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The dragons came at dawn, flying low and in formation, their jets so thunderous they shook the ground
like the great throbbing heartbesat of the world. The village e dersran outside, haf unbuttoned, waving
their staffsin circles and shouting words of power. Vanish, they cried to the land, and deep to the skies,
though had the dragons hdf-elven pilots cared they could have easily seen through such flimsy spdlls of
concea ment. But the pilots thoughts were turned toward the West, where Avalon’ sindustrial strength
was based, and where its armies were rumored to be massing.

Will’saunt made ablind grab for him, but he ducked under her arm and ran out into the dirt street. The
gun emplacements to the south were speaking now, in booming shouts that filled the sky with bursts of
pink smoke and flak.

Half the children in the village were out in the streets, hopping up and down in glee, the winged ones
buzzing about in small, excited circles. Then the yage-witch came hobbling out from her barrd and,
demondtrating astrength Will had never suspected her of having, swept her asamswide and then dammed
together her hoary old hands with aboom! that drove the children, al againgt their will, back into their
huts.

All save Will. He had been performing that act which rendered one immune from child-magic every night
for three weeks now. Fleeing from the village, he felt the enchantment like a polite hand placed on his
shoulder. One wesak tug, and then it was gone.

Heran, swift asthe wind, up Grannystone Hill. His great-greet-great-grandmother lived there till, done
at itstip, asagrey sanding stone. She never said anything. But sometimes, though one never saw her
move, she went down to theriver at night to drink. Coming back from anight-timefishing trip in hiswee
coracle, Will would find her standing motionless there and greet her respectfully. If the catch was good,
he would gut an edl or asmal trout, and smear the blood over her feet. It wasthe sort of small courtesy
elderly relatives appreciated.

“Will, you young fool, turn back!” acobbley cried from theinsde of ajunk refrigerator in the garbage
dump at the edge of the village. “1t’ s not safe up therel”

But Will didn’t want to be safe. He shook hishead, long blond hair flying behind him, and put every
ounce of hisstrength into his running. He wanted to see dragons. Dragons! Creatures of almost
unimaginable power and magic. He wanted to experience the glory of their flight. He wanted to get as
closeto them as he could. It was akind of mania. It was akind of need.

It was not far to the hill, nor along way to its bald and grassy summit. Will ran with awildness he could
not understand, lungs pounding and the wind of his own speed whistling in hisears.

And then he was atop the hill, breathing hard, with one hand on his grandmother stone.

The dragonswere dtill flying overhead in waves. Theroar of their jets was astounding. Will lifted hisface
into the heat of their passage, and felt the wash of their malice and hatred aswell. It waslike adark wine
that sickened the ssomach and made the head throb with pain and bewilderment and wonder. It repulsed
him and made him want more.

The last flight of dragons scorched over, twisting his head and spinning his body around, so he could
keep on watching them, flying low over farms and fields and the Old Forest that stretched all theway to
the horizon and beyond. Therewas afaint brimstone stench of burnt fuel in theair. Will felt his heart grow



so large it seemed impossible his chest could containit, so large that it threatened to encompassthe hill,
farms, forest, dragons, and al the world beyond.

Something hideous and black legped up from the distant forest and into the air, flashing toward the fina
dragon. Will’ seyesfelt a painful wrenching wrongness, and then a stone hand came down over them.

“Don’t look,” said an old and calm and stony voice. “ To look upon abasilisk isno way for a child of
mineto die”

“Grandmother?” Will asked.

“yes?

“If | promise to keep my eyes closed, will you tell mewhat’ s happening?’
Therewasabrief slence. Then: “Very wdl. Thedragon hasturned. Heisfleeing.”

“Dragonsdon’t flee,” Will said scornfully. “Not from anything.” Forgetting his promise, hetried to pry the
hand from his eyes. But of course it was usdess, for hisfingers were mere flesh.

“Thisone does. And heiswiseto do so. Hisfate has comefor him. Out from the halls of cord it has
come, and down to the halls of granite will it take him. Even now his pilot issinging his death-song.”

Shefdl slent again, while the distant roar of the dragon rose and fell in pitch. Will could tdll that
momentous things were happening, but the sound gave him not the least clue asto their nature. At last he
sad, “Grandmother? Now?’

“Heisclever, thisone. Hefights very well. Heiseusive. But he cannot escape abaslisk. Already the
creature knowsthefirgt two syllables of histrue name. At thisvery moment it is speaking to his heart, and
telling it to stop beating.”

Theroar of the dragon grew louder again, and then louder still. From the way it kept on growing, Will
was certain the great creature was coming straight toward him. Mingled with its roar was anoise that was
like a cross between a scarecrow screaming and the sound of teeth scraping on date.

“Now they are amost touching. The baslisk reachesfor itsprey...”

There was a deafening explosion directly overhead. For an astonishing ingtant, Will felt certain he was
going to die. Then his grandmother threw her stone cloak over him and, clutching him to her warm breast,
kndlt down low to the shdltering earth.

When he awoke, it was dark and he lay alone on the cold hillside. Painfully, he stood. A somber
orange-and-red sunset limned the western horizon, where the dragons had disappeared. Therewas no
sign of the War anywhere,

“Grandmother?” Will sumbled to the top of the hill, curang the sonesthat hindered him. He ached in
every joint. Therewas acongant ringing in hisears, like factory bellstolling the end of a shift.
“Grandmother!”

There was no answer.
The hilltop was empty.

But scattered down the hillside, from its top down to where he had awakened, was a stream of broken
stones. He had hurried past them without looking on hisway up. Now he saw that their exterior surfaces



werethe familiar and comfortable gray of his ssone-mother, and that the freshly exposed interior surfaces
were dick with blood.

One by one, Will carried the stones back to the top of the hill, back to the spot where his
great-grest-great-grandmother had preferred to stand and watch over the village. 1t took hours. He piled
them one on top of another, and though it felt like more work than he had ever donein hislife, when he
was finished, the cairn did not rise even so high as hiswai<t. It seemed impossible that this could be dl
that remained of she who had protected the village for so many generations.

By the time he was done, the stars were bright and heartlessin ablack, moonless sky. A night-wind
ruffled his shirt and made him shiver, and with sudden clarity he wondered at last why he was done.
Where was his aunt? Where were the other villagers?

Bedatedly remembering his basic spell-craft, he yanked out his rune-bag from ahip pocket, and spilled its
contentsinto hishand. A crumpled blue-jay’ s feather, a shard of mirror, two acorns, and a pebble with
one side blank and the other marked with an X. He kept the mirror-shard and poured the rest back into
the bag. Then heinvoked the secret name of the lux aeterna, inviting atiny fraction of its radiance to enter
the mundane world.

A gentlefoxfire spread itself through the mirror. Holding it at arm’ slength so he could see hisface
reflected therein, he asked the oracle glass, “Why did my village not come for me?’

The mirror-boy’ s mouth moved. “They came.” Hisskin was pdlid, likeacorpse's.

“Then why didn’t they bring me home?” And why did he haveto build his stone-grandam’ s cairn and not
they? He did not ask that question, but he fdt it to the core of hisbeing.

“They didn't find you.”

The oracle-glasswas maddeningly literal, capable only of answering the question one asked, rather than
that which one wanted answered. But Will perssted. “Why didn’t they find me?’

“Youweren't here”

“Wherewas|? Where was my Granny?’
“Y ou were nowhere.”

“How could we be nowhere?’

Toneledy, the mirror said, “ The basilisk’ s explosion warped the world and the mesh of timeinwhichitis
caught. The sarsen-lady and you were thrown forward, halfway through the day.”

It was as clear an explanation as Will was going to get. He muttered aword of unbinding, releasing the
invigorating light back to whence it came. Then, fearful that the blood on his hands and clothes would
draw night-gaunts, he hurried homeward.

When he got to the village, he discovered that a search party was still scouring the darkness, looking for
him. Those who remained had hoisted a straw man upside-down atop atall pole at the center of the
village square, and st it ablaze againgt the chance hewas 4till dive, to draw him home.

And soit had.

Two days after those events, a crippled dragon crawled out of the Old Forest and into the village. Slowly



he pulled himsdlf into the center square. Then he collapsed. He was wingless and there were gaping holes
in hisfusdage, but till the stench of power clung to him, and amiasma of hatred. A trickle of oil seeped
from agash in hisbelly and made a spreading stain on the cobbles beneath him.

Will was among those who crowded out to behold this prodigy. The others whispered hurtful remarks
among themselves about its ugliness. And truly it was built of cold, black iron, and scorched even darker
by the basilisk’ s explosion, with jagged stumps of metal whereitswings had been and ruptured plates
here and there dong its flanks. But Will could see that, even half-destroyed, the dragon was a beautiful
creeture. It was built with dwarven skill to higheven design—how could it not be beautiful ? It was, he felt
certain, that same dragon which he had almost-seen shot down by the basilisk.

Knowing this gave him astrange sense of shameful complicity, asif he werein someway responsible for
the dragon’ s coming to the village.

For along time no one spoke. Then an engine hummed to life somewhere degp within the dragon’ s chest,
rosein pitch to aclattering whine, and fell again into silence. The dragon dowly opened one eye.

“Bring meyour truth-teller,” he rumbled.

The truth-teller was a fruit-woman named Bessie Applemere. She was young and yet, out of respect for
her office, everybody cdled her by the honorific Hag. She came, clad in the robes and wide hat of her
cdling, breasts bare aswas traditional, and stood before the mighty engine of war. “ Father of Lies.” She

bowed respectfully.
“I am crippled, and dl my misslesare spent,” the dragon said. “But ill am | dangerous.”
Hag Applemere nodded. “It isthe truth.”

“My tanks are yet hdf-filled with jet fudl. It would be the easiest thing in the world for me to set them off
with an dectrica spark. And were| to do so, your village and al who live within it would cease to be,
Therefore, snce power engenders power, | am now your liege and king.”

“Itisthetruth.”
A murmur went up from the assembled villagers.

“However, my reign will be brief. By Samhain, the Armies of the Mighty will be here, and they shall take
me back to the great forges of the East to be rebuilt.”

“You bdieveit 0.”

The dragon’ s second eye opened. Both focused steadily on the truth-teller. “ Y ou do not please me, Hag.
| may someday soon find it necessary to break open your body and eat your beating heart.”

Hag Applemere nodded. “It isthe truth.”

Unexpectedly, the dragon laughed. It was cruel and sardonic laughter, as the mirth of such crestures
awayswas, but it was laughter nonetheless. Many of the villagers covered their earsagaingt it. The
smaller children burgt into tears. “Y ou amuse me,” he said. “All of you amuse me. We begin my reign on
agladsomenote.”

The truth-teller bowed. Watching, Will thought he detected a great sadnessin her eyes. But she said
nathing.



“Let your lady-mayor comeforth, that she might give me obeisance.”

Auld Black Agnes shuffled from the crowd. She was scrawny and thrawn and bent almost double from
theweight of her respongbilities. They hung in ablack leather bag around her neck. From that bag, she
brought forth aflat sone from the first hearth of the village, and laid it down before the dragon. Knedling,
she placed her |eft hand, splayed, upon it.

Then shetook out asmall slver sckle.

“Y our blood and ours. Thy fate and mine. Our joy and your wickedness. Let dl be asone.” Her voice
roseinawarbling keen:

“Black spiritsand white, red spiritsand grey,
Mingle, mingle, mingle, you that mingle may.”

Her right hand trembled with palsy asit raised the sickle up above her left. But her danting motion
downward was swift and sudden. Blood spurted, and her little finger went flying.

She made one small, sharp cry, likeasea-bird's, and no more.

“| am stisfied,” the dragon said. Then, without trangtion: “My pilot is dead and he beginstorot.” A
hatch hissed open in hisside. “Drag him forth.”

“Do you wish him buried?’ akobold asked hesitantly.

“Bury him, burn him, cut him up for bait—what do | care? When hewasdive, | needed himin order to
fly. But he's dead now, and of no useto me.”

“Kned.”

Will knelt in the dust beside the dragon. He d been standing in linefor hours, and there were villagers
who would be standing in that same line hours from now, waiting to be processed. They went in fearful,
and they came out dazed. When alily-maid stepped down from the dragon, and somebody shouted a
guestion at her, she smply shook her tear-streaked face, and fled. None would speak of what happened
within.

The hatch opened.
“Enter.”
Hedid. The hatch closed behind him.

At first he could see nothing. Then smdll, faint lights swam out of the darkness. Bits of green and white
gtabilized, became insrument lights, pae luminescent flecks on dids. One groping hand touched legther.
It wasthe pilot’s couch. He could smell, faintly, thetaint of corruption onit.

“St”

Clumsly, he climbed into the seat. Thelesther creaked under him. Hisarms naturally lay along the arms
of the couch. He might have been madefor it. There were handgrips. At the dragon’ sdirection, he
closed his hands about them and turned them asfar as they would go. A quarterturn, perhaps.

From benesth, needles did into hiswrists. They stung like blazes, and Will jerked involuntarily. But when
he tried, he discovered that he could not let go of the grips. Hisfingerswould no longer obey him.



“Boy,” the dragon said suddenly, “what isyour true name?’
Will trembled. “1 don’'t have one.”

Immediately, he sensed that thiswas not the right answer. Therewas asilence. Then the dragon said
digpassionatdy, “| can make you suffer.”

“Sr, | am certain you can.”
“Then tdl meyour true name.”

Hiswristswere cold—cold asice. The sensation that spread up hisforearmsto his elbows was not
numbness, for they ached terribly. It fdt asif they were packed in snow. “I don’t know it!” Will cried in
an anguish. “I don’'t know, | was never told, | don't think | have one!”

Smdl lights gleamed on the instrument pand, like forest eyes at night.

“Interesting.” For thefirst time, the dragon’ s voice displayed afaint tinge of emotion. “What family is
yours? Tell me everything about them.”

Will had no family other than hisaunt. His parents had died on the very first day of the War. Theirswas
theill fortune of being in Brocidlande Station when the dragons came and dropped golden fire on therail
yards. So Will had been shipped off to the hillsto live with his aunt. Everyone agreed he would be safest
there. That was severd years ago, and there were times now when he could not remember his parents at
al. Soon hewould have only the memory of remembering.

Asfor hisaunt, Blind Ennawas little more to him than a set of rules to be contravened and choresto be
evaded. Shewasapiousold creature, forever killing smal animasin honor of the Nameess Onesand
burying their corpses under the floor or nailing them above doors or windows. In consequence of which,
afaint perpetua stink of conformity and rotting mouse hung about the hut. She mumbled to hersalf
congtantly and on those rare occasions when she got drunk—two or three times a year—would run out
naked into the night and, mounting a cow backwards, lash its sides bloody with a hickory switch so that it
ran wildly uphill and down until finaly shetumbled off and fell adeep. At dawn Will would comewith a
blanket and lead her home. But they were never exactly close.

All thishetold in sstumbling, awkward words. The dragon listened without comment.

The cold had risen up to Will’ sarmpits by now. He shuddered asit touched his shoulders. “Please...” he
said. “Lord Dragon...your ice has reached my chest. If it touchesmy heart, | fear that I’ll die.”

“Hmmm?Ah! | waslost inthought.” The needleswithdrew from Will’sarms. They were till numb and
lifeless, but at least the cold had stopped its spread. He could fed atingle of pinsand needlesin the
center of hisfingertips, and so knew that sensation would eventualy return.

The door hissed open. “Y ou may leave now.”
He sumbled out into the light.

An apprehension hung over the village for the first week or so. But as the dragon remained quiescent and
no further larming events occurred, the timeless patterns of village life more or lessresumed. Yet dl the
windows opening upon the center square remained perpetually shuttered and nobody willingly passed
through it anymore, so that it was asif astern silence had cometo dwell within their midst.

Then one day Will and Puck Berrysnatcher were out in the woods, checking their snaresfor rabbits and



came opards (it had been generations since a pard was caught in Avaon but they still hoped), when the
Scissors-Grinder came puffing down the trail. He lugged something bright and gleaming within histwo
ams,

“Hey, bandy-man!” Will cried. He had just finished tying hisrabbits legstogether so he could ding them
over hisshoulder. “Ho, big-belly! What hast thou?’

“Don’'t know. Fell from the sky.”

“Did not!” Puck scoffed. The two boys danced about the fat cobber, grabbing at the golden thing. It was
shaped something like a crown and something like a bird-cage. The meta of itsribs and bands was
smooth and lustrous. Black runes adorned its Sides. They had never seeniitslike. “I betit'saroc’'s

egg—or aphoenix’g”
And smultaneoudy Will asked, “Where are you taking it?”

“To the smithy. Perchance the hammermen can beat it down into something useful.” The
Scissors-Grinder swatted at Puck with one hand, amost losing his hold on the object. “ Perchance they’ll
pay meapenny or threefor it.”

Daisy Jenny popped up out of the flowersin the field by the edge of the garbage dump and, seeing the
golden thing, ran toward it, pigtailsflying, snging, “ Gimme-gimmegimme!” Two hummingirlsand one
chimney-bounder came swooping down out of nowhere. And the Cauldron Boy dropped an armful of
scavenged scrap metal with acrash and came running up aswell. So that by the time the Meadows Trail
became Mud Street, the Scissors-Grinder was red-faced and cursing, and knee-deep in children.

“Will, you usdess creature!”

Turning, Will saw hisaunt, Blind Enna, tapping toward him. She had a peded willow branch in each
hand, like long white antennae, that felt the ground before her as she came. The face beneath her bonnet
was grim. He knew this mood, and knew better than to try to evade her when shewasinit. “Auntie...”
hesad.

“Don't you Auntie me, you dugabed! There stoads to be buried and stoops to be washed. Why are you
never around when it’ stime for chores?’

She put an arm through his and began dragging him homeward, till feding ahead of hersdlf with her
wands.

Meanwhile, the Scissors-Grinder was so distracted by the children that he let hisfeet carry him the way
they habitualy went—through Center Square, rather than around it. For the first time since the coming of
the dragon, laughter and children’ s voices spilled into that slent space. Will stared yearningly over his
shoulder after hisdwindling friends.

The dragon opened an eye to discover the cause of so much noise. Hereared up hishead inalarm. Ina
voice of power he commanded, “Drop that!”

Startled, the Scissors-Grinder obeyed.
The device exploded.
Magic in theimagination isawondrous thing, but magic in practiceisterrible beyond imagining. An

unending indtant’ s dazzlement and confusion left Will lying on his back in the street. Hisearsrang horribly,
and hefelt srangdy numb. There were legs everywhere—people running. And somebody was hitting him



with astick. No, with two sticks.

He sat up, and the end of astick dmost got him in the eye. He grabbed hold of it with both hands and
yanked at it angrily. “Auntie!” he yelled. Blind Ennawent on waving the other stick around, and tugging at
the one he had captured, trying to get it back. “ Auntie, stop that!” But of course she couldn’t hear him;

he could bardly hear himsdlf through theringing in hisears.

He got to hisfeet and put both arms around his aunt. She struggled againgt him, and Will was astonished
to find that she was no taller than he. When had that happened? She had been twice his height when first
he cameto her. “ Auntie Ennal” he shouted into her ear. “1t' sme, Will, I'mright here.”

“Will.” Her eyesfilled with tears. “Y ou shiftless, worthless thing. Where are you when there are chores to
be done?’

Over her shoulder, he saw how the square was streaked with black and streaked with red. There were
thingsthat looked like they might be bodies. He blinked. The square wasfilled with villagers, leaning over
them. Doing things. Some had their heads thrown back, asif they werewailing. But of course he couldn’'t
hear them, not over the ringing noise.

“I caught two rabbits, Enna,” he told his aunt, shouting so he could be heard. He still had them, dung
over hisshoulder. He couldn’t imagine why. “We can have them for supper.”

“That'sgood,” shesaid. “I'll cut them up for stew, while you wash the stoops.”

Blind Ennafound her refuge in work. She mopped the ceiling and scoured the floor. She had Will polish
every piece of slver in the house. Then dl the furniture had to be taken apart, and cleaned, and put back
together again. The rugs had to be boiled. Thelittle filigreed case containing her heart had to be taken out
of the cupboard where she normaly kept it and hidden in the very back of the closet.

Thelist of choresthat had to be done was endless. She worked herself, and Will aswell, dl the way to
dusk. Sometimes he cried at the thought of his friends who had died, and Blind Enna hobbled over and
hit him to make him stop. Then, when he did stop, he felt nothing. He fdt nothing, and hefdt likea
mongter for feding nothing. Thinking of it made him begin to cry again, so he wrapped hisarmstight
around hisface to muffle the sounds, so his aunt would not hear and hit him again.

It was hard to say which—the feding or the not—made him more miserable.

The very next day, the summoning bell was rung in the town square and, willing or no, dl thevillagers
once again assembled before their king dragon. “ Oh, ye foolish creatures!” the dragon said. “ Six children
have died and old Tanarahumra—he whom you called the Scissors-Grinder— aswell, because you have
no sef-discipline”

Hag Applemere bowed her head sadly. “It isthe truth.”

“You try my patience,” the dragon said. “Worse, you drain my batteries. My reserves grow low, and |
can only partidly recharge them each day. Y et | see now that | dare not be King Log. Y ou must be
governed. Therefore, | require a speaker. Somebody dight of body, to live within me and carry my
commands to the outside.”

Auld Black Agnes shuffled forward. “That would be me,” she said weerily. “1 know my duty.”

“No!” the dragon said scornfully. “Y ou aged crones are too cunning by half. I’ ll choose somebody else
from this crowd. Someone smple...achild.”



Not me, Will thought wildly. Anybody €se but me.
“Him,” the dragon said.

So it wasthat Will cameto live within the dragon king. All that day and late into the night he worked
drawing up plans on sheets of parchment, at hislord' s careful ingtructions, for devices very much like
stationary bicyclesthat could be used to recharge the dragon’ s batteries. In the morning, he went to the
blacksmith’sforge at the edge of town to command that six of the things be immediately built. Then he
went to Auld Black Agnestotell her that all day and every day six villagers, eected by lot or rotation or
however ese she chose, were to Sit upon the devices pedaing, pedaling, all the way without cease from
dawn to sundown, when Will would drag the batteries back insde.

Hurrying through the village with his messages—there were easly a dozen packets of orders, warnings,
and advicesthat first day—Will experienced a strange sense of unredlity. Lack of deep made everything
seem impossibly vivid. The green moss on the skulls stuck in the crotches of forked stickslining the first
haf-mile of the River Road, the sdlamanders languidly copulating in the coals of the smithy forge, eventhe
dtillness of the carnivorous plantsin his aunti€' s garden as they waited for an unwary frog to hop within
griking distance. ..such homely sights were transformed. Everything was new and strange to him.

By noon, dl the dragon’ s errands were run, so Will went out in search of friends. The square was empty,
of course, and slent. But when he wandered out into the lesser Streets, his shadow short beneath him,
they were empty aswell. It was eerie. Then he heard the high sound of agirlish voice and followed it
around a corner.

Therewasalittle girl playing at jump-rope and chanting:
“Here-am-l-and

All-a-lone;

What' s-my-name?

It s dJum-ping—"

“Joan!” Will cried, feding an unexpected relief at the sight of her.

Jumping Joan stopped. In mation, she had a certain kinetic presence. Still, shewashardly thereat dl. A
hundred dim braids exploded from her smdll, dark head. Her arms and legs were thin asreeds. The only
things of any size at dl about her were her luminous brown eyes. “1 wasup to amillion!” she said angrily.
“Now I'll haveto art all over again.”

“When you start again, count your first jump asamillion-and-one.”
“It doesn’t work that way and you know it! What do you want?’
“Whereis everybody?’

“Some of them are fishing and some are hunting. Others are at work in thefields. The hammermen, the
tinker, and the Sullen Man are building bicycles-that-don’ t-move to placein Tyrant Square. The potter
and her ’ prentices are digging clay from the riverbank. The healing-women are in the smoke-hutch at the
edge of the woods with Puck Berrysnatcher.’”

“Thenthat lastiswhereI’ll go. My thanks, wee-thing.”



Jumping Joan, however, made no answer. She was aready skipping rope again, and counting
“ A-hundred-thousand-one, a-hundred-thousand-two...”

The smoke-hutch was an unpainted shack built so deep in the reeds that whenever it rained it wasin
danger of sinking down into the muck and never being seen again. Hornetslazily swam to and from anest
beneath its eaves. The door creaked noisily as Will openediit.

As one, the women looked up sharply. Puck Berrysnatcher’ s body was a pale white blur on the
shadowy ground before them. The women’ s eyes were green and unblinking, like those of jungle animals.
They glared at him wordlesdy. “I w-wanted to see what you were d-doing,” he ssammered.

“Weareinducing catatonia,” one of them said. “Hush now. Watch and learn.”

The healing-women were smoking cigars over Puck. They filled their mouths with smoke and then,
leaning close, let it pour down over his naked, broken body. By dow degreesthe hut filled with bluish
smoke, turning the healing-women to ghosts and Puck himsdlf into an indistinct smear on the dirt floor.
He sobbed and murmured in pain at first, but by dow degrees his cries grew quieter, and then silent. At
last his body shuddered and stiffened, and he ceased bresthing.

The healing-women daubed Puck’ s chest with ocher, and then packed his mouth, nogtrils, and anus with
amixture of doe and white clay. They wrapped his body with along white srip of linen.

Findly they buried him deep in the black marsh mud by the edge of Hagmere Pond.

When the last shovelful of earth had been tamped down, the women turned as one and silently made their
ways home, aong five separate paths. Will’ s sscomach rumbled, and he realized he hadn’t eaten yet that
day. Therewas acherry tree not far away whose fruit was freshly come to ripeness, and apigeon pie
that he knew of which would not be well-guarded.

Swift asathief, he sped into town.

He expected the dragon to be furious with him when hefindly returned to it just before sundown, for
staying away aslong as he could. But when he sat down in the leather couch and the needles did into his
wrigts, the dragon’ s voice was a murmur, dmost a purr. “How fearful you are! Y ou tremble. Do not be
afraid, smal one. | shall protect and cherish you. And you, in turn, shal be my eyesand ears, eh? Yes,
you will. Now, let us see what you learned today.”

uI ”

“Shussssh,” the dragon breathed. “Not aword. | need not your interpretation, but direct access to your
memories. Try torelax. Thiswill hurt you, the first time, but with practiceit will grow easier. Intime,
perhaps, you will learnto enjoy it.”

Something cold and wet and dippery did into Will’smind. A coppery foulnessfilled his mouth. A
repulsive stench rose up in hisnodgtrils. Reflexively, he retched and struggled.

“Don’'t resist. Thiswill go easier if you open yourself to me.”

More of that black and oily sensation poured into Will, and more. Coil upon cail, it thrust itsway indde
him. His body felt distant, like athing that no longer belonged to him. He could hear it making choking
NOISES.

“Tekeitdl.



It hurt. It hurt more than the worst headache Will had ever had. He thought he heard his skull cracking
from the pressure, and till the intrusive presence pushed into him, its pulsing mass permesting his
thoughts, his senses, hismemories. Swelling them. Engorging them. And then, just ashewas certain his
head must explode from the pressure, it was done.

The dragon waswithin him.

Squeezing shut his eyes, Will saw, in the dazzling, pain-laced darkness, the dragon king ashe existed in
the spirit world: Sinuous, veined with light, humming with power. Here, in the realm of ided forms, he
was not a broken, crippled thing, but adeek being with the beauty of an anima and the perfection of a
mechine.

“Am | not beautiful?’ the dragon asked. “Am | not adelight to behold?’
Will gagged with pain and disgust. And yet—might the Seven forgive him for thinking this—it wastrue.

Every morning at dawn Will dragged out batteries weighing almost as much as himsdlf into Tyrant Square
for the villagersto recharge—one at firdt, then more asthe remaining six standing bicycles were built.
One of the women would be waiting to give him breakfast. Asthe dragon’ s agent, he was entitled to go
into any hut and feed himsdlf from what he found there, but the dragon deemed this method more
dignified. Therest of the day he spent wandering through the village and, increasingly, the woods and
fiedldsaround the village, observing. At first he did not know what he was|ooking for. But by comparing
the orders he transmitted with what he had seen the previous day, he dowly cameto redlize that he was
scouting out the village' s defensive position, discovering its wesknesses, and looking for waysto dleviate
them.

Thevillagewas, Will saw, smply not defensible from any serious military force. But it could be made
more obscure. Thorn-hedges were planted, and poison oak. Footpaths were eradicated. A clearwater
pond was breached and drained, lest it be identified as a resource for advancing armies. When the
weekly truck came up the River Road with mail and cartons of suppliesfor the store, Will wasloitering
nearby, to ensure that nothing unusua caught the driver’ s eye. When the bee-warden declared a surplus
that might be sold down-river for silver, Will relayed the dragon’ singtructions that half the overage be
destroyed, lest the village get areputation for prosperity.

At dimity, asthe sunlight leached from the sky, Will would fed afamiliar achingin hiswrigsand a
troubling sense of need, and return to the dragon’ s cabin to liein painful communion with him and share
what he had seen.

Evenings varied. Sometimes he was too sick from the dragon’ s entry into him to do anything. Other
times, he spent hours scrubbing and cleaning the dragon’ sinterior. Mostly, though, he smply sat inthe
pilot’s couch, listening while the dragon talked in a soft, almost inaudible rumble. Those were, intheir
way, theworst times of dl.

“You don't have cancer,” the dragon murmured. It was dark outside, or so Will believed. The hatch was
kept closed tight and there were no windows. The only light came from the instruments on the control
pand. “No bleeding from the rectum, no loss of energy. Eh, boy?’

“No, dread lord.”

“It seems| chose better than | suspected. Y ou have mortd blood in you, sure as moonlight. Y our mother
was no better than she ought to be.”

“Sir?’ he said uncomprehendingly.



“I said your mother was awhore! Areyou feeble-minded? Y our mother was awhore, your father a
cuckold, you abastard, grass green, mountains stony, and water wet.”

“My mother was agood woman!” Ordinarily, he didn’t talk back. But thistime the words just dipped
out.

“Good women deep with men other than their husbands dl the time, and for more reasons than there are
men. Didn't anybody tell you that?’ He could hear anote of satisfaction in the dragon’ s voice. “ She
could have been bored, or reckless, or blackmailed. She might have wanted money, or adventure, or
revenge upon your father. Perchance she bet her virtue upon the turn of a card. Maybe she was
overcome by the desireto rall in the gutter and befoul hersdf. She may even havefdleninlove. Unlikdier

things have happened.”

“l won't listen to thidl”

“Y ou have no choice,” the dragon said complacently. “The door is locked and you cannot escape.
Moreover | am larger and more powerful than you. Thisisthe Lex Mundi, from which thereisno

appedl.”
“Youliel You liel You lig”

“Bdievewhat you will. But, however got, your morta blood isyour good fortune. Lived you not inthe
asshole of beyond, but in amore civilized setting, you would surely be conscripted for apilot. All pilots
are haf-mortal, you know, for only morta blood can withstand the taint of cold iron. Y ouwould live like
aprince, and betrained asawarrior. Y ou would be the death of thousands.” The dragon’ s voice sank
musingly. “How shall | mark thisdiscovery? Shdl 1...? Oho! Yes. | will make you my lieutenant.”

“How doesthat differ from what | am now?’
“Do not despisetitles. If nothing ese, it will impressyour friends.”

Will had no friends, and the dragon knew it. Not anymore. All folk avoided him when they could, and
were giff-faced and wary in his presence when they could not. The children fleered and jeered and cdled
him names. Sometimes they flung stones at him or pottery shards or—once— even a cow-pat, dry on
the outside but soft and gooey within. Not often, however, for when they did, he would catch them and
thrash them for it. Thisaways seemed to catch thelittle ones by surprise.

Theworld of children was much smpler than the one heinhabited.

When Little Red Margotty struck him with the cow-pat, he caught her by the ear and marched her to her
mother’ s hut. “ See what your brat has doneto me!” he cried in indignation, holding hisjerkin away from
him.

Big Red Margotty turned from the worktable, where she had been canning toads. She stared a him
stonily, and yet he thought aglint resided in her eye of suppressed laughter. Then, coldly, shesaid. “Take
it off and | shal wash it for you.”

Her expression when she said thiswas so disdainful that Will felt an impulseto ped off histrousersas
well, throw them in her face for her insolence, and command her to wash them for a penance. But with
the thought came a so an awareness of Big Red Margotty’ sfirm, pink flesh, of her ample breasts and
womanly haunches. Hefdt hislesser sdf swelling to fill out histrousers and make them bulge.

Thistoo Big Red Margotty saw, and the look of casua scorn she gave him then made Will burn with
humiliation. Worse, dl the while her mother washed hisjerkin, Little Red Margotty danced around Will at



adistance, holding up her skirt and waggling her bare bottom at him, making amock of his discomfort.

On the way out the door, his damp jerkin draped over one arm, he stopped and said, “Make for mea
sark of white damask, with upon its breast ashield: Argent, dragon rouge rampant above avillage sable.
Bring it to me by dawn-light tomorrow.”

Outraged, Big Red Margotty said: “The cheek! Y ou have no right to demand any such thing!”
“I am the dragon’ slieutenant, and that isright enough for anything.”

Heleft, knowing that the red bitch would perforce be up dl night sewing for him. Hewas glad for every
miserable hour she would suffer.

Three weeks having passed since Puck’ s burid, the healing-women decided it wastime at last to dig him
up. They said nothing when Will declared that he would attend—none of the adults said anything to him
unless they had no choice— but, tagging dong after them, he knew for afact that he was unwelcome.

Puck’ s body, when they dug it up, looked like nothing so much as an enormous black root, twisted and
formless. Chanting dl the while, the women unwrapped the linen swaddling and washed him down with
cow’ surine. They dug out the life-clay that clogged his openings. They placed the finger-bone of abat
beneath histongue. An egg was broken by his nose and the white durped down by one medicine woman
and the yellow by another.

Finaly, they injected him with 5 cc. of dextroamphetamine sulfeate.

Puck’ s eyesflew open. His skin had been baked black as silt by hislong immersion in the soil, and his
hair bleached white. His eyes were avivid and startling leaf-green. In al respects but one, his body was
as perfect asever it had been. But that one exception made the women sigh unhappily for his sake.

One leg was missing, from above the knee down.

“The Earth hastaken her tithe,” one old woman observed sagely.
“Therewas not enough |eft of theleg to save,” said another.
“It'sapity,” said athird.

They al withdrew from the hut, leaving Will and Puck aone together.

For along time Puck did nothing but stare wonderingly at his stump of aleg. He sat up and ran careful
hands over its surface, asif to prove to himsdlf that the missing flesh was not il there and somehow
charmed invisible. Then he stared a Will’ s clean white shirt, and at the dragon arms upon his chest. At
last, hisunblinking gaze rose to meet Will’ seyes.

“Youdidthig”

“No!” It was an unfair accusation. The land-mine had nothing to do with the dragon. The
Scissors-Grinder would have found it and brought it into the village in any case. Thetwo factswere
connected only by the War, and the War was not Will’ sfault. Hetook hisfriend’shand in hisown.
“Tchortyrion...” hesaid in alow voice, careful that no unseen person might overhear.

Puck batted hishand away. “ That’ s not my true name anymore! | have waked in darkness and my spirit
has returned from the halls of granite with anew name—one that not even the dragon knows!”

“The dragon will learn it soon enough,” Will said sadly.



“Youwish!”
“Puck...”

“My old use-nameisdead aswdl,” said he who had been Puck Berrysnatcher. Ungteadily pulling himsdlf
erect, he wrapped the blanket upon which he had been laid about his thin shoulders. *Y ou may cdl me
No-name, for no name of mine shall ever passyour lipsagain.”

Awkwardly, No-name hopped to the doorway. He steadied himself with ahand upon the jamb, then
launched himsdlf out into thewide world.

“Please! Ligentome!” Will cried after him.
Wordlessly, No-name raised one hand, middle finger extended.

Red anger welled up ingde Will. “Assholel” he shouted after hisformer friend. * Stump-leggity hopper!
Johnny-three-limbg”

He had not cried since that night the dragon first entered him. Now he cried again.

In mid-summer an army recruiter roared into town with a bright green-and-yellow drum lashed to the
motorcycle behind him. He wore asmart red uniform with two rows of brass buttons, and he'd come dl
the way from Brocielande, looking for likely ladsto enlist in the service of Avaon. With ascreech and a
cloud of dugt, he pulled up in front of the Scrannel Dogge, hedled down the kickstand, and went insde to
rent the common room for the space of the afternoon.

Outside again, he donned his drum harness, attached the drum, and sprinkled ahandful of gold coinson
its head. Boom-Boom-de-Boom! The drumsticks came down like thunder. Rap-Tap-aRap! The gold
coins leaped and danced, like raindrops on a hot griddle. By thistime, there was a crowd standing
outside the Scrannel Dogge.

Therecruiter laughed. “ Sergeant Bombast ismy namel” Boom! Doom! Boom! “Finding heroesismy
game!” He struck the sticks together overhead. Click! Snick! Click! Then he thrust them in his belt,
unharnessed the great drum, and set it down beside him. The gold coins caught the sun and dazzled every
eyewith avarice. “I’m hereto offer certain brave lads the very best career aman ever had. The chance
to learn askill, to become awarrior...and get paid damn well for it, too. Look at me!” He clapped his
hands upon hisample girth. “Do | look underfed?’

The crowd laughed. Laughing with them, Sergeant Bombast waded into their number, wandering first this
way, then that, addressing first this one, then another. “No, | do not. For the very good reason that the
Army feeds mewell. It feeds me, and clothes me, and dl but wipes me arsewhen | asksit to. And am |
grateful? Am | grateful? | am not. No, sirsand maidens, so far from grateful am | that | require that the
Army pay mefor the privilege! And how much, do you ask? How much am | paid? Keeping in mind that
my shoes, my food, my breeches, my snot-rag—" he pulled alace handkerchief from one deeve and
waved it daintily inthe air—"“are dl free asthe air we bresthe and the dirt we rub in our hair a
Candlemas eve. How much am | paid?’ His seemingly random wander had brought him back to the
drum again. Now hisfist came down on the drum, making it shout and the gold legp up into the air with
wonder. “Forty-three copper pennies amonth!”

The crowd gasped.

“Payable quarterly in good honest gold! Asyou see here! Or silver, for them as worships the horned
matron.” He chucked old Lady Favor-Me-Not under the chin, making her blush and smper. “But that's



not all—no, not the haf of it! | see you' ve noticed these coins here. Noticed? Pshaw! Y ou’ ve noticed
that | meant you to notice these coing! And why not? Each one of these little beautiesweighs afull Trojan
ounce! Each oneis of the good red gold, laboriousy mined by koboldsin the griffin-haunted Mountains
of the Moon. How could you not notice them? How could you not wonder what | meant to do with
them? Did | bring them here smply to scoop them up again, when my piece were done, and pour them
back into my pockets?

“Not abit of it! Itismy dearest hopethat | leave thisvillage penniless. | intend to leave thisvillage
penniless! Listen careful now, for thisisthe crux of the matter. This here gold’s meant for bonuses. Yed
Recruitment bonuses! In just aminute I’ m going to stop talking. I'll reckon you' re glad to hear that!” He
waited for thelaugh. “ Y es, believeit or not, Sergeant Bombast is going to shut up and walk insdethis
fine establishment, where |’ ve arranged for exclusive use of the common room, and something more as
well. Now, what | want to do isto talk—just talk, mind you!— with lads who are strong enough and old
enough to become soldiers. How old isthat? Old enough to get your girlfriend in trouble!” Laughter
again. “But not too old, neither. How old isthat? Old enough that your girlfriend’ sjumped you over the
broom, and you' ve cometo think of it asagood bit of luck!

“So I’'m atakative man, and | want someladsto talk with. And if you'll doiit, if you’ re neither too young
nor too old and are willing to smply hear me out, with absolutely no strings attached...” He paused.

“Wall, fair sfair and the beer’son me. Drink as much asyou like, and I’ [l pay thetab.” He started to turn
away, then swung back, scratching his head and looking puzzled. “ Damn me, if thereisn’t something I've

forgot.”
“Thegold!” squeaked ayoung dinter.

“Thegold! Yes, yes, I"d forget me own head if it weren't nailed on. As|’ve said, the gold’ sfor bonuses.
Right into your hand it goes, the instant you’ ve signed the papers to become a soldier. And how much?
Onegold coin? Two?’ He grinned wolfishly. “Doesn’t nobody want to guess? No? Well, hold onto your
pizzles...I'm offering ten gold coinsto the boy who signs up today! And ten more apiece for as many of
hisfriends aswantsto go with him!”

To cheers, he retreated into the tavern.

The dragon, who had foreseen his coming from afar, had said, “Now do we repay our people for their
subservience. Thisfdlow isagreat danger to usal. He must be caught unawares.”

“Why not placate him with smiles?” Will had asked. “Hear him out, feed him well, and send him on his
way. That seemsto methe path of least strife.”

“Hewill win recruits—never doubt it. Such men have tongues of honey, and glamour-stones of greet
potency.”

13 &?l
“The War goesill for Avaon. Not one of three recruited today isliketo ever return.”
“I don't care. On their heads be the consequences.”

“You'relearning. Here, then, isour true concern: Thefirst recruit who is administered the Oath of Fedty
will tell his superior officers about my presence here. Hewill betray usdl, with never athought for the
welfare of the village, hisfamily, or friends. Such isthe puissance of the Army’ s sorcerers.”

So Will and the dragon had conferred, and made plans.



Now thetimeto put those plansinto action was come.

The Scrannd Dogge was bursting with potentia recruits. The beer flowed fregly, and the tobacco as
wdll. Every tavern pipewasin use, and Sergeant Bombast had sent out for more. Within the fog of
tobacco smoke, young men laughed and joked and hooted when the recruiter caught the eye of that lad
he deemed most gpt to sign, smiled, and crooked a beckoning finger. So Will saw from the doorway.

Helet the door dam behind him.
All eyesreflexively turned hisway. A complete and utter Slence overcametheroom.

Then, as hewaked forward, there was a scraping of chairs and putting down of mugs. Somebody
dipped out the kitchen door, and another after him. Wordlesdy, aknot of three ladsin green shirtsleft by
the main door. The bodies eddied and flowed. By the time Will reached the recruiter’ stable, there was
nobody in the room but the two of them.

“I'll be buggered,” Sergeant Bombast said wonderingly, “if I’ ve ever seenthelike.”

“It smy fault,” Will said. Hefdt flustered and embarrassed, but luckily those qualitiesfit perfectly the part
he had to play.

“Well, | can seethat! | can seethat, and yet shave agoat and marry me off to it if | know what it means.
Sit down, boy, st! Isthere acurse on you? The evil eye? Transmissible elf-pox?’

“No, it'snot that. It's...wel, I'm half-mortal.”
A long silence.
“Serioudy?’

“Aye. Thereisironin my blood.’ Tiswhy | have no true name. Why, aso, | am shunned by al.” He
sounded patently falseto himself, and yet he could tell from the man’ sface that the recruiter believed his
every word. “ Thereisno placein thisvillage for me anymore.”

The recruiter pointed to arounded black rock that lay atop a stack of indenture parchments. “ Thisisa
name-stone. Not much to look at, isit?’

“No, gr.”

“But itsmate, which | hold under my tongue, is.” Hetook out asmall, lozenge-shaped stone and held it
up to be admired. It glistered in the light, blood-crimson yet black inits heart. He placed it back in his
mouth. “Now, if you wereto lay your hand upon the name-stone on the table, your true name would go
straight to the one in my mouth, and so to my brain. It's how we enforce the contracts our recruits sgn.”

“I understand.” Will calmly placed his hand upon the black name-stone. He watched the recruiter’ sface,
as nothing happened. There were waysto hide atrue name, of course. But they were not likely to be
found in aremoteriver-village in the wilds of the Debatable Hills. Passing the stone’ stest was proof of
nothing. But it was extremey suggestive.

Sergeant Bombast sucked in his breath dowly. Then he opened up the small lockbox on the table before
him, and said, “D’ye see thisgold, boy?

“ YS,”

“There' seighty ounces of the good red here—none of your white gold nor eectrum neither!—closer to



you than your one hand isto the other. Y et the bonus you’ d get would be worth a dozen of what | have
here. If, that is, your clam istrue. Can you proveit?’

“Yes, dr. | can.”

“Now, explainthisto me again,” Sergeant Bombast said. “Y ou livein ahouse of iron?” They were
outside now, walking through the slent village. The recruiter had left his drum behind, but had dipped the
name-stone into a pocket and strapped the lockbox to his belt.

“It swhere | deep at night. That should prove my case, shouldn’t it? It should provethat I'm...what |
say | am.”

So saying, Will walked the recruiter into Tyrant Square. It was asunny, cloudless day, and the square
smelled of dust and cinnamon, with just abitter under-taste of leaked hydraulic fluid and cold iron. It was
noon.

When he saw the dragon, Sergeant Bombast' sfacefell.
“Oh, fuck,” he said.

Asif that werethe signa, Will threw his arms around the man, while doors flew open and hidden
ambushers poured into the square, waving rakes, brooms, and hoes. An old hen-wife struck the recruiter
across the back of hishead with her distaff. He went limp and heavy in Will’ sarms. Perforce, Will let him
fal.

Then thewomen were dl over the falen soldier, stabbing, clubbing, kicking and curaing. Their passon
was beyond al bounds, for these were the mothers of those he had tried to recruit. They had all of them
fdlen in with the orders the dragon had given with areadier will than they had ever displayed before for
any of his purposes. Now they were making sure the falen recruiter would never rise again to deprive
them of their sons.

Wordlessly, they did their work and then, wordlesdy, they eft.

“Drown hismotorcyclein theriver,” the dragon commanded afterwards. “ Smash hisdrum and burn it,
lest it bear witness againgt us. Bury his body in the midden-hegp. There must be no evidence that ever he
came here. Did you recover hislockbox?’

“No. It wasn't with his body. One of the women must have stolen it.”

The dragon chuckled. “ Peasants! Still, it works out well. The coins are well-buried already under
basement flagstones, and will stay so indefinitely. And when an investigator comes through looking for a
lost recruiter, he'll be met by auniversal ignorance, canny lies, and acleverly planted series of mideading
evidence. Out of avarice, they’ll serve our cause better than ever we could order it ourselves.”

A full moon sat high in the sky, enthroned within the congtellation of the Mad Dog and presiding over one
of the hottest nights of the summer when the dragon abruptly announced, “ Thereisaresstance.”

“Sir?” Will stood in the open doorway, |lethargically watching the sweset fal, drop by drop from his
bowed head. He would have welcomed a breeze, but at thistime of year when those who had built well
enough dept naked on their rooftops and those who had not burrowed into the mud of the riverbed,
there were no night-breezes cunning enough to thread the maze of huts and so make their way to the
square.

“Rebdsagaing my rule. Insurrectionists. Mad, suicida fools.”



A sngledrop fdl. Will jerked his head to move his moon-shadow aside, and saw alarge black circle
appear inthedirt. “Who?’

“The greenshirties”
“They'rejus kids,” Will said scornfully.

“Do not despise them because they are young. The young make excellent soldiers and better martyrs.
They are easly dominated, quickly trained, and as ruthless as you command them to be. They kill without
regret, and they go to their deaths readily, because they do not truly understand that death is permanent.”

“Y ou give them too much credit. They do no more than sign hornsat me, glare, and spit upon my
shadow. Everybody doesthat.”

“They are till building up their numbers and their courage. Y et their leader, the No-name one, is shrewd
and capable. It worries me that he has made himsdlf invisbleto your eye, and thusto mine. Waking
about the village, you have oft enough come upon anest in the fields where he dept, or scented the
digtinctive tang of hisscat. Y et when wasthe last time you saw himin person?’

“I haven’t even seen these nests nor smdlt the dung you spesk of .

“Y ou’ ve seen and smelled, but not been aware of it. Meanwhile, No-name skillfully eudesyour sight. He
has made himsdlf aghost.”

“The more ghostly the better. | don't careif | never seehim again.”
“Y ou will see him again. Remember, when you do, that | warned you so.”

The dragon’ s prophecy cametrue not aweek later. Will waswalking his errands and admiring, ashe so
often did these days, how ugly the village had becomein his eyes. Half the huts were
wattle-and-daub—ittle more than sticks and dried mud. Those which had honest planks were left
unpainted and grey, to keep down the yearly assessment when the teind-inspector came through from the
central government. Pigs wandered the streets, and the occasiona scavenger bear aswell, looking
moth-eaten and shabby. Nothing was clean, nothing was new, nothing was ever mended.

Such were the thoughts he was thinking when somebody thrust a gunnysack over his head, while
somebody e se punched him in the somach, and athird person swept hisfeet out from under him.

It was like aconjuring trick. One moment he was walking down anoisy street, with children playingin
the dust and artisans striding by to their workshops and goodwives leaning from windows to gossip or
gitting in doorways shucking peas, and the next he was being carried swiftly away, in darkness, by eight
strong hands.

He struggled, but could not break free. His cries, muffled by the sack, were ignored. If anybody heard
him—and there had been many about on the street amoment before— nobody cameto hisaid.

After what seemed an enormoudy long time, he was dumped on the ground. Angrily, he struggled out of
the gunnysack. He was lying on the stony and dightly damp floor of the old gravel pit, south of the village.
One crumbling wall was overgrown with flowering vines. He could hear birdsong upon birdsong.
Standing, he flung the gunnysack to the ground and confronted his kidnappers.

There were twelve of them and they al wore green shirts.

He knew them dl, of course, just ashe knew everyone esein thevillage. But, more, they had al been his



friends, at one time or another. Were he free of the dragon’ s bondage, doubtless he would be one of
their number. Now, though, he wasfilled with scorn for them, for he knew exactly how the dragon would
dedl with them, were they to harm hislieutenant. He would accept them into hisbody, one a atime, to
corrupt their minds and fill their bodies with cancers. Hewould tell the first in excruciating detail exactly
how he was going to die, stage by stage, and he would make sure the eleven others watched asit
happened. Desth after desth, the survivors would watch and anticipate. Last of al would betheir |eader,
No-name.

Will understood how the dragon thought.
“Turn away,” hesaid. “Thiswill not do you nor your cause any good whatsoever.”

Two of the greenshirtiestook him by the arms. They thrust him before No-name. Hisformer friend
leaned on a crutch of ash-wood. His face was tense with hatred and his eyes did not blink.

“Itisgood of you to be so concerned for our cause,” No-name said. “But you do not understand our
cause, do you? Our causeissmply this”

Heraised ahand, and brought it down fast, across Will’ sface. Something sharp cut along scratch across
hisforehead and down one cheek.

“Llandrysos, | command you to die!” No-name cried. The greenshirties holding Will’ sarms released
them. He staggered back a step. A trickle of something warm went tickling down hisface. He touched
hishand to it. Blood.

No-name stared at him. In his outstretched hand was an df-shot, one of those small stone arrowheads
found everywherein the fidds after ahard rain. Will did not know if they had been made by ancient
civilizations or grew from pebbles by spontaneous generation. Nor had he known, before now, that to
scratch somebody with one while crying out histrue name would cause that person to die. But the stench
of ozone that accompanied desth-magic hung in the air, lifting the smal hairs on the back of hisneck and
tickling his nose with its eldritch force, and the knowledge of what had amost happened was

inescapable.

Thelook of absolute astonishment on No-name' s face curdled and became rage. He dashed the elf-shot
to the ground. “Y ou were never my friend!” he cried in afury. “The night when we exchanged true names
and mingled blood, you lied! Y ou were asfase then asyou are now!”

It was true. Will remembered that long-ago time when he and Puck had rowed their coraclesto adistant
river-idand, and there caught fish which they grilled over cods and aturtle from which they made a soup
prepared in its own shell. It had been Puck’ sideato swear eterna friendship and Will, desperate for a
name-friend and knowing Puck would not believe he had none, had invented a true name for himself. He
was careful tolet hisfriend reved first, and so knew to shiver and roll up his eyeswhen he spoke the
name. But he had felt aterrible guilt then for his deceit, and every time since when he thought of that
night.

Even now.

Standing on his one good leg, No-name tossed his crutch upward and seized it near thetip. Then he
swung it around and smashed Will in theface.

Will fdl.
The greenshirtieswere dl over him then, kicking and hitting him.



Briefly, it cameto Will that, if he were included among their number, there were thirteen present and
engaged upon asingle action. We are acoven, he thought, and | the random sacrifice, who is worshiped
with kicks and blows. Then there was nothing but his suffering and the rage that rose up within him, so
strong that though it could not weaken the pain, yet it drowned out the fear he should have felt on
redizing that he was going to die. He knew only pain and akind of wonder: avast, world-encompassing
astonishment that so profound a thing as death could happen to him, accompanied by alesser wonder
that No-name and his merry thugs had the toughness to take his punishment al the way to death’ s portd,
and that vita step beyond. They were only boys, after dl. Where had they learned such discipline?

“I think he'sdead,” said avoice. He thought it was No-name' s, but he couldn’t be sure. His ears rang,
and the voicewas so very, very far away.

One last booted foot connected with aready-broken ribs. He gasped, and spasmed. It seemed unfair
that he could suffer pain on top of pain likethis.

“That isour message to your master dragon,” said the distant voice. “If you live, takeit to him.”

Then silence. Eventudly, Will forced himself to open one eye—the other was swollen shut—and saw that
he was aone again. It was agorgeous day, sunny without being at al hot. Birds sang dl about him. A
Sweet breeze ruffled hishair.

He picked himself up, bleeding and weeping with rage, and stumbled back to the dragon.

Because the dragon would not trust any of the healing-women insgde him, Will’ sinjuries were tregted by
afluffer, who cameinside the dragon to suck the injuries from Will’ s body and accept them as her own.
Hetried to stop her as soon as he had the strength to do so, but the dragon overruled him. It shamed and
sckened him to see how painfully the girl hobbled outsde again.

“Tell mewho did this,” the dragon whispered, “and we shdl have revenge.”
“No.”

There was along hiss, as a steam vave somewhere deep in the thorax vented pressure. “Y ou toy with
rre"

Will turned hisfaceto thewall. “1t' smy problem and not yours.”
“Y ou are my problem.”

There was a constant low-grade mumble and grumble of machines that faded to nothing when one
stopped paying attention to it. Some part of it wasthe ventilation system, for the air never quite went
gde, though it often had aflat under-taste. The rest was surdly reflexive—meant to keep the dragon
dive. Ligening to those mechanica voices, fading degper and deeper within the tyrant’ s corpus, Will had
avison of aninterior that never cameto an end, al the night contained within that lightlessiron body,
expanding inward in aninversion of the naturd order, starstwinkling in the vasty reaches of distant
condensers and fuel-handling systems and somewhere a crescent moon, perhaps, caught in his gear train.
“I won't argue,” Will said. “And | will never tell you anything.”

“Youwill.”
13 NO!"

The dragon fell slent. The leather of the pilot’ s couch gleamed weekly in the soft light. Will’ swrists
ached.



The outcome was never in doubt. Try though he might, Will could not resist the call of the leather couch,
of the gripsthat filled his hand, of the needlesthat did into hiswrigts. The dragon entered him, and had
from him dl the information he desired, and thistime he did not leave.

Will walked through the village streets, leaving footprints of flame behind him. Hewasfilled with wrath
and the dragon. “Come out!” he roared. “Bring out your greenshirties, every one of them, or | shal come
after them, street by street and house by house.” He put ahand on the nearest door, and wrenched it
fromits hinges. Broken fragments of boardsfdll flaming to the ground. * Spillikin cowers here-within.
Don’'t make me comein after him!”

Shadowy hands flung Spillikin face-firgt into the dirt a Will’ sfeet.

Spillikin was a harmless abino stick-figure of amarsh-waker who screamed when Will closed a
cauterizing hand about hisarm to haul him to hisfeet.

“Follow me,” Will/the dragon said coldly.

So great was Will’ stwin-spirited fury that none could stand up to him. He burned hot as abronzeidal,
and the heat went before him in agreat wave, withering plants, charring housefronts, and setting hair
ablaze when somebody did not flee from him quickly enough. “1 amwrath!” he screamed. “1 am
blood-vengeance! | am justice! Feed me or suffer!”

The greenshirtieswere, of course, brought out.
No-namewas, of course, not among their number.

The greenshirties were lined up before the dragon in Tyrant Square. They knelt in the dirt before him,
heads down. Only two were so unwary asto be caught in their green shirts. The otherswere
bare-chested or in mufti. All wereterrified, and one of them had pissed himsdf. Their familiesand
neighbors had followed after them and now filled the square with their wails of lament. Will quelled them
with alook.

“Y our king knows your true names,” he said sternly to the greenshirties, “and can kill you a aword.”

“Itistrue” said Hag Applemere. Her face was stony and impassive. Y et Will knew that one of the
greenshirtieswas her brother.

“More, he can make you suffer such dementia as would make you believe yoursdvesin Hell, and
auffering itstorments forever.”

“Itistrue” the hag said.

“Y et he disdainsto bend the full weight of hiswrath upon you. Y ou are no threat to him. He scornsyou
as creatures of little or no import.”

“Itistrue”

“One only does he desire vengeance upon. Y our leader— he who calls himsaf No-name. Thisbeing so,
your most merciful lord has made this offer: Stand.” They obeyed, and he gestured toward aburning
brand. “Bring No-name to me whilethisfire yet burns, and you shal al go free. Fail, and you will suffer
such torments as the ingenuity of adragon can devise”

“Itistrue.”



Somebody—not one of the greenshirties—was sobbing softly and steadily. Will ignored it. Therewas
more Dragon within him than Sdif. It was a strange fedling, not being in control. Heliked it. It waslike
being asmadl coracle carried helplessy along by araging current. Theriver of emotion had itsown logic;
it knew whereit was going. “Go!” hecried. “Now!”

The greenshirties scattered like pigeons.

Not half an hour later, No-name was brought, beaten and struggling, into the square. Hisformer disciples
had tied his hands behind his back, and gagged him with ared bandanna. He had been beaten—not so
badly as Will had been, but well and thoroughly.

Will walked up and down before him. Those leaf-green eyes glared up out of that siltblack facewith a
pure and holy hatred. There could be no reasoning with this boy, nor any taming of him. Hewasaprima
force, an anti-Will, the spirit of vengeance made flesh and given asingle unswerving purpose.

Behind No-name stood the village eldersin astraight, unmoving line. The Sullen Man moved his mouth
dowly, like an ancient tortoise having a particularly deep thought. But he did not speak. Nor did Auld
Black Agnes, nor the yage-witch whose use-name no living being knew, nor Lady Nightlady, nor
Spadefoot, nor Annie Hop-the-Frog, nor Daddy Finger-bones, nor any of the others. There were
mutters and whispers among the villagers, assembled into aloose throng behind them, but nothing
coherent. Nothing that could be heard or punished. Now and again, the buzzing of wings rose up over
the murmurs and died down again like acicada on astill summer day, but no onelifted up from the
ground.

Back and forth Will stalked, restless as aleopard in a cage, while the dragon within him brooded over
possible punishments. A whipping would only strengthen No-name in his hatred and resolve. Amputation
was no answer—he had lost one limb already, and was still adangerous and unswerving enemy. There
wasno gaol in dl the village that could hope to hold him forever, savefor the dragon himsdlf, and the
dragon did not wish to accept so capricious an imp into his own body.

Death seemed the only answer.

But what sort of death? Strangulation was too quick. Fire was good, but Tyrant Square was surrounded
by thatch-roofed huts. A drowning would have to be carried out at the river, out of sight of the dragon
himsdlf, and he wanted the mannaof punishment inextricably linked in his subjects mindsto hisown
physical sdf. He could have awine-barrel brought in and filled with water, but then the victim'’ s struggles
would have acomic eement to them. Also, asaform of strangulation, it was still too quick.

Unhurriedly, the dragon considered. Then he brought Will to a stop before the crouching No-name. He
rased up Will’shead, and let alittle of the dragon-light shine out through Will’ seyes.

“Crucfy him.”
To Will’ shorror, the villagers obeyed.

It took hours. But shortly before dawn, the child who had once been Puck Berrysnatcher, who had been
Will’ s best friend and had died and been reborn as Will’ s Nemesis, breathed hislast. His body went limp
as he surrendered his nameto his revered ancestress, Mother Night, and the exhausted villagers could
findly turn away and go home and deep.

Later, after he had departed Will’ s body at last, the dragon said, “Y ou have done well.”

Will lay motionless on the pilot’ s couch and said nothing.



“| shal reward you.”
“No, lord,” Will said. *Y ou have done too much aready.”

“Haummn. Do you know thefirst Sgn that atoady has come to accept the rightness of hislickspittle
daion?

“No, gr.”

“It isinsolence. For which reason, you will not be punished but rather, as| said, rewarded. Y ou have
grown somewhat in my service. Y our tastes have matured. Y ou want something better than your hand.
Y ou shdl haveit. Go into any woman's house and tell her what she must do. Y ou have my permisson.”

“Thisisagift | do not desire”

“Saysyou! Big Red Margotty hasthree holes. She will refuse none of them to you. Enter themin
whatever order you wish. Do what you like with her tits. Tell her to ook glad when she seesyou. Tell her
to wag her tail and bark like adog. Aslong as she has a daughter, she has no choice but to obey. Much
the same goesfor any of my beloved subjects, of whatever gender or age.”

“They hateyou,” Will said.
“And thou aswell, my love and my ddight. And thou aswell.”
“But you with reason.”

A long silence. Then, “I know your mind as you do not. | know what things you wish to do with Red
Margotty and what things you wish to do to her. | tell you, there are crudties within you greater than
anything | know. It isthe birthright of flesh.”

“Youlid”

“Do I? Tell me something, dearest victim. When you told the eldersto crucify No-name, the command
came from me, with my bresth and in my voice. But the form....did not the choice of the punishment
comefromyou?’

Will had been lying listlesdy on the couch staring up at the featurdless metd ceiling. Now he sat upright,
his face white with shock. All in asingle movement he stood, and turned toward the door.

Which seeing, the dragon sneered, “Do you think to leave me? Do you honestly think you can? Then
try!” The dragon dammed his door open. The cool and pitilesslight of earliest morning flooded the cabin.
A fresh breeze swept in, carrying with it scents from the fields and woods. It made Will painfully aware of
how his own sour stench permested the dragon’ sinterior. Y ou need me more than | ever needed
you—I have seen to that! Y ou cannot run away, and if you could, your hunger would bring you back,
wristsforemost. Y ou desire me. Y ou are empty without me. Go! Try to run! Seewhereit getsyou.”

Will trembled.
He bolted out the door and ran.

Thefirgt sunset away from the dragon, Will threw up violently as the sun went down, and then suffered
gpasms of diarrhea. Cramping, and aching and foul, he hid in the depths of the Old Forest dl through the
night, sometimes howling and sometimes rolling about the forest floor in pain. A thousand timeshe
thought he must return. A thousand times he told himsdlf: Not yet. Just alittlelonger and you can



surrender. But not yet.

The craving came in waves. When it abated, Will would think: If | can hold out for one day, the second
will be easier, and the third easier yet. Then the Sick yearning would return, ablack need in the tissues of
his flesh and an aching in his bones, and he would think again: Not yet. Hold off for just afew more
minutes. Then you can give up. Soon. Just alittle longer.

By morning, the worgt of it was over. He washed his clothesin astream, and hung them up to dry inthe
wan predawn light. To keep himsalf warm, he marched back and forth singing the Chansons Amoreuses
de Merlin Sylvanus, as many of its five hundred verses as he could remember. Finally, when the clothes
were only dightly damp, he sought out agreat climbing oak he knew of old, and from ahollow withdrew
alength of stolen clothedine. Climbing as close to the tippy-top of the greet tree as he dared, he lashed
himsdf to itsbole. There, lightly rocked by agentlewind, he dept at last.

Three days later, Hag Applemere cameto see him in his place of hiding. The truth-teller bowed before
him. “Lord Dragon bidsyou returnto him,” she said formally.

Will did not ask the revered hag how she had found him. Wise-women had their skills; nor did they
explain themsalves. “I’ll comewhen I’'m ready,” he said. “My task hereisnot yet completed.” Hewas
busily sewing together leaves of oak, yew, ash, and dder, usng aneedle laborioudy crafted from athorn,
and short threads made from grasses he had pulled apart by hand. It was no easy work.

Hag Applemerefrowned. “You place usdl in certain danger.”

“Hewill not destroy himsdlf over me done. Particularly when heis surethat | must inevitably return to
him”

“Itistrue”

Will laughed mirthlesdy. *'Y ou need not ply your trade here, hallowed lady. Spesk to me asyou would to
any other. | am no longer of the dragon’ s party.” Looking at her, he saw for thefirst time that shewas
not so many years older than himsdlf. In atime of peace, he might even have grown fast enough to
someday, intwo yearsor five, claim her for hisown, by the ancient rites of the greensward and the
midnight sun. Only months ago, young as he was, he would have found this an unsettling thought. But
now histhinking had been driven to such extremesthat it bothered him not.

“Will,” she said then, cautioudy, “whatever are you up to?’

He held up the garment, complete at last, for her to admire. “I have become agreenshirtie.” All thetime
he had sewn, he was bare chested, for he had torn up his dragon sark and used it for tinder as he needed
fire. Now he donned itsleafy replacement.

Clad in hisfragile new finery, Will looked thetruth-teller Sraight inthe eye.
“Youcanlie” hesad.

Bessie looked stricken. “Once,” she said, and reflexively covered her womb with both hands. “And the
priceishigh, terribly high.”

He stood. “Then it must be paid. Let usfind ashove now. It istimefor abit of graverobbery.”

It was evening when Will returned at last to the dragon. Tyrant Square had been ringed about with
barbed wire, and aloudspeaker had been set upon a pole with wires leading back into hisiron hulk, so
that he could speak and be heard in the absence of hislieutenant.



“Gofirg,” Will said to Hag Applemere, “that he may be reassured | mean him no harm.”

Breasts bare, clad in the robes and wide hat of her profession, Bessie Applemere passed through a
barbed-wire gate (a grimpkin guard opened it before her and closed it after her) and entered the square.
“Son of Cruelty.” She bowed deeply before the dragon.

Will stood hunched in the shadows, head down, with hishandsin his pockets. Tonelesdy, he said, “I
have been broken to your will, great one. | will be your stump-cow, if that iswhat you want. | beg you.
Make me grovel. Make me crawl. Only let me back in.”

Hag Applemere spread her arms and bowed again. “It istrue.”
“Y ou may approach.” The dragon’s voice sounded staticky and yet triumphant over the loudspesker.

The sour-faced old grimpkin opened the gate for him, asit had earlier been opened for the hag. Slowly,
like amdtreated dog returning to the only hand that had ever fed him, Will crossed the square. He
paused before the loudspesker, briefly touched its pole with one trembling hand, and then shoved that
hand back into his pocket. “'Y ou have won. Well and truly, have you won.”

It appalled him how easily the words came, and how natural they sounded coming from his mouth. He
could fed the desire to surrender to the tyrant, accept what punishments he would impose, and sink
gratefully back into hisbondage. A little voice within cried: So easy! So easy! And so it would be,
periloudy easy indeed. Theredization that a part of him devoutly wished for it made Will burn with
humiliation.

The dragon dowly forced one eye hdf-open. “So, boy...” Wasit hisimagination, or was the dragon’s
voice lessforceful than it had been three days ago?* Y ou have learned what need fedslike. Y ou suffer
from your desires, evenasl| do. |...1...am weakened, admittedly, but | am not all so wesk asthat! You
thought to prove that | needed you—you have proved the reverse. Though | have neither wings nor
missilesand my dectricd reserves arelow, though | cannot fire my jets without destroying the village and
mysdf aswdll, yet am | of the mighty, for | have neither pity nor remorse. Thought you | craved amere
boy? Thought you to make me dance attendance on a soft, unmuscled half-mortal mongre fey? Pfaugh! |
do not need you. Never think that I...that | need you!”

“Let mein,” Will whimpered. “1 will do whatever you say.”

“Y ou...you understand that you must be punished for your disobedience?’
“Yes” Will said. “Punish me, please. Abase and degrade me, | beg you.”
“Asyou wish,” the dragon’s cockpit door hissed open, “so it shall be.”

Will took one halting step forward, and then two. Then he began to run, straight at the open hatchway.
Straight at it—and then to one Side.

Hefound himsdlf standing before the featurelessiron of the dragon’ s side. Quickly, from one pocket he
withdrew Sergeant Bombast’ s soulstone. Its small blood-red mate was dready in his mouth. There was
gtill grave-dirt on the one, and a strange taste to the other, but he did not care. He touched the soulstone
to theiron plate, and the dragon’ s true name flowed effortlessy into hismind.

Simultaneoudy, he took the f-shot from his other pocket. Then, with dl his strength, he drew the
ef-shot down the dragon’ siron flank, making along, bright scratch in the rust.

“What are you doing?’ the dragon cried in darm. “ Stop that! The hatch is open, the couch awaitd” His



voice dropped seductively. “ The needles yearn for your wrists. Even as| yearn for—"
“Badthazar, of theline of Baalmoloch, of theline of Badshabat,” Will shouted, “I command theeto die!”
And that wasthat.

All in an ingtant and with no fuss whatever, the dragon king was dead. All his might and madice was
become nothing more than inert metd, that might be cut up and carted away to be sold to the
scrap-foundriesthat served their larger brothers with ingots to be re-forged for the War.

Will hit the side of the dragon with dl the might of hisfit, to show hisdisdain. Then he pat ashard and
fierce as ever he could, and watched the sdliva dide dowly down the black meta. Finally, he unbuttoned
his trousers and pissed upon his erstwhile oppressor.

So it wasthat hefindly accepted that the tyrant was well and truly dead.

Bessie Applemere—hag no more—stood silent and bereft on the square behind him. Wordlesdy, she
mourned her sterile womb and sightless eyes. To her, Will went. He took her hand, and led her back to
her hut. He opened the door for her. Her sat her down upon her bed. “Do you need anything?’ he
asked. “Water? Some food?’

She shook her head. “ Just go. Leave meto lament our victory in solitude.”

Heleft, quietly closing the door behind him. There was no place to go now but home. It took him a
moment to remember where that was.

“1"ve come back,” Will said.

Blind Ennalooked stricken. Her face turned dowly toward him, those vacant eyesfilled with shadow,
that ancient mouth open and despairing. Like adeep-waker, she stood and stumbled forward and then,
when her groping fingers tapped againgt his chest, she threw her arms around him and burst into tears.
“Thank the Seven! Oh, thank the Seven! The blessed, blessed, merciful Seven!” she sobbed over and
over again, and Will redlized for thefirst timethat, in her own inarticulate way, hisaunt genuingy and truly
loved him.

And so, for aseason, lifein the village returned to normal. In the autumn the Armies of the Mighty came
through the land, torching the crops and leveling the buildings. Terror went before them and the villagers
wereforced to fleg, first into the Old Forest, and then to refugee camps across the border. Finaly, they
were loaded into cattle cars and taken away to far Babyloniain Faerie Minor, where the streets are
bricked of gold and the ziggurats touch the sky, and there Will found a stranger destiny than any he might
previousy have dreamed.

But that is another story, for another day.



