, but he was very taken with it. He walked done with me and played with thi telescope dl the way
back to town.

| had the didtinct feding | was out on a class break with one of my more lighthearted school fdlows
asthe King of Veonya larked about me, tdling me that a hawk was coming toward us south-southeast
and that our own steps were largey westerly, though very winding. This feding of camaraderie with the
king, though sweet and inescapable, frightened me to the core. | japed and grinned and wished | were
anywhere else on earth.

Perhaps he knew it—after dl, he daimed to read me so well—for as we came up out of the orchard
to where the village lay in sunlight, his tone grew more restrained and he laid his hand on my shoulder.
“Hrdt, Nazhuret, | thought you an degant brawler, with the usud smdl man’s pugnacity. | was wrong:
You are not pugnacious. | am not even sure you are smdl. Next, you showed yoursdf as a monk, and
then as a tracker, a trandator, a petaidist, and findly an inventor. Just whet are you?’

The question was affectionately spoken, and | have only reason to be grateful he left out the term
bugger-boy, for it seems 1 showed that as wel. The best answer to any such mongter of a question is
Slence, but slence mug have offended the king, so | said the fird true thing thet came into my head.

“l am the lens of the world, gr,” | said.

King Rudof had been about to legp off a Sx-inch promi-nence of slone when | spoke, and though he
finished his leap, he dmog came down in a pile of limbs His comdy face, orange-rimmed, stared as
though | had just cursed him, or exploded, or turned into stone. He raised a finger and pointed a me.
“You..

| was now S0 terrified that it was only the presence of the rest of our party, coming down the path
discreetly behind us, that prevented me from flesing the king and his damning finger. What could have
shocked him so? The sentiment | had expressed was origind, but not of the sort to lead to violence.

“Not only I, of course, Sr. We are each of usthe lens by which the world is able—"

Thefinger shook and cut off my words. “No. Stop. Let methink.”

He thought very, fiercdy, his anger flaring through his far face like the colors of certain fish | have
seen. Out of the corner of my eye | could see the procession of our followers draw near and then back
away ay. in. “The pattern is dmaost complete. But | should have known the moment you firgt spoke, man,
when your fird words were to command me to cease being afoal.”

| certainty did remember that but had strongly hoped the king had forgotten.

“And then you told me you would not serve, and afterward taught me my own business in a hundred
litle ways, and most of al, you made me eat out of your hand while doing it.

“You lied to me, Nazhuret of Sordding, when you told me you had no master. You wear his brand
across your brow for the world to read. Tdl me now his name: the man who taught you, who created
what you are out of a haf-breed peasant boy and cdled you lens of the world.”

Abruptly the terror consumed itsdf and left me. “His name is Powl, Sr.”

King Rudof winced, but not as though surprised. A thin, bitter grin spread across his face. “You do
not try to hide it, then.”

| answered him, “There is nothing worth hiding,” which, taken as a generd dtatement, does not
represent Powl’s teach-ing at dl. “I studied with him for three years, done on a hill: optics, language,
naturd, science and philasophy, combat ... even dance. What offense is therein that, Sr?’

The king did not answer, and the morning air was traced with birds song. At last he said, no louder



than awhisper, “1 would die to be you.”

So strong was my confidence in my teacher’s teaching that | fet no disproportion in his words but
only a strong com-passion for the man, the king.

| tried to smile. “Sir, you would not want to spend three yearsin a box of brick, svegping out a faulty
oven, with no company save for a high-handed teacher afew hours each day, until you begin to jabber to
yoursdf like amonkey ina

One glance reminded me that the king was a brilliant man, and no condescension escaped him. He
hed composed his features when he replied, “Whether | would or not is of no moment, fdlow, for the
Eal of Dardn, Viscount Korres-your Powl’ —has refused three times the command to teach me what he
knows.”

The Earl of Daraln, Viscount Korres.

“My teacher only caled himsdf Powl. It's a common enough name, Sr. He dressed as a wdl-off
burgher.” Though | had to say this, | redly did not doubt a syllable of the titles.

Irony elongated the king's face. “And did he act like a wel-off burgher?’

Now the amile came unforced, involuntarily. “Sir, he acted like no one ese on earth.”

For a quick moment the king's mood matched mine, and then black anger replaced it. “So do. you,
Nazhuret.” He turned his face toward the village again and spoke over his shoulder these words: “1 will
have him killed. For treason.”

“l repeat,” Powl had said, “you mug stay out of the reach of officaddom, for with what you now
know it will be deadly to you.”

Powl: in his burgher-dandy clothes. My arrogant, egdi-tarian, graceful, and complacent scientist and
seer. My per—

It A. MACAVOY

sond magidan and fighting ingtructor. How | wished he had burned out my tongue before letting me
loose upon the world, as the military might of VVelonya continued north. Having as its god, his degth.

It is dead of winter and no usud winter, either. Every window in thislow oratory opens out into blank
white and cold blue light. It is not the wind that has driven ice againg the windows, gr; it isamply that the
snow isthat deep. Y esterday | went out for wood, wearing cumbersome rawhide snowshoes to ride the
powder, and | find only the peak of the place vishble, like the prow of a foundering ship. Deer are dying
inthelr deep and frozen upright; | locate them by ears or antlers, or by sad dimplesin the snow.

When you will get this chapter of my higory | do not know, Sr. Are you frozen in your paaces in
Vedinglon—a bright court, unsullied, unspoiled, unmoving? In this deep pocket of the yeer it is difficult to
sy truly thet any of usisdive

| reside in a blue, cold purgatory: number seven of twelve, if | remember my catechism. | have no
digractions now to continuing a horrid tale, except that of numb fingers. | know | shdl not escape this
winter, or this story except by coming out on the other side.

My king, | hear laughter over my head inthe ar. Wonder of wonders. The sound is bright as icicles,
wam as horses, and it comes from above the date roof itsdf. It must be some children or other, playing
with the snowshoes as | did mysdf. | hope none fals off the webs.

The king's progress, which had seemed so dow when it was fascinating to me, picked up amdicious
speed now that it had become deadly. The roads in the North of the territory and in Satt above it were
much more traveled and better kept, and in Apek, the town lying suburban to Warvala, they ex-changed
their cumbersome wagons and pavilions for coaches, while the surdy horses suitable for border use were
retired in favor of the mounts with fine paces, which they had left behind weeks ago on the way-south.

As they rode, | ran behind them, for | could neither leave the progress and its terrible intent nor
accept hospitaity from the king. My boots gave out under this treatment, and then | ran barefoot. For
food, when | had somach to et it, | snared rabbits or begged from the householders on the way.

Thefirg day they rode enthusagtically on ther fresh horses, but on the second | caught up. The king
was riding an eegant chestnut, exactly the color of his own hair, and was surrounded by a mixed party of
nobles and favored soldiers.

The shoulder of the road was grassy and wide, and | man-aged to keep pace, though no attempt a



communication was possible. Three times horsemen in the blue of Veonya or the black and yelow of
Leoue rode out of the line to dagp me off, one with awhip and two with the flat of a sword, but like a dog
running caitle 1 did the least necessary to avoid the strike and | came on. It was at the third attempt
agang me that the king noticed my presence, and | heard him cdl the man away.

| locked for a moment with the king's eyes, and there | met honest rage, and in the face of
Leoue—his bullmadtiff-was written strong disgust. Certainly | was enough to ingpire disgust: dirty, with
bandy legs pumping, my ancient woolens bagged out in sweat. My har was in my eyes and my pack was
abandoned on the road behind, with blanket, lenses, tools, dl. Only my dowhee remained, dung behind
meinmy belt. What useit would be to me againg the king'sarmy | had no idea.

The nights grew cooler so dowly my swest dried before it had a chance to chill me. When | was not
chasng the king | spent my time either adeep (when | could) or in the bdly of the wolf. If | tried any
other pagtime my dreads drove me to phlegm, tears, or fury.

It seemed to me that | had possessed in my life one friend and one teacher. The friend | had I€ft to
crawl off to die while | engaged in unnecessary heroics. My teacher | had bragged into a sentence of
death. Mysdf | was not alowed to kill, by commandment of the Triune Monism, and the king, my
en-emy, would not help me even to die.

Thisvery emotiond atitude settled in a few days into a black galidity, while I ran and watched and
concentrated on nothing.

Three days after the king's lagt angry words to me, | caught up to him as he sat out in the midday
aun, a a crude hogery table holding teain a porcdain cup. He was surrounded by soldiers, but none of
them was of any great rank nor known to me persondly. | don't remember if any rose to prevent me
access to the king, but | know | soon was seated before him in dl my sinking dirt, and | wel remember
that the differencesin our heights made it appear that | was on my knees before him.

“Don’'t bother, Nazhuret,” he began, looking beside, above, and beyond me. “You can only
embarrass us both.”

| was astonished that he could speak of embarrassment when the subject should have been life and
death. “1 am beyond embarrassment, my king,” | said.

“And you are too late courtly, with your ‘my kings’” Rudors face sparkled with anger and his long
hands pulled divers of wood out of the table as | watched. *“ Nazhuret, you only make yoursdlf a figure of
fun ‘with this behavior.”

The chair beneath me was seductive. | pulled mysdf out of a douch. “I have seen no one laughing,
gr, but | will apologize for my courtesy if you desire and cdl you ‘my king' no more.” —

“l never was your, king, as you made as clear as glass from the beginning.”

| stedled mysdf not to meet his anger with some of my own. | knew a dozen ears were ligening as
wal. “Then punish me, Sr, and not my innocent teacher.”

The green eyes dongated and the face went from hot to cold. | thought perhaps he was about to
honor my request, or Smply have me dan as preprandia to Powl, but the king said, “I gave you my
protection completely, lad. | amn not one to break my word.”

| shook my head as earnestly as | knew how. “I did not ask that from you, sr. What | do want is
amnegy for the ... Earl of Daraln. If that isredly Powl’s honor and degree.”

The long, white face grinned so sharply it was like a stick breaking. “Are you under the impression |
care what you want, peasant?’

“Then kill me insteed of Powl—the Earl Daraln,” | asked him, and his jaw swelled in knots.

“What if | were to take you up on that, Nazhuret? Have you thought about that?’ He glared a me
some while longer, and then his face went guarded again. He added, “No, | won't trade you, lad. He is
the traitor, not yoursdf.”

| heard a repetitive, dull knock agangt the wooden wal behind the king, and after a moment’s
confuson | knew some-one was pushing a broom there. Cleaning the hostdlry’s public room. A job | had
done dozens of times, not three months before.

It hit me with killing pain that there was some soul, un-involved and probably without an ounce of
dread in his soul, so close. The king's vist was an excitement of a day, and that was all.



It's strange about the mind of aman: that | remember this little noise and yet have forgotten what the
name of the town was, and what men were present a this interview. Memory is like torn paper; some
inches rip sraight with the angle of the force gpplied, and others, indiginguishable in any way, frill off into
alace of layers and fibers.

Not sraightforward at dl.

| tried another tack. “Since you know | am a peasant—no, not even tha, but a nobody
entirdy—does't that explain to you, sr, why the earl would have chosen to practice his techniques on
me? | mean—he sad himsdf he had not at-tempted such a thing before, and surdly he would not waste
your time on techniques that had not proved themsdves.”

King Rudof eased his charr backward againg the sun-warm wall. “Nazhuret, you gopdl me. You
betray yoursdf and your master’s teachings with this ... sophistry. You do not redly have any doubts
concerning your educetion, or your skills. Respect my native intdligence dso.”

My mind whirled for a minute, for the king was entirdy correct. | tried again: “Sir, | meant he was
uncertain before. A few years ago. If you were to try him again—"

The King of Vdonya winced, not in pride but in pain. He rose. “Don’t tak like that, boy. I
importuned your Powl every day he was at court, from the time he returned last from Felonka, with that
barbaric sword you wear on your back. That was what? Sx years ago, when my father gill was in good
hedth and | unmarried. Don't think | don’'t know the man and his meaning. He decided that |, and
therefore Ve-lonya, were to be without the benefit of his understanding.” Rudof rose to his feet, and |
tilted my head after him. In my weariness, the angle hurt. The king saw as much, and it seemed to make
hm happier.

“l don’'t think you can find him, gr,” | said, though | knew it wasn't palitic to taunt or encourage such
danger. “I doubt | could find Powl now.”

King Rudof hung above me and smiled. “There | have the advantage over you, Nazhuret. | know
exactly where the earl lives. In retirement, very near the city of Sorddia. And | know how rardly he
leaves home”

As King Rudof turned and went into the inn he had re-quisitioned (and where the men wielded his
broom, his broom, his broom againg the wall), my pervading fear was tainted with an odd jeal ousy—for
those parts of Powl that the young king possessed and that | never could.

Thisseems to be a hisory of jeaousy.

| don't believe | noticed when we were back in the forests. back in the North. | was perhaps the fifth
day of my running, and | was not fit for much. What brought it to my brute atention were the lamps
winking covertly among the trees.

In the dry South one can see houses dearly along way off.

| lay without a fire some yards from the van of the king's progress. In the new grass, sinking to
heaven with sweat and fear. | remember it was the day that food was brought to me: bits and scraps from
afoot soldier who spoke not a word but lad the iron plate besde my head. From the looks of it, my
med was apportioned from many men's plates, and some of the pieces were good, not the sort of thing
one throws away.

Firg the food upset my shrunken stomach and then it made me drowsy. | lay as dways walting for a
glimpse of the king, so that | might repeat the substance of my fird, second, or third interview on the
subject of Powl indill different words.

Perhaps this time he would be sick of me and order my desth.

What | saw among the boles of the oaks (here it dill was too dry for maple or birch) was a fire that
burned in no lamp. My brains seemed to have been left dong the road with my lenses, for | wondered if
we were about to be vidims of another nomad raid: here, on the borders of Sait and Veonya, where
there had been quiet snce King Posin Dekkan unified the firg kingdom three hundred years ago, and
where many farmhouses had stood unbroken for longer.

After perhaps thirty minutes, | redized that this legping glow was only a campfire—probably that of
some rurd person who wanted a glimpse of the king. | wanted to believe it was

Arlin, of course, though even at the time | knew that such ae dreams could do no more than break



mefurther. | rose and followed the fire s light, Saggering from tree to tree, but the light vanished before |
was hdfway toward it, and though | followed the amdl of a doused fire, it was too dark to recognize
anything besides the embers.

That night the king was staying in the manor of some noble or other. There was a andl ancient castle
suffed with oat hay, | recall, and a modem brick establishment next to it. | had the good fortune to step
out of the park at the moment Rudof and hisfidd marshd came out for the evening air.

Maybe it was not good fortune. Perhaps they had waited to see me go before deciding to walk, and
my quick return ruined a pleasant evening.

| fdl in step behind them, like a lackey or a pet dog. It was Leoue who firg noticed the movement,
and he turned on me with aroar and a cavary saber.

Theking's scream came too late; | was, forced to dodge un der the hiss of the blade. King Rudof put
his hands over the duke's face, obscuring hisvison as | backed out of the way.

“1 told you! And | told you again, Leoue! You are not to harm the boy!”

The big duke sputtered, “But he ... hewas ... How was | to know .. .

| understood his bullrmadtiff’s fedings, for one cannot d-ways stop to ask credentids in the dark. |
tried to gpologize but was not very coherent. The king ordered him a few yards away from us. It took
more than one command to pry the man away from hisking.

“What isit, you piece of misary?’ With these words King Rudof welcomed me. “I hope you have a
new subject in mind tonight

| thought | did. “Sir, | could teach you. Anything | know, | could teach you.”

Frg he seemed amused, but then his features pulled awry.

“You are expert, Nazhuret, but you are not the Earl of Daran.”

| answered that | knew that, but added, “Once | lay Powl in the dugt. | did. So stunned he was that |
hed to drag him into the house and pull his shoes off. Once.”

It sounded s0 like braggartism. Ritiful braggartism, too.

“Have you?’ asked the king. “I am impressed, fdlow. Perhaps you can teach me something. But will
you dill want to after ‘I have killed your Powl for you?’

“You are possessed of adevil,” | sad to the king, and he hit me across the face hard enough to clear
my angry head.

| saw the king by the light of the tdl windows behind, and | saw the fidd marshd ease closer, his
dog-dark eyes on his master, waiting for one word.

Rudof himsaf stared at his own right hand. “You /; me do that, churl! You stood there and alowed
it

The accusation took me aback. “Of course | did.”

Wh,,,,

| shrugged. “Because you are the king. If you want to hit me, then I’ll be hit.”

Sowly he shook his head from sde to sde. “Oh, | am right to avoid you, Nazhuret, and your
damned condescension. You let me hit you as you'd let a five-year-old child hit you. Are you amused by
me, then? Are you entertained by the King of Velonya?’

“No, gr,” | answered. “I am not entertained &t dl. Y ou have made me want to die”

At thisthe fidd marshd stood forward. “I can hdp him there” he said, his hand on his sword.

There was laughter from indde the big house, bright as the ydlow windows againg the darkness.
(Yelow windows or blue, the sound is uncann’.)

“| think Nazhuret will find the sword a different matter, Leoue,” said the king, his words thickened,
the hand that had hit me wiping, his own face. “A random box to the ear is one thing, but—"

“No, my king,” | said in someone else' s voice. “If you want to kill me, then I’ll be killed.”

King Rudof was a dark shadow againg the windows as he looked down slently. He turned and the
door was opened. Thelight and the chatter grew much louder for a moment, and then | was standing in
the night with Duke Leoue.

| expected him to spurn my company with equa fervor, but the massve man stood for two minutes
unspesking, and | mysdf had run out of things to say. Findly he cleared his throat.



“| cannot pronounce your, name,” he stated.

“No matter, my lord. It's a drange name,” | answered.

“It's the devil’s name,” he corrected me, without apparent rancor. “In South language. The King of
Hdl. The Rezhmian horse troops would shout that name «s they cut our knights of & the knees.”

| didn’t argue with him.

“You did not condemn your earl, you know,” he added, and to my amazement the Duke of Leoue
sat down on the grass, grunting, and dropped his saber a his feet. “He was a traitor before you were
born: parcd with Eydl of Norwess's sedition. If the old king had not been besotted with his ... his
persona charm ... he would have been diminated after his return from the Rezhmian incurson.”

He turned his massve bear head in my direction. “The Rezhmians conquered us in body, but Powl
they won in mind also. He came back ther tool.”

Thiswas s0 absurd it did not even irritate me. “Powl is never any man'stool.”

Thefidd marshd laughed: a deep nimble. “You have theright of it, boy. Perhaps the Southerners are
histools”

| saw the glint of his eye whitesin the darkness for just a moment. There was only the faintest Sgn of
the hodtility and contempt that had used to slamp his face when confronted with my own. “I think,” he
continued, “that though we are in disagreement as to the meanings of things, we can agree surprisngly as
to facts”

| wasn't sure what the man had in mind, but before | could question him, the air wavered with a howl
like that of some animd; | could not immediately place what kind.

Then | surmised it. “Heis dill dive ... the captive? All these miles?’

Thefidd marshd stirred and glanced a me closer. “Of course, fdlow. He will be dive until someone
is ordered to kill him. The king has im under close guard.”

“What a horror,” | whispered, and the bulk of the man before me shifted like the shadow of a tree
when the wind blows.

“Don’'t worry, he hasn't reveded a useful thing.”

| should have expected this out of the Duke of Leoue, but my mind had been focused on the
condition ofthat wolf in chains, somewhere in the town or in the king's camp. | rose to get away before
Leoue managed to goad me again, when | fdt his hand brush my am. “No, excuse me. | spoke
mai-cioudy, and | cannot afford to do that. | am no longer so ... convinced that you had a part in the
Rezhmian attack. Not ared, aware part, a any rate.”

“l am grateful for that much,” | said, and | fdt obliged to explain mysdf to the man. | began: “If you,
FHed Marshd, were suddenly told now that you had been an infant of Fdinka parentage, solen and sold
to the Ve onyans, would that in-formation change your lifé sloydty?’

The duke chuckled. “If | were a Falonk | would be little and round and brown-skinned. And my soul
would be different as wdl. If | were a Felonk born, questions of loydty would not bother me. | have
fought Felonk corsairs for years, boy. | know.”

He had succeeded in rousng me a lagt, and ironicdly, it was when the man had no intention of
causng offense. As| tried to leave him, he put a large, restraining hand on my arm. | circled my hand out
of hisgrip before he was aware what | was at.

“No, Nazhuret, lisen to me. Forget our disagreementsiif you love the king.”

| stopped, out of amazement that he could pronounce my name after dl. | decidedly did not love
King Rudof.

“You won't like what | have to say, but hear it anyway.” | stood, not in reach of him, but within
hearing.

“I have known Powl Inpres, Earl of Dwain, now for over thirty-five years. We were boys together.”

| could not have left, the man now if he had threat-ened me.

“l know him. | have never met any man who could com-mand loydty from others so wel while
seeming to desire it so little”

Thetruth of this statement, coming from that black bear with dl, his contempt and, blindness, made
me shudder.



“Even as a boy he was thisway: dwaysin command of himsdf. Cold. He had questions and answers
for everything.”

“More questions, 1 imagine, than answers” | sad quietly, but the fidd marshd did not reply to or
smply did not heer this.

“Eyd was under his spdl for years, though his was the higher rank and Norwess's the older honor.
They were insep-arable when they went South, and when they came back defeated, it was dragging a
train of goods, concubines, and hoary bookmen. No shame for their falure at al.”

| was trying to imegine Powl with concubines. It was not such a difficult fest, after al. He would
hendle them gracefully, diffidently, without embarrassment or complication. Cold, L.eoue cdled him. |
would have used a different word, but | knew how Powl’ s diffidence felt when one was under its power,
and | could understand.

“Yet it was Norwess who suffered the indignity of his fail-ure. Daran somehow . . . dipped out from
under. He remained in Vedtinglon while Norwess took his woman home and en-dured his disgrace, and
within a year the king was besotted again with Daran, hiswit and his stories and his scientific fancies.

“Hve years later, when Norwess was accused of treason, Dardn was the unofficid tutor of Prince
Rudof. He was very nearly declared regent potentid.”

“He was tutor? For how long?’

Thefidd marshd did not dlow my interruption. “He survived Norwess's disgrace and his flight with
his own smdl reputation nearly intact—through the prince's love for him in large part. Norwess was
destroyed. They were the best of friends, and Dardn the spark for their every strange idea. Yet the
Duchy of Norwess isno more, and Daradn goes on.”

| couldn’t make much sense of this history. | wanted five different men's versons before | could hear
it and have an opinion as to what had happened. Stll, | vaued it as a piece of Powl | did not otherwise
have.

“King Rudof is a cdlever man, boy. Don't you think he can review the past in his mind and see where
his favor might have been used to protect a man whose own interests superseded those of his country?
Don't you think he now has reason to be angry at your... Powl?’

| did not think of these matters a al. My mind was full of the news that Powl had been the king's
childhood teacher. For how many years? What had he shared with him, and what had he not?

King Rudof spoke Rayzhia He said he had been taught by a friend.

“Whatever you think of Powl’s interests, Fidd Marshd, surdy you admit he is not a dl ambitious.
Not dangerous.”

“Not dangerous?’ The black bear rumbled once again. “He had created you, Nazhuret, King of Hell.
If there were ten like you, it would kill Velonya”

Having said this, Leoue rose, dusted himsdf, and turned his back on me.

1 saw the sun rise the next morning, and | heard the budtle of the royd encampment as it packed to
leave, but looking up and ligening out were dl | could do. Five days of forced running had so
accumulated the weariness, diffness, and cramps that | was paralyzed, and | lay on the dewy grass
wet-eyed from the sun—and from despair.

My secret friend left a new plate for me, richkamdling but beyond my power to reach. | bdieve it
was eggs spread on black bread. Various people came to stare & me, but | could not turn my head to
identify them. A blanket was thrown over me by a servant in livery, and by that 9gn | believed the king
hed been by. By the time the sun had dimbed from among the tree boles to hide in the leaves, the
procession had trampled and creaked its way off, leaving me in the sheep-cut grass a the edge of a
village whose name | don’t remember.

Shortly after that my blanket was stolen again, and my breakfast was eaten by a dog. | didn’'t object
to either.

A horse approached at a good hand-gallop; | could hear it in the earth. By its angle it seemed the
beast might run me over, though there is nothing a horse hates more than flesh beneeth its hooves. | lay
waiting without much stake in the matter.

1 recognized the hoofbests only after they had clattered Hill and Arlin had lifted my head in his hands.



| will cdl hm “he’ for congstency’s sake.

“1 had givenyou up,” | said to him, or tried to say. “| searched for days. 1 thought you dead.”

His dark face glowered in surprise and outrage. “Dead? Why dead? You yoursdf told me very
confidently thet | would live”

| laughed, which was both painful and exhaudting. “I say a lot of things very confidently. | hope to
convince God with my confidence.”

Arlin's eyes widened owlishly. “Wél, you succeeded. And | doubt | was hurt as badly as you,
Zhurrie exploded dl over South Territory. | would have been back sooner, but | had sold ‘my horsein
exchangefor ... services ... and | had to wait until | could get her back again.”

Arlin's beautiful, passonate, Velonyan features—horse, face, as the Warvdan immigrants would
have cdled it—soothed my pain and misary as no other could have done. No other but one.

“And did you have to sted her back, old fdlow?’

Arlin's scowl was fierce, oversized, like dl his expressions. “I won her back in a game of three-hand
paginnak.”

“That'swhat | meant—stole her,” | said, but it was af-fection: dl affection and rdlief. Tasked him to
rase me to my feet, which he did with difficulty, remarking how much heav-ier | wasthan | looked to be.
| hung my am over Arlin's neck and shoulder, in which postion | could have only one foot on the
ground, so much tdler was he.

There was soot on the back of his hand and am and on the slver velveteen of his cutaway jacket.
The andl of camp grease, of onions, and of horse sweat made a cloud around him. There were
unidentifiable smudges on his face.

| turned to im aswel as | could and asked, “Do you do thet to keep people away from you, Arlin?
Rall in dead camp-fires, | mean. Use your clothes as a horse-wisp.”

His long mouth tightened and the ends turned up. “Na-zhuret, you are quick dowly. Does my
appearance repulse your’

In answer | leaned my face to where his hand rested on my shoulder, and | kissed it. “Though | know
you are picky about the men you like” | added.

My friend gasped, and in my weariness | had no nation whether it was the sort of gasp that indicated
disgug, grati-fication, or merdy surprise. Hislarge eyes glanced around at the grass. “Do you want to be
known for a boy-lover, like | am?’

“l dready am,” | said, and then the time for light talk was over forme; my dread washed back to me,
blacker then Arlin's soot stains.

“Help me, old friend.” | took his arm dumdly. “I have offended the king, and, someone | know will
dieforit”

Arlin cursed by the Triune, or perhaps it was a loose prayer. He gave me an awkward little hug.
“Offended? Die? The redhead is headstrong, yes, but | had not thought him so—so fickle. So two-faced.
When | |€ft the procession a week ago, word was you could do no wrong.”

Arin dill was hdping me stand. Now he hed me at the length of his Straightened arms. “Did he have
you flogged, old friend/ Blustering pig that he is, did he do you harm?’

Under hisdirt Arin was livid, and he showed his teeth in the grin of an angry fox.

| explained as | could. As | told Arlin about King Rudof’s command that | show discretion in my
friendships, Arlin grinned warily, but with some satisfaction. When | described the nove privilege granted
me, he gaped. At the mention of the Earl of Daran, he broke inwith a cry of amazement. “Nazhuret, old
stumper, you have picked one dangerous friend! Daraln the sorcerer, of dl living men!”

| stepped back, sanding on my own, for | fet a sudden distance with Arlin. “How Powl would hate
to be cdled that: sorcerer! Reason and redtraint are everything to him.”

Arlinwas quick to pick up my change. “So heisnhot amagidan?’

| laughed. Thistimeit hurt less. “Oh, yes, heis” | waved the issue aside. “Arlin, child of Howdl—"

“Don't cdl methat. Evenin private.”

“Arlin, Powl made mewhat | am. | could ask for no better craftsman, either.” Now | found | could
walk, if adragging shuffleisawak. | walked three paces left and then three paces right.



“You are very attached to him,” stated Arlin, smoothing his soiled finery, flicking one of many ashes
off hisdeeave.

“*love him wholeheartedly,” | answered, and a that mo-ment it occurred to me | could not have
admitted as much to Powl himsdf. Not eeslly.

Arlin'slong, leen face creased in amusement. “ So you are a boy-lover after dl, Zhurrie. Like me. That
explains much of your behavior, from what | have seen.”

| am sure | colored, remembering one winter and a gold hdf roya. “I haven't redly discovered wha
| am ... inthat regard, Sr. But | certainly never had love with my teacher in exactly that manner.” | did not
gpeak convinangly, for it was ahdf truth at best.

“*Qr'?" echoed Arlin, now grinning hugdy.

“What would you have me cdl you, without endangering the life you want to leed?’

Ingantly the grin faded. Arlin stepped over to where his gray mare was waiting, reins a her fedt,
obediently. “I meant to ask, Nazhuret. After dl this, how many people know about my masquerade?’ He
didn't look back a me.

As he leaned over one of the two worn cantle bags, | noted that Arlin's lean hips projected from his
gmd| clothes in a way that was not redlly masculine That line of him caught my eye and held it as |
answered “Yoursdlf, me, and anyone ese you have told.”

Now he did glance up. “You kept mum, though you say you thought | was dying? Dead?’

| shrugged, and the pain of it spread nausea through my insdes. “I know you would not be able to
continue as you areif dl knew you were... a woman.” | whispered the lagt two words. “Not for dl your
soinning steel. And your dirt. And you must have lived through dangers before. | thought perhaps you
might rather die”

His eyes were startled, dmost expressonless. “And you were not tempted to save me despite my
own will in the matter?’

| saw she was preparing to mount again, and | answered that | hadn’t been sure that betraying her
confidence would hdp find her.

| am sorry, my king; for some reason | have shifted gender. | mean Arlin, of course.

Since he dill wore that guarded face, | added, “And, of course, it was your business, not mine”

Arlin took his attention from checking the girth and now looked ful a me, not warmly. | thought
perhaps he fet that my humility rang false.

“Not your business. Well, of course, that's so. Every man for himsdf.”

“That’s not what | meant,” | said, and s he seemed about to mount, | blurted out, “Please don't
leave me behind! | must keep up with the king!”

For a moment Arlin's Veonyan face was not guarded, sardonic. For a moment it was didinctly a
woman's face, and full of compassion. “Zhurrie, you are killing yoursdf for the privilege of watching this
men you love dain before you.”

“No.” | shook my head vidlently. In my emoation, the pain and wear of the body. vanished. Almost. “I
will find some way: Or | will fight beside him.”

“Agang the king? Againg Veonya?’

Arin leaned againg her mare—his mate, | am sorry again, Sr—and sghed. “If he is like you,
together you will kill a regiment. But gill you will die. Both of you.”

| fell onto my knees, hdlf for supplication, hdf from terror of being abandoned. “Help me, Arlin. On
your horse. | ask no more, but by al our childhoods, by God, by truth, by mercy, don’t leave me behind,
| beg you!”

As Arlin yanked me to my feet, his lips were white. If | had been a bit lighter he would have tossed
me onto the mare’' s back. He got up before me and gave heds to the horse.

Between clenched teeth he said, “Actudly, Nazhuret, | came pdting here for you so you might help
mekill adragon. And | think my project isfar more reasonable than yours”

| had no idea what he meant, and my outburst had used the lagt of my energy—and my curiogity. As
the pretty mare trotted off, her hoof crashed agang the tin plate of my break-fast—the one the dog
ate—and bent it into scrap.



My arms were around Arlinswaist, and as the horse floated her long trot, my hands rubbed up and
down over my friend' s flat middie. More compromisingly, my face rubbed againg Arlin's—sparse brigtle
agang smooth slk—and our lips were only inches away. The pronoun of my thoughts (and so of my
narraion) suffered a quick, violent reversd, and | knew dl my tak of a pure-minded loydty toward
Arlin—gambler, knife fighter, and baron’ s daughter—was so much horseshit.

This was the only woman who had ever meant to me more than the drictly structured, limited
interchange | had found with bored widows. This also was my closest peer and friend. Was her power
over me medy caused by the fact she had not been a woman to me? Was | a boy-lover
incontrovertibly? Born so, or corrupted by a violent past? Possbly so, but ‘1 could not be certain, for |
had known so very few women, and in my dation of life—fixed between the worlds of beggary,
scholarship, and war—I was unlikdly to prove important to many women in the future,

What matter what Arlin had been, or what | was now; she was necessary to me, and | wanted her
with the longing and patient focus of a brute beast. A walf in late winter. A buck in the fal. A goat at any
season. | sat with my weight againg her body, and the horse pressed us together, up and down, my
thighs againg hers up and down, my hands on her bdly up and down. Our faces touching. In my
madness | considered assaulting Arlin right on the horse's back.

| could have done that. My education had been eclectic, and | could think of a hundred ways to
restrain a person from this postion without use of threats and with a hand free to ded with bothersome
dothing. | spent quite some time, my head resting on Arlin's shoulder, planning how | might over-come
her natura resistance and gratify my lust without either of us having to get down from the horse.

Of course, afterward she would be free to throw a knife & me, but afterward | would mogt likdy
save her the trouble and kill mysdf. | had known too much of being raped. And whether | died for my
efforts or was spared, Arlin certainly would carry me no farther toward the king and Powl.

And then, to top dl, | was Arlin's “ided of the true knight and gentleman.” | could only bow to that
and behave mysdf.

“What are you laughing about?’ asked Arlin, turning her head. Now her lips dmost touched mine.

| improvised. “I wasn't. | was groaning. My muscles hurt.”

Without preamble she said, “I was not pregnant, you know.”

| had not time to comprehend her meaning, let done reply, when she added, “I know what was said.
| have spent many evenings in taverns in and around Sordding, engaged in salacious discusson of the
higory of Lady Charlan Bannering, daughter of Baron Howdl. | know every nuance of rumor.”

“Neither did your father kill you, | expect,” | said, with an attempt to match her dry, disnterested
tones.

| fdt her shrug. “No, but had the man redly understood my nature, he'd have strangled me at birth. |
merdy ran away.” The horse trotted on afew paces before she spoke again. “1 was dmod fifteen. You,
Zhurrie, were ... patly ... the rea-son.”

“l wad” | sat up sraighter, and the shifting of weight dowed the mare to a wak, from which Arlin
pressed her on again.

“Father dways had ignored my existence, until some piece of household garbage hinted | had a lover
inthe city. His reaction was what one might expect. Luckily the informer did not also give a name.”

It took afew moments for me to understand that the lover so indicated was mysdf, a age twelve or
thirteen. “It is too bad he didn’t find out my name, for | could have convinced hm how innocent—"

She made a gesture toward looking over her shoulder but didn't meet my eyes. “You would have
had no opportunity. He would merdy have sent rowdies to catch you in an dley and gdd you. But |
never told.”

“l am very graeful. Did he—besat you?’

Agan her answer came dowly. “That was a long time ago, Nazhuret. | spent Sx months fuming and
gax months waiting for my imprisonment to relax, and when that falled, | spent a year and more seding
men's clothes from vigtors—anything that might come in handy. Anything that might fit. These were my
firg lessonsin geding. After | had escaped | studied theft in earnest.”

With another person, that phrase might have meant only that she began to sted regularly. With Arlin,



I’'m sure it meant she studied the matter.

“You did not think to get word to me? | could have been some hdp.”

Thistime she did turn dl the way around. “Nazhuret, you could only have ruined yoursdf and your

Her magnanimity astonished me, and the irony of the Stuation made me chuckle. | hed my dinking
peasant shirt out from my body. “Y et here | am, old comrade. Ruined anyway.”

Arlin didn’'t respond to my laughter, and | could not read the expression in her face. | said no more,
for she had given me much to think on.

The afternoon ar was warm, and my mistrested body loos-ened considerably. When we had
stopped for luncheon and | went off to excrete, | noticed that my urine had gone the color of varnish. It
burned and stank. | have seen this since, accompanying too hard use of the body, but a the time it
seemed to reflect the state of my mind, suspended between lust and despair.

That afternoon | began to talk, and soon | was tdling Arlin the whole history of my interaction with
the king, in-duding the surveying lens. Her attitude toward my experiment was more redidtic than the
king's, and she cdled it a com-plicated way to vdidate the usud legd compromise.

Concerning my unwitting betraya of my teacher, she was less cynicd. The “redhead,” she said, was
thoroughly spoiled and would take dl things except obsequiousness as offense.

| remembered what impudence the king had taken, from my mouth, and kept that mouth shut. All
kings were spoiled, she added, not just the Velonyan one, and after a hundred percussive hoofbests, she
continued, “Y ou cannot rely on the justice of kings, Nazhuret. Or that of nobles.”

| admitted that | had heard such sentiments before, and from a trustworthy source.

“In fact,” she said, as the mare broke into a spontaneous canter, “you cannot rey on the judice of
men. Thereisa strong andl of the stoat in most of them.”

Sill 1 don't know whether she meant the sex or the race. | remembered my aimind desire of the
morning and | won-dered about the courtship behavior of the common stoat. | dso dipped my chin off
Arlin's shoulder.

“Duke of Leoue, you said?” Once a4 in Arlin glanced back at me. “It was he who gave you this ...
brief history? Then,

Nazhuret, you can bdieve the opposite of what was said, for the man is your wholehearted enemy.”

| answered that | knew that and that the duke hadn't pretended otherwise, but that a man might
didike Zhurrie of Sordaing and 4ill not be a hopeless liar.

The horse clopped on, and Arlin was slent for some time. The ar was filled with birdsong, and my
mind drifted among illiat ideas. It seemed to me that she must know my mood, and the fact was that she
had continued to dlow me behind her on the horse, though by now time and sunshine had suppled my
limbsand | could run again. Instead | rode locked in this embrace: a forced embrace, but a red one. Of
the flesh.

Arlin mugt have known; she had been slent so long. It must have been that she was waiting for me to
speak, and | was very willing to speak. Though she was daughter of a baron and | only a humen
accident, gill an optician makes steadier wages than a card cheat. We were good enough friends thet if
she couldn’t return my love, at least she would not throw me off the horse and ride screaming away.

| plumbed my fedings. | rehearsed a declaration. | was congdering whether it would be appropriate
to open the mat-ter with a chaste kiss (or akiss, a any rate), when Arlin spoke out. “It won't wash!” she
stated. | thought my mind had been read and flushed to the ears.

“I’ve been thinking and thinking and thinking about this thing with the king and your Dardn and the
duke, and it doesn’'t ring true.”

The sensation was that of having ice water thrown into one's face. | had to shake my head and blink.
“l would be glad to find it | wasin error, my friend, but—"

“Oh, | don't mean that Rudof isn't homicidaly indlined toward the earl. Rudof is one of those who
makes a good commander but a dangerous friend. His father was much worse. But he wouldn't just hear
news of Darain for the firg timein years and decide to do himin. The flames must have been fanned.”

| said nothing. Arlin's habit of referring to important peo-ple by ther first name aone dways took me



aback. So did her easy andysis of the quirks of those in power. We behaved with more manners in the
military schoal.

“And dl thistak about Eydl, dmog thirty years ago. Why?’ | thought of what | knew of Eydl, Duke
of Norwess, which condsted of a hand-tinted print in the Sordding library used to illudrae
contemporary body armor . . . and, of course, what the fidd marshd had sad to me. “I know dmost
nathing of him, Arlin,” | said

She snorted and shifted her seat on the mare, but it sparked no response in me; my Iubricity had been
thoroughly quelled.

“He went South on the king's order without a hope in hdll of success” said Arlin. “He was captured
by the Rezh-mians. Dardn went to the fortress city unarmed and bargained for his return. The Sanaur, Iin
afit of generosty, released the man without recompense, and he came home, hauling behind hm a
Rezhmian wife and a Rezhmian warrior-poet.”

“Concubines,” Leoue sad to me. Legd mariage is in the eye of the beholder. Powl never had
mentioned this journey of ransom. There was so much he had never mentioned.

| said, “A warrior-poet? What is that? It is a new category to me. What Vdonyan generd would
latch on to a poet of any sort?”’

Arlinlaughed. “A generd made like you, my true knight. Y ou would be sure to pick up a poet. Or an
orphan. Or a stray wolf But cdl the foreigner a philosopher instead of a poet, if you want. In the schemes
of the South, thereis little dif-ference. Or cdl him a magidan. Whatever he was, he was high-born, and
very wdl regarded by Nonvess and Dardn.”

“How do you know?’

Now Arlin Sghed, and it was such a sorrowful sgh, | found | was giving her ahug of comfort.

“l know because they came to vist: Norwess and his tame poet. It was in the time before my father
became quite the viper heis | was four, and | was dlowed to St on the foreigner’s knee and babble for
him. Now that | reflect on the matter, father probably had been asked to produce a child for
enter-tainment, as he had nothing himsdf to offer an educated guest. The Rezhmian, in turn, tried out his
careful Veonyan on me. Very courtly. Outlandish grammar.

“My nurse told me he had been a deadly fighter among his own people, but he certainly gave no
indications of fewLity at the table. | think my nurse was enamored of him.”

“Of aRezhmian courtier?’ | had to laugh. “Your old nurse must have been taler than the man by sx
inches”

“As| am tdler than you by afew inches, Nazhuret? | can't deny it.

“You Icnow, | don’'t remember the man's name. Children forget a random, | think.” She sighed once
agan. “1 do remember that he looked like you, Zhurrie. Much like you, even to the blue eyes, though his
hair was black. Perhaps that was why | sought you out so many years ago.”

Attha | sat up. “You sought me out, Arlin? As | remem-ber, | found you running dirty-faced by the
Swan boats one summer.”

She dtiffened, but not in anger. A crow of laughter dmost spooked the gray mare. “And you thought
it an accident, you poor sod? It was the work of weeks, to arrange my escapes when you were weren't
changing beds, or drilling, or scraping rust off stupid boys' ironwear . ..” Her voice trailed off.

“l dways remembered that man’s kindness. The poet’s.”

“More important than a name. What became of him, Arlin?’

Now the rider’s diffness had a colder qudlity. “Two years after his vist, he died, with much vomiting
and hemorrhage, | am told. My nurse wept openly, so perhaps there had been more there than worship
a adistance. The December &fter that, Norwess' s Redunian lady died, too, and amilaly. It was spread
about that they had not the sturdiness of congtitution to bear our Sx months of snow. | mysdf have never
seen amen die of cold with exactly those symptoms. Ground glassin the food, now—"

“Glass” | winced, both because glass had become my teacher and friend and because. | knew from
experience what glass shavings did to the skin.

“Yes, glass. For what my conclusons are worth. Don't repeat them lest | pass on in the same
manner, old comrade.”



We rode in slence for a while, until Arlin cleared her throat and spoke again. “Norwess lasted
another few years, and then he was accused of treason, convicted and killed in the very origind way our
government uses in such cases, and Powl, Earl of Dardn, I&ft public life”

Now her cold voice heated. “When Eyd was arrested, he had lived in retirement for five years. What
opportunity had he, to commit treason?’

| shrugged, and in our close proximity that gesture was a sort of caress. “What | an more concerned
with isthat Powl, who had ddlivered him from the fortress city, dlowed his friend to die here. Couldn’t it
be that he tried to defend himin court, too?’

Arlin glanced out of the corner of her large, dark eye. “What court? You have been brought up in a
righteous school, 71urrie. But it could be that he did defend Norwess. How would | know what happens
indde the palaces of Vegtinglon?’

To my amazement, Arlin leaned back and gave me a kiss. Lip to lip, unhurried, and filled with
sweetness. When it was done, we were both pink and gasping. She gave her attention back to the road.

“In lieu of hers of Norwess's body—for none had the temerity .to come forward to declare
themsdves—Baron Leoue inherited most of Nonvess,” said Arlin, and her words were dry. That quickly
ghe could shift, from honey swest to bitter irony.

| mysdf was breething hard for hdf an hour.

Thiswas not the way | had traveled in the autumn, going south. It was hillier, wetter, with a heavier
growth of birch and willow. The pounded road itsdf was more narrow and tended to be lost among the
tree boles. We saw no people, though a few crofter cottages stood shuttered not far from the shoulder.
The entire landscape reminded me of the low moun-tains a the southwestern coast of Satt; and of
Vedonya, for that matter.

| ventured to say, “I thought we' d have caught up with them by now, Arlin. Slow as the coaches go.
In fact, | thought we'd be in Grobebh at noon.” | laughed, amogt without pain. “Remember: This whole
afar began in Grobebh, with you lauding the progress of the king. If you had not kept quiet about the ...
dog and | about thered trey .. "

With no expression in her voice she answered, “Then Rudof would have a little red arrow gicking
out of hisbig red head. He forgets these things quickly,-doesn’t het”

| didn't know what to say in turn, for my anger a King Rudof was dmogt undakable, yet | knew
how acutely he did remember his debt to me. “Well, that would have diminated the threat to my teacher,
a any rate’ seemed both accurate and not too treasonous a Statement.

But Arlin shook her heed, tickling my nose with glossy black har and sending odors of woodsmoke
and crushed grass through me. “How diminated the threat, when Leoueis re-gent of Rudof’s little baby?
The degth of the king would be the ruination of many others.”

| had seen no evidence that the fidd marshd was the mdignant force Arlin thought him. Bigoted he
was, but so was mogt of Veonya, and dmogt dl of Sordding Military

Schoal. | knew the trouble such men caused; none better. | dso knew their unexpected kindnesses,
and their unshakable loyalty.

“What has the fidd marshd done to disturb you personaly? Y ou've the kind of Old Veonyan looks
that they worship. The king cals him his ‘bullmastiff.” How isit that you have become so set againg him?
Wasit cards?”’

Arlin’'s glance showed me my place very dearly, and dill | could not leave the subject be. *Perhaps
heis. . . afriend of your . . . of Howdl? | could understand that.”

She groaned, cracked her back, and draightened again. Her narrow, black eyebrows crawled
upward, and | fdt my pretensons effectively depressed. “Nazhuret,” she said in that drawling, ironic way
of hers (so like Powl’ s drawling, ironic way), “1 have seen the Duke of Leoue spit upon beauty itsdf, and
| have heard him spread dirty rumors to dander the in-nocent.”

| swayed In my seat. “Three Gods, Arlinl You speak like someone's nanny.” | had not known she
hed that streak of prudery in her, behind the marked cards and the spinning knives. | difled a grin and
resolved to be more careful of my language in the future.

| tried to Imagine the bearlike fidd marshd in back-of-the-hand gossip, and | faled. “Comrade, what



inthis sorrow-ing world is so innocent thet it can be hurt by an old soldier’s dander?” She didn’'t answer,
but | wouldn't et it rest.

“Thissde of our fidd marshd | haven't seen! Too bad, too, for he sounds more entertaining in your
eyes”

, Arlin snorted and rubbed her hand under her nose. “You saw. Likdy you weren't paying attention.”

Being, as she was, the living proof of my failure to act as a clear lens of dl around me, she could have
sad nothing to shut my mouth as well.

The afternoon shadows spread. The air was damp between the boles of the willows and it carried the
flavors of last year’s leaves and this year’ s coming fungus. Such soft airs dredge up memories, and when
oneisweary and unhappy, there islittle to defend one.

| should say there was little to defend me, for the odors of the composting earth and the swesting
horse and the Arlin's sweat and my own had linked themsdves with the quarrdling of tiny birds, newly
returned north from their winter vacations in Faink, and put me back to the year | had spent in heavy
dutiesin stables. It was during the firgt time my tuition stopped, and it had been the mogt miserable timein
my life, until it was eclipsed by the day Powl threw me out into the snow.

1 dragged through those days of heavy labor again, feding the same falure of my life, the same fear
of the future. Then my only mirror had been buckets of water, and | had carried enough mirrors from the
pump to the stdls, the water dis-torting my dready odd features. Then | often sought to find the source of
my inadequacies in my face, and surely | had not changed, except that | now had the sophigtication to
look to my racid mixture as explanation for my difficulties It was the same idea.

But as | stared into this particular bucket (or thought | did), the face that rippled back was not that of
Nazhuret. It had my hair, and the eyes blinked back at my own surprise, but it was a regular Old
Vdonyan | saw, horse-faced, heavy-jawed. He reminded me of someone.

He reminded me of the man—God the Father—whose baby had disappeared into my shirt, leaving a
beautiful, sun-burst piss stain, that would not come out.

| laughed in the sudden knowledge thet | had been adeep and dreaming, and the image wavered and
changed. Because | had been desping with my eyes open, my head on Arlin's shoulder, | saw that my
mirror had been the rounded, ornate guard of her rapier, which accounted for dl the length and for the
surdy chin.

| lifted my head. To my chagrin | had actudly drooled on Arlin's velvet shoulder. The weght of my
head must have been considerable, with the horse jogging benegth us.

“Sleep has put you in a better mood,” she said. “Wheat were you laughing about?’

The confudon of my dream was exwerbated by waking in a place | had never seen before. It was a
village set among trees dong the dope of a hill. Every house was of timber, and dl looked raw-new.
There was a paisade of stakes, hdf built and already broken in places, the rest of the circdle made up with
rough bals of thorn tied in place. There were a hdf dozen wagons being loaded at the sde of the road;
none of them was an ox-wagon, but the smaler, more expensive horse pairs. People of dl village types
were naming from place to place, dirtying ther shoes in the mud of new congtruction, splashing through
the streams that undercut the palisade and ran unchecked across the mucky road. The sounds of water
and voices were everywhere.

“Thisign't Grobebh.” | stated the obvious. “ThisisTt anywhere near Grobebh.”

“No,” answered Arlin, and she cracked her neck with the hed of her hand on her chin, fird left, then
right. “We are far to the west of Grobebh, and a distance north. This is Rudofdaff, though Rudof hasn't
shown much interest init. A new settlement. It is here where the dragon is.

“Side off now,” she said, leening back to me. “If you can, after dl thisriding.”

| could stand, though the immoahility of the ride had begun to freeze my muscles again. Arlin came
down beside me.

It took a moment for thisdl to snk in, and in that moment my anger sparked and glowed and began
to bum.

“You knew where | was going!” | rardly shout at people.



| think | shocked her deeply, though her eyes merdly closed dl shutters and locked dl doors against
me.

“You were going nowhere, unless up to the sky, for that's where your eyes were directed,
Nazhuret,” she said, leading her horse to a trough of concrete set at the side of the road.

“When | could have risen, | would have run again. I’d be closer than | am now, a any rater

She denied the truth of this—fairly reasonably, | think in retrospect. | wasn't ligening to reason. | let
my tongue go in ugly rage for five minutes, accusing her of endless things obstinacy, sdfishness, trividity,
betraya—every sn | fdt | mysdf had committed, in fact. And she returned me dash for dash, putting
upon my plate blindness, fandiciam, saf-concet, and more. Arlin was white in the face, and the violence
of her speech caused her mare' s eyes to rall, tired as the beast was. | mugt have been purple.

There was a smdl part of mysdf that was waiching this interchange: a tired, disinterested observer.
As the squabble went on and (as they will) reached farther and farther for fud—from the betrayd of the
moment to events of the past winter, autumn, early childhood—the observer noticed that the wagons
were beginning to move, and each of them had children within and was flanked by young men with
iron-headed hayforks. Too early in the year for haying. Months too early.

The amdl observer grew with interest in this even, even as Arlin had finished catdoging my character
deficencies past and present and was seeking new territory. She had rediscov-ered the fact that my ears
were like jug handles. My smdl observer heard this and dso noticed a andl sain on Arlin’'s shoulder,
and further, that that shoulder dumped, dong with the whole back, and Arlin was reding s she stood.

As the observer was doing this work, it heard me hissing, “You had no business to bring me here.
No business ...” It was not avoice that usudly came out of Nazhuret's throat.

The horse moved away as Arlin tried to lean againg it. “So be it. | had no business, but you're here.
If I guess wrong, and we're too late . for the earl, then you can kill mein revenge.”

As she was spesking, the observer became Nazhuret again and recognized in my companion the
child who had taken imprisonment and abuse for my sake, when | had been just twelve years old. |
shook my head at my own nauseous be-havior.

“No,” | said, and blessedly it was my own, not very im-pressive voice. “That 1 will not do.” | made
my eyes focus on her face with difficulty and took my head between my hands and rubbed feding into it.
“1 was taught not to behave this way, Arlin. Forgive me” | said, and | walked diffly over to where the
raw palisade rose, and sat down in front of it.

When | got up again, not too many minutes later, Arlin was behind me, in a group of three or four
villagers who were dl trying very hard not to stare at me.

“Tdl me about the dragon,” | asked her.

There were three of the creatures, she said, and the women corrected hen two femdes and a mae.
Only the mde was dangerous. Only the mae had the huge horns. They had.come from the west, through
this narrow dell immediatdy after the big thaw, and the bull dragon had been enraged to find the palisade
intheir way.

It had breached the wadl in its second charge and run like disaster_through the village, trampling and
garing four and carrying off the body of a woman in its massve jaws. Since then it had attacked less
rabidly but more efficently, for prey. Night and day were the same to it. it had killed eight people in two
weeks.

In gppParance, | learned, this dragon was higher a the withers than any horse, and built like a
crescent moon or an angry cat, with the withers and hips being the lowest parts of the back. It had four
legs, a neck of moderate length, and a heavy head with three horns. It was furry, it stank, and there were
mixed reports as to whether it breathed fire.

They had sent a rider to the royd procession, and they had been promised a company of King
Rudof’s own huntsmen to root the beasts out. There were no huntsmen within a week’s travel, sad to
say. In aweek the village would be flattened.

This very night, it would be empty.

| consdered it dl, wondering. | asked if the king himsdf had heard ther plea and was told it had not
been the king, but a manin sky blue, who took ther request and wrote it down.



It made me shake my head. “Had they gotten to the king, Arlin, | think he'd have been down here
with the speed of mercury, with dl his youngest hotheads around him. Though | know how difficult it is to
et to the king.”

“You should,” she answered me. | lifted my eyes to hers and remembered. “Was that the firg rime
you saved my life, Arlin? There have been so many since....”

| could see her eyes flicker in the fading daylight, and then she turned her face away as we both
remembered that we were not on the best of terms. | continued, “Did you try, old fdlow, to hdp them
reach Rudof? That would have made dl the difference.”

Arlin drew back and rubbed dirty pams on dirtier trousers.

“I no sooner got back to tha ‘gentlemen’s outing when | heard how you had been treated. | knew
not to show my face, there and then. | came draight back for you, and | met this news on my way.”

“That was unfortunate,” 1 answered. “It would have saved alot of trouble, for the king is not letting
his anger about Powl—about the earl—prove contagious. After the battle with the Red Whips he was
looking for away to reward you. He asked what you might want.”

Arlin scowled and spat. It was very difficult at that moment to remember that | was looking a a
woman. “1 don’'t want anything from aman like that!” he said.

| thought to say “But these people do,” when a noise cut through our conversation. It was something
like the bray of an ass and something like the cdl of a loon, but it had the volume of a church organ and
drange resonances. It came out of the west, where the sun was Snking between the hills

Arlin's mare was startled in her feed bag, and the horses harnessed to the Sngle remaining wagon
plunged and kicked. | heard a woman crying and saw a family rush out from a doorway, dl of a piece,
and pile themsdlvesin behind the horses. They, too, were gone.

| looked around me to see that we were done, Arlin and |. “It's too late to tak about the king's
assigtance, now, in't it?” | said.

Arlin went to quiet the mare. “We could 4ill be off, with the last wagon,” she cdled over her
shoulder.

| followed. “Didn’'t you tdl those people | had come to day the dragon?’

She didn’t turn to me as she answered, “1 said you might.”

This made me amile. “And were you more specific, com-rade? Did you say how | would day it? I'd
be interested to know.”—

There was both distrust and darm in her face now. “Surdy you have an idea, @ least. You are the
megician.”

“Me? Optician, Arlin. Get the words Sraight.”

| thought a while. “Release the horse. Spank her away outdde these wdls. We are in less danger
then she is We can dways dimb big trees.”

Arlin glanced from the beast to me and then back again. | got a strong sense of divided loydty. “She
won't go,” shesad at last. “She sticks to me. She's been known to try to falow me into houses, and the
more frightened she is, the worse. If we put her outsde the walls, €l just run around and whinny.
S¥€ll cdl them to us.

“I'll put her in the barn. It's as 0lid as anything in this place” she sad firmly, and before | could
object (if I had wished to object), Arlin led the mare away.

While she was on her errand, 1 played tracker. Having picked out my dormitory tree, | had nothing
else to do. There was no difficulty about seeing the prints; these were dl over the village, and | could
fallow the line of them from one break in the paisade to another. They were like nothing | had ever seen,
however, being flat and rounded, with two large, homed toesin front and two smaller, one to each sde.

As | examined these, Arlin squatted down beside me. She had bowls of rabbit stew in her hands.
“Look what—I found, Zhurrie. When the squed rang out, dinner became less interesting to some
people. k's dill warm.”

We ate with our hands, without manners. | only hoped | could hear over my own chewing the sounds
of an gpproaching monger.

“Wel, do you think there are such things as dragons?’ asked Arlin, dipping her hands in the nearest



stream and then wiping where she dways wiped them, on her trousers. “I reemember you didn't believe
inwerewolves.”

“l sad | had never seen one.” | cleaned my hands in much the same way. As we were on the lowest
branches of the great maple that was to serve as our refuge and observatory, | added “then.”

| spoke to offer distraction, not from her fright, but from my own. | had never sudied the daughter of
large beasts; it was not one of Powl’s fortes. As | expected, Arlin encouraged me to continue.

“After | left you in Grobebh, | tracked something to its home. It was mogt certainly a man, but
perhaps it was other things as well.”

Arlin had reached a large branch some thirty feet off the ground, and she lowered hersdf dong it,
ams and legs dan-gling, as | am told lions do. “Did you get its kin?’

“I didn't kill it. I'm not sure | could have. Its wife hit me with a frying pan. | was not certain it had
done anything worse than to Sire babies that could not live. 1t was dl very confused and ambiguous” |
had found alimb leve with hers and a not too great an angle, and | was content to St on it for now, my
back to the heavy trunk.

Caefully Arlin reversed hersdf so0 that her head was close to me. She poked me with a finger.
“Confused and ambiguous, wasit? Then | know your story for the blessed truth.”

It was as though Arlin had spoken to me in a language that had been private and uncommunicable
untl that mo-ment. My throat tightened, and | took her prodding hand in mine “Very wisg” | said. She
laughed and then stopped laughing and | let her hand go.

| seemed to have gone too far. Odd, that after a day’ s forced embrace, such a gesture could unsettle
us both. | didn’t regret it, but in an effort to smooth the Stuaion | said, “Well, could you kill someone
who had awife with afrying pan?’

Arlin, snorted and was hersdf (himsdf) again. “No doubt. | am not impressed by the fact of wives.
Or frying pans.”

“How about by the fact of killing?’

Sheraised her head. The bark had dready grooved her face with imitation wrinkles. “1 don’t know
whether | ever have killed anyone. | stabbed a man once and then ran very speedily away, so | don't
know.” She scraped closer to me. “What about you? Have you ever killed anyone?’

| said yes and then there was nothing more to say for afew minutes.

The arivad of the dragons was not a surprise; they came shuffling and growling dong the dough
behind the village like a herd of cows beng driven home. Occasondly one would emit that darming
soprano bellow and another would join it—not in harmony, like dogs will, but in grating dissonance.

Arlin's mare began to kick the wals of the barn. Arlin raised hersdf up. “1 put her in the bull box,”
she whispered. “It' s safe” And then the four-yard-high walls of the palisade began to bulge inward.

There was dill enough light to see, and over the stakes | saw black shapes like large wagons and |
heard some very disguging bresth sounds. The racket of the mare became much louder now and she
whinnied, as though to cdl afod. | heard Min groan. She leaned forward againgt the trunk of the tree and
hit the wood hard with her open pam. “Shut up, shut up, shut up,” she hissed: at the tree, a the horse.

The earth benegath the palings gave dl a once, and the bright raw stakes made a spiked ruff around
the thing that entered. | sat astonished by it.

It was tdl, thin, and impossbly huge. The three horns on its elongated head glowed ivory in the last
daylight. It had no tail.

It was in the compound now, and another was coming behind it. This one was wider and had only
two horns. It had difficulty getting in, resulting in the bresking of a few more stakes of the palisade. The
firg creature stood only forty feet from us, turning that unlikey head left and right, and snorting. The panic
of the mare reached a fearful peak, and now the creature was saring down the row of crude wooden
buildings toward the cow barn. It gave one of its gdlion calls, which shook the tree | sat in, and trotted in
thet direction, with its stocky legs mindng high, like those of ahill pony.

So fascinated had | been that | failed to notice that my comrade was no longer stting beside me. She
was hdfway down the trunk of the tree; no—she was taking the rest in a legp, shouting like a bravo, her
sword winking in one hand and her dagger in the other.



| gave up Arlin to death, but as | did so, | was dimbing down behind her, so | suppose | did the
same for mysdf. Disbdieving, | watched her chase after that thing, shouting much as it had shouted, with
less resonance but Smilar tenor and volume. She was a thin shape in the last light, wavering like a dip of
paper in the wind, and it was the shadow of a house that turned, sniffed, and came running after her,
bound-ing lightly, shaking the earth, hideoudy graceful.

The two-homed femde had turned tail a Arlin's shouts and was now trying to make its exit through
the hole, which was blocked by the snout of the third, trying to make itsway in. They both screamed and
grunted and the galion screamed and Min screamed and | was running toward her on my bandy legs as
fedt as | ever have run.

| didn’t know to what purpose.

Now Arlin had turned tail and had no more bresth for taunting the thing. | mysdf screamed, for her
evasons were usdess, the mongter might have run down any horse born. There was only a yard between
them when she darted behind a tree and it hit the trunk with its shoulder and | heard ripping roots. Agan
it bellowed and Arlin was at the wadl, plastered back againg the stakes, with her rapier twinkling so tiny
infront of its blunt snout.

1 had reached the sde of the thing; so tdl it rose | could dmost have walked under its belly. | had my
dowhee in my hands, but the hedger is not much of a piercing implement, and few swords of any kind
might_have reached through to the heart of the beast. | saw long, bridling har, bare pink armpits, legs
like those of a man with dropsy. | dashed a the pink, to digtract it, and not waiting to see if | had
succeeded, dashed in around the bulk of the fordeg and dashed twice under the throat, burying the
dowhee completely in flesh.

The thing rose up, shrieking. | saw that none of its legs was on the ground and then 1 saw nothing,
blinded and drowned by blood. It came down dl of a piece and | knew | was about to be smashed
under it, but | heard its snout hit the palisade before its body hit, and the long head held there, braced.

When the weight of the thing struck the ground | was bounced cean off it into the air, and my face
struck the fur of the bloody cut throat before | came down again. It emitted its last bregth like the bellows
of an organ emptying, and the whole mass twitched, only once.

| was being dragged out from under, and | was content to lay passive and let the dragging continue. |
heard Arlin scream a the red dght of me, high and wavering, the firg dtogether womanly sound | had
ever heard from her mouth.

In retrospect | think that | had given up dl hope she was 4ill dive (though what €se or who dse was
hendling me | did not surmise), and the relief of her racket brought tears to wash the blood out of my
eyes. | was both winded and numb and quite willing to lie there beside the bleeding beast; when |
remembered there were two more, and it became suddenly easy to rall to my feet. “Where's my
dowhee?’ | cried, my voice cracking. “Quick! What did | do with it?’

“It'sinyour hand,” said Arlin phlegmily, and then she hugged the bloodsoaked package that was |.

It was some sort of swine, we decided by lamplight after dragging more thorn to plug the entrance
hole (athough it did not seem the sows had the same pugnacity as the boar). Two of its horns were
actudly tushes, and the third was pae and fibrous. We measured it a sx fret a the shoulder, and
aoproximatdly Sxteen inches more in the middle of the back.

It was a very peculiar night, and it occupies a place set apart in my memory, like that spent with the
ghodtly family, and that of being dead mysdf.

We could not skin the entire brute, nor could we have carried it on the horse if we had done so, but
we managed the skin of the head, with the ears and horn, and we knocked out both tushes with the back
of an ax We dso took the sole of one foot, with its double hoof and two claws. We wrapped the whole
mess in waxed cloth Arlin found in one of the abandoned cottages, then we heated water and spent a
good hour washing. We purloined daothing here and there—for everything we had had been dyed in
blood, induding my precious piss-stained shirt—ate again, and findly lay down together in the gal next
to the disraught mare.

1 could not stop shaking, though Arlin seemed nathing more than pleasantly excited by recent events.
She very kindly explained the difference by the fact that | had been overused this past week, but | opined



instead thet | was not the ad-venturous sort.

Itis hard, now, to believe that | dept that night and harder to believe that having fdlen adeep | woke
a fird light.

That morning | witnessed the best and the worst that comes with owning a horse like Arlin's fine
mare. Few beasts | have ever ridden or tended could have carried double, en-dured a night like it had,
and then carried double at top speed the next day. Fewer would have had the energy 4ill to spook and
gy a everything and nothing in its path. It was spooking because of the wax coth package strapped
with my dowhee over my shoulder. Arlin had abandoned dl her other gear, as | had before, to lighten the
load, but she had a suspicion the proof of the dragon was a card that might prove of vadue in the next
hand. Or the one &fter.

Arlin held on to cards like that, even when the hand thet dedlt them was done.

We had not been under way for a hdf hour, had dimbed east, and both seen and smdled the sea
behind us when she asked me whether | redly wanted to chase the king or go directly to the Earl of
Dardn.

The quedtion irritated me. “Threein one, Arlin; I’'m after the king because | have no idea where Powl
lived”

“l do,” she said, glancing doubtfully over her shoulder. “I mean, | know where his manor lies, in the
hills outsde Sor-daling. Or did you mean ancther . . . ahiding place?”’

| think | started to sob. “No! | don't know. I've never been there. Am | the only one in the avilized
world who doesn’t know where my own teacher lives?’

Arin only answered, “There is no dvilized world,” and squeezed her horse fagter.

We went very fast, over hills and running streams that caused the mare to dance; sometimes | think
Min pushed straight through the woods without a path. Branches of swamp maple and willow scratched
my face and mugt have done worse to Arlin. The mare's bresthing made the drum sound of horses that
are working to capacity, but so soringy she went it was as though she had no weight and we had no
weight on her.

We came out of trees onto a road. “Now you know where we are, don't you?' said Arlin, and |
stared around me.

“No. Where are wet”

Agan she gave me adidrudtful glance. “We re on Sank-hill, just south of town. Of Sordding.”

“So quick? This took me weeks on South Road.”

“South Road is a great loop, and you were waking and working and nosng about, weren't you?
Bdieve me, thisis Sanlchill.”

“I've never been here” | admitted, and as we pressed dong the road—a red road this
time—sdf-pity made me add, “I’ve never had a horse, nor freedom to use my own feet. I've been in
wdlsdl my life, Arlin, until my teacher left me last autumn. I’ ve only been places for the past Sx monthd”

“Jud like amonk,” she said over the mare' s smooth gdlop.

“Exactly a monk,” | snapped back. “The levd of my worldly ignorance cannot eedly be
overestimated.” Nor that of the damage that ignorance could do, | added slerntly.

Arlin refused to be drawn into bickering. “Well, we're less than an hour from Dardln House. If the
horse holds up.”

| dmogt fdl off. “Lessthan ... then maybe the king has gotten to him aready!”

“l doubt it.” She shook her head with confidence. “He's encumbered. He is not Sordding bred, and
he has not a horse like Sabea under him.”

After a quarter mile we turned again, and | thought perhaps | had seen this corner, with its collection
of cottages and its courier office. “Without' the horse, of’ course, we' d have no hope.”

This seemed such an unnereRsary thing to announce that | asked what wasin her mind to say it.

“| thought perhaps ... that you might be angry with me for my behavior lagt night. Hinging mysdf in
front of the great boar like that. Making you come after.”

“You didn’'t make me come after. It didn't occur to me to be angry.” The horse rocked us a few
more paces and | added, “Besides, | hadn’t time”



Now | knew where we were. | had been dong this stretch many times. By Ood, | had been here
with Powl, going to the Sordaling Library. To our left was my very own hill, with the ugly square building
somewhere atop it, where Powl had found the astronomer swinging in suicide. Where | had seen Powl
swinging by one hand from a gtring, his bright shoe buckles twinkling, a bright button twinkling in his
hand.

“It's been 9x months you' ve been gone?’

“Morelike eight,” | answered.

“And now you' re coming back to your wdls. Your teacher. To die with him?’

“That's not what | intend,” | answered shortly, but it was only a hdf truth; my intentions were blank.
Arlin gave a big Sgh, like one of the mare’s breaths, and again pulled us left off the road and into the
trees.

This was Vdonya proper, at last: wet muck and standing water, pulling the mare's feet with every
sride and covering us with spatters. We could not outrun the mosquitoes.

We came upon a man in the uniform of the loca militia (born and bred enemies of the Sordaing
students) and splashed by him. He shouted and flashed a pike, but nether threw it nor left his podtion in
the wet brush to chase us.

“Daraln seems to be surrounded by the poppuls,” whispered Arlin. “The redhead mugt have sent a
courier ahead. You may find ... hemay be ...”

| said nothing.

The mare took a low fence and we erupted out of the woods onto a sunny lawn, scattering sheep.
The house before me—close before me—was rectangular and modem, of red brick. It was not large for
an eaxrl’s dwdling, even for one of his lesser dwellings. Its garden of perhaps ten acres was fronted by a
tdl hedge with an intricately worked gate. Arlin took us from the back_around the sde and to the front
door of the neat, symmetricd house. The mare had to be soun in a cirde three times, as though she had
forgotten how to stop.

| staggered over the grass and through a rose border just coming into bud. As | swayed on the
threshold of the double, paneled door (edged by glass surmounted by a fan of glass), the wax cloth
burden on its rope did down the front of me and broke open.

1 tried to cdl out and could not. | raised my hand to pound and the door opened and there was Powl
looking at me in-quiringly with a very calm face.

“Nazhuret,” he said, and the sound of his voice was a dream and a wound to me. “You don’t look
very good.” Then his eyes did down to the bloody package unrdlling at his feet.

“Wha' s this you brought me?” He leaned over and with one manicured nal prodded the mongter’'s
horn.

He was dressed in sedate dark blue, with slver piping, and he had a waistcoat of subdued brocade. |
noted—or my little observer noted—that | had been right about my teacher. Given idleness, he tended to
become plump. But his head was the same: bald back to the center, smooth, and his face and expresson
and movement smooth.

“Powl, I’ ve betrayed you. Through my supidity I’ ve be-trayed you, and the king has had afit of rage
and you are condemned.”

He pulled at the fibrous horn, lifting the skin, around it, and he whigtled. “This is indeed something
different, and you did very wdl to bring it to me.”

“Powll” 1 shouted, and my voice cracked. “You mug run! He is on hisway now!”

Powl stood up again and looked for something with which to wipe his hands. He settled on my shirt.
“Nazhuret, you bring me no news. And no, you didn’t betray me. | never told you to keep your training a
Ssecret.”

He stood in the doorway but did not invite me in. “But you told me to avoid officiddom. Especidly
the court. | didn’t know why then, but—"

“And you don’t know why now.” He had dmost raised his voice. “I gave you good advice, but not
for the purpose of hiding me from the king. | do not hide from the king.” Powl took one step forward in
his mirror-finished shoes. “Be-cause,” he said, “it may interest you to know that | am not and never have



been atraitor to the crown.”

My emotion broke free then. “But the crown’s certainly a traitor to you, Powl Inpres, Earl of Dardn,
Viscount Korred” | threw the titles at him like insnits, because he had never given them to me. “Either
you run from him now or you're a dead man. And me beside you.

“We can break the surround easily—hédl, they’'re only poppuls. You and | can do it eadly, and in the
forest nothing but hounds can find us, and | think in the past year | have even learned to handle hounds”

“No.” He shut me up with one word. As dways. “Na-zhuret, no and no. | am not a dead man, and |
forbid you to waste my effort in you by getting yoursdlf killed.”

| stepped closer. “Too bad. You can't forbid me things anymore. You finished with me, remember.
You sad leave the key.”

His expression changed, but sill 1 could not read it. “And you resent that, Nazhuret? You do. Buit |
think it was nec-mary; you needed... other teachers—Tédl methis Is King Rudof after your blood, too?’

My laugh was ugly, and | stared at the messy burden a my feet. “He has refused to let anyone touch
me. He has treated me with indulgence, lenience, privilege—!’ve never heard of the like! It has driven me
med!”

When | raised my eyes again to Powl, his were wide, blazing. In his face was a sort of intent awe. He
began to nod.

It was as though my teacher had discovered a new planet in the skies. “He has? Has hel”

He paced the length of the entry stoop and glanced up again. “And who is this with you, Nazhuret?’
His gaze, paolitdy inquistive, rested on Arlin, who was glaring a him and walk-ing her mare.

“That is Arlin. A good friend of mine from Sordding,” | said.

“l am glad to have your acquaintance, madam,” Powl said, and bowed gracefully.

Arlin started and snorted and croaked alaugh. “You're right, Zhurrie. Heisamagician.”

“l never told her to cal you that!” | blurted to Powl, but he was down on one knee and into the
remains of the beast again.

Arlin came close, the maré's head bending with hers. “The villagers believed it a dragon.
Zhu—Nazhuret killed it for them lagt night. He didn't want to waste the time from coming here, but |
kidnapped him and he did it.”

“An gppropriate action,” muttered Powl, who was regard-ing the foot with ddlight.

| was made furious by the ease with which Powl had been &ble to distract her from the need of the
moment. Her dis-traction distracted me. “It's your pig as much as mine, fdlow. | remember prying your
rapier out of its snout.” Powl regarded none of this bickering, and | took advantage of his absorption to
look around me.

The garden was smple, largdy lavn and roses, and scat-tered here and there were wooden
implements, wheds, and platforms that might be children’s toys and might be the in-struments of Powl’s
own playtimes. “In the past winter | have seen some things” | found mysdf saying, “that might change
your ideas of what isred. What is possble”

Powl chuckled, weighing a tush in his hand. “I change those ideas daily, Nazhuret. Probably | don't
beieve a dl what | did when we parted company.”

My gaze rested on a particular wood and whedled con-traption that was clearly a child's wagon. It
hed dried flower heads scattered within it. It made me catch my breath.

Powl noted, without lifting his head, “No, lad. That be-longs to the housekeeper’s brat. | have no
hidden family. And we are done here today. Not even servants” he sad, and as he spoke | heard
hooves on the road, followed by the blare of a comet.

| drew my dowhee and stepped forward off the stones.

“Put that thing away, Nazhuret, or I'll send you off the place,” Powl said in his most headmasterly
tones. | merdy shook my head and caused him to Sgh.

“Think of your friend. Is she to perish because you cannot control your temper?’

| looked at Arlin, who had been turning her head from Powl to mysdf and back again. Immediatey
dhe stalked away, the reinsin her hand. “Don't think to use me, Dardn,” she said, and her arrogance
more than matched his. “I’'m no part of this and in no danger.”



Powl sighed again, and with audible restraint he said, “Nazhuret, | have an idea of whét is to happen
here, and it doesn't incdlude your attacking the King of Vedonyawith a gardening tool. You mugt trust me,
because | am trying to save my life, among other things”

| dropped my arm, glared, tried to speak, and only began to cry. Weeping out of fear: | had never
heard of such a thing before. | lifted brimming eyes to see that Powl was not looking a me, nor a
anything. He was, in fact, sanding upright and open-eyed in the belly of the wolf. | put the dowhee on the
ground and sat beside it.

Soon | could fed the beat of hooves through the sun-warmed earth, and immediatdy after that came
apattern of black and white stripes flashing verticdly through the scrolls of the gater legs of horses milling.
That pattern resolved into afrieze of ky blue and white, and far awvay the gate began to open.

There were other verticd dripes a the edge of my vison; Arlin stood with legs braced besde me,
somewhét to the front.

“You said you were not part of this” | reminded her with-out looking up.

“I'm not a tool to be used againg you, Nazhuret,” she sad cadmly, bitterly. “Not even by a
magidan.”

“Then you prove a better friend than | ever did,” | an-swered in much the same tones.

Thefirg guardsmen stepped through the gate, waking in the four-abreast formation that meant they
were endircling the king, and as | saw them | stood up, and without will in the matter | found mysdf dso
inthe bely of the black wolf and very cam.

Arlm’s hand was at her sword hilt, and alark was snging, very sweetly, high up. “Will you be guided
by me, old friend?’ | asked, and she answered doubtingly, “In this| will.”

“Then offer the king no violence. Powl doe’s have aplan.”

Arlin gave a gasp as though hope had hit her, unexpected and unwelcome. | saw a scattering of black
and ydlows among the king's guard and knew that Leoue was with the king.

Perhaps twenty men entered Daran, none on horseback. Asthey strode closer | saw the head of the
king, flaming againg the green hedge, and then the black smudge that was the duke. Leoue was dressed
avilly, but the king had donned the blue and white of a cavary captain: one of those uniforms he was
privileged to, and very smple. It came to me then that a captain’s uniform included a saber, whereas tha
of a com-mander, or any court officid, would be completed with a rapier. It was better to be a cavadry
cgptain if you wanted to cut someone's head off.

Seaing King Rudof approach so dressed, it seemed to me he had wrapped himsdf up in his own flag
to do murder.

As they came within gxty feet | could see the king's face, and it was a strange color, dark and
cloudy—more gray than red. The duke raised his hand and | saw his dark eyes intent on me. He called
one word and pointed, and the haf dozen black and ydlow beesin the garden came buzzing toward me,
drawing their swords. “No,” | said to Arlin, for | had heard the dick of her rapier againg leather.

Out of the corner of my eye | saw very dearly the green cayx snap back from a pink rose blossom.

The soldiers had not closed hdf the distance between us when the king bellowed the words, “Dess,
you rioting houndd” and in that short phrase was rage uncontrolled. The men glanced back over ther
shoulders, not willingly, and they shuffled dill, watching the face of their own lord, not that of the king.

Arlinwhined in her throat, like a frightened hound her-sdif.

For amoment the king turned his face to and his anger on the duke, who replied (for dl the world to
hear), “Sre. Sr. | have told you what—who—that ruffian id”

“You have shared your ideas with me, yes. And | have commanded you to let im be. Now it will be
as| fird sad. | want dl the guards out of here.”

The guards captain did not question. In amoment al the men in blue and white were not walking but
running back for the gate. Less promptly, the bumblebees followed.

The captain had taken his king's ingructions literaly. The guards left but he remained, a shadow of
blue behind blue.

King Rudof watched them go and squinted to see the gate close. Then he continued waking toward
Powl.




The Duke of Leoue showed his teeth and clenched hisfingersin his curling, grizzled beard. He shook
his head in frugtration, but then that expression faded. He gazed down the length of the drive and then a
the entryway, dlinting with little panes of glass, and ran to catch up with hisking.

When they were afew yards away Powl, stepped down off the stones and bowed to the king. It was
not an impertinent bow, but nether was it the sort by which a man donates his head to the ax. King
Rudof stood in front of Powl, half a head tdler, with his hand on the hilt of his saber and then with his
saber in his hand.

“l can't ... | can't .. .” Arlin said this much and then rushed from my side. | knew the unspoken word
was “watch.” Powl’ s shoes shone like dew among the grass.

He looked into the king's eyes and was very poised, very dert, whether to dodge or to die | had no
idea. He said nathing, and he did not move.

King Rudof was equdly intent, but across his face moved storms of changing expression. He had
clamed to be able to read me, but | could not return that skill confidently. All | could perceive, as his
saber went up and dowly up for a Sde-ways dash, was that the king had no fears this victim would offer
violencein return. And yet the king's face was dick with fear.

The saber caught the sunlight and seemed to be shuddering in place.

The fdling of this terrible balance | knew only when Powl’s face went from cold cdm to deep
concern, and yet | knew |

was seaing the king's expression reflected in Powl’s subtle mir-ror. Powl Inpres leaned toward the
king and lifted his right hand gently as the saber fdl out of the king's hand, to disappear in the grass.

“Dwan!” cried King Rudof. “How could you do it? How could you rglect me so, after dl the years?
There was no one left of my youth but you. The grief of it!” And in a moment he was sobbing in Powl’s
arms, sobbing and dumped, bent far over, like atadl child with a short nanny.

With the inevitable humean reflex, Powl was dapping his hand againg the young king's back, between
the shoulder blades, and | was reminded how that hand, usng only a dap, had knocked a brigand
unconscious—and of how an unknown hand had pounded me in that same dlly fashion when | was sick
and miserable, though not so desolate as King Rudof was now.

| watched with complete absorption, untouched as yet by any feding of rdief or gladness, and |
noticed that the king's face was turned toward the flagstones of the entryway and the bloody pile on it
(with the impossible foot sticking up, and the horn). He siffened under Powl’s rhythiia, and then, as
though neither threat nor tears had happened, he asked, “What on earth isthat?’

Powl began to release him, and he turned his bland face to fallow the king's glance. “A rat my cat left
a the door just now. It will prove interesting, don’t you think?”

Behind them, where | could not see, | heard the duke curang in despair.

Powl took King Rudof’s shoulders in his hands and stood him entirdly on his feet again. “I had to
deny you, Rudof. For Veonya | had to. Should | be playing experiments on the mind that governs the
nation? Do you have time to waste cataoging obscure mammads like thisfdlow does? Can you afford to
dressinrags?’

Wiping his eyes, King Rudof laughed once. “Y ou mis—

spoke. The king does not govern the nation. Y ou taught me that yourself.”

Powl shrugged. “He does if he is not careful. You, | know, will be a good king, Rudof.” Powl
gestured with an open hand toward me. “My madman, here, would not be. Not in any world like this
one”

Theking turned his grieving eyes on me and | started in place, for | had forgotten my own existence.
He cleared histhroat. “Y ou love your madman, Dardn. Y ou gave him the best and highest and only gave
the rest to me”

| did understand King Rudof, and | would have given him my rags, my dowhee, and dl my art to
assuage the pain | had caused him.

“‘Begt and highest’” are traps, sr,” said Powl, with a shade of his usud manner, which softened again
as he added, “| love you, Rudof. | have snce you were born.”

“My king!” It was Leoue, shouldering his way past the captain of guards to glare with face twisted



from Powl to mysdf and back. “You have permitted him to bewitch you once again! It is his ‘best and
highes’” Kill, if you like those words.” He pointed not at Powl but a me.

“Thet creature iswalking evidence of his treachery—is-sued by atraitor tool, out of a woman enemy
to our very blood, and nurtured in treason and dishonorable arts by Dar-an. He is named King of Hdl
with good reason!”

| could not understand this talk of blood and tools and nurturance. | found mysdf walking,
bare-handed, from Powl’s Sde toward the duke.

“Wheat heistdling you very poeticaly, Nazhuret,” my teacher called from behind me, “is that you are
the child of Eydl, Duke of Norwess, and of his noble Rezhmian wife, Nah-vah, and tha your maternd
unde and name-father was Na-zhuret, poet, scientist, and warrior: cousn to the Sanaur.”

In my mind came these things the picture of a blond noble on a heavy charger, in heavy armor, to
which Powl had cdled my attention “for the qudity of the print”; the words “and my nurse wept openly,
S0 perhaps it was more than romance at a distance’; the tiny lady with a dress of clouds who might or
might not have existed and whose baby pissed on me.

These visons took no time.

It was Rudof who next spoke. “So dl thet is true, Powl? About the boy? | heard it from Leone, but
heis a dog with one bone on the subject of mixed blood.”

Powl 9ghed, and | stared a him. “He is not a boy, ar. He is your age exactly. | have known him for
who heisadmog four years now. Since he . came into the observatory on the hill one day. | knew what
secret, southern name they had given the child who vanished, and when | saw Nazhuret, there was that in
hisface, in the flavor of his thought, in his in-curable innocent bluntness, that brought my old friend to me
inthe flesh.”

“You did cdl me” | said to Powl. Out of dl that wild tale, that was dl | could pick out for meaning.
That |, too, Powl had known from birth. Perhaps cared for. “I didn't come to you by accident.” He
opened his mouth, but said nothing for along while. At last he smiled and shook his head, but not as for a
negetion.

Again to Powl only, | said, “I knew mogt of that: not about the duke and the poet, but the essentidl
part. That | was hdf and hdf. In fact, it'srarely out of my mind.”

| was standing an arm'’s length from King Rudof, my bPrlr to him, and once again | was behaving as
though the king were nobody. His lean, ruddy hand came to rest on my shoul-der, and the duke stepped
over the grass. “No, sr. Don't touch him. Remember that your father had his fether dain!”

King Rudof widened his eyesin darm. “Leone! Who ex-actly isit you want to remind of that?’

Powl scratched hischin as he said, “True, Leoue. One father killed another, though it was not by the
roya command that the boy’ s mother and uncle were poisoned. And if you are trying to use Nazhuret as
atool againg the king as you used the king as a tool against Nonvess, you are far out of frame. This men
isnot usable like that.”

“Poisoned?’ asked King Rudof, glandng around the amdl assemblage for information. The Duke of
Leoue, too, glanced around him, down the long drive to the blur of blue and black and white and ydlow
behind the gate. Then he raised his voice, shouting “assassn!” and his own sword—a saber, de-spite his
dvilian garlb—made a dngle swing, which dit the throat of the incomprehending guard captain and
continued toward the head of the king.

| leaped, though | was blocked by the king and could not be in time. Powl leagped, too, with great
speed, but could not be in time. King Rudof only had a moment to fix his eyes on the bullmadtiff who had
turned on him.

Powl could nat be in time, but he was after dl, because when he dammed the king aside, Leoue's
blade was dowing in the air, and his furious stare was at nothing. Powl watched the duke fdl at his fest,
and out of the back of his bull neck, right at the junction of the skull, protruded the hilt of an effete,
jewded little throwing dagger. The sort of dagger one can spin.

Arlin was three yards away over the grass. She stared a the brilliant little thing in the man’s neck,
more like a hair clasp in appearance than atool of death.

She glanced up confused, past the king, past the earl, to me. “Did | do that, Nazhuret?' she asked,




and rubbed a sweaty hand on her thighs.

Powl dmogt sprang to her. “You have no memory of it?” She shook her head vagudy, ill looking
over to me.

Then King Rudof bent his back and lolled his head, as though he were about to vomit on the body of
the duke. But & a sound he stood draight, both hands out—a picture of command—to greet the
scrambling guards. “ Sheathe your weapons. It is over. No need for you. Leoue only ... an-nounced his
own attempt at murder.”

| went to Arlin and took her arm, which was giiff and chill. She glared a me, and | thought she might
ay. | feared she might say something unforgivably impudent to the king, for he made third in the trio of
men surrounding her, and he shook her shoulder lightly. “Lad. Lad. Civilian!” She met his eyes.

“l owed you dready,” said the king, “and now my debt isimmense Don't stand there starved and
frozen any longe—he was never your friend as he was mine—but tdl me what the King of Veonya can
do for you.”

Though her expresson was dightly impudent, it was not unforgivably so. “Thank you, gr. | do ask
something.” We dl waited for her to continue, and 1, for one, had no idea what she would say.

“Isthe Red Whip prisoner gill dive?’

Rudof stared blankly and so did 1. “Yes. To my best knowl-edge. Do you want him freed?’

“No, gr. | want you to take this traitor's body”—she gestuzed a her own dagger without
looking—"and show it to the man. Then perhaps his slence will end.”

Now King Rudof took a shuddering breath. “It shdl be done, of course. Is that what you think?’ He
rubbed his hand through his bright hair and began to pace: himsdf again. “That he was responsible for the
attack on us?’

“What attack?’ said Powl sharply, glancing from the king to Arlin and back.

King Rudof wore a skull grin. “So there is something you don’'t know, Dwain?’ As he looked a
Powl, the expression flowered into a amile

Powl widened his eyes. “Oh, that attack,” he sad

That evening the king stopped his progress in Sordaing, and as we dl had followed him, | ill had
not set foot in Powl’s own residence. | had a strong sense of predestination about that.

Three of the richest men in the ity turned their houses over to the use of King Rudof’s guard and
company. I'm sure they were glad for the opportunity, for they said so repeatedly, in nervous chorus. |
was given a bath in a gold-rimmed tub hot as soup and with two footmen scrubbing me together, and
then—as they did not know what to make of my rarefied accents and earthy appearance and unearthly
name—they wrapped mein awhite woolen shirt and breeches with ared slk sash around my middle, as
though for a peasant’ s wedding.

| do appear more nearly normd that way than in a skirted coat.

| consdered dropping in at the school, to see whether it dill stood, but after consderation | found the
ideaa dead bore. Instead | went to seek out Arlin.

| found her equaly scrubbed, though | doubt with footmen. | had considered the posshility (with
trepidation) that | might find her uffed into woman's apparel, gtting sullen and de-feated in some corner.
| had underestimated Powl, however, éther in his sympathy or his strong ideas of what was his business
and what was not, and | came upon her (him) douch-ing on a marble staircase, legs sprackiled, dressed
indashing red and black breeches, with a plate before her and awineglassin her hand.

| sat down beside her, stared at her immaculate tawny hands, and caught a scent of sandlewood.

“You look good yoursdf,” she answered, though | had been slent. “Still tired, and your noseis alittle
burned....” She pushed her elbows off agtair and sat upright. “The rider ill did not admit anything,” she
sad, and it came to me that Arlin had a much more livey interest in the afairs of the crown then | did. |
ventured to guess that the prisoner didn’'t know who had hired them. Arlin cut me off. “The captain of
Leoue's persona guard, however, was less obdurate. Leoue was after the regency and thereby the
government.” Her laugh was pointed. “Civilized people cannot stand againg persuasion like barbarians.”

| thought about that, resting my elbows on my knees and my chinin the tent of my hands. | wondered



aoud how | would act in such circumstances, and she replied “ unbreak-able.”

She did toward me over the dippery stones and said inrsnuaingly, “Nazhuret, | don’t see why you
think you can refuse to be a duke when you are one aready. | don't believe the title is optiond.”

| told her, not for the firg time, that if Eydl was my father—"He is” she interrupted smugly—and if
hismarriage to a Rezhmian was legd and vaid—and at this her eyes went pae with anger a me—then
dill histide had been negated and his possessions revoked.

“King Rudof will negate the negation. It probably is dready done, if | know the redhead. And the
estates that went to Leoue—"

| stood up to leave her in midsentence, and she caught my hand. “No. Forget it. | apologize, Zhurrie.
No more tak of dukes. | know better. | know what you are. All dong knew.

“It would be a bad trade for you. It's jus that | had hoped for employment with the Duke of
Norwess. Sounds S0 im-pressive, doesn't it? Very old Vesting.”

| did 9t down again, and linked my hand in hers. She dipped from it, muttering the word “ boy-lover,”
s0 instead | linked my fingers around one knee and rocked on the dairs. 1 have no way to employ you,
comrade,” | said, “But | could certainly hdp you waste your time”

She had been drinking and she sprayed wine dl over the waxed marble airs, except that it wasn't
wine but brandy. “Besides, Arlin, you have the favor of the king. You don't need more for
advancement.”

With her facein the glass again, she said, “But | had my heart set on the favor of a duke.”

Before | could open my mouth to speak, Powl was dimbing up to us. He looked criticdly a the
speckles of wet on the stairs, took out his handkerchief, and wiped dty a place to sit.

“Nazhuret, 1 have been looking for you.” | looked away from Arlin, drawn from what might have
been an important moment by thisvoice | had feared | would never hear again.

He glanced at both of us and continued, “1 have been sudying medicine this past year. Are you
interested?’

“Of course,” | said, but to my distress Arlin had risen and was stepping over me.

“Itis not the usud curriculum of medicine, though. ...”

“Of course not.”

“I guess | shdl just have to find another duke,” Arlin was saying, but Powl, without turning, put his
hand behind her knee and made it necessary for her to St down, again.

My teacher amiled digantly at me. “You should see your face, Nazhuret. Your father was just the
same”

Arlin stared, hdf offended, hdf perplexed, at the hand on the joint of her knee that had led her down
S0 eadly. “I want you to know that Helt Markins was an honest man, after his own lights” Powl said to
her. As her scowl blossomed blackly, he added, “He wanted to save his country from a foreign influence
that he fdt would inevitably drown the cul-ture of his fathers. And he was right in dl that. In two more
generations thiswill be a very different redm.”

Arlin's expression flickered with something like anger, and dso like enjoyment. With an ar of
producing an unexpected ace she answered, him, “Every two generations—no, every one
genearation—this is a very different redm. There never was any ‘old Veding' culture, except in the
packed-away mem-ories of old men.”

Powl regarded her intently for some seconds, then spoke. “And you redly don’'t remember throwing
the dagger at dl?’

She cleared brandy from her throat. “Wdl, as to that, it seemed more politic & the moment to
withhold any ... com-mitment to the throwing.. ..”

“Don't lie to me, Arlin,” said Powl flaly. “That is one problem | never had with Nazhuret. Besides,
you are trying to deny what islikdy the finest thing you have ever done. So ,,,

He turned back to me those eyes, ironic, interested, with-out disruptive passon. He smiled
interrogatively. “This oneis dready hdf mad,” he said to me.

“No porcelain hands,” | stated, probably with my unhgppy soul in my face again. Arlin glared a me,
confounded.



Powl’s concern wrinkled his forehead up to where the hair once had been. “Do you have fears you
will be ... replaced, Nazhuret? Y ou needn't.”

| shook my head violently. “Not by her, Powl. By you!” They both sat and stared & me, like the
audience at a thegter.

“I took you correctly,” said Powl, nodding.

Then Arlin gave a snort and wiped her damp har from her face. “Zhurrie, you're impossble” she
sad, but uncer-tainly. “Penniless, and a monk besides. Are you trying to cut me out of yet another
employment here?’

“I'mnot amonk,” | told her.

“He' s not a monk,” said Powl in pain, seeing no trust on her face. “He was not a monk when he
came to me and | certainly did not create im one. There are no cdlibates on this staircase, unlessyou are
one, madam.

“And Nazhuret, | have no interest in consuming your friend utterly, no more than | had in doing the
same with you. As you remember. Conversation, ucidation to mutua benefit. For more than these, you
mug go to someone dse” He fluttered his hand indifferently. “To each other, for ex-ample.”

Arlin was scowling in belligerent confusion, her back againgt the cold marble wall. “What does dl that
mean?’ she demanded. “What is he saying?’

1 thought a moment, took my courage in both my hands, and asked Powl for the key to the
observatory.

My king, | have been a this memoair dl the autumn, winter, and into the firg thaw, and though it has
grown out of my expectation, | am at last finished with tdling you things you dready knew. 1 have
learned that too much of seeing oneslf through another’s eyes is not indructive but destruc-tive, and |
hope | have not done you a wrong.

But then, the people of Sxteen years ago are not with us now, anyway. Until your command, | hadn’t
thought to dig the ghodts up again. There€'s no amdl amount of pain involved in looking back to one's
youth.

(Thismorning in the grinding room a chance placing of two mirrors showed me the top of my heed,
and right a the crown there is either an old scar or a spot of incipient baldness. | don't want it to be
badness—my face is origind enough—and if | had courage | would ask Arlin how long the spot has
been there. No hurry; 1 will find out sooner or later.)

That you should have asked for this higory so soon after the death of our teacher was very
appropriate, and it has helped to reconcile me to that shocking lack and emptiness. | would have had
little on my mind this past year but Powl anyway, and you have given purpose and structure to my grief.

It wasfitting that he should die over atable of |aboratory equipment, going out quickly, like a candle.
He had used that heart well, though he had not shown it often.

| have carried tremendous sympathy for you, Rudof, dl these years, knowing what you desired and
hed to sacrifice for the sake of the nation. Once Powl was kind enough to cdl me “the stone | flung into
places | could never go mysdf” (that was only once, and then after a good dinner), but that seems the
greatest irony of dl hisironies.

You, Rudof, are an eagle by nature, welded to chains by the responghbility of your birth. | am (if |
know mysdf) a smdl bird of the sort that collects pebbles and makes nests of leaves (and pecks
repeatedly at mirrors, | mustin't forget that), and yet Powl grafted on to me alimitless power of flight.

So now | end. | enclose Arlin's profound respects (they are difficult to win, you wel know, and she
feds | have treated her shamefully in this, narrative), Nahvah's embarrassed cour-tesy, the various
orphans confused obedience, the horses whinnies, the buzz of a newly awakened bumblebee over my
paper, the bellow of someone' s amorous bull in the distance, and dl the weathers of Norwess Province,
for your enjoyment in Vestinglon.

Do not mourn Powl, or any of your dead too much, old friend. | share your fedings | see him dally,
when | am naot looking for him, and | hear his voice.

But | repeat agan that firg thing Powl or my own madness reveded to me, on the cold stone flags of
an ugly brick build-ing, at the raw age of nineteen:



Degth is before life and after it and init dl together, suffused with a light as perfect as the rays of the
aun. It comes not as an inault, nor a defeat, nor does it serve as a boundary to the free soul.
This| do remember.



