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PRAISE FOR THE WRITING OF SAMUEL R. DELANY

“I consider Delany not only one of the most important SF writers of the present generation, but a fascinating writer in general who has invented a new style.” —Umberto Eco

“Samuel R. Delany is the most interesting author of science fiction writing in English today.” —The New York Times Book Review

Dhalgren

“Dhalgren’s the secret masterpiece, the city-book-labyrinth that has swallowed astonished readers alive for almost thirty years. Its beauty and force still seem to be growing.” —Jonathan Lethem

“A brilliant tour de force.” —The News & Observer (Raleigh)

“A Joyceian tour de force of a novel, Dhalgren … stake[s] a better claim than anything else published in this country in the last quarter-century (excepting only Gass’s Omensetter’s Luck and Nabokov’s Pale Fire) to a permanent place as one of the enduring monuments of our national literature.” —Libertarian Review

The Nevèrÿon Series

“Cultural criticism at its most imaginative and entertaining best.” —Quarterly Black Review of Books on Neveryóna

“The tales of Nevèrÿon are postmodern sword-and-sorcery … Delany subverts the formulaic elements of sword-and-sorcery and around their empty husks constructs self-conscious metafictions about social and sexual behavior, the play of language and power, and—above all—the possibilities and limitations of narrative. Immensely sophisticated as literature … eminently readable and gorgeously entertaining.” —The Washington Post Book World

“This is fantasy that challenges the intellect … semiotic sword and sorcery, a very high level of literary gamesmanship. It’s as if Umberto Eco had written about Conan the Barbarian.” —USA Today

“The Nevèrÿon series is a major and unclassifiable achievement in contemporary American literature.” —Fredric R. Jameson

“Instead of dishing out the usual, tired mix of improbable magic and bloody mayhem, Delany weaves an intricate meditation on the nature of freedom and slavery, on the beguiling differences between love and lust … the prose has been so polished by wit and intellect that it fairly gleams.” —San Francisco Chronicle on Return to Nevèrÿon

“One of the most sustained meditations we have on the complex intersections of sexuality, race, and subjectivity in contemporary cultures.” —Constance Penley

Stars in My Pocket Like Grains of Sand

“Delany’s first true masterpiece.” —The Washington Post

“What makes Stars in My Pocket Like Grains of Sand especially challenging—and satisfying—is that the complex society in which the characters move is one … which contains more than 6,000 inhabited worlds and a marvelously rich blend of cultures. The inhabitants of these worlds—both human and alien—relate to one another in ways that, however bizarre they may seem at first, are eventually seen to turn on such recognizable emotional fulcrums as love, loss and longing.” —The New York Times Book Review

“Delany’s forte has always been the creation of complex, bizarre, yet highly believable future societies; this book may top anything he’s done in that line.” —Newsday

Nova

“As of this book, [Samuel R. Delany] is the best science-fiction writer in the world.” —Galaxy Science Fiction

“A fast-action far-flung interstellar adventure; [an] archetypal mystical/mythical allegory … [a] modern myth told in the SF idiom … and lots more.” —The Magazine of Fantasy & Science Fiction

“[Nova] reads like Moby-Dick at a strobe-light show!” —Time

The Motion of Light in Water

“A very moving, intensely fascinating literary biography from an extraordinary writer. Thoroughly admirable candor and luminous stylistic precision; the artist as a young man and a memorable picture of an age.” —William Gibson

“Absolutely central to any consideration of black manhood … Delany’s vision of the necessity for total social and political transformation is revolutionary.” —Hazel Carby

“The prose of The Motion of Light in Water often has the shimmering beauty of the title itself … This book is invaluable gay history.” —Inches
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Return … a preface

BY K. LESLIE STEINER

Humankind still lives prehistory everywhere, indeed everything awaits the creation of the world as a genuine one. The real genesis is not at the beginning but at the end, and it only begins when society and existence become radical, that is grasp themselves at the root. The root of history, however, is the human being, working, producing, reforming and surpassing the givens around him or her. If human beings have grasped themselves, and what is theirs, without depersonalization and alienation, founded in real democracy, then something comes into being in the world that shines into everyone’s childhood and where no one has yet been—home.

—ERNST BLOCH, Das Prinkzip Hoffnung

Come to a far when, a distant once, a land beyond the river—but a river running no-one-knows-where. That’s the invitation the following fantasy series here holds out. But where does its landscape lie? Some have suggested it’s Mediterranean. Others have thought it Mesopotamian. Yet arguments can be made for placing it in either Asia or Africa. And its weather and immediate geography (sun, fog, rain, but no snow, in a city on the sea surrounded by mountains) make it sound like nothing so much as prehistoric Piraeus—or San Francisco, in both of which modern cities, in the years before he began his series (if we are to trust the several books on him by over-eager commentators), Delany lived.

What’s certain, however, is that it was a long time ago.

But four thousand years? Six thousand? Eight thousand?

The most accurate placement is, after all, a happy accident of the advertising copy on the back of one of the paperbacks in which some of the tales were first published, putting it at ‘the borderland of history.’ For before this ancient nation there is only the unrectored chaos out of which grew (and we watch them grow page on page) the techne that make history recognizable: money, architecture, weaving, writing, capital … Yet a whiff of magic blows through it all, now as the flying dragons corraled in the Faltha mountains, now as a huge and hideous monster, part god, part beast, turning back would-be defectors as it patrols the ill-marked border.

Re-readers of these tales may be curious why I, who am after all only a fictive character in some of the pieces to come, have taken this preface on. Yes, it’s an odd feeling—but finally one I like. The publisher wanted me to jot something on the stories’ cryptographical origins. (You may have already encountered a note on their archeological ends.) I agreed, under condition I might include this extended historical disclaimer. But something about these stories defers origins (not to say endings) in favor of fictions. Still, for those readers, old or new, who do not recall, I will (again) explain:

Picture me, if it will help, as your average black American female academic, working in the largely white preserves of a sprawling mid-western university, unable, as a seventies graduate student, to make up her mind between mathematics and German literature. (The politics required eventually to secure me a joint line in our Math and Comp. Lit. departments are too rococo to recount.) Category theory was all the rage when I emerged from my first meaningful degree. But there was an intriguing spin-off of it called naming, listing, and counting theory, which perhaps seventy-five people in the world knew anything at all about and another twelve actually could do anything with. There, on those rare and stilly heights, I decided to dig in my heels—while, during summers, I ran around the world reading as much as possible in the oldest and most outré languages I could find.

Well.

Sometime in the mid-seventies, my mathematical work led me to apply a few of naming, listing, and counting theory’s more arcane corollaries to the translation of an archaic narrative text of some nine hundred or so words (depending on the ancient language in which you found it), sometimes called the Culhar’ Fragment and, more recently, the Missolonghi Codex. That fragment has come down to us in several translations in several ancient scripts.

The occasion for my own translation was the discovery, in a basement storage room of the Istanbul Archeological Museum, of a new version of the Culhar’ in a script that was, by any educated guess, certainly older than most previously dated. Appended to it was a note in an early version of Greek (Linear B) to the effect that this text had been considered, at least by the author of the note, to be humanity’s first writing.

And Linear B has not been written for a very, very long time.

But since the Culhar’ only exists in its various partial and, sometimes, contradictory translations, we do not know for certain which script it was initially supposed to have been written in; nor can we be sure of its presumed initial geography.

The origins of writing are just as obscure and problematic as the origin of languages in general. Some of those problems are discussed, in the appendix to Delany’s first published volume of Nevèrÿon stories, by my friend and sometime colleague S. L. Kermit. Yes, that appendix was written at my request. For, though I have (still) never met him, Delany, after he had written his first five tales, sent me at my university a warm and appreciative letter about what my work had meant to him. (Till then, bits had been scattered only in the most recondite journals; though soon—praise all the gods of tenure—they were to coalesce into the precious, precious book.) He also asked if I, or someone I knew, might write a piece about my cryptographic successes that would serve as an appendix to his collection. On his behalf, then (regardless of what my old and dear friend claims—though I’ll admit the circumstances were confused, the time period rushed, and the weather just frightful), I asked Professor Kermit to lend the entertainment his limpid expository manner.

But anyone interested in the details may consult the appendix to this first volume and pursue the matter through the first appendix to the second.

I have worked with that ancient, fragmented, and incomplete narrative, with its barbarians, dragons, sunken cities, reeds and memory marks, twin-bladed warrior women, child ruler, one-eyed dreamer and mysterious rubber balls, for many, many months, spread out over what has become many years; and I’m delighted that the pressure of my own attentions drew Delany to pose (with the help of my commentary) his own land of Nevèrÿon.

Professor Kermit’s generous essay, which concludes this volume, is rich in suggestions as to ways the Culhar’ may have prompted Delany to elaborate elements in his fantasy. But to say too much more about that, especially before you have read the stories themselves, is to suggest there is a closer juncture between post-modern tales and ancient Ur text than there is. For the relation between the Culhar’ and these stories is one of suggestion, invention, and play—rather than one of scholarly investigation or even scholarly speculation. If anything, Delany’s stories are, among other things, a set of elaborate and ingenuous deconstructions of the Culhar’—a word I take to mean ‘an analysis of possible (as opposed to impossible) meanings that subvert any illusions we have of becoming true masters over a given text,’ a word which I have, like so many in the last decade, become rather fond of; and one which Professor Kermit abhors.

Still, I am as happy to fulfill the publisher’s request for a general introduction to the series as I was first pleased by the fact my translation called Delany’s attention to the Culhar’ in the first place.

But there, really, you have it.

This recompilation of Delany’s immense and marvelous fantasy will mark a return to the series for thousands on thousands of readers, some of whom may even recall when the first piece, ‘The Tale of Gorgik,’ appeared in Isaac Asimov’s Science Fiction Magazine for Spring of 1979. That story was nominated for a Nebula Award; and the collection of the first five tales (with Kermi’s intriguing appendix) in a paperback volume that same year became an American Book Award nominee. And, lo, the opening tale is now longer.

Taken all together, Delany’s mega-fantasy is a fascinating fiction of ideas, a narrative hall of mirrors, an intricate argument about power, sexuality, and narration itself. In the second piece, ‘The Tale of Old Venn,’ we can watch sophisticated intellection and primitive passion play off one another. By the third, ‘The Tale of Small Sarg,’ sadomasochism has reared its endlessly fascinating head; while the ninth, ‘The Tale of Plagues and Carnivals,’ explores the impact of AIDS on a major American city.

Where did the fantasy go …?

But that is precisely the fascination of the series.

Some critics have found within the stories, as well as the individual tales’ arguments with one another, critiques, parodies, and dialogues with and of writings as diverse as Freud’s Three Essays on the Theory of Sex, G. Spencer-Brown’s The Laws of Form, Marx’s Critique of Political Economy, Popper’s two-volume study, The Open Society and Its Enemies, Derrida’s ‘Plato’s Pharmacy’—and even The Wizard of Oz. To others, however, it was all ponderous and pointless beyond bearing. For certain critics, the ten years Delany devoted to this most massive yet marginal project in an already marginal sub-genre seemed manic willfulness.

But we do not have to be alert to every nuance of the fantasy’s sometimes dauntingly allusive play to enjoy this epic of the rise to political power of an ex-mine slave in a world of dragons, barbarians, Amazons, prehistoric splendor, perverse passions, and primitive precocity. If we did, the series never would have gained the audience it has—which, thanks to its initial three-volume paperback appearance (with a fourth in hardcover), already numbers in the hundreds of thousands. And it is equally a fact: few of us are such provincial readers that we won’t catch some.

This heroic saga has been characterized many ways. Delany himself has written of it as ‘a child’s garden of semiotics.’ Once, at a department party, I overheard someone who asked what to expect of Delany’s fantasy sequence receive the suggestion that he would find it closer to Der Mann ohne Eigenschaften than Die Frau ohne Schatten. My favorite description was given, however, by SF writer Elizabeth Lynn. Within my hearing, out on some screened-in Westchester porch, Lizzy was speaking to someone who’d asked her about the first volume, just published. (At this remove I don’t remember if they realized I was listening.) She said:

‘Imagine going to a wonderful gallery exhibit with an intelligent, witty, well-spoken, and deeply cultured friend, an expert in the period, richly informed on the customs and economics of the times, familiar with the lives of the artists and of their models, as well as the subsequent critical reception of all of the paintings over each ensuing artistic period, a friend who you only wished, as the two of you walked from painting to painting, would shut up …’

What a recommendation for a heroic fantasy!

But consider. That benevolent, oppressive, insistent voice, droning on before those glimmering, luminous images—the voice of the master—always and forever conveys two messages. One is true: ‘History,’ it tells us, ‘is intellectually negotiable. It can be untangled, understood, and the miseries of our entrapment in it can be explained. And because history is never finished, those miseries can be interrogated, alleviated, and the situations that comprise and promote them can be changed. All men and women have the right to essay such mastery over their own lives.’ The second message, inextricably bound up with the first, is as much a lie: ‘History,’ it tells us, ‘has already been negotiated, so that beyond a certain point any attempt to know more is at best error and at worst sedition. That we have any of the tools of historical analysis means that, on some level, history is finished. Things as they are are as they ought to be and must not be questioned or changed. Our agonies and our pleasures, whether physical or intellectual, are fixed by a Greater Power, call it God or History itself: thus no woman nor any man may challenge the institutions through which you endure yours or I indulge mine.’

Because it always bears this double message, that voice has only value in a dialectical, if not dialogic, process. (Statements tolerable at the beginning of arguments are not acceptable as ends.) But if we cannot silence the lie completely—for it is too intimately bound up with experience, language, and desire—at least the writer can worry over how to articulate the truth of that voice; and can try to write up the lie for what it is.

The recourse here is always to form.

There is a traditional Marxist argument that when Daniel Defoe takes on the voice of the prostitute Moll Flanders, or Paul T. Rogers the voice of the hustler Sinbad, we still have the voice of the master, only now involved in an extended quotation, still all for the profit of his own class; and it is by untangling the recomplications of narrative form that the Marxist reveals the voice’s true class origins, despite its appropriations from whatever ostensibly proletarian subject.

But consider the problems our traditional Marxist might have, say, reading the intricately framed monologue, the eighth part of Delany’s series, ‘The Mummers’s Tale’ (along with its chilling postscript, section 9.6 of ‘The Tale of Plagues and Carnivals’), in which the master takes on the voice of an actor informing the voice of a hustler, to tease apart just those problems of appropriation, while, at the margin of the tale itself, almost wholly congruent with the position of the reader, sits the Master, silent through the recitation, in a growing indignation and outrage that, we learn in the postscript, at last takes on, however unconsciously, by means of a similar appropriation, murderous proportions.

Who is quoting whom? What has been written and what has been spoken? And how does the truth slide between them?

And though to learn that ‘The Tale of Plagues and Carnivals,’ §9.6, takes resonances from Popper’s reading of Plato (with a passing gander at Ryle’s) may please those who need reassurance that a writer knows a little of what he or she is about, that is not knowledge we need to follow the development of Delany’s argument for free political dialogue and against political closure. That argument is there, however clear, however cloudy, for anyone to read, concerned Marxist or committed capitalist, or even those of us unsure of our position in this worldwide debate.

Return to Nevèrÿon1 is Delany’s overall name for his fantasy series—though the publisher, without forbidding me to mention it, has urged me not to stress it, as foreign-sounding words and diacritical markings are thought to be off-putting to that most embarrassing of statistical fictions, the commercial reader (not you, of course; not me), who presumably consumes texts only for story, is assumed to stand deaf to style, and is thought to applaud only the endlessly repeated pornographies of action and passion that, for all their violences, still manage to pander to an astonishingly untroubled acceptance of the personal and political status quo.

(Where, one wonders, and in what form, does narrative elimination take place?)

The ancient land called Nevèrÿon is pronounced (I’ve been told by the editor, who presumably at least once lunched with Delany himself) Ne-VER-y-on: four syllables with the accent on the antepenult. The phrase ‘Flight from Nevèrÿon’ more or less rhymes with the word ‘octogenarian.’ And Neveryóna, the old aristocratic neighborhood of the capital port, Kolhari, which briefly lent its name to the entire town, is pronounced Ne-ver-y-O-na: five syllables with the primary accent on the penult, and a secondary one on the second syllable: the word rhymes—roughly—with ‘Defer Pomona.’

There. Now doesn’t that allay just a little of the anxiety?

Oh, and ‘The Tale of Rumor and Desire,’ the editor told me (at our own lunch), was one Delany wrote when a two-volume collection of all the shorter Nevèrÿon stories and novellas had been planned. That last written story was crafted to make a transition between ‘The Tale of Dragons and Dreamers’ and ‘The Tale of Fog and Granite’ for readers who would not be able to make the journey through the full-length novel, Neveryóna, or the Tale of Signs and Cities, which, while it naturally falls out as tale number six, was simply too long to include in that bipartite omnibus—alas, since scuttled. That terminal tale’s major events occur just after the end of Neveryóna. Read it there if you must. But I can assure you that—there—it will make no thematic sense whatsoever. And its particular play of discontinuities will—there—only disorient you the more as you broach the considerable mists of volume three.

But surely Delany intends his ‘return’ not only for readers who are actual re-readers of his sword-and-sorcery series. Recalling the passage from German philosopher Ernst Bloch’s three-volume Principle of Hope I’ve set at the head of this preface, Delany writes at the beginning of Chapter Three of his SF novel Stars in my Pockets Like Grains of Sand (written concurrently with the first Nevèrÿon stories):


	Home?

	It’s the place you can never visit for the first time, because by the time it’s become home, you’ve already been there. You can only return. (You can never go home, only go home again.)2



There is a suggestion of Nietzsche’s ‘eternal return’ in these tales Delany asks us to return to. In the strict sense that one can never initially ‘go’ home, Nevèrÿon is not a place one initially visits; it can only be revisited—in much the way Delany revisits (and revalues) a certain romantic stance connected with the Thomas Wolfe title he lightly mocks in the parenthesis above. And in his essay on Joanna Russ’s beautiful and meticulous science fiction cum sword-and-sorcery sequence, The Adventures of Alyx,3 in a section dealing with the puzzling but persistent relation between sword-and-sorcery and science fiction, we find:

As one can speak of the simple calculus implicit behind the set of algebras called Boolean, the comparatively limited landscape of sword and sorcery may be the simple fantasy behind the extremely varied set of future landscapes we call science fiction … More precisely, I suspect, sword-and-sorcery represents what can, most safely, still be imagined about the transition from a barter economy to a money economy … By the same light, science fiction represents what can most safely be imagined about the transition from a money economy to a credit economy.4

The suggestion is that in such fictions the place we are returning to is deeply and historically implicated in the place we are returning from.

The nostalgic fictive recreation of a primitive past is always constructed from the contemporary cultural materials around us—precisely to the extent the primitive is seen to be one with the mystical, the unknown, and the unknowable. Even as they speculate on the workings of history, such creations are insistently ahistorical—or are, at any rate, historical only as they are products of our own historical moment.

The panorama of material life Delany evokes in his fantasy epic has little or nothing to do with any specific society or culture of some long-ago epochal period, some distant geographical site. These stories do not move toward research into lost time. And it takes only the smallest critical leap—which we are encouraged toward with the epigraph of each new tale—to realize all we are really learning about is our own age’s conception of historical possibility. For the gesture with which we reach yearningly after the exotic turns out to be only a digging down into our own pockets for whatever is caught in the seams. As Delany writes in ‘The Tale of Plagues and Carnivals,’ the antepenultimate (or penultimate) Nevèrÿon tale (depending, alas, on where you place ‘Rumor and Desire’), for anyone managing to miss the point till then:


	… The Nevèrÿon series is, from first tale to last, a document of our times, thank you very much. And a carefully prepared one, too.5



The series is a document of its times—our times, today. It is a lush and colorful fantasy adventure. With all its sections taken together, it forms a dark unheimlich comedy about the intricate relations of sex, narrative, and power. What it is not, in any way, is a portrait of some imagined historical epoch.

I should know. The original historical research—if one can speak of such—was mine.

Some of Delany’s readers will be renegotiating (once again) this interplay of image and idea, of intellectual grit and imaginative grandeur; of moonshot fog and mica-flecked granite, of controversy and convention. Others will be encountering it for the first time. ‘Fantasy,’ I have called the series. Delany marks it with Fritz Leiber’s term ‘sword-and-sorcery’ and calls it ‘paraliterature.’ Still, rereading it strongly invokes the often quoted comment by the German novelist Hermann Broch: ‘Literature is always an impatience on the part of knowledge.’ So I am tempted to call it literature, as it inscribes itself where historical knowledge is at its most incomplete and we are likely to become our most impatient with it. (‘Speculative fiction,’ we could have labeled it, had it been written in the sixties when that term was used to refer to an amalgam of the literarily experimental and the science fictional or fantastic.) But, for all its historical thrust, there is something about it rigorously of its own decades, the twentieth century’s terminal quarter.

Our return begins (and ends) by plundering present-day culture for all its source material, even when that means present-day cultural images of the past. What it presents us, even as it seems to lure us away to another age and clime, is our own home reviewed through the distorting (or, better, organizing) lens of a set of paraliterary conventions. We begin by preparing for a spin out in the extremes; but we are only going home … again—another way of saying one never goes home at all. So if the saga seems luminous and familiar, remember: even before we open the first page of the first tale, we know the material from which it has been elaborated wondrously well.

Orphans that we are, it is ours.

Such deciphering work as mine (to return to our initial topic) is, of course, highly speculative. And the part that inspired Delany’s series was done over a decade back. The interpretive successes of those of us who work today with the most enduring, if not eternal, of human productions often seem, in our own eyes, spectacularly ephemeral. And though, on occasion, some of them that ignite the general imagination receive a modicum of acclaim, most developments—not to say triumphs—in the decipherment of unknown scripts don’t, today, garner much fanfare. Still, I would hope that, even among those readers ‘returning’ here for the first time, a few might remember a bit about them.

These tales are a marvelous reminder.

Thus, on Delany’s behalf, I’m delighted to introduce to you the stories my labors engendered.

Return, then, to Nevèrÿon …

— Ann Arbor

Summer 1986

1. Samuel R. Delany’s fantasy series, Return to Nevèrÿon, consists of four volumes of stories and novels. The first, a collection of five stories, is Tales of Nevèrÿon (Bantam Books; New York: 1979); the second is the novel Neveryóna, or the Tale of Signs and Cities (Bantam Books; New York: 1983); the third is the triptych of novellas, Flight from Nevèrÿon (Bantam Books; New York: 1985); the fourth and most recent is Return to Nevèrÿon—original American title The Bridge of Lost Desire (Arbor House; New York: 1987).

2. Stars in My Pocket Like Grains of Sand, by Samuel R. Delany (Bantam Books; New York: 1984) paperback, p. 100. (Grafton Books: 1986, p. 129.)

3. Alyx by Joanna Russ, with an introduction by Samuel R. Delany, was originally published by Gregg Press (Boston: 1976). Under the title The Adventures of Alyx, it has appeared in paperback from Timescape Books (1983) and Baen Books (1986) without the Delany introduction. That introduction can be found in Delany’s trade paperback essay collection, The Jewel-Hinged Jaw (Berkley-Windhover Books; New York: 1978).

4. ‘Alyx,’ in The Jewel-Hinged Jaw, by Samuel R. Delany, p. 197.

5. ‘The Tale of Plagues and Carnivals,’ in Flight from Nevèrÿon by Samuel R. Delany, p. 237.



Tales of Nevèrÿon


	And if the assumption of responsibility for one’s own discourse leads to the conclusion that all conclusions are genuinely provisional and therefore inconclusive, that all origins are similarly unoriginal, that responsibility itself must cohabit with frivolity, this need not be a cause for gloom … Derrida, then, is asking us to change certain habits of mind: the authority of the text is provisional, the origin is a trace, contradicting logic, we must learn to use and erase our language at the same time … If one is always bound by one’s perspective, one can at least deliberately reverse perspectives as often as possible, in the process undoing opposed perspectives, showing that the two terms of an opposition are merely accomplices of each other …: the notion that the setting up of unitary opposites is an instrument and a consequence of ‘making equal,’ and the dissolving of opposites is the philosopher’s gesture against that will to power which would mystify her very self.



—GAYATRI CHAKRAVORTY SPIVAK

Translator’s Introduction, Of Grammatology



The Tale of Gorgik


	Because we must deal with the unknown, whose nature is by definition speculative and outside the flowing chain of language, whatever we make of it will be no more than probability and no less than error. The awareness of possible error in speculation and of a continued speculation regardless of error is an event in the history of modern rationalism whose importance, I think, cannot be overemphasized … Nevertheless, the subject of how and when we become certain that what we are doing is quite possibly wrong but at least a beginning has to be studied in its full historical and intellectual richness.



—EDWARD SAID

Beginnings, Intention and Method



1

HIS MOTHER FROM TIME to time claimed eastern connections with one of the great families of fisherwomen in the Ulvayn Islands: she had the eyes, but not the hair. His father was a sailor who, after a hip injury at sea, had fixed himself to the port of Kolhari, where he worked as a waterfront dispatcher for a wealthier importer. So Gorgik grew up in the greatest of Nevèrÿon ports, his youth along the docks substantially rougher than his parents would have liked and peppered with more trouble than they thought they could bear—though not so rough or troubled as some of his friends’: he was neither killed by accidental deviltry nor arrested.

Childhood in Kolhari? Somehow, soldiers and sailors from the breadth of Nevèrÿon ambled and shouted all through it, up and down the Old Pavē; merchants and merchants’ wives strolled on Black Avenue, so called for its topping that, on hot days, softened under the sandals; travelers and tradesmen met to chat in front of dockside inns—the Sump, the Kraken, the Dive; and among them all slipped the male and female slaves, those of aristocratic masters dressed more elegantly than many merchants, while others were so ragged and dirty their sex was indistinguishable, yet all with the hinged iron collars above fine or frayed shirt necks or bony shoulders, loose or tight around stringy or fleshy necks, and sometimes even hidden under jeweled pieces of damasked cloth set with beryls and tourmalines. Frequently this double memory returned to Gorgik: leaving a room where a lot of coins, some stacked, some scattered, lay on sheets of written-over parchment, to enter the storage room at the back of the warehouse his father worked in—but instead of bolts of hide and bales of hemp, he saw some two dozen, cross-legged on the gritty flooring, a few leaning against the earthen wall, three asleep in the corner, and one making water astraddle the trough that grooved the room’s center. All were sullen, silent, naked—save the iron at their throats. As he walked through, none even looked at him. An hour, or two hours, or four hours later, he walked into that storage room again: empty. About the floor lay two dozen collars hinged open. From each a chain coiled the pitted grit to hang from a plank set in the wall to which the last, oversized links were pegged. The air was cool and fetid. In another room coins clinked. Had he been six? Or seven? Or five …? On the street behind the dockside warehouses women made jewelry and men made baskets; for oiled iron boys sold baked sweet potatoes that in winter were flaky and cold on the outside with just a trace of warmth in the center and, in summer, hot on the first bite but with a hard wet knot in the middle; and mothers harangued their girls from raffia-curtained windows: ‘Get in the house, get in the house, get in the house this instant! There’s work to do!’

With spring came the red and unmentionable ships from the south. And the balls. (Most things dubbed unmentionable have usually been mentioned quite fully in certain back alleys, at certain low dives, beside certain cisterns, by low men—and women—who do not shun low language. There have always been some phenomena, however, which are so baffling that neither high language nor low seems able to deal with them. The primitive response to such phenomena is terror and the sophisticated one, ignoral. These ships produced their share of both, sold their cargo, and were not talked of.) The balls were small enough for a big man to hide one in his fist and made of some barely pliable blackish matter that juvenile dissection revealed hid a knuckle-sized bubble. With the balls came the rhyme that you bounced to on the stone flags around the neighborhood cistern:

I went out to Babàra’s Pit

At the crescent moon’s first dawning.

But the Thanes of Garth had covered it,

And no one found a place to sit,

And Belham’s key no longer fit,

And all the soldiers fought a bit,

And neither general cared a whit

If any man of his was hit …

The rhyme went on as long as you could keep the little ball going, usually with a few repetitions, as many improvisations; and when you wanted to stop, you concluded:

… And the eagle sighed and the serpent cried

For all my lady’s warning!

On warning! you slammed the ball hard as you could into the cistern’s salt-stained wall. The black ball soared in sunlight. Boys and girls ran, pranced, squinted … Whoever caught it got next bounce.

Sometimes it was ‘… for all the Mad witch’s warning …’ which didn’t fit the rhythm; sometimes it was ‘… for all Mad Olin’s warning …’ which did, but no one was sure what that meant. And anyone with an amphibrachic name was always in for ribbing. For one thing was certain: whoever’d done the warning had meant no good by it.

A number of balls went into cisterns. A number simply went wherever lost toys go. By autumn all were gone. (He was sad for that, too, because by many days’ practice on the abandoned cistern down at the alley end behind the grain warehouse, he’d gotten so he could bounce the ball higher than any but the children half again his age.) The rhyme lingered in the heaped-over corners of memory’s store, turned up, at longer and longer intervals, perhaps a moment before sleep on a winter evening, in a run along the walled bank of the Big Khora on some next-summer’s afternoon.

A run in the streets of Kolhari? Those streets were loud with the profanity of a dozen languages. At the edges of the Spur, Gorgik learned that voldreg meant ‘excrement-caked privates of a female camel,’ which seemed to be the most common epithet in the glottal-rich speech of the dark-robed northern men, but if you used the word ini, which meant ‘a white gilley-flower,’ with these same men, you could get a smack for it. In the Alley of Gulls, inhabited mostly by southern folk, he heard the women, as they lugged their daubed baskets of water, dripping over the green-gray flags, talk of nivu this and nivu that, in their sibilant, lisping way and usually with a laugh. But when he asked Miese, the southern barbarian girl who carried vegetables and fish to the back door of the Kraken, what it meant, she told him—laughing—that it was not a word a man would want to know.

‘Then it must have something to do with what happens to women every month, yes?’ he’d asked with all the city-bred candor and sophistication of his (by now) fourteen years.

Miese tugged her basket higher on her hip: ‘I should think a man would want to know about that!’ She stepped up the stairs to shoulder through the leather curtain that, when the boards were removed for the day, became the Kraken’s back door. ‘No, it has nothing to do with a woman’s monthly blood. You city people have the strangest ideas.’ And she was gone inside.

He never did learn the meaning.

The lower end of New Pavē (so called somewhere between ten and ten thousand years) was one with the dockside. Along the upper end, where the road dipped down again to cross the Bridge of Lost Desire, male and female prostitutes loitered or drank in the streets or solicited along the bridge’s walkways, many come from exotic places and many spawned by old Kolhari herself, most of them brown by birth and darkened more by summer, like the fine, respectable folk of the city (indeed, like himself), though here were a few with yellow hair, pale skin, gray eyes, and their own lisping language (like Miese) bespeaking barbaric origins.

And weren’t there more of them up this year than last?

Some stood about all but naked, squinting in the sun, while some wore elaborate skirts and belts and necklaces, most of the women and half the men with dark wings of paint laid about their eyes, some sleepy and slow-moving, some with quick smiles and inquisitive comments to every passerby, with sudden laughter and as-sudden anger (when the words for women’s genitals, men’s excreta, and cooking implements, all combined in truly novel ways, would howl across the bridge: the curses of the day). Yet all of them had, once they began to talk to you, astonishingly similar stories, as if one tale of pain, impoverishment, and privation (or a single, dull, if over-violent, life) had been passed from one to the other, belonging really to none of them, but only held by each the length of time it took to tell it, the only variation, as this one or that one recounted it, in the name of this small town or that abusive relative, or perhaps the particular betrayal, theft, or outrage that meant they could not go home.

By the dusty yards and stone-walled warehouses where the great commercial caravans pulled up after their months out in the land, with their mules and horses and covered carriages and open carts and provision wagons, once Gorgik stopped to talk to a caravan guard who stood a bit away from some others—who were squatting at the corner over a game of bones.

Rubbing his sweating hands against his leather kilt, the man began to speak to Gorgik of bandits in the mountains and brigands in the deserts—till, in a swirl of dark brocade, with street dust rising about his sandals, a merchant with cheeks as wrinkled as prunes, long teeth stained brown and black, and a beard like little tufts of wool stuck all over his dark jaw, rushed forward waving both his fists about his shoulders. ‘You …! You …! You’ll never work for me again! The steward has told me all, all about your thievery and your lies! Oh, no—you’ll not endanger my carriages with your cowardice and your conniving! Here—’ From among his robes the old man pulled out a handful of coins and flung them so that gold and iron struck the guard’s neck, chest, and hip. (As if the disks were hot from the smithy across the street, the guard flinched away.) ‘That’s half your pay! Take it and be happy for it—when you’re not worth a single bit of iron!’ And though the guard wore a knife at his hip (and that must have been his spear leaning on the wall behind them) and was younger, bigger, and certainly stronger than the enraged merchant, he went scrabbling for his coins in the street and, with only a snarl and a glare—not even a fully articulated curse—snatched up his spear and hurried off. Only when he was a block away did he look back. Once. That’s when Gorgik saw that the other guards had stopped their gambling to stand and move a step nearer. Still muttering, the old man turned back among them (who, Gorgik realized, were still very much expecting their own full salaries). They followed the merchant back to the warehouse, leaving Gorgik in the street with half an adventure in his head, a tale yearning for completion.

Another time when he and some friends were playing near the docks, from beside a mound of barrels a woman called to them: ‘Come here … you children!’ She had a hard, lined face, was taller than his father, and her hair was shorter than his mother’s. Walking up to her, they could see her hands and feet both were callused and cracked about their lighter edges. ‘Where …,’ she asked, quiet, tentative, ‘tell me … where do they hire the women to wash the clothes?’

He and his friends just looked.

‘Where do they … hire the washerwomen?’ Her speech was accented; her skin was that deep, deep brown, a shade or two darker than his own, so often called black. ‘They hire women … somewhere near here, to wash the clothes. I heard it. Where is it? I need work. Where … where should I go?’

And he realized what halted and held back her words was fear—which is always difficult for children to understand in adults; especially in an adult as tall and as strong as this hard, handsome woman.

One of the older girls said: ‘You don’t want to do that. They only hire barbarian women to do that, up in the Spur.’

‘But I need work,’ she said. ‘I need it … the Spur—where is that?’

One of the younger boys started to point. But, as if in an excess of nervousness or just high spirits, another suddenly shouted and at the same time flung his ball into the air. A moment later all of them were running and yelling to each other, now leaping across a coil of rope, now dodging around an overturned dingy. He looked back to see the woman calling after them—though, for the shouting, he could not hear—and turned, as a friend tagged him, around a corner into another alley, all the time wondering what she was crying, what more she wanted to tell, what else she wanted to ask … The rest of the afternoon, in the dockloaders’ calls, just below his friends’ shrieks between the warehouses, behind the echoes of his own shouts across the yard where he ran after the others, he seemed to hear her, hear the fragments of some endless want, fear, hope, and harassment …

And still another time, when he wandered into the yard, he saw the boy (a few years older than himself? an old-looking sixteen? a young-looking eighteen?) sitting on the abandoned cistern’s wall.

Thin.

That’s the first thing he thought, looking at those knobbly shoulders, those sharp knees. Gorgik walked nearer. The boy’s skin had begun the same brown as his own. But it was as if some black wash of street dirt and gutter water had been splashed over him, heels to ears. The boy was not looking at him but stared at some spot on the flagstones a little ahead, so that it was easy to walk by and look at him more closely—

When he saw the iron collar around the boy’s neck, Gorgik stopped—walking, thinking, breathing. There was a thud, thud, thud in his chest. For moments, he was dizzy. The shock was as intense as heat or cold.

When his vision cleared, the next thing Gorgik saw were the scars.

They were thick as his fingers and wormed around the boy’s soiled flanks. Here the welts were brown, there darker than the surrounding skin—he knew what they were, though he had never seen anyone bearing them before. At least not from this close. They were from a flogging. In provincial villages, he knew, whipping was used to punish criminals. And, of course, slaves.

Wanting desperately to move away, he stood staring for seconds, minutes, hours at the boy—who still did not look at him. No. Only seconds, he realized when, a breath later, he was walking on. Reaching the other alley, he stopped. He took three more breaths. And a fourth. Then he looked back.

Under his matted hair, the slave still had not looked up.

Stepping close to the wall, Gorgik stood there a long time. Soon he had framed ten, twenty, fifty questions he wanted to ask. But each time he pictured himself going up to speak to the collared boy, his breath grew short and his heart pounded. Finally, after trying three times, he managed to saunter again across the yard—first behind the cistern: the boy’s back was webbed with six welts that, even as Gorgik counted them with held breath, seemed like a hundred in their irruptions and intersections. After waiting almost three minutes, he crossed the yard again, walking in front of the boy this time—then crossed twice more, once in front and again in back. Then, all at once, he left hurriedly, fearing, even though the boy still had not looked, someone passing by one of the alley openings might have seen—though the slave himself (newly escaped? a mad one who’d wandered off from, or been abandoned by, his master?), immobile on the cistern wall, gazed only at the ground.

Half an hour later, Gorgik was back.

The boy sat on the flags now, eyes closed, head back against the cistern wall. What had begun as a series of silent questions had turned for Gorgik into an entire dialogue, with a hundred answers the boy had begun to give him, a hundred stories the boy had begun to tell him. Gorgik walked past, his own feet only inches from the foul toenails. He gazed at the iron collar, till, again, he was moving away. He left by the Alley of No Name, telling himself that, really, he’d spied enough on this pathetic creature.

The dialogue, however, did not end.

When he returned in the lowering light an hour on, the boy was gone from the wall. Seconds later, Gorgik saw him, on the other side of the yard, by one of the buildings, curled up with his back against the sandstone, asleep. Again Gorgik walked past him, at several distances, several times—one minute or five between each passage. But finally he settled himself against the far alley entrance to watch, while the tale the boy told him went on and on, stopping and starting, repeating and revising, sometimes whispered so faintly he could not catch the words, sometimes crisp and vivid as life or dream, so that the square before him, with its circular cistern and the few pots, mostly broken, beside it, grew indistinct beneath a sky whose deepening blue was paled by an ivory wash above the far building, as the moon’s gibbous arc slid over it—

The slave stretched out a leg, pulled it back, then rubbed at his cheek with one hand.

And the tale halted, again hammered to silence by Gorgik’s heart. While Gorgik had been talking to himself, he’d been thinking, really, how easy it would be, once the boy woke, to go up to him, to speak, to ask him where he was from, where he was going, to offer sympathy, maybe a promise to return with food or a coin, to inquire after the particulars of his servitude, to proffer friendship, interest, advice …

Across the yard the slave stretched out his other hand, made a fist. Then, not suddenly but over a period of ten or fifteen seconds, he rocked a few times and pushed himself up on one arm.

Contending fear and fascination bound Gorgik as strongly as they had the moment he’d first glimpsed the dirty fellow’s collar. Gorgik pulled back into the doorway, then peered out again.

With a child between, two women ambled by and into the yard. Again Gorgik froze—though they paid no more attention to the boy lingering in the doorway than they did to the slave lounging by the wall. As the three of them strolled across the dust, the dirty youth stood, very slowly. He swayed. When he took a step, Gorgik saw that he limped—and a dozen tales in his head were catastrophically revised to accommodate it.

Walk out now and nod at him, smile at him, say something …

The two women and their child turned out of the yard down the Street of Small Fish.

The slave limped toward the cistern.

Gorgik stood paralysed in the alley door.

When the scarred youth reached the cistern’s waist-high wall, he stopped, not really looking into it. Hair stuck out about his head, sharp in the moonlight. After a few moments, he lifted his face, as though the single thread of cloud across the indigo sky attracted him. He raised his hands to his neck, to hook his fingers over the collar. He tugged—

What occurred next was, in the moment it happened, wholly unclear to Gorgik, for the tale he was just then telling himself was of an escaped slave who, with his criminal markings and limping toward an abandoned cistern, had raised his face to the moon and, in a moment of rebellion, grasped his collar to yank futilely and hopelessly at the iron locked on his neck—the collar that forever and irrevocably marked him as a fugitive for the slavers who patrolled the land, searching out new laborers in the villages, mostly these days (so he’d heard) in the south …

The semicircles of metal, hinged at the back, came apart in the boy’s fists, as though the lock had not been set, or was broken. Now the boy raised the metal to the moon, its curved jaws open in his hand like black mandibles on some fabled dragon or even some unknown sign Gorgik’s father might mark down in the dockside warehouse.

The boy tossed the collar over the wall.

Only when the iron vanished below the stone (the splash was very soft—and a beat after he expected it) did Gorgik realize that the collar, broken, or not locked in the first place, had truly been removed. With no comprehension as to why, he was overcome by chills. They rolled over him, flank, thigh, and shoulder. His fingers against the doorway corner were sweaty on the stone. After five breaths with his mouth wide so as not to make a sound, questions began to pour through his mind: Was this some criminal only pretending to be a slave? Or was it a slave who, now that he’d freed himself from the iron, would pretend to be a criminal? Or was it just a young madman, whose tale in its broken, inarticulate complexities he could never hope to know? Or was there some limpid and logical answer to it that only seemed so complex because, till now, he’d never thought to ask the proper questions?

The boy turned and lowered himself to sit again on the stone.

Gorgik moved his hand, just a little, on the jamb.

Go, he thought. Speak to him. He may be older, but I’m still bigger than he, and stronger. What harm could it do me, if I just went up and asked him to tell me who he is, to give me whatever bit of his story …? Chills irrupted again, while he searched among the tales he’d been telling himself for any right reason to fear—in the middle of what had every aspect of terror about it, save motivation.

For some reason he remembered the woman on the docks. Had her fear, in all its irrationality, been anything like this …?

Five minutes later, he walked into the yard again—as he had already done half a dozen times that day. The boy sat there, still not looking. Gorgik’s own eyes fixed on the thin neck, below ear and black, spiking hair, where the collar had been. In the moonlight, now and again as he neared, with this step and with that, he could almost see the iron against the dirty brown, where a neck ligament was crossed by an irregular vein …

No, the collar was gone.

But even absent, it plummeted Gorgik into as much confusion as it had before, so that, as he passed, it was all he could do not to flinch away, like the guard before the merchant’s coins, ears blocked by his own loud blood, all speech denied—and he was walking on, to the other side of the yard, down the alley, unable to remember the actual moment he’d passed the boy, who, he was sure, still had not looked up.

Gorgik was back at the yard with the sunrise.

The flogged boy was gone.

But as he wandered about, now glancing into the nearly empty cistern (he could make out nothing among the flashes on the black), now ambling off to examine this corner or that alley entrance, while dawn light slanted the western wall, all Gorgik was left with was a kind of hunger, a groping after some tale, some knowledge, some warm and material feeling against his body of what had escaped through silence.

Soon he returned to his house, where the dock water glittered down between the porch planks.

Kolhari was home to any and every adventurer—and to any and every adventure they were often so eager to tell. As Gorgik listened to this one and that, now from a tarry-armed sailor packing grain sacks at the docks, now from a heavy young market woman taking a break at the edge of the Spur, now to a tale of lust and loyalty, now to one of love and power, it was as if the ones he heard combined with the hunger left from the ones he’d missed, so that, in a week or a month, when he found himself reviewing them, he was not sure if the stories he had were dreams of his own or of the lives of others. Still, for all the tales, for all the dreaming, an adolescence spent roaming the city’s boisterous back streets, its bustling avenues, taught Gorgik the double lesson that is, finally, all civilization can know:

The breadth of the world is vasty and wide; nevertheless movement from place to place in it is possible; the ways of humanity are various and complex—but nevertheless negotiable.

Five weeks before Gorgik turned sixteen, the Child Empress Ynelgo, whose coming was just and generous, seized power. On that blustery afternoon in the month of the Rat, soldiers shouted from every street corner that the city’s name was now, in fact, Kolhari—as every beggar woman and ship’s boy and tavern maid and grain vendor had been calling it time out of memory. (It was no longer Neveryóna—which is what the last, dragon-bred residents of the High Court of Eagles had officially, but ineffectually, renamed it twenty years before.) That night several wealthy importers were assassinated, their homes sacked, their employees murdered—among them Gorgik’s father. The employees’ families were taken as slaves.

While in another room his mother’s sobbing turned suddenly to a scream, then abruptly ceased, Gorgik was dragged naked into the chilly street. He spent his next five years in a Nevèrÿon obsidian mine thirty miles inland at the foot of the Faltha Mountains.

Gorgik was tall, strong, big-boned, friendly, and clever. Cleverness and friendliness had kept him from death and arrest on the docks. In the mines, along with the fact that he had been taught enough rudiments of writing to put down names and record workloads, they eventually secured the slave a work-gang foremanship: which meant that, with only a little stealing, he could get enough food so that instead of the wiry muscles that tightened along the bony frames of most miners, his arms and thighs and neck and chest swelled, high-veined and heavy, on his already heavy bones. At twenty-one he was a towering, black-haired gorilla of a youth, eyes permanently reddened from rockdust, a scar from a pickax flung in a barracks brawl spilling one brown cheekbone. His hands were huge and rough-palmed, his foot soles like cracked leather.

He did not look a day more than fifteen years above his actual age.
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THE CARAVAN OF THE Handmaid and Vizerine Myrgot, of the tan skin and tawny eyes, returning from the mountain hold of fabled Ellamon to the High Court of Eagles at Kolhari, made camp half a mile from the mines, beneath the Falthas’ ragged and piney escarpments. In her youth, Myrgot had been called ‘an interesting-looking girl’; today she was known as a bottomless well of cunning and vice.

It was spring and the Vizerine was bored.

She had volunteered for the Ellamon mission because life at the High Court, under the Child Empress Ynelgo, whose reign was peaceful and productive, had of late been also damnably dull. The journey itself had refreshed her. But within Ellamon’s fabled walls, once she had spent the obligatory afternoon out at the dragon corrals in the mountain sun, squinting up to watch the swoopings and turnings of the great, winged creatures (about which had gathered all the fables), she found herself, in the midst of her politicking with the mountain lairds and burghers, having to suffer the attentions of provincial bores—who were worse, she decided after a week, than their cosmopolitan counterparts.

But the mission was done. She sighed.

Myrgot stood in her tent door; she looked up at the black Falthas clawing through evening clouds and wondered if she might see any of the dark and fabled beasts arch the sunset. But no, for when all the fables were done, dragons were pretty well restricted to a few hundred yards of soaring and at a loss for launching from anywhere other than their craggy ledges. She watched the women in red scarves go off among other tents. ‘Jahor …?’

The eunuch with the large nose stepped from behind her, turbaned and breeched in blue wool.

‘I have dismissed my maids for the night. The mines are not far from here …’ The Vizerine, known for her high-handed manners and low-minded pleasures, put her forearm across her breasts and kneaded her bare, bony elbow. ‘Go to the mines, Jahor. Bring me back the foulest, filthiest, wretchedest pit slave from the deepest darkest hole. I wish to slake my passion in some vile, low way.’ Her tongue, only a pink bud, moved along the tight line of her lips.

The eunuch touched the back of his fist to his forehead, nodded, bowed, backed away the three required steps, turned, and departed.

An hour later, the Vizerine was looking out through the seam in the canvas at the tent’s corner.

The boy whom Jahor guided before him into the clearing limped a few steps forward, then turned his face up in the light drizzle, that had begun minutes back, opening and closing his mouth as if around a recently forgotten word. The pit slave’s name was Noyeed. He was fourteen. He had lost an eye three months ago: the wound had never been dressed and had not really healed. He had a fever. He was shivering. Bleeding gums had left his mouth scabby. Dirt had made his flesh scaly. He had been at the mines one month and was not expected to last another. Seeing this as a reasonable excuse, seven men at the mines two nights before had abused the boy cruelly and repeatedly—hence his limp.

Jahor let him stand there, mouthing tiny drops that glittered on his crusted lips, and went into the tent. ‘Madame, I—’

The Vizerine turned in the tent corner. ‘I have changed my mind.’ She frowned beneath the black hair (dyed now) braided in many loops across her forehead. From a tiny taboret, she picked up a thin-necked copper cruet and reached up between the brass chains to pour out half a cup more oil. The lamp flared. She replaced the cruet on the low table. ‘Oh, Jahor, there must be someone there … you know what I like. Really, our tastes are not that different. Try again. Bring someone else.’

Jahor touched the back of his fist to his forehead, nodded his blue-bound head, and withdrew.

After returning Noyeed to his barracks, Jahor had no trouble with his next selection. When he had first come rattling the barred door of the guards’ building, he had been testily sent on in among the slat-walled barracks, with a sleepy guard for guide, to seek out one of the gang foremen. In the foul sleeping quarters, the burly slave whom Jahor had shaken awake first cursed the eunuch like a dog; then, when he heard the Vizerine’s request, laughed. The tall fellow had gotten up, taken Jahor to another, even fouler barracks, found Noyeed for him, and all in all seemed a congenial sort. With his scarred and puggish face and dirt-stiffened hair he was no one’s handsome. But he was animally strong, of a piece, and had enough pit dirt ground into him to satisfy anyone’s nostalgie de la boue, thought Jahor as the foreman lumbered off back to his own sleeping quarters.

When, for the second time that night, the guard unlocked the double catch at each side the plank across the barrack entrance, Jahor pushed inside, stepping from the rain and across the sill to flooring as muddy within as without. The guard stepped in behind, holding up the spitting pine torch: smoke licked the damp beams; vermin scurried in the light or dropped down, glittering, to the dirt. Jahor picked his way across muddy straw, went to the first heap curled away from him in thatch and shadow. He stopped, pulled aside frayed canvas.

The great head rolled up; red eyes blinked over a heavy arm. ‘Oh …,’ the slave grunted. ‘You again?’

‘Come with me,’ Jahor said. ‘She wants you now.’

The reddened eyes narrowed; the slave pushed up on one great arm. His dark face crinkled around its scar. With his free hand he rubbed his great neck, the skin stretched between thick thumb and horny forefinger cracked and gray. ‘She wants me to …?’ Again he frowned. Suddenly he went scrabbling in the straw beside him and a moment later turned back with the metal collar, hinged open, a semicircle of it in each huge hand. Once he shook his head, as if to rid it of sleep. Straw fell from his hair, slid across his bunched shoulder. Then he bent forward, raised the collar, and clacked it closed. Matted hair caught in the clasp at the back of his neck. Digging with one thick finger, he pulled it loose. ‘There …’ He rose from his pallet to stand among the sleeping slaves, looking twice his size in the barracks shadow. His eyes caught the big-nosed eunuch’s. He grinned, rubbed the metal ring with three fingers. ‘Now they’ll let me back in. Come on, then.’

So Gorgik came, with Jahor, to the Vizerine’s tent.

And passed the night with Myrgot—who was forty-five and, in the narrowly restricted area she allowed for personal life, rather a romantic. The most passionate, not to say the most perverse, love-making (we are not speaking of foreplay), though it run the night’s course, seldom takes more than twenty minutes from the hour. As boredom was Myrgot’s problem and lust only its emblem, here and there through the morning hours the pit slave found himself disposed in conversation with the Vizerine. Since there is very little entertainment for pit slaves in an obsidian mine except conversation and tall-tale telling, when Gorgik began to see her true dilemma, he obliged her with stories of his life before, and at, the mines—a few of which tales were lies appropriated from other slaves, a few of which were embroideries on his own childhood experiences. But since entertainment was the desired effect, and temporariness seemed the evening’s hallmark, there was no reason to shun prevarication. Five times during the night, he made jokes the Vizerine thought wickedly funny. Three times he made observations on the working of the human heart she thought profound. For the rest, he was deferential, anecdotal, as honest about his feelings as someone might be who sees no hope in his situation. Gorgik’s main interest in the encounter was the story it would make at the next night’s supper of gruel and cold pig fat, though that interest was somewhat tempered by the prospect of the ten-hour workday with no sleep to come. Without illusion that more gain than the tale would accrue, lying on his back on sweaty silk his own body had soiled, staring up at the dead lamps swaying under the striped canvas, sometimes dozing in the midst of his own ponderings while the Vizerine beside him gave her own opinions on this, that, or the other, he only hoped there would be no higher price.

When the slits between the tent lacings grew luminous, the Vizerine suddenly sat up in a rustle of silks and a whisper of furs whose splendor had by now become part of the glister of Gorgik’s fatigue. She called sharply for Jahor, then bade Gorgik rise and stand outside.

Outside Gorgik stood, tired, lightheaded, and naked in the moist grass, already worn here and there to the earth with the previous goings and comings of the caravan personnel. He looked at the tents, at the black mountains beyond them, at the cloudless sky already coppered one side along the pinetops: I could run, he thought; and if I ran, yes, I would stumble into slavers’ hands within the day; and I’m too tired anyway. But I could run. I …

Inside, Myrgot, with sweaty silk bunched in her fists beneath her chin, head bent and rocking slowly, considered. ‘You know, Jahor,’ she said, her voice quiet, because it was morning and if you have lived most of your life in a castle with many other people you are quiet in the morning; ‘that man is wasted in the mines.’ The voice had been roughened by excess. ‘I say man; he looks like a man; but he’s really just a boy—oh, I don’t mean he’s a genius or anything. But he can speak two languages passably, and can practically read in one of them. For him to be sunk in an obsidian pit is ridiculous! And do you know … I’m the only woman he’s ever had?’

Outside, Gorgik, still standing, eyes half closed, was still thinking: yes, perhaps I could … when Jahor came for him.

‘Come with me.’

‘Back to the pit?’ Gorgik snorted something that general good nature made come out half a laugh.

‘No,’ Jahor said briskly and quietly in a way that made the slave frown. ‘To my tent.’

Gorgik stayed in the large-nosed eunuch’s tent all morning, on sheets and coverlets not so fine as the Vizerine’s but fine enough; and the tent’s furnishings—little chairs, low tables, shelves, compartmented chests, and numberless bronze and ceramic figurines set all over—were far more opulent than Myrgot’s austere appointments. With forty minutes this hour and forty minutes that, Jahor found the slave gruff, friendly—and about as pleasant as an exhausted miner can be at four, five, or six in the morning. He corroborated the Vizerine’s assessment—and Jahor had done things very much like this many, many times. At one point the eunuch rose from the bed, bound himself about with blue wool, turned to excuse himself a moment—unnecessarily, because Gorgik had fallen immediately to sleep—and went back to the Vizerine’s tent.

Exactly what transpired there, Gorgik never learned. One subject, from time to time in the discussion, however, would no doubt have surprised, if not shocked him. When the Vizerine had been much younger, she herself had been taken a slave for three weeks and forced to perform services arduous and demeaning for a provincial potentate—who bore such a resemblance to her present cook at Court that it all but kept her out of the kitchen. She had been a slave only three weeks: an army had come, fire-arrows had lanced through the narrow stone windows, and the potentate’s ill-shaved head was hacked off and tossed in the firelight from spear to spear by several incredibly dirty, incredibly tattooed soldiers so vicious and shrill that she finally decided (from what they later did to two women of the potentate’s entourage in front of everyone) they were insane. The soldiers’ chief, however, was in alliance with her uncle; and she had been returned to him comparatively unharmed. Still, the whole experience had been enough to make her decide that the institution of slavery was totally distasteful and so was the institution of war—that, indeed, the only excuse for the latter was the termination of the former. Such experiences, among an aristocracy deposed by the dragon for twenty years and only recently returned to power, were actually rather common, even if the ideas taken from them were not. The present government did not as an official policy oppose slavery, but it did not go out of its way to support it either; and the Child Empress herself, whose reign was proud and prudent, had set a tradition that no slaves were used at Court.

From dreams of hunger and pains in his gut and groin, where a boy with clotted mouth, scaly hands, half his face in darkness, and his flank wrapped round with whip welts tried to tell him something he could not understand, but which seemed desperately important that he know, Gorgik woke with the sun in his face. The tent was being taken down from over him. A blue-turbaned head blocked the light. ‘Oh, you are awake …! Then you’d better come with me.’ With the noise of the decamping caravan around them Jahor took Gorgik to see the Vizerine. Bluntly she informed him, while ox drivers, yellow-turbaned secretaries, red-scarved maids, and harnessed porters came in and out of the tent, lifting, carrying, unlacing throughout the interview, that she was taking him to Kolhari under her protection. He had been purchased from the mines—take off that collar and put it somewhere. At least by day. She would trust him never to speak to her unless she spoke to him first: he was to understand that if she suspected her decision were a mistake, she could and would make his life far more miserable than it had ever been in the mines. Gorgik was at first not so much astonished as uncomprehending. Then, when astonishment, with comprehension, formed, he began to babble his inarticulate thanks—till, of a sudden, he became confused again and disbelieving and so, as suddenly, stopped. (Myrgot merely assumed he had realized that even gratitude is best displayed in moderation, which she took as another sign of his high character and her right choice.) Then men were taking the tent down from around them, too. With narrowed eyes, Gorgik looked at the thin woman in the green shift and sudden sun, sitting at a table from which women in red scarves were already removing caskets, things rolled and tied in ribbons, instruments of glass and bronze. Was she suddenly smaller? The thin braids, looped bright black about her head, looked artificial, almost like a wig. (He knew they weren’t.) Her dress seemed made for a woman fleshier, broader. She looked at him, the skin near her eyes wrinkled in the bright morning, her neck a little loose, the veins on the backs of her hands as high from age as those on his from labor. What he did realize, as she blinked in the full sunlight, was that he must suddenly look as different to her as she now looked to him.

Jahor touched Gorgik’s arm, led him away.

Gorgik had at least ascertained that his new and precarious position meant keeping silent. The caravan steward put him to work grooming oxen by day—which he liked. The next night he spent in the Vizerine’s tent. And dreams of the mutilated child woke him with blocked throat and wide eyes only half a dozen times. And Noyeed was probably dead by now anyway, as Gorgik had watched dozens of other slaves die in those suddenly fading years.

Once Myrgot was sure that, during the day, Gorgik could keep himself to himself, she became quite lavish with gifts and clothing, jewels, and trinkets. (Though she herself never wore ornaments when traveling, she carried trunks of the things in her train.) Jahor—in whose tent from time to time Gorgik spent a morning or afternoon—advised him of the Vizerine’s moods, of when he should come to her smelling of oxen and wearing the grimy leather-belted rag—with his slave collar—that was all he had taken from the mines. Or when, as happened quite soon, he should do better to arrive freshly washed, his beard shaved, disporting her various gifts. More important, he was advised when he should be prepared to make love, and when he should be ready simply to tell tales or, as it soon came, just to listen. And Gorgik learned that most valuable of lessons without which no social progress is possible: if you are to stay in the good graces of the powerful, you had best, however unobtrusively, please the servants of the powerful.

Next morning the talk through the whole caravan was: ‘Kolhari by noon!’

By nine, winding off between fields and cypress glades, a silver thread had widened into a reed-bordered river down below the bank of the caravan road. The Kohra, one groom told him; which made Gorgik start. He had known the Big Kohra and the Kohra Spur as two walled and garbage-clotted canals, moving sluggishly into the harbor from beneath a big and a little rock-walled bridge at the upper end of New Pavē. The hovels and filthy alleys in the city between (also called the Spur) were home to thieves, pickpockets, murderers and worse, he’d always been told.

Here, on this stretch of the river, were great, high houses, of two and even three stories, widely spaced and frequently gated. Where were they now? Why, this was Kolhari—at least the precinct. They were passing through the suburb of Neveryóna (which so recently had named the entire port) where the oldest and richest of the city’s aristocracy dwelt. Not far in that direction was the suburb of Sallese, where the rich merchants and importers had their homes: though with less land and no prospect on the river, many of the actual houses were far more elegant. This last was in conversation with a stocky woman—one of the red-scarved maids—who frequently took off her sandals, hiked up her skirts, and walked among the ox drivers, joking with them in the roughest language. In the midst of her description, Gorgik was surprised by a sudden and startling memory: playing at the edge of a statue-ringed rock pool in the garden of his father’s employer on some rare trip to Sallese as a child. With the memory came the realization that he had not the faintest idea how to get from these wealthy environs to the waterfront neighborhood that was his Kolhari. Minutes later, as the logical solution (follow the Khora) came, the caravan began to swing off the river road.

First in an overheard conversation among the caravan steward and some grooms, then in another between the chief porter and the matron of attendent women, Gorgik heard: ‘… the High Court …,’ ‘… the Court …,’ and ‘… the High Court of Eagles …,’ and one black and sweaty-armed driver, whose beast was halted on the road with a cartwheel run into a ditch, wrestled and cursed his heavy-lidded charge as Gorgik walked past. ‘By the child Empress, whose reign is good and gracious, I’ll break your fleabitten neck! So close to home, and you run off the path!’

An hour on the new road, which wound back and forth between the glades of cypress, and Gorgik was not sure if the Khora was to his right or left.

But ahead was a wall, with guard houses left and right of a gate over which a chipped and rough-carved eagle spread her man-length wings. Soldiers pulled away the massive planks (with their dozen barred insets), then stood back, joking with one another, as the carts rolled through.

Was that great building beside the lake the High Court?

No, merely one of the outbuildings. Look there, above that hedge of trees—

‘There …?’

He hadn’t seen it because it was too big. And when he did—rising and rising above the evergreens—for a dozen seconds he tried to shake loose from his mind the idea that he was looking at some natural object, like the Falthas themselves. Oh, yes, cut into here, leveled off there—but building upon building, wing upon wing, more a city than a single edifice, that great pile (he kept trying to separate it into different buildings, but it all seemed, despite its many levels, and its outcroppings, and its abutments, one) could not have been built …?

He kept wishing the caravan would halt so he could look at it all. But the road was carpeted with needles now, and evergreens swatted half-bare branches across the towers, the clouds, the sky. Then, for a few moments, a gray wall was coming toward him, was towering over him, was about to fall on him in some infinitely delayed topple—

Jahor was calling.

Gorgik looked down from the parapet.

The eunuch motioned him to follow the dozen women who had separated from the caravan—among them the Vizerine: a tiny door swallowed them one and another. Gorgik had to duck.

As conversation babbled along the corridor, past more soldiers standing in their separate niches (‘… home at last …,’ ‘… what an exhausting trip …,’ ‘… here at home in Kolhari …,’ ‘… when one returns home to the High Court …,’ ‘… only in Kolhari …’), Gorgik realized that, somehow, all along he had been expecting to come to his childhood home; and that, rather than coming home at all, he had no idea where he was.

Gorgik spent five months at the High Court of the Child Empress Ynelgo. The Vizerine put him in a small, low-ceilinged room, with a slit window, just behind her own chambers. The stones of the floor and walls were out of line and missing mortar, as though pressure from the rock above, below, and around it had compacted the little space all out of shape. By the end of the first month, both the Vizerine and her steward had almost lost interest in him. But several times before her interest waned, she had presented him at various private suppers of seven to fourteen guests in the several dining rooms of her suite, all with beamed ceilings and tapestried walls, some with wide windows opening out on sections of roof, some windowless with whole walls of numberless lamps and ingenious flues to suck off the fumes. Here he met some of her court friends, a number of whom found him interesting, and three of whom actually befriended him. At one such supper he talked too much. At two more he was too silent. At the other six, however, he acquitted himself well, for seven to fourteen is the number a mine slave usually dines with, and he was comfortable with the basic structures of communication by which such a group (whether seated on logs and rocks, or cushions and couches) comports itself at meals, if not with the forms of politeness this particular group’s expression of those structures had settled on.

But those could be learned.

He learned them.

Gorgik had immediately seen there was no way to compete with the aristocrats in sophistication: he intuited that they would only be offended or, worse, bored if he tried. What interested them in him was his difference from them. And to their credit (or the credit of the Vizerine’s wise selection of supper guests) for the sake of this interest and affection for the Vizerine they made allowances, in ways he was only to appreciate years later, when he drank too much, or expressed like or dislike for one of their number not present a little too freely, or when his language became too hot on whatever topic was about—most of the time to accuse them of nonsense or of playing with him, coupled with good-natured but firm threats of what he would do to them were they on his territory rather than he on theirs. Their language, polished and mellifluous, flowed, between bouts of laughter in which his indelicacies were generously absorbed and forgiven (if not forgotten), over subjects ranging from the scandalous to the scabrous: when Gorgik could follow it, it often made his mouth drop, or at least his teeth open behind his lips. His language, blunt and blistered with scatalogs that frequently upped the odd aristocratic eyebrow, adhered finally to a very narrow range: the fights, feuds, and scrabblings for tiny honors, petty dignities, and minuscule assertions of rights among slaves and thieves, dock-beggars and prostitutes, sailors and barmaids and more slaves—people, in short, with no power beyond their voices, fingers, or feet—a subject rendered acceptable to the fine folk of the court only by his basic anecdotal talent and the topic’s novelty in a setting where boredom was the greatest affliction.

Gorgik did not find the social strictures on his relations with the Vizerine demeaning. The Vizerine worked—the sort of work only those in art or government can know, where the hours were seldom defined and real tasks were seldom put in simple terms (while false tasks always were). Conferences and consultations made up her day. At least two meals out of every three were spent with some ambassador, governor, or petitioner, if not at some affair of state. To do her credit, in that first month, we can thus account for all twenty-two evening meals Myrgot did not share with her slave.

Had her slave, indeed, spent his past five years as, say, a free, clever, and curious apprentice to a well-off potter down in the port, he might have harbored some image of a totally leisured and totally capricious aristocracy, for which there were certainly enough emblems around him now, but which emblems, had he proceeded on them, as certainly would have gotten him into trouble. Gorgik, however, had passed so much of his life at drudgeries he knew would, foreman or no, probably kill him in another decade and certainly in two, he was too dazzled by his own, unexpected freedom from such drudgeries to question how others drudged. To pass the Vizerine’s open door and see Myrgot at her desk, head bent over a map, a pair of compasses in one hand and a straight edge in the other (which, to that clever, curious, and ambitious apprentice, would have signed work), and then to pass the same door later and see her standing beside her desk, looking vacantly toward some cloud passing by the high, beveled window (which, to the same apprentice, would have signed a leisure that could reasonably be intruded upon, thus making her order never to intrude appear, for a lover at any rate, patently unreasonable), were states he simply did not distinguish: their textures were both so rich, so complex, and so unusual to him that he read no structure of meaning in either, much less did he read the meaning of those structures somehow as opposition. In obeying the Vizerine’s restriction, and not intruding on either situation, his reasons were closer to something aesthetic than practical. Gorgik was acting on that disposition for which the apprentice would have despised him as the slave he was: he knew his place. Yet that apprentice’s valuation would have been too coarse, for the truth is that in such society, Gorgik—no more than a potter’s boy—had no place … if we use ‘to have’ other than in that mythical and mystifying sense in which both a slave has a master and good people have certain rights, but rather in the sense of possession that implies some way (either through power or convention) of enforcing that possession, if not to the necessary extent, at least to a visible one. Had Gorgik suddenly developed a disposition to intrude, from some rage grown either in whim or reason, he would have intruded on either situation—a disposition that his aristocratic supper companions would have found more sympathetic than the apprentice’s presumptions, assumptions, and distinctions all to no use. Our potter’s boy would no doubt have gotten himself turned out of the castle, thrown into one of the High Court’s lower dungeons, or killed—for these were brutal and barbaric times, and the Vizerine was frequently known to be both violent and vicious. Had Gorgik intruded, yes, the aristocrats would have been in far greater sympathy with him—as they turned him out, threw him into a dungeon, or killed him. No doubt this means the distinction is of little use. But we are trying to map the borders of the disposition that was, indeed, the case. Gorgik, who had survived on the waterfront and survived in the mine, survived at the High Court of Eagles. To do it, he had to learn a great deal.

Not allowed to approach the Vizerine and constrained to wait till she approached him, he learned, among the first lessons, that there was hardly one person at court who was not, practically speaking, in a similar position with at least one other person—if not whole groups. Thus Lord Vanar (who shared Jahor’s tastes and gave Gorgik several large rocks with gems embedded in them that lay in the corners of his room, gathering dust) and the Baron Inige (who did not, but who once took him hunting in the royal preserves and talked endlessly about flowers throughout the breadth of Nevèrÿon—and from whom Gorgik now learned that an ini, which brought back a torrent of memories from his dockside adolescence, was deadly poison) would never attend the same function, though both must always be invited. The Thane of Sallese could be invited to the same gathering as Lord Ekoris unless the Countess Esulla was to be present—however, in such cases Curly (the Baron Inige’s nickname) would be excused. No one known as a friend of Lord Aldamir (who had not been at Court now for many years, though everyone seemed to remember him with fondness) should be seated next to, or across from, any relative, unto the second cousins, of the Baronine Jeu-Forsi … Ah, but with perhaps half a dozen insistently minor exceptions, commented the elderly Princess Grutn, putting one arm back over the tasseled cushion and moving nuts about on her palm with her heavily ringed thumb.

But they were not minor at all, laughed Curly, sitting forward on his couch, joining his hands with a smile as excited as if he had just discovered a new toadstool.

But they were minor, insisted the princess, letting the nuts fall back to the silver tray and picking up her chased-silver goblet to brood moodily on its wine. Why, several people had commented to her only within the last month that perhaps the Baron had regrettably lost sight of just how minor those exceptions were.

‘Sometimes I wonder if the main sign of the power of our most charming cousin, whose reign is courteous and courageous, is that, for her sake, all these amenities, both minor and major, are forgotten for a gathering she will attend!’ Inige laughed.

And Gorgik, sitting on the floor, picked his teeth with a silver knife whose blade was shorter than his little finger and listened—not with the avidity of a social adventurer storing information for future dealings with the great, but with the relaxed attention of an aesthete hearing for the first time a difficult poem, which he already knows from the artist’s previous work will require many exposures before its meanings clear.

Our young potter’s boy would have brought with him to these same suppers a ready-made image of the pyramid of power, and no doubt in the light of these arcane informations tried to map the whole volume of that pyramid on to a single line, with every thane and duchess in place, each above this one and below that one, the whole forming a cord that could be negotiated knot by knot, a path that presumably ended at some one—perhaps the Child Empress Ynelgo herself. Gorgik, because he brought to the supper rooms no such preconceptions, soon learned, between evenings with the Vizerine, dawn rides with the Baron, afternoon gatherings in the Old Hall, arranged by the young earls Jue-Grutn (not to be confused with the two older men who bore the same title, the bearded one of which was said to be either insane, a sorcerer, or both), or simply from gatherings overseen and overheard in his wanderings through the chains of rooms which formed the Middle Style of the castle, that the hierarchy of prestige branched; that the branches interwove; and that the interweavings in several places formed perfectly closed, if inexplicable, loops; as well, he observed that the presence of this earl or that thane (not to mention this steward or that attendant maid) could throw a whole subsection of the system into a different linking altogether.

Jahor, especially during the first weeks, took many walks with Gorgik through the castle. The eunuch steward was hugely rich in information about the architecture itself. The building still mystified the ex-miner. The oldest wings, like the Old Hall, were vast, cavernous spaces, with open roofs and water conduits grooved into the floor. Dozens of small, lightless cells opened off them, the upper ones reached by wooden ladders, stone steps, or sometimes mere mounds of earth heaped against the wall. Years ago, Jahor explained, these dusty, dank cavelets, smaller even than Gorgik’s present room, had actually been the dwelling places of great kings, queens, and courtiers. From time to time they had housed officers of the army—and, during the several occupations, common soldiers. That little door up there, sealed over with stone and no steps to it? Why, that was where Mad Queen Olin had been walled up after she had presided at a banquet in this very hall, at which she served her own twin sons, their flesh roasted, their organs pickled. Halfway through the meal, a storm had burst over the castle, and rain had poured through the broad roof opening, while lightning fluttered and flickered its pale whips; but Olin forbade her guests to rise from the table before the feast was consumed. It’s still debatable, quipped the eunuch, whether they entombed her because of the supper or the soaking. (Olin, thought Gorgik. Olin’s warning …? But Jahor was both talking and walking on.) Today, except for the Old Hall that was kept in some use, these ancient echoing wells were deserted, the cells were empty, or at best used to store objects that had grown useless, if not meaningless, with rust, dust, and time. About fifteen or fifty years ago, some particularly clever artisan—the same who laid out the New Pavē down in the port, Jahor explained, waking Gorgik’s wandering attention again—had come up with the idea of the corridor (as well as the coin-press). At least half the castle had been built since then (and most of Nevèrÿon’s money minted); for at least half the castle had its meeting rooms and storerooms, its kitchens and its living quarters, laid out along corridors. There were six whole many-storied wings of them. In the third floor of one of the newest, the Vizerine had her suite; in the second and third floor of one of the oldest, most business of state was carried on around the throne room of the Child Empress. For the rest, the castle was built in that strange and disconcerting method known as the Middle Style, in which rooms, on two sides, three sides, four sides, and sometimes with steps going up or down, opened on to other rooms; which opened on to others—big rooms, little rooms, some empty, some lavishly appointed, many without windows, some incredibly musty; and frequently two or three perfectly dark ones, which had to be traversed with torch and taper, lying between two that were in current, active use, a vast and hopeless hive.

Did Jahor actually know his way around the entire edifice?

No one knew his way around the entire court. Indeed, though his mistress went occasionally, Jahor had never been anywhere near the Empress’s suite or the throne room. He knew the location of the wing only by report.

What about the Child Empress herself? Did she know all of it?

Oh, especially not the Child Empress herself, Jahor explained, an irony that our potter’s boy might have questioned, but which was just another strangeness to the ex-pit slave.

But it was after this conversation that Jahor’s company too began to fall off.

Gorgik’s aristocratic friends had a particularly upsetting habit: one day they would be perfectly friendly, if not downright intimate; the next afternoon, if they were walking with some companion unknown to Gorgik, they would pass him in some rocky corridor and not even deign recognition—even if he smiled, raised his hand, or started to speak. Such snubs and slights would have provoked our potter, however stoically he forebore, to who-knows-what final outburst, ultimate indelicacy, or denouncement of the whole, undemocratic sham. But though Gorgik saw quite well he was the butt of such behavior more than they, he saw too that they treated him thus not because he was different so much as because that was the way they treated each other. The social hierarchy and patterns of deference to be learned here were as complex as those that had to be mastered—even by a foreman—on moving into a new slave barracks in the mine. (Poor potter! With all his simplistic assumptions about the lives of aristocrats, he would have had just as many about the lives of slaves.) Indeed, among slaves Gorgik knew what generated such complexity: servitude itself. The only question he could not answer here was: what were all these elegant lords and ladies slaves to? In this, of course, the potter would have had the advantage of knowledge. The answer was simple: power, pure, raw and obsessive. But in his ignorance, young Gorgik was again closer to the lords and ladies around him than an equally young potter’s boy would have been. For it is precisely at its center that one loses the clear vision of what surrounds, what controls and contours every utterance, decides and develops every action, as the bird has no clear concept of air, though it support her every turn, or the fish no true vision of water, though it blur all she sees. A goodly, if not frightening, number of these same lords and ladies dwelling at the Court had as little idea of what shaped their every willed decision, conventional observance, and sheer, unthinking habit as did Gorgik—whereas the potter’s boy Gorgik might have been, had the play of power five years before gone differently in these same halls and hives, would not even have had to ask.

For all the temperamental similarities we have drawn, Gorgik was not (nor should we be) under any illusion that either the lords, or their servants, accepted him as one of their own. But he had conversation; he had companionship—for some periods extremely warm companionship—from women and men who valued him for much the same reason as the Vizerine had. He was given frequent gifts. From time to time people in rooms he was not in and never visited suggested to one another that they look out for the gruff youngster in the little room on the third floor, see that he was fed, or that he was not left too much alone. (And certainly a few times when such conversations might have helped, they never occurred.) But, stripped to nothing but his history, Gorgik began to learn that even such a history—on the docks and in the mines—as it set him apart in experience from these others, was in some small way the equivalent of an aristocracy in itself: those who met him here at Court either did not bother him about it, or they respected it and made allowances for his eccentricities because of it—which is, after all, all their own aristocratic privileges gained them from one another.

Once he went five days in the castle without eating. When Gorgik did not have an invitation to some countess’s or prince’s dinner or luncheon, he went to the Vizerine’s kitchen—Jahor had left standing instructions there that he was to be fed. But the Vizerine, with most of her suite, was away on another mission. And since the Vizerine’s cooks had gone with the caravan, her kitchen had been shut down.

One evening the little Princess Elyne took both Gorgik’s great dark hands in her small, brown ones and exclaimed as the other guests departed around them: ‘But I have had to cancel the little get-together that I’d asked you to tomorrow. It’s too terrible! I must go visit my uncle, the count, who will not be put off another—’ Here she stopped, pulled one of her hands away and put it over her mouth. ‘But I am too terrible. For I’m lying dreadfully, and you probably know it! Tomorrow I must go home to my own horrid old castle, and I loathe it, loathe it there! Ah, you did know it, but you’re too polite to say anything.’ Gorgik, who’d known no such thing, laughed. ‘So,’ went on the little Princess, ‘that is why I must cancel the party. You see, I have reasons. You do understand …?’ Gorgik, who was vaguely drunk, laughed again, shook his head, raised his hand when the princess began to make more excuses, and, still laughing, turned, and found his way back to his room.

The next day, as had happened before, no other invitations came; and because the Vizerine’s kitchen was closed, he did not eat. The day after, there were still no invitations. He scoured as much of the castle as he dared for Curly; and became suddenly aware how little of the castle he felt comfortable wandering in. The third day? Well, the first two days of a fast are the most difficult—though Gorgik had no thoughts of fasting. He was not above begging, but he could not see how to beg here from someone he hadn’t been introduced to. Steal? Yes, there were other suites, other kitchens. (Ah, it was now the fourth day; and other than a little lightheaded, his actual appetite seemed to have died somewhere inside him.) Steal food …? He sat on the edge of his raised pallet, his fists a great, horny knot of interlocked knuckle and thickened nail, pendant between his knees. How many times had these lords and ladies praised his straightforwardness, his honesty? He had been stripped to nothing but his history, and now that history included their evaluations of him. Though, both on the docks and in the mines, no month had gone by since age six when he had not pilfered something, he’d stolen nothing here, and somehow he knew that to steal—here—meant losing part of this new history: and, in this mildly euphoric state, that new history seemed much too valuable—because it was associated with real learning (rather than with ill-applied judgements, which is what it would have meant for our young potter; and our young potter, though he had never stolen more than the odd cup from his master’s shelf of seconds, would certainly have stolen now).

Gorgik had no idea how long it took to starve to death. But he had seen ill-fed men, worked fourteen hours a day, thrown into solitary confinement without food for three days, only to die within a week after their release. (And had once, in his first six months at the mines, been so confined himself; and had survived.) That a well-fed woman or man of total leisure (and leisure is all Gorgik had known now for close to a half a year) might go more than a month with astonishing ease on nothing but water never occurred to him. On the fifth day he was still lightheaded, not hungry, and extremely worried over the possibility that this sensation itself was the beginning of starvation.

In his sandals with the brass buckles, and a red smock which hung to mid-thigh (it should have been worn with an ornamental collar he did not bother to put on, and should have been belted with a woven sash of scarlet and gold, wrapped three times around the waist with the tassels hanging to the floor; but absently he had wrapped round it the old leather strap he’d used to girdle his loin rag in the mines), he left his room on the evening of the fifth day and again began to wander the castle. This time, perhaps because of the lightheadedness, he entered a hallway he had never entered before—and immediately found himself in a circular stone stairwell. On a whim, he went up instead of down. After two circuits the stairwell opened on another hallway—no, it was a roofed colonnade: through the arches, the further crenellations and parapets of the castle interrupted a night misted by moonlight while the moon itself was somewhere out of sight.

At the colonnade’s end, another stairwell took him back down among cool rocks. About to leave the stair at one exit because there was a faint glimmer of lamps somewhere off in the distance, he realized that what he’d taken for a buzzing in his own ears was really—blurred by echoing stones—conversation and music from below. Wondering if perhaps some catered gathering large enough to absorb him were going on, with one hand on the wall, he descended the spiral of stone.

In the vestibule at the bottom hung a bronze lamp. But the vestibule’s hangings were so drear the tiny chamber still looked black. The attention of the guard in the archway was all on the sumptuous bright crowds within. When, after half a dozen heartbeats’ hesitation, Gorgik walked out into the hall, he was not detained.

Were there a hundred people in this brilliant room? Passing among them, he saw the Baron Curly; and the Countess Esulla; and over there the elderly Princess Grutn was talking with a dour, older gentleman (the Earl Jue-Grutn); and that was Lord Vanar! On the great table running the whole side of the room sat tall decanters of wine, wide bowls of fruit, platters of jellied welkin, circular loaves of hard bread and rounds of soft cheese. Gorgik knew that if he gorged he would be ill; and that, even if he ate prudently, within an hour of his first bite, his bowels would void themselves of five days’ bile—in short, he knew what a man who had lived near hunger for five years needed to know of hunger to survive. Nevertheless, he made slow circuit after slow circuit of the hall. Each time he passed the table, he took a fruit or a piece of bread. On the seventh round, because the food whipped up an astonishing thirst, he poured himself a goblet of cider: three sips and it went to his head like a torrent reversing itself to crash back up the rocks. He wondered if he would be sick. The music was reeds and drums. The musicians, in great headdresses of gilded feathers and little else, wandered through the crowd, somehow managing to keep their insistent rhythms and reedy whines together. It was on the ninth round, with the goblet still in his hand and his belly like a small, swollen bag swinging back and forth uneasily inside him, that a thin girl with a brown, wide face and a sleeveless white shift, high on her neck and down to the floor, said: ‘Sir, you are not dressed for this party!’ Which was true.

Her rough hair was braided around her head, so tight you could see her scalp between the spiralling tiers.

Gorgik smiled and dropped his head just a little, because that was usually the way to talk to aristocrats. ‘I’m not really a guest. I am a most presumptuous interloper here—a hungry man.’ While he kept his smile, his stomach suddenly cramped, then, very slowly, unknotted.

The girl’s sleeves, high off her bare, brown shoulders, were circled with tiny diamonds. Around her forehead ran the thinnest of silver wires, set every inch with small, bright stones. ‘You are from the mines, aren’t you—the Vizerine’s favorite and the pet of Lord Aldamir’s circle.’

‘I have never met Lord Aldamir,’ Gorgik said. ‘Though everyone I have known here at Court speaks of him with regard.’

To which the girl looked absolutely blank for another moment. Then she laughed a—high and childish laugh that had in it an hysteric edge he had not heard before in any of his courtier acquaintances’ merriment. ‘The Empress Ynelgo would certainly not have you put out just because your clothes are poor. Though, really, if you were going to come, you might have shown some consideration.’

‘The Empress’s reign is just and generous,’ Gorgik said, because that’s what people always said at any mention of the Empress. ‘This will probably sound strange to such a wellbred little slip of a thing like yourself, but do you know that for the last five days I have not—’ Someone touched his arm.

He glanced back to see Curly beside him.

‘Your Highness,’ said the Baron, ‘have you been introduced to Gorgik yet? May I have the honor of presenting him to you? Gorgik, I present you to Her Majesty, the Child Empress Ynelgo.’

Gorgik just remembered to press the back of his fist to his forehead. ‘Your Highness, I didn’t know—’

‘Curly,’ the Child Empress said, ‘really, we’ve already met. But then, I can’t really call you Curly in front of him, now, can I?’

‘You might as well, Your Highness. He does.’

‘Ah, I see. Of course, I’ve heard a great deal about Gorgik already. Is it presumptuous to assume that you—’ Her large eyes, close to the surface of her dark brown face (like so many of the Nevèrÿon aristocrats), came to Gorgik’s—‘have heard a great deal about me?’ Then she laughed again, emerging from it with: ‘Curly …!’ The sharpness clearly surprised the Baron as well.

‘Your Highness.’ The Baron touched his fist to his forehead and, to Gorgik’s distress, backed away.

The Empress looked again at Gorgik with an expression intense enough to make him start back. She said: ‘Let me tell you what the most beautiful and distressing section of Nevèrÿon’s empire is, Gorgik. It is the province of Garth—especially the forests around the Vygernangx Monastery. I was kept there as a child, before I was made Empress. They say the elder gods dwell somewhere in the ruins on which it was built—and they are much older than the monastery.’ She began to talk of Nevèrÿon’s craftsmenlike gods and general religion, a conversation which need not be recounted, both because Gorgik did not understand the fine points of such theological distinctions, and also because the true religion, or metaphysics, of a culture is another surround, both of that culture’s slaves and of its lords: to specify it, even here, as different from our own would be to suggest, however much we tried to avoid it, that it occupied a different relation to its culture from that which ours does to ours—if only by those specified differences. (We are never out of metaphysics, even when we think we are critiquing someone else’s.) Therefore it is a topic about which, by and large, we may be silent. After a while of such talk, she said: ‘The lands there in the Garth are lush and lovely. I long to visit them again. But our nameless gods prevent me. Still, even today, there is more trouble from that little spit of land than any corner of the empire.’

‘I will remember what you have told me, Your Highness,’ Gorgik said, because he could think of no other rejoinder.

‘It would be very well if you did.’ The Child Empress blinked. Suddenly she looked left, then right, bit her lip in a most unimperial way, and walked quickly across the room. Threads of silver in the white shift glimmered.

‘Isn’t the Empress charming,’ Curly said, at Gorgik’s shoulder once more; with his hand on Gorgik’s arm, he was leading him away.

‘Eh … yes. She … the Empress is charming,’ Gorgik said, because he had learned in the last months that when something must be said to fill the silence, but no one knows what, repetition of something said before will usually at least effect a delay.

‘The Empress is perfectly charming,’ Curly went on as they walked. ‘The Empress is more charming than I’ve ever seen her before. Really, she is the most charming person in the entire court …’

Somewhere in the middle of this, Gorgik realized the Baron had no more idea what to say than he did. They reached the door. The Baron lowered his voice and his largish larynx rose behind his embroidered collar. ‘You have received the Empress’s favor. Anything else the evening might offer you would undoubtedly be an anticlimax. Gorgik, you would be wise to retire from the party …’ Then, in an even lower voice: ‘When I tell you, look to your left. You will see a gentleman in red look away from you just as you look at him … All right: now.’

Gorgik looked. Across the hall, talking to a glittering group, an older man with a brown, bony face, grizzled white hair, a red cloak, and a heavy copper chestpiece over his tunic, turned back to his conversation with two jeweled women.

‘Do you know who that is?’

Gorgik shook his head.

‘That is Krodar. Please. Look away from him now. I should not need to tell you that Nevèrÿon is his Empire; his soldiers put the Empress on the throne; his forces have kept her there. More to the point, his forces threw down the previous and unmentionable residents of the High Court of Eagles. The power of the Child Empress Ynelgo is Krodar’s power. While the Child Empress favored you with a smile and a moment’s conversation, Krodar cast in your direction a frown which few in this company failed to notice.’ The Baron sighed. ‘So you see, your position here is completely changed.’

‘But how—? Of course I shall leave, but …’ Feeling a sudden ominousness, Gorgik frowned, lightheaded and bewildered. ‘I mean, I don’t want anything from the Empress.’

‘There is no one in this room who does not want something from the Empress—including myself. For that reason alone, no one here would believe you—including myself.’

‘But—’

‘You came to court with the favor of the Vizerine. Everyone knows—or thinks they know—that such favor from Myrgot is only favor of the flesh, which they can gossip about, find amusing, and therefore tolerate. Most do not realize that Myrgot decides when to let such news of her favor enter the circuit of gossip—and that, in your case, such decision was made well after your flesh ceased to interest her; and in such ways the rumor can be, and has been, put to use.’ The Baron’s larynx bounded in his neck. ‘But no one ever knows precisely what the Empress’s favor means. No one is ever quite sure what use either she or you will make of it. Therefore, it is much more dangerous to have. And there is Krodar’s disfavor to consider. For Krodar is the Empress’s minister—her chief steward if you will. Can you imagine how difficult your life would have been here at court if you had, say, the Vizerine’s favor but Jahor’s enmity?’

Gorgik nodded, now lightheaded and ill. ‘Should I go to Krodar then and show him he has nothing to fear from—’

‘Krodar holds all the power of this Empire in his hands. He is not “afraid” of anyone. My friend—’ the Baron put his pale hand up on Gorgik’s thick shoulder and leaned close—‘when you entered this game, you entered on the next-to-the-highest level possible and under the tutelage of one of its best players. You know that the Vizerine is not at court and is not expected till tomorrow. Remember: so do the people who planned this party. There are many individual men and women in this very room, wearing enough jewelry tonight to buy a year’s produce of the mine you once worked in, who have struggled half their lives or more to arrive at a level in the play far below the one you began at. You were allowed to stay on that level because you had nothing and convinced those of us who met you that you wanted nothing. Indeed, for us, you were a relief from such murderous games.’

‘I was a miner, working sixteen hours a day in a pit that would have killed me in ten years. I’m now … favored at the High Court of Eagles. What else would I want?’

‘But you see, you have just moved from the next-to-highest level of play to the very highest. You come into a party to which you—and your protectoress—were specifically not invited, dressed like a barbarian; and in five minutes you won a word from the Empress herself. Do you know that by fifteen minutes’ proper conversation with the proper people, who are here tonight, you could parley that into a governorship of a fairly valuable, if outlying, province—more, if you were skillful. I do not intend to introduce you to those people, because just as easily you could win your death from someone both desperate for, and deserving of, the same position who merely lacked that all-important credential: a word from Her Majesty. The Empress knows all this. So does Krodar. That indeed may be why he frowned.’

‘But you spoke with—’

‘Friend, I may speak with the Empress any time I wish. She is my second cousin once removed. When she was nine and I was twenty-three we spent eight months together in the same dungeon cell, while our execution was put off day by day by day—but that was when she was still a princess. The Empress may not speak to me any time she wishes, or she risks endangering the subtle balance of power between my forces at Yenla’h and hers at Vinelet—should the wrong thane or princeling misconstrue her friendliness as a sign of military weakness and move his forces accordingly. My approaches to her, you see, are only considered nepotistic fawning. Hers to me are considered something else again. Gorgik, you have amused me. You have even tolerated my enthusiasm for botany. I don’t want to hear that your corpse was pulled out of a sewage trough or, worse, was found floating somewhere in the Khora down at the port. And the excuse for such an outrage need easily be no more than Krodar’s frown—if not the Empress’s smile.’

Gorgik stepped back, because his gut suddenly knotted. He began to sweat. But the Baron’s thin fingers dug his shoulder, pulling him forward:

‘Do you understand? Do you understand that, minutes ago, you had nothing anyone here could have wanted? Do you understand that now you have what a third of us in this room have at least once committed murder for and the other two-thirds done far worse to obtain—an unsolicited word from the Empress?’

Gorgik swayed. ‘Curly, I’m sick. I want a loaf of bread and a bottle of—’

‘There is a decanter.’ The Baron frowned. ‘There is a loaf.’ He looked around. They were standing by the table end. ‘And there is the door.’ The Baron shrugged. ‘Take the first two and use the last.’

Gorgik took a breath which made the cloth of his tunic slide on his wet back. With a lurching motion, he picked up a loaf in one hand and a decanter in the other and lumbered through the arch.

A young duchess, who had been standing only a few feet away, turned to Inige. ‘Do you know, if I’m not mistaken, I believe I just saw your inelegantly dressed companion, who, only a moment ago, was conferring with Her Highness, do the strangest thing—’

‘And do you know,’ said the Baron, taking her arm, ‘that two months by, when I was in the Zenari provinces, I saw the most remarkable species of schist moss with a most uncharacteristic blossom. Let me tell you …’ and he led her across the room.

Gorgik lurched through the drear vestibule, once more unhindered by the guard; once he stopped to grasp the hangings, which released dust dragons to coil down about the decanter hooked to his thumb and his dribbling arm; he plunged into the stairwell.

He climbed.

Each time he came around the narrow circle, a sharp breeze caught him on the right side. Suddenly he stopped, dropped his head, and, still holding the decanter by his thumb, leaned his forearm high on the wall (the decanter clicked the stone) and vomited. And vomited again. And once again. Then, while his belly clamped once more, suddenly and surprisingly, his gut gave up its runny freight, which slid down both legs to puddle under his heels. Splattered and befouled, his inner thighs wet, his chin dripping, he began to shiver; the breeze scoured his right flank. Bread and bottle away from his sides, he climbed, pausing now and again to scrape off his sandal soles on the bowed steps’ edges, his skin crinkling with gooseflesh, teeth clattering.

The wide brass basin clattered and clinked in its ring. He finished washing himself, let the rag drop on the basin edge (weighted on one side, it ceased its tinny rocking), turned on the wet stones, stepped to his pallet, and stretched out naked. The fur throw dampened beneath his hair, his cheek, his heavy legs, his shoulders. Each knob of bone on each other knob felt awash at his body’s joints. Belly and gut were still liquefactious. Any movement might restart the shivering and the teeth chattering for ten, twenty seconds, a minute, or more. He turned on his back.

And shivered awhile.

From time to time he reached from the bed to tear off a small piece from the loaf on the floor, sometimes dipping its edge in the chased silver beaker that, with every third dip, threatened to overturn on the tiles. While he lay, listening to the nighthawks cooing beyond the hangings at his narrow window, he thought: about where he’d first learned what happened to the body during days without food. After the fight that had gained him his scar, he’d been put in the solitary cell, foodless, for three days. Afterward, an old slave whose name for the life of him he could not remember had taken him back to the barracks, told him the symptoms to expect, and snored by his side for three nights. Only a rich man who’d had no experience of prison at all could have seriously considered his current situation at the palace its equal. Still, minutes at a time, Gorgik could entertain the notion that the only difference between then and now was that—now—he was a little sicker, a little lonelier, and was in a situation where he had been forced, for reasons that baffled him, to pretend to be well and happy. Also, for five years he had done ten to eighteen hours a day hard labor. For almost five months now he had done nothing. In some ways his present illness merely seemed an extension of a feeling he’d had frequently of late: that his entire body was in a singular state of confusion about how to react to anything and that this confusion had nothing to do with his mind. And yet his mind found the situation confusing enough. For a while Gorgik thought about his parents. His father was dead—he’d watched that murder happen. His mother was … dead. He had heard enough to know any other assumption was as improbable as his arrival here at the High Court. These crimes had been committed at the ascent of the Child Empress, and her entourage, including the Vizerine, Curly, the princesses Elyne and Grutn, and Jahor. That was why he, Gorgik, had been taken a slave. Perhaps, here at court, he had even met the person who had given the order that, in the carrying out, had caused Gorgik’s own life to veer as sharply from waterfront dock rat as it had recently veered away from pit slave.

Gorgik—he had not shivered for the last few minutes now—smiled wryly in the dark. Curly? The Vizerine? Krodar? It was not a new thought. Had he been insensitive enough never to have entertained it before, it might have infused him, in his weakness, with a new sense of power or purpose. He might even have experienced in his sickness an urge to revenge. But months ago he had, for good or bad, dismissed it as a useless one. Now, when it might, in its awkward way, have been some bitter solace, he found he could not keep it in the foreground of consciousness. It simply coiled away till it fragmented, the fragments dissolving into myriad flickers. But he was, for all his unfocused thought, learning—still learning. He was learning that power—the great power that shattered lives and twisted the course of the nation—was like a fog over a meadow at evening. From any distance, it seemed to have a shape, a substance, a color, an edge. Yet, as you approached it, it seemed to recede before you. Finally, when common sense said you were at its very center, it still seemed just as far away; only by this time it was on all sides, obscuring any vision of the world beyond it. He lay on damp fur and remembered walking through such a foggy field in a line with other slaves, chains heavy from his neck before and behind. Wet grass had whipped his legs. Twigs and pebbles had bitten through the mud caking his feet. Then the vision flickered, fragmented, drifted. Lord Aldamir …? Surfacing among all the names and titles with which his last months had been filled, this one now: was this phenomenon he had noted the reason why such men, who were truly concerned with the workings of power, chose to stay away from its center, so that they might never lose sight of power’s contours? Then that thought fragmented in a sudden bout of chills.

Toward dawn, footsteps in the corridor outside woke him. There, people were grunting with heavy trunks. People were passing, were talking less quietly than they might. He lay, feeling much better than when he had drifted to sleep, listening to the return of the Vizerine’s suite. To date Gorgik had not violated the Vizerine’s stricture on their intercourse. But shortly he rose, dressed, and went to Jahor’s rooms to request an audience. Why? the eunuch asked, looking stern.

Gorgik told him, and told him also his plan.

The large-nosed eunuch nodded. Yes, that was probably very wise. But why didn’t Gorgik go first to the Vizerine’s kitchen and take a reasonable breakfast?

Gorgik was sitting on the corner of a large wood table, eating a bowl of gruel from the fat cook, whose hairy belly pushed over the top of his stained apron (already sweatblotched at the thighs from stoking the week-cold hearth), and joking with the sleepy kitchen girl, when Jahor stepped through the door: ‘The Vizerine will see you now.’

‘So,’ said Myrgot, one elbow on the parchment-strewn desk, running a thumb, on which she had already replaced the heavy rings of court, over her forehead—a gesture Gorgik knew meant she was tired, ‘you had a word last night with our most grave and gracious Empress.’

Which took Gorgik aback. He had not even mentioned that to Jahor. ‘Curly left a message that greeted me at the door,’ the Vizerine explained. ‘Tell me what she said: everything. If you can remember it word for word, so much the better.’

‘She said she had heard of me. And that she would not have me put out of the party because my clothes were poor—’

Myrgot grunted. ‘Well, it’s true. I have not been as munificent with you of late as I might have been—’

‘My Lady, I make no accusation. I only tell you what she—’

The Vizerine reached across the desk, took Gorgik’s great wrist. ‘I know you don’t.’ She stood, still holding his arm, and came around to the side, where, as he had done in the kitchen a little while before, she sat down on the desk’s corner. ‘Though any six of my former lovers—not to mention the present one—would have meant it as an accusation in the same situation. No, the accusation comes from our just and generous ruler herself.’ She patted his hand, then dropped it. ‘Go on.’

‘She nodded Curly—the Baron Inige, I mean—away. She spoke of religion. Then she said that the most beautiful and distressing section of Nevèrÿon’s empire is the province of Garth, especially the forests around some monastery—’

‘The Vygernangx.’

‘Yes. She said she was kept there as a girl before she was Empress. Curly told me later about when the two of them were in prison—’

‘I know all about that time. I was in a cell only two away from theirs. Go on with what she said.’

‘She said that the elder gods dwell there, and that they are even older than the monastery. She spoke of our nameless gods. She said that the lands were lush and lovely and that she longed to revisit them. But that even today there was more trouble from that little bit of land than from any other place in Nevèrÿon.’

‘And while she spoke with you thus, Krodar cast you a dark look …?’ The Vizerine dropped both hands to the desk. She sighed. ‘Do you know the Garth Peninsula?’

Gorgik shook his head.

‘A brutish, uncivilized place—though the scenery is pretty enough. Every other old hovel one comes across houses a witch or a wizard; not to mention the occasional mad priest. And then, a few miles to the south, it is no longer forest but jungle; and there are nothing but barbarian tribes. And the amount of worry it causes is absolutely staggering!’ She sighed again. ‘Of course, you know, Gorgik, that the Empress associates you with me. So any word spoken to you—or even a look cast your way—may be read in some way as a message intended for Myrgot.’

‘Then I hope I have not brought Myrgot an unhappy one.’

‘It’s not a good one.’ The Vizerine sighed, leaned back a little on the desk, placing one fingertip on the shale of parchment. ‘For the Empress to declare the elder gods are older than the monastery is to concede me a theological point that I support and that, till now, she has opposed. Over this point, many people have died. For her to say she wishes to go there is tantamount to declaring war on Lord Aldamir, in whose circle you and I both move, and who keeps his center of power there. For her to choose you to deliver this message is … But I shouldn’t trouble you with the details of that meaning.’

‘Yes, My Lady. There is no need. My Lady—?’

The Vizerine raised her eyebrow.

‘I asked to come and speak to you. Because I cannot stay here at Court any longer. What can I do to help you in the outside world? Can I be a messenger for you? Can I work some bit of your land? Within the castle here there is nothing for me.’

The Vizerine was silent long enough for Gorgik to suspect she disapproved of his request. ‘Of course you’re right,’ she said at last, so that he was surprised and relieved. ‘No, you can’t stay on here. Especially after last night. I suppose I could always return you to the mines … no, that is a tasteless joke. Forgive me.’

‘There is nothing to forgive, My Lady,’ though Gorgik’s heart had suddenly started. While it slowed, he ventured: ‘Any post you can put me to, I would happily fill.’

After another few moments, the Vizerine said: ‘Go now. I will send for you in an hour. By then we shall have decided what to do with you.’

‘You know, Jahor—’ The Vizerine stood by the window, looking between the bars at the rain, at further battlements beyond the veils of water, the dripping mansards and streaming crenellations—‘he really is an exceptional man. After five months, he wishes to leave the castle. Think how many of the finest sons and daughters of provincial noblemen who, once presented here, become parasites and hangers-on for five years or more—before they finally reach such a propitious decision as he has.’ Rain gathered on the bars and dripped, wetting inches of the beveled sill.

Jahor sat in the Vizerine’s great curved-back chair, rather slump-shouldered and, for all his greater bulk, filling it noticeably less well than she. ‘He was wasted in the mines, My Lady. He is wasted at the castle. Only consider, My Lady, what is such a man fit for? First, childhood as a portside ragamuffin, then his youth as a mine slave, followed by a few months skulking in the shadows at the Court of Eagles—where, apparently, he still has not been able to keep out of sight. That is an erratic education to say the least. I can think of no place where he could put it to use. Return him to the mines now, My Lady. Not as a slave, if that troubles you. Free him and make him a guard. That’s still more than he might ever have hoped for six months back.’

The bars dripped.

Myrgot pondered.

Jahor picked up a carefully crafted astrolabe from the desk, ran a long forenail over its calibrations, then rubbed his thumb across the curlicues of the rhet.

The Vizerine said: ‘No. I do not think that I will do that, Jahor. It is too close to slavery.’ She turned from the window and thought about her cook. ‘I shall do something else with him.’

‘I would put him back in the mines without his freedom,’ Jahor said sullenly. ‘But then, My Lady is almost as generous as the Empress herself. And as just.’

The Vizerine raised an eyebrow at what she considered an ill-put compliment. But then, of course, Jahor did not know the Empress’s most recent message that Gorgik had so dutifully delivered. ‘No. I have another idea for him …’

‘To the mines with him, My Lady, and you will save yourself much trouble, if not grief.’

Had Gorgik known of the argument that was progressing in the Vizerine’s chamber, he would most probably have misassigned the positions of the respective advocates—perhaps the strongest sign of his unfitness for court life.

Though it does not explain the actual assignment of the positions themselves, there was a simple reason for the tones of voice in which the respective positions were argued: for the last three weeks the Vizerine’s lover had been a lithe seventeen-year-old barbarian with bitten nails and mad blue eyes, who would, someday, inherit the title of Suzeraine of Strethi—though the land his parents owned, near the marshy Avila, was little more than a sizable farm. And the youth, for all his coming title, was—in his manners and bearing—little more than a barbarian farmer’s son. His passion was for horses, which he rode superbly. Indeed, he had careered, naked, on a black mount, about the Vizerine’s caravan for an hour one moonlit night when, two months before, she had been to visit the Avila province to meet with its reigning families anent taxes. She had sent Jahor to ascertain how she might meet this yellow-haired youth. A guest of his parents one evening, she discovered that they were quite anxious for him to go to court and that for one so young he had an impressive list of illegitimate children throughout the surrounding neighborhoods and was something of a bane to his kin. She had agreed to take him with her; and had kept her agreement. But the relationship was of a volatile and explosive sort that made her, from time to time, look back with fondness on the weeks with Gorgik. Four times now the suzeraine-apparent had run up atrocious debts gambling with the servants; twice he had tried to blackmail her; and he had been unfaithful to her with at least three palace serving women, and what’s more they were not of Lord Aldamir’s circle. The night before the Vizerine had departed on this her most recent mission—to get away from the child? but no—they had gotten into an incredible argument over a white gold chain which had ended with his declaring he would never let her withered lips and wrinkled paws defile his strong, bronzed body again. But just last night, however, hours before her return, he had ridden out to meet her caravan, charged into her tent, and declared he could not live without her caress another moment. In short, that small sector of Myrgot’s life she set aside for personal involvement was currently full to overflowing. (Jahor, currently, had no lover at all, nor was he overfond of the Vizerine’s.)

The Vizerine, in deference to the vaguest of promises to his barbaric parents, had been desultorily attempting to secure a small commission for the blond boy with some garrison in a safer part of the Empire. She knew he was too young for such a post, and of an impossible temperament to fill it, even were he half a dozen years older; also, there was really no way, in those days, to ascertain if any part of the Empire would remain safe. In any open combat, the little fool—for he was a fool, she did not delude herself about that—would probably be killed, and more than likely get any man under him killed as well—if his men did not turn and kill him first. (She had known such things to happen. Barbarians in positions of power were not popular with the people.) This young, unlettered chief’s son was the sort who, for all his barbaric good looks, fiery temperament, and coming inheritance, one either loved or despised. And she had discovered, upon making inquiries into the gambling affair, much to her surprise, that no one in court other than herself seemed to love him. Well, she still did not want him to leave the court … not just now. She had only put any effort toward obtaining his commission at those moments when she had been most aware that soon she must want him as far away as possible.

The commission had arrived while she had been away; it was on her desk now.

No, after his marvelous ride last night to meet her, she did not want him to leave … just yet. But she was experienced enough to know the wishes that he would, with such as he, must come again. As would other commissions.

‘Gorgik,’ she said, when Jahor had led him in and retired, ‘I am going to put you for six weeks with Master Narbu. He trains all of Curly’s personal guards and has instructed many of the finest generals of this Empire in the arts of war. Most of the young men there will be two or three years younger than you, but that may easily, at your age, be as much an advantage as a hindrance. At the end of that time, you will be put in charge of a small garrison near the edge of K’haki desert—north of the Falthas. At the termination of your commission you will have the freedom in fact that, as of this morning, you now have on paper. I hope you will distinguish yourself in the name of the Empress, whose reign is wise and wondrous.’ She smiled. ‘Will you agree that this now terminates any and all of our mutual obligations?’

‘You are very generous, My Lady,’ Gorgik said, almost as flabbergasted as when he’d discovered himself purchased from the mines.

‘Our Empress is just and generous,’ the Vizerine said, almost as if correcting him. ‘I am merely soft-hearted.’ Her hand had strayed to the astrolabe. Suddenly she picked up the verdigrised disk, turned it over, frowned at it. ‘Here, take this. Go on. Take it, keep it; and take with it one final piece of advice. It’s heartfelt advice, my young friend. I want you always to remember the Empress’s words to you last night. Do you promise? Good—and as you value your freedom and your life, never set foot on the Garth Peninsula. And if the Vygernangx Monastery ever thrusts so much as the tiny tip of one tower over the treetops within the circle of your vision, you will turn yourself directly around and ride, run, crawl away as fast and as far as you can go. Now take it—take it, go on. And go.’

With the Vizerine’s astrolabe in his hand, Gorgik touched his forehead and backed, frowning, from the chamber.

‘My Lady, his education is already erratic enough. By making him an officer, you do not bring it to heel. It will only give him presumptions, which will bring him grief and you embarrassment.’

‘Perhaps, Jahor. Then again, perhaps not. We shall see.’

Outside the window, the rains, after having let up for the space of an hour’s sunlight, blew violently again, clouding the far towers and splattering all the way in to the edge of the stone sill, running down the inner wall to the floor.

‘My Lady, wasn’t there an astrolabe here on your desk earlier this morning …?’

‘Was there now …? Ah yes. My pesky little blue-eyed devil was in here only moments ago, picking at it. No doubt he pocketed it on his way down to the stables. Really, Jahor, I must do something about that gold-haired little tyrant. He is a true barbarian and has become the bane of my life!

Six weeks is long enough for a man to learn to enjoy himself on a horse; it is not long enough to learn to ride.

Six weeks is long enough for a man to learn the rules and forms of fencing; it is not long enough to become a swordsman.

Master Narbu, born a slave himself to a high household in the foothills of the Falthas not far from fabled Ellamon, had as a child shown some animal grace that his baronial owner thought best turned to weapon wielding—from a sort of retrograde, baronial caprice. Naturally slaves were not encouraged to excel in arms. Narbu had taken the opportunity to practice—from a retrograde despair at servitude—constantly, continuously, dawn, noon, night, and any spare moment between. At first the hope had been, naturally and secretly and obviously to any but such a capricious master, for escape. Skill had become craft and craft had become art; and developing along was an impassioned love for weaponry itself. The Baron displayed the young slave’s skill to friends; mock contests were arranged; then real contests—with other slaves, with freemen. Lords of the realm proud of their own skills challenged him; two lords of the realm died. And Narbu found himself in this paradoxical position: his license to sink sword blade into an aristocratic gut was only vouchsafed by the protection of an aristocrat. During several provincial skirmishes, Narbu fought valiantly beside his master. In several others, his master rented him out as a mercenary—by now his reputation (though he was not out of his twenties) was such that he was being urged, pressed, forced to learn the larger organizational skills and strategies that make war possible. One cannot truly trace the course of a life in a thousand pages. Let us have the reticence here not to attempt it in a thousand words. Twenty years later, during one of the many battles that resulted in the ascension of the present Child Empress Ynelgo to the Throne of Eagles, Narbu (now forty-four) and his master had been lucky enough to be on the winning side—though his master had been killed. But Narbu had distinguished himself. As a reward—for the Empress was brave and benevolent—Narbu was given his freedom and offered a position as instructor of the Empress’s own guard, a job which involved training the sons of favored aristocrats in the finer (and grosser) points of battle. (Two of Narbu’s earliest instructors had been daughters of the mysterious Western Crevasse, and much of his early finesse had been gained from these masked women with their strange and strangely sinister blades. Twice he had fought with such women; and once against them. But they did not usually venture in large groups too far from their own lands. Still, he had always suspected that Nevèrÿon, with its strictly male armies, was over-compensating for something.) In his position as royal master at arms, he found himself developing a rich and ritual tirade against his new pupils: they were soft, or when they were hard they had no discipline, or, when they had discipline, had no heart. What training they’d gotten must all be undone before they could really begin; aristocrats could never make good soldiers anyway; what was needed was good common stock. Though Master Narbu was common stock, had fought common stock, and been taught by common stock, Gorgik was the first man of common stock Master Narbu, in six years, had ever been paid to teach. And the good master now discovered that, as a teacher, somehow he had never developed a language to instruct any other than aristocrats—however badly trained, undisciplined, or heartless they were. As well, he found himself actually resenting this great-muscled, affable, quiet, giant of a youth. First, Gorgik’s physique was not the sort (as Narbu was quick to point out to him) that naturally lent itself to horsemanship or any but gross combative skills. Besides, the rumor had gone the rounds that the youth had been put under Narbu’s tutelage not even because of his exceptional strength, but because he was some high Court lady’s catamite. But one morning Master Narbu woke, frowned at some sound outside, and sat up on his pallet. Through the bars on his window, he looked out across the yard where the training dummies and exercise forms stood in moonlight—it was over an hour to sunup. On the porch of the student barracks, beneath the frayed thatch, a great form, naked and crossed with shadow from the nearest porch poles, moved and turned and moved.

The new pupil was practicing. First he would try a few swings with the light wooden sword to develop form, moving slowly, returning to starting position, hefting the blade again. And going through the swing, parry, recovery … a little too self-consciously; and the arm not fully extended at the peak of the swing, the blade a little too high … Narbu frowned. The new student put down the wooden blade against the barracks wall, picked up the treble-weight iron blade used to improve strength: swing, parry, recovery; again, swing, parry—the student halted, stepped back, began again. Good. He’d remembered the extension this time. Better, Narbu reflected. Better … but not excellent. Of course, for the weighted blade, it was better than most of the youths—with those great sacks of muscle about his bones, really not so surprising … No, he didn’t let the blade sag. But what was he doing up this early anyway …?

Then Narbu saw something.

Narbu squinted a little to make sure he saw it.

What he saw was something he could not have named himself, either to baron or commoner. Indeed, we may have trouble describing it: he saw a concentration in this extremely strong, naked young man’s practicing that, by so many little twists and sets of the body, flicks of the eye, bearings of the arms and hips, signed its origins in inspiration. He saw something that much resembled not a younger Narbu, but something that had been part of the younger Narbu and which, when he recognized it now, he realized was all-important. The others, Narbu thought (and his lips, set about with gray stubble, shaped the words), were too pampered, too soft … how many hours before sunrise? Not those others, no, not on your … that one, yes, was good common stock.

Narbu lay back down.

No, this common, one-time mercenary slave still did not know how to speak to a common, one-time pit slave as a teacher; and no, six weeks were not enough. But now, in the practice sessions, and sometimes in the rest periods during and after them, Narbu began to say things to the tall, scarfaced youth: ‘In rocky terrain, look for a rider who holds one rein up near his beast’s ear, with his thumb tucked well down; he’ll be a Narnisman and the one to show you how to coax most from your mount in the mountains. Stick by him and watch him fast …’ And: ‘The best men with throwing weapons I’ve ever seen are the desert Adami: shy men, with little brass wires sewn up around the backs of their ears. You’ll be lucky if you have a few in your garrison. Get one of them to practice with you, and you might learn something …’ Or: ‘When you requisition cart oxen in the Avila swamplands, if you get them from the Men of the Hide Shields, you must get one of them to drive, for it will be a good beast, but nervous. If you get a beast from the Men of the Palm Fiber Shields, then anyone in your garrison can drive it—they train them differently, but just how I am not sure.’ Narbu said these things and many others. His saws cut through to where and how and what one might need to learn beyond those six weeks. They came out in no organized manner. But there were many of them. Gorgik remembered many; and he forgot many. Some of those he forgot would have saved him much time and trouble in the coming years. Some that he remembered he never got an opportunity to use. But even more than the practice and the instruction (and because Gorgik practiced most, at the end of the six weeks he was easily the best in his class), this was the education he took with him. And Myrgot was away from the castle when his commission began …
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THERE WAS AN OXCART ride along a narrow road with mountains looking over the trees to the left. With six other young officers, he forded an icy stream, up to his waist in foam; a horse ride over bare rocks, around steep slopes of slate … ahead were the little tongues of army campfires, alick on the blue, with the desert below white as milk in a quarter light.

Gorgik took on his garrison with an advantage over most: five years’ experience in the mines as a foreman over fifty slaves.

His garrison contained only twenty-nine.

Nor were they despairing, unskilled, and purchased for life—though, over the next few years, from time to time Gorgik wondered just how much difference that made in the daily texture of their lives, for guards’ lives were rough in those days. Over those same years, Gorgik became a good officer. He gained the affection of his men, mainly by keeping them alive in an epoch in which one of the horrors of war was that every time more than ten garrisons were brought together, twenty percent were lost through communicable diseases having nothing to do with battle (and much of the knowledge for this could be traced back to some of Master Narbu’s more eccentric saws concerning various herbs, moldy fruit rinds, and moss—and not a few of Baron Curly’s observations on botany that Gorgik found himself now and again recalling to great effect). As regards the army itself, Gorgik was a man recently enough blessed with an unexpected hope of life that all this human energy expended to create an institution solely bent on smashing that hope seemed arbitrary and absurd enough to marshal all his intelligence toward surviving it. He saw battle as a test to be endured, with true freedom as prize. He had experienced leading of a sort before, and he led well. But the personalities of his men—both their blustering camaraderie (which seemed a pale and farcical shadow of the brutal and destructive mayhem that, from time to time, had broken out in the slave quarters at the mines, always leaving one or two dead) and the constant resignation to danger and death (that any sane slave would have been trying his utmost to avoid)—confused him (and confusion he had traditionally dealt with by silence) and depressed him (and depression, frankly, he had never really had time to deal with, nor did he really here, so that its effects, finally, were basically just more anecdotes for later years on the stupidity of the military mind).

He knew all his men, and had a far easier relationship with them than most officers of that day. But only a very few did he ever consider friends, and then not for long. A frequent occurrence: some young recruit would take the easiness of some late-night campfire talk, or the revelations that occurred on a foggy morning hike, as a sign of lasting intimacy, only to find himself reprimanded—and, in three cases over the two years, struck to the ground for the presumption: for these were basic and brutal times—in a manner that recalled nothing so much (at least to Gorgik, eternally frustrated by having to give out these reprimands) as the snubs he had received in the halls of the High Court of Eagles the mornings after some particularly revelatory exchange with some count or princess.

Couldn’t these imbeciles learn?

He had.

The ones who stayed in his garrison did. And respected him for the lesson—loved him, some of them would even have said in the drunken evenings that, during some lax period that, now at a village tavern, now at a mountain campsite where rum had been impounded from a passing caravan, still punctuated a guard’s life. Gorgik laughed at this. His own silent appraisal of the situation had been, from the beginning: I may die; they may die; but if there is any way their death can delay mine, let theirs come down.

Yet within this strictly selfish ethical matrix, he was able to display enough lineaments both of reason and bravery to satisfy those above him in rank and those below—till, from time to time, especially in the face of rank cowardice (which he always tried to construe—and usually succeeded—as rank stupidity) in others, he could convince himself there might be something to the whole idea. ‘Might’—for survival’s sake he never allowed it to go any further.

He survived.

But such survival was a lonely business. After six months, out of loneliness, he hired a scribe to help him with some of the newer writing methods that had recently come to the land and composed a long letter to the Vizerine: inelegant, rambling, uncomfortable with its own discourse, wisely it touched neither on his affection for her nor his debt to her, but rather turned about what he had learned, had seen, had felt: the oddly depressed atmosphere of the marketplace in the town they had passed through the day before; the hectic nature of the smuggling in that small port where, for two weeks now, they had been garrisoned; the anxious gossip of the soldiers and prostitutes about the proposed public building scheduled to replace a section of slumlike huts in a city to the north; the brazen look to the sky from a southern mountain path that he and his men had wandered on for two hours in the evening before stopping to camp.

At the High Court the Vizerine read his letter—several times, and with a fondness that, now all pretence at the erotic was gone, grew, rather than diminished, in directions it would have been hard for grosser souls to follow, much less appreciate. His letter contained this paragraph:

‘Rumors came down among the lieutenants last week that all the garrisons hereabout were to go south for the Garth in a month. I drank beer with the Major, diced him for his bone-handled knives and won. Two garrisons were to go to the Able-aini, in the swamps west of the Falthas—a thankless position, putting down small squabbles for ungrateful lords, he assured me, more dangerous and less interesting than the south. I gave him back his knives. He scratched his gray beard in which one or two rough, rusty hairs still twist, and gave me his promise of the swamp post, thinking me mad.’

The Vizerine read it, at dawn, standing by the barred windows (dripping with light rain as they had dripped on the morning of her last interview with Gorgik, half a year before), remembered him, looked back toward her desk where once a bronze astrolabe had lain among the parchments. A lamp flame wavered, threatened to go out, and steadied. She smiled.

Toward the end of Gorgik’s three years (the occasional, unmistakably royal messenger who would come to his tent to deliver Myrgot’s brief and very formal acknowledgements did not hurt his reputation among his troops), when his garrison was moving back and forth at bi-weekly intervals from the desert skirmishes near the Venarra Canyon to the comparatively calm hold of fabled Ellamon high in the Faltha range (where, like all tourists, Gorgik and his men went out to observe, from the white lime slopes, across the crags to the far corrals, the fabled, flying beasts that scarred the evening with their exercises), he discovered that some of his men had been smuggling purses of salt from the desert to the mountains. He made no great issue of it; but he called in the man whom he suspected to be second in charge of the smuggling operation and told him he wished a share—a modest share—of the profits. With that share, many miles to the south, he purchased three extra carts, and four extra oxen to pull them; and with a daring that astonished his men (for the empress’s customs inspectors were neither easy nor forgiving) on his last trek, a week before his discharge, he brought three whole cartfuls of contraband salt, which he got through by turning off the main road, whereupon they were shortly met by what was obviously a ragged, private guard at the edge of private lands.

‘Common soldiers may not trespass on the Hold of the Princess Elyne—!’

‘Conduct me to her Highness!’ Gorgik announced, holding his hand up to halt his men.

After dark, he returned to them (with a memory of high fires in the dank, roofless hall; and the happy princess with her heavy, jeweled robes and her hair greasy and her fingers thin and grubbier than his own, taking his hard, cracked hands in hers and saying: ‘Oh, but you see what I’ve come home to? A bunch of hereditary heathens who think I am a goddess, and cannot make proper conversation for five minutes! No, no, tell me again of the Vizerine’s last letter. I don’t care if you’ve told me twice before. Tell me again, for it’s been over a year since I’ve heard anything at all from Court. And I long for their company; I long for it. All my stay there taught me was to be dissatisfied with this ancient, moldy pile. No, sit there, on that bench, and I will sit beside you and have them bring us more bread and cider and meat. And you shall simply tell me again, friend Gorgik …’) with leave for his men and his carts to pass through her lands; and thus he avoided the inspectors.

A month after he left the army, some friendlier men of an intricately tattooed and scarred desert tribe gave him some exquisitely worked copper vases. Provincial burghers in the Argini bought them from him for a price five times what he recalled, from his youth in the port, such work was worth in civilized cities. From the mountain women of Ka’hesh (well below Ellamon) he purchased a load of the brown berry leaves that, when smoked, put one in a state more relaxed than beer—he was now almost a year beyond his release from the army—and transported it all the way to the Port of Sarness, where, in small quantities, he sold it to sailors on outgoing merchant ships. While he was there, a man whom he had paid to help him told him of a warehouse whose back window was loose in which were stored great numbers of … But we could fill pages; let us compress both time and the word.

The basic education of Gorgik had been laid. All that followed—the months he reentered a private service as a mercenary officer again, then as a gamekeeper to a provincial count’s lands, then as paid slave-overseer to the same count’s treecutters, then as bargeman on the river that ran through that count’s land, again as a smuggler in Vinelet, the port at the estuary of that river, then as a mercenary again, then as a private caravan guard—all of these merely developed motifs we have already sounded. Gorgik, at thirty-six, was tall and great-muscled, with rough, thinning hair and a face (with its great scar) that looked no more than half a dozen years older than it had at twenty-one, a man comfortable with horse and sword, at home with slaves, thieves, soldiers, prostitutes, merchants, counts, and princesses; a man who was—in his way and for his epoch—the optimum product of his civilization. The slave mine, the Court, the army, the great ports and mountain holds, desert, field, and forest: each of his civilization’s institutions had contributed to creating this scar-faced giant, who wore thick furs in cold weather and in the heat went naked (save for a layered disk of metal, with arcane etchings and cutouts upon it—an astrolabe—chained around his veined and heavy neck, whatever the month), an easy man in company yet able to hold his silence. Often, at dawn in the mountains or in evenings on the desert, he wondered what terribly important aspects there were to his civilization in excess of a proper ability, at the proper time, to tell the proper tale. But for the civilization in which he lived, this dark giant, soldier, and adventurer, with desires we’ve not yet named and dreams we’ve hardly mentioned, who could speak equally of and to barbarian tavern maids and High Court ladies, flogged slaves lost in the cities and provincial nobles at ease on their country estates, he was a civilized man.

— New York
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The Tale of Old Venn


	The chain of deconstructions cannot, of course, be contained here: for if the image functions as a violent displacement from the origin, life, or meaning to which it apparently refers, there is a second fundamental question raised more or less explicitly in each of these essays. What about my text as the image of the image: what about the possibility of reading …?



—CAROL JACOBS

The Dissimulating Harmony
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THE ULVAYN ISLANDS LAY well east of port Kolhari; known on the Nevèrÿon shore for the fisherwomen who occasionally appeared at the mainland docks, these islands had—had anyone bothered to count—probably four fishermen to every fisherwoman. Alas, its particular fame on the Nevèrÿon coast was more a projection of the over-masculinization of that culture (empress and all) than a true reflection of the island culture so famed.

Nevertheless Norema’s mother had been for a time firstmate on a fishingboat (captained by an older cousin, a rough-skinned and wrinkled woman after whom Norema had been named—for fishing tended to run in families); the child spent her first two years more or less bound to her mother’s back, as Quema swayed on the boat’s pitched and pitching deck. Snar, her father, was a boat builder; and after the second girl was born, Quema left the fishingboat to work in Snar’s island boat yard. The second girl died, but Quema stayed on at the yard, where the boat skeletons rose, more and more of them each year, their high ribs yellow for the first week, gray thereafter. She sorted bundles of pitch-backed bark, went into the village to harangue the smith to finish a shipment of brads made from a combination of metals and magic that her husband (with Venn’s help) had discovered did not rust; she stirred at great cauldrons of glue, while her daughter tagged along and stared, or ran off and giggled. And she felt unhappy with life and proud of her husband and girl and wished she were back at sea.

Another daughter came, who lived. Both Snar and Quema spent more time directing other workers who labored in the yard; and Norema ran after her younger sister now, more than her mother did.

Snar was a tall, sullen man with a rough beard and tool-scarred hands, who loved his family and his work with breath-stopping intensity—and was frequently and frankly impossible with anyone he did not think of as a friend; indeed, he made a rather bad salesman in a prospering business that soon had to deal with many more people from other islands and even Nevèrÿon herself, rather than just the small circle who had bought his boats or brought him boats to repair in the early years. Quema, on the other hand, had the personality called in the inns and drinking places along the island’s docks (and in that long-ago distant language the term applied equally to men and women) a good sailor, which meant someone who could live easily in close quarters with others under swaying conditions. So Quema actually did much of the selling and bargaining over materials from their suppliers and over finished boats with their customers; and she frequently took the girls to other islands, rimmed with blue and silver sand, when she went out on business.

Coming back from such a trip, at night, with moonlight on the deck of the boat they’d built themselves (at any rate, twelve-year-old Norema had carried bark and driven dowels and caulked seams and mixed glue; and three-year-old Jori had once stepped in a bowl of that same glue), the three sat on the deck with the fire box glowing through its grillwork, fish grilling on its tines, and the rocks of the Lesser Ulvayns thrusting high and sheer at the sea’s edge like the broken flanks of some shattered, petrified beast. Quema sat across from the fire box; the flattened copper circles she wore in her ears ran with light (her hair, in that moonlight, had lost the last of its reds to some color like the gray shrubs that grew on the island hills); the rings and her hair quavered in the gusts. And she told her daughters stories about sea monsters and sunken cities and water witches and wind wizards; sometimes she told of sailing lore and fishing routes; and sometimes just the lazy, late-night woman-talk of people and places mother and daughter could discuss here in a detail so much more exact, insightful, and intense because—here—moonlight and the dark mirror circling them put the subjects at a distance that had precisely the proper illumination and focal length for such marine investigation. (Venn had a curved mirror that she had once shown to Norema; and had made up a term in that language which might as well be translated ‘focal length.’) Sometimes they just sat and didn’t talk at all, their backs wedged against the rail of the boat, feeling the sea’s sibilances under them and the rocking night over them and the probing chills around them (usually, by now, Jori was asleep, curled against her mother’s leggings). Norema stared across the seven feet of damp, varnished decking to where her mother sat, arms across her knees, looking as contented as Norema ever saw her; and Norema sometimes wondered, too, if her mother hadn’t been somewhat cheated by her father’s near fanatical absorption in his craft and trade. For wasn’t it here that an eminently sea-worthy and seasoned woman really belonged, under the wind and the moon, with her own good boat rocking on the belly of the Great Mother, like a woman half dreaming on her back with her own sea-daughter astraddle her?

And they would sail; and sail; and sometimes Norema would sleep; and when she would wake up, it was always curious which would come first: the flares set out on the docks of the island’s harbor, or the red dawn—the old scar of the horizon broke open and bleeding again, cut by the sun like a copper coin with its rim knife-sharpened.

Then Quema was hauling dock rope through the wooden cleats, one bare foot on the deck, one on the deck rail, the ligaments along her brown ankle shifting as the boat shifted; Norema pulled cloth bags from under the leanto that served them as cabin; and Jori strolled up the dock, humming. It was day.

Venn?

Norema first knew her as a woman who had been a close friend of her parents. Later, through anecdotes (and both Quema and Snar were still fond of the elderly woman), Norema realized that the closeness with each parent dated from different times. As a child, her father had built boats with Venn, and together they had invented all sorts of tools and tackling devices that her father still used; even before then Venn had figured out, by herself, a system for telling where you were by the stars. But that was before her father was born. From time to time, rumor had it, Venn disappeared. One such disappearance was a trip to Nevèrÿon, where she met (the adults still talked of it) with an aged and great inventor of that country who himself had actually invented the lock and key; he’d also taken her navigation system and used it for a series of metal disks—rhet, scales, and map, which, today, sailors and travelers called an astrolabe. The great man, it was said, from time to time even came to the island to meet with her, for he knew a wise woman when he met one. It was after returning from one such disappearance that Venn and Norema’s mother had shared a hut (long since torn down) out of which Quema had gone every morning to work on the fishingboat with Old Norema and from which Venn went, apparently, to study the woods and the waterfalls that plummeted from the high rocks.

Her mother had married her father; and somehow contact with the woman who was eighteen years older than both of them faltered and all but ceased. Yet both swore that Venn was the wisest woman on the island.

Norema suspected Venn was perfectly crazy.

Nevertheless, Norema was sent, with the daughters and sons of most of the other families in the harbor village—some thirty-five in all—to be with Venn every morning. Some of the young men and women of the village when they’d been children had built a shelter, under Venn’s instruction, with ingenious traps in its roof so you could climb up on top and look down from the hill across the huts to the harbor; and Norema and the children who sat with Venn under the thatched awning every morning made a cage for small animals they caught; and they learned the marks Venn could make on pieces of dried vegetable fiber (that you could unroll from the reeds that grew in the swamps across the hill): some marks were for animals, some for fish, some for numbers, and some for ideas; and some were for words (Norema’s own contribution to the system, with which Venn was appropriately impressed)—there was a great spate of secret-message sending that autumn. Marks in red clay meant one thing. The same mark in black charcoal meant something else. You could use Venn’s system, or make up a new one with your friends. They nearly used up all the reeds, and Venn made them plant many more and go hunting for seedlings to be carefully nursed in especially nice mud. The whole enterprise came to a stop when someone got the idea of assigning special marks for everyone’s name, so you could tell at a glance (rather than having to figure it out from what it was about) just whom the message came from. Venn apparently intercepted one of these; someone apparently deciphered it for her.

‘We must stop this,’ she told them, holding her walking stick tight with both hands up near the head, while an autumn rain fell from the edge of the thatch to make a curtain at her back, fraying the great oak tree, sheeting the broken slope that rose beside it, dulling the foot path that cut across the grass beneath it. ‘Or we must curtail it severely. I did not invent this system. I only learned it—when I was in Nevèrÿon. And I modified it, even as you have done. And do you know what it was invented for, and still is largely used for there? The control of slaves. If you can write down a woman’s or man’s name, you can write down all sorts of things next to that name, about the amount of work they do, the time it takes for them to do it, about their methods, their attitudes, and you can compare all this very carefully with what you have written about others. If you do this, you can maneuver your own dealings with them in ways that will soon control them; and very soon you will have the control over your fellows that is slavery. Civilized people are very careful about who they let write down their names, and who they do not. Since we, here, do not aspire to civilization, it is perhaps best we halt the entire process.’ Venn separated her hands on the gnarled stick. And Norema thought about her father’s ship yard, where there was an old man who came to work some days and not others and about whom her father always complained: If I wrote down his name, Norema thought, and made one mark for every day he came to work and another for every day he failed to come, if after a month I showed them to my father, and said, yes, here, my father’s grumbling would turn to open anger, and he would tell him to go away, not to come back, that he was not worth the time, the food, the shelter, and the man would go away and perhaps die … And Norema felt strange and powerful and frightened.

But Venn had started to tell them a story. Venn’s stories were very much like her mother’s; indeed, some were the same. Norema loved her mother; but Venn told tales better. Most were scarey. Sitting under the thatch, on the ground, shoulder to shoulder with the others, with Venn seated on the heavy log across the end, the sunlight now coming through the rain, a glitter in the grass, on the tree trunks, runneling down the slate scarp, here in the little space of shadow (‘We are sitting in the shadow of knowledge; knowledge is written all around us, in the trees and on the rocks, as clearly as my marks on reed paper,’ Venn often told them) Norema would suddenly feel her shoulders and the back of her neck prickle at tales of some lone man’s approach to some ancient pile of rough-cut masonry, at some intrepid twin sisters’ boat foundering closer and closer to the weedy rocks.

Venn taught them the stories (as she must once have taught her mother, Norema surmised): the children would tell them back, and Venn would get angry if they got the names of various giants, queens, and the distances between imaginary islands wrong, or misdescribed various landscapes at various times of year; other things in the tales she urged them to elaborate on and invent for themselves—the kinds of beasts found guarding some treasure that stood behind two tall white stones, one of which, on the last day of summer, cast a shadow, an hour after sunrise, three times the length of the other (‘That,’ said Venn, ‘you’d best not forget’), or the family names of the hero’s and heroine’s maternal uncle who provided a train of twenty-three servants (‘That you must remember’), each of which tried to betray them in any way the children could think of.

For a while, Venn spent much time with a particular half a dozen youngsters, going for walks with them after the others were dismissed, exploring the edges of the forest, of the sea, sometimes summoning them up to her small, wonder-filled shack at dawn, sometimes turning up at any one of theirs down in the village at sunset. The group included Norema; and for a while Norema thought (as did the rest) Venn favored them because they were cleverer. Later, she realized that, though none of them was backward, they were just more astutely sociable than most adolescents—more tolerant of a crippled old woman’s oddities. Though Venn commanded an almost awed respect from the village adults, her friends were more or less the children. And this particular group of children was finally not all that clever, or wonderful, or talented. They were just her friends.

One afternoon, Norema and two others of the favored few rambled with the old woman under the trees alongside the stream. For a while, above the sound of Venn’s stick, shushing through fallen leaves, Norema had been talking on about the trials of working in her parents’ boat yard—indeed, had been talking on for quite some time, and had just begun to wonder if for the last few minutes Venn had really heard. (Dell was arguing softly and intently with Enin, who wasn’t listening.) Venn stopped at a wide rock tabling into the water.

Gnats thrashed out in the sun beyond.

Venn, tapping her stick—rather nervously—said, suddenly and hoarsely: ‘I know something. I know how to tell you about it, but I don’t know how to tell you what it is. I can show you what it does, but I cannot show you the “what” itself. Come here, children. Out to the sunlight.’

Dell stopped talking; Enin started listening.

Norema felt embarrassed at her own prattling and smiled alertly to show she didn’t.

Her stick leaning in the crook of her arm, Venn reached around her many-pocketed orange robe. The shoulders were threadbare. The hem was stained with leaf dirt. ‘Come here.’ She beckoned Norema on to the stone with a sharp, brown chin. ‘What is this?’

A piece of reed paper? Venn’s brown fingers pecked in it and prodded it open. She held it up. The red marks across the paper, left to right, were Venn’s special signs for: a three-horned beetle, three horned lizards, and two crested parrots. Red meant she had observed them before noon.

‘You saw a three-horned beetle, three horned lizards, and two crested parrots in the morning—probably you were at the estuary, on the far bank; because the parrots never come over on this side. And it was probably yesterday morning, because it was raining the night before last and the lizards usually come out in the mornings after rain.’

‘That’s a very good reading.’ Venn smiled. ‘Now, Enin. Come out here, on the rock, and stand just so.’ The tall, short-haired boy stepped out, blinking. The mirror he wore strapped across his stomach flashed light down on Venn’s stained hem. (All the boys, for the last month, had taken to wearing the mirrored stomach plates.) ‘Norema,’ Venn said. ‘Come here and look at this now.’

Norema stepped up beside her old teacher.

‘Here,’ Venn said. ‘Here, girl. Hold the paper up beside your face, crouch down, and look at it in Enin’s belly.’

Norema took the paper and held it open beside her face; she had to stoop to a half-squat to see.

‘Now what is it?’

In the shiny, irregular-shaped plate, topped by Enin’s first chest hair and below which ran his shell belt, she saw her concentrating face and, beside it, in her fingers … ‘Of course, it’s backward,’ Norema said. When they painted the prow designs on her father’s boats, frequently for the more delicate work that could not be done with the cut-out stencils, the painters checked their outlines in mirrors. The reversal of the image made irregularities more apparent. ‘It goes wrong way forward.’

‘Read it,’ Venn said.

‘Um … crested parrots two, horned lizards … four … eh … no, three … a green … fish!’ Norema laughed. ‘But that’s because the sign for green fish is just the sign for horned beetle written reversed. That’s why I hesitated over the others … I think.’ She started to stand.

‘No,’ Venn said. ‘Keep looking. Dell, now you come stand here.’

Dell who was short and wore his hair in three long braids, stepped up beside Norema on the rock.

‘No,’ Venn said. ‘You stand over here behind Norema. Yes, that’s right. Here … Now, Norema, turn around and look at Dell’s mirror, until you can see in it the reflection in Enin’s.’

Norema, in her uncomfortable squat, turned to face the other boy’s stomach, with the bright plate thonged across it. ‘Wait a moment. No, there … Come on, Dell, move your hand …’ She squat-walked to the right, leaned to the left. ‘Enin, you move around that—no, the other way. No, not so much! There …’

‘Read what you see,’ Venn said.

‘But I …’ Norema, of course, had expected to see the message put back left to right, its signs in the proper order. But what, in the frame within a frame, she looked at was the back of her own head. And on the paper, held up beside it, written in black charcoal:

‘That great star clears the horizon two cups of water after the eighth hour.’ Norema stood up, laughed, and turned the paper over. What she had read in the second mirror had been written on the paper’s back. ‘I didn’t even know that was there,’ she said.

‘Which is the point,’ Venn said.

Then, of course, there was much unstrapping and restrapping of mirror thongs and repositioning on the rock, so that Enin and Dell could see the phenomenon of the changing words. When they had, and everyone had on their own clothes again, Venn said: ‘And of course I haven’t told you what I am trying to tell you about. No, not at all. I have just given you an example of it.’ As they walked from the rock, Venn beat in fallen leaves with her stick. ‘Let me give you another.’ She frowned at the ground, and for a few steps her stick was still. ‘Years ago, when I was about your age, girl—oh, maybe a year or two older—I had a fight with a sea monster. To this day I have no idea what kind of monster it was. I mean I’d never heard of it or seen one like it before; nor have I since. It was a moonlit night. I was seventeen, alone on my boat. It rose up between the rocks by which I was sailing from some uninhabited island’s deserted harbor and flung an arm across the boat, taking away the railing and rocking that side of the deck below water. It had as many eyes as arms, and on stalks just as long and as strong; and when one stalk wrapped around my leg, I hacked it off with my fishing knife. The beast slid back into the sea and the boat foundered away from it. The five feet of it just lay there on the deck, wriggling and twisting and coiling and uncoiling—for an hour.

‘I wanted to cut it up and see how its muscles worked once it calmed itself, but I just wasn’t up to catching it and tying it down. And when I came down from tying up part of the rigging that had been torn, it had wriggled between the rail break and fallen into the calm.’ Venn stepped gingerly and unsteadily among the large rocks and small branches fallen by the stream. ‘All through the experience, however, from the moment it hove up between the rocks, till … well, really, dawn next morning, when I was miles away, I did not know if I would live or die … for all I knew, it was following along after me to rise again. Even through all my curiosity about the tentacle, I lived those hours like someone who might be obliterated from the surface of the sea as a patch of foam is dispersed by a passing dolphin’s fluke. Does such fear make everything brighter, more intense, more vivid? I suppose so. It also makes everything exhausting—an exhaustion which, when I had got my boat back to the port here, ached to be filled with … words.’ Venn walked a few more silent steps. ‘So I told about it at the inn (that used to stand where the current one does before that building was blown down in the hurricane two summers before you were born, girl) over a bowl of hot fish broth. I was still getting gooseflesh. I told it to half a dozen, who, as I started to talk, gathered a dozen more around them, all their eyes wide and all their mouths gaping, and all their heads shaking, amazed. I told them how, as my boat passed among these certain rocks, a creature, all wriggling arms and eyes, rose up and flung itself toward me. I told of my broken rail and my flooded deck and my terror and my curiosity. But as I told them, as I watched them, I realized: While for me, the value of the experience I had lived through was that, for its duration, I had not known from moment to moment if I would live or die, for them the value of the telling was that, indeed, I had lived through it, that I had survived it, that here I was, safe and alive, confirmed as much by my solid presence as my stuttering voice and half incoherent account, running on and on about an experience during which I just happened not to have known the outcome.’ Venn laughed. ‘And what did I do with my sudden realization? I went on talking, and they went on listening. The more I tried to remember the details, remember the moonlight a-slither on freckled scales, remember the fetid smell of cut muscle, remember the trail of bubbled mucus glistening on the planks, the sea water dripping from the splintered rail-end, gray outside with weathering, white splinters within, each detail recounted to convince them of what I had lived through—an experience in which my survival as a fact of it was outside any possible consideration—the more evidence they had, by my onrush of living talk, that I had lived through it, the more certain they were that I had survived something, though the “what” of it, just because of that certainty, was quite beyond them.

‘The innkeeper’s wife gave me blankets and I slept under the stairs that night with a bag of cedar chips for a pillow. And what did I think of, on and off between edgy dozings, till the window above me began to go blue? Another time I would have said I thought about what had happened to me. But it wasn’t that. I thought about what I said had happened to me. And slowly, remembering all my listeners’ reactions, I began to pick pieces from my own ramblings that they had seemed to recognize as true or accurate. And I began to put them in order so that these reactions would build as my reactions to the remembered experience had built. I mortared my descriptions together with explanations and directions for the experience of my listeners. And in the morning, when another group of wide-eyed men and women, who had heard of my adventures from those I had told the previous night, came and asked me what had happened, I told them … well, I told them essentially the story I told you. No stuttering, now; no suddenly remembered details. For now it was a story, like any other tale I have ever amused or frightened you with. And I was now much happier with the reaction of my listeners, for now that it was a story, the telling grew and directed their responses with a certain precision that at least followed the same form as my own experience on that two-days-previous terrifying night. But I will tell you here: For all her fleshy scales and eyes and slime, for all I use the same words to tell you of her, ordered and recalled in calmness, as I first used to babble of her in fear, she is an entirely different monster.’ Venn narrowed her eyes, smiling. ‘Do you understand?’

Norema frowned. ‘I … I think so.’

‘What happened to you,’ Dell said, ‘was like the signs on the paper.’

‘And what you told the first night,’ said Enin, ‘was like what we saw in the first mirror, with its meaning all backward.’

‘And what you told again the next morning,’ Norema said, feeling rather like it was expected of her and terribly uncomfortable with the expectation, ‘was like what we saw in the second mirror. Something else entirely, with its own meaning.’

‘As much as mirrors and monsters can be alike,’ mused Venn, whose sudden distraction seemed one with Norema’s discomfort. ‘Which brings me, girl, to what you were saying about your father.’

Norema blinked; she’d thought the subject abandoned.

‘What came to mind when you were talking about your father, and working in your father’s boat yard, was … well, another example, though perhaps the least illustrative: when we were young—Ah, I used to make plans for beautiful, marvelous, impossible boats. Your father would build models of them, when he was a boy. And once he told me that many of the things he learned from making those models were very important to the success of the real boats he builds today. My plans, his models, and his later boats, you see, are merely another example of what I am talking about. And then, you see, something else came to mind—which may finally tell you something about your father’s business as well as what I am trying to tell you. For it is yet another example: I was thinking about the Rulvyn tribes, back in the island’s hills. They are a very shy, very proud people, and they almost never come down to the shore villages. The men hunt geese and wild goats; the women provide the bulk of the food by growing turnips and other roots, fruits, and a few leaf vegetables; and when one considers the amount of hours actually spent at the various tasks—if one marked down names and made marks for the hours each actually spent working (for I did that once when I was there)—the women do far and above more work than the men toward keeping the tribe alive. But because they do not come much to the sea and they have no fish, meat is an important food to them. Because it is an important food, the hunting men are looked upon as rather prestigious creatures. Groups of women share a single hunter, who goes out with a group of hunters and brings back meat for the women. The women make pots and baskets and clothes and jewelry, which they trade with each other; they build the houses, grow and cook the food; indeed—except for very circumscribed, prestige decisions—the women control the tribe. Or at least they used to. You all have heard the tales from those who have recently gone up into the hills to spend time among the Rulvyn; our shore people come back and shake their heads, look dour, and say things are not well with the mountain folk. When I was last there, not three years ago, I walked and looked and listened and made my signs on reed paper in order to mark and remember what I heard and saw. Up till a few years ago, the Rulvyn were tribes who lived entirely by their women exchanging goods and work with other women for whatever goods and work they needed. Even if meat were part of the exchange, the men would bring it to the women, who would then do the actual bartering. From time to time men would exchange weapons, but this was still part of a prestigious ritual, not the basis of daily life. The Rulvyn were simple, proud, insular—like an island within our island.

‘But our people, here at the shore, with our bigger and bigger boats, for three generations now have been using the coins that come from Nevèrÿon to make our exchanges with. And as more and more of us went back into the hills to trade with the Rulvyn, the Rulvyn began to acquire money; and finally began to use money among themselves in order to make their exchanges. Now one of the prestige tasks of the men is to make trades with strangers to the tribe—whereas the women do all the trading and exchanging within the tribe. Three generations ago, such trading with outsiders might occur once a year, or even once in five. And it was a sumptuous tribal event. But now, perhaps once a month someone from the village travels up into the hills, and once a year at least a small party of Rulvyn men, in their colorful shoulder furs and chin feathers, come down to the port; you have all gathered at the edge of the net houses to peek at them strolling the docks. Because money was exotic as well as part of the prestige process of trading with foreigners, money went primarily to the men of the society; and indeed both the men and women of the tribe at first agreed that money ought to be the province of men, just as hunting was. And the Rulvyn began to use money among themselves.

‘Now money, when it moves into a new tribe, very quickly creates an image of the food, craft, and work there: it gathers around them, molds to them, stays away from the places where none are to be found, and clots near the positions where much wealth occurs. Yet, like a mirror image, it is reversed just as surely as the writing on a piece of paper is reversed when you read its reflection on a boy’s belly. For both in time and space, where money is, food, work, and craft are not: where money is, food, work, and craft either will shortly be, or in the recent past were. But the actual place where the coin sits is a place where wealth may just have passed from or may soon pass into, but where it cannot be now—by the whole purpose of money as an exchange object. When money came among the Rulvyn, something very strange happened: Before money came, a woman with strength, skills, or goods could exchange them directly with another woman for whatever she needed. She who did the most work and did it the best was the most powerful woman. Now, the same woman had to go to someone with money, frequently a man, exchange her goods for money, and then exchange the money for what she needed. But if there was no money available, all her strength and skill and goods gave her no power at all—and she might as well not have had them. Among the Rulvyn before money, a strong woman married a prestigious hunter; then another strong woman would join them in marriage—frequently her friend—and the family would grow. Now that money has come, a prestigious hunter must first amass money—for what woman would marry a man in such a system who did not have money—and then go looking for good, strong workers to marry … for that is the only way he can amass more money. The women are unhappy, for now the men make them work, pit them against each other, blatantly and subtly chide them with the work of their co-wives. In the Rulvyn before money, the prestige granted the hunter was a compensation for his lack of social power. Now that money has come, prestige has become a sign of social power, as surely as the double stroke I make on the clay jar means that it contains forked ginger roots. And are the men happy? The Rulvyn men are strong, beautiful, proud, and their concerns were the concerns of hunters, the concerns of prestige. But since they have taken over the handling of money—with great diligence and responsibility, I might add, for they are proud men—now, even though the women still do all the work, the men are suddenly responsible for the livelihood of all their wives—rather than several wives sharing the responsibility for the care and feeding of a single hunter. The simple job of supplying their wives with a tri-weekly piece of prestigious food has become much more complex. And another sad truth is simply that the temperament needed to be a good handler of money is frequently the very opposite of the temperament needed to be a good hunter. When I went up into the hills last to talk to my Rulvyn friends, I found that since money has come, the young women are afraid of the men. The women want good hunters; but because they understand real power, they know that they must have good money masters.

‘In the Rulvyn before money, there were always many more unmarried males than unmarried females. Frequently the unmarried men were the not-so-skilled hunters. Outside every Rulvyn tribal ground, there is a Men’s House, rather like the thatched-over place we meet to talk every morning. The unmarried men can go there, meet there, stay there for days at a time if they like. Many of these men were connected by friendship or family ties to some large family group, with which they ate, slept, sometimes even formed informal sexual ties with one of the wives. But such men tended to become far closer with each other—if only because they did not have even the social use the fine hunters had. Because they had the Men’s House to go to, they began to figure out money-gathering schemes there, and there plan the business ideas, and arranged their plans among themselves and one another. Very soon, these were the men who could afford to get married, who could take women for themselves—while the fine hunters could not. Groups of women found themselves married to and working for these new husbands who basically preferred to spend their time with one another, rather than living as the single, valued male in a communal woman’s work group. The sign of the family was no longer a fine, proud hunter content to be made much of by the women who constituted the family itself. Now the center of the family itself was a man, harassed and harried by the worries of uncomfortable and competing working women, women who were now the signs of his power, a man who would prefer to spend his time with other men in the same situation who could at least be sympathetic to his problems.

‘In the Rulvyn before money, large, old families with many wives and a single hunter—sometimes even two or three, if there were enough wives—were the glories of the tribe. Now that money has come, even the men who are involved in businesses together cannot afford families of more than three or four women. Women are afraid to join families too large, just as the men are afraid of enlarging them. The feel and flow of life among the Rulvyn is very different from what it was before.

‘When last I was there, a woman still married a man with the same rituals and prayers, feast-foods, and flowers; but the look in her eyes has changed. So has the look in his. There are still men in the Men’s House gossiping or polishing their spears’ heads, but what they gossip about is not the same. Hunters still rise before dawn and stand in front of their huts to chant a ritual supplication; but the tone they chant in has a very different timbre. And the women, at their turnip gardens and their basket making and their child chasing and their pot painting and their pigeon feeding, still pause and lean together and talk. But what they talk of is different; and their tones are shriller, their whispers quieter, and their faces show a different sort of strain; and the children, running and laughing or crying between their legs, seem to point this change in their mothers, rather than seem to express the tribe’s full and complex life.’ They walked a few more steps, Venn’s stick threshing. Venn’s face furrowed. ‘You know, I first began to realize how powerful this thing is that I am telling you about—which, you must realize, is not money any more than it is mirrors or boat models or monsters, or even the telling of tales—when an old and very intelligent friend of mine came to see me. We became friends a long time ago, once when I was in Nevèrÿon. This friend has only twice visited me here on my home island; and that was the time I took my last visit, with my friend, up to visit the Rulvyn. Now Nevèrÿon is where money comes from, and indeed they have used it there for at least four generations now—far longer than we. In Nevèrÿon, all things, they say, can be bought with it, and—so I finally discovered through my friend—everyone thinks in the colorings and shadings it seems to cast, even when those are not true colors. When we went up into the hills, we visited two Rulvyn tribes—one that had been using money for a while now, and another, much further back, that had not yet really adopted the custom of coin. We visited families in both, played with children in both, were given a great dinner in both, watched a wedding in one and a funeral in the other. And do you know …? My friend could not see the difference. At least not the differences I saw. Even when I explained them, tried to point out the specific changes, my friend simply put a hand on my shoulder and said, “Venn, if you’ve got a big, strong, lazy hunting man, with five or six wives who do all the child rearing and the food gathering and the gardening and the housekeeping and the water carrying, of course he’s exploiting them; I don’t care whether there’s money around or not! As far as a new kind of man getting married, or families not being quite so large, you are just observing the social turnover that must occur in even the most fixed social system if it is indeed to remain stable and not simply collapse. The shrinking family size is much more likely from either a desire to imitate their more prospering cousins living monogamously down at the harbor, or a reflection of poor rainfalls and reduced turnip yields. No, my dear girl”—and why my friend calls me that I shall never know, since I am three years the elder—“you are as much an inventor of fancies as you are an observer of facts—though without a few fancies, I know, the facts never really make sense. Still, the only difference I can see between your two Rulvyn tribes is that the one which uses money seems a little more active, a little more anxious. And that, Venn, is the way of money. All you are seeing is your own nostalgia for your girlhood trips up here into the hills, which were no doubt colored with pleasantries of youth and idealism, which is—won’t you admit it?—finally just a form of ignorance.”’ Venn made a snorting sound and struck at a low branch. ‘Nostalgia! When I was twenty-two I lived with the Rulvyn for nearly three years. I married into the family of a woman named Ii, a large, heavy woman with small, green eyes, whom I thought was the wittiest person I had ever met. There were two younger wives in the family also, Ydit and Acia, who thought the world of me because I’d shown them how to make irrigation ditches through their turnip gardens. There was a crevasse which we all had to climb down and climb up again every time we wanted to get across to the tribal meeting ground. I designed a bridge and we built it out of great stones we four levered down from the hills and with trees we cut down and tugged out of the forest—it’s still standing. And three years ago, when my friend saw it—oh, what exclamations about the marvelous cleverness of native knowledge, once that tall, proud people put down their spears and cleaned off their hunting paint! No, I gave my Nevèrÿon friend no enlightenment that, indeed, it was a much better example of what that tall, proud people could do once they put down their babies and their water baskets and their turnip rakes. Nor did I mention the design was mine … Living there, those three years, was a wonderful experience for me. I made some of the best friends of my life. Yet, when I had spent three years there, I had quite decided that I must get out by any effort. Spending practically every minute of your day on pure survival is an absolutely involving and absolutely boring life. Our hunter was a great-shouldered, beetle-browed creature with a chest like a shaggy red rug, named Arkvid. Oh, I remember when they married me to him—flowers in his hair, feathers and daubs of yellow clay in mine; and Oh! the feast we had, of wild turtle meat and stuffed goose, all of which the poor man had had to hunt down the previous day because turtle meat spoils so fast in that heat; and then, he had been up with ritual chantings and what have you, purifying himself on the steps of the Men’s House half the night—but pride wouldn’t let him show for a moment how exhausted he was. And it was his third marriage that year, poor thing. When I decided to leave, three years later, Ii and Ydit and Acia argued with me for days. They liked me and they needed me, and in the savage mind that’s an unbeatable combination. And certainly I loved them … After Ii had exhausted all her wit and good humor to make me stay, Ydit took me for a long, sad walk in the woods to see how the new arrangement of fire bricks I had suggested for her mother’s kiln was working out, and recounted in a perfectly heart-wrenching way everything we had ever done together, said together, and how much it had meant to her, while her little two-year-old Kell galloped about us, beating in the leaves with her stick and bringing back the names of every plant and flower and saying it dutifully three times—what a marvelous child. By herself, she might have made me stay. And then, when we got back from Ydit’s mother’s, Acia had raked my turnip garden for me; and, as I stood there, quite astonished, she stepped up to me and silently handed me a clay bowl she had painted herself with green birds and green flowers—about a month before, I had invented green paint and now the whole tribe was using it on everything. When I told them I still had to leave, they got Arkvid to come to me.

‘We were in the house, I recall; and it was evening. He came in wearing all his ceremonial hunting gear—only used for holiday and show—his fur shoulder pieces, his feathered chin strap, his bark penis sheath (green), feathers stuck all behind the thongs binding his rult to his belly, and a flint-headed spear over his shoulder, hung with shells and colored stones. He walked slowly and regally around the floor mat, displaying himself to me—he really was magnificent! Then he stood up before me, opened his feather-rimmed sack, and presented me with a turtle—the shell had already been cracked and the carcass bound back together with bark-twine.

‘He asked me most humbly would I put a little turtle meat in with the turnips and the millet and the mushrooms and the palm hearts and the dyll nuts that I had been grinding, cutting, shelling, mashing, stewing, and what-have-you all day. And when I took off the twine, and opened the shell, I found that he had gutted it and cleaned it already and packed the carefully sliced meat with pungent leaves for flavor. Meanwhile Ii and Ydit and Acia were, one by one, finding things to do outside the hut—though one could hear them hovering beyond the walls.

‘Arkvid was not what you would call an articulate man. But he was a good hunter, and he had a certain … one can only call it an affinity, with trees, turtles, rivers, geese, gazelles, and rocks. I don’t think he thought like them, actually. But I think he felt like them—if you know what I mean. And in the same way, I think he had a perfectly nonverbal understanding of women. While I was taking out the spiced turtle meat and arranging it on the hot stones along the side of the fire, he did the most natural and wonderful and unpremeditated thing in the world: he began to play with my baby. There on the floor mat the two of them were poking at each other and laughing at each other and prodding each other. Now his spear rolled off, rattling its string of shells against the wall. There went his chin feathers; then his penis sheath was somewhere back under the edge of the sleeping platform; and the next thing you know, the two of them were naked as eggs, and giggling all over the cabin floor. And as babies will, mine finally curled up in the crook of Arkvid’s knee and went to sleep. And Arkvid lay still on the floor, watching me, and breathing as hard from his bout of baby wrestling as if he had just placed first in one of the hunting games the men staged for our entertainment once a month on the morning after the moon pares itself down to the smallest whittling. Then he asked me to come to him … oh, it was marvelous, and marvelously sad; and in a life where there was so little time for emotions, such things become so intense. After we made love, he put his great, shaggy head on my stomach and cried softly and implored me to stay. I cried too, stroking the back of his neck which was my favorite spot on him, where the red hair made little soft curls—and left next morning at dawn.’ Venn was silent the next few steps. ‘My little baby son, just a year-and-a-half old … I left him with the Rulvyn. It has always struck me as strange the rapidity with which we absorb the values of people we share food with. If my child had been a daughter, I might have stayed. Or brought her back here to the shore with me. The Rulvyn value daughters much more than sons—Oh, to a stranger like my friend, it seems just the opposite: that they make much more fuss over sons. They pamper them, show them off, dress them up in ridiculous and unwearable little hunting costumes and scold them unmercifully should any of it get broken or soiled—all of which seems eminently unfair to the child and which, frankly, I simply could not be bothered with, though the others thought I was the stranger for it. They let the little girls run around and do more or less as they want. But while all this showing off and pampering is going on, the demands made on the male children—to be good and independent at the same time, to be well behaved and brave at once, all a dozen times an hour, is all so contradictory that you finally begin to understand why the men turn out the way they do: high on emotions, defenses, pride; low on logic, domestic—sometimes called “common”—and aesthetic sense. No one pays anything other than expectational attention to the boys until they’re at least six or seven; and nobody teaches them a thing. Girl children, on the other hand, get taught, talked to, treated more or less like real people from the time they start to act like real people—which, as I recall, is at about six weeks, when babies smile for the first time. Sometimes they’re dealt with more harshly, true; but they’re loved the more deeply for it.’ Venn sighed. ‘Yes, a daughter … and it would have all gone differently. I didn’t see my son for sixteen years … afraid, I suspect, that if I went back he might hate me. That was when I went away from the islands, finally, to Nevèrÿon, and the mountains and deserts beyond her.’ Venn hit the leaves again, laughing. ‘And when I finally did come back, here to my island and up into the hills? He was a handsome young man, astonishingly like his father. A great, strong boy, a good hunter, quick to laugh, quick to cry, and with a river of sweetness running throughout his personality one kept threatening to fall down into and drown in.’ Another sigh broke through, though the smile stayed. ‘Alas, he’s not what you’d call bright. Not like a daughter would have been, raised in that family. He was desperately pleased to see me, and everyone in the village knew that his mother was the foreign lady who had built the bridge. Oh, he was proud of that! Ydit’s Kell was a wonderful young woman—I told you I had invented green paint? Kell took me and showed me all the pigments she had recently made herself—reds, browns, purples—and as soon as she got me alone, she seized my arm and asked me whether I thought it would be a good idea for her to move down from the hills to the harbor here at the island’s edge, for with her gray eyes and her black braids and freckles, she was curious about the world … a marvelous young woman! She finally did come here for a while, took a husband from another island, left him two years later, and came back … and that was all twenty years ago, before money really came to the Rulvyn.’ The stick shushed again in walking rhythms. ‘And how many years later is it, and my Nevèrÿon friend is saying all my observations are nostalgia? I know what I’m nostalgic about! And I know what changes in the Rulvyn society money has brought. If you don’t look closely at what’s in the mirror, you might not even notice it’s any different from the thing in front of it. And now, of course, you’re wondering what all this has to do with your father’s boat yard, ’ey, girl?’ Venn’s smile turned on Norema. ‘Because it does.’ Venn’s hand came up to take Norema’s shoulder. ‘We here on the island’s shore haven’t always had money either. It came from Nevèrÿon with the trade our parents established. And you can be sure that since it came, the values we live with now are a reversal of those we had before, even if the forms that express those values are not terribly far from what they were. We at the shore have always lived by the sea, so our society was never organized like the Rulvyn. More than likely—on the shore—social power was always more equally divided between men and women. On the shore, women tend only to have one husband, and husbands tend only to have one wife. If you reverse a sign already symmetrical, you do not distort its value—at least quite so much. Yet I think we all retain some suspicion of a time when things carried about with them and bore their own powers—baskets, heaps of fruit, piles of clams, the smell of cooking eel, a goose egg, a pot, or even a cast of a fishing line or a chop with a stone axe at a tree. Though if growing old has taught me anything, it is that knowledge begins precisely as we begin to suspect such suspicions. Your parents pay me to talk to you every morning; I am happy they do. But they pay the same money to Blen’s and Holi’s father and uncle who are so skilled with stone they can build a stone wall in a day: and the same money goes to Crey, who is a hulking halfwit, but is lucky enough to have a back and arm strong enough to dig shit-ditches. The same money goes to your mother for a string of her sea trout as goes to your father for a boat to go catch sea trout of one’s own from. So much time and thought goes into trying to figure out what the comparative worth of all these skills and labors are. But the problem begins with trying to reduce them all to the same measure of coin in the first place: skilled time, unskilled time, the talk of a clever woman, nature’s gifts of fish and fruit, the invention of a craftsman, the strength of a laboring woman—one simply cannot measure weight, coldness, the passage of time, and the brightness of fire all on the same scale.’

‘The image in the mirror,’ Dell said, ‘it looks real, and deep, and as full of space as the real. But it’s flat—really. There’s nothing behind the mirror—but my belly.’ He pulled one of his three braids over his shoulder, and let his fist hang on it. ‘And if you tried to store a basket of oysters in it, you’d certainly spill shells.’

‘You mean,’ said Enin, ‘that money, like a mirror, flattens everything out, even though it looks, at first, like a perfect copy, moving when things move, holding shape when they’re still.’

‘I certainly mean something like that. Your father’s a craftsman, Norema. To be a craftsman is to be a little dazzled by the magic of things—wood, rock, clay, metal, flesh, bone, muscle: and it is also to be a little awed by the change each can work on the other under the twin lamps of application and dedication. But at the same time, he can sense the flatness in the mirror of money that claims to give him for all his work a perfect and accurate copy. Yet money is a faithful mirror—for the more he works, the more he is paid; the better he works, the better he is paid … except that more and better, in that mirror, flatten to the same thing. But I suspect this may be why he tries to bury himself in his work, not so much to make the money that allows him to go on working, more and better both, but to get away from it: only it surrounds him on all sides, and the only way to escape from such a situation is inward. So he retreats from everything, even you, and your sister, and your mother.’ Venn sighed, and dropped her hand from the girl’s shoulder.

‘So therefore,’ Dell said, coming up beside Norema, ‘you should try and learn the dedication and application from him and forgive the coldness.’

‘And you should learn the old values from him,’ Enin said, stepping up between her and Venn on her other side, ‘and understand and forgive him for being befuddled by the new ones.’

Both boys looked at Venn for approval.

‘There are certain thoughts,’ Venn said, dryly, ‘which, reflected by language in the mirror of speech, flatten out entirely, lose all depth, and though they may have begun as rich and complex feelings, become, when flattened by language, the most shallow and pompous self-righteousness. Tell me, why do all the boys on this island have such shallow, pompous, self-satisfied little minds—for, though I love him like a brother, Norema, your father suffers from that quite as much as he does from the situation we have been discussing. Yes, I suppose it does make one nostalgic for the silent, inland hunters. There at least one can imagine the depths … for a year or two.’

‘Venn?’ Norema felt relief enough from the uncomfortable things she’d felt at Venn’s turning her attention to the boys to ask for that attention back: ‘From what you say, in a society like ours, or the Rulvyn, money is only the first mirror, or the first telling of the sea monster tale. What is the second mirror, or the second telling, the one that doesn’t reverse, but changes it all into something else?’

‘Ah!’ Venn dropped the tip of her stick in more leaves. ‘Now that is something to speculate on.’ She laughed her old woman’s laugh. ‘Who knows what that would be now …? A method of exchange that would be a reflection of money and a model of money without being money. Well, perhaps you could get everybody to count what money each had, give each a sheet of reed paper and a piece of charcoal, then take all the money itself and collect it in a central money house, where it could be used for works the village really needed, and for dealings with foreign traders; and each person would conduct her or his business with the other members of the tribe on paper, subtracting six coins from this one’s paper and adding it on that one’s sheet, and the like …’ Venn fell to musing.

‘I see how that would cut out the middle person,’ Dell said. He was a boy forever fascinated by the impossible, and would no doubt be suggesting such a scheme to the class within the week, as if the idea were completely his. ‘But the reflection of the reflection is not supposed to reverse the values back; it’s supposed to change them into something completely new!’

‘But I can see how it would do that,’ said Enin. He was always taking clever ideas and running them into the ground. ‘People would have to trust each other even more than they did just trading goods. And that trust would probably be a new value in our tribe. And suppose you wanted to get together a business. You could go to a lot of people and get each one to pledge just a little bit of their money on paper, and then go right off and act just as though you had it. It’s like Venn said: money always is where goods and work aren’t. Well, this way, it’s not that you have your goods and work in the same place as the money, but you have a kind of money that can be in a lot of places at once, doing lots of different things. That’s got to make everything completely different. I mean, who knows how far the differences would go. Anything you could figure out how to make, if you could just tell people about it, you could probably get enough of this new kind of money to make it. Instead of boats that sailed from island to island, you could make boats—’

‘—that flew from land to land,’ suggested Dell, ‘by digging with their wings and tunneling under the floor of the sea. Instead of a woman having a turnip garden of her own, you could have one big turnip garden—’

‘—that floated on the ocean and was worked by specially trained fish that had been raised for the purpose,’ chimed in Enin, ‘trained the way one trains dogs or parrots.’

The two boys laughed.

Then Enin shouted and started running.

The stream had fanned; the first dock stood above its quivering reflection, and there was Dell’s cousin’s boat pulling in to it.

Dell was off after.

Then the two boys were out on the boards and halloing Fevin (who was hairy-shouldered, and with a touch of red in his beard that spoke of Rulvyn forebears), who halloed back. The boat’s prow cut into a splash of sun that left a black pearl pulsing in Norema’s eyes. The light had been a reflection from one or the other boy’s mirror.

‘The things that would come …’

Norema looked at the old woman beside her.

Leaves about them rustled, chattered, stilled.

‘… burrowing boats and floating turnip gardens—no, the things that would come would be far stranger than that, I’m sure. Far stranger. Perhaps your father does well to stay away from whatever he avoids by doing whatever he does.’

Norema laughed.

The boys were on the boat, rushing back and forth to aid Fevin with his unloading. Norema watched and wondered why she had not run out with them. She had yesterday; she probably would tomorrow. When her father’s business was slow, sometimes Fevin worked for her mother, and they would take a boat out to fish some of the nearer beds. Other times, if irregularly, the young man worked in her father’s yards—indeed, Snar had often said he would like to have him as a permanent woodcrafter; but Fevin liked to get out on the water. Norema had gone out with him on his boat a dozen times, as had most of the children in the village.

The boat-rim rocked above a reflected, rocking rim. The boys’ bellies flashed; here and there water flared.

Venn started walking again.

Norema came with her.

The water widened, ceased as estuary and became sea.

More docks now; and they were out of the trees and on to the waterfront. As they walked through tall masts’ shadows, raddled across the small stones, Norema asked: ‘Venn, would another example of this idea you’re talking about be men and women? I mean, suppose somewhere there was a plan—like a design for a boat—of the ideal human being: and this ideal human being was the true original of everybody? Suppose men were made first, in the image of this original. But because they were only an image, they reversed all its values—I mean men are petty, greedy, and they fight with each other. So then women were made, after men; and so they were an image of an image, and took on an entirely new pattern of values; they—’

‘Who?’ Venn asked.

‘They … the women.’

Venn leaned nearer to her. ‘“We,” girl. Not “they”—we are the women.’

‘Well,’ Norema said. ‘Of course. I meant “we.” Anyway. Of course it’s possible the women … eh, we were made first. And we reversed the values of the original ideal plan. And men, after us, embody those completely different values.’ She frowned, because this last idea felt distinctly uncomfortable.

Venn slowed her steps, her staff grinding among small stones more and more slowly. At last she stopped. ‘That is the most horrendous notion I’ve ever heard.’ Then she began to walk again, so quickly Norema had to ignore her own surprise to catch up—fortunate, because it did not give the surprise time to become hurt. ‘What I’ve observed—the pattern behind what I’ve observed—explains why what happens happens the way it does. It makes the whole process easier to see. Your idea is a possible explanation not of observations but of a set of speculations, which, if you accept them along with the explanation, would then only make you start seeing things and half-things where no things are. Suppose people with green eyes were the image of your ideal human plan, which completely reversed the plan’s value. And people with gray eyes were an image of the image, with a completely different value. Or people who liked to hunt, as opposed to people who liked to fish. Or people who were fat as opposed to people who were thin. Just consider how monstrous—’ Venn stopped talking, kept walking. Then she stopped walking, sighed, and said: ‘And of course that is the problem with all truly powerful ideas. And what we have been talking of is certainly that. What it produces is illuminated by it. But applied where it does not pertain, it produces distortions as terrifying as the idea was powerful. And it doesn’t help that we cannot express the idea itself, but only give examples—situations which can evoke the idea in some strong way. Look, girl: Where is your “ideal” plan? Floating in the clouds somewhere? I start with a real thing, like barter, words written on reed paper, an experience at sea, and discuss what happens to their value when a series of reflections occur. You start with a value—an ideal human being—that is the result of so many real people and imagined people’s real and imagined actions, and then try to say the people are a result of this value … I mean … well: let me tell you another tale of my time with the Rulvyn. Oh yes, let me tell you this tale.’
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There is no point in referring back to all of this unless it permits us to shed some light on what Freud must leave out.

—JACQUES LACAN

Desire and the Interpretation of Desire in Hamlet

‘I was in the house cooking, with the children. It was raining—a light, warm rain. Ii, Ydit, and Acia were outside tying down hides over some of the farm equipment. Arkvid was inside, sitting on the bench and carving a rult. Two-year-old Kell was teaching my boy, who had just begun to walk at his first year, where to urinate. With one hand she would grasp her genitals and say proudly, “Gorgi!” and then she would pat the boy’s genitals and say, with an explanatory inflection, “Gorgi!” and he would do the same, and laugh. There was a latrine trough, that ran under the wall and out of the house, in the corner; Kell stood in front of it with her legs pressed together and peed at the plank on the back. She had just learned, as every little girl does, that the more you open your legs, the lower the angle of the water. At the same time, she was trying to demonstrate to my boy that he, less economically constructed than she, had best use his hands to guide himself, otherwise things tended to flap and splatter, and that he did not aim naturally straight forward as she did. He, of course, wanted to do it like his big sister. But if you’re a boy, simply standing with your legs together is no guarantee that your urine will spurt straight out. And the idea of using your hand to guide, rather than just to make yourself feel good, had not penetrated his one-and-a-half-year-old mind. At any rate, being a two-and-a-half-year-old of high originality and wide interest, Kell suddenly turned around, saw her father on the bench, dashed across the floor mat, flung herself between his knees, and, holding on to his thigh with one arm, seized his penis, lifted it up, and crowed, with a look of perfect delight, “Gorgi!” And of course the boy was there, right behind her, reaching over her shoulder to hold it too. Now Arkvid was a patient man. He glanced down, surprised, over his carving; then his surprise became a laugh. “If you two keep that up,” he announced to them, “you’ll have it as big as it is when I get up in the morning.” Which made me laugh, over where I was stirring a stew pot at the fire. Kell, however, had made her point; she released her father’s penis and now came over to where I was—Arkvid went back to picking his knife point at the rult—and put her arms around my knee and, as I had just started to put my apron on, said, “’Bye-’bye, gorgi,” which, that week, was what she had been saying when she saw any Rulvyn adult cover their genitals with an apron, penis sheath, or what have you. And of course, there was the boy, right at her shoulder, gazing at me, equally rapt.

‘“Hey, you,” Arkvid called to the boy, as he had just finished his carving. “I’ve something here for you, son.”

‘“’Bye-bye, gorgi.” My son waved at my vagina and turned to his father.

‘“Here now, boy. This is your rult.” And Arkvid took the leather thongs that threaded through the carving to tie it around the boy’s belly—just the way our boys have taken to wearing their mirrors … I am sure it is really just a form of the same custom, though what drew it down from the hills to the shore here I’m sure I don’t know. But you must know about the rults—you’ve seen the Rulvyn men wearing theirs when they come to our village. It is a special, wooden carving that Rulvyn fathers make and give to their infant sons. They are considered very strong hunting magic. Girls do not get them. Indeed, girls are not even supposed to touch them; and the part of the carving the boy wears against his flesh girls are not even supposed to see. Now the Rulvyn, besides being a proud people, are also a fairly sensible one, and except in very old, strict, formal families, don’t try to run the privileges of the rult into the ground. Mothers can loosen their sons’ rults, in order to wash beneath them, but the first thing you try to teach a boy is to wash under his own rult. And unless it’s absolutely necessary, you don’t refer to it in public—though the Rulvyn language abounds in euphemisms for the rult, especially among the men; and all of these euphemisms are considered more or less impolite. Naturally, as with any such taboo, within the home such strictures are relaxed in the face of practical considerations. Also, our family considered itself particularly forward thinking—indeed, I could never have married into them had they been in the least conservative. At any rate, there was Arkvid, tying the carving to the boy’s stomach. Suddenly Kell ran over to him to see what he was doing. Arkvid shifted his knee to shield her view. “No, no,” he said, in a perfectly affectionate way, “this is none of your affair, little girl.”

‘She tried to step around his knee to see.

‘“No,” he repeated, more firmly, and turned the boy away from her eyes.

‘And Kell, like any two-year-old denied access to a nut, or a stick, or a rock, or a shell, began to cry and pull at his knee.

‘“Come on,” Arkvid said, a bit testily. “Now I shouldn’t even be doing this with you in the house, but—here … hey, Venn. Come take her away, will you. She keeps trying to touch his” and here he laughed and used one of the more childish euphemisms for that most sacred object.

‘I came over and lifted her. She rose with an ear-piercing squeal and for the next two hours there was a battle—renewed every thirty seconds to five minutes—to touch, tug, or examine the carving now tied to her brother’s stomach, with Arkvid patiently getting between them when I began to lose patience, and sometimes saying, “I mean, I suppose there’s nothing really wrong with it, but suppose she were to do it outside.” Somewhere near the end of this, Kell made the connection that the carving tied to her father’s stomach, which she had till now never paid much attention to, was the same species of object now on her brother’s, and for minutes stood, her eyes going back and forth between them, looking perfectly forlorn. Finally she resolved the whole thing by taking a small, clay pot top, holding it to her stomach, and walking back and forth with it, giving both her father and me surly-eyed little glances; and of course she would have nothing to do with her brother, who, having gotten over the thrill of having something his sister didn’t, now wanted someone to play with. Arkvid stood by the door, tugging on his penis, which Rulvyn men tend to do when nervous, and finally said to me: “I just hope you women can break her of that, and not let it turn into a habit.” He sighed. To a Rulvyn of either sex, a girl wearing a rult is a perfectly incongruous image. And a girl pretending to wear one borders on the obscene. And as every Rulvyn knows, though most of them seldom talk about it, the giving of the rult from father to son can sometimes occasion months of such hostility in little girls, what with keeping the girls from touching it and not letting them examine it and generally inculcating the respect necessary for it to retain its magic. Indeed, discussions of the various ways the rult should be given in a family with girls—informally as an ordinary part of an ordinary day, as Arkvid had done, or formally before the whole clan with the little girls held safe in their mothers’ arms, or whether the father should take the boy off and make the exchange in private out in the forest—form a major subject of conversation on the porch of the Men’s House or across the border between turnip yards. Kell got by, I remember, with only a couple of weeks’ annoyance over the whole business before she found other things to absorb her. But it was a few nights later, when we were all getting ready to celebrate a naven on the completion of the house of a new young family across the road that Arkvid, after we had fed him, lingered squatting by the hearth till we had set up plates for our own meal. “I have been thinking,” he said as Ydit passed turnips to Ii, and I took barley from Acia’s bowl, “and I have an idea,” in that pontifical way Rulvyn men take on when they are talking to all their wives together. “An idea about why women’s ways are so different from men’s.”

‘“Are you still hungry?” Ii asked him. “You can take some nuts and butter wrapped in a fava leaf to the Men’s House and eat it while you dress for tonight.”

‘“Now that’s exactly what I mean,” Arkvid said. “Here I have a perfectly fascinating idea, and all you want to talk about is appeasing hunger, building houses, and tilling the soil,” which are considered the classical concerns of Rulvyn women. “Listen to me. I have discovered why women behave so differently from men. It has to do with rults.” Now there’s a very strange thing. If a grown boy or a man were to visit a friend or relative’s home without his rult, everyone would feel extremely uncomfortable. At the same time, rults are not a subject you talk about—especially at dinner. But Arkvid was our husband and hunter. “This is my idea: The little girl sees that her brother and her father have rults,” Arkvid explained in a clear, precise voice which let us know he had been thinking about this a long time, “and she is jealous and envious of the rult—as she does not possess one. It is right that she should be jealous, for the rult is strong, full of powerful magic, and a man would be hardpressed to kill a wild goat, or a mountain cat, or a rock turtle without one—that is certainly clear. Now even though in a week or a year the little girl seems to forget this jealousy, my idea is that she does not. My idea is that the little girl will put this jealousy down in the dark place below memory where things eat and gnaw at one all through a life, in silence, without ever saying their names. My idea is that the reason women like to have babies is that they think of the new child as a little rult growing inside them, and if the child is a male, they are particularly happy because they know that soon the little boy will be given a rult by his father and, in effect, while the boy is still a baby, they will now have one. My idea is that those women who fail to pay the proper respect to their hunters for bringing meat to add to their yams and millet and turnips and apricots and palm hearts are simply suffering from the jealousy over the rult, even stronger than most, though they do not realize it.” Arkvid folded his arms and looked extremely pleased with himself.

‘After a while, Ydit ventured, in the most respectful form of address, “My most prestigious hunter, speaking as a woman who was once a little girl in these tribes, your idea does not quite correspond to my experience of things.”

‘“Well, remember now,” Arkvid said quickly, “this is all happening deep down in the dark places of the mind, below memory. So you wouldn’t necessarily feel this jealousy. But you can’t deny—I mean everyone knows about it, though one doesn’t usually discuss it, I’ll admit—that little girls are jealous of the strength and the magic in their father’s and brother’s rults. We have all seen it, even in this hut.”

‘Acia looked as if she was going to say something, so I waited. When she didn’t, I suddenly felt all uncomfortable.

‘“Arkvid,” I said, “That’s the most ridiculous idea I’ve ever heard. I mean, if you carried on about your … well, your gorgi,” which he was tugging at again, “the way you carry on about your rult, you’d have little girls jealous of that in a minute.”

‘“Now that is truly ridiculous,” Arkvid said. “Why would a little girl be jealous of a little boy’s gorgi when she has a perfectly good gorgi of her own, and more compactly built at that? In fact, I’m sure that what you’re expressing now, whether you are aware of it or not, is just this deep-down rult-jealousy left over from your own babyhood.” And he let go of his penis, looked very proud, and folded his arms once more.

‘“Arkvid,” I said, “until two years ago, when I came up here into the hills, I had never even seen a rult.”’

‘“Well, you must have heard of them. Besides, I’m not so much talking about the rult itself, but the power, strength, and magic that the rult embodies. The rult is not just a piece of wood, you know. It’s the whole concept of distinction, of difference itself. Come on now, Venn,” for he was always a little placating toward my foreign ways, “even if my idea isn’t exactly right—though I’m sure it is—you must admit it has, as an idea, great beauty.”’

‘When I’d been working on the bridge, the Rulvyn had all been impressed with some of the principles of the lever and lifts I had showed them, and they found them to be, as indeed they are, beautiful. From then on there had been a mad spate of “beautiful” ideas about practically everything that, alas, applied—practically—to nothing.

‘“Besides,” Arkvid added, no doubt thinking along the lines I had been, “here, in this tribe, little girls just aren’t jealous of little boys’ gorgis; nor are little boys jealous of little girls’, for that matter—curiosity is not jealousy. But girls are jealous of rults—and that’s just a fact, whether the idea is beautiful or not.” For, if only upon my own family, I had been impressing ever since the importance of facts.

‘“Arkvid,” said Ii, who knew how to humor hunters, “you are a strong, handsome man, with four wives who have between them the best-irrigated, if not the largest, turnip gardens in the village. Your daughters will grow up strong and clever and your sons, handsome and brave. Your catch this week could probably have fed twice the number of wives you have. And Acia here has roasted a haunch of the goat you caught the day before yesterday to take to the naven tonight, and you should get many admiring glances for that. Why do you bother your handsome head with these things that should only be the concern of women anyway. Now give us a smile and take yourself off to the Men’s House and dress yourself for the naven tonight in honor of our neighbors’ new dwelling.”

‘Arkvid stood up, stalked to the door, then turned. And gave a sudden, great, and generous laugh, which was what Rulvyn men used to do when they were crossed by women—though since the coming of money, that laugh is no longer so generous, but is shot through with contempt. And he left, still laughing, for the Men’s House.

‘“Now you mustn’t mind him,” Ydit said, as Ii and Acia turned to me. “The fact that he even tries to have such ideas is a compliment to you. For didn’t you first tell us about the great, dark places below memory where stories and numbers come from?” (Where do you get your ideas, one of them had asked me not a week ago. What was I supposed to say? Well, then, they wanted to know why didn’t everybody come up with stories and numbers? For the Rulvyn are persistent. Well, I explained, in some people the things in the deep, dark places are so deep and so dark that they cannot say their names. I don’t know … it had a sort of beauty when I said it.) “You let yourself get too upset about the babbling of hunters,” Ydit went on. “You always have, too.” And she looked at me wryly and passed me one of the clay bowls Acia’s mother had made, full of tamarind juice whose amber was still aquiver from where Ii had just sipped. I took it. I sipped. I said:

‘“But don’t you see, Ydit. This rult-jealousy of Arkvid’s is all out of his own overvaluation of the rult, and nothing more. Let me describe exactly what happened while you were out a few days back.” When I had, they all laughed.

‘“Though, even so,” Ii said through her laughter, “you must admit that a raised knee to shield a naughty child’s prying eyes or simply to turn a boy a modest-so-much for the same effect is not a lot in the line of overvaluation. There are some men, of this tribe too, who carry on about their rults as if they were indeed their gorgis—and what’s more as if their gorgi had just been kicked by a mountain goat!”

‘“And to give our prestigious husband credit, there are women who sometimes act with their hunter as if they would like to snatch their rults away. After all,” Acia went on, wiping her mouth of barley flakes, “would you really want to go to bed with our husband without one? One could do it, probably: but you must admit it would be bizarre!” And they all laughed.

‘“Seriously,” Ydit said; she was toying with a fruit rind. “You and Ii are not being honest with our most prestigious husband’s newest wife.” She looked down at the bowls among us, dropped the rind on a pile of rinds. “There are more things than you suggest behind his idea. And you know it.”

‘The others were suddenly very quiet. I looked at Ydit, who—suddenly and startlingly—looked up at me. “Many, many years before you came, Venn, a terrible thing happened in the tribe. And while we laugh and joke here, we are all thinking about it. And I am sure Arkvid was thinking about it when he got his idea. What happened, all those years ago, is that the great hunter Mallik went mad. But it was a slow, evil madness. First he brought home no meat, but ate all his catch, raw, alone in the woods. Then he befouled with urine and feces the rest and left it to rot in the forest. He refused to sleep with any of his six wives, and finally he took to bringing home sand in his feathered hunting sack, and scattering it on his wives’ turnip gardens. Several nights he left his house and tore up the turnip fields of the women who lived in the thatched house next door, so that his wives were obliged to replant them; and, in general, he made his wives’ lives miserable. There are many stories of the awful things that occurred within that sad, unfortunate home. Once, in a rage, he beat his oldest son to death, and another time he broke his little daughter’s wrist with a turnip rake. He disgraced his wives in every way; he even walked around the village with his rult all undone, hanging down with its inner carving showing like a careless baby boy whose mother has neglected to retie the thongs after washing—and when there was a naven, he refused to dress himself in the Men’s House, but would run off instead into the woods and spend four or five days in the forest, from which he would return half starved and ranting like some old holy woman, only without any holy words. And within the house he made his wives’ lives an endless and terrible dream by mockings and by violences of the sort that the sane can hardly imagine. Several times he put poisonous herbs into the cooking pots and sat laughing and singing while his wives and children lay sick and vomiting in their front yard. This is when he did not take to threatening and beating them all outright—I have spoken of the murder of his son …? One night, after what particular outrage no one can be sure, his wives, driven half to madness themselves no doubt, with the help of Mallik’s mother and an aunt, killed him while he lay sleeping. They cut off his hands and his gorgi and his feet; these they buried at the four corners and the center of the oldest wife’s turnip garden. Then they …” Her eyes moved away from mine. “They took his rult, broke it, dipped the pieces in blood and hung them by the thongs from the doorposts. Then they slit the throats of their children; and then their own throats. All were found dead the next morning. You can’t imagine what it was like, Venn, for twelve-year-old Arkvid to come upon that obscene, bloody carving dangling from the door of his mother’s brother’s home; and then to walk in upon the carnage—” and she stopped at the look that crossed my face; for once more I had been brought up by how small a tribe my beloved Rulvyn were, how quickly they grew up, how young they married, how soon they died—with everyone related to everyone in at least three directions, and where “many, many years ago” can be three as easily as thirty, and where a seventeen-year-old wife, with a child at her feet, telling you of something that happened in her great grandmother’s time might just mean six years ago when her fifty-year-old great grandmother was, indeed, alive. For as well as farming and cooking and baby-caring with Ydit and Acia and Ii, somehow I had managed to learn how Acia had got lost in the forest for three days when she was seven, and how she had slept next to a suckling mother goat; and how Ii had stolen a big jar of honey when she was ten and was beaten for it till she couldn’t walk for three days; or how Acia used to run off at night as a girl and sit by the stream for hours in the moonlight—and myriad other things that made up who these women were. In the same way, I suppose, I tended to forget that my prestigious hunter had ever had a childhood, or that anything had ever happened in it worth remembering. “You see, something is going on down in the places below memory you speak of so easily.” Ydit looked at me again. “The rult has always been too much here associated with death: for it is what empowers the hunter to kill his goats and his geese and his turtles. And on that day, hanging bloody and broken from that profaned doorpost, it was a sign of the death for all who lay inside.” She took my wrist in her hand and dropped her head to the side. “So if our most prestigious hunter has devised a way to make the rult a sign of life—if he wants to see the child growing in my womb as me growing a little rult, then I think there is a beauty, a necessary beauty there.” Her smile formed and became that strangely private and at once public smile that I always envied in the Rulvyn women and have always missed so in the women of the shore; “I have the best-irrigated turnip fields in the village. So I can certainly allow our hunter his little idea.”

‘“Yes,” I said. And I took the wrist of her hand with my other hand and held it tightly; for I felt she was stronger than I, I did. And I wanted to hold on to someone strong when I said this: “There is a beauty there. And Arkvid is a good hunter, as well as a very nice man; I am truly fond of him. But his idea is still wrong. The story of Mallik is a terrible story, but it says, sadly, far more about the overvaluation I spoke of than about women’s jealousy of rults. You are the wives of our most prestigious hunter and I love you more than sisters. Yet ignorance is ignorance, no matter where you find it—even in our most prestigious hunter himself. And I would betray the love I bear you, as well as dishonor his own prestige, if I said otherwise.” And while I held her wrist and she held mine, I was actually afraid that she would pull her hand away and strike me, for the Rulvyn women were proud, powerful, and honorable women, and it was a point of honor with them that no one dishonor their hunter.

‘But Ii said: “We are all betraying the spirit of the evening.” And she laughed and pushed away the tamarind bowl. “At least we are if we go on talking about such weighty matters as Mallik and rults and right. Women, there’s a naven tonight! And we shall never be dressed for it by the horn’s fifth bleat if we do not hurry up.”

‘“All right,” I said; and Acia let go of my wrist. I let go of hers. We put away the dishes and pots and the palm fronds, and all was back to a normal that can only be achieved in a place where work is so steady and constant. Nevertheless, I think they had all begun to sense that I was growing dissatisfied with life there.’ Venn sighed. ‘Yes, ignorance is ignorance—and there is as much here at the shore as there is among the Rulvyn in the hills. But our life is easier here, and I can spend my mornings with you children, dispelling what little part of that ignorance I can, and your parents will keep me alive with their gifts while I do—whereas with the Rulvyn there was only turnips, bridges, paints, pots, and babies. So I would rather live here. But in a sense, Norema, Arkvid’s idea was very like yours. I don’t mean just that I feel they are both wrong; rather, they are alike in the way in which they both strive toward rightness and the way in which they manage to take what is real and what might be right, put them in each other’s places, then draw lines between that simply cross no space.’ Venn mulled for a few more steps. ‘I wonder if the Rulvyn men still have ideas like that now that money has come and power has shifted. Today, if a woman crosses a man, it is the woman who must laugh. But they do it with little chuckles, embarrassed snickers, and pleading smiles. They cannot do it openly and generously. They no longer have it in them.’

Again she was silent.

‘Venn,’ Norema asked, ‘what’s a naven?’

Venn raised an eyebrow. ‘Ah, yes. The naven.’ She smiled. ‘It is a celebration ceremony performed when almost any act of social importance is done in the village: when a girl harvests her first turnip crop, when a boy kills his first wild goose, when a house is built, when a yellow deer is sighted wandering through the village, or when a honey tree is found in the forest. Then the men go to the Men’s House and take two long, fat calabash melons, tuck their gorgis up behind them, and tie the melons between their legs long way, with tufts of dry grass all around them, so that it looks as if they have great, outsized, women’s gorgis, and they put on women’s aprons and headdresses and take up old, broken turnip rakes—meanwhile the women, in their homes, tie a long brown gourd, with two big, hairy, dyll-nut husks behind them, up between their legs, so that it hangs down, and tuck dried grass all around them; and they put a man’s old, split penis sheath around the gourd, and they paint themselves with hunting paint, and put on chin feathers, and they take old, broken and cracked spears, and mangy shoulder furs and put them on; and the older women—though the younger ones may not—tie an old piece of burnt wood to their bellies like a rult. At the sound of five bleats on the sacred gourd—and sometimes it’s only blown two or three times, and everybody starts to the door and, when it stops short of five, all laugh and go back in again—at the sound of five bleats, everybody rushes outside into the square to dance as hard as they can. Uncles get down on all fours and rub their heads on their niece’s knee. People take leafy switches and beat up as much dust into the air as possible. Fires are set blazing and drums are pounded and rattles shaken. There are lots of comic songs and skits performed in which wives refuse to cook for their husbands, who then starve to death, and in which husbands are unfaithful to their wives, who then run about the village pretending to be mountain wolves. The whole thing climaxes in a village feast. And through it all the children, who have woken up with the noise by now, run around pointing and squealing at their mothers and fathers and aunts and uncles, who are all cavorting in each other’s clothes, as though it was the funniest thing in the world.’ And from the particular look on Venn’s face, though there was no laughter in it, Norema thought that it might indeed be.

Norema said: ‘It’s like a reflection—’

‘—of a reflection,’ Venn said. ‘It doesn’t reverse values. It makes a new values that the whole tribe benefits from. Now there’s a custom I wish would work its way down to the shore. Here, girl—’ Venn once more took Norema’s shoulder. ‘I want you to think about what I said before, about reflections, and what you said about men and women, until you see how they aren’t the same. I want you to think about my idea until you see what’s wrong with yours—and indeed you may find out in the process things wrong with mine as well. If, when you finish, you can tell me about them, I will be very grateful. Will you do this for me?’ The horny hand tightened. ‘Will you?’

Norema, who loved wonders (and who had been given many wonders by this woman) said, ‘Yes, I … all right. I’ll …’ And wondered how one even began such a task. And in the midst of wondering, realized that Venn, whom she really wanted to talk to some more, was wandering away across the docks.

On a boat an old sailor with a bald, freckled scalp, was laughing and telling a very involved story to a younger man who was scrubbing doggedly at a deck railing, not listening. Was this, she wondered, an image of Venn and herself? On the dock, crumpled against the piling, was Mad Marga, in a man’s ragged jerkin, snoring through loose lips. Sores speckled her large, loose arms, her scaly ankles. Hip flesh pushed through a tear in her rags. Food or something had dried on her chin. Was Marga, wondered Norema, in some way an image of Norema’s own strong, inquiring mind? Or of the naven? Or of all women; or of all women and men? And how to find out?

Along the dock sounded the chang-chang-chang of one of the new metal hammers recently brought from Nevèrÿon that her mother thought so ill of and her father found ‘interesting.’ What was the relation of the wooden mallet and dowels with which Big Inek fixed down deckboards in her parents’ boat yards and this new, metal-headed engine and the iron spikes it could hold wood together with—as long as you did not use them near water.

And more important, how to tell? And what relation would whatever method she devised to tell bear to the method through which Venn had arrived at her inexpressible principle?

In the boat yards that afternoon, Norema wandered about aimlessly for an hour; then, when Inek made a comment, prepared a cauldron of glue inefficiently for another hour, so that at least it looked as if she were doing something. Thinking: the value of real work and the value of work-just-for-show: couldn’t those be the first two terms in an example of Venn’s principle? And what would the third term be …? But she also began to think of things to do, ways to examine.

That evening she took out a sheaf of reed paper on which were the carefully drawn plans for a boat that already stood half finished in the yard, its ribs rising naked and supported by cut treetrunks, which, over the years of their use, had lost much of their bark but still dangled some, like sea weed. She stood with her weight mostly on one foot and studied the plans. She climbed up through the thick struts, bearing cuts of the smoothing blades like inverted fish scales up their curves; and she studied the boat—not so much to see how one followed the other, but to see what each, as two things that did so follow, was in itself, how each was different.

Soon she got another piece of reed paper and one of the styluses (which you hung around your neck on a leather thong, and a horn with an inch of berry juice in the bottom that you dipped your stylus into) and began making notes, sketches, more plans.

Next morning she was at the yard early, getting out paint jars, artist’s mirrors, stencils, trimming patterns, and examining them under the porch roof which, as the sun warmed the storage hut, buzzed with the insects that lived in the thatching. Then she left the yard and walked toward the forest. She looked at flowers and seeds. She looked at dead leaves and live ones, holding them close to examine how the pale veins branched through the flat, tough green or the frail, brittle brown, and squinted up at the dark, brown branches, an expanding net in the flakes of green that massed about them. In the midst of all this, various ideas like image, model, example, expression, representation, symbol, and reflection began to separate themselves for her. Her thoughts went back to what Venn had said, as Norema walked back to the boat yard. Inside the gate, she told a quickly made-up story to little Jori, who stared at her through the tale with wide, incredulous eyes, pawing at the sawdust with her bare toes and twisting at a piece of vine, her pale hair matted for all the world like a clutch of pine splinters. Then Norema asked Jori to tell the story to Big Inek. Then she got Big Inek to tell it back to her. He grunted between sentences each time his mallet fell on the thumb-thick dowel, which sank more each stroke, its head splintering a little more each hit: at which point she remembered the old and the young sailor she had seen on the docks with Venn, and realized, not as two connected ideas, but as a single idea for which there were no words to express it as a unity: while any situation could be used as an image of any other, no thing could be an image of another—especially two things as complicated as two people. And to use them as such was to abuse them and to delude oneself—that it was the coherence and ability of things (especially people) to be their unique and individual selves that allowed the malleability and richness of images to occur at all.

Such was her concentration on Venn’s idea that the only thing she took away from Venn’s morning class next day was a patch of sunlight through a hole in the trap above in the thatch, falling to shape itself to the brown shoulder of the girl who sat in front of her, and the rustle of Venn’s stick in the straw with which the class floor was covered.

Meals at home, where she pondered all Venn had said of the matrix of money and material in which her parents’ business was fixed and which bounded her parents’ so diverse personalities, sometimes approached disaster: her father frowned across the wooden table with its clay and brass settings. The woman who helped her mother with the house and the cooking, clicked her teeth and said Norema must not have put her head on when she’d gotten up that morning. Jori laughed. And Quema asked—so many times that her father told her to stop—if there were anything the matter. Through it all, their words were images of illogic and incomprehension; her soup was the sea and her bread was the island a-float in it. The smell of apples in batter recalled the orchards where she had picked them last week, or run with others to steal them last year. Every sensation led to the memory of myriad others. Any pattern perceived could be set beside any other, the relation between the patterns becoming a pattern of its own, itself to be set beside another and related …

She went to the waterfront and looked at nets and trees. She looked at women and men with rough hands and rags tied around their heads, working on their boat rigs. She looked at fish scales and bird feathers and at a broken length of boat ribbing, just washed ashore, whose smoothing-blade cuts were invisible on the grainy gray. She looked at three women and a man carrying baskets of fish, roped around their shoulders, up the sand, which clung to their feet high as their ankles, an image of glittering shoes. The baskets were woven from tree branches. She drew on her paper the curve of sand around the water, and beside it, the curve of water up to the sand. Behind a beached snaggle of wood, she heard a sound like a baby, and looked behind it to find Marga, asleep and crying to herself. Later she heard a gull shriek like a mad woman, wailing. And a day later, when she was coming down a narrow alley toward the docks, from the window beside her she heard a baby—for the world like a mewing gull.

In a blade of sunlight a-slant the dust between the shadows of two stone huts, she stopped. While she listened, she remembered, for the first time in a while, the actual walk with Venn down the stream when the idea she had been examining these last days had been first presented to her. She recalled her absurd attempt to construct an example—an image that, because it was constructed of things it simply did not fit, reversed the idea into an idea silly by itself, ridiculous in application—ridiculousness that could easily, she saw, have strayed into the pernicious, the odious, or the destructive, depending how widely one had insisted on applying it. There was Venn’s idea (the baby had stopped crying); there was her image of it, formed of all possible misunderstanding; and there …

Something happened: it happened inside her head; it happened to her mind, and its effect spread through her body like a chill, or a warmth, and was realer than either. She gasped and blinked, looked at the sun, dust, shadow, tried to apprehend what had just changed, and felt a stray thread on her sleeve tickle her arm in the breeze, a leather crease across her instep from her soft leather shoe, the air passing in through the rims of her nostrils breathing, the moisture at the corners of her eyes.

It’s a new thought, she thought. But immediately knew that was only because she had been thinking in words so insistently for the past few days that words came easily to cling about everything in her head; she quickly shook them away to look at the idea more clearly. It was at least as inexpressible as Venn’s so highly inexpressible idea, which, image before image ago, had been its content. She opened her mouth, feeling her tongue’s weight on the floor of her mouth, the spots of dryness spreading it, and tasting the air’s differences, which marked not the air’s but the tongue’s itself. Words fell away, leaving only the relations they had set up between the sensual and the sensory, which was not words but which had been organized—without any of it ever leaving its place on the reed paper of her perception—by words: that organization was the way in which the stretch of sand between the house walls beside her and the stretch of sky between the house roofs above her could reflect one another; the thrum of a wasp worrying at its gray, flaking home under the thatched eaves up there could recall the thrum of water worrying the root-tangled spit at the beach’s far end, leaving the sand, leaves, wings, waves, wasps …

What a glorious and useless thing to know, she thought, yet recognizing that every joy she had ever felt before had merely been some fragment of the pattern sensed dim and distant, which now, in plurality, was too great for laughter—it hardly allowed for breath, much less awe! What she had sensed, she realized as the words she could not hold away any longer finally moved in, was that the world in which images occurred was opaque, complete, and closed (though what gave it its weight and meaning was that this was not true of the space of examples, samples, symbols, models, expressions, reasons, representations and the rest—yet that everything and anything could be an image of everything and anything—the true of the false, the imaginary of the real, the useful of the useless, the helpful of the hurtful) was what gave such strength to the particular types of images that went by all those other names; that it was the organized coherence of them all which made distinguishing them possible.

But of course that was not what she had known … only an expression of it, one sort of image. And yes, she thought, remembering Venn again, to express it was to reverse much of its value. To express it was to call it containable: and it was its uncontainableness she had known.

Some flash caught her eye; she turned and saw Fevin coming down the side street. Rolls of net hung over his shoulder; net dragged behind him in the dust. Her sister Jori and two little boys were trying to step on it. The flash had come from a mirror tied to one boy’s—no, not to a little boy, she realized; it was Lari, her sister’s friend. Norema thought of rults and Rulvyn, mirrors and models; and smiled.

Fevin hailed her: ‘Have your heard what happened to old Venn?’

Norema looked perplexed. ‘What?’

‘While she was off last night, on one of her exploring trips, she fell down from a tree and—’

‘—and sprained her hip. She just got home this morning; some youngsters found her hobbling through the swamp.’

‘Is she all right?’ Norema demanded.

‘As right as one can be at seventy with a sprained hip—when you were already crippled at thirty-five.’

Norema turned and dashed up the street while Fevin suddenly bellowed: ‘Hey, you little ones. Cut that out! You tear my nets and I’ll tear off your toes!’

Norema ran through sun, over shells, under shadow. On wooden, leaf-littered stairs, she tugged at the rail, taking three steps at a time, while the breeze dipped branches almost to her head and, from the bare earth banked on the other side, roots wriggled free and stuck there, under thin dust. She leaped rocks she had helped position in the stream for stepping, jumped to the bank (which broke open under her feet between grass blades) and, with grass flailing her calves, reached the rut that wound the high rock on her left (the great oak on her right) to the thatched school shelter.

In front of the shack, she demanded of Dell, who had one hand on the corner post, squinting after some bird who beat away between the leaves, ‘Is she all right?’

‘Uh-hm,’ Dell said, not looking down. ‘But she’d like to see you.’

Norema dashed to the door, pushed inside. Thatch that has been rained on and sun-dried and rained on and sun-dried enough ceases to have much smell of its own, but it begins to do something to the other smells around it, underlining some, muting others, adding to others an accent missing in stone or wooden dwellings. On the shelves along one wall: rocks, small skeletons, butterflies, rolls of reed paper tied with rubbed vine. On the other wall: a cooking fire’s mudded stones, with a series of wooden baffles for the smoke that Venn had been experimenting with a year ago but had never gotten to the efficiency of your average kitchen hearth. A half charred potato lay on the ashes against the stone.

The bed had been pulled over to the table (instead of pulling the table to the bed, which was typically Venn). Three scrolled, metal lamps hung from the ceiling. Chains for a fourth dangled near them. On the table among sheets of reed paper, were brass rules, compasses, calipers, astrolabes, and a paint-box finer than the ones her father kept his blueprints in. Venn sat on the bed, her naked back full of sharp bones and small muscles—still the hard back of a sea woman, a turnip hoer, a bridge builder. The skin at the crease of her armpits was wrinkled, that across her shoulders thin.

Norema said: ‘I heard about …’

Venn turned slowly (painfully?) on the raddled furs. And grinned. I was wondering if you’d come to see me.’

Then the young woman and the old woman laughed, at their different pitches in the close room, but with a shared, insistent relief.

‘The boys have been hanging around being helpful all morning. The trouble is I don’t like boys—I suppose that’s why I spend so much energy being pleasant and patient with them. Then patience wears through, and I get snappish and send them off. Where were you, girl? Have you ever noticed about the men on this coast? It’s the strangest thing: they will cook for one another at the drop of a leaf—on fishing trips, out overnight in the hills, or visiting one another in some bachelor hut full of litter and squalor. But the only time it would even enter their heads to cook for a woman—even if she’s crippled and in bed with a sprained hip—is if they want to bed her. And I, fortunately, am past that. Come around here, woman. Under the shelf there is a basket: most of the things in it would make a nice salad—and I assume you’re clever enough to recognize the things that wouldn’t. (If you’re dubious, just ask.) You’ll find a knife under there; and a bowl. That’s right. I’d do it myself, but my better judgement tells me not to even try to walk for at least three days. Did I ever tell you about my Nevèrÿon friend—who once went with me up to visit the Rulvyn? Yes, of course, I was telling you only a week or so ago. Well, you know we haven’t seen each other for years. My friend is from an old and complicated Nevèrÿon family, half of which, so I have been told, are always in dungeons somewhere and the other half of which are always fighting to avoid dungeons—with perhaps still another half fighting to keep them there. Well, only a night ago, my friend came to see me. All the way from Nevèrÿon. And in a beautiful boat, the richest I’ve ever seen, with its rowing slaves dressed finer than the members of our best families, I tell you. And we talked—oh, how we talked! Till the sun rose and I had heard of the most amazing and dire marvels, all of which my friend asked my opinion on—as if I were some Rulvyn holy woman, fresh from a spate of meditation in the mountains! Ha! And when the first waterfront sounds drifted up from the blue between the trees, my friend left.’ Venn sighed. ‘What a marvelous boat! And I shall probably never see my friend or the boat again. But that’s the way of the world. Ah, of course I’m sure you would rather hear about what happened to me last night. Has it ever occurred to you—and it did to me, last night, when I got to overhear two hill women who passed under me in the swamp where I was relaxing in a rough-barked tree: paddling along on their raft, they each spoke slightly different dialects, and were having trouble understanding each other, I realized—but at any rate, it occurred to me that language always has the choice of development two ways. Consider: you’re inventing language and you come on an object for the first time, so you name it “tree.” Then you go on and you find another object. You have the choice of calling it a tree-only-with-special-properties, such as squat, hard, gray, leafless, and branchless, for instance—or you can name it a completely different object, say: “rock.” And then the next object you encounter you may decide is a “big rock,” or a “boulder,” or a “bush,” or “a small, squat tree,” and so on. Now two languages will not only have different words for the same things, but they will end up having divided those same things up into categories and properties along completely different lines. And that division, as much or more than the different words themselves, will naturally mold all the thinking of the people who use that language. We say “vagina” and “penis” for a man’s and woman’s genitals, while the Rulvyn say “gorgi” for both, for which “male” and “female” are just two different properties that a gorgi can exhibit—and believe me it makes all the difference! Still, the initial division, as one goes about on the first, new, bright trip through a world without names is, for all practical purposes, arbitrary. (That was when I fell out of the tree and sprained my cursed hip! That salad looks good, woman. There are two bowls.) Now consider, for instance, even the word for word …’

Two years later, Venn died.

She had apparently gone up through the trap of the teaching station to lie under the winter stars, with a few instruments, a few sheets of reed paper; and there, probably just after dawn—for her body was not yet stiff—with what thoughts a-dash through her mind like the shooting stars of which she had logged seven, she died: and Norema and Jori and the others, with oddly dry throats, blinking a lot, and opening and closing their hands, stood in the grass, looking up, while Fevin, at the roof’s edge, lowered (with a rope around the chest and under the arms) the thin woman with the flapping hem and stained, bony ankles.

Three months after that, the red ship came.
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‘HAVE YOU SEEN IT?’ Jori demanded, bursting into the kitchen from the back garden. ‘It’s so big!’ and ran through, banging her hip against the plank table hard enough to make the bowls and the pans clatter. Quema scowled at a pot of something bubbling on the firehook. Norema put the shell, whose pale, inner lip she had been polishing with a piece of worn, wild kid’s skin, on the table, and wondered if she should go to the docks or not.

She didn’t—that afternoon.

And the stories began to come back:

The boat had stayed at the waterfront dock not more than an hour; only three women had come down the plank to squint around—their hair was dusty, braided, brown. Then they had gone back up. The boat had weighed anchor again and was now up in the middle of the sounds, the reflection of its high, scarlet, scroll-worked rim wrinkling over and running on the water.

All its crew were women or girls, came back the story now. They had sent out a small skiff for the port: the women had gone to the inn and sat there and told stories and drank: tall ones, short ones, brown ones, black ones, fat ones, blond ones—every kind of woman you could think of!

(Norema began to look askance at Enin who was recounting this. A small skiff? How many women were in it all together? Twenty! Thirty! exclaimed Enin, then frowned: Well, maybe six … or seven. Norema shook her head.)

All the crew were women or girls except the captain, came back next morning’s revision. He was a great, tall, black man with brass rings in his ears, a leopard skin over one shoulder, wooden-soled sandals with fur straps, broad bands of tooled leather around his thick calves and forearms, six small knives in finger-long scabbards on the heavy chain around his short kilt of a cloth made all of interlocked metal rings that jingled when he ambled the dock.

Norema’s father stood by the yard’s plank fence (it was shaggy with bark) and listened to Big Inek recount this, and frowned, rolling an awl handle between his thumb and forefinger.

Norema watched her father frown and watched her mother, with an arm full of boards, pause behind him, hear also, frown harder, and walk on.

Jori, behind one of the net houses, told her that evening, in a slather of blue shadows with the water down between the dock-boards flashing copper, about Morin (the girl who had once sat in front of Norema with sunlight on her shoulder beneath Venn’s thatched teaching porch). Morin was a tall, bony girl, slow to understand, quick to laugh, who worked a boat that had been her uncle’s but was now good as her own—or so she said. She had come to Venn’s classes infrequently, and only this, really, because for a while Venn had taken a special interest in her that seemed to have more to do with her talents as a fisherwoman than her wit: her likes ran toward late evenings in the tavern where she hung on the edge of boisterous gatherings, with bright eyes, drinking nothing herself for hours, saying little for the same—till all at once she would get up and leave: two- and three-day trips alone in her boat, fishing only to eat, which trips would end with her sudden return to dock, loud and boisterous as if drunk herself, generally cursing out the village for the backwater sumphole that it was, and treating this group or that group to a round of drinks at the tavern, trying for all the world to start a boisterous evening, upon which, if it got going, she would fall silent and watch, again, bright eyed; and only water in her mug. At any rate, Jori went on, Morin’s dislike for village life was well known. So no one could have been too surprised when she fell in to talking with a bunch of the ship’s sailors, or that they offered her a job; or that she had accepted.

Well:

Her father and her uncle, whom she lived with, had a fit! They forbade her to go. When she refused to stay, they beat her up and locked her in the house and now refused to let her out until the boat left the shore. And that’s not all, Jori went on, for that afternoon, three older girls had come back from swimming (with Inek’s little daughter tagging along), and had met the Captain and two of the sailors, one of whom was a fat, yellow-haired woman, who, at the inn the night before, had drunk amazing amounts and slapped her scarred, fleshy hands on the counter and told shrill stories that had kept everyone laughing for hours; the Captain and the two sailors had taken the girls out to the boat! An hour later, when one of the sailors rowed the girls back, parents and relatives had gathered on the shore to snatch up their offspring. The sailor had not docked because she had seen the angry group, and had made the children swim in, the last few feet—at which point someone had jumped in and tried to upset her skiff and gotten his knuckles pounded with an oarhandle for his pains. The sailor had rowed back to the ship.

And no more sailors had come in from the boat that evening to explore the waterfront or eat in the inn. But the boat still sat on its maroon reflection in the sounds—waiting, apparently, for a party of women to return from the Rulvyn, where they had gone to trade.

Norema and Jori walked back on the irregularly cobbled lane that sided the backs of the poorer houses; nets and laundry and ropes and bird cages hung in the trees between black, daub-and-wattle huts. The thick, sandy grass that would grow anywhere save on the salt beach had pushed aside stones Norema had watched men and women set in place when she was younger than Jori.

As they reached the shaggy bark fence that was the back of her father’s yard, the gate ahead swung forward on its wide, leather hinges and half a dozen men tromped out, leaving her father looking after them, one hand on the log bolt he had just pushed back to let them leave. His cheeks were wrinkled in concentration above his beard. He rubbed the curly red hair on his jaw with two sap-stained fingers.

‘Father, what did they want?’ Jori demanded with more boldness than Norema dared (it signified less real curiosity, at least that’s what the older girl had always thought).

The wrinkles smoothed. But he still stared after the men.

‘Father …!’ Jori insisted.

‘Nothing. Nothing you need worry yourself about.’ Behind him, across the yard, between the high and half-hulled ribs, a horizontal thread of light blistered with silver—and was the sea.

‘Does it have to do with the red ship?’

Their father frowned down at the two girls. ‘They asked me for my word that I would sell the ship no supplies nor offer them any services should any of its wicked women or its accursed captain sneak in to shore after sunset.’

‘What did you say?’ Jori demanded.

‘Well, I couldn’t very well refuse.’ Her father’s smile spoke vaguely of indulgence. ‘Big Inek’s daughter is one of the girls they took out to their boat; and he works for me.’

‘What did they do to her?’ Jori demanded on.

‘Nothing.’ But the vague smile became a vague frown. ‘Or so I hear—and we should all be thankful for it. It’s not what they did do, but what they could do.’

Norema asked, ‘What could they do, Father?’

‘Look, I’m not going to stand here in the road and be interrogated by my own children about things I have no wish to discuss.’ The frown hardened. ‘If girls want to talk about such unpleasant things—and I can’t see any reason for it, myself—they must do so with their mothers. Not me. Now run home and stop dawdling here on the road. Go on now, run.’

And Norema, who was distinctly too old to go dashing home before an irrational father, felt uncomfortable and embarrassed—and walked quickly after Jori, who was indeed now sprinting down the dusty highway.

Childhood is that time in which we never question the fact that every adult act is not only an autonomous occurrence in the universe, but that it is also filled, packed, overflowing with meaning, whether that meaning works for ill or good, whether the ill or good is or is not comprehended.

Adulthood is that time in which we see that all human actions follow forms, whether well or badly, and it is the perseverance of the forms that is, whether for better or worse, their meaning.

Various cultures make the transition at various ages, which transition period lasts for varying lengths of time, one accomplishing it in a week with careful dances, ancient prayers, and isolate and specified rituals; another, letting it take its own course, offering no help for it, and allowing it to run on frequently for years. But at the center of the changeover there is a period—whether it be a moment’s vision or a year-long suspicion—where the maturing youth sees all adult behavior as merely formal and totally meaningless.

Norema was at such a point that afternoon. ‘Talk to your mother, indeed,’ she thought, and started off to do so. (It was because she was at that point that she chose to talk to her mother about it in the particular way she did.)

Tadeem was going out the door when Norema barged in. Her mother, alone now in the kitchen, was pulling at the ropes that came through the wooden collar in the sandy wall beside the fire. Somewhere, baffles creaked and scraped.

Norema went to the table, and with her fingernail pried at the dark line on the plank that she thought might be a loose splinter. ‘Mother?’ It wasn’t. ‘You know the red ship anchored up in the sounds?’

Her mother tugged; baffles clashed.

‘What would you do—’ She ran her nail again along what she now knew was just a particularly deep grain—‘if I said I had shipped aboard as a sailor?’

‘What?’ Clashing ceased. ‘No—you’re not that thick-skulled. But why would you even want to suggest such an awful thing?’

‘Why is it awful? What have they done, and why is everyone upset about them?’

Her mother stood up. ‘Upset? A boatload of women, half of them girls hardly older than you, with a strange man for captain, combing the port for more girls to take off from our island—and you ask why people are upset?’

‘Yes,’ Norema said. ‘I want to know why.’

Her mother raised her eyes, then turned back to the baffles. ‘… this fireplace. Really!’ Baffles clashed again.

‘Two summers ago—’ Norema leaned against the thick table plank—‘Fevin was the only man working on Beaio’s boat. I went out with them for three days and you didn’t complain.’

‘Fevin was not a foreign, black captain combing our port for women to snatch away forever. Norema, suppose this captain sells these women for slaves. And who knows what he does with those girls at night, when the day’s watch is ended.’

‘It couldn’t be too unpleasant,’ Norema said. ‘There’re more of them than there are of him.’

Her mother’s humpf mixed contempt with frustration. ‘You just don’t understand anything, do you? We try to bring up our children so that they are protected from the world’s evils, only to find we’ve raised a pack of innocents who seem to be about to stumble into them at every turn just from sheer stupidity! Girl, when you look at that scarlet hulk, floating out there in the sound, can’t you just feel how strange, unnatural, and dangerous it is?’

‘Oh, Mother!’ Norema said. ‘Really!’

Then, because she saw her mother start to tug at the baffle ropes again—which, by now, were perfectly well set—she realized just how upset her mother was. So she sat down at the table and hulled the speckled nuts in the clay bowl that Jori had collected the previous afternoon.

Then she went back to the waterfront.

Wandering between the docks and the storage sheds, the net houses and the small boats pulled up and upturned on the roped logs, she felt the oddest quality to the lazy, evening dockside. Was it, she wondered, the red boat which, from here, was not even visible?

Strolling the violet evening, she suddenly realized that the strange air in the little waterfront streets was simply emptiness. The sailors from the strange boat were, of course, no longer frequenting the inns and docks. And the local waterfronters, though not exactly scared off by the prospect of these same sailors, were still keeping away.

It was too amusing!

She turned toward the door around the side of the inn, when Enin came charging down the steps, saw her, stopped, and whispered (though there was no one else in the gravel-covered alley): ‘Did you hear, they’re going to do it tonight!’

Norema frowned.

‘The ship! The red ship! They’re going to burn it!’

He turned, running, and she saw part of her reflection whiz across his stomach mirror. ‘Burn it to the water line!’ he shouted back toward her—she turned to watch him—and ran down the street.

On the deserted gravel, before the sandy docks, where masts bent together and swayed apart, Norema felt a sudden chill along her left side, under her shift; it was horror—not the complete and stifling horror that encases the body in a paralysis of inaction, but a simple and slight horror whose only physical sign was a tingling, all on one side, that someone else could have as easily put to the breeze that had cooled the dock some few degrees over the previous minutes.

Certain storytelling conventions would have us here, to point and personalize Norema’s response to Enin’s news, go back and insert some fictive encounter between the girl and one or more of the sailor women: a sunny afternoon on the docks, Norema sharing a watermelon and inner secrets with a coarse-haired, wide-eyed twenty-year-old; Norema and a fourteen-year-old whose dirty blonde hair was bound with beaded thongs, sitting knee to knee on a weathered log, talking of journeys taken and journeys desired; or a dawn encounter at a beached dinghy between Norema and some heavy-armed redhead falling to silent communion at some task of mending, bailing, or caulking. Certainly the addition of such a scene, somewhere previous to this in our text, would make what happens next conform more closely to the general run of tales. The only trouble with such fictive encounters is, first, they frequently do not occur, and second, frequently when they do, rather than leading to the action fiction uses them to impel, they make us feel that, somehow, we have already acted, already done our part to deploy a few good feelings—especially when the action required goes against the general will.

Norema, as we have seen, was a young woman who knew the passions of analysis; today we say such people are more likely to place their energies behind an abstract cause than to work at untangling the everyday snarl of things. And though it would not have been all that difficult to say the same in Norema’s time, she was, nevertheless, not that different from you and me.

On the street, before the inn, Norema resolved to do something about the burning—or at least see what the burners were doing and do something about it if there was anything to be done.

She turned away and walked from the inn, spreading her toes wide in her loose, soft shoes, each step. A momentary memory of a morning walk with Venn, with the shadows of the masts across the gravel … Those shadows now lay out on the water, shattered by little waves: and the memory shattered before feet scrabbling on the docks.

A man hallooed.

A younger man hallooed back.

Ahead, two boys jumped off the deck of a boat, ran to the dock’s foot, and peered across the street. From around the corner came a dozen men, Big Inek and Fevin among them.

Norema hooked two fingers on the cord around the high, canvas-covered bale beside her, moved halfway behind it, then moved out again so she could see the ropes tossed back to the dock, see the one mast among the others, swaying and swaying, stalk out on the blue-black water.

Between two houses, Norema could see sunset’s copper smear. Above, the sky was the darkening indigo the calmest ocean can never quite reflect. Children’s voices snarled in the street.

Norema looked down. Three grubby children had run out between the huts:

‘Let’s play red ship!’

‘I’ll be the captain!’

‘You can’t be the captain. You’re a girl!’

‘Are we going to sneak up on it and burn it?’

‘Yeah!’

‘All right. You be the captain. We’ll sneak up and we’ll burn you!’

‘No, come on. You can’t do that, either. Didn’t you see? Only men go out to do that.’

‘You go on and play by yourself, then. I’m not going to play with you!’

‘No, come on …’

‘Yeah, come on. You have to play.’

‘You have to have girls to play red ship.’

‘That’s what the game is all about.’

‘Come on, now. You play.’

The mast moved beyond the clutch of masts. A sail, jerking and flapping, rose, filled, and pulled around toward the sound.

The two boys were running up the dock.

The little girl ran behind. ‘Hey, wait for me! All right, I said I’ll play …’

Norema stepped from behind the bale, frowning, uncomfortable, sure she had just seen something very important and totally unable to say why—a situation which, for someone like Norema, was discomfort.

The children were gone.

The boat was away.

The docks were empty.

She strolled to the center of the gravel and started forward.

The urge to move nearer to the buildings along the street—or to keep closer to the bales and upturned dinghies along the dock—was almost overpowering. Ambling down the center, she smiled at the discomfort and thought: The threat of the red ship …

And watched, while she walked, the threatened streets.

Half the tangled roots had pulled from the bank. The leafless tree leaned over the twelve-foot semicircle of sand. Norema and Venn had sat there for an hour once and argued whether the little beach, like a giant copper coin tilted half into the water, was growing or shrinking … how many years ago now? And the beach was the same. Norema sat wedged between the two well-anchored trees, looking out through the branches of the leaning third.

The ship, a-top its reflection, made her think of leaves, stacked one on the other, a breeze making the whole leaf column shiver, dance, but never quite topple.

The ship, dark now on dark water, held it down.

She had been sitting there almost two hours. The sky was blue-black; a few stars scattered the east. One twig of the slant tree lay like a shatter-line across the distant hull. (Venn had once taken her to see a puddle of lava high on the mountains, broken by cooling—Venn’s theory—or the mountain goats’ hooves—Dell’s—: some slaggy scar from the fires burning beneath the sea’s floor, whose eruptions—Venn’s theory again—had thrown up all the islands around.) Fire …!

It spurted up the stern. Then it rushed across the waterline. What had happened was that men from the island’s boat (hidden on the opposite bank) had swum up with bladders of oil and smeared the base of the ship (with light oil to the height of an arm), then ringed the ship with a lace (not a single wide ribbon) of heavy oil out to fifteen feet from the hull. (Where had she learned to fire a free-anchored ship? From Venn’s old tale of the Three Beetles and the White Bird; which was probably where the men had learned it, too …) Then you took the cover off a floating tinder-dish in which a lighted rag, rolled in sand and soaked in oil, would smolder for an hour—light the ship at the downwind end, and the lace at the upwind end, then swim for all you’re worth.

Bark bit her hand. Her jaw began to throb. She pushed back against the trunk as leaf after leaf down the column caught, all the way to the base of sand below her.

A story … she thought. The Three Beetles and the White Bird was a tale she had hugged her knees at, leaned forward to hear of its hill-skirmishes and sea-chases, its burnings and battles, its brave feats and betrayals. Reflected there on the flickering waters, it all seemed somehow reversed to … not something horrible. The reason she held the branch so tightly, pressed herself back against the tree, was not from any active fear, but rather from a sort of terrible expectation of emotion, waiting for the sound (amidst the faint crackling she could just make out) of screams, waiting to see figures leaping or falling into the ring of flaming waters. All she actually felt (she loosed her hand from the branch beside her) was numb anticipation.

There are people in there, she thought, almost to see the result of such thought, dying. Nothing. There are women dying in there, she tried again (and could hear Venn making the correction): still it was just a curious phrase. Suddenly she raised her chin a little, closed her eyes, and this time tried moving her lips to the words: ‘There are women in there dying and our men are killing them …’ and felt a tickling of terror; because for a moment she was watching two boys and a little girl playing on the docks. And all the waters before her and the forest behind her were a-glitter and a-glimmer with threat.

She opened her eyes: because something moved in the water … twenty feet away? Fifteen? (In the bay’s center, fire fell back to the water’s surface, with things floating in it aflame.) Several largish pieces of flotsam were drifting inland.

The one just in front of the beach stalled on submerged sands: charred and wet, it was some kind of carton, which, as she watched it, suddenly came apart. For a moment, the dozens of things floating out of it actually seemed alive. Taking up the same current, they continued, tiny and dark, into the shore.

After a while she got up and walked down to the sands’ wet edge, stooped, and picked up … a ball of some sort, perhaps as big as her father’s curled-up forefinger. Wet, black, it wasn’t exactly soft. Many, many of them, she saw, were bobbing in the dark water.

Squeezing it, frowning at it (the boat was craggy, dark, blotched with fading embers), she turned back up into the woods.

She walked away on her soft-soled shoes in the loud underbrush, pondering an unresolvable troubling—till finally, after climbing into the window of her room, and lying on her bed, looking at the shadows on her bare, narrow walls—she slept. The rubber ball was under her pillow.
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SHORTLY AFTER THAT BEGAN a period of some five years, which, were one to have asked her after it was over, Norema would have no doubt said was the most important of her life. Certainly it obliterated the clear memory of much of what we have recounted. We, however, shall all but omit it—at least we shall condense it mightily: four weeks after the burning she met an affable red-haired man from another island who worked (indeed who was a leader of) a twelve-boat fishing cooperative of ten men and two women. Three months after meeting him she married him and moved to his island. Their first child was a son; then, in what seemed to her much less than eighteen months, she had two daughters. Through those years there were moments which, when they occurred, she thought to remember for the rest of her life (in much the same way that the firelight on the night beach she had thought to drop from her memory forever): sitting on the deck with her husband and her children at dawn the way she had sat with her mother and her sister; moonlit evenings on Willow Scarp—her favorite spot on her new island—looking out over the nets of foam that rippled round the rocky point; the afternoons when her husband would be working on his nets, perched on one of the pilings that stuck up about the rush-matted docks, and she would come up silently behind him and look up to see his sunburned back, the curls of coppery hair clawing at the translucent shell that was his ear. She had already begun to do some of the things with her own children that Venn, years ago, had done with her and the children of her island; and was both amused and a little proud that she quickly developed, on her new island, the reputation for being both odd and wise—a reputation which she could never quite understand why her husband so disapproved of.

In the fifth year of her marriage came the plague.

It killed her son, four years old now, and, had she not been so involved in nursing the island’s ill with one of Venn’s herbal remedies that at least lessened the pains if it did not curb the disease, she would have taken one of the overturned dinghies and put to sea in it until land was out of sight, then sunk it and herself with a knife jammed through the sapped-over rushes.

The plague killed seven fishers in her husband’s fleet.

Then, at the height of the sickness, when the wailing of the children and the coughing of the aged hacked at the walls of her hut from the huts both sides of hers, her husband came in early one afternoon—the time he would have normally returned from a morning with his fishing fleet, though he had told her earlier he was not taking his boat to water that day. For five minutes he paced around the house, picking at the loose staves of a half finished basket, rubbing his big toe in the dirt by the side of the hearthflags: suddenly he turned to her and announced to her he was taking a second wife.

She was astonished, and she protested—more from that simple astonishment than from any real desire actually to rebut him. He argued, and while he argued, memories of Venn’s account of the Rulvyn returned to her—the second wife was apparently the daughter of a wealthy fisherman who had recently moved to their island, a very beautiful seventeen-year-old girl who had developed a reputation in the village as a spoiled and impossible person. Somewhere in the midst of her arguing, it suddenly struck her what she must do.

So, she agreed.

Her husband looked at her with utmost surprise, seemed about to say several things, then turned and stalked out of the hut.

Two hours later he returned. She was squatting by the cradle of her younger daughter—whose breathing had become strangely rough over the last hour—and was trying to ignore the three-year-old who was asking, ‘But why can the fishes swim, Mommy? Why can fishes swim? What do they do under the water when they’re not swimming? Mommy, you’re not listening to me. Why do they—’

Her husband grabbed her up by the shoulder, whirled her around, shoved her back against the support pole so that the thatch shook between the ceiling sticks across the hut’s whole roof. The three-year-old’s chatter cut off with an astonished silence into which her husband began to pour the most incredible vituperation:

Did she know that she was a vile woman and a horrible mother? That she had ruined his business, soul, and reputation? That she was in every way a plague to him and all who came near her far worse than the one that wracked the island? That she had murdered his son and was no doubt poisoning his daughters against him even now? And how dare she (the while, he was striking her in the chest with the flat of first one hand then the other) think she were fit to share the same hut with the beautiful and sensitive and compassionate woman he was now determined to leave her for? Even her suggesting they might all share one house was such an obscenity that—

Suddenly he backed away, and pushed through the door’s vine hangings. Seven hours later Norema, her eyes closed, her arms locked across her belly, a shrill and strangled sound seeping from her pursed lips (somehow she had managed to get the three-year-old to an older cousin’s when the infant’s blood-laced, greenish phlegm and raw choking had assured her exactly what it was), sat on the floor of her hut with her baby girl dead and stiff on the dirt at her knees.

Two weeks later some boats came to take her to Nevèrÿon’s Kolhari, with the fifty others, who, from the island village whose population had been close to eight hundred, were the only ones left. (‘In the name of the Child Empress Ynelgo, whose reign is kind and compassionate, all those who can pass before our three physicians and show no stain of plague may have free passage to Her chief port city in Nevèrÿon, there to begin a new life for Her honor and glory.’ The captain was a small, hairy man with a verdigrised helmet, a fur jerkin, bloodshot eyes, and tarry hands, with a dumb goodwill that in him had now become a sort of fury about every detail of the evacuation, as his ship plied from stricken island to stricken island.) Once more she looked for some great feeling when she saw that two among the dozen who had been turned away from the boat by the physicians, with their poking at groins and armpits and their pulling back of eyelids and staring down into ears and throats, were her husband and his new woman. No, it had never been anger she’d felt—hurt, once; but grief had obliterated that. (Her remaining daughter had been taken away to a neighboring island a week before on the very day her phlegm had gone green—Norema did not know if her child was alive or dead … No, she knew.) Rather, it was the exhausted sympathy for the misfortunes of someone who, a long time ago, had been a difficult friend. And so, as she came into Kolhari port, numbed by an experience of rejection and death, she kept telling herself that whomever she might now become, it was this experience that would be responsible for anything bad or good that ever befell her again; yet while she was trying to rehearse all the awfulness of the past months, sort it all out in memory as the portscape drew nearer and nearer through the dawn, fragments of it were constantly slipping from memory, and her imagination kept retreating through the years to afternoon walks with Venn, to the night on the tiny beach with flames out on the water.

— New York
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The Tale of Small Sarg


	And if, tomorrow all the history on which it is based is found to be defective, the clay tablets wrongly interpreted, or the whole formed out of a mistaken identification of several periods and places, our reading of it will not be affected in the slightest, for the Stranger, the City, the sights, smells and sounds, formed by the poet out of history and human activity, are real now at another level of being.



—NOEL STOCK, Reading the Cantos
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IN THAT BRUTAL AND barbaric time he was a real barbarian prince—which meant that his mother’s brother wore women’s jewelry and was consulted about animals and sickness. It meant at fourteen his feet were rough from scurrying up rough-barked palms, and his palms were hard from pulling off the little nodules of sap from the places where new shoots had broken away. Every three or four years the strangers came to trade for them colored stones and a few metal cutting tools; as a prince, he was expected to have collected the most. It meant his hair was matted and that hunger was a permanent condition relieved every two or three days when someone brought in a piece of arduously tracked and killed game, or a new fruit tree was (so rarely) found: for his tribe did not have even the most primitive of agricultural knowledge.

Everyone said fruit and game were getting scarcer.

To be a barbarian prince meant that when his mother yelled and shrieked and threatened death or tribal expulsion, people did what she said with dispatch—which included stoning Crazy Nargit to death. Crazy Nargit, within the space of a moon’s coming and going, had gotten into an argument with a woman called Blin and killed her. Everyone said that Blin had been in the wrong, but still. Then Nargit got into another fight with Kudyuk and broke the young tow-headed hunter’s leg so that Kudyuk would be unable to walk for a year and would limp for the rest of his life. Also, Crazy Nargit had killed a black, female rat (which was sacred) and for two days wandered around the village holding it by the tail and singing an obscene song about a tree spirit and a moth. The rat, Small Sarg’s mother insisted, made it obvious that Nargit wished for death.

His uncle, shaking his blue-stone strings of women’s ear-bangles, had suggested simply driving Nargit from the tribe.

Sarg’s mother said her brother was almost as crazy as Nargit; the tribe wasn’t strong enough to keep Nargit out if he really wanted to come in and just kill people—which is what, from time to time, with clenched teeth and sweating forehead, shivering like a man just pulled out of the stream after being tied there all night (which several times they had had to do with Nargit when he was much younger), Nargit hissed and hissed and hissed was exactly what he wanted above all things to do. Nargit, his mother explained, was bound to get worse.

So they did it.

Stoning someone to death, he discovered, takes a long time. For the first hour of it, Nargit merely clung to a tree and sang another obscene song. After two more hours, because Sarg was a barbarian prince (and because he was feeling rather ill), he went and found a large rock and came back to the tree at the foot of which Nargit was now curled up, bloody and gasping—two small stones hit Sarg’s shoulder and he barked back for the others to cease. Then he smashed Nargit’s skull. To be a barbarian prince meant that, if he wanted to, he could put on women’s jewelry and go off in the woods for long fasting periods and come back and be consulted himself. But he preferred men’s jewelry; there was more of it, it was more colorful, and (because he was a prince) he had a better collection of it than most. His older and radiant sister, who had very red, curly hair, and whose reign, therefore, as barbarian queen was expected to be quite spectacular, was already practicing the imperial ways of his mother.

Small Sarg was left pretty much alone.

The stretch of woods that went from just beyond the fork of the little river and the big stream (where many weasels lived) up to the first fissure in the rocky shelves (two days’ walk all told) he knew to practically every tree, to every man-path and deer-path, almost every rock and nearly every pebble; indeed, most of the animals that lived there he could identify individually as well as he could recognize all the human members of the Seven Clans, which, together, formed his principality. Outside that boundary, there was nothing: and nothing was part of darkness, night, sleep, and death, all of which were mysterious and powerful and rightly the province of terror—all outside his principality was unknown, ignored, and monstrous. The Seven Clans consisted of the Rabbit Clan, the Dog Clan, the Green Bird Clan, and the Crow Clan—this last of which was his.

It was only after the strangers came and took him away that it occurred to him there really were just four to the Seven Clans, and that therefore his tribe had probably once been much larger. Suddenly Small Sarg began to conceptualize something that fitted very closely to a particular idea of history—which, because we have never truly been without it, is ultimately incomprehensible to the likes of you and me—only one of the many ideas he had been learning in the rough, brutal, and inhuman place they called civilization. Once that had happened, of course, he could never be a true barbarian again.
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BENEATH THE THATCHED CANOPY that covered half the square, the market of Ellamon was closing down for the evening. Light slanted across dust scaled, like some reptile, with myriad lapping footprints, a spilled tomato basket, a pile of hay, trampled vegetable leaves … A man with a wicker hamper roped around his shoulders stopped shouting, took a deep breath, and turned to amble away from under the canopy, off down an alley. A woman with a broom trailed a swirling pattern as she backed across the dust, erasing her own bare footprints among a dozen others. Another man pulled a toppling, overturning, evergrowing pile of garbage across the ground with a rake.

In one corner, by a supporting post, a fat man stopped wiping sweat from his bald head to brush at a bushy mustache in which, despite his pullings and pluckings, were still some bread flakes, and a bit of apple skin; also something stuck the corner hairs together at the left. His dark belly lapped a broad belt set with studs. A ring with a modern and sophisticated key, a double forefinger’s length, hung at the hip of his red, ragged skirt.

Beside him on the ground, chained in iron collars, sat: an old man, knees, elbows, and vertebrae irregular knobs in parchment skin otherwise as wrinkled as many times crushed and straightened vellum; a woman who might have just seen twenty, in gray rags, a strip of cloth tied around her head, with an ugly scab showing from under the bandage. Her short hair above and below the dirty cloth was yellow-white as goat’s butter; her eyes were narrow and blue. She sat and held her cracked feet and rocked a little. The third was a boy, his skin burned to a gold darker than his matted hair; there was a bruise on his arm and another on his bony hip. He squatted, holding his chain in one hand, intently rubbing the links in his rough fingers with a leaf.

A shadow moved across the dust to fall over the single heavy plank to which all their chains were peg-locked.

The slaver and the woman looked up. The old man, one shoulder against the support pole, slept.

The boy rubbed.

The man whose shadow it was was very tall; on the blocky muscles of arm, chest, and shin the veins sat high in thin, brown skin. He was thick legged; his face bore a six-inch scar; his genitals were pouched in a leather web through which pushed hair and scrotal flesh. Rings of brass clinked each step about one wide ankle; his bare feet were broad, flat, and cracked on their hard edges. A fur bag hung on his hip from a thin chain that slanted his waist; a fur knife-sheath hung from a second chain that slanted the other way. Around his upper arm, chased with strange designs, was a brass bracelet so tight it bit into the muscle. From his neck, on a thong, hung a bronze disk, blurred with verdigris. His dusty hair had been braided to one side with another leather strip, but, with the business of the day, braid and leather had come half unraveled. The leather dangled over the multiple heads of his ridged and rigid shoulder. He stopped before the plank, looked down at the chained three, and ground one fore-knuckle around in his right nostril. (Black on one thumbnail told of a recent injury; the nails were thick, broad through heredity, short from labor, and scimitared at cuticle and crown with labor’s more ineradicable grime.) His palms were almost as cracked and horny as his soles. He snuffled hugely, than spat.

Dust drew into his mucus, graying the edge.

‘So. This is the lousy lot left from the morning?’ The man’s voice was naturally hoarse; bits of a grin scattered among general facial signs of contempt.

‘The girl is sound and cooks in the western style, though she’s strong enough for labor—or would be with some fattening. And she’s comely.’ The slaver spread one hand on his belly, as if to keep it from tearing away with its own dark doughy weight; he squinted. ‘You were here this morning, and I was speaking to you about a price …?’

‘I was here,’ the man said, ‘passing in the crowd. We didn’t speak.’

‘Ah, just looking then. Take the girl. She’s pale, passionate and pretty; knows how to keep herself clean. She’s of a good temper—’

‘You’re a liar,’ the tall man said.

The slaver went on as though he had not been interrupted: ‘But you are interested in buying …? In this high and loathsome hold, they seem to think slaves are too good for them. Believe me, it’s not as if they were concerned with the fates of the wretches for sale. I want you to know I take care of my wares. I feed them once a day and put them through a bathhouse, wherever we happen to be, once every new moon. That’s more than I can say for some. No—’ He wiped again at his trickling forehead with a fleshy thumb. ‘No, they think here that such luxuries as I have out are namby-pamby and not suited for the austere mountain life.’

A brown child with a near-bald head, breasts small as two handfuls of sand, and rags wrapped around her middle, ran up clutching something in leaves. ‘A dragon’s egg!’ she panted and, blinking, opened her hands. ‘A dragon’s egg, fertile and ready to hatch, from the corrals of the flying beasts not two miles above in the rocks. Only a bit of silver. Only a—’

‘Go on with you,’ said the slaver. ‘What do you think, I’ve never been in the high hold of fabled Ellamon before? Last time I was here, someone tried to sell me a whole trayful of these things; swore I could raise the beasts into a prime flock and make my fortunate.’ He humphed, making to push the child, who merely turned to the tall man.

‘A dragon’s egg …?’

‘A dragon’s egg would be a good bargain at only a bit of silver.’ The man prodded the leathery thing in the leaves with a rough forefinger. ‘But this—I spent a week here, once, picking these off the trees that grow down near the Faltha Falls. Dragonfruit they’re called. Lay them in the sun for a week, turning them every day, and you have something that looks a pretty passable version of one of the winged wonders’ seeds.’

‘Is that how they do it?’ The slaver flapped both hands on his stomach.

‘—only you forgot to pull the stem off this one,’ the tall man said. ‘Now go away.’

The girl, still blinking, ran off a few steps, looked back—not at the two men standing, but at the tow-headed woman, whose hair was as short as (if so much lighter than) her own, who was still sitting, who was still rocking, who was whispering something to herself now.

‘So, you know the lay of the rocks ’round Ellamon.’ The dark-armed slaver moved his hands up and down over his stomach, moving his stomach up and down. ‘What’s your name?’

‘Gorgik—unless I have need for another. When I do, I take another for a while. But I’ve stopped in many mountain holds over the years, fabled or unfabled, to spend a day, or a week, or a month. That makes Ellamon no different for me from any hundred other towns on the desert, among the peaks, or in the jungles.’ Gorgik inclined his scarred face toward the slaves, gesturing with his blunt, stubbled chin. ‘Where are they from?’

‘The old man? Who knows. He’s the one I couldn’t sell in the last lot—a bunch of house slaves, and him. All the time asleep anyway. The boy’s new-captured from some raid in the south. A barbarian from the jungles just below the Vygernangx …’ One hand left the slaver’s gut to prod at Gorgik’s chest—‘where your astrolabe comes from.’

Gorgik raised a bushy eyebrow.

‘The stars, set so on the rhet, must be from a southern latitide. And the design around the edge—it’s the same as one the boy had on a band around his ankle before we took it off him and sold it.’

‘What’s he doing?’ Gorgik frowned. ‘Trying to wear his chains through by rubbing them with a leaf?’

The slaver frowned too. I’ve kicked him a couple of times. But he won’t stop. And he certainly won’t rub it through in his lifetime!’

With his knee, Gorgik nudged the boy’s shoulder, ‘What are you doing?’

The boy did not even look up, but kept on rubbing the leaf against the link.

‘He’s simpleminded?’ Gorgik asked.

‘Now the woman,’ said the slaver, not answering, ‘is from a little farming province in the west. Apparently she was once captured by raiders from the desert. I guess she escaped, made it all the way to the port of Kolhari, where she was working as a prostitute on the waterfront; but without guild protection. Got taken by slavers again. Thus it goes. She’s a fine piece, the pick of the lot as far as I can see. But no one wants to buy her.’

The woman’s eyes suddenly widened. She turned her head just a little, and a faint shivering took her. She spoke suddenly, in a sharp and shrill voice that seemed addressed not to Gorgik but to someone who might have stood six inches behind him and seven inches to the side: ‘Buy me, master! You will take me, please, away from him! We go to the desert tribes and I’ll be sold there again. Do you know what they do to women slaves in the desert? I was there before. I don’t want to go back. Please, take me, master. Please—’

Gorgik asked: ‘How much for the boy?’

The woman stopped, her mouth still open around a word. Her eyes narrowed, she shivered again, and her eyes moved on to stare somewhere else. (The girl with the false egg, who had been standing fifteen feet off, turned now and ran.) Once more the woman began to rock.

‘For him? Twenty bits of silver and your astrolabe there—I like the quality of its work.’

‘Five bits of silver and I keep my astrolabe. You want to get rid of them before you have to waste more on their food—and bathhouses. The Empress’s slave-tax falls due within the next full moon on all who would take slaves across province lines. If you’re going with these to the desert—’

‘Three Imperial gold pieces and you can have the lot of them. The boy’s the best of the three, certainly. In Kolhari I could get three gold pieces stamped with the face of the Empress for him alone.’

‘This isn’t Kolhari. This is a mountainhold where they pay mountain prices. And I don’t need three slaves. I’ll give you ten iron pieces for the boy just to shut you up.’

‘Thirteen and your astrolabe there. You see I couldn’t take the thirteen by itself because certain gods that I respect consider that a highly dangerous number—’

‘I’ll keep my astrolabe and give you twelve, which is twice six—which certain other gods regard as highly propitious. Now stop this back-country squabbling and—’

But the slaver was already squatting by the heavy plank, twisting one of his identical thick keys in the peg lock while sweat beaded the creases on his neck. ‘Well, get it out. Get your money out. Let’s see it.’

Gorgik fingered apart his fur sack and shook out a palmful of coins, pushing off some with his thumb to clink back in. ‘There’s your money.’ He poured the palmful into the slaver’s cupped hands, then took the proffered key and bent to grab up the loosened chain. ‘The iron coin is Imperial money too, and supposed to be worth two and a half silver bits to the Empress’s tax collectors.’ Gorgik tugged the boy up by the shoulder, wound the chain high on the boy’s arm, pulled it tight across the narrow back, and wound it high on the other arm: pigeoning the shoulders made running at any speed impossible.

‘I know the Imperial money. In five years’ time you won’t see any other sort—more’s the pity.’ The slaver fingered through, translating the various coinage into imperials and adding them with silent tongue and moving lips. ‘And you know too, apparently, the way they bind slaves in the mines down at the Faltha’s feet.’ (Gorgik finished tying the boy’s wrist; the boy was still looking down at where his leaf had fallen.) ‘Were you once an overseer there? Or a gang foreman?’

‘You have your money,’ Gorgik said. ‘Let me be on my way. You be on yours.’ Gorgik pushed the boy forward and pulled the end of the chain tight. ‘Go on, and keep out to the very end.’ The boy started walking. Gorgik followed. ‘If you run,’ Gorgik said, matter of factly, ‘in a single tug I can break both your arms. And if I have to do that, then I’ll break your legs too and leave you in a ditch somewhere. Because you’ll be no use to me at all.’

From behind the slaver called: ‘Are you sure I can’t buy your astrolabe? Two silver bits! It’s a nice piece, and I have a yearning for it!’

Gorgik walked on.

As they passed from under the scraggly market awning, the boy twisted back to look at Gorgik with a serious frown.

He wasn’t a good-looking boy. His shoulders were as tan as river mud. His hair, bleached in bronze streaks, was matted low on his forehead. His green eyes were bright, small, and set too close. His chin was wide and weak, his nose was sharp and arched—in short, he looked like any other dirty and unmannered barbarian (they had lived in their own, filthy neighborhoods along Alley of Gulls at the north side of the Spur whenever any of them had ended up in Kolhari). The boy said: ‘You should have taken the woman. You get her work in the day, her body at night.’

Gorgik tugged the chain. ‘You think I’ll get any less from you?’
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GORGIK ATE HEARTILY FROM a heavily laden table. He joined in an army song and beat a mug of rum on the boards in unison with the mugs of the soldiers; half his spilled over the horny knot of his fist. With the fifteen-year-old barmaid on his knee, he told a story to three soldiers that made the girl shriek and the soldiers roar. A very drunk man challenged him to dice; Gorgik lost three rounds and suspected that the dice were loaded by an old and fallible system; his next bet, which he won, confirmed it. But the man’s drunkenness seemed real, for Gorgik had been watching him drink. In a long, long swallow, Gorgik finished his mug and staggered away from the table looking far drunker than he was. Two women who had come to the mountains from the plains and, having eaten behind a screen, had come out to watch the game, laughed shrilly. The soldiers laughed gruffly. And, at least, the barmaid was gone. One of the soldiers wanted the older of the women to gamble with the drunken dice man.

Gorgik found the inn owner’s wife in the kitchen. Outside, a few moments later, furs piled high as his chin, furs swinging against his ankles (as it was too warm for furs inside the house, she hadn’t even charged him), Gorgik edged between the ox-rail and the cistern wall and out of the light on the packed dirt behind the pantry window.

The inn, frequent in provincial middle-class cities, had once been a great house; the house had been closed up, ruined, parts of it pulled down, parts of it rebuilt. For more than a century only a third of it had stood at any one time; seldom for twenty years had it been the same third.

Gorgik carried the furs across what might have once been a great hall, or perhaps an open court. He stepped over stones that had, centuries or decades ago, been a wall. He walked by a wall still standing, and up a stand of rocks. Earlier, when he had asked the inn-keeper’s wife where to house his slave, she had told him to put the boy in one of the ‘outrooms.’

Out of the three, one had been filled with benches, branches, broken three-legged pots no one had gotten ’round to mending, and a cart with a shattered axle; the other two were fairly empty, but one had an unpleasant smell. The ‘outrooms’ had probably once been quite as ‘inside’ the house as the pantry in which the heavy, spotty-cheeked woman had paused, on her way from kitchen to common room with a basket of roots on her hip, to instruct Gorgik the way here to them. The rooms sat alone on a rag of granite that raveled away behind the inn itself, a single wall from one winding down (here and there fallen down), to join with the wall of the standing wing.

This was Gorgik’s third trip to the outrooms.

The first trip, just before sunset, had been to chain up his young barbarian to the post that supported what was still left of the room’s sagging ceiling (the straw was sticking out of the cracked daub): more than half the ceiling was down and most of two walls had fallen, so that the room was missing one corner.

The second trip, before his own dinner, had been to bring the barbarian his supper—a pan of the same roots the woman had been carrying, skinned and boiled with a little olive oil. In taste, texture, and color they were between sweet potatoes and turnips. Also, in the pan, were pieces of fried fat that, if still hot and served with salt and mustard, were fairly tasty. It was standard fare for a laboring slave, and substantially better than the boy would have gotten with his slaver. Gorgik had paid the extravagant price for salt, and, in the smokey kitchen, stolen a handful of ground mustard and another of chopped green pepper from two crocks on the table, scattered them about the pan, then, brushing his hands against his leg, ducked under the slant beam of the kitchen’s transom, with a yellow mustard flower on his thigh.

The third trip—this one—was to bring out the blankets—not that it was particularly chill tonight. As he reached the room, a black cloud dropped its silvered edge from the moon (one of the rugs, up under his chin, tickling the side of his nose in the pulsing breeze, was white); as the leaf-rush up about the thick trunks stilled, Gorgik heard the sound that had begun before the end of his first visit, had continued all through his second, and was whispering on into this, his third.

Gorgik stepped over the broken wall.

The boy, squatting away from him, so that only one knee was in direct moonlight, rubbed and rubbed his chain with a leaf.

The food in the pan was gone.

Gorgik dropped two of the furs on the rock floor and began to spread the third, black one.

The boy kept rubbing.

‘I bought you—’ Gorgik kicked a corner straight—‘because I thought you were simple. You’re not. You’re crazy. Stop that. And tell me why you’re doing it.’ He shook out the second, white fur, dropped it to lap the black, and flung out the brown on top of both.

The barbarian stopped, then squat-walked around and squinted at his owner, dropping both forearms over his knees; the chain hung down from his neck (a length sagged between his two fists) to coil on the ground before snaking away to its pole back in the dark. The boy said: ‘I am dead, yes? So I do my death task.’

‘You’re crazy is what you are. That scraping and rubbing, it gets on my nerves.’ Gorgik stepped on to the blanket edge and sat down. ‘Come over here.’

The boy, without rising, squat-walked on to the white fur. (Behind him, the chain lifted an inch from the ground, swung.) ‘I am not crazy. I am dead. Nargit was crazy, but not …’ The boy lowered his eyes, moving his thin upper lip around over his teeth—one of which, Gorgik had noticed by now, lapped the tooth beside, giving all his barbaric expressions still another imperfection. ‘Crazy Nargit is dead too … now. Because I kill him … I wonder if I would meet him here.’

Gorgik frowned, waited.

The mark of the truly civilized is their (truly baffling to the likes of you and me) patience with what truly baffles.

The boy said: ‘I have as many lifetimes as there are leaves on a catalpa tree three times the height of a man in which to go at my task. So I must get back to work.’ He brought leaf and link together; then he dropped his eyes again. ‘But already I am very tired of it.’

Gorgik pursed his lips. ‘You look very much alive to me.’ He grunted. ‘Had I thought you were dead, I never would have purchased you. A dead slave is not much use.’

‘Oh, I am already dead, all right!’ The boy looked up. ‘I figure it out, at the beginning. It is almost exactly like the tales of my uncle. I am chain in a place where there is no night and there is no day; and if I rub a single leaf against my chain for a length of time equal to as many lifetimes as there are leaves on a catalpa tree three times the height of a man, my chain will wear away, I shall be free, and I can go to the fork in the river where there will always be full fruit trees and easy game … But you know?’ The barbarian cocked his head. ‘When they took me from the forest, they chain me right away. And right away I begin my task. But after a week, a whole week into this death of mine, when they gave me to the man from which you took me, they took away my old chain—and gave me a new one! And it wasn’t fair. Because I had already work at my task for a week. Work hard. And do it faithfully every waking hour. A week, I know, is not so much out of a length of time equal to as many lifetimes as there are leaves on a catalpa tree three times the height of a man. Still I had work hard. I had do my task. And it make me very discouraged. So discouraged I almost cry.’

‘Let me tell you something about being a slave,’ Gorgik said, quietly. ‘Even if you work at your task a length of time equal to the number of lifetimes as there are leaves in an entire catalpa forest, as soon as your master sees that you are one leaf’s thickness nearer freedom, he will promptly put you in another chain.’ There was a length of silence. Then Gorgik said: ‘If I take that chain off, will you run?’

The boy frowned. ‘I do not even know which way I should go to find the fork in the river from here. And I am very tired.’

‘How long have you been captured now?’

The barbarian shrugged. ‘A moon, a moon-and-a-half … But it feel like a man’s lifetime.’

Gorgik fingered for the pouch dangling beside his buttock, took out the key, went forward on his knees, and reached for the boy’s neck. The boy raised his chin sharply. The key went into the lock; the chain fell—soft on fur, a-clink on rock.

Gorgik went back to sitting, rolling the key between his fingers.

The boy reached up and felt his neck. ‘Will you take the collar off too?’

‘No,’ Gorgik said. ‘I won’t take the collar off.’

Slave and owner squatted and sat at opposite edges of the blanket, one frowning, fingering his collar, the other watching, turning his key.

Then the moonlight in the boy’s matted hair darkened.

Both looked up.

‘What are those?’ the barbarian asked.

‘The giant flying lizards which these mountains are fabled for. They raise them in the corrals further up among the rocks.’ Gorgik suddenly lay back on the fur. ‘They are the special wards of the Child Empress, groomed and trained with special riders. There—’ Gorgik pointed up through the broken roof. ‘Another one. And another.’

The boy went forward on all fours and craned his head up to see. ‘I saw some out earlier. But not as many as now.’ Now the barbarian sat, crossing his legs. One knee bumped Gorgik’s.

Dark wings interrupted the moonlight; and more wings; and more. Then the wings were away.

‘Strange to see so many out,’ Gorgik said. ‘When I was last through Ellamon, I only saw one my whole stay—and that might have been a mountain vulture, off between the crags.’

‘No vulture has a tail—or a neck—like that.’

Grunting his agreement, Gorgik stretched on the rug. His ankle hit the food pan; it scraped over rock. He drew his foot back from stone to fur. ‘There, the whole flock is coming back again. Move over here, and you can see.’

‘Why are they all over—no, they’re turning.’ The barbarian moved nearer Gorgik and leaned back on his elbows. ‘They have riders? What must it be to fly so high, even above the mountains?’

Gorgik grunted again. He put one hand under his head and stretched out the other—just as the barbarian lay down. The metal collar hit Gorgik’s horny palm; the matted head started to lift, but Gorgik’s horny fingers locked the nape. The barbarian looked over.

Gorgik, eyes on the careening shapes aloft, said: ‘Do you know what we are going to do together here?’

Suddenly the barbarian’s frown changed again. ‘We are?’ He pushed himself up on an elbow and looked at the scarred, stubbled face, the rough, dark hair. ‘But that’s silly. You’re a man. That is what boys do, away from the village huts, off in the forest. You become a man, you take a woman and you do it in your house with her. You don’t do it with boys in the woods any more.’

Gorgik gave a snort that may have had laughter in it. ‘I’m glad you have done it before, then. It is better that way.’ He glanced at the barbarian. ‘Yes …?’

The barbarian, still frowning, put his head back down on the fur. Gorgik’s fingers relaxed.

Suddenly the slave sat up and looked down at his owner. ‘All right. We do it. But you take this off me.’ He hooked a finger under the collar. ‘You take this off … please. Because …’ He shook his head. ‘Because, if I wear this, I don’t know if I can do anything.’

‘No,’ Gorgik said. ‘You keep it on.’ Looking up at the barbarian, he snorted again. ‘You see … if one of us does not wear it, I will not be able to … do anything.’ At the barbarian’s puzzled look, Gorgik raised one bushy eyebrow and gave a small nod. ‘And right now, I do not feel like wearing it … at least tonight. Some other night I will take it off you and put it on myself. Then we will do it that way. But not now.’ Gorgik’s eyes had again gone to the sky; what darkened the moon now were cloud wisps. He looked back at the boy. ‘Does it seem so strange to you, barbarian? You must understand; it is just part of the price one pays for civilization. Fire, slavery, cloth, coin, and stone—these are the basis of civilized life. Sometimes it happens that one or another of them gets hopelessly involved in the most basic appetites of a woman or a man. There are people I have met in my travels who cannot eat food unless it has been held long over fire; and there are others, like me, who cannot love without some mark of possession. Both, no doubt, seem equally strange and incomprehensible to you, ’ey, barbarian?’

The boy, his expression changed yet again, lowered himself to his elbow. ‘You people, here in the land of death, you really are crazy, yes?’ He put his head down on the crook of Gorgik’s arm. Gorgik’s hand came up to close on the barbarian’s shoulder. The barbarian said: ‘Every time I think I am wearing one chain, I only find that you have changed it for another.’ Gorgik’s fingers on the barbarian’s shoulder tightened.
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SMALL SARG WOKE SMELLING beasts too near. But his next breath told him the beasts were long dead. He turned his face on the fur, relaxed his fingers around the rug’s edge (fur one side, leather the other). Beside him, Gorgik’s great shoulder jerked in the darkness and the rough voice mumbled: ‘… get away from me … get away, you little one-eyed devil …’ Gorgik flopped over on his back, one hand flinging up above his head. His eyes were closed, his mouth opened. His breathing, irregular for three, then four, then five breaths, returned to its normal, soundless rhythm. Stubbled overlip and wet underlip moved about some final, silent word: through none of it, Sarg saw, had sleep been broken.

The boy pushed up on his elbow to regard the man. The chain was coiled away on the rock. The collar, wide open, lay half on brown fur near Gorgik’s cracked and horny foot.

Getting to his knees, Sarg reached down and picked it up. He drew his legs beneath him on the rug and held the half-circles in each fist, working the whispering hinge. He looked back at his owner. On that tree-trunk of a neck, the collar—closed—would cut into the windpipe and pull in the flanking ligaments. On Sarg it had hung loosely, rubbing the knobs of his collarbone.

‘Why would you wear this?’ the barbarian asked the sleeping man. ‘It does not fit you. It does not fit me.’

Gorgik rolled back on his side; and for a moment the barbarian wondered if the man were really sleeping.

A sound that might have been a leaf against a leaf came from somewhere. The barbarian noted it, because that too had always been his way. With a disgusted grimace, he put down the collar, rose to his feet in a motion, stepped to the rock, grabbed the broken wall, leaped (outside that sound again) and came down facing a moon shattered by a lace of leaves and four times as large as any moon should be, as it fell toward the obscured horizon.

He looked around at the fallen rocks, at the trees, at the walls of the inn, and the flakes of light laid over them all. Then, because not only was he a barbarian but a barbarian prince as well—which meant that a number of his naturally barbaric talents had been refined by training even beyond the impressive level of your ordinary jungle dweller—he said to the little girl hiding behind the bushes in back of the fallen wall (she would have been completely invisible to the likes of you and me): ‘So, you have got rid of your false dragon’s egg now.’ For he could detect such things on the night’s breath. ‘Why are you crouching back there and watching us?’

What had been the sound of a leaf against a leaf became the sound of a foot moving on leaves. The girl pushed back the brush, stood up, climbed up on the wall, and jumped down. She was all over a dapple of moonlight, short hair, bare breasts and knees. From her breathing, which for the barbarian played through the sounds of night, Sarg could tell she was afraid.

The boy felt very superior to the girl and rather proud of his talent for detecting the unseeable. To show his pride, he squatted down, without lifting his heels from the rock, and folded his arms on his knees. He smiled.

The girl said: ‘You are not a slave any more.’

The barbarian, who had thought very little to date about what a slave exactly was (and therefore had thought even less about what it was not to be one), cocked his head, frowned, and grunted questioningly.

‘You no longer wear the collar. So you are not a slave.’ Then she took a breath. ‘The woman is.’

‘What woman?’ the barbarian asked.

‘The woman you were bound with down at the market today. And the old man. I went down earlier tonight to the campsite where the slaver kept his cart. Then I came here where your new master had taken you. The woman still wears her collar.’

‘And who did you finally sell your egg to?’ the boy asked.

‘I threw it away—’ In a welter of moon-dapplings the girl squatted too, folding her arms on her own knees. (The barbarian heard the change in her breathing that told him that she was both lying and no longer frightened.) She said: ‘Did you see the dragons, earlier tonight, flying against the moon? I climbed up on the rocks to the corrals, to watch the riders go through their full-moon maneuvers. You know the fabled flying dragons are cousins to the tiny night lizards that scurry about the rocks on spring evenings. There’s a trainer there who showed me how the great flying beasts and the little night crawlers have the same pattern of scales in black and green on the undersides of their hind claws.’

‘And who is this trainer? Is he some aged local who has trained the great dragons and their riders to darken the moon in your parents’ time and your parents’ parents’?’

‘Oh, no,’ She took a little breath. ‘She comes from far away, in the Western Crevasse. She has a two-pronged sword and she is not a very old woman—she has no more years than your master. But she wears a mask and is the only dragon trainer who will take time off to talk to me or the other children who creep up to the corrals. The other trainers chase us away. For the other trainers, yes, are local women who have trained dragons and their riders all their lives. But she has only worked here since last winter. The other trainers only talk among themselves or to the riders—usually to curse them.’

The barbarian cocked his head the other way. ‘So here in this mountain hold, the training of dragons is a woman’s rite?’

‘The riders are all girls,’ the girl explained. ‘That’s because if the dragons are to fly, the riders must be small and light … But the girls who are impressed to be riders are all bad girls—ones who are caught stealing, or fighting, or those who have babies out of wedlock and kill them or sell them; or those who are disrespectful to their fathers. To groom and ride the dragons is dangerous work. The riders ride bareback, with only a halter; and if a dragon turns sharply in the sky, or mounts a glide-current too suddenly, a girl can be thrown and fall down to the rocks a thousand feet below. And since the dragons can only glide a few hundred yards, if they come down in rough and unclimbable terrain, and the dragons cannot take off again, then dragon and rider are left to die there. They say no girl has ever escaped … though sometimes I think they say that only to frighten the riders from trying.’

‘And would you ride dragons?’ the barbarian asked.

‘I am not a bad girl,’ the little girl said. ‘When I go home, if my cousin discovers I have been out, she will beat me. And she will call me the curse left on her from her own cousin’s womb.’

The barbarian snorted. ‘If I were to return to my home now, contaminated by this death I am living my uncle would no doubt beat me too—to drive away the demons I would bring back with me. Though no one would call me a curse.’

The girl snorted now (hearing it, the barbarian realized whom he had been imitating when he’d first made the sound. Are these the ways that civilization passed on? he wondered); the girl apparently did not think much of, or possibly understand, such demons. She said: ‘I would like to ride a dragon. I would like to mount the great humped and scaly back, and grip the halter close in to my sides. I’d obey all the trainers’ instructions and not be lazy or foolish like the riders who endanger their lives in their uncaring mischief and devilment … do you know that the riders killed a man two months ago? He was a stranger who had heard of the fabled band of little girls kept up in the rocks and stole up there to see them. The girls caught him, tied him to a tree upside down by one ankle, then cut him to pieces. And the trainers just looked the other way. Because even though they are only the lowest mountain girls, from bad families every one, all of them criminals and thieves, they are wards of the Child Empress, whose reign is marvelous and miraculous. Oh, they are horribly bad girls! And I am not. You cannot fly, and I cannot fly. Because you are not a girl—and I am not bad.’

‘But you still try to sell strangers false dragon eggs …’ said the boy with gravity.

‘The woman is still a slave,’ said the girl, with equal gravity—though to the barbarian the connection seemed rather unclear. ‘And you are a slave no longer. I snuck down to the camp and watched the slaver feed the woman and the old man—only a handful of yellow mush, not even on a plate but just dumped on the board where they were chained. Then, when the moon was high, he roused them and drove them before him into the night. They will journey through the darkness, toward the desert. He wants to reach the desert soon and sell the woman before the Empress’s slave tax falls due. If the old man cannot travel fast enough, he will break both his legs and heave him over the side of the road. I heard him say it to a salt smuggler who had made camp on the other side of the same clearing.’ Then she added: ‘It was the salt smuggler to whom I sold my egg. I had to hide well so they would not see me … they will do terrible things to the woman in the desert. You may have once been a slave. But you are not a slave now.’

The barbarian was puzzled by the girl’s urgency, which, from her breathing, was moving again toward fear. Because he was a barbarian, the boy sought an explanation in religion: ‘Well, perhaps if she had done her task as faithfully as I had done mine, instead of calling to passersby to buy her, wailing and rocking like a mad woman, and getting herself beaten for her troubles, her scar showing her to have a nasty temper anyway, she too might have gotten a kind master who would have taken off her collar and her chain for the night.’

The girl suddenly rose: ‘You are a fool, you dirty barbarian slave!’ Then she was only a moon-flicker, a leafy crash of feet.

The barbarian, who really knew very little about slavery, but knew nevertheless that the moon was powerful magic, whether the branches of mountain catalpas or the wings of soaring dragons shattered its light, shivered slightly. He rose, turned, and climbed back over the outroom’s wall.

Seated again on the blanket, he looked at sleeping Gorgik for a while; the broad back was toward him. The tight bronze band high on the arm caught the moon’s faint breath in its chased edge. After a while, the boy again picked up the hinged collar.

He started to put it around his own neck, then returned it to his lap, frowning. He looked again at his sleeping owner. The barbarian moved up the blanket. ‘If I try to close it, he will wake up; though if I only place it around his neck …’ Again on his knees, he laid the collar on the thick neck—and was settling back down when the great chest heaved, heaved again; Gorgik rolled over. His eyes opened in his scarred, sleep-laden face. Gorgik shoved himself up on one elbow; his free hand swept across his chest to his chin. The collar flew (landing, Small Sarg could not help noting despite his startlement, near the foot of the blanket only inches away from where he had first picked it up by Gorgik’s foot); for a drawn-out breath, owner and property looked at each other, at the collar, and at each other again.

True wakefulness came to Gorgik’s eyes; the eyes narrowed. A certain handsomeness that, by day, overrode the scar, the heavy features, the reddened eyes, and the unshaven jaw, had vanished in the shadow. Though it did not upset Sarg the way it might have someone less barbaric, the boy saw a combination of strength, violence, and ugliness in Gorgik’s face which, till now, had not struck him.

‘What is it …?’ Gorgik asked. ‘What is it, barbarian?’

‘That,’ the boy said, who only in the instant that he actually spoke saw what he now pointed to. ‘The man who sold me to you said that come from the south—from the part of the country which is my home. Do you know my home country … I mean, have you ever go there?’

Gorgik dropped his chin to stare down at the astrolabe hanging against his chest. He snorted. ‘I don’t know your home, boy; and I don’t want to know it. Now lie down and go to sleep, or the collar goes back on. We have to move early tomorrow when we quit this mountain sumphole for Kolhari.’ Gorgik lay down again and twisted around on the blanket, pulling a corner over his shoulder that immediately fell off, kicking at a fur fold that seemed to have worked its way permanently beneath his shin. His eyes were closed.

The barbarian lay beside him, very still. After a few minutes Gorgik’s heavy, brown, braceleted arm fell over Sarg’s paler shoulder. The barbarian, feeling more or less awake yet drifting off to sleep far more often than he realized, and Gorgik, wide awake but lying perfectly still with his eyes closed and hoping to be thought sleeping, lay together till sunrise, for by now it was only an hour or two till morning.
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May 1978



The Tale of Potters and Dragons


	The justification of such abbreviation of method is that the sequence of images coincides and concentrates into one intense impression of barbaric civilization. The reader has to allow the images to fall into his memory successively without questioning the reasonableness of each at the moment; so that, at the end, a total effect is produced.



—T.S. ELIOT, Preface to Anabase
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‘… ENTIRELY A GOOD IDEA, my boy.’ The old man with the clay-ey hands sat back on the split-log bench to rest dark knuckles, rouged with terracotta, on rough knees. ‘Think of the people it connects! It makes all of us one, as if we were fingers a-jut off a single palm: myself, a common pot spinner, a drudger forty years in this poor waterfront shop in this poor port city; a noble gentleman like Lord Aldamir, once an intimate, you may be sure, of the Child Empress herself (whose reign—’ The knuckles came up from knee to forehead, and the wrinkled eyes dropped to the shards about the floor—‘is fine and fecund); and even that taciturn giant of a messenger who approached me with that distant lord’s ingenuous plan; and the children who will buy the little treasures, bounce them, prattle over them, trade and treasure them. It is as though we are all rendered heart, bone, liver, and lights of a single creature. Money—’ and his eyes rose as high at the name of the exchange commodity as they had dropped low at the mention of the Empress—‘is what allows it all to be. Yes, though others argue, I’m convinced it’s an entirely good thing. Ah, my boy, I can remember back when it was all trade. A pot went out; eggs came in. Another pot; barley this time. Another pot; goat’s milk. But suppose I wanted cheese when there was only butter available? Suppose someone with butter needed grain but had more than enough pots? Oh, those were perilous times—and perilous in ways that money, which can be saved, stored, spent wisely or foolishly, and doesn’t go bad like eggs or butter, has abolished. But that was fifty years ago and need not worry a young head like yours … All of us, a lord, a lord’s man, an enterprising and successful artisan with a will to expand his business, and the little children whose joyous laughter guilds the city from the alleys of the Spur to the gardens of Sallese—the web of money makes us all one!’

‘And the one who sells these little rubber balls you would import from Lord Aldamir in the Garth Peninsula, here to Kolhari.’ The young man smiled.

‘Well, of course, that’s where you come in, Bayle. I am a common potter and you are a common potter’s boy: but though I am as near sixty as you are near twenty, believe me, it is only a beginning for us both. And I shall need you to do a great deal more than simply sell. We are still a little business and must do everything ourselves, you and I …’

Bayle grinned at the thought of incorporation into this creature whose blood was coin.

‘Yes,’ said old Zwon, for perhaps the seventh time that morning, ‘as far as I can see, money is an entirely good idea! As fine an idea as writing and public drainage systems, I’ll be bound. As fine as fibrous rope and woven fabric—indeed, as the stone chisel and the potter’s wheel itself. And I remember, boy, when every single one of those marvels—save the potter’s wheel—entered my life, or my father’s life, or my grandfather’s. You sit there, and they surround you. You don’t know what the world was like without them. Levers and fulcrums, levers and fulcrums—that’s all there was and they raised stone walls and made cities look like cities. But for the common woman or common man going about a common day’s business, give me a piece of rope or a clay drainpipe any day. Well—’ Zwon’s hands made claws over his knees—‘it will mean a bit of travel for you, Bayle. For Lord Aldamir wants someone whom I trust to visit him in the south and survey the actual orchards—I wonder how extensive those orchards must be if he intends to harvest so many of the little toys—to oversee the shipment personally. Now that, my boy, is the true aristocratic style filtering down to us urban scufflers. Well—’ Between the old knees, clay-ey claws meshed—‘you better get down to the docks, Bayle. You have your bedroll packed, your letter of introduction to his Lordship. The boat sails this afternoon, but I want you to be at least an hour early, since we have yet to invent an accurate timetable for shipping traffic in and out of Kolhari harbor. Go on, now, boy!’

Bayle, the potter’s boy, with all the delight proper to an eighteen-year-old launched on a journey involving adventure and responsibility, stood up still grinning (was he nervous? Yes!), hoisted his bundle by its woven strap and heaved it over his shoulder. ‘Zwon, I’ll make you proud! I will! Thank you!’

‘Ah,’ said Zwon, ‘these are brutal and barbaric times and you are journeying into the brutal and barbaric south. You may well have to do any number of things on this trip that are not so prideful—I’ll mark that clearly on the clay,’ which was an adage long used by Kolhari potters. ‘What I want you to do is any and all of those things that will make me rich!’

Bayle was a strong, stocky lad, with an inch of nappy black beard—mostly beneath his chin (no real mustache), with broad shoulders from cutting firewood to fit the open pine fires for the rough rhaku ware, and the elm and hickory kilns for the figured, three-legged pots and glazed animals; his forearms were heavy from holding clay to shape on the turning wheel. A comfortably thick body made him look like a young bear—a thickness that twenty years hence would be fat, but for now simply made him look affable. He stood in the middle of the shadowed shop and laughed his most affable laugh, for he was a well-liked youth and knew it. (And to do well when you are well-liked is usually easy.) Laughing, he turned on soft sandals, their broad straps laced to his knees. He strode over shards to the door, ducked his curly head at the slant lintel. He did not need to; but a year ago an extraordinarily tall and handsome black had worked for a month in the shop, who had needed to duck in order to enter and leave: and Bayle, impressed with the man’s carriage, had taken up the gesture, though the top of his own head—and Bayle’s father, a fat man with remnants of the same onyx nap, had been bald at twenty-five—barely brushed the wide-grained plank. With thumb under his belt, Bayle adjusted the cloth, bound once between his legs and twice around his hips, and stepped to the pitted street.

Half a dozen potter’s shops squeezed between fish stalls, wine sellers, cheap taverns and cramped dwellings—a third the shops that had been there fifty years ago, which had given the waterfront end of the alley its name: Potters’ Lane. An irony: three blocks over, port Kolhari supported some seventeen more potters in a street named, incongruously enough, Netmenders’ Row.

Lugging his roll on his back, grown quickly sweaty beneath it, Bayle went down the curving alley, its right side a-blaze with white sun (bright, warn-wood buildings), the left a-swim in blue shadows (garbage-clotted puddles still drying about the uneven road). Ships usually departed in the morning or the evening—now it was no more than an hour after noon. The little street emptied him out on Old Pavē, five times as wide, a third as crowded: oxcarts trundled, merchants strolled by with heads hooded or parasols raised against the heat. Bayle’s bundle slid on his back with his striding; the strap was wet on his dribbling shoulder. Fifty yards ahead, the cobbled road shivered before the docks and warehouses, almost deserted now at the hottest part of the day.

There was his ship!

And the tavern across from it, with scattered oyster shells before it, had colored stuffs hung out on the poles set in the ground for awnings. Three sailors and a porter sat on their stools, leaning together over the split-log benches, laughing quietly and continuously at some endless round-robin account.

Bayle walked in under the awning, set his bundle on broken shells, and sat at an empty table, only vaguely aware of the voices of two women that came from the curtained alcove in the back: he did not pay attention to any of their quiet conversation, that had begun before he’d come in, that continued through his three mugs of cool cider, that was still going on after he got up to wander over to the boat to take a look at his berth.

‘Come now, my girl: don’t mind the heat. There’s your ship. Who knows how many hours before it puts out for the Garth. And a tavern, right across from it! Let’s sit out under one of those awnings in the front and drink a toast to your coming adventure and my coming wealth. Who’d have thought, when I struck up a conversation with you in the public garden only a day after you’d arrived in Kolhari, that, a year later, you’d be my most trusted secretary and my missionary to the south to petition Lord Aldamir! Oh, it’s an enterprise we are well bound up in, and rest assured the result will be wealth for us both. Mark it, Norema—for it is inked like writing on vellum that has soaked clear through and will not come off for all your scraping with a writing knife—’ which was an old adage among Kolhari merchants—‘money draws to money. And we start from a very good position. Ah, ten years ago, when I took over my dear, dead brother’s foundering business—nothing but a mass of papers, names of ships, lists of captains and sailors, and the key to several warehouses in which I found the most terrifying things—I’m sure I felt all the fears that a childless woman of forty, with only the memory of a husband gone out my life before I was thirty, could possibly feel in those hectic and heartless times. But now that I am fifty and have made a go of it for a decade, I have learned some of that fear is actually what men call the thrill of adventure; and I have come to enjoy it, in reasonable doses. Besides, what’s in my warehouses no longer frightens me. Oh, yes, Norema, let us sit here out in the sunlight and drink something heady and hearty!’

‘Madame Keyne,’ said the serious-looking young woman with the short red hair, ‘they have a curtained women’s alcove inside …?’

‘Would you be more comfortable inside?’ the older woman asked in a swirl of diaphanous blues and greens, bracelets and finger chains and anklets and ear bangles a-clatter—for veils and bangles were the rich and conservative attire in that time and place for a rich and conservative matron. ‘But then—’ blues and greens settled—‘you really were asking on my behalf, weren’t you?’ She sighed, and her hands disappeared in the folds of her dress. ‘Here I am—here we are—on the threshold of an adventure, nautical for you and economic for us both: I certainly don’t wish to be bothered now by obstreperous men, neither the well-off who, if we sit out under the awnings, will think their attentions flatter us, nor the not so well-off whose attentions would annoy us though they have no other aim than to make us put up a pleased smile before that annoyance, nor the completely destitute—the mad or crippled ones who live in such pathetic incompetence they cannot tell us from their mothers and expect any woman to hand out food and sympathy and money from sheer constitutional maternalism.’

Norema smiled. ‘But you would be unhappy in the shadowed and curtained women’s alcove, where we could escape such annoyances—’

‘—because I wish to sit out in the air and light. Which is precisely where we would not escape them. Well, it is no surprise to you, having worked for me a year. I do not like woman’s place in this society, and that place is nothing so simple as a curtained alcove in the back corner of a waterfront tavern, or a split-log table in the front of one; that place you know is neither my walled garden in Sallese that makes the world bearable for me, nor my warehouses at the back of the Spur, which makes the bearable possible. And while we stand here brooding over why we can be happy neither in the sun or in the shadow, give a thought too to the brilliant notions on art, economics, or philosophy we are not now having because we are concerned instead with this!’ She beat her hand through her skirts: the blues and greens flew up from layers of indigo and chartreuse. ‘Come, Norema, let us go back into our alcove and enjoy a pitcher of cider!’ The older woman started in among the tables and benches, a faint smile on her face—because she thought the younger woman behind was no doubt smiling too at what that young woman would certainly take to be excessive. The young woman followed with a perfectly serious expression—because, although she felt an almost obsessive compulsion to be honest with her employer, which compulsion grew from the twin motivations that, first, very few other people were, and second, she had an astute awareness of her employer’s rather astonishing business acumen in a world where business was an enterprise not more than three generations old. Norema felt an awe before this woman that had, months ago, decided her that the lightest of Madame Keyne’s pronouncements were worthy of the heaviest consideration—a decision she’d already had many reasons to approve in herself.

‘Norema,’ Madame Keyne said, when they had seated themselves behind the frayed drapery of a particularly glum red and black weave (and before they had let themselves become too annoyed that, after having been seated for five whole minutes, the waiter, who was joking with three men in the front, had not yet served them), ‘something intrigues me—if you’ll allow me to harp on a subject. Now you hail from the Ulvayns. There, so the stories that come to Kolhari would have it, we hear of nothing except the women who captain those fishing boats like men. We doubtless idealize your freedom, here in the midst of civilization’s repressive toils. Nevertheless, I know that were we sitting outside, and some man did come to importune us, you would not be that bothered …?’

‘Nor,’ said Norema, ‘am I particularly annoyed by sitting here in our alcove.’ Then she pulled her hands back into her lap and her serious expression for a moment became a frown. ‘I would be annoyed by the bothersome men; and I could ignore the simply trivial ones—which I suspect would be most of those that actually approached us, Madame Keyne.’

‘But for you to ignore, for you to not be bothered, there must be one of two explanations. And, my girl, I am not sure which of them applies. Either you are so content, so superior to me as a woman, so sure of yourself—thanks to your far better upbringing in a far better land than this—that you truly are above such annoyances, such bothers: which means that art, economics, philosophy, and adventure are not in the least closed to you, but are things you can explore from behind the drapes of our alcove just as easily as you might explore them out in the sun and air. But the other explanation is this: to avoid being bothered, to avoid being annoyed, you have shut down one whole section of your mind, that most sensitive section, the section that responds to even the faintest ugliness precisely because it is what also responds to the faintest nuance of sensible or logical beauty—you must shut it down tight, board it up, and hide the key. And, Norema, if this is what we must do to ourselves to “enjoy” our seat in the sun, then we sit in the shadow not as explorers after art or adventure, but as self-maimed cripples. For those store-chambers of the mind are not opened up and shut down so easily as all that—that is one of the things I have learned in fifty years.’ The waiter pushed back the drape, took Madame Keyne’s curt order for cider with an expressionless nod and a half-hearted swipe of his cloth over the varnished grain, that was certainly (if only because it was less used) cleaner already than any of the tables out in the common room. ‘I do not know which applies to you—to us. I don’t think any woman can be sure.’ (The waiter left.) ‘That’s why I choose to worry and gnaw the question like a cantankerous bitch who will not give up what may well be a very worn-out bit of rug—nevertheless, it suits me to worry it. Even if it doesn’t suit you.’

Norema let herself ponder. ‘Well, Madame, even if I’m not out for art or economics, this journey to the south to negotiate for you with Lord Aldamir is certainly an adventure.’

Madame Keyne laughed—a throaty sound that made Norema suspect, more than anything else, that this childless, widowed woman, whose life seemed so circumscribed by the exacting business of the waterfront and the equally exacting social pleasures of Sallese’s monied residents, had truly lived—though, equally true, neither Sallese nor the waterfront seemed, separately, a life that could have totally satisfied Norema, though both had fascinated her now for a year.

‘I remember when I was a girl, the little balls would wend their way, somehow, every summer, into Kolhari—in my family, we actually called it Neveryóna, back then. (My dear, there are days when I’m surprised I’m still alive!) Rich children in the fountained gardens of Sallese (and I remember, Norema, when the first fountain was invented; all of a sudden there it was—in the back yard of an obnoxious little neighbor whose parents were ever so much more wealthy than mine; then, the next thing you know, everybody had to have one, or two, or a dozen, and the barbarian who had invented them grew very wealthy and, later I heard, went quite mad and drank himself to death in some other city, or so the rumor came back), urchins by the fetid cisterns of the Spur, it made no difference: We all bounced our balls and shouted our rhyme—how did it go?

I went down to Barbàra’s pit,

for all my Lady’s warning …

‘At any rate, the summer sale of those little balls in the ports along the Nevèrÿon coast are as much a part of our life as the rule of the Child Empress herself, whose reign is marvelous and miraculous.’

‘I’m just surprised—’ Some memory deviled the edge of Norema’s pensive expression—‘that nobody ever decided to import them before. I mean in large quantities. Or, else, how did they get here?’

‘Well, there must be a first time for everything. And stranger things than that are happening in our time. Money—’ and here the red ceramic pitcher arrived in the waiter’s hand, along with two mugs on a wet tray, all cooled in the tavern’s ice pit from the great blocks hauled down from the Falthas in winter and stored beneath mounds of sawdust through the hot months—‘I have my serious doubts, Norema, about whether money is a good thing. I heard the other day from a woman who, though she is not at court, is a confidante of Lord Ekoris (who is) that a man approached Her Highness not a month back with a scheme for making money of vellum. The Empress would hold in store all the gold and iron from which we now make coins; the vellum, on which patterns would be embossed in rare inks and of a cleverness so surprising in their design that they could not be imitated by unauthorized means, would be issued to stand for specific amounts of metal, and would be used in place of coins …’ Madame Keyne shook her head, though she noted that expression on her young secretary’s face which had always made her feel that somewhere in Norema’s past the most ingenious of Madame Keyne’s mercantile ideas had been encountered in some other form and that complex comparisons were being made. (But then, Madame Keyne would remind herself, we civilized peoples are always romanticizing the barbaric, and she is really little different from a sensitive, extremely clever, and eager-to-learn barbarian.) ‘The Empress, apparently, discouraged him, quipping that such a plan would be for her unborn granddaughter’s reign. Nevertheless, I still wonder. Each of us, with money, gets further and further away from those moments where the hand pulls the beet root from the soil, shakes the fish from the net into the basket—not to mention the way it separates us from one another, so that when enough money comes between people, they lie apart like parts of a chicken hacked up for stewing … More cider? This barrel must be from Baron Inige’s apple orchards. That fine, cool tartness—I would know it anywhere, my girl. He has a way of making his apples sweet, that he used to tell my father about when we would visit him in the north, involving cow dung and minerals mined in the southern mountains, that, really, verged on sorcery …’

Bayle stepped around barrels and over coiled rope. The slender woman with the short red hair, strangely costumed (from her brass-linked belt, to her open-work boots; and pants. Of soft leather—Bayle had never seen anyone in pants before), rubbed her bare breast absently with a rough hand. (She was probably a little secretary somewhere: secretarying in those days meant mostly the whitening of reed and animal parchments with pumice, the melting of hot wax for wax pads, the sharpening of styluses and the mashing and boiling of berries for juice and the crushing of stones for pigments—it was hard on the hands.) ‘Those boxes,’ she said, frowning. ‘The porters were supposed to have taken those boxes on to the ship this morning. Now the Captain says we’re leaving in ten minutes. And I just see them here now. If they don’t go with me, Madame Keyne will have a fit!’

‘Well, then,’ said Bayle, who had just taken his own bundle aboard and had wandered back down on the dock for a last look at the shore, ‘I’ll carry this one on for you.’ As he squatted to hoist up the little crate to his shoulder, someone else said:

‘—and I’ll take these two. There, woman, grab up the fourth and we’ll have them all aboard before they get their sails tied.’

Bayle looked up at the sailor—? No, it was a woman, though those brown arms were knotted as any woodcutting man’s. There were metal and colored stones in the woman’s lank black hair. A shaggy scabbard was belted about the dark cloth she wore around her loins. She hoisted up one crate by its binding rope, and—at the redhead’s confirming nod—swung up the duffle sack on her shoulder. Her hands were broad and worn as any farmwoman’s (a very different kind of wear from a secretary’s) and her bare feet were hard around the rims. She had the lithe, hard back of an active woman not quite thirty. Half-way up the gangplank, when she glanced behind to see if Bayle and the redhead were following her (her skin was red-brown as the darkest terracotta before drying), he saw the black rag mask tied across her face: through frayed holes her eyes were blue as some manganese glaze.

‘All passengers go below to their cabins,’ the mate repeated for something like the fifth time, between orders bawled to the sailors rushing about the deck. ‘Please, all passengers to their cabins. Now couldn’t you have brought those things on an hour ago when there was less confusion—or simply had the porter bring them on with the regular stores this morning? Never mind. Just get that stuff stowed fast. Once we’re off, you can come up any time you want. But for now, would you please …’
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‘CIDER ON SHORE, WINE on the water. Isn’t that what they say?’ asked the redhead turning from the cabin table. ‘No, please stay—the both of you—and have a cup with me. My name is Norema and I’m secretary to Madame Keyne, of Kolhari port, and bound southward on this ship.’ From the duffle sack she’d already unstrapped, she took out a wax-stoppered wine jar and sat it beside some rough-ware cups (low-fired with softwoods, thought Bayle) on the table against the wall. As she began to pick at the wax with a small knife, Bayle sat down on the box he’d carried in and noted again how sumptuous this so-fashionably garbed secretary’s cabin was. (His berth, the cheapest on the ship, was a storage locker in the forepeak, in which he could just sit up; indeed, he had visited it twice during the afternoon, the first time to see it, the second time to see if, with its smell of old tar, its shavings in the corner, its chips of resin loosening between the boards, it was as grim as his first look had told him—may the nameless gods of craft help him if he were ever ill in it from heaving seas!) The dark woman with the rag mask and the light eyes climbed a few steps up a ladder to some storage cabinet high in the wall, turned, and sat. She looked like some black cousin to the worst waterfront ruffian in the Spur. Her smile, like her eyes, was preternaturally bright as she looked down at the cozily appointed cabin. Bayle wondered where she slept, or if she were even a passenger. ‘My name is Raven,’ the masked woman suddenly announced (almost in answer to Bayle’s thought). ‘I hail from the Western Crevasse. And I have been traveling three years in your strange and terrible land!’ From her perch, she barked a sharp, shrill laugh. ‘Strange and terrible, yes. I am on a mission for the royal family, and—alas—I can tell you no more about it.’ And she leaned, most unceremoniously, down between her bony knees and took the cup Norema had just filled.

This Raven, thought Bayle, has neither the air of a Kolhari woman, who expects to be served before men, nor the air of a provincial woman who expects to be served after. He looked at the redhead.

Norema, pouring two more cups, had the quiet smile of someone who has just been told a rather obscure joke and is not sure whether she truly understands it. (An island woman, Bayle thought: that hair and those eyes … the moment he placed her foreignness, he also felt a sudden liking for her, despite her odd dress.)

‘Of course there are those,’ said Raven, sitting up and directing her glazed grin (a crescent of small stained teeth) at the cup she turned in her fingers, ‘who would say I have said too much already. Well,’ and her bright eyes came up again, ‘I can speak three languages passably, two badly, and can write numbers and do the calculations that the Mentats invented in the Western Hills for building houses. Him,’ which was addressed directly down to Bayle; ‘who is he and what does he do?’

Bayle took the cup Norema offered, smiled up at Raven and decided he did not like her. ‘I’m Bayle, the Potter—or at any rate, I’m a potter’s assistant, and I go to the south on a journey for my master’s profit.’

Norema, her back to the table, lifted her hip to it and sipped at her own cup. (Bayle looked into his red-black disk to see wax chips bump the brim.) What had been the gentlest rolling beneath them became a deep-breasted lurch. The timbre of voices from the deck above filled, deepened—

‘We’ve launched.’ Raven drained half her cup.

—and quieted, after count-ten. ‘Perhaps,’ said Bayle, when, through the portal, something unrecognizable passed in the distance (a far building? a further mountain?), ‘we can go up now? It sounds quieter; we won’t be in the way.’

‘Very well, pretty man. Let’s go up with him,’ which was Raven, of course. She stood and stalked down the ladder on her broad, cracked feet.

Emerging on deck, Raven, before him, Norema behind, Bayle (still holding his cup beneath his chin) saw that the confusion of departure had only abated, not stopped. Should he suggest to the women that they return below? And how to do it tactfully? But Norema and Raven were both already out among the bustling sailors (most of the men naked, all of them sweating) with what Bayle took to be their respective modes of female obliviousness: the redhead seemed certain she couldn’t possibly be in the way (Bayle flinched when she sidestepped a sailor handling a barrel across the deck by its rim, and was surprised a moment later when she stooped down to pick up a four-legged metal box lying on the deck and set it in a broad capstan rail in which there were, apparently, four little cut-outs for its legs to sit in: ‘Thank you, ma’am,’ called a naked sailor climbing down a rat line, who now started up again as though his job had been done). The black-haired woman with the dull stones in her hair, the rag mask, and her bright smile, turned here and there about the deck, looking for the world as if she were trying to decide which task to lend a hand with (which reminded Bayle, more than anything, of the wealthy provincials who had wandered into Zwon’s shops three days before and, in their enthusiasm for the wares, had actually volunteered to return and stoke the kilns later that afternoon, much to Bayle’s and Zwon’s embarrassment).

The first mate walked up, a winejug on his shoulder: ‘The Captain wishes me to greet all our passengers and offer them a glass of our best beer—ah, there you are. Oh, but you’ve already got your glasses …?’ (Rushing up behind the mate, in a stained apron of woven grass, a wall-eyed sailor with a tray of cups stopped, looking confused.) ‘But there … has someone poured you a drink already? (Raven, Bayle saw, was grinning at the sailor with the tray; but, thanks to that wall-eye, one couldn’t be sure what he was looking at.) ‘Well, perhaps …’

Raven solved the dilemma by downing her wine, dashing the dregs over the rail, and proffering her cup. ‘Now we shall have a tasty drink …!’

Bayle and Norema followed suit; and somehow, as the mate poured, it emerged that all three of them were debarking at the Vygernangx at Garth. The mate had already excused himself to see after some activity involving three sailors and the try-net at the stern, when Norema said, a little drunkenly, with a pleased and embarrassed smile, ‘I am going to the south with an import petition for Lord Aldamir.’

‘Are you now?’ asked Bayle, one hand on the rail, a second helping of beer swaying in his cup, a smile on his face and a queasy feel in his gut. ‘I too have business with that southern Lord.’ And while Norema raised a questioning eyebrow, Raven laughed like a barking banshee, clutching her beer in one hand, holding her neck in the other, and bending back and forth. As the deck tilted and reversed its tilts, the horizon tilted opposite; the roofs of Kolhari receded north.

‘There.’ Norema rose from her knees among the sailors squatting around the grilling box (for that was what Norema had set upright on the capstan rail earlier). ‘See if the heat doesn’t spread more evenly and your fish cook through faster and more regularly, now it’s stoked all proper.’

‘Ay, that’s the way they do it out among the Ulvayns,’ one sailor assured others, who nodded among themselves. Coals glowed through the wires, black between bronzing fish. On the night deck, save for a lantern hung back at the ladder to the upper deck, there was only the grilling box’s red glow and starlight. Bayle stood against a dorry post, beside a half dozen squatting men who were patiently grilling their sea trout and flounders, six at a time.

Bayle’s queasiness had not turned to full seasickness, but neither had it ceased. When the first mate had again brought them a message from the Captain—he’d asked to be excused from the customary first dinner out with his passengers and might they make do with their own stores for the evening—Bayle had felt relief more than anything. Minutes ago, at a sudden toss of the deck, he’d dropped the (empty) beer cup he’d been holding all this time (sailors had laughed) and was still getting his self-composure back together: the pieces of it had shattered across the deck in rocking ceramic shards.

Against the post, uneasy and discomforted, he watched Raven amble beneath the lantern, her arms crossed under her small, flat-hanging breasts with their black-brown nipples, her ominous mask and awkward smile.

Movement in the shadow behind her—two crouching sailors, the one pushing at the other, reached toward the woman’s hip: Raven suddenly whirled to snatch away the handle of the sword one of the sailors had half drawn from her shaggy scabbard. Her laugh crossed the deck for all the night like a seal’s bark. She held the blade up out of the sailor’s reach. The two men cowered back, the one whispering to the other: ‘See, there! I told you, I told you! Look at it! I told you so—!’

‘Watch out, men! You are not so pretty that you can handle a woman’s blade!’ But as Raven turned the blade by the lantern (Bayle squinted because two threads of light lanced from the gnarly hilt), she was still grinning. ‘Ah, you men would take everything away from a woman—I’ve been in your strange and terrible land long enough to know that. But you won’t have this. See it, and know that it will never be yours!’ She laughed. (It wasn’t one blade on the hilt, Bayle realized, but two, running parallel, perhaps an inch apart: as she brandished it, the lantern flashed between and either side.) Other sailors had turned; the answering laughter near Bayle had an expectant edge.

‘Will you tell the story, Western Woman?’ one sailor called.

‘Can you tell the story?’ asked another.

And another: ‘She is a daughter of the Western Crevasse. She knows the story …’

Bayle frowned. Raven laughed again: she seemed familiar with all this, though it baffled Bayle.

‘Ah,’ called Raven, sliding her double blade back into its hairy scabbard, ‘it is not your sword, and it is not your story.’

‘Woman, won’t you tell us the tale—of how your western god made the world and the trees and the flowers and men and women,’ a sailor cajoled.

‘But you have your own craft gods in this strange and terrible country, no? Why should you want mine, unless you wished to steal her from me as you would steal my double-bladed sword?’ (To Bayle, Raven seemed to relish the attention.) ‘I am an adventurer, not a storyteller.’

‘Tell it! Tell it! Go on …’ they cried.

‘Also,’ said Raven, turning now to lean against the capstan rail, ‘it is not a man’s story. It is for women.’

Which made Bayle, as well as some of the other sailors, glance at Norema. She stood quietly at the edge of the squatting men, her hands in the slits at the hips of her strange leg-coverings—internal storage pouches, apparently, which Bayle found himself insistently thinking of as little extra wombs that Norema, for some reason, had decided to carry about, an amusing thought that had added to his liking of her at the same time as his dislike of the Western Raven had grown.

‘If you, Island Woman, would hear a tale of my god, then I will tell it,’ the masked woman said. ‘But for them, there is no need.’ Red fire-spots in Raven’s blue eyes glittered from frayed cloth.

Norema glanced at Bayle with an embarrassed smile, at the sailors. ‘Well, if the others want—’

‘Ah, no.’ Raven raised her hand. With her dark hair and her black rag mask, she was practically a head shorter than Norema—a fact which had somehow escaped Bayle till now. ‘It is not for them to decide.’

Norema suddenly took her hands from her pockets and folded them behind her. ‘Very well then. Tell me the story.’

And the sailors, with much shoulder nudging, fell so silent the only sound was the bubbling of fish grease on hot wires.

‘Very well, I will.’ Raven gave her raucous laugh. ‘But know that they will try to take it away from us, as men take everything from women in this strange and terrible land—for isn’t that why it is so strange and terrible? At any rate. Listen to me, heathen woman. In the beginning was the act—’

One sailor coughed. Another shushed him.

‘—and the act was within the womb of god. But there was neither flesh nor fiber, neither soil nor stone, neither clear air nor cloudy mists, neither rivers nor rain, to make the act manifest. So god reached into her womb with her own hand and delivered herself of the act, which, outside god’s being, became a handful of fire. And god scattered fire across the night, making stars and—from the bulk of it—the sun itself. Then she breathed the winds from her nostrils and voided her bowels and bladder to make the bitter soil and the salt seas. And she vomited her bile, green and brown, out upon the water and the land, and the shapes in which it fell became models for the animals and trees and fish and flying and crawling insects and birds and worms and mollusks that live about the earth and water and air. And god modeled the animals all from the flesh of her body. And the fingers of god became the ten, great female deities of matter and process; and the toes of god became the ten, minor male deities of emotion and illusion—’

‘But that’s much later!’ called the sailor who had unsheathed her sword. ‘You haven’t told how your god made women and men.’

Raven looked at Norema, who, after a moment, smiled and said: ‘Well, tell me how god made men and women.’

‘Very well.’ Raven’s smile suggested she was playing a game. Yet Bayle already sensed stakes far beyond what such a tale might win in either laughter or awe. ‘When god had made her a world of sweet winds and fierce storms, gentle showers and lashing rains, fierce animals and songful birds, she said to her two companions—the great worm and the great eagle—let me make a woman in my own shape, to praise me, to adore me, to hear my words, and to ascertain by inspection and reflection the wonders of the act. And the worm raised her green head and hissed: “Yes, god, that is good. And I will give her left hand and her right hand and her left foot and her right foot dominion over my home, the earth.” And the eagle beat her red wings and screeched: “Yes, god, that is good. And I will give her left eye and her right eye and her left ear and her right ear and her left nostril and her right nostril dominion over the sights and sounds and scents that drift through my home, the air.” And so god took of her own flesh and made Jevim, the first woman. And god loved Jevim and suckled her at both breasts—and when Jevim suckled at god’s right breast, the milk dropped from god’s left with love, and that milk became a circle of light that today we call the moon. And Jevim was beloved of both the worm and the eagle. And as Jevim grew in beauty and strength, god gave Jevim the world for her pleasure, and commanded all the animals to obey her and the weather to warm her, and for this Jevim praised and adored god, and heard god’s words, and by inspection and reflection discerned the wonders of the act; and Jevim prospered; and the daughters of Jevim prospered; and the tribes of Jevim filled the world and praised the wonders of god and the act. And there was soil and rock, fiber and flesh, rain and river, clear winds and cloudy mists to manifest the act; and all this Jevim praised, and god was happy.

‘Now Jevim asked god, “God, will you make me a companion, that we may praise you in harmony and antiphony. For have you not told me, and have I not ascertained, both by inspection and reflection, that the nature of the act is diversity and difference?” And god was pleased and said: “Go in your loneliness to sleep on nettles spread on burning sand. And when you wake, you will have a companion.” And because Jevim loved god, she could sleep as easily on hot sand and sharp nettles as she could on soft grass and under sweet winds. And while Jevim slept, god made Eif’h. And god loved Eif’h and suckled her at both breasts—and when Eif’h suckled at god’s left breast, the milk flowed from god’s right with love, and that milk became the misty river of light that crosses the night and which, today, we call the milky way. And the daughters of Eif’h prospered; and the tribes of Eif’h spread. And when Eif’h, like Jevim, had been blessed by both the eagle and the worm, god lay Eif’h down to sleep on the sand and nettles next to Jevim. And when Jevim woke, she saw Eif’h and said of her: “God, you have given me a companion. Praise be to you,” and then Jevim said to Eif’h: “Come, my companion, let us sing and praise god together.”

‘But Eif’h was of a different mind from Jevim, and she raised up on her elbows and looked around, frowning, and said: “Why have we waked on sand and nettles rather than on soft grass and under sweet winds?”

‘And Jevim, who had never heard the act discerned by this particular distinction before, said: “Sand and nettles, grass and breeze, it is all one in the garden of god. We must sing the praise of god.”—which is, of course, not the way to praise the act at all—for the act is always manifest in difference, diversity, and distinction. But Jevim could not see, yet, that this was merely the distinction between herself and her companion: for the act must be praised with and by distinction.

‘One day, Eif’h was walking from the mountain to the woods, and as she crossed a large orchard of many fruit trees that lay between them, she came across the worm and the eagle. And Eif’h said: “I wish to praise the wonders of the act. You are god’s privileged beasts. Tell me where I can find the pure and unpolluted essence of the act?”

‘The worm raised her head and hissed: “When god reached her hand into her own womb and delivered herself of the act, it became a handful of fire that she scattered across the night, which became the stars.”

‘The eagle stretched her wings and screeched: “When god reached her hand into her own womb and delivered herself of the act, it became a handful of fire, the bulk of which became the sun.”

‘“Very well,” said Eif’h. “I shall praise only the sun and the stars, the one and the many, the manifestations of the act in its purest form. Come, worm; come, eagle! Let us do as we were set here to do, and praise god and the act, as inspection and reflection have shown it to be manifested in its purest form. And we shall praise no other, impure thing, no obstreperous plurality, no false unity.” And Eif’h, with the eagle and the worm, all day praised the unity of the sun and all night praised the plurality of the stars.

‘One day Jevim came by and asked: “My companion, what do you do here day and night with the worm and the eagle?”

‘And Eif’h answered: “I am using the worm and the eagle to my purpose, to praise the purest manifestation of the act, as I have discerned it through inspection and reflection, as I was put here to do. And you must also.”

‘And because Jevim wished to do her duty, there in the orchard between the mountain and the woods, she joined with Eif’h and the eagle and the worm. Now the orchard about them bore a great variety of fruit: pomegranates, peaches, apples, and mangoes. And Jevim said to Eif’h, “I will praise the variety of god’s works by tasting of each fruit.” And she picked an apple and tasted it.

‘But Eif’h said: “Eat not of the apple nor the pomegranate nor the mango nor the peach. Rather, worship the act only in its purest manifestation.”

‘And so for a day and a night, Jevim and Eif’h, with the worm and the eagle, praised only the sun and the stars. And the beaver and the otter and the lion and the fox came by the orchard; and the fish and the crab and the snail and the dolphin swam through the river that flowed by the orchard; and the sparrow and the moth and the dragonfly and the bat flew through the air above the orchard. And Eif’h said: “We shall neither inspect, nor reflect on, the variety of the sky or the earth or the water. For we are here to praise, with the eagle and the worm, the act only in its purest form: the one that is the sun, and the many that is the stars.”

‘And the animals and insects crawled or flitted away into the woods and the mountains; and the fish and swimming beasts slithered away in the water; and the birds and butterflies flew off through the air. And the fruit rotted on the trees and fell, uneaten, to the ground.

‘Then god came unto this desolate field that had once been a rich and lovely orchard. And she said: “Where are Jevim and Eif’h, whom I placed in my world to adore me and to praise the act?”

‘And Jevim and Eif’h stood and said: “We are here, god. We are praising the act in its purest form, the one and the many, the sun’s fire and the stars’ light.”

‘And god said: “I hear no harmony, only a single melody, sung by two voices, the one prideful in its pretention, the other shameful in its knowledge of sin. Know that I am angry. And I shall punish you, for you have not praised me in the diversity of my works. Eif’h, I shall punish you, unless any of my other creatures can speak for you and say that, during this day and night, you have praised me with and within diversity.”

‘And there was no answer among the beasts, birds, fish, and insects. And god said: “Eagle, you are a privileged beast. Can you not say anything for Eif’h?”

‘And the Eagle bowed her head and said: “I cannot say anything for Eif’h.”

‘So god pulled two trees from the ground, one of lithe, live green wood and one of hard, near-dry wood, and she struck Eif’h across the loins; and across the breasts; and across the face. And she beat Eif’h with the trunks of those two trees. And Eif’h screamed and cowered and clutched at herself and called for mercy; but god beat her bloody about the face and breasts and loins. And where god beat her on the face, coarse hairs sprouted; and where god beat her on the throat, her voice roughened and went deep; and where god beat her about the breasts, the very flesh and organs were torn away so that she could no longer suckle her daughters; and where god beat her about the groin, her womb was broken and collapsed on itself, and rags of flesh fell, dangling, from her loins, so that when they healed, her womb was forever sealed and useless, and the rags of flesh hanging between her legs were forever sore and sensitive, so that Eif’h was forever touching and ministering to them, whereupon they would leak their infectious pus.

‘Then god said: “Eif’h, I have beaten you until you are no longer a woman. For you can no longer bear, nor any longer suckle. You have praised neither me nor the act well.” And so Eif’h bowed her hairy face and covered her poor, ropey genitals, and was called no longer woman, but ’man, which means broken woman. And she was called no longer she, but ’he, as a mark of her pretention, ignorance and shame.

‘Then god said: “Jevim, I must punish you.”

‘And Jevim stood with her head bowed before her god, for she too knew shame in that she had not praised the difference and the diversity of god by which the act is manifest.

‘And god said, “Jevim, I shall punish you, unless any of my other creatures can speak for you and say that, during this day and night, you have praised me with and within diversity.”

‘And there was no answer among the beasts, birds, fish, and insects. And so god raised her two trees and struck Jevim across the groin: and she drew blood, as the daughters of Jevim have bled, every month, ever since. But here Jevim fell to her knees and cried out: “God, your blows are just and right, but will you not ask your privileged beasts if they can speak for me, as you asked them for Eif’h?”

‘And god halted her blows and said: “Worm, you are a privileged beast. Can you say anything for Jevim?”

‘And the worm raised her head and hissed: “Only that when Jevim first joined with Eif’h, she tasted an apple in order to praise you in your diversity.”

‘And god’s anger against Jevim abated. And she said: “Go, Jevim, and Eif’h,” which, in my language, means both “Jevim’s companion” and “Jevim’s shame”—“go woman and ’man, and roam the earth, the hills, the forests, and the seas. Go in shame for your misprision. Cherish one another and console one another and make one tribe: and praise me as I am to be praised, both as the one and as the many. But know you both that to praise the sun as the purest manifestation of the act—either as the one or the many—is to praise cold ashes for the heat given by a roaring fire in winter, for such is the sun to the act within the womb of god. And know you both that to praise the stars as the purest manifestation of the act—either as the one or the many—is to praise the dried pits of cherries in autumn for the sweetness, richness, and healthfulness of the apple, the pear, and the peach in spring, for such are the stars to the act within the womb of god. Know you both that the act is more than and other than any of these. Praise the sun’s warmth on the water in summer and the cold frost on the stones in winter and the difference between them, and you will praise the act, for the act may only be praised through difference. Praise the dry seeds of the pomegranate and the stars scattered on the night and the difference between them, and you will praise the act, for the act may only be praised through diversity. Praise the dark hard rock and the soft red fruit and the difference between them, and you will praise the act, for the act may only be praised through distinction.”

‘And Jevim went out into the world, a contrite and wiser woman, to adore her god and praise the act as she had been bid. And Eif’h went after her, a contrite and wiser ’man, to assist her in adoration and praise. And they cherished and consoled one another and made one tribe. And again the daughters of Jevim and Eif’h prospered and praised among the works of god in her diversity. And that is the tale of our world’s making.’ Raven folded her arms.

In the silence, one sailor snatched two fish from the grill. Glancing about, another placed down two more.

‘So, now Heathen Woman—’ Raven laughed—‘I have told you the tale of how god made the world, and its works, and women and ’men.’

‘It’s certainly a good story,’ Norema said.

Bayle, watching them, had felt a tightening in his belly that had begun at the flaying of Eif’h; the tale’s sense of attack had centered in a knot of muscle just behind his testicles.

‘But mark my word, woman,’ Raven went on, ‘the ’men in this strange and terrible land will try to take even this tale and turn it to their own, distorted purposes, be it Eif’h’s name or Jevim’s apple, or the privileged beasts themselves—even as Eif’h once turned the eagle and the worm to her purpose. For while women are different everywhere, truly—though it is blasphemy to say it—’men are the same all over, whether in your land or mine, however different the customs of each.’ She looked around. ‘Well, the rest of you ’men, the pretty ones and the not so pretty, have you overheard the tale you wished to hear? Come, which one of you will serve me some fish, for we are all daughters of Jevim and Eif’h, are we not?’

One sailor laughed; then another. (Bayle thought it an uncomfortable and embarrassed laugh.) Someone handed a roasted fish up to Raven; moments later, other fish went to Norema and Bayle; and the sailors’ attention had moved to some other sailor’s tale.

At one point, Bayle, standing at Norema’s shoulder, greasy fingers picking at a comb of fishbones, said: ‘What a strange tale that woman told. It made me very uncomfortable.’

Norema turned to him sharply. ‘It was awful!’ she whispered. ‘It made my flesh crawl.’ Her face, in the quarter-light from the lantern, became for a moment shockingly ugly.

In his surprise, Bayle realized his own discomfort was now all mental: somehow the tenseness the tale had produced in him had settled his whole insides, and all the ghosts of incipient seasickness, plaguing him since they had launched, had mysteriously, if not magically, vanished—as though the tale had been a healing spell!

The spring night turned chill, and naked sailors sat or strolled the deck as though there had been no drop in temperature. And however awful Norema thought Raven’s tale, Bayle, as he joked and grew more easy with the sailors, saw she certainly spent more time talking with the Western woman than with him. ‘But what must a story like that do to your men?’ Bayle overheard Norema ask. ‘Making god a woman, making men into broken women, it seems as if it tries to cut them down at every turn.’

‘But there are no ’men in the story,’ Raven said. ‘Except Eif’h. And besides, it is only a story. I like it—it is a good story for me. As for ’men—well, it explains to ’men why they are weak and ignorant, instead of setting up for them—as so many of the tales do in this strange and terrible land—impossible goals that no ’man could rise to and which must make all your ’men feel guilty when they fail. Believe me, our ’men are much happier with our stories than your ’men are with yours. But then, our way is the natural way ordained by god herself, whereas I have no idea whose set of social accidents and economic anomalies have contoured the ways of your odd and awkward land.’

‘I can’t believe that your men are happier,’ Norema said.

‘But it is true,’ said Raven. ‘The story of Eif’h is very healing and healthful and reassuring for men. It teaches them their place in society and why they have it. It helps soothe the wounds god has inflicted them with.’ And Bayle, uneasily, remembered his own strangely alleviated seasickness and went off to wander among the other sailors. Their comments and jokes about the Western woman’s odd cosmogony were, anyway, not the sort you’d want women present for. Late in the darkness (it was perhaps eight o’clock), when all were exhausted, Bayle found the masked woman standing beside him. She put her hand on his shoulder and (surprising him) whispered: ‘So, not only are we all going to Garth, but we are all going to see Lord Aldamir. My island friend, there—’ she nodded toward Norema—‘has at last figured out that you and she are in competition.’ Raven laughed, again and too loudly. ‘Well I’m glad I’m not. Do you want my cabin for the night, pretty man? I’m going to sleep on deck in a blanket. Oh, don’t worry, I shall not set on you in the night and besmirch your honor. But you have a berth on this ship with a space only half again the size of some eastern coffin and no doubt less than half as comfortable, whereas I have the royal favor of Krodar, of whom you have probably never heard, and would spend my night in the clean air. Come, I’ll show you …’

The lantern high in the companionway stained the boards an oily gold. ‘There,’ said the masked woman (whose breath, next to him, smelled of fish and fennel stalks—which the sailors had passed around to chew): she pushed open a door.

The dozen clay lamps suspended from the ceiling beams by myriad brass chains glimmered through a cabin half again the size of Norema’s. Mumbling thanks, the potter’s boy stepped within: and, when the door had been closed behind him for three minutes, went running out to retrieve his bundle from the forepeak locker. He returned with the strap in his hand and the bundle banging from ankle to ankle. Inside again, he found two of the beds too soft (this cabin had three beds!), the other too lumpy; finally he unrolled his blankets and slept on the floor, wedged into the corner, as he would have were he sleeping in the storage loft at Old Zwon’s; as he would have were he sleeping in the forepeak locker; as he would have were he sleeping in the room with his brothers and sisters at home. Somehow, though, he was aware that this floor, that to be wedged into this corner, was luxury—which made him as uncomfortable, in its way, as the masked woman’s tale.
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THREE DAYS LATER, STANDING at the rail in indigo dawn, Bayle watched the first mate walk away. The mate had just delivered a message from the Captain, apologizing that he would not see them before they docked, less than an hour hence. Bayle turned to watch the drifting mists along the shore and thought: In three days we have eaten with this Captain four times, talked with him about navigation, his three families, his collection of miniature clay idols, and have all decided he is a deep and impressive, if somewhat absentminded, man. Yet, save I take this same ship returning, I may never see him again. Strange are the ways of travel.

Beyond mists, trees fell away with coming light. On the hills, cuprous ribbons slashed the slopes; rocky scarps rose toward jungle. The boat’s shadow shook on the water. Bayle had just made out where, in that dim green, his own shadow was (head, bunched shoulders, arm jackknifed on the rail), when another shadow joined his.

‘Well,’ said Raven, ‘your little competitor—’ for in three days it had finally come out in ways restrained and civilized, which, while they had taken much energy and concern from both boy and woman, would also not make fit subject for a tale of civilization’s economic origins, that Bayle and Norema were truly economic antagonists. ‘She is very worried about your feelings for her,’ Raven went on, for Bayle’s feelings were clearly a combination of sexual attraction and social resentment over a business situation in which he thought right was on his side. After all, his master was a poor potter whom Lord Aldamir had petitioned for a franchise. Norema’s mistress was a rich merchant who had chosen, just now, to petition Lord Aldamir for the same franchise.

‘Ah-ha!’ Bayle laughed. ‘She probably lusts after me and feels guilty at the same time that she must still fight with me over money,’ for these were barbaric times and certain distinctions between self and other had not yet become common.

Raven’s masked smile, as she turned to watch the shore, suggested a more barbaric interpretation. Behind them, a sail collapsed; ropes ran on squealing pulleys; another sail clapped full. The boat turned, gently and inexorably, around a land spit which revealed—after six breaths—the dock.

Dawn activity in this southern port was minimal. As the hull heaved against sagging pilings, Bayle saw that what life there was on the boards centered in one corner. (‘All right, men, catch those ropes,’ shouted the first mate, standing at the far rail beside a sailor playing out a hawser.) On the dock the few dockworkers scurried away from a short woman wearing a green shift and a complex coiffure of thin, black braids. The heavy man beside her, from the satchels around his shoulders, was apparently her servant.

Brown men hauled in ropes. A hump-back with a gaff hooked in some hempen loop on the hull and was nearly tugged off his feet till three men joined him and together they hauled the boat back in.

Bayle glanced around at the deck to see Norema walking up among sailors. Somewhere, wooden wheels on a log crane lifted a gangplank then lowered it; the wooden lip caught behind the deckgate. The boat listed, rose.

‘My cartons,’ Norema said, stepping over Bayle’s bag (it was wedged against the lower-rail). ‘I suppose they’ll get them all off.’

Raven grinned below her mask.

The woman on the dock folded her hands and looked long and seriously the length of the railing till she apparently saw the passenger trio: her hands came apart, and she lifted her chin, smiling.

Bayle, bewildered but smiling back, waved, as the woman, followed by her turbaned servant, strode to the gangplank’s foot, from where she beckoned them down.

Norema (following a sailor whom the mate had peremptorily ordered to take her crates) and Bayle (wondering whether Raven might not choose that moment to prick him—jokingly—from behind with her two-pronged blade) came down the limber plank.

‘Well,’ said the woman, her hands folded again on the lap of her dress, ‘you must be the party Lord Aldamir is expecting. So pleased. His Lordship detailed me to come along, meet you and make excuses for his absence. But, then, I know you’ll understand.’ Her hand went out to Norema, who tentatively extended her own to take it.

‘Actually,’ Norema said, with a composure Bayle by now knew masked rank embarrassment, ‘I don’t think his Lordship was expecting me …’ She glanced at Bayle, even moved back a little for him (and Bayle felt a sudden surge of embarrassment at the prospect of stepping forward). ‘It’s Bayle, I think. Bayle’s the one who has corresponded with Lord Aldamir.’

Bayle quickly dropped his bag and wiped his hand against his hip (breakfast had been fruit and fish, eaten with the sailors and no utensils; he had not yet thought to wash). ‘Yes,’ he said, shaking the old woman’s hand. ‘Lord Aldamir sent us a message when I was back in—’ He stepped from the plank’s end.

From somewhere behind and further up than he would have expected, came Raven’s bark: ‘His Lordship is certainly not expecting me!’

‘But I am sure he is!’ insisted the woman, ‘Lord Aldamir expects everyone. Now there, my dear.’ She released Bayle’s hand to take Norema’s again and pat it. ‘You must be the secretary of my old girlhood friend from Sallese, Madame Keyne. Am I right?’

‘Why, yes …?’ Norema actually stammered.

‘And Lord Krodar has apprised me of your coming …’

The woman bowed a little toward the masked Raven, who sauntered down the ribbed boards. (This rather astonished Bayle, who had, by now, decided the woman was noble, whereas Raven still seemed some barbaric, or near barbaric, ruffian.) ‘I’m Myrgot,’ the woman added matter of factly like someone either used to being known about before being met, or who simply did not care whether she was known or not. ‘Allow me to make up for his Lordship’s inconveniencing you by seeing you to the Vygernangx Monastery.’ To her servant: ‘Jahor?’ who turned and shouted an order off the dock. A large wagon, pulled by three oxen, rolled out on the dock’s creaking boards. The driver, blond, barefoot, and bandanaed about the neck, leaped from the seat and started hoisting up Norema’s crates and carrier bags. Bayle stepped back as his own strapped roll was heaved up; then the driver was off haranguing sailors (obviously a practiced hand at receiving tourists) to make sure the ladies’ and gentleman’s luggage was all accounted for.

It was.

Jahor reached into the cart, pulled out a ladder that hooked over the sideboard. Myrgot smiled about her, then mounted; she offered Norema her arm when she climbed up next. Raven, with the strangest smile below her mask (thought Bayle), stepped back for Bayle to climb in, just as Bayle had stepped back for Norema. Then Bayle, boxes, Raven, and Jahor were all in place. The cart trundled up the dock road (dawn light as they rounded a turn laid bronze palms on Myrgot’s, Norema’s, Raven’s, then the driver’s shoulders) between the men, women, and children coming down to get loads from, or simply to gawk at, the boat.

‘Certainly this has got to be—’ said Myrgot (the cart bounced), folding her hands and looking beyond the rim—‘the most beautiful countryside in all Nevèrÿon.’

‘It certainly—’ Norema began (the cart hit another pothole)—‘is lovely.’

Raven spread her arms out behind her, gripping the plank left and right, grinning with her tiny teeth. ‘How long will it take us to get to his Lordship’s castle?’

‘But there.’ Myrgot’s face creased with an elderly grin. ‘I have not even told you of the greatest inconvenience his Lordship will subject you to. For you see, Lord Aldamir is not here—in Garth. At his castle. Today. Something has come up. He’s had to go south—quite suddenly. Just three days ago he left with a very impressive retinue from his court, leaving only guards, servants—a skeletal staff … really, you know these ancient piles, half fortress, half dungeon, with their open roofs and fetid cells. Most of them are not fit to live in anyway.’ She looked around brightly. ‘This is why Lord Aldamir has requested that I house you in the Vygernangx Monastery—which, believe me, is a lot more comfortable. And he begs you not to take offense because he does not have you chambered in his home.’

‘When will Lord Aldamir be back?’ Norema asked.

And Bayle relaxed just a little because she had asked before he had.

‘My dear, we don’t know. His departure was very sudden. It was an emergency of some kind. And one just doesn’t question a man like that.’

‘When did he leave?’ Bayle asked.

‘Oh, just before I got here. That’s been, now—let me see: well, I said before—at least three days.’

From her side of the cart, Raven suddenly barked above the creaking axle: ‘You mean I’ve come all this way to kill a man, and you tell me he’s gone?’

‘I’m afraid—’ the cart jounced again—‘I do, my dear.’ Myrgot’s face held as tenaciously to its faint smile as Raven’s held to its gross one; Norema’s look went strangely blank. Bayle felt his features tugged around on the bone, seeking for the proper expression of surprise.

Myrgot folded her hands in the lap of her shift as if nothing of any seriousness had been said. ‘His Lordship hopes the three of you will be comfortable with the priests. They are a provincial lot—I know them of old. But they are always anxious to hear tales from distant travelers. I know you don’t feel as if you are, but all three of you are distant travelers now, strange and exotic to the likes of the locals. And the priests have their share of ancient stories—if you are interested in ancient stories.’

Bayle was staring at a patch of straw where a length of Myrgot’s hem lay: bent straws and straw ends made tents and puckers in the stuff; one, leaning, shook a filament of shadow over the cloth as the car shook—he watched it all as if this play of detail might obliterate what seemed like the all too miserable form of the journey so far.

Myrgot was saying: ‘The valley you can see to your left is known as the Pit, where General Babàra made his famous stand fifty or five hundred years ago, at the behest of a dream in which his aunt, Queen Olin—my great-great aunt, by the bye—warned him to be on the lookout for a green bird flying between two branches of a sacred pecan tree …’

Carved in the lintel stones, one section on each arm-long block, a dragon spread wings and beak. From the tiny doorway beneath, a robed figure bustled forward; the design on his hem and sleeves (the cloth blotched with food stains) Bayle remembered once having seen on some southern pottery that had briefly come through Old Zwon’s shop.

‘Well, Feyer Senth,’ said Myrgot (Bayle recalled that Feyer was a southern form of address that meant both ‘maternal uncle’ and ‘priest’), ‘I have done as Lord Aldamir wished. Here are your guests.’

‘Delightful!’ announced the little priest, who had large, freckled hands, and a thin, freckled face. ‘Delightful! Now for news! Gossip! Tales of travel! Romance!’ (Another and another priest emerged from the door. The youngest was probably Bayle’s junior by five years; the oldest, who, with the youngest, hung back near the shrubs, could have been Old Zwon’s father.) ‘We will have tall tales and religious chatter, and—who knows—perhaps some deep and lasting insight into the workings of the soul.’ He lowered his freckled eyelids, narrowing the yellow pupils. ‘It happens here, you know. Come, let us help you down.’

Bayle climbed out to the pine-needled ground as priests hurried up to take down Norema’s bags and crates. At Feyer Senth’s orders, they carried and scurried in and out of the low stone walls, all hung about with ivy hanks. Bayle’s bedroll got handed down; and Raven, for all her sumptuous cabin back on the ship, seemed to have no baggage, save the sword and purse at her hip. The priests clustered about Bayle now, to help the women down. Norema, helped by three eager feyers, climbed out—more hindered, really, than aided. Raven, seeing, vaulted off on her own.

Myrgot made small, dismissive gestures; feyers fell back. (Bayle’s own discomfort grew; he tried to help the priests, who kept snatching boxes and bags out of his hands with solicitous grins and hurrying off. Should he offer to help Myrgot?) ‘There,’ the noble woman said from her seat in the wagon. ‘That’s everything. I have done as Lord Aldamir wished and will be on my way.’

‘But Vizerine Myrgot,’ cajoled Feyer Senth, ‘won’t you stay for the evening and enjoy our hospitality?’

Myrgot’s face lined with unexpected intensity. She said: ‘I have spent too much time as your guest already … dirty little priest!’ this last as if noticing an offensive smear on a child’s face. With a wave of her hand, servant and driver were in their place and the cart trundled away.

Feyer Senth laughed. ‘Wonderful woman! What a wonderful woman! Completely open and forthright! A fine quality in a noble lady! A fine quality … indeed!’ He turned among feyers and guests. ‘And she is among the noblest. But come in! Come in, all of you. And let us make you at home here for the length of your stay.’

Hooking big, freckled fingers over Bayle’s and Norema’s shoulders, Feyer Senth guided them to the dark door and through it, the last priest preceding them with the last of Norema’s boxes. Shadow and the dank smell of monastery walls closed over. Bayle heard the shrill laugh bark ahead in the passageway: Raven had already gone into the lowering pile.

Bayle found his expected confusion, as well as his own natural friendliness, both in a kind of suspension (and he was a young man who, when he became confused, tended to become over-friendly); but the chapels, storage cells, common rooms, and what have you that Feyer Senth busily pointed out as they walked did not so much confuse him as simply slip off across his memory without ever gaining traction. While the little priest babbled and pointed, Bayle wondered what his red-headed competitor was thinking. Then the wall flares’ oily light fell before a wing of dawn, patterned with leaf-shadow.

They came out on a stone porch—perhaps it was a porch. At any rate, one wall was down—rather raggedly, as if it had been knocked in, or perhaps out, with violence and, over years, vague efforts made to straighten the debris and change the chamber into a patio.

Feyer Senth turned, chuckling. ‘We can sit here and relax a while. That, incidentally—you can just see it if you squint, out there between those two hills—is Lord Aldamir’s castle. The Dragon Castle, we call it here.’

‘Where?’ asked Raven, coming back across the moss-webbed flags.

Feyer Senth took the masked woman’s shoulder (he and Raven were the same height, which surprised Bayle because he still thought of the Western Woman as tall while the priest was indeed quite short) and pointed up between the spottily forested hills. ‘You should be able to get a glimpse right through there. Sometimes, though, the elm leaves are so thick this time of year you can’t make out a thing. Here, sit down. We’ll have some wine, some food.’

Wooden legs scraped stone as one priest pulled a bench out from the wall. Another stepped up between Norema and Bayle with a basket of glossy-rinded fruits.

Two priests were already sitting on the floor, backs to the wall and arms around their shins.

‘Sit down! Please sit down.’

The seat edge bumped the backs of Bayle’s knees as another priest smiled suddenly over his shoulder.

‘Please, sit and be comfortable, here where we can look through the forests of Garth, out at the lovely Vygernangx morning.’

‘Feyer Senth!’

They looked at Raven—indeed, half the feyers stopped bustling.

‘Feyer Senth, I will decline your hospitality.’ The masked woman stood with one foot on the ragged wall edging the porch. ‘My god is not your god. My habits are not your habits. I have a mission to complete now which cannot be completed. I must return to my employer and so inform him.’ The glazed smile took on the brilliance of ice smashed in the sun. Raven climbed up, jumped, and, to the sound of thrashing leaves, moved away.

Norema, sitting on one of the proffered chairs, looked at Bayle.

Feyer Senth laughed. ‘Such a fascinating girl, too. It’s sad she didn’t choose to stay. But here, have some wine. Lord Aldamir wishes us to do well by all his visitors. His family is illustrious and his history, which does honor to all Nevèrÿon, is intimately connected with these border territories. You, of course, would be too young to remember, but it was a branch of Lord Aldamir’s family who sat on the High Throne of Eagles, in the city then called Neveryóna, before the current Child Empress—whose reign has, at times, been both wrathful and rapacious, though I gather one would never dare say such a thing were we fifty miles closer to Kolhari. The Aldamirs have supported the Empress since her coming to power. But we here have always known—known since the time of Babàra’s invasions of the Garth—that such a relation between the dragon and the eagle would never be truly easy. Well, his Lordship is of course concerned with maintaining the freest commerce back and forth with that city (called, under his unfortunate cousin’s reign, Neveryóna). That is no doubt why he has called you down to negotiate with him for the franchise of children’s rubber balls; and no doubt that also explains why he is so anxious that we entertain you as grandly as we can here during his unexpected absence. You have no idea how mortified he was that he had to leave. His messenger came down from the castle to me in person and conveyed his Lordship’s most sincere regrets and apologies,’ and, without punctuation, turned to Norema: ‘the presence of that Western Woman must have made you feel terribly upset. I mean, for a woman used to the place of women in this society.’ Recalling her expostulation when he had asked for her reaction to Raven’s creation tale, Bayle expected some similar restrained outburst now. But Norema returned that silent, serious look across the rim of her wine cup (and what cups they were! Metal creations of leaves and flowers in which were set ceramic plates so thin the light passed through, stained crimson with the wine! What sort of potters threw cups like this here in the south, wondered Bayle, as the glitter from his own deviled his vision from below), which said that though she of course would not say it, she felt no such thing.

What Bayle found himself thinking, as conversation, wine, and food drifted on their various ways through the morning (and what food they ate! Crisp, roasted birds stuffed with fruit and nuts! Pastries filled with spicy meats! Puddings that combined terrifying bitternesses and sweetnesses!), was just how present Raven, now she was gone, seemed. The conversation somehow managed to return to her at least once every hour. In between, it was almost as if she were lurking just outside, or spying from the dark niches behind them, or hiding in some chapel near them, observing and overhearing every inane and innocuous word or gesture made or uttered.

‘So, you have made up your mind, my dear?’ Feyer Senth’s voice was nearly lost among the crickets’.

‘Lord Aldamir has gone to the south. No one knows when he’ll return. But you suspect it may be quite a while. It is silly to come all this way and give up just like that. I can hire people to carry my packages and guide me after him. I shall leave in the morning. After all, I have money.’

‘But you must remember,’ Feyer Senth said, ‘as one goes further and further south, money means something very different from what it does in the city once called Neveryóna.’

‘You have money.’ Bayle, a little drunkenly, swirled wine in the bottom of his goblet. ‘And I do not. At least not very much money. So tomorrow morning I shall get a ship back to Kolhari—’ For an hour, following Norema, he too had been saying ‘the city once called Neveryóna,’ as the priests did; but as the sky had gone salmon outside the porch, then indigo, and the wax had been pried from the mouth of yet another jug, he had gone back to the ‘Kolhari’ he had used all his life.

‘If I find his Lordship, I shall tell him you answered his messenger!’ Norema said with an intensity that probably came from the wine they had been drinking all day on the porch, or in the chapels near it, or about the grounds just in front of it. ‘I will! I promise you, Bayle!’

Bayle said nothing—though he smiled—and swirled his dregs. His feelings had alternated between a very real desire to accompany this city merchant’s bold little red-haired secretary and a very real apprehension; he was only eighteen, this was the first time he had been away from the city; things had not gone according to plan; best return and leave heroics to a later year.

‘I have money,’ Norema repeated. ‘Now if I only knew where, to the south, Lord Aldamir has gone. But you say I should not have any trouble finding him …?’

Bayle stood up; the flares, in metal holders bolted to the stone, wavered and flapped uncertain light about the porch. ‘I must go to bed,’ he said thickly. ‘Good night, and thank you for a wonderful day …’ Two feyers, who either had not drunk such amounts as he or who were used to imbibing such amounts, were instantly at his side, leading him toward his cell somewhere off in the wobbling dark.
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‘I TOO SHOULD RETIRE.’ Norema rose. She was by no means as drunk as the boy. Still, the last hour’s drinking, with only the smokey flares to keep away night bugs, had left her quite tired. And her thoughts and feelings over the day of priestly entertainment had been much closer to what yours and mine would have been: between polite interest and polite boredom, she too had wondered what part the ritual realities of actual religion played in the lives of these rather indolent feyers. The decision to continue her journey had been sudden, and the thought she had given to it since was the sort one lavishes on an onerous but inescapable obligation. Now she wanted to retire early enough for the coming travail of tomorrow’s tasks: the collecting of guides, bearers, tents, and provisions by the waterfront at dawn—a service she had performed several times for Madame Keyne before at Kolhari and whose difficulties she therefore knew. ‘No, I can find my own way,’ she said, taking the flare from the priest who started forward to guide her.

Some ‘Good-night’s’ chorused beyond the flare’s glow. An arch, and she entered it. Smoke trickled from the brand to lick back on the ceiling, already ribboned with soot from how many years’ sleepy travelers’ lighting their way to bed. A stone doorway inches lower than the top of her head, and she ducked through.

The cell seemed much higher than she remembered; but it was the right one: there, in brand light, were her boxes and sacks. Through a window high in one corner she could see brand-lit leaves and beyond them faint stars. A bed; a metal wall-holder for the flare; a three-legged amphora of water, a standing basin for washing.

She put the brand in its holder.

When—after washing, after plunging the brand in the washed-in water, after dripping water on the tops of her bare feet in the dark while she tried to get the extinguished brand back in its brace, after turning once and then turning again on the fragrant bed—sleep came, she was not sure.

She woke at a strangled gasp, not hers; something fell down to hit the bed’s edge, thudded to the floor. Blinking, she pushed herself up, started to swing her feet to the stone—

‘Don’t, or your toes will be a-wash in blood,’ followed by a barking laugh above her—but a soft bark.

Norema looked down: someone lay with arms and legs at awkward angles, while wetness crawled out across the flags. She looked up; blocking moonlight, Raven squatted in the window. She put one leg in and let it hang.

With a shudder, Norema curled her feet up under her—and Raven dropped down on to the bed’s foot.

‘What’s happened …?’ Norema whispered hoarsely.

‘Well, Heathen Woman,’ Raven whispered back squatting on the rumpled blanket and folding her arms, ‘someone was going to kill you. So I killed her—or him, as the case may be.’ She bent forward, rolled the body back—‘Him … but I should have expected that by now in your strange and terrible land—’ and pulled something from the flank. An arm flopped on the floor; blood welled, Raven turned her two-pronged sword, examining it, wiped it on the bed, examined it again.

‘Kill me?’ Norema demanded, trying to match Raven’s whisper. ‘Why on earth …?’

‘Most probably—’ Raven, still sitting, managed to get the sword, after several plunges, into its shaggy sheath—‘because you were going to go on looking for Lord Aldamir and they don’t want you to find him—or rather they don’t want you to find out something about him once you start looking.’

In the silvered dark, Norema squinted; ‘But how did you know I was going to go on? You’d already left before—’

Raven laughed again. ‘After I left, I doubled back. Oh, I stayed around, lurking outside, spying from dark niches, even got in and hid in one of the chapels. I must have heard everything the bunch of you said this afternoon.’

‘You did?’

‘And you know what they did, these wine-bibing feyers? Sent a little herd of men out after me, very much of the cut of this one here. With orders to do me in.’

‘What did you do?’

‘Pretty much what I did to this one. Snuck up behind, got one, then another. Quick and silent.’ Raven put her feet on what was presumably drier stone and stood.

‘Bayle,’ Norema said suddenly. ‘What about Bayle?’

‘Well, I couldn’t keep guard on both your cells at once. When this one here climbed up into your window with a knife in her—in his teeth and a garrote cord knotted around his wrist, I was up behind and—’ Raven made the jabbing motion Norema supposed would sink a sword in a kidney. ‘Fell in down across your bed and on to the floor there. Are you ready to get out of here?’

Norema looked for a place to stand, saw it, stood on it. ‘Don’t you think we should check to see if Bayle’s alive or dead?’

‘Now why should these priests want to kill some poor, pudgy daughter of Eif’h? He was going home in the morning, and unless I miss my guess, if you’d volunteered to do the same, no one would have wanted to kill you either. But then, you had money. Look, if he’s alive, there’s nothing we have to do about it. If he’s dead, there’s nothing we can do. Get into your pants.’

‘I still don’t—’

‘Come, Eastern Heathen.’ Raven turned, stepped back on the bed, leaped for the window, and scrabbled up the wall; a moment later she was again perched in the moonlight. Turning, she reached down her hand. ‘Come on.’

Somehow, pants and sandals were gotten into.

Norema had to jump three times before Raven’s rough hand grappled hers. With her toes in the wall’s deep mortices she scrambled up to crowd beside the small masked woman on the sill. ‘Where are we going?’ Norema asked of the frayed black rag, inches from her face and punctured by eyes still indigo in the moon.

‘To visit Lord Aldamir’s great rubber orchards. And his magnificent castle,’ and she was off the sill on to a branch, climbing down. Norema was after her—it was longer down to the ground than it had been up from the bed. As Norema’s sandals hit the pine needles—Raven had already taken several loping steps down the slope—there was a crashing in the brush beside them, and a creature jumped out, to land in a crouch, knuckles on the ground: ‘Raven, the coast is clear!’

‘Ha, ha!’ said Raven. ‘But we’re not going to the coast. It’s inland for us right now, back toward the castle.’

Norema took her hand from her mouth and asked, with thudding heart: ‘Who’s she?’

Raven said: ‘It is very hard in this strange and terrible land to be a true daughter of Jevim and not pick up little girls—like honey picks up flies—who desperately want to help.’ She reached down and tousled the curly hair of the crouching youngster. ‘Some of them are pretty plucky too. This one is even useful.’

The girl, who was clearly local, grubby, and about twelve, stood up and said: ‘Who’s she? The lady we’re saving?’

‘Lo,’ said Raven, ‘she is already saved, Juni. Norema, that’s Juni. And she’s smart,’ though Norema was not sure which of them the last sentence referred to. ‘Hurry up, both of you.’

They followed the masked woman down the tangled slope, minutes at a time scrambling by vine-laced trees that, for all the moon, were lightless.

The two women and the girl, now grunting, now whispering for one or the other to step this way rather than that, leaves a-whisper about them, small branches a-crackle under foot, made their way, now down, now up.

‘What’s that?’ Norema asked, as they reached fallen stones, those stones still standing covered with ivy.

A wing of moonlight flapped on Raven’s face. (A branch among blowy leaves above them bent and bent again, revealing that grin below the mask.) Raven chuckled.

Juni said: ‘This is the wall around the Dragon Castle’s parks and orchards.’

‘Lord Aldamir’s castle?’ Norema asked.

Juni blinked.

Raven nodded. ‘Let us examine them.’ She swung her leg over the lowest rock.

Juni vaulted over, then turned back to give Norema a hand. Norema grabbed among the leaves either side of the fissure—one hand closed on stone, the other, just on leaves—and pulled herself through.

They stood at the edge of a brambley field in moonlight. There were only one, two—no, three trees. One leaned almost to the ground, half its branches bare as pikes.

On the other side of the field, looking like a small mountain, parts of which had been quarried vertical, other parts of which sloped irregularly, was a castle.

Norema said: ‘This orchard—or park—doesn’t seem to be in use right now.’

Juni looked at Raven and said: ‘You’re right. She doesn’t know.’

Raven said: ‘All the grounds within the walls look like this. Or worse.’

‘Then perhaps the orchards that give the sap that makes the balls are outside the walled grounds—’ She frowned. ‘Raven, are you trying to tell me there aren’t any orchards?’

‘Come. Let’s go across into the castle.’

Norema frowned again: ‘Won’t some of the guards or servants …’

Raven said: ‘They didn’t when I was here earlier today.’

Juni said: ‘There are no guards. Or servants,’ then looked quickly back and forth between the two women.

‘Come,’ Raven said again and started through the brush.

Once Norema nearly tripped over some fallen piece of statuary, then again over a plow-head on cracked shafts. A ditch wormed through the meadow with silver trickling its bottom. Norema, Juni, then Raven leaped it, Norema’s sandals and Raven’s and Juni’s bare feet sinking in the soft black bank.

A balustrade rose, cleaving the moon.

‘That door’s open.’ Juni pointed.

‘How do you know?’ Norema squinted at shadowed stone.

Juni said: ‘My aunt says it’s been open since before I was born. I live with my aunt up on the hill,’ said this ragged little thing who had to be at least twelve. Again they were both off after Raven.

It was attached only by the top hinge and leaned askew, its gray planks scratched and carved at. The steps behind it were a-crunch with leaves; and the crunches echoed ahead of them up the stone corridor.

‘Won’t somebody … hear us?’ Norema asked once more with failing conviction.

Neither Raven nor Juni answered. Norema hurried up behind them. They ducked through another arch: more moonlight, leaves, stone. They stood in some roofless hall, its pavings webbed with grass. Here and there the flooring was pushed aside by some growing bush. Broad steps near them went up to what may once have been—yes, that was certainly some ivy-grown dragon, carved and coiled about some giant seat.

‘Now,’ said Raven, ‘doesn’t this look exactly like what you’d expect of the castle of a great southern lord who had just taken a trip south only three days ago on an unexpected mission?’

‘No one has stayed in this castle for years!’ Norema said.

‘My cousin stayed here once. For a night. With two of his friends—five years ago. They dared each other to sleep here. Only just before sunrise, they got scared and all ran away, back to their homes. That was when they were as old as I am now. But nobody lives in Lord Aldamir’s castle.’

‘You mean there is no Lord Aldamir?’ Norema asked. ‘But what’s happened to him? And how did he send Bayle’s master a message to come?’

Raven’s laughter cackled in the hall. ‘The balance between the various aristocratic factions in your strange and terrible country is far too complex for the likes of me or you ever to unravel. Clearly it suits someone to have various factions in Kolhari—probably factions beneath the Eagle—think that there is still some heat left to the dragon in the south. Perhaps they pay our little feyers there to dispatch the occasional messenger to Nevèrÿon with an invitation to join in some profitable scheme with the great southern Lord. A naïve child like Bayle journeys down to the Garth, and here is told that his Lordship was unexpectedly called away; and the youngster returns by the next boat with tales of the absent Lord’s might, given over to him throughout a day of entertainment by a host of drunken, garrulous priests.’

‘But they didn’t expect me,’ said Norema.

‘Nor me,’ said Raven. ‘Unless, as the lady said, Lord Aldamir expects everyone.’

‘Now Bayle will carry the tale of Lord Aldamir back to Kolhari—’

‘—where no doubt,’ said Raven, ‘rumor will wind its way, up from the ports to the High Court of Eagles itself, that various business operations have been briefly delayed between Lord Aldamir and a waterfront potter. And for business relations to be delayed, there must be businessmen to begin with. The one thing that the rumor will not make them doubt is Lord Aldamir’s existence.’

‘But what do we do with this information now we have it?’ Norema asked. ‘Wouldn’t it be dangerous to carry it back to Kolhari?’

‘Ours is a very strange kind of information.’ Raven went over to the wall, folded her arms, and leaned there. ‘It is far easier to argue that something nobody believes in actually exists than it is to argue that something everybody believes in is unreal. And the general consensus in Nevèrÿon is that there is a Lord Aldamir. I would not want to be the one to have to return to Lord Krodar and tell him that the man he sent me to assassinate is a figment of his imagination. And if you tell your mistress that, you just see what happens: first, she will say you had the wrong castle, then the wrong seaport, or even the wrong boat. I’d say, rather, stick to the tale we were told to tell—that Lord Aldamir was suddenly called away and we could gain no audience. Now come and let us wander these deserted halls, these abandoned stairs, these cramped and damp cells and high chambers where history has left off happening. I want to explore this absent aristocrat from every side—in case I ever do meet him and need to jab a blade into his absent gut.’ Raven uncrossed her arms and started off across the littered floor.

Juni and Norema looked at each other. The little girl darted forward after the masked assassin. Norema, chills prickling thigh and shoulder, followed.

For the next several hours they wandered into this room and that one, nearly silent the time. In one cell Juni accidentally kicked up an old tinder box; in another, Norema recognized an oil jar, still sealed with wax. So they made brands and carried them, flickering and smoking, through the darker chains of chambers.

In a kitchen midden they saw old pots and knives. Minutes later, Raven, standing in the small kitchen garden (a few vegetables were still recognizable in the moonlight despite the weeds), announced she was hungry, pulled out her sword, and turned to hack the head from a rather large hare that had leaped on to the stone wall to watch them.

‘Juni,’ Norema said, astonishing herself with the authority she mustered, ‘run back inside and get that pan I was just examining. Here, no, give me your torch,’ and, with two torches in one hand, she bent to yank up some tubers whose taste she knew. ‘Those rocks will make a fireplace—and Juni, bring back a jar for water. I’m sure that stream down there is fresh …’

Raven sat down on a flat rock to watch, her hands on her knees, while Norema, in a panic of relief, now that she had something to take charge of, to organize, to do, began concocting an ersatz meal of rabbit, parsnips, and kale.

‘Throw me the guts,’ Raven said suddenly, while Norema, with a knife whose handle was as ornate as the feyer’s cups that afternoon, was busy sawing joints.

Juni, returning with the water jar on her hip, asked: ‘Can you read the future in the guts of hares?’ Water sloshed from the brim, wetting the girl’s thin, knobby wrist in moonlight.

Raven said: ‘I am going to make a length of cord. There’s no need in letting such things waste in this strange and terrible land,’ and she fell to work over the bloody offal, milking out chyme, plucking away vein-webbed peritoneum, and stretching out the wet intestinal tract, thinner and thinner—which made Norema busy herself the more intently with the stew.

Juni, after watching Raven and ignoring Norema for fifteen minutes, said: ‘You have hands like a man.’

Raven’s bloody knuckles slipped one on another as she stretched and flexed and stretched. ‘No. In this strange and terrible land, most men have hands like women.’ A masked monkey, she squatted, pulling and pulling, the thinned gut growing in a coil on the stone between her feet.

In Norema’s pan, oil sputtered and frothed as handfuls of cubed meat went in; bubbles sped to the copper rim and burst. Norema put in a handful each of white and green vegetables that had been cut up on the flat rock by the fire, which left a large spot of gray, darker than the rock around, irregular as a mapped island.

Grayed in moonlight, with a few orange tongues chattering over the pan’s edge, the food went golden.

Raven laid one stained hand on her cabled thigh; with the other she picked up the coil to examine it.

Juni said: ‘My mother, when she was alive, said girl children were a curse and a burden to a poor widow.’ Then she asked; ‘Did your mother weep and curse at your birth because she wanted a boy?’

The dark lips and chin—all that was visible under the fraying rag—turned to the girl, looking far more serious than eyes alone. The nostril edges, with threads hanging beside them, flared; the lips pulled back from stained teeth, and laughter suddenly barked. ‘My mother, when I was born and she saw I was a woman-child, got up still dangling the bloody rope between her legs—which could not have been easy, as I am supposed to have come out sideways—took up her ceremonial plow blade (and those things are heavy) and beat twelve times on the bronze gong that hangs on the wall. (We only beat it once if it’s a boy.) Then she went back to her pallet, cooing and cuddling and proud as a tiger. Outside in the hall, her men ceased their chanting and gave a yowl of joy, and for the next three days walked around clicking their long nails on every pot and pan in the place. They’d yowl for a boy, too. But they wouldn’t click their nails!’

‘Then why,’ asked Juni, as if it followed logically, ‘do you wear that mask?’

‘Oh.’ Raven turned the coil of string in her hands, then put it down. ‘I suppose because I grew up short and scrawny, like the smallest and thinnest of my mother’s men. Ah, yes. I remember that man, too. He was a shy, tiny, beautiful man. He tried to teach me to be an acrobat. Almost succeeded, too. Oh, I loved him, and he was always kind to me. Sideways … that’s probably why I’ve never wanted a baby. It’s a hard way to do it and they say such things are passed down among women.’

‘They are not,’ said Norema, stirring faster. ‘Don’t fill the child’s head with nonsense.’ Then she asked Juni: ‘Did your mother weep and curse over you?’

‘I don’t have a mother,’ Juni said patly. ‘I told you, I live with my aunt. But she has two girls of her own. That’s what she says,’ and then back to Raven: ‘How do you keep from having children?’

Raven laughed. ‘When do you pass your blood? At the full moon, like me?’ She glanced up (Norema noticed the ivory orb was gibbous): ‘Well, then, you count off from the eleventh to the sixteenth day after that: and during those five days you refrain from tackling little boys in the fields and bringing them down in the furrows. Besides, despite what we are always saying in the women’s barracks, little boys actually appreciate being left alone from time to time.’

‘What about,’ said Norema, prying up something from the bottom of the pan that had started to stick, ‘the big boys here who tackle you?’

‘Well, yes, this part of the world has some very strange men in it who do things like that. I suppose a quick—’ and here Raven rose in a single motion and brought her knee sharply up. ‘If you do that to them, right to the tender scars of Eif’h, they’ll think twice, believe me, before tackling again. Really, this strange and terrible land is quite unbelievable to me.’ Once more she sat.

‘Why do women pass blood?’ the little girl asked.

Norema pushed the pan to a slightly cooler spot and wondered if they would get a recounting of Jevim’s perils. But Raven said:

‘The three or four days you pass blood are to get rid of the nonsense one picks up in the five days of heavy responsibility between moons.’

Norema, at the fire, laughed. ‘There are times, Raven, you make me wonder if the women in this country don’t have an awful lot of nonsense to get rid of.’

‘We always used to say, in the barracks,’ said Raven, a perfectly incomprehensible leer beneath her mask: ‘Save that blood for the boys. They can only take it in. They can never give it out. And that’s why ’men have so much more nonsense about them than women.’

Which made Norema open her mouth, nearly drop her knife into her stew, then close it again. ‘And do you have to repeat your … barrack-room talk in front of a child! Really …’ She took a breath; and then found herself smiling behind and through the frown. ‘I’ve noticed something about you, Raven. Whenever you talk and there aren’t men around, you get down to the body very quickly. I think that’s because you are a kind of barbarian.’

‘But you are the barbarian. Besides, in your country here, barbarians come from even further south than we are. At any rate, there is no civilization where the men cannot grow their nails. I am the civilized one.’ And brought her hand up to her mouth to bite at one of hers.

‘I don’t …’ Juni paused, blinked—‘… pass blood … yet.’

Raven (and Norema at the fire) grinned. Raven lifted her bloody fingers from her thigh and laid two against the girl’s cheek. ‘Well, you will.’

Norema said from the fire: ‘If you were from my part of the world, when you were old enough to bear children, your parents would go down to the beach and have a big party. You’d get presents, people would make speeches, and then you’d have to take a big shell full of water and throw it over your head—then you and all the other children who had reached their majority, boys and girls, for we give parties for both, would run and hide and the younger children would all have to go and find them.’

‘Humph,’ said Raven or something like it. ‘Both? I bet, knowing your part of the world, the boy’s presents were bigger.’

Which was true. Norema pushed the pot back to the hotter part of the fire.

‘What do they do where you come from?’ Juni asked. ‘I mean, when a girl first passes blood.’

Raven said: ‘Your mother’s men cut their nails and put them in a special bag that you have sewn with specially painted pieces of bark; you take the bag and a new sword deep in the jungle under the half moon. You bury the bag. You sing certain songs, and you eat certain plants that can only be picked with the left hand. And you kill something.’

‘Is that all?’ Juni asked.

‘No,’ said Raven.

‘Then what?’

‘You go to sleep on the forest floor with your face looking into the dead eyes of your kill, and in the morning you go back and tell your mother’s oldest sister what it was you dreamed. She arranges stones and bones and dried flowers into an appropriate pattern and together you work out your future life by seeing what the dream and the stones say about each other. Then there is a party.’ And with a great grin over her small teeth, Raven stood up and walked through the weeds to the stream where she squatted to wash her hands.

Juni watched a moment and then came over to the fire by Norema. ‘My aunt says that a woman can only wait for a man to take her—and no one will ever take me, because I am an orphan. She says that if a girl goes out from under her father’s roof for more than a week, you can just bet slavers will take her.’

‘Well, I have been out from under my father’s roof quite a bit more than a week. Several years more. And certainly one must look out for oneself. But I think that’s just more nonsense to get rid of.’

Juni looked suddenly to her right. A flash had deviled the edge of vision. Raven, walking back from the stream, had removed her sword from its hairy sheath and was examining it again. Juni said: ‘Why is your sword like that? It’s split in two and it looks funny.’

‘Does it now?’ asked the masked woman as she turned the blade around: moonlight ran down one side, firelight slid up the other. ‘Usually, in this strange and terrible land, all you see are single blades. But that’s a puny, man’s weapon. This—look, I’ll show you.’ Raven squatted beside the girl. ‘It’s sharp on the outside here and sharp on the outside there. That means it can cut either left or right.’ The blade swung one way, then the other. ‘And it also has this slit down the center—just like the line between the folds of your vagina. And the inside edges are just as sharp as the outside edges, all the way down and around the fork. So, if something gets between them that you don’t like, you can—’ Here Raven jammed the blade straight up in the moonlight—‘cut it off!’

At the fire Norema again felt chills about her. She started to open her mouth, then clamped it very tight. As she looked about the clearing, she had the distinct feeling that something inside her, even as she stirred the stew, had gotten up, turned completely around, and then settled back down inside so that she did not quite feel she was the same person.

‘I’ve seen slaves—women, and men—brought up from the jungles in the south. I think if I were taken by slavers I’d—’

Norema, at the fire, thought: This little girl and I were born hundreds of miles apart and I can complete her sentence just as easily as if she were my little sister: I think I’d kill myself. Norema ran the knife through the bubbling juices in the copper pan. ‘If I were taken by slavers,’ Norema said, ‘I think I would kill them. Now why don’t you both come around here and eat your supper.’

‘A very good thought that is,’ said Raven.

‘Go get those knives where I found this one, Juni, if you want something to eat with. Oh, you already have one. And Raven, while we eat, while we all eat, why don’t you tell us the story of how your god made the world and men and—women and men. I think I want to hear it again. And I’m sure Juni would like it.’

‘Is it an exciting story?’ Juni asked, squatting down by the fire. ‘That smells very good.’

‘Listen, little Heathen Woman, and decide yourself,’ said Raven, reaching with her sword point into the stew to spear the smallest piece of rabbit and raising it, still bubbling, through firelight, toward her stained teeth. ‘In the beginning was the act …’



5

BLUE AND THE CHIME of metal jewelry filled the sun-shot door. Blue and green swished in by the jambs. Madame Keyne ducked her head beneath the slanted lintel. ‘Anyone in? Say, is anyone in? I want to buy a pot.’

‘A moment! A moment, gracious lady! Just a moment!’ Old Zwon, who was slapping a flank of clay against a slate slab again and again to get the bubbles out so that, when molded and fired, it would not explode in the kiln, took a dripping rag from the jar on the ground and laid it over the moist chunk, then stepped around the bench, wiping his stone-colored fingers on his smirched tunic. ‘Now, what kind of pot would you like? If you’ll step through here, I have on display some of my finer—’

‘I want a pot that you do not have. I … excuse me, but this, well, dim and smelly shop. It’s such a fine day outside, sunny and mild. And it won’t be for long. Let’s step into the sun and talk.’

‘Madame, for a single pot—?’

‘I want a single kind of pot. If you can make it for me, I will want you to make a hundred of them.’

‘A hundred pots? By all means, madame, let us step outside into the sun where we can take a breath of air. Please, this way,’ and Old Zwon moved to the side of the door to follow the blue veils and jingling bangles outside.

‘… for all my lady’s warning!’ shouted a child, somewhere off in the sun, while a ball popped against a salt-stained wall; children ran shrieking down an alley.

‘Now, my good friend,’ and Madame Keyne took the potter’s wrinkled arm with a natural friendliness that, while warming, was just as disconcerting as her former disparagement of his close little place of business. ‘You know that for generations now, the people of Kolhari and the surrounding suburbs have cooked their meals in three-legged pots. You can put coals under them, move the heat about with a stick, move them about the heat—’

‘Ah, yes! My mother made a boiled cherry pudding in those pots that I never remember without closing my eyes and tasting in the corner of my mouth for some remnant of—’

‘So did mine. But that’s—’

‘Three-legged pots? Gracious lady, I can supply you with twenty-five of them right this day from my store. And decorated with the finest glazes in designs appropriate for common use or more refined—’

‘I don’t want three-legged pots.’ Madame Keyne pressed her beringed and bony hand to the back of Old Zwon’s clay-ey knuckles. ‘You see I have recently walked through the Spur and seen the wives of the barbarians, newly moved to our city, cooking on their open fires in their little street camps, at the doors of their shacks. A dozen of their husbands work for me as the cheapest of loaders in my warehouses when they deign to work at all. And I have seen pots overturned by careless-handed barbarian girls and women, by screaming barbarian children running at their games, by drunken barbarian men staggering in the street. And once, shame to say, when I was pursuing a lout who had stolen some coins from my warehouse, in a rage I knocked his woman’s supper out on the ground when the man dared lie to me but such are the shames that come with power. The point is, I have heard women curse the three-legged pot as an invention of a malicious god, made by no true craftsman—for these women were not brought up to use them and have not been instructed in their workings since childhood as our women have. No, they are not easy with them in the least.’

‘Brutish women, most of them,’ Old Zwon agreed. ‘No grace about them at all. Uncivilized and nasty-tongued to boot—those you can understand for the accent. Really, I don’t know which are worse, the men or the—’

‘I want you to make me a four-legged pot. And when you have made it, I shall examine it and see if it suits the conditions I think it shall likely have to endure. And if it endures them, I shall have you make me ninety-nine others like it.’

‘A four-legged pot?’ Old Zwon’s bushy eyebrows lowered in the sun to drop ragged shadows across his high, thin cheekbones. ‘Who ever heard of a four-legged pot?’

‘A four-legged pot will be sturdier, potter, less likely to tip over. You do not have to be so careful in the cooking. Believe me, it fills a need and will sell—first to the barbarians. And who knows, the adventurous among our own women will find a spot for it in their kitchens.’

‘I went out to Babàra’s Pit

‘At the crescent moon’s first dawning—[bounce!]—

‘But the Thanes of Garth had co—Oh!’

‘You missed! You missed! My turn! You missed!’

‘Now with a three-legged pot,’ Old Zwon continued, as children’s running shadows mingled with the two strolling oldsters’ on the bright film of a puddle, then pulled away to merge with the whole shadowed side of the street, ‘you don’t have to worry about getting leg-lengths exact: any three legs will always touch the ground. With a four-legged pot, however, if one leg is shorter than the others … of course, there are ways to get around that with molds, especially if you’re making a hundred. Still—’

‘You will be making a hundred and no doubt another hundred. And you will be making money! These women need four-legged pots, believe me. And it will only be a matter of months, if not weeks, before our own women have taken them over. We need them as well. Or are you one of these men who has no sense of women’s condition in our society?’

‘Ah, yes. Money, madame. Well, I can certainly to what you ask, gracious lady. But, frankly speaking, I don’t know that I am so well disposed toward money-making schemes this autumn as I was at the beginning of spring. Or, indeed, how well set up I am to undertake the making of a hundred pots. You do not know the sad tale of my assistant, madame—he was a fine young man, of whom I was as fond as if he were my own son.’

‘What has he got to do with the pots you make for me?’

‘Oh, he was a fine young man, madame. Friendly, hard-working, eager to do well—responsible as they come. I took him from his family into my shop here and I would even say I loved him as much as they. More than they, perhaps. For he was a good boy, madame. A truly fine boy.’

‘Pots are what we’re discussing, potter. Pots and money.’

‘And money is precisely what I am discussing, madame. At the beginning of this past spring, a messenger—a giant of a man with a scar down his face—came from a southern lord for whom I had done work—oh, years ago, from before the reign of our gracious Child Empress (whose reign is righteous and rich)—and he requested I send him someone I could trust in order that we might set up a franchise, from his orchards, to import—’

‘For all my lady’s warning—Oh, look! It’s gone into the cistern! We’ve lost another one!’ Juvenile exclamations and groans chorused from the alley’s end.

‘—those pesky little balls, made from the southern saps, that, even now as we move into autumn, are disappearing from our streets and avenues. Madame, I sent my assistant, on a boat, to the south—with very little money, madame; certainly not what anyone would call a great deal. And certainly—I thought—nowhere near enough to tempt such a good-hearted and responsible lad to the sort of act for which you had to discipline your barbarian worker. But madame, he was tempted. He was to be away for a week. And I have not seen him now for three months. And that, madame, is money for you!’ The old man gave a bitter chuckle. ‘Oh, first I feared that something had happened. I sent a message, finally, to the south, asking my Lord Aldamir if my boy Bayle had ever reached him; I was blunt. I told him in my message I was afraid the youth had absconded with my meager funds. I sent it by the captain of the very boat on which the boy had traveled south. I received a very kind and considerate answer from some priests at a monastery where, apparently, Bayle had briefly stopped off. It was written elegantly, and feelingly, in three languages—in case my reading skills were better in one than another, though I had to comb the waterfront bars for two nights before I found a prostitute who could read the third … only to find what I had suspected all along: it said the same as the first two. They said, in three languages, that my worst fears were realized; that, indeed, a Kolhari youth named Bayle had stayed with them at their monastery, the Vygernangx, for a day on his way to Lord Aldamir’s castle, and that during his stay he talked of nothing but running away with his master’s funds, of how easy it would be, there in the barbaric south, with no supervision and no constraints. And then, they said, the next morning he was gone from his room, they knew not where. But they sent a man to the castle to see if he had arrived. He had not. Peasants, they said, had seen him walking along a southern road, early that morning.’ Old Zwon’s hand moved and knotted and released under the woman’s. ‘Madame, I have come seriously to question the whole concept of money, and the system of profit and wages by which it works. After all, under the old system, when we paid in kind, if you took a poor apprentice into your house and rewarded him with a meal from your table, a bed in your store, the shelter of your own roof, and the tutelage of your craft, then your apprentice was essentially as rich as you were, having his share of all that supplied the quality of your life. But if you take the same poor apprentice and pay him with money—pay him with the pittance of money one pays an apprentice—all you do is emphasize his poverty by your riches. How can one expect even a good boy to remain honest under such abuse and insult?’

But Madame Keyne’s brow knit, and her hand left Old Zwon’s to tickle her bony chin. ‘Feyers of the Vygernangx Monastery in the Garth peninsula, you say?’

‘The very ones, madame.’

‘Because I too have received a missive from them recently, old man. About a secretary of mine who also stopped there—also on a mission to Lord Aldamir. Also—may I tell you?—she was inquiring about those … but the what and why of my petition is not important. Suffice it to say that I too had sent her to petition his Lordship for an import franchise—’

‘Had you, now?’

‘I had. I dispatched my secretary—like you, at the beginning of spring—to the south. Like you, I waited for word, expecting it within the week. When, after three weeks, my fears began to grow, I can honestly say it was not toward absconsion that my thoughts turned. Though I had sent her with a goodly sum and gifts and presents to boot. I suppose I just assumed that I had provided for her so well that for her to escape that provision would be for her to doom herself—especially in the south—to a condition that no one could reasonably desire. You must understand that my secretary was a woman—I felt then and still feel—of privileged intelligence and uncommon sensibility. My thoughts ran rather to brigands or disease—for the south can be as pestilential as the alleys of the Spur. I too dispatched a message to that southern lord, outlining my fears. And by return boat I received a message—written only in one language, but perhaps they perceived that, as a merchant, I would have greater access to a translator than you would should their language prove to be not my most facile—from one Feyer Senth of the Vygernangx. It said that things had gone exactly as I feared: upon Norema’s debarking from the boat at Garth, she was set upon by bandits. These evil men, sensing the weakness of a woman, had endeavored to rob her of all her possessions, but at last they were repelled by the good and loyal workmen on the dock. Norema sustained only a wound on her leg. She was taken to the monastery of these most hospitable southern feyers—no doubt the very ones that housed your knavish lout—where her wound became septic, her condition feverish. Three days later, they said, she was dead.’ Madame Keyne shook her head. ‘Those kind priests, by the same boat, returned me all the crates and bags which Norema had taken with her—by their account, everything save the clothes in which her body was buried. Even the bag of coins I had sent with her came back to me apparently untouched. Ah, I cannot tell you how I have smarted since over my stupidity for sending such a fine and fearless woman into such barbarous dangers.’

Zwon’s head, before Madame Keyne’s had stilled, began to shake in sympathy. ‘Truly the south is a strange and terrible land, where every evil we here in civilized Kolhari can imagine of it comes reflected back to us with an accuracy as perfect as the image in the belly-mirrors that the young men of the Ulvayn from time to time wear on our docks … Yes, it must be a terrible place. No wonder its natives would rather starve here in our slums than brave its uncivilized horrors of bodily disease and moral degeneracy … though of course they end up bringing both with them to sicken our civilized streets. Madame—?’ for here an oblique thought clearly startled the old man and from his features’ agitation he was clearly struggling to give it voice: ‘But tell me … how … what was the mission, the goal, the object of your secretary’s visit? To Lord Aldamir, I mean?’

‘But does it matter?’ Madame Keyne’s hand again clove to the back of the potter’s. ‘I have practically forgotten. What must be foremost in our mind is that we shall be henceforth joined in a money-making scheme all in the glorious and innocent here and now—not in the bad dreams and errors of a disastrous past. Money, old potter, money—believe me, I am convinced that it is the greatest invention in the history of mankind and, for all your doubts, an entirely good thing. Get yourself another assistant. Get two. Get ten. Believe me, there will be work enough for them. Certainly there are youths a-plenty idling away their time on New Pavē that would be well-served by honest work. Why need we dwell on the schemes of the past that, with all their pain, have come to nothing, when glory lies in the schemes of the present? Four-legged pots, well-formed and cheaply made, that is where I want you to put all your thoughts and energies, old man!’

Away in another alley, children’s shouts pummeled and tumbled in the autumn sun, though they were too far off to distinguish any one word amidst their childish gamings.
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The Tale of Dragons and Dreamers


	But there is negative work to be carried out first: we must rid ourselves of a whole mass of notions, each of which, in its own way, diversifies the theme of continuity. They may not have a very rigorous conceptual structure, but they have a very precise function. Take the notion of tradition: it is intended to give a special temporal status to a group of phenomena that are both successive and identical (or at least similar); it makes it possible to rethink the dispersion of history in the form of the same; it allows a reduction of the difference proper to every beginning, in order to pursue without discontinuity the endless search for origin …

	—MICHEL FOUCAULT, The Archeology of Knowledge
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WIDE WINGS DRAGGED ON stone, scales a polychrome glister with seven greens. The bony gum yawned above the iron rail. The left eye, fist-sized and packed with stained foils, did not blink its transverse lid. A stench of halides; a bilious hiss.

‘But why have you penned it up in here?’

‘Do you think the creature unhappy, my Vizerine? Ill-fed, perhaps? Poorly exercised—less well cared for than it would be at Ellamon?’

‘How could anyone know?’ But Myrgot’s chin was down, her lower lip out, and her thin hands joined tightly before the lap of her shift.

‘I know you, my dear. You hold it against me that I should want some of the “fable” that has accrued to these beasts to redound on me. But you know; I went to great expense (and I don’t just mean the bribes, the gifts, the money) to bring it here … Do you know what a dragon is? For me? Let me tell you, Myrgot: it is an expression of some natural sensibility that cannot be explained by pragmatics, that cannot survive unless someone is hugely generous before it. These beasts are a sport. If Olin—yes, Mad Olin, and it may have been the highest manifestation of her madness—had not decided, on a tour through the mountain holds, the creatures were beautiful, we wouldn’t have them today. You know the story? She came upon a bunch of brigands slaughtering a nest of them and sent her troops to slaughter the brigands. Everyone in the mountains had seen the wings, but no one was sure the creatures could actually fly till two years after Olin put them under her protection and the grooms devised their special training programs that allowed the beasts to soar. And their flights, though lovely, are short and rare. The creatures are not survival oriented—unless you want to see them as part of a survival relationship with the vicious little harridans who are condemned to be their riders: another of your great-great aunt’s more inane institutions. Look at that skylight. The moon outside illumines it now. But the expense I have gone to in order to arrive at those precise green panes! Full sunlight causes the creature’s eyes to inflame, putting it in great discomfort. They can only fly a few hundred yards or so, perhaps a mile with the most propitious drafts, and unless they land on the most propitious ledge, they cannot take off again. Since they cannot elevate from flat land, once set down in an ordinary forest, say, they are doomed. In the wild, many live their entire lives without flying, which, given how easily their wing membranes tear through or become injured, is understandable. They are egg-laying creatures who know nothing of physical intimacy. Indeed, they are much more tractable when kept from their fellows. This one is bigger, stronger, and generally healthier than any you’ll find in the Falthas—in or out of the Ellamon corrals. Listen to her trumpet her joy over her present state!’

Obligingly, the lizard turned on her splay claws, dragging the chain from her iron collar, threw back her bony head beneath the tower’s many lamps, and hissed—not a trumpet, the Vizerine reflected, whatever young Strethi might think. ‘My dear, why don’t you just turn it loose?’

‘Why don’t you just have me turn loose the poor wretch chained in the dungeon?’ At the Vizerine’s bitter glance, the Suzeraine chuckled. ‘No, Myrgot. True, I could haul on those chains there, which would pull back the wood and copper partitions you see on the other side of the pen. My beast could then waddle to the ledge and soar out from our tower here, onto the night. (Note the scenes of hunting I have had the finest craftsmen beat into the metal work. Myself, I think they’re stunning.) But such a creature as this in a landscape like the one about here could take only a single flight—for, really, without a rider they’re simply too stupid to turn around and come back to where they took off. And I am not a twelve-year-old girl; what’s more, I couldn’t bear to have one about the castle who could ride the creature aloft when I am too old and too heavy.’ (The dragon was still hissing.) ‘No, I could only conceive of turning it loose if my whole world were destroyed and—indeed—my next act would be to cast myself down from that same ledge to the stones!’

‘My Suzeraine, I much preferred you as a wild-haired, horse-proud seventeen-year-old. You were beautiful and heartless … in some ways rather a bore. But you have grown up into another over-refined soul of the sort our aristocracy is so good at producing and which produces so little itself save ways to spend unconscionable amounts on castles, clothes, and complex towers to keep comfortable impossible beasts. You remind me of a cousin of mine—the Baron Inige? Yet what I loved about you, when you were a wholly ungracious provincial heir whom I had just brought to court, was simply that that was what I could never imagine you.’

‘Oh, I remember what you loved about me! And I remember your cousin too—though it’s been years since I’ve seen him. Among those pompous and self-important dukes and earls, though I doubt he liked me any better than the rest did, I recall a few times when he went out of his way to be kind … I’m sure I didn’t deserve it. How is Curly?’

‘Killed himself three years ago.’ The Vizerine shook her head. ‘His passion, you may recall, was flowers—which I’m afraid totally took over in the last years. As I understand the story—for I wasn’t there when it happened—he’d been putting together another collection of particularly rare weeds. One he was after apparently turned out to be the wrong color, or couldn’t be found, or didn’t exist. The next day his servants discovered him in the arboretum, his mouth crammed with the white blossoms of some deadly mountain flower.’ Myrgot shuddered. ‘Which I’ve always suspected is where such passions as his—and yours—are too likely to lead, given the flow of our lives, the tenor of our times.’

The Suzeraine laughed, adjusting the collar of his rich robe with his forefinger. (The Vizerine noted that the blue eyes were much paler in the prematurely lined face than she remembered; and the boyish nailbiting had passed on, in the man, to such grotesque extents that each of his long fingers now ended in a perfect pitted wound.) Two slaves at the door, their own collars covered with heavily jeweled neckpieces, stepped forward to help him, as they had long since been instructed, while the Suzeraine’s hand fell again into the robe’s folds, the adjustment completed. The slaves stepped back. The Suzeraine, oblivious, and the Vizerine, feigning obliviousness and wondering if the Suzeraine’s obliviousness were feigned or real, strolled through the low stone arch between them to the uneven steps circling down the tower.

‘Well,’ said the blond lord, stepping back to let his lover of twenty years ago precede, ‘now we return to the less pleasant aspect of your stay here. You know, I sometimes find myself dreading any visit from the northern aristocracy. Just last week two common women stopped at my castle—one was a redhaired island woman, the other a small creature in a mask who hailed from the Western Crevasse. They were traveling together, seeking adventure and fortune. The Western Woman had once for a time worked in the Falthas, training the winged beasts and the little girls who ride them. The conversation was choice! The island woman could tell incredible tales, and was even using skins and inks to mark down her adventures. And the masked one’s observations were very sharp. It was a fine evening we passed. I fed them and housed them. They entertained me munificently. I gave them useful gifts, saw them depart, and would be delighted to see either return. Now, were the stars in a different configuration, I’m sure that the poor wretch that we’ve got strapped in the dungeon and his little friend who escaped might have come wandering by in the same wise. But no, we have to bind one to the plank in the cellar and stake a guard out for the other … You really wish me to keep up the pretence to that poor mule that it is Lord Krodar, rather than you, who directs his interrogation?’

‘You object?’ Myrgot’s hand, out to touch the damp stones at the stair’s turning, came back to brush at the black braids that looped her forehead. ‘Once or twice I have seen you enjoy such an inquisition session with an avidity that verged on the unsettling.’

‘Inquisition? But this is merely questioning. The pain—at your own orders, my dear—is being kept to a minimum.’ (Strethi’s laugh echoed down over Myrgot’s shoulder, recalling for her the enthusiasm of the boy she could no longer find when she gazed full at the man.) ‘I have neither objection nor approbation, my Vizerine. We have him; we do with him as we will … Now, I can’t help seeing how you gaze about at my walls, Myrgot! I must tell you, ten years ago when I had this castle built over the ruins of my parents’ farm, I really thought the simple fact that all my halls had rooves would bring the aristocracy of Nevèrÿon flocking to my court. Do you know, you are my only regular visitor—at least the only one who comes out of anything other than formal necessity. And I do believe you would come to see me even if I lived in the same drafty farmhouse I did when you first met me. Amazing what we’ll do out of friendship … The other one, Myrgot; I wonder what happened to our prisoner’s little friend. They both fought like devils. Too bad the boy got away.’

‘We have the one I want,’ Myrgot said.

‘At any rate, you have your reasons—your passion, for politics and intrigue. That’s what comes of living most of your life in Kolhari. Here in the Avila, it’s—well, it’s not that different for me. You have your criticism of my passions—and I have mine of yours. Certainly I should like to be much more straightforward with the dog: make my demand and chop his head off if he didn’t meet it. This endless play is not really my style. Yet I am perfectly happy to assist you in your desires. And however disparaging you are of my little pet, whose welfare is my life, I am sure there will come a time when one or another of your messengers will arrive at my walls bearing some ornate lizard harness of exquisite workmanship you have either discovered in some old storeroom or—who knows—have had specially commissioned for me by the latest and finest artisan. When it happens, I shall be immensely pleased.’

And as the steps took them around and down the damp tower, the Suzeraine of Strethi slipped up beside the Vizerine to take her aging arm.
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AND AGAIN SMALL SARG ran.

He struck back low twigs, side-stepped a wet branch clawed with moonlight, and leaped a boggy puddle. With one hand he shoved away a curtain of leaves, splattering himself face to foot with night-dew, to reveal the moonlit castle. (How many other castles had he so revealed …) Branches chattered to behind him.

Panting, he ducked back of a boulder. His muddy hand pawed beneath the curls like scrap brass at his neck. The hinged iron was there; and locked tight—a droplet trickled under the metal. He swatted at his hip to find his sword: the hilt was still tacky under his palm where he had not had time to clean it. The gaze with which he took in the pile of stone was not a halt in his headlong dash so much as a continuation of it, the energy propelling arms and legs momentarily diverted into eyes, ears, and all inside and behind them; then it was back in his feet; his feet pounded the shaly slope so that each footfall, even on his calloused soles, was a constellation of small pains; it was back in his arms; his arms pumped by his flanks so that his fists, brushing his sides as he jogged, heated his knuckles by friction.

A balustrade rose, blotting stars.

There would be the unlocked door (as he ran, he clawed over memories of the seven castles he had already run up to; seven side doors, all unlocked …); and the young barbarian, muddy to the knees and elbows, his hair at head and chest and groin matted with leaf-bits and worse, naked save the sword thonged around his hips and the slave collar locked about his neck, dashed across moonlit stubble and gravel into a tower’s shadow, toward the door … and slowed, pulling in cool breaths of autumn air that grew hot inside him and ran from his nostrils; more air ran in.

‘Halt!’ from under the brand that flared high in the doorframe.

Sarg, in one of those swipes at his hip, had moved the scabbard around behind his buttock; it was possible, if the guard had not really been looking at Sarg’s dash through the moonlight, for the boy to have seemed simply a naked slave. Sarg’s hand was ready to grab at the hilt.

‘Who’s there?’

Small Sarg raised his chin, so that the iron would show. ‘I’ve come back,’ and thought of seven castles. ‘I got lost from the others, this morning. When they were out.’

‘Come now, say your name and rank.’

‘It’s only Small Sarg, master—one of the slaves in the Suzeraine’s labor pen. I was lost this morning—’

‘Likely story!’

‘—and I’ve just found my way back.’ With his chin high, Sarg walked slowly and thought: I am running, I am running …

‘See here, boy—’ The brand came forward, fifteen feet, ten, five, three …

I am running. And Small Sarg, looking like a filthy field slave with some thong at his waist, jerked his sword up from the scabbard (which bounced on his buttock) and with a grunt sank it into the abdomen of the guard a-glow beneath the high-held flare. The guard’s mouth opened. The flare fell, rolled in the mud so that it burned now only on one side. Small Sarg leaned on the hilt, twisting—somewhere inside the guard the blade sheered upward, parting diaphragm, belly, lungs. The guard closed his eyes, drooled blood, and toppled. Small Sarg almost fell on him—till the blade sucked free. And Sarg was running again, blade out for the second guard (in four castles before there had been a second guard), who was, it seemed as Sarg swung around the stone newel and into the stairwell where his own breath was a roaring echo, not there.

He hurried up and turned into a side corridor that would take him down to the labor pen. (Seven castles, now. Were all of them designed by one architect?) He ran through the low hall, guided by that glowing spot in his mind where memory was flush with desire; around a little curve, down the steps—

‘What the—?’

—and jabbed his sword into the shoulder of the guard who’d started forward (already hearing the murmur behind the wooden slats), yanking it free of flesh, the motion carrying it up and across the throat of the second guard (here there was always a second guard) who had turned, surprised; the second guard released his sword (it had only been half drawn), which fell back into its scabbard. Small Sarg hacked at the first again (who was screaming): the man fell, and Small Sarg leaped over him, while the man gurgled and flopped. But Sarg was pulling at the boards, cutting at the rope. Behind the boards and under the screams, like murmuring flies, hands and faces rustled about one another. (Seven times now they had seemed like murmuring flies.) And rope was always harder hacking than flesh. The wood, in at least two other castles, had simply splintered under his hands (under his hands, wood splintered) so that, later, he had wondered if the slaughter and the terror was really necessary.

Rope fell away.

Sarg yanked again.

The splintered gate scraped out on stone.

‘You’re free!’ Sarg hissed into the mumbling; mumblings silenced at the word. ‘Go on, get out of here now!’ (How many faces above their collars were clearly barbarian like his own? Memory of other labor pens, rather than what shifted and murmured before him, told him most were.) He turned and leaped bodies, took stairs at double step—while memory told him that only a handful would flee at once; another handful would take three, four, or five minutes to talk themselves into fleeing; and another would simply sit, terrified in the foul straw, and would be sitting there when the siege was over.

He dashed up stairs in the dark. (Dark stairs fell down beneath dashing feet …) He flung himself against the wooden door with the strip of light beneath and above it. (In two other castles the door had been locked.) It fell open. (In one castle the kitchen midden had been deserted, the fire dead.) He staggered in, blinking in firelight.

The big man in the stained apron stood up from over the cauldron, turned, frowning. Two women carrying pots stopped and stared. In the bunk beds along the midden’s far wall, a red-headed kitchen boy raised himself up on one arm, blinking. Small Sarg tried to see only the collars around each neck. But what he saw as well (he had seen it before …) was that even here, in a lord’s kitchen, where slavery was already involved in the acquisition of the most rudimentary crafts and skills, most of the faces were darker, the hair was coarser, and only the shorter of the women was clearly a barbarian like himself.

‘You are free …!’Small Sarg said, drawing himself up, dirty, blood splattered. He took a gulping breath. ‘The guards are gone below. The labor pens have already been turned loose. You are free …!’

The big cook said: ‘What …?’ and a smile, with worry flickering through, slowly overtook his face. (This one’s mother, thought Small Sarg, was a barbarian: he had no doubt been gotten on her by some free northern dog.) ‘What are you talking about, boy? Better put that shoat-sticker down or you’ll get yourself in trouble.’

Small Sarg stepped forward, hands out from his sides. He glanced left at his sword. Blood trailed a line of drops on the stone below it.

Another slave with a big pot of peeled turnips in his hands strode into the room through the far archway, started for the fire rumbling behind the pot hooks, grilling spits, and chained pulleys. He glanced at Sarg, looked about at the others, stopped.

‘Put it down now,’ the big cook repeated, coaxingly. (The slave who’d just come in, wet from perspiration, with a puzzled look started to put his turnip pot down on the stones—then gulped and hefted it back against his chest.) ‘Come on—’

‘What do you think, I’m some berserk madman, a slave gone off my head with the pressure of the iron at my neck?’ With his free hand, Sarg thumbed toward his collar. ‘I’ve fought my way in here, freed the laborers below you; you have only to go now yourselves. You’re free, do you understand?’

‘Now wait, boy,’ said the cook, his smile wary. ‘Freedom is not so simple a thing as that. Even if you’re telling the truth, just what do you propose we’re free to do? Where do you expect us to go? If we leave here, what do you expect will happen to us? We’ll be taken by slavers before dawn tomorrow, more than likely. Do you want us to get lost in the swamps to the south? Or would you rather we starve to death in the mountains to the north? Put down your sword—just for a minute—and be reasonable.’

The barbarian woman said, with her eyes wide and no barbarian accent at all: ‘Are you well, boy? Are you hungry? We can give you food: you can lie down and sleep a while if you—’

‘I don’t want sleep. I don’t want food. I want you to understand that you’re free and I want you to move. Fools, fools, don’t you know that to stay slaves is to stay fools?’

‘Now that sword, boy—’ The big slave moved.

Small Sarg raised his blade.

The big slave stopped. ‘Look, youth. Use your head. We can’t just—’

Footsteps; armor rattled in another room—clearly guards’ sounds. (How many times now—four out of seven?—had he heard those sounds?) What happened (again) was:

‘Here, boy—!’ from the woman who had till now not spoken. She shifted her bowl under one arm and pointed toward the bunks.

Small Sarg sprinted toward them, sprang—into the one below the kitchen boy’s. As he sprang, his sword point caught the wooden support beam, jarred his arm full hard; the sword fell clanking on the stone floor. As Sarg turned to see it, the kitchen boy in the bunk above flung down a blanket. Sarg collapsed in the straw, kicked rough cloth (it was stiff at one end as though something had spilled on it and dried) down over his leg, and pulled it up over his head at the same time. Just before the blanket edge cut away the firelit chamber, Sarg saw the big slave pull off his stained apron (underneath the man was naked as Sarg) to fling it across the floor to where it settled, like a stained sail, over Sarg’s fallen weapon. (And the other slave had somehow managed to set his turnip pot down directly over those blood drops.) Under the blanketing dark, he heard the guard rush in.

‘All right, you! A horde of bandits—probably escaped slaves—have stormed the lower floors. They’ve already taken the labor pen—turned loose every cursed dog in them.’ (Small Sarg shivered and grinned: how many times now, three, or seven, or seventeen, had he watched slaves suddenly think with one mind, move together like the leaves on a branch before a single breeze!) More footsteps. Beneath the blanket, Small Sarg envisioned a second guard running in to collide with the first, shouting (over the first’s shoulder?): ‘Any of you kitchen scum caught aiding and abetting these invading lizards will be hung up by the heels and whipped till the flesh falls from your backs—and you know we mean it. There must be fifty of them or more to have gotten in like that! And don’t think they won’t slaughter you as soon as they would us!’

The pair of footsteps retreated; there was silence for a drawn breath.

Then bare feet were rushing quickly toward his bunk.

Small Sarg pushed back the blanket. The big slave was just snatching up his apron. The woman picked up the sword and thrust it at Sarg.

‘All right,’ said the big slave, ‘we’re running.’

‘Take your sword,’ the woman said. ‘And good luck to you, boy.’

They ran—the redheaded kitchen boy dropped down before Small Sarg’s bunk and took off around the kitchen table after them. Sarg vaulted now, and landed (running), his feet continuing the dash that had brought him into the castle. The slaves crowded out the wooden door through which Small Sarg had entered. Small Sarg ran out through the arch by which the guards had most probably left.

Three guards stood in the anteroom, conferring. One looked around and said, ‘Hey, what are—’

A second one who turned and just happened to be a little nearer took Small Sarg’s sword in his belly; it tore loose out his side, so that the guard, surprised, fell in the pile of his splatting innards. Sarg struck another’s bare thigh—cutting deep—and then the arm of still another (his blade grated bone). The other ran, trailing a bass howl: ‘They’ve come! They’re coming in here, now! Help! They’re breaking in—’ breaking to tenor in some other corridor.

Small Sarg ran, and a woman, starting into the hallway from the right, saw him and darted back. But there was a stairwell to his left; he ran up it. He ran, up the cleanly hewn stone, thinking of a tower with spiral steps, that went on and on and on, opening on some high, moonlit parapet. After one turn, the stairs stopped. Light glimmered from dozens of lamps, some on ornate stands, some hanging from intricate chains.

A thick, patterned carpet cushioned the one muddy foot he had put across the sill. Sarg crouched, his sword out from his hip, and brought his other foot away from the cool stone behind.

The man at the great table looked up, frowned—a slave, but his collar was covered by a wide neckpiece of heavy white cloth sewn about with chunks of tourmaline and jade. He was very thin, very lined, and bald. (In how many castles had Sarg seen slaves who wore their collars covered so? Six, now? All seven?) ‘What are you doing here, boy …?’ The slave pushed his chair back, the metal balls on the forelegs furrowing the rug.

Small Sarg said: ‘You’re free …’

Another slave in a similar collar-cover turned on the ladder where she was placing piles of parchment on a high shelf stuffed with manuscripts. She took a step down the ladder, halted. Another youth (same covered collar), with double pointers against a great globe in the corner, looked perfectly terrified—and was probably the younger brother of the kitchen boy, from his bright hair. (See only the collars, Small Sarg thought. But with jeweled and damasked neckpieces, it was hard, very hard.) The bald slave at the table, with the look of a tired man, said: ‘You don’t belong here, you know. And you are in great danger.’ The slave, a wrinkled forty, had the fallen pectorals of the quickly aging.

‘You’re free!’ Small Sarg croaked.

‘And you are a very naïve and presumptuous little barbarian. How many times have I had this conversation—four? Five? At least six? You are here to free us of the iron collars.’ The man dug a forefinger beneath the silk and stones to drag up, on his bony neck, the iron band beneath. ‘Just so you’ll see it’s there. Did you know that our collars are much heavier than yours?’ He released the iron; the same brown forefinger hooked up the jeweled neckpiece—almost a bib—which sagged and wrinkled up, once pulled from its carefully arranged position. ‘These add far more weight to the neck than the circle of iron they cover.’ (Small Sarg thought: Though I stand here, still as stone, I am running, running …) ‘We make this castle function, boy—at a level of efficiency that, believe me, is felt in the labor pens as much as in the audience chambers where our lord and owner entertains fellow nobles. You think you are rampaging through the castle, effecting your own eleemosynary manumissions. What you are doing is killing free men and making the lives of slaves more miserable than, of necessity, they already are. If slavery is a disease and a rash on the flesh of Nevèrÿon—’ (I am running, like an eagle caught up in the wind, like a snake sliding down a gravel slope …) ‘—your own actions turn an ugly eruption into a fatal infection. You free the labor pens into a world where, at least in the cities and the larger towns, a wage-earning populace, many of them, is worse off than here. And an urban merchant class can only absorb a fraction of the skills of the middle level slaves you turn loose from the middens and smithies. The Child Empress herself has many times declared that she is opposed to the institution of indenture, and the natural drift of our nation is away from slave labor anyway—so that all your efforts do is cause restrictions to become tighter in those areas where the institution would naturally die out of its own accord in a decade or so. Have you considered: your efforts may even be prolonging the institution you would abolish.’ (Running, Small Sarg thought, rushing, fleeing, dashing …) ‘But the simple truth is that the particular skills we—the ones who must cover our collars in jewels—master to run such a complex house as an aristocrat’s castle are just not needed by the growing urban class. Come around here, boy, and look for yourself.’ The bald slave pushed his chair back even further and gestured for Small Sarg to approach. ‘Yes. Come, see.’

Small Sarg stepped, slowly and carefully, across the carpet. (I am running, he thought; flesh tingled at the backs of his knees, the small of his back. Every muscle, in its attenuated motion, was geared to some coherent end that, in the pursuit of it, had become almost invisible within its own glare and nimbus.) Sarg walked around the table’s edge.

From a series of holes in the downward lip hung a number of heavy cords, each with a metal loop at the end. (Small Sarg thought: In one castle they had simple handles of wood tied to them; in another the handles were cast from bright metal set with red and green gems, more ornate than the jeweled collars of the slaves who worked them.) ‘From this room,’ explained the slave, ‘we can control the entire castle—really, it represents far more control, even, than that of the Suzeraine who owns all you see, including us. If I pulled this cord here, a bell would ring in the linen room and summon the slave working there; if I pulled it twice, that slave would come with linen for his lordship’s chamber, which we would then inspect before sending it on to be spread. Three rings, and the slave would come bearing sheets for our own use—and they are every bit as elegant, believe me, as the ones for his lordship. One tug on this cord here and wine and food would be brought for his lordship … at least if the kitchen staff is still functioning. Three rings, and a feast can be brought for us, here in these very rooms, that would rival any indulged by his lordship. A bright lad like you, I’m sure, could learn the strings to pull very easily. Here, watch out for your blade and come stand beside me. That’s right. Now give that cord there a quick, firm tug and just see what happens. No, don’t be afraid. Just reach out and pull it. Once, mind you—not twice or three times. That means something else entirely. Go ahead …’

Sarg moved his hand out slowly, looking at his muddy, bloody fingers. (Small Sarg thought: Though it may be a different cord in each castle, it is always a single tug! My hand, with each airy inch, feels like it is running, running to hook the ring …)

‘… with only a little training,’ went on the bald slave, smiling, ‘a smart and ambitious boy like you could easily become one of us. From here, you would wield more power within these walls than the Suzeraine himself. And such power as that is not to be—’

Then Small Sarg whirled (no, he had never released his sword)—to shove his steel into the loose belly. The man half-stood, with open mouth, then fell back, gargling. Blood spurted, hit the table, ran down the cords. ‘You fool …!’ the bald man managed, trying now to grasp one handle.

Small Sarg, with his dirty hand, knocked the bald man’s clean one away. The chair overturned and the bald man curled and uncurled on the darkening carpet. There was blood on his collar piece now.

‘You think I am such a fool that I don’t know you can call guards in here as easily as food-bearers and house-cleaners?’ Small Sarg looked at the woman on the ladder, the boy at the globe. ‘I do not like to kill slaves. But I do not like people who plot to kill me—especially such a foolish plot. Now: are the rest of you such fools that you cannot understand what it means when I say, “You’re free”?’

Parchments slipped from the shelf, unrolling on the floor, as the woman scurried down the ladder. The boy fled across the room, leaving a slowly turning sphere. Then both were into the arched stairwell from which Small Sarg had come. Sarg hopped over the fallen slave and ran into the doorway through which (in two other castles) guards, at the (single) tug of a cord, had come swarming: a short hall, more steps, another chamber. Long and short swords hung on the wooden wall. Leather shields with colored fringes leaned against the stone one. A helmet lay on the floor in the corner near a stack of greaves. But there were no guards. (Till now, in the second castle only, there had been no guards.) I am free, thought Small Sarg, once again I am free, running, running through stone arches, down tapestried stairs, across dripping halls, up narrow corridors, a-dash through time and possibility. (Somewhere in the castle people were screaming.) Now I am free to free my master!

Somewhere, doors clashed. Other doors, nearer, clashed. Then the chamber doors swung back in firelight. The Suzeraine strode through, tugging them to behind him. ‘Very well—’ (Clash!)—‘we can get on with our little session.’ He reached up to adjust his collar and two slaves in jeweled collar pieces by the door (they were oiled, pale, strong men with little wires sewn around the backs of their ears; besides the collar pieces they wore only leather clouts) stepped forward to take his cloak. ‘Has he been given any food or drink?’

The torturer snored on the bench, knees wide, one hand hanging, calloused knuckles the color of stone, one on his knee, the fingers smeared red here and there brown; his head lolled on the wall.

‘I asked: Has he had anything to—Bah!’ This to the slave folding his cloak by the door: ‘That man is fine for stripping the flesh from the backs of your disobedient brothers. But for anything more subtle … well, we’ll let him sleep.’ The Suzeraine, who now wore only a leather kilt and very thick-soled sandals (the floor of this chamber sometimes became very messy), walked to the slant board from which hung chains and ropes and against which leaned pokers and pincers. On a table beside the plank were several basins—in one lay a rag which had already turned the water pink. Within the furnace, which took up most of one wall (a ragged canvas curtain hung beside it), a log broke; on the opposite wall the shadow of the grate momentarily darkened and flickered. ‘How are you feeling?’ the Suzeraine asked perfunctorily. ‘A little better? That’s good. Perhaps you enjoy the return of even that bit of good feeling enough to answer my questions accurately and properly. I can’t really impress upon you enough how concerned my master is for the answers. He is a very hard taskman, you know—that is, if you know him at all. Krodar wants—but then, we need not sully such an august name with the fetid vapors of this place. The stink of the iron that binds you to that board … I remember a poor, guilty soul lying on the plank as you lie now, demanding of me: “Don’t you even wash the bits of flesh from the last victim off the chains and manacles before you bind up the new one?”’ The Suzeraine chuckled: ‘“Why should I?” was my answer. True, it makes the place reek. But that stench is a very good reminder—don’t you feel it?—of the mortality that is, after all, our only real playing piece in this game of time, of pain.’ The Suzeraine looked up from the bloody basin: a heavy arm, a blocky bicep, corded with high veins, banded at the joint with thin ligament; a jaw in which a muscle quivered under a snarl of patchy beard, here gray, there black, at another place ripped from reddened skin, at still another cut by an old scar; a massive thigh down which sweat trickled, upsetting a dozen other droplets caught in that thigh’s coarse hairs, till here a link, there a cord, and elsewhere a rope, dammed it. Sweat crawled under, or overflowed, the dams. ‘Tell me, Gorgik, have you ever been employed by a certain southern lord, a Lord Aldamir, whose hold is in the Garth Peninsula, only a stone’s throw from the Vygernangx Monastery, to act as a messenger between his Lordship and certain weavers, jewelers, potters, and iron mongers in port Kolhari?’

‘I have … have never …’ The chest tried to rise under a metal band that would have cramped the breath of a smaller man than Gorgik. ‘… never set foot within the precinct of Garth. Never, I tell you … I have told you …’

‘And yet—’ The Suzeraine, pulling the wet rag from its bowl where it dripped a cherry smear on the table, turned to the furnace. He wound the rag about one hand, picked up one of the irons sticking from the furnace rack, drew it out to examine its tip: an ashen rose. ‘—for reasons you still have not explained to my satisfaction, you wear, on a chain around your neck—’ The rose, already dimmer, lowered over Gorgik’s chest; the chest hair had been singed in places, adding to the room’s stink. ‘—that.’ The rose clicked the metal disk that lay on Gorgik’s sternum. ‘These navigational scales, the map etched there, the grid of stars that turns over it and the designs etched around it all speak of its origin in—’

The chest suddenly heaved; Gorgik gave up some sound that tore in the cartilages of his throat.

‘Is that getting warm?’ The Suzeraine lifted the poker tip. An off-center scorch-mark marred the astrolabe’s verdigris. ‘I was saying: the workmanship is clearly from the south. If you haven’t spent time there, why else would you be wearing it?’ Then the Suzeraine pressed the poker tip to Gorgik’s thigh. Gorgik screamed. The Suzeraine, after a second or two, removed the poker from the blistering mark (amidst the cluster of marks, bubbled, yellow, some crusted over by now). ‘Let me repeat something to you, Gorgik, about the rules of the game we’re playing: the game of time and pain. I said this to you before we began. I say it to you again, but the context of several hours’ experience may reweight its meaning for you—and before I repeat it, let me tell you that I shall, as I told you before, eventually repeat it yet again: When the pains are small, in this game, then we make the time very, very long. Little pains, spaced out over the seconds, the minutes—no more than a minute between each—for days on end. Days and days. You have no idea how much I enjoy the prospect. The timing, the ingenuity, the silent comparisons between your responses and the responses of the many, many others I have had the pleasure to work with—that is all my satisfaction. Remember this: on the simplest and most basic level, the infliction of these little torments gives me far more pleasure than would your revealing the information that is their occasion. So if you want to get back at me, to thwart me in some way, to cut short my real pleasure in all of this, perhaps you had best—’

‘I told you! I’ve answered your questions! I’ve answered them and answered them truthfully! I have never set foot in the Garth! The astrolabe was a gift to me when I was practically a child. I cannot even recall the circumstances under which I received it. Some noble man or woman presented it to me on a whim at some castle or other that I stayed at.’ (The Suzeraine replaced the poker on the furnace rack and turned to a case, hanging on the stone wall, of small polished knives.) ‘I am a man who has stayed in many castles, many hovels; I have slept under bridges in the cities, in fine inns and old alleys. I have rested for the night in fields and forests. And I do not mark my history the way you do, cataloguing the gifts and graces I have been lucky enough to—’ Gorgik drew a sharp breath.

‘The flesh between the fingers—terribly sensitive.’ The Suzeraine lifted the tiny knife, where a blood drop crawled along the cutting edge. ‘As is the skin between the toes, on even the most calloused feet. I’ve known men—not to mention women—who remained staunch under hot pokers and burning pincers who, as soon as I started to make the few smallest cuts in the flesh between the fingers and toes (really, no more than a dozen or so), became astonishingly cooperative. I’m quite serious.’ He put down the blade on the table edge, picked up the towel from the basin and squeezed; reddened water rilled between his fingers into the bowl. The Suzeraine swabbed at the narrow tongue of blood that moved down the plank below Gorgik’s massive (twitching a little now) hand. ‘The thing wrong with having you slanted like this, head up and feet down, is that even the most conscientious of us finds himself concentrating more on your face, chest, and stomach than, say, on your feet, ankles and knees. Some exquisite feelings may be produced in the knee: a tiny nail, a small mallet … First I shall make a few more cuts. Then I shall wake our friend snoring against the wall. (You scream and he still sleeps! Isn’t it amazing? But then, he’s had so much of this!) We shall reverse the direction of the slant—head down, feet up—so that we can spread our efforts out more evenly over the arena of your flesh.’ In another basin, of yellow liquid, another cloth was submerged. The Suzeraine pulled the cloth out and spread it, dripping. ‘A little vinegar …’

Gorgik’s head twisted in the clamp across his forehead that had already rubbed to blood at both temples as the Suzeraine laid the cloth across his face.

‘A little salt. (Myself, I’ve always felt that four or five small pains, each of which alone would be no more than a nuisance, when applied all together can be far more effective than a single great one.)’ The Suzeraine took up the sponge from the coarse crystals heaped in a third basin (crystals clung, glittering, to the brain-shape) and pressed it against Gorgik’s scorched and fresh-blistered thigh. ‘Now the knife again …’

Somewhere, doors clashed.

Gorgik coughed hoarsely and repeatedly under the cloth. Frayed threads dribbled vinegar down his chest. The cough broke into another scream, as another bloody tongue licked over the first.

Other doors, nearer, clashed.

One of the slaves with the wire sewn in his ears turned to look over his shoulder.

The Suzeraine paused in sponging off the knife.

On his bench, without ceasing his snore, the torturer knuckled clumsily at his nose.

The chamber door swung back, grating. Small Sarg ran in, leaped on the wooden top of a cage bolted to the wall (that could only have held a human being squeezed in a very unnatural position), and shouted: ‘All who are slaves here are now free!’

The Suzeraine turned around with an odd expression. He said: ‘Oh, not again! Really, this is the last time!’ He stepped from the table, his shadow momentarily falling across the vinegar rag twisted on Gorgik’s face. He moved the canvas hanging aside (furnace light lit faint stairs rising), stepped behind it; the ragged canvas swung to—there was a small, final clash of bolt and hasp.

Small Sarg was about to leap after him, but the torturer suddenly opened his bloodshot eyes, the forehead below his bald skull wrinkled; he lumbered up, roaring.

‘Are you free or slave?’ Small Sarg shrieked, sword out.

The torturer wore a wide leather neck collar, set about with studs of rough metal, a sign (Small Sarg thought; and he had thought it before) that, if any sign could or should indicate a state somewhere between slavery and freedom, would be it. ‘Tell me,’ Small Sarg shrieked again, as the man, eyes bright with apprehension, body sluggish with sleep, lurched forward, ‘are you slave or free?’ (In three castles the studded leather had hidden the bare neck of a free man; in two, the iron collar.) When the torturer seized the edge of the plank where Gorgik was bound—only to steady himself, and yet …—Sarg leaped, bringing his sword down. Studded leather cuffing the torturer’s forearm deflected the blade; but the same sleepy lurch threw the hulking barbarian (for despite his shaved head, the torturer’s sharp features and gold skin spoke as pure a southern origin as Sarg’s own) to the right; the blade, aimed only to wound a shoulder, plunged into flesh at the bronze-haired solar plexus.

The man’s fleshy arms locked around the boy’s hard shoulders, joining them in an embrace lubricated with blood. The torturer’s face, an inch before Sarg’s, seemed to explode in rage, pain, and astonishment. Then the head fell back, eyes opened, mouth gaping. (The torturer’s teeth and breath were bad, very bad; this was the first time Small Sarg had ever actually killed a torturer.) The grip relaxed around Sarg’s back; the man fell; Sarg staggered, his sword still gripped in one hand, wiping at the blood that spurted high as his chin with the other. ‘You’re free …!’ Sarg called over his shoulder; the sword came loose from the corpse.

The door slaves, however, were gone. (In two castles, they had gone seeking their own escape; in one, they had come back with guards …) Small Sarg turned toward the slanted plank, pulled the rag away from Gorgik’s rough beard, flung it to the floor. ‘Master …!’

‘So, you are … here—again—to … free me!’

‘I have followed your orders, Master; I have freed every slave I encountered on my way …’ Suddenly Small Sarg turned back to the corpse. On the torturer’s hand-wide belt, among the gnarled studs, was a hook and from the hook hung a clutch of small instruments. Small Sarg searched for the key among them, came up with it. It was simply a metal bar with a handle on one end and a flat side at the other. Sarg ducked behind the board and began twisting the key in locks. On the upper side of the plank, chains fell away and clamps bounced loose. Planks squeaked beneath flexing muscles.

Sarg came up as the last leg clamp swung away from Gorgik’s ankle (leaving dark indentations) and the man’s great foot hit the floor. Gorgik stood, kneading one shoulder; he pushed again and again at his flank with the heel of one hand. A grin broke his beard. ‘It’s good to see you, boy. For a while I didn’t know if I would or not. The talk was all of small pains and long times.’

‘What did they want from you—this time?’ Sarg took the key and reached around behind his own neck, fitted the key in the lock, turned it (for these were barbaric times; that fabled man, named Belham, who had invented the lock and key, had only made one, and no one had yet thought to vary them: different keys for different locks was a refinement not to come for a thousand years), unhinged his collar, and stood, holding it in his soiled hands.

‘This time it was some nonsense about working as a messenger in the south—your part of the country.’ Gorgik took the collar, raised it to his own neck, closed it with a clink. ‘When you’re under the hands of a torturer, with all the names and days and questions, you lose your grip on your own memory. Everything he says sounds vaguely familiar, as if something like it might have once occurred. And even the things you once were sure of lose their patina of reality.’ A bit of Gorgik’s hair had caught in the lock. With a finger, he yanked it loose—at a lull in the furnace’s crackling, you could hear hair tear. ‘Why should I ever go to the Garth? I’ve avoided it so long I can no longer remember my reasons.’ Gorgik lifted the bronze disk from his chest and frowned at it. ‘Because of this, he assumed I must have been there. Some noble gave this to me, how many years ago now? I don’t even recall if it was a man or a woman, or what the occasion was.’ He snorted and let the disk fall. ‘For a moment I thought they’d melt it into my chest with their cursed pokers.’ Gorgik looked around, stepped across gory stone. ‘Well, little master, you’ve proved yourself once more; and yet once more I suppose it’s time to go.’ He picked up a broad sword leaning against the wall among a pile of weapons, frowned at the edge, scraped at it with the blunt of his thumb. ‘This will do.’

Sarg, stepping over the torturer’s body, suddenly bent, hooked a finger under the studded collar, and pulled it down. ‘Just checking on this one, hey, Gorgik?’ The neck, beneath the leather, was iron bound.

‘Checking what, little master?’ Gorgik looked up from his blade.

‘Nothing. Come on, Gorgik.’

The big man’s step held the ghost of a limp; Small Sarg noted it and beat the worry from his mind. The walk would grow steadier and steadier. (It had before.) ‘Now we must fight our way out of here and flee this crumbling pile.’

‘I’m ready for it, little master.’

‘Gorgik?’

‘Yes, master?’

‘The one who got away …?’

‘The one who was torturing me with his stupid questions?’ Gorgik stepped to the furnace’s edge, pulled aside the hanging. The door behind it, when he jiggled its rope handle, was immobile and looked to be a plank too thick to batter in. He let the curtain fall again. And the other doors, anyway, stood open.

‘Who was he, Gorgik?’

The tall man made a snorting sound. ‘We have our campaign, little master—to free slaves and end the institution’s inequities. The lords of Nevèrÿon have their campaign, their intrigues, their schemes and whims. What you and I know, or should know by now, is how little our and their campaigns actually touch … though in place after place they come close enough so that no man or woman can slip between without encounter, if not injury.’

‘I do not understand …’

Gorgik laughed, loud as the fire. ‘That’s because I am the slave that I am and you are the master you are.’ And he was beside Sarg and past him; Small Sarg, behind him, ran.
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THE WOMEN SHRIEKED—MOST of them. Gorgik, below swinging lamps, turned with raised sword to see one of the silent ones crouching against the wall beside a stool—an old woman, most certainly used to the jeweled collar cover, though hers had come off somewhere. There was only iron at her neck now. Her hair was in thin black braids, clearly dyed, and looping her brown forehead. Her eyes caught Gorgik’s and perched on his gaze like some terrified creature’s, guarding infinite secrets. For a moment he felt an urge, though it did not quite rise clear enough to take words, to question them. Then, in the confusion, a lamp chain broke; burning oil spilled. Guards and slaves and servants ran through a growing welter of flame. The woman was gone. And Gorgik turned, flailing, taking with him only her image. Somehow the castle had (again) been unable to conceive of its own fall at the hands of a naked man—or boy—and had, between chaos and rumor, collapsed into mayhem before the ten, the fifty, the hundred-fifty brigands who had stormed her. Slaves with weapons, guards with pot-tops and farm implements, paid servants carrying mysterious packages either for safety or looting, dashed there and here, all seeming as likely to be taken for foe as friend. Gorgik shouldered against one door; it splintered, swung out, and he was through—smoke trickled after him. He ducked across littered stone, following his shadow flickering with back light, darted through another door that was open.

Silver splattered his eyes. He was outside; moonlight splintered through the low leaves of the catalpa above him. He turned, both to see where he’d been and if he were followed, when a figure already clear in the moon, hissed, ‘Gorgik!’ above the screaming inside.

‘Hey, little master!’ Gorgik laughed and jogged across the rock.

Small Sarg seized Gorgik’s arm. ‘Come on, Master! Let’s get out of here. We’ve done what we can, haven’t we?’

Gorgik nodded and, together they turned to plunge into the swampy forests of Strethi.

Making their way beneath branches and over mud, with silver spills shafting the mists, Small Sarg and Gorgik came, in the humid autumn night, to a stream, a clearing, a scarp—where two women sat at the white ashes of a recent fire, talking softly. And because these were primitive times when certain conversational formalities had not yet grown up to contour discourse among strangers, certain subjects that more civilized times might have banished from the evening were here brought quickly to the fore.

‘I see a bruised and tired slave of middle age,’ said the woman who wore a mask and who had given her name as Raven. With ankles crossed before the moonlit ash, she sat with her arms folded on her raised knees. ‘From that, one assumes that the youngster is the owner.’

‘But the boy,’ added the redhead kneeling beside her, who had given her name as Norema, ‘is a barbarian, and in this time and place it is the southern barbarians who, when they come this far north, usually end up slaves. The older, for all his bruises, has the bearing of a Kolhari man, whom you’d expect to be the owner.’

Gorgik, sitting with one arm over one knee, said: ‘We are both free men. For the boy the collar is symbolic—of our mutual affection, our mutual protection. For myself, it is sexual—a necessary part in the pattern that allows both action and orgasm to manifest themselves within the single circle of desire. For neither of us is its meaning social, save that it shocks, offends, or deceives.’

Small Sarg, also crosslegged but with his shoulders hunched, his elbows pressed to his sides, and his fists on the ground, added, ‘My master and I are free.’

The masked Raven gave a shrill bark that it took seconds to recognize as laughter: ‘You both claim to be free, yet one of you bears the title “master” and wears a slave collar at the same time? Surely you are two jesters, for I have seen nothing like this in the length and breadth of this strange and terrible land.’

‘We are lovers,’ said Gorgik, ‘and for one of us the symbolic distinction between slave and master is necessary to desire’s consummation.’

‘We are avengers who fight the institution of slavery wherever we find it,’ said Small Sarg, ‘in whatever way we can, and for both of us it is symbolic of our time in servitude and our bond to all men and women still so bound.’

‘If we have not pledged ourselves to death before capture, it is only because we both know that a living slave can rebel and a dead slave cannot,’ said Gorgik.

‘We have sieged more than seven castles now, releasing the workers locked in the laboring pens, the kitchen and house slaves, and the administrative slaves alike. As well, we have set upon those men who roam through the land capturing and selling men and women as if they were property. Between castles and countless brigands, we have freed many who had only to find a key for their collars. And in these strange and barbaric times, any key will do.’

The redheaded Norema said: ‘You love as master and slave and you fight the institution of slavery? The contradiction seems as sad to me as it seemed amusing to my friend.’

‘As one word uttered in three different situations may mean three entirely different things, so the collar worn in three different situations may mean three different things. They are not the same: sex, affection, and society,’ said Gorgik. ‘Sex and society relate like an object and its image in a reflecting glass. One reverses the other—are you familiar with the phenomenon, for these are primitive times, and mirrors are rare—’

‘I am familiar with it,’ said Norema and gave him a long, considered look.

Raven said: ‘We are two women who have befriended each other in this strange and terrible land, and we have no love for slavers. We’ve killed three now in the two years we’ve traveled together—slavers who’ve thought to take us as property. It is easy, really, here where the men expect the women to scream and kick and bite and slap, but not to plan and place blades in their gut.’

Norema said: ‘Once we passed a gang of slavers with a herd of ten women in collars and chains, camped for the night. We descended on them—from their shouts they seemed to think they’d been set on by a hundred fighting men.’

Sarg and Gorgik laughed; Norema and Raven laughed—all recognizing a phenomenon.

‘You know,’ mused Norema, when the laughter was done, ‘the only thing that allows you and ourselves to pursue our liberations with any success is that the official policy of Nevèrÿon goes against slavery under the edict of the Child Empress.’

‘Whose reign,’ said Gorgik, absently, ‘is just and generous.’

‘Whose reign,’ grunted the masked woman, ‘is a sun-dried dragon turd.’

‘Whose reign—’ Gorgik smiled—‘is currently insufferable, if not insecure.’

Norema said: ‘To mouth those conservative formulas and actively oppose slavery seems to me the same sort of contradiction as the one you first presented us with.’ She took a reflective breath. ‘A day ago we stopped near here at the castle of the Suzeraine of Strethi. He was amused by us and entertained us most pleasantly. But we could not help notice that his whole castle was run by slaves, men and women. But we smiled, and ate slave-prepared food—and were entertaining back.’

Gorgik said: ‘It was the Suzeraine’s castle that we last sieged.’

Small Sarg said: ‘And the kitchen slaves, who probably prepared your meal, are now free.’

The two women, masked and unmasked, smiled at each other, smiles within which were inscribed both satisfaction and embarrassment.

‘How do you accomplish these sieges?’ Raven asked.

‘One or the other of us, in the guise of a free man without collar, approaches a castle where we have heard there are many slaves and delivers an ultimatum.’ Gorgik grinned. ‘Free your slaves or …’

‘Or what?’ asked Raven.

‘To find an answer to that question, they usually cast the one of us who came into the torture chamber. At which point the other of us, decked in the collar—it practically guarantees one entrance if one knows which doors to come in by—lays siege to the hold.’

‘Only,’ Small Sarg said, ‘this time it didn’t work like that. We were together, planning our initial strategy, when suddenly the Suzeraine’s guards attacked us. They seemed to know who Gorgik was. They called him by name and almost captured us both.’

‘Did they, now?’ asked Norema.

‘They seemed already to have their questions for me. At first I thought they knew what we had been doing. But these are strange and barbaric times; and information travels slowly here.’

‘What did they question you about?’ Raven wanted to know.

‘Strange and barbaric things,’ said Gorgik. ‘Whether I had worked as a messenger for some southern lord, carrying tales of children’s bouncing balls and other trivial imports. Many of their questions centered about …’ He looked down, fingering the metal disk hanging against his chest. As he gazed, you could see, from his tensing cheek muscle, a thought assail him.

Small Sarg watched Gorgik. ‘What is it …?’

Slowly Gorgik’s brutish features formed a frown. ‘When we were fighting our way out of the castle, there was a woman … a slave. I’m sure she was a slave. She wore a collar … But she reminded me of another woman, a noble woman, a woman I knew a long time ago …’ Suddenly he smiled. ‘Though she too wore a collar from time to time, much for the same reasons as I.’

The matted-haired barbarian, the western woman in her mask, the island woman with her cropped hair sat about the silvered ash and watched the big man turn the disk. ‘When I was in the torture chamber, my thoughts were fixed on my own campaign for liberation and not on what to me seemed the idiotic fixations of my oppressor. Thus all their questions and comments are obscure to me now. By the same token, the man I am today obscures my memories of the youthful slave released from the bondage of the mines by this noble woman’s whim. Yet, prompted by that face this evening, vague memories of then and now emerge and confuse themselves without clarifying. They turn about this instrument, for measuring time and space … they have to do with the name Krodar …’

The redhead said: ‘I have heard that name, Krodar …’

Within the frayed eyeholes, the night-blue eyes narrowed; Raven glanced at her companion.

Gorgik said: ‘There was something about a monastery in the south, called something like the Vygernangx …?’

The masked woman said: ‘Yes, I know of the Vygernangx …’

The redhead glanced back at her friend with a look set between complete blankness and deep knowingness.

Gorgik said: ‘And there was something about the balls, the toys we played with as children … or perhaps the rhyme we played to …?

Small Sarg said: ‘When I was a child in the jungles of the south, we would harvest the little nodules of sap that seeped from the scars in certain broadleafed palms and save them up for the traders who would come every spring for them …’

Both women looked at each other now, then at the men, and remained silent.

‘It is as though—’ Gorgik held up the verdigrised disk with its barbarous chasings—‘all these things would come together in a logical pattern, immensely complex and greatly beautiful, tying together slave and empress, commoner and lord—even gods and demons—to show how all are related in a negotiable pattern, like some sailor’s knot, not yet pulled taut, but laid out on the dock in loose loops, so that simply to see it in such form were to comprehend it even when yanked tight. And yet …’ He turned the astrolabe over. ‘… they will not clear in my mind to any such pattern!’

Raven said: ‘The lords of this strange and terrible land indeed live lives within such complex and murderous knots. We have all seen them whether we have sieged the castle of one or been seduced by the hospitality of another; we have all had a finger through at least a loop in such a knot. You’ve talked of mirrors, pretty man, and of their strange reversal effect. I’ve wondered if our ignorance isn’t simply a reversed image of their knowledge.’

‘And I’ve wondered—’ Gorgik said, ‘slave, free-commoner, lord—if each isn’t somehow a reflection of the other; or a reflection of a reflection.’

‘They are not,’ said Norema with intense conviction. ‘That is the most horrendous notion I’ve ever heard.’ But her beating lids, her astonished expression as she looked about in the moonlight, might have suggested to a sophisticated enough observer a conversation somewhere in her past of which this was a reflection.

Gorgik observed her, and waited.

After a while Norema picked up a stick, poked in the ashes with it: a single coal turned up ruby in the silver scatter and blinked.

After a few moments, Norema said: ‘Those balls … that the children play with in summer on the streets of Kolhari … Myself, I’ve always wondered where they came from—I mean I know about the orchards in the south. But I mean how do they get to the city every year.’

‘You don’t know that?’ Raven turned, quite astonished, to her redheaded companion. ‘You mean to tell me, island woman, that you and I have traveled together for over a year and a half, seeking fortune and adventure, and you have never asked me this nor have I ever told you?’

Norema shook her head.

Again Raven loosed her barking laughter. ‘Really, what is most strange and terrible about this strange and terrible land is how two women can be blood friends, chattering away for days at each other, saving one another’s lives half a dozen times running and yet somehow never really talk! Let me tell you: the Western Crevasse, from which I hail, has, running along its bottom, a river that leads to the Eastern Ocean. My people live the whole length of the river, and those living at the estuary are fine, seafaring women. It is our boats, crewed by these sailing women of the Western Crevasse who each year have sailed to the south in our red ships and brought back these toys to Kolhari, as indeed they also trade them up and down the river.’ A small laugh now, a sort of stifled snorting. ‘I was twenty and had already left my home before I came to one of your ports and the idea struck me that a man could actually do the work required on a boat.’

‘Ay,’ said Gorgik, ‘I saw those boats in my youth—but we were always scared to talk with anyone working on them. The captain was always a man; and we assumed, I suppose, that he must be a very evil person to have so many women within his power. Some proud, swaggering fellow—as frequently a foreigner as one of your own men—’

‘Yes,’ said Norema. ‘I remember such a boat. The crew was all women and the captain a great, black-skinned fellow who terrified everyone in my island village—’

‘The captain a man?’ The masked woman frowned beneath her mask’s ragged hem. ‘I know there are boats from your Ulvayn islands on which men and women work together. But a man for a captain on a boat of my people …? It is so unlikely that I am quite prepared to dismiss it as an outright imposs—’ She stopped; then she barked, ‘Of course. The man on the boat! Oh, yes, my silly heathen woman, of course there is a man on the boat. There’s always a man on the boat. But he’s certainly not the captain. Believe me, my friend, even though I have seen men fulfill it, captain is a woman’s job: and in our land it is usually the eldest sailor on the boat who takes the job done by your captain.’

‘If he wasn’t the captain, then,’ asked Norema, ‘who was he?’

‘How can I explain it to you …?’ Raven said. ‘There is always a man in a group of laboring women in my country. But he is more like a talisman, or a good-luck piece the women take with them, than a working sailor—much less an officer. He is a figure of prestige, yes, which explains his fancy dress; but he is not a figure of power. Indeed, do you know the wooden women who are so frequently carved on the prow of your man-sailored ships? Well he fulfills a part among our sailors much as that wooden woman does among yours. I suppose to you it seems strange. But in our land, a single woman lives with a harem of men; and in our land, any group of women at work always keeps a single man. Perhaps it is simply another of your reflections? But you, in your strange and terrible land, can see nothing but men at the heads of things. The captain indeed! A pampered pet who does his exercises every morning on the deck, who preens and is praised and shown off at every port—that is what men are for. And, believe me, they love it, no matter what they say. But a man … a man with power and authority and the right to make decisions? You must excuse me, for though I have been in your strange and terrible land for years and know such things exist here, I still cannot think of such things among my own people without laughing.’ And here she gave her awkward laugh, while with her palm she beat her bony knee. ‘Seriously,’ she said when her laugh was done, ‘such a pattern for work seems so natural to me that I cannot really believe you’ve never encountered anything like it before—’ she was talking to Norema now—‘even here.’

Norema smiled, a little strangely. ‘Yes, I … I have heard of something like it before.’

Gorgik again examined the redhead’s face, as if he might discern, inscribed by eye-curve and cheek-bone and forehead-line and lip-shape, what among her memories reflected this discussion.

Something covered the moon.

First masked Raven, then the other three, looked up. Wide wings labored off the light.

‘What is such a mountain beast doing in such a flat and swampy land?’ asked Small Sarg.

‘It must be the Suzeraine’s pet,’ Norema said. ‘But why should he have let it go?’

‘So,’ said Raven, ‘once again tonight we are presented with a mysterious sign and no way to know whether it completes a pattern or destroys one.’ The laugh this time was something that only went on behind her closed lips. ‘They cannot fly very far. There is no ledge for her to perch on. And once she lands, in this swampy morass, she won’t be able to regain flight. Her wings will tear in the brambles and she will never fly again.’

But almost as if presenting the image of some ironic answer, the wings flapped against a sudden, high, unfelt breeze, and the beast, here shorn of all fables, rose and rose—for a while—under the night.

— New York

July 1978
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WHEN, IN THE SPRING of 1947, Muhammed the Wolf flung his stone into the cave near Ain Feshkla, breaking open the jar containing the first of the Dead Sea Scrolls, or, indeed, when, eighty years before, the Turkish archeologist Rassam and the Englishmen Layard and Smith shoveled through into the Temple Library at Nineveh, giving the world the Gilgamesh epic, both provided steps in a clarification that had been progressing apace even among the discoveries made as Schliemann’s workers sunk their pickaxes at Hissàrlik.

The fragment known as the Culhar’ (or sometimes the Kolharē) Text—and more recently as the Missolonghi Codex (from the Greek town where the volumes, now on store in the basement of the Istanbul Archeological Museum, were purchased in the nineteenth century, and which contain what is now considered to be one of the two oldest versions of the text known)—not only has a strange history, but a strangely disseminated history. The most recent stage of that dissemination has joined it with an abstruse mathematical theory and the creative mind of a fascinating young scholar.

The Culhar’ Text itself, a narrative fragment of approximately nine hundred words, has been known and noted in many languages for centuries, among them Sanskrit, Aramaic, Persian, Arabic, and Proto-Latin. From time to time, claims of great antiquity have been made for it—4,500 B.C., or even 5,000 B.C., which would put it practically inside the muzzy boundaries of the neolithic revolution. But such claims, at least until recently, have been dismissed by serious scholars as fanciful.

Still, the fact that versions of the text have been found in so many languages suggests that at one time it was considered a text of great importance in the ancient world. But the reasons why the text was considered so important have only recently come to light.

The only ancient people who did not, apparently, know of the Culhar’ fragment were, oddly, the Attic Greeks—though their ignorance of it no doubt goes a long way to explain the length of time it has taken for modern speculation to reach any productive level.

In 1896, four years after Haupt published the second of his two-volume edition of the then extant cuneiform tablets, by chance a scholar of ancient Persian, visiting Peter Jensen in Germany when the latter was engaged in his German translations which were to appear in 1900 and 1901, recognized one of the fragmentary tablets that had been clearly excluded from the Gilgamesh tale as a Babylonian version of the Culhar’, which till then had more or less generally been thought to have originated in ancient Persia many years later.

The establishment of the Culhar’ Text’s composition at a date notably before Homer was a highly significant discovery. Indeed, had the Nineveh tablets been found to contain, say, a Babylonian translation of one of the Homeric hymns, scholarly circles would no doubt have been thrown into a turmoil that would still be reflected today in every introduction to the Iliad or the Odyssey and every popularized account of modern archeological investigations. As it was, however, the notice taken of that discovery seems to have been restricted to mentions only by three German orientalists. And two of those mentions were in footnotes. Still, at least one of the footnotes made the point that a question—which apparently had last vexed a whole monastery full of ninth-century Rumanian monks—had once again come to the fore: In just what language did the Culhar’ fragment originate?

Schliemann’s successor at Hissàrlik, Carl William Blegan, discovered a Greek version of the text in the fourth down of the nine cities built one a-top the other at the site of Troy. Did even older versions exist in level VIIa, the level now believed to be the historical Ilium? If so, it was apparently not among the booty Agamemnon brought back to the Argolis.

We have mentioned the Dead Sea Scrolls already: what was found in ’47, among the sewn-together parchments in their wrappings of linen and pitch among the jars and copper scrolls from the caves on the Dead Sea Shore, was one parchment fragment, clearly not among the major scrolls and not clearly related to the Essene protocols as were the interesting majority of the others, containing an ancient Hebrew text that seemed to be nothing less than a fragmentary vocabulary in which hieroglyphiclike markings were equated with ancient Hebrew words and phrases. It was initially assumed, by Khun, Baker and others, that this was a lexicon to facilitate the study of some lost Egyptian text. But either because of the political situation existing between Egypt and Israel, or because the Hebrew words were not part of the vocabulary associated with the Exodus, interest was more or less deferred in this particular parchment. (Edmund Wilson in his book on the Dead Sea Scrolls does not even mention its existence.) And the judgement that the language was actually Egyptian was, itself, disputed on so many counts that the question finally vanished with the excitement over the contents of other texts from other jars, other sites.

At any rate, it was not until 1970 that a young American scholar, K. Leslie Steiner, who had been given an informal account of this parchment by a friend at the University of Tel Aviv, realized that most of the Hebrew words seemed to be translations of words that appeared in that at-one-time most ubiquitous of ancient texts: the Culhar’ fragment.
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K. LESLIE STEINER WAS born in Cuba in 1949. Her mother was a black American from Alabama; her father was an Austrian Jew. From 1951 on, Steiner grew up in Ann Arbor, where both her parents taught at the University of Michigan, and where Steiner now holds joint tenure in the German, Comparative Literature, and Mathematics departments.

Steiner’s mathematical work has mostly been done an obscure spin-off of a branch of category theory called ‘naming, listing, and counting theory.’ By the time she was twenty-two, her work had established her as one of America’s three leading experts in the field. This was the work that she was shortly to bring to bear on the problem of this ancient text in such a novel and ingenious way. When she was twenty-four, Steiner published a book called The Edge of Language with Bowling Green University Press—not, as one might imagine from our account so far, a treatise on ancient scripts, but rather a study of linguistic patterns common to comic books, pornography, contemporary poetry, and science fiction,* one of the decade’s more daunting volumes in the field of popular and cross-cultural studies. Steiner’s linguistic/archeological interests, nevertheless, have been a consuming amateur hobby—the tradition, apparently, with so many who have made the greatest contributions to the field, from Heinrich Schliemann himself to Michael Ventris, both of whom were basically brilliant amateurs.

Steiner’s recognition of the scroll as a lexicon meant to facilitate the study of the Culhar’ Text in some long-lost language would be notable enough. But Steiner also went on to establish that the language was not Egyptian, at least not any variety we possess. Eighteen months of followup seemed to suggest, from the appearance of the lost script, that, if anything, it was a variety of writing related to the cuneiform ideograms of the Mesopotamian and Indus Valley regions. Her subsequent efforts to locate exactly which form of cuneiform it might be (during which she herself distinguished three distinct forms among the numerous untranslatable tablets that still exist) will no doubt someday make another fascinating book. Suffice it to say, however, that in 1974, one Yavus Ahmed Bey, a 24-year-old research assistant in the Istanbul Archeological Museum, directed Steiner to a codex of untranslated (and presumably untranslatable) texts on store in the library archives.

The codex, a set of loose parchments and vella, had been purchased in Missolonghi in the late summer of 1824, a city and a year that readers of Romantic poetry will immediately associate with the death of Byron—though from all accounts, the sale of the codex, some four months after the poet’s death in the war-ravaged town, had nothing to do with Byron per se. Indeed the 36-year-old poet, who, by the cruel April of his demise, had become obese, drunken, and drug besotted, has the dubious distinction of more than likely knowing nothing at all of the valuable collection of texts that shared the village with him in a basement storage chest a kilometer and a half up the road. The private collector who bought the codex immediately spirited it away to Ankara.

Shortly after World War I, the codex came to the Istanbul museum, where apparently it remained, all but unexamined by any save the odd research assistant. It took Steiner only an afternoon’s search through the contents of the codex to locate the short, five-page text, clearly in the same script as the parchment unearthed thirty years before by a Bedouin youth. Between the Ancient Hebrew lexicon and what is known of other translations of the Culhar’ fragment, it was comparatively simple to establish that here was, indeed, a parchment copy of still another version of the Culhar’, this time in an unknown cuneiform-style language. But the significant point here was a note, in yet another language, written at the end of this parchment; we must point out again that this codex was purchased in 1824 and all but ignored till 1974. But since the late 1950’s, practically any amateur concerned with ancient scripts would have recognized the script of the appended note: it was the ancient Greek syllabary writing from Crete, deciphered by the young engineer Michael Ventris in 1954, known as Linear-B.

The parchment itself, from the evidence of other markings, most probably dates from the third century A.D., but it is also most probably a copy made from a much older source,** very possibly by someone who did not know the meaning of the letters put down. Indeed, it is the only fragment of Linear-B ever to be found outside of Crete. And it is a language that, as far as we know, no one has known how to read for something in the neighborhood of five to six thousand years. The Linear-B fragment, which was soon translated, reads:


	Above these words are written the oldest writing known to wise men by a human hand. It is said that they were written in the language of the country called by our grandparents Transpoté.



Here, in this fragment, we most certainly have the explanation for why the Culhar’ was so widespread during ancient times and the nature of its importance: apparently, over a good deal of Europe and Asia Minor, the Culhar’ Text was once thought to be the origin of writing, or the archetrace.

Where Transpoté might be is a complete mystery still, though from internal evidence one would assume it was on a coast somewhere, of a body of water large enough to have islands more than a day’s sail from land. In Greek, ‘Transpoté’ would seem to be possibly a play on the words ‘across never.’ The Homeric meaning includes the possibility of ‘across when’ or ‘a distant once.’ There is also, of course, a more prosaic reading possible, that reads ‘pote-’ as some sort of apocopation of ‘potamos’ meaning river, so that the translation may simply be ‘across the river.’ Other translations possible are ‘far never’ and ‘far when’—none of which, alas, helps us locate the actual country.

But if the Linear-B fragment is authentic, then it establishes with high probability the neolithic origins of the Culhar’ Text—and probably the language transcribed in the Missolonghi Codex—since Linear-B was in use only in the very early stages of the history of the neolithic palaces at Cnossos, Phaistos, and Malliá.

* Steiner has written numerous personable and insightful reviews of science fiction novels that have appeared in several Midwestern science fiction ‘fanzines,’ many of whose readers are probably unaware of her scholarly accomplishments.

** Other parchments in the codex, written in the same ink and presumed to come from the same time, are transcriptions of block-letter Greek inscriptions, that sculptural language written on stone in upper case letters without word-breaks, dating from pre-classic times.
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BUT TO EXPLAIN THE nature of Steiner’s major contribution, we must leave the Culhar’ fragment itself for a page or so and speak about the origins of writing; and about Steiner’s mathematical work.

The currently reigning archeological theory holds that writing as we know it began not as marks made on paper or skins, or even impressions made on soft clay with pointed sticks, but rather as a set of clay tokens in the shapes of spheres, half spheres, cones, tetrahedrons, and—at a later date—doublecones (or biconoids), as well as other shapes, some with holes or lines inscribed on them, some without. For some five thousand years at least (c. 7,000 B.C. to c. 2,000 B.C.) these tokens in various parts of the Middle East formed a system of account keeping, the various tokens representing animals, foods, jars: and the numbers of them corresponding to given amounts of these goods. The tokens have been found in numerous archeological sites from numerous periods. Until recently archeologists tended to assume they were beads, gaming pieces, children’s toys, or even religious objects. The consistency in the shapes from site to site, however, has only recently been noted. And it was practically at the same time as Steiner was making her discoveries in Istanbul that Denise Schmandt-Besserat realized that a number of the cuneiform signs in the clay tablets associated with Uruk and Nineveh were simply two-dimensional representations of these three-dimensional shapes, complete with their added incisions, holes, and decorations.

Thus ‘the violence of the letter’ (a phrase given currency by Jacques Derrida in his book on the metaphor of ‘speech vs. writing’ in Western thought, Of Grammatology [Paris: 1967]) may very well have begun, to use Schmandt-Besserat’s words, with the clay ‘… rolled between the palms of the hand or the lumps pinched between the fingertips … incised and punched.’ Indeed, Derrida’s ‘double writing,’ or ‘writing within writing,’ seems to be intriguingly dramatized by the most recent archeological findings.

In Mesopotamian contractual situations, so runs the theory, these clay tokens were used to make up various bills of lading, with given numbers of tokens standing for corresponding amounts of grain, fabric, or animals. The tokens were then sealed in clay ‘bullae,’ which served as envelopes for transmitting the contracts. The envelopes presumably had to arrive unbroken. In order to facilitate the dealings, so that one would know, as it were, what the contract was about (in the sense of around …?), the tokens were first pressed into the curved outer surface of the still-pliable clay bulla, before they were put inside and the bulla was sealed. Thus the surface of the bulla was inscribed with a list of the tokens it contained. In a legal debate, the bulla could be broken open before judges and the true ‘word’ within revealed.

The writing that we know as writing, in Babylonia at any rate, came about from situations in which such double writing-within-writing was not considered necessary. Curved clay tablets (and the reason for those curves has been hugely wondered at. Storage is the usual explanation. Schmandt-Besserat’s theory: they aped the curve of the bullarum surfaces, from which they were derived) were inscribed with pictures of the impressions formerly made by the tokens. These pictures of the token impressions developed into the more than 1,500 ideograms that comprise the range of cuneiform writing.

Bear in mind the list of tokens impressed on the bulla surface; and we are ready for a brief rundown of Steiner’s most exciting contribution, in many people’s opinion, to the matter. Steiner herself has written in a popular article: ‘Briefly, what I was able to do was to bring my mathematical work in Naming, Listing, and Counting Theory to bear on my archeological hobby. N/L/C theory deals with various kinds of order, the distinctions between them, and also with ways of combining them. In a “naming” (that is, a collection of designated, i.e., named, objects), basically all you can do—assuming that’s the only kind of order you possess—is to be sure that one object is not any of the others. When you have this much order, there are certain things you can do and certain things you can’t do. Now let’s go on and suppose you have a “list” of objects. In a “list,” you not only know each object’s name, but you know its relation to two other objects, the one “above” it in the list and the one “below” it in the list. Again, with this much order, and no more, you can do certain things and cannot do certain others. And in a “count,” you have a collection of objects correlated with what is known as a “proper list.” (Sometimes it’s called a “full list.”) A “count” allows you to specify many, many complicated relationships between one object and the others—all this of course, is detailed in rigorous terms when you work with the theory.’ For the last dozen years or so N/L/C theoreticians have been interested in what used to be called ‘third level order.’ More recently, this level of order has been nicknamed ‘language,’ because it shares a surprising number of properties with language as we know it.

‘Language’ is defined by something called a ‘noncommutative substitution matrix.’ As Steiner explains it, a noncommutative substitution matrix is ‘… a collection of rules that allows unidirectional substitutions of listable subsets of a collection of names. For example, suppose we have the collection of names A, B, C, D, and E. Such a matrix of rules might begin by saying: Wherever we find AB, we can substitute CDE (though it does not necessarily work the other way around). Whenever we find DE, we can substitute ACD. Whenever we find any term following ECB we can substitute AC for that term. And so forth.’ Steiner goes on to explain that these rules will sometimes make complete loops of substitution. Such a loop is called, by N/L/C theoreticians, a ‘discourse.’ ‘When we have enough discursive (i.e. looping) and nondiscursive sets of rules, the whole following a fairly complicated set of criteria, then we have what’s known as a proper noncommutative substitution matrix, or a full grammar, or a “language.” Or, if you will, an example of third level order.’

N/L/C theory got its start as an attempt to generate the rules for each higher level of order by combining the rules for the lower levels in various recursive ways. Its first big problem was the discovery that while it is fairly easy to generate the rules for a ‘language’ by combining the rules for a ‘naming’ and a ‘list,’ it is impossible to generate the rules for a ‘count’ just from a ‘naming’ and a ‘list,’ without generating a proper ‘language’ first—which is why a ‘language,’ and not a ‘count,’ is the third level of order. A ‘count,’ which is what most of mathematics up through calculus is based on in one form or another, is really a degenerate form of language. ‘“Counting,” as it were, presupposes “language,” and not the other way around.’ Not only is most mathematics based on the rules governing the ‘count,’ so is most extant hard computer circuitry. Trying to develop a real language from these ‘count’ rules is rather difficult; whereas if one starts only with the rules governing a ‘naming’ and a ‘list’ to get straight to the more complicated third-level order known as ‘language,’ then the ‘language’ can include its own degenerate form of the ‘count.’

To relate all this to the archeology of ancient languages, we must go back to the fact that we asked you not to forget. Inside the bulla we have a collection of tokens, or a ‘naming.’ On the outside of the bulla, we have the impressions of the tokens, or a ‘list.’

How does this relate to the Culhar’ Text? Soon after Steiner made her discovery in the Istanbul Museum, a bulla was discovered by Pierre Amiet at the great Susa excavation at Ellimite, containing a collection of tokens that, at least in x-ray, may well represent a goodly portion of the words of the ubiquitous Culhar’ fragment; the bulla probably dates, by all consensus, from c. 7,000 B.C. Is this, perhaps, the oldest version of the Culhar’? What basically leaves us unsure is simply that the surface of this bulla is blank. Either it was not a contract (and thus never inscribed); or it was eroded by time and the elements.

What Steiner has done is assume that the Missolonghi Codex is the ‘list’ that should be inscribed on the bulla surface. She then takes her substitution patterns from the numerous versions in other languages. There is a high correlation between the contained tokens and the inscriptions on the parchment discovered in Istanbul.

Using some of the more arcane substitution theory of N/L/C, coupled with what is known of other translations, Steiner has been able to offer a number of highly probable (and in some cases highly imaginative) revisions of existing translations based on the theoretical mechanics of various discursive loopings.

Steiner herself points out that an argument can be made that the tokens inside the Susa bulla may just happen to include many of the words in the Culhar’ simply by chance. And even if it is not chance, says Steiner, ‘… the assignments are highly problematic at a number of points; they may just be dead wrong. Still, the results are intriguing, and the process itself is fun.’
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WHATEVER OTHER CLAIMS CAN be made for the Culhar’, it is almost certainly among our oldest narrative texts. It clearly predates Homer and most probably Gilgamesh—conceivably by as much as four thousand years.

The classic text in Western society comes with a history of anterior recitation which, after a timeless period, passed from teller to teller, is at last committed to a writing that both privileges it and contaminates it. This is, if only by tradition, both the text of Homer and the text of the Eddas. And we treat the text of Gilgamesh in the same way, though there is no positive evidence it did not begin as a written composition.

The Culhar’ clearly and almost inarguably begins as a written text—or at least the product of a mind clearly familiar with the reality of writing.

The opening metaphor, of the towers of the sunken buildings inscribing their tale on the undersurface of the sea so that it may be read by passing sailors looking over the rail of their boats, is truly an astonishing moment in the history of Western imagination. One of Steiner’s most interesting emendations, though it is the one least supported by the mathematics, is that the image itself is a metaphor for which might be translated: ‘… the irregular roofing stones of the sunken buildings mold the waves from below into tokens [of the sunken buildings’ existence] so that passing sailors looking over their boat rails can read their presence (and presumably steer clear of them).’ In some forms of the token-writing, Steiner also points out, the token for ‘bulla’ and the token for ‘sea’ are close enough to cause confusion. Steiner suggests this might be another pun.

But if this reference to token-writing is correct, it poses what may be a problem later on in the Culhar’: at almost the exact center of the fragment there is a reference Steiner herself admits translates as ‘an old woman on the island, putting colored “memory marks” on unrolled reeds.’ These, incidentally, are among the tokens ‘reed,’ ‘old woman,’ ‘island’ that show up most clearly inside the bulla, though of course we have no way to be sure—from the bulla—what their order is supposed to be. Were there at one time two forms of writing? Or perhaps, as Steiner suggests, there actually was ‘… a “natural” writing, that came as an amalgam of vegetable and mineral pigments and vegetable or animal parchments, anterior to this Mesopotamian ceramic violence-within-a-violence, a writing in which the Culhar’ begins, a writing later suppressed along with “… the three-legged pots and the weak flights of the storied serpents [dragons?] …” that the Culhar’ mentions both towards its beginning and its end.’

Here are some further examples of traditional versions of the Culhar’ with Steiner’s mathematically inspired emendations:

‘I walk with a woman who carries two thin knives,’ reads the second sentence of most versions of the text in at least half the languages it has shown up in. Previous commentators have taken this to refer to some kind of priestess or religious ritual. Steiner reads this (at one of the two places where her reading makes the text more, instead of less, confusing): ‘I travel (or journey) with a hero (feminine) carrying a double blade (or twin-blades).’ One has to admit that, weapon-wise, this is a bit odd.

The emotional center of the Culhar’, for most modern readers at any rate, is the narrator’s confession that he (Steiner, for reasons that must finally be attributed to a quaintly feminist aberration, insists on referring to the narrator as she) is exiled from the city of Culhar’, the city that names the text, and is doomed to spend his (her?) life traveling from the ‘large old roofless greathouses’ to the ‘large new roofed greathouses’ and ‘begging gifts from hereditary nobles.’ Steiner’s comment about the sex of the narrator is illuminating about her mathematics, however: ‘The highest probability my equations yield for my suggested translations is fifty percent—which, as anyone who has worked in the field of ancient translation knows, is a lot higher than many versions that are passed off as gospel (with both a small, and capital, “g”). Since the sex of the narrator of a sexually unspecified text is always a fifty-fifty possibility, I simply take my choice, which is consistent with the rest of my work.’

A phrase that has puzzled commentators for a long time reads, in some versions: ‘the love of the small outlander for the big slave from Culharē.’ Although here Steiner’s equations did not settle anything, they generated a list of equally weighted possibilities (Steiner prefers the word ‘barbarian’ to ‘outlander,’ and argues for it well):

1) ‘the love of the small barbarian slave for the tall man from Culharē’

2) ‘the love of the slave from Culharē for the small barbarian’

3) ‘the small love of the barbarian and the tall man for slavery’

‘It is even possible,’ writes Steiner, ‘that the phrase is a complex pun in which all these meanings could be read from it.’ Just how this might actually function in the narrative of which the Culhar’ fragment is a part, however, she doesn’t say.

Here are some other emendations that Steiner’s matrix equations have yielded vis-à-vis some of the more traditional versions that have come from other translations:

‘For a long time they starved in the greathouse after the women had eaten their sons,’ runs the consensus version from Sanskrit to Arabic.

Steiner’s emendation: ‘He starved in the greathouse many years after she had eaten her own twin sons.’ Moreover, says Steiner, the antecedent of He is none other than our tall friend from Culharē.

‘… the dream[ing] of the one-eyed [boy/man] …’ All translations agree that the one-eyed substantive, who, in the last half of the text (for reasons probably given in some section now lost) seems to replace the barbarian, is male. But Steiner’s mathematics leaves it wholly undecidable whether the one-eyed [man/boy] is doing the dreaming himself, or whether the dream is, in fact, somebody else’s dream about him—though all translations we have but one come out on the side of making him an oneiric figment.

At least five traditional versions have some form of the sentence: ‘The merchant trades four-legged pots for three-legged pots,’ which is usually taken to be a proverb that, because we are not sure exactly what the pots were used for, we do not quite understand.

Steiner: ‘The merchant [female] ceases to deal in three-legged pots and now deals in four-legged pots.’

The traditional translation: ‘Dragons fly in the northern mountains of El’ Hamon. The Dragon Lord rules over the south, and the southern priests, and the children’s high bouncing balls.’

Steiner: ‘Dragons fly in the northern mountains at Ellamon. But the Dragon Lord vanishes in the south among the southern priests and the children’s high bouncing balls.’ Though precisely what the Dragon Lord is doing with the children’s bouncing balls is a question that has puzzled everyone from those Rumanian monks to Steiner herself; it is finally anybody’s guess.

Steiner’s translation of the closing of the Culhar’ pretty well agrees with most traditional versions though some of her ‘fifty percent possibility’ alternates are a bit disconcerting, if not disingenuous:


	‘… the polished metal mirror [or ‘stomach’ suggests Steiner without comment; or ‘genitals’] destroys [or ‘distorts,’ or ‘reverses’] all I see before me and behind me.’



Whatever one may say, most of Steiner’s suggestions make the text a lot more coherent than it appears in most versions. Problems remain, however, such as the vanishing Dragon Lord or the twin blades. Some of Steiner’s suggestions (for instance, that the ‘child ruler Inel’ko’ referred to in the text is really a girl) should probably be taken with the same grain of salt with which we take her suggestion that the author is a woman. One recalls the eccentric theories of Samuel Butler and Robert Graves on the feminine authorship of the Odyssey; and one smiles with the same intrigued indulgence.

But whichever of Steiner’s readings one accepts or rejects, it is impossible not to find one’s imagination plunging into the images thrown up by this archeological oddity, this writing on and around and within writing, and not come up with myriad narrative possibilities that might meet, or even cross, in this ancient fragment. If some writer were actually to put down these stories, just what sort of reflection might they constitute, either of the modern world or of our own past history?

Could one perhaps consider such an imaginative expansion simply another translation, another reading of the text, another layer of the palimpsest?

It is difficult here not to recall Lèvi-Strauss’s suggestion that all versions of a myth must be studied together in order to complete the picture—ancient versions and modern alike—and that Freud’s ‘Oedipus Complex’ is simply the most modern version of the Oedipus myth and should be taken as part of it. Yet by the same token (as it were) one must yet again recall Derrida’s Of Grammatology, whose first half is such a crushing critique of Lèvi-Strauss’s nostalgia for ‘primitive presence’ in matters anthropological. The question must finally be: Are Steiner’s equations the expressions of a conservative collective speech, which would certainly seem to be the case with any probability work concerning myth or language; or, are they the expression of a radical individualistic authority—which seems, at any rate, to be the collective view of mathematical creativity, if not authorship/authority itself.

But the recall of Of Grammatology is itself appropriately double. Let us consider Derrida’s reminder that the basic structure of written signification is not, as it is in speech, the signifier of the signified, but rather the signifier of the signifier, a model of a model, an image of an image, the trace of an endlessly deferred signification.

Just what would the value of such an imaginative narrative experiment, as we spoke of, be? Exactly what sort of imaginative act would constitute, as it were, the mirror of Steiner’s own? Our answer must be deferred, however, since such a tale, or set of tales, written in reflection of the extant versions of the Culhar’ Text has not been written. And the Culhar’ Text itself seems to play through the spectrum of Eastern and Western languages as translations of translations, some older, some newer, but finally with no locable origin.

—S. L. Kermit

January 1981
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1. Of Dragons, Mountains, Transhumance, Sequence, and Sunken Cities, or: The Violence of the Letter

…The modality of novelistic enunciation is inferential: it is a process within which the subject of the novelistic utterance affirms a sequence, as conclusion to the inference, based on other sequences (referential—hence narrative, or textual—hence citational), which are the premises of the inference and, as such, considered to be true.

JULIA KRISTEVA,

Desire in Language

SHE WAS FIFTEEN AND she flew.

Her name was pryn—because she knew something of writing but not of capital letters.

She shrieked at clouds, knees clutching scaly flanks, head flung forward. Another peak floated back under veined wings around whose flexing joints her knees bent.

The dragon turned a beaked head in air, jerking reins—vines pryn had twisted in a brown cord before making a bridle to string on the dragon’s clay-colored muzzle. (Several times untwisted vines had broken—fortunately before take-off.) Shrieking and joyful, pryn looked up at clouds and down on streams, off toward returning lines of geese, at sheep crowding through a rocky rift between one green level and another. The dragon jerked her head, which meant the beast was reaching for her glide’s height…

On the ground a bitter, old, energetic woman sat in her shack and mumbled over pondered insults and recalled slights, scratching in ash that had spilled from her fireplace with a stick. That bitter woman, pryn’s great-aunt, had never flown a dragon, nor did she know her great-niece flew one now. What she had done, many years before, was to take into her home an itinerant, drunken barbarian, who’d come wandering through the town market. For nearly five months the soused old reprobate had slept on the young woman’s hearth. When he was not sleeping or incoherent with drink, the two of them had talked; and talked; and talked; and taken long walks together, still talking; then gone back to the shack and talked more. Those talks, the older woman would have assured her great-niece, were as wonderful as any flight.

One of the things the barbarian had done was help her build a wooden rack on which stretched fibers might be woven together. She’d hoped to make some kind of useful covering. But the funny and fanciful notions, the tales and terrifying insights, the world lighted and shadowed by the analytic and synthetic richness the two of them could generate between them—that was the thing!

One evening the barbarian had up and wandered off again to another mountain hold—for no particular reason; nor was the aunt worried. They were the kind of friends who frequently went separate ways—for days, even weeks. But after a month rumor came back that, while out staggering about one winter’s night, he’d fallen down a cliff, broken both legs, and died some time over the next three days from injury and exposure.

The rack had not worked right away.

The marshpool fluff that pryn’s great-aunt had tried to stretch out was too weak to make real fabric, and the sheared fleece from the winter coats of mountain nannies and billies made a fuzzy stuff that was certainly warm but that tore with any violent body movement. Still, the aunt believed in the ‘loom’ (her word for it in that long-ago distant language) and in the barbarian, whose memory she defended against all vilification. For hadn’t he also designed and supervised the construction of the fountains in the Vanar Hold, one of the three great houses around which fabled Ellamon had grown up? And hadn’t the Suzerain of Vanar himself used to nod to him on the street when they’d passed, and hadn’t the Suzerain even taken him into his house for a while—as had she? While her friends in other shacks and huts and cottages felt sorry for the young woman so alone now with her memories, it occurred to the aunt, as she sat before her fireplace on a dim winter’s afternoon, watching smoke spiral from the embers: Why not twist the fibers first before stringing them on the rack? The (also her word) ‘thread’ she twisted made a far smoother, stronger, and—finally!—functional fabric. And the loom, which had been a tolerated embarrassment among those friends to whom she was always showing it, was suddenly being rebuilt all over Ellamon. Women twisted. Women wove. Many women did nothing but twist thread for the weavers, who soon included men. That summer the aunt chipped two holes in a flat stone, wrapped the first few inches of twisted fibers through them, then set the stone to spin, helped on by a foot or a hand, thus using the torque to twist thread ten to twenty times as fast as you could with just your fingers. But with the invention of the spindle (not the aunt’s word, but an amused neighbor’s term for it), a strange thing happened. People began to suggest that neither she nor the long-dead barbarian were really the loom’s inventors; and certainly she could not have thought up thread twisting by herself. And when it became known that there were other towns and other counties throughout Nevèrÿon where weaving and spinning had been going on for years—as it had, by now, been going on for years at fabled Ellamon—then all the aunt’s claims to authorship became a kind of local joke. Even her invention of the spindle was suddenly suspect. And though he never claimed it for himself, the neighbor who’d named it was often credited with at least as much input into that discovery as the barbarian about whom the aunt was always going on must have had into the loom. For the barbarian turned out to have been quite a famous and fabled person all along, at least outside of Ellamon. And the spindle? Surely it was something she had seen somewhere. It was too useful, too simple, and just not the kind of thing you ‘thought up’ all alone. The aunt spun. The aunt wove. The aunt took in abandoned children, now of a younger cousin, now of a wayward niece, and, several years later, the grandson of a nephew. For wasn’t her shack the warmest in the village? When she had made it, she had filled every chink of it with a mixture of oil and mud, into which she had blown hundreds and hundreds of small air bubbles through a hollow reed; it would hold both warm air and cool air for more than twenty-four hours. (She had told the barbarian—whose name had been Belham—about her insulation method that first day in the market; and wasn’t that why he had consented to stay with her when the Suzerain of Vanar had put him out?) From all the looms of fabled Ellamon bolts of goats’ wool and dogs’ hair cloth and sheep wool rolled out, slower than smoke spiraling over winter embers. The great-aunt spoke little with her neighbors, loved her little cousins and great-nieces (and her great-nephew—seven years older than pryn—who had recently become a baker), and grew more bitter. What mountain pasturage there was about the High Hold was slowly given over to sheep, already prized for their thin but nourishing milk. (Sheep wool clearly made the strongest, warmest cloth. But that, alas, was not among the aunt’s particular discoveries.) And more and more milk-less, fleeceless dragons leapt from the pastures’ ledges and cliffs, with their creaking honks, to tear their wings on treetops and brambles decently out of sight.

Because the slopes around Ellamon sported more rockweed than grass, the local shepherds never could raise the best sheep: Ellamon’s fabrics were never particularly fabled.

Today pryn’s great-aunt was over eighty.

The barbarian had slipped drunkenly down the cliff more than fifty years ago.

Bound to the sky by vines twisted the same way her great-aunt still twisted goats’ fleece and marshpool fluff and dogs’ hair into thread that bound that bitter, old, energetic woman to the earth, pryn flew!

Flying, she saw the crazily tilting mountains rise by her, the turning clouds above her, the rocking green, the green-licked rock. Some where below, sheep, bleating, wandered over another rocky rise. Wind rushed pryn’s ears to catch in the cartilages and turn around in them, cackling like a maiden turning from her shuttle to laugh at a companion’s scabrous joke. Air battered her eye sockets, as a wild girl pounds the wall of the room where she has been shut in by a mother terrified her child might, in her wildness, run loose and be taken by slavers. Air rushed pryn’s toes; her toes flexed up, then curled in the joy, in the terror of flight. Wind looped coolly about pryn’s arms, pushed cold palms against her kneecaps.

They glided.

And much of the space between pryn and the ground had gone.

She had launched from a ledge and, through common sense, had expected to land on one. How else to take off once more? Somehow, though, she’d assumed the dragon knew this too.

Trees a-slant the slope rose.

She pulled on the reins, hard. Wings flopped, fluttered, flapped behind her knees; pryn leaned back in wind, searching for ledges in the mountains that were now all around.

She glanced down to see the clearing—without a ledge any side! Treetops veered, neared.

That was where they were going to land…? Leaves a-top a tall tree slapped her toes, stinging. She yanked vines. Dragon wings rose, which meant those green membranes between the long bones would not tear on the branches. But they were falling—no, still gliding. She swallowed air. The dragon tilted, beating back against her own flight—pryn rocked against the bony neck. Reins tight, she knuckled scales. Dragon muscle moved under her legs. A moment’s floating, when she managed to push back and blink. And blinked again—

—because they jarred, stopping, on pebbles and scrub.

A lurch: the dragon stepped forward.

Another lurch: another step.

She pulled on the reins again. The slow creature lurched another step and…halted.

She craned to see the trees behind her. Above them, rock—

‘Hello!’

The dragon took another step; pryn swung forward.

The woman, cross-legged across the clearing by the fireplace, uncrossed and pushed to one knee. ‘Hello, there!’ She stood, putting a hand on the provision cart’s rail. ‘That your dragon?’ The ox bent to tear up ragged rockweed; the cart rumbled for inches. The rail slipped under the woman’s palm.

Swinging her leg over the dragon’s neck, pryn slid down scales, feeling her leather skirt roll up the backs of her thighs. On rough ground she landed on two feet and a fist—‘Yes…!’—and came erect in time to duck the wing that opened, beat once, then folded. ‘I mean—I rode it…’

The woman was middle-aged, some red left in her hair. Her face was sunburned and freckled.

With suspicion and curiosity, pryn blinked. Then, because she had flown, pryn laughed. It was the full, foaming laugh of a loud brown fifteen-year-old with bushy hair. It broke up fear, exploded curiosity, and seemed—to the woman, at any rate—to make the heavy, short girl one with the pine needles and shale chips and long, long clouds pulled sheer enough to see blue through.

That was why the woman laughed too.

The dragon swung her head, opened her beak, and hissed over stained, near-useless teeth, tiny in mottled gum.

The girl stepped up on a mossy rock. ‘Who are you?’

‘Norema the tale-teller,’ the woman said. She put both hands in the pocket of her leggings and took a long step across the burnt-out fireplace. ‘Who are you?’

‘I am pryn, the…adventurer, pryn the warrior, pryn the thief!’ said pryn, who had never stolen anything in her life other than a ground oaten cake from the lip of her cousin’s baking oven three weeks before—she’d felt guilty for days!

‘You’re going to have trouble getting that dragon to take off again.’

The girl’s face moved from leftover laugh to scowl. ‘Don’t I know it!’

The ox took another step. The cart’s plank wheels made brief noises among themselves and on small stones. The ox blinked at the dragon, which stood now, one foreclaw raised.

Dragons sometimes stood like that a long time.

‘You’re not one of the regular dragon grooms—the little girls they keep in the corrals above Ellamon…?’

The ox tore up more rockweed.

The girl shook her head. ‘But I live in Ellamon—just outside Ellamon, actually. With my great-aunt. I’ve seen them, though, flying their dragons with their trainers and guards for the tourists who go out to the hill to watch. They’re all bad girls, you know. Girls who’ve struck their mothers or disobeyed their fathers, stolen things, sometimes even killed people. They’ve been brought from all over Nevèrÿon—’

‘…adventures, warriors,’ Norema suggested, ‘thieves?’

The girl looked at the ground, turning her bare foot on sand. ‘You’re a foreigner. You probably don’t know much about dragons, or the bad girls who ride them.’

‘Oh,’ Norema said, ‘one hears fables. Also, I’ve been through this strange and…well, this strange land before. What were you doing on that dragon?’

‘Flying,’ pryn answered, then wondered if that sounded disingenuous. She bent to brush a dusty hand against a dusty knee. ‘It’s something I’ve always wanted to do. And I’m growing—everyone always tells me how much I’m growing. So I thought: soon I shall be too tall or too fat. I’d better do it now. The girls they use for riders up in the dragon corrals are half starved anyway, till they’re thin as twigs. They’re all twelve and thirteen years old—forever, it seems like.’ She smoothed her overblouse down her waistless stomach. ‘I’m short. But I’m not thin.’

‘True,’ Norema said, ‘you’re not. But you look strong. And I like your laugh.’

‘I don’t know how strong I am either,’ pryn said, ‘but I caught a wild dragon, bridled her, and led her to a ledge.’

‘That seems strong enough.’

‘You’ve been here before…?’ It sounded more suspicious than pryn meant. But suspicion was a habit of tongue picked up from her aunt more than a habit of mind; and, anyway, her laugh belied it. ‘What are you doing here now?’

‘Looking for a friend,’ Norema said. ‘A friend of mine. Years ago she used to be a guard at the dragon corrals and told me all about those…bad girls. My friend wore blue stone beads in her hair and a black rag mask across her eyes; and she killed with a double-bladed sword. We were companions and traveled together several years.’

‘What happened to her?’ Pryn asked.

‘Oh,’ Norema said. ‘I told her tales—long, marvelous, fascinating tales. Sometimes I wasn’t sure if they were tales told to me when I was a child, or tales I’d made up. I told her tales, and after a while my masked friend grew more interested in the tales than she was in me. One night, sitting on her side of the campfire, cleaning her double blade, she told me she was going off the next morning to see if one particular tale I told were true. The next day when I woke, she and her bedroll were gone—along with her double-bladed sword. Nor was I worried. We were the kind of friends who frequently went separate ways—for days, even weeks. But weeks became months; and I did not run across my friend’s campfire on the rim of the Menyat canyon, nor did I hear any word of her tramping along the northernmost Faltha escarpments, nor did I meet her taking shade in one of the Makalata caves at the rim of the western desert, nor did I hear rumor of her lean-to set up a mile further down the beach at Sarness.’

Squatting, pryn picked up a stick. ‘So what did you do?’ She scratched at spilled ash.

‘I decided to take my cart and go look for her. I’ve looked many places; no doubt I’ll look many more. But I’ve come to Ellamon because my friend once worked here and was happy.’

‘Mmm,’ pryn said, suspiciously.

The woman looked down to see what pryn had been scratching. ‘“Pyre,”’ she read. ‘“Ynn.” Pyre-ynn?’

‘“…pryn”,’ pryn said. ‘That is my name. In writing.’

The woman stepped around the figures and squatted too. ‘Here.’ She took the stick and added a line above the two syllabics the girl had etched in ash. ‘You, “pryn”. That’s your name. In writing. That line there means you squish the two sounds together into one. Otherwise you’ll have people mispronouncing it every which way.’

In late sunlight pryn squinted at the woman. ‘How do you know?’

‘Actually—’ the woman looked back at pryn with a moment’s uncertainty—‘because I invented it.’

The girl frowned. ‘Invented what?’

‘Writing. A long time ago. I must have been about your age—now I don’t mean I invented every kind of writing. I just added the idea of making written signs stand for particular words, so you could say them. Till then, you know, written signs stood for animals, foods, amounts, tasks, instructions, ideas, even people, even kinds of people—whole complexes of notions. But written words—that’s my innovation.’

‘You did that?’ The girl blinked.

The woman nodded. ‘When I was a girl. I lived on an island—that’s where I invented my system. I taught it to my island friends, many of whom were fishers and sailors. Years later, when I came to Nevèrÿon, I found my writing system had preceded me. With changes, of course. But most of the signs were quite recognizably the ones I had made up when I was a child.’

‘Everyone says this kind of writing came across the sea from the Ulvayns.’ Looking at the tall, middle-aged woman, pryn thought of her own, short, bitter aunt. ‘You invented…my name?’

‘Only the way to write it. Believe me, it comes in very handy if you’re a tale-teller. But you know—‘The woman was apparently not as comfortable squatting as pryn, so she put one leather legging’s knee on the ground. She scratched the name again, this time above what pryn had written.’—I’ve made some changes in my system. About names, for instance. Today I always write a name with a slightly larger version of the initial sign; and I put a little squiggle down under it, like that—‘She added another scratch. ‘That way, if I’m reading it aloud, I can always glance ahead and see a name coming. You speak names differently from the way you speak other words. You mean them differently, too. The size of the initial sign stands for the way you speak it. The squiggle stands for what names mean that’s different. So everything is indicated. These days, you have to indicate everything, or nobody understands.’

The girl looked down at her name’s new version, below and above the old one she herself had glyphed.

‘Really, it’s quite useful,’ Norema went on. ‘My friend, for example, was called Raven. Now there are ravens that caw and fly—much more efficiently than dragons. And there’s my friend, Raven. Since she left, I find that now, more and more, both will enter my stories. The distinction marks a certain convenience, a sort of stability. Besides, I like distinguishing people from things in and of the land. It makes tale-telling make a lot more sense.’

The girl grinned at the woman. ‘I like that!’ She took the stick and traced the syllabics, first the larger with the mark beneath, then the smaller, and last the eliding diacritic.

She read it.

Then Pryn laughed again.

It was much the same laugh she had laughed when she’d dismounted; but it sounded richer—to Pryn, at any rate. Indeed, it sounded almost as rich and wild to Pryn as it had before to Norema—almost as though the mountain, with its foaming falls and piled needles and scattered shale chips (all named ‘Pryn’ by the signs now inscribed thrice on its ashy surface, twice with capitals, enclosing the minuscule version), had itself laughed.

And that is my name, Pryn thought. ‘What tales did you tell?’

‘Would you like to hear one?’

‘Yes,’ Pryn said.

‘Well, then sit here. Oh, don’t worry. It won’t be that long.’

Pryn, feeling very differently about herself, sat.

Norema, who had taken the stick, stood, stepped from the fireplace, turned her back, and lowered her head, as though listening to leaves and dragon’s breath and her ox’s chewing and some stream’s plashing just beyond the brush, as though they all were whispering to the tale-teller the story she was about to tell. Pryn listened too. Then Norema turned and announced, ‘Once upon a time…’ or its equivalent in that long-ago distant language. And Pryn jumped: the words interrupted that unheard flow of natural speech as sharply as a written sign found on a stretch of dust till then marred only by wind and rolling pebbles.

‘Once upon a time there was a beautiful young queen—just about your age. Your height, too. And your size.’

‘People say I’m clever, that I’m young, and that I’m growing,’ Pryn said. ‘They don’t say I’m beautiful.’

‘At this particular time,’ Norema explained, ‘young queens who looked like you were all thought to be ravishing. Standards of beauty change. And this happened many years back. Once upon—’

‘Was your friend my age?’

Norema chuckled. ‘No. She was closer to my age. But it’s part of the story, you see, to say the queen was the age of the hearer. Believe me, I told it the same way to my friend.’

‘Oh.’

‘Once upon a time there was a beautiful queen, about your age and your size. Her name was Olin, and she was queen of all Nevèrÿon—at least she was supposed to be. Her empire extended from the desert to the mountains, from the jungles to the sea. Unfortunately, however, she had an unhappy childhood. Some evil priests shut Olin, her family, and her twenty-three servants in an old monastery on the Garth peninsula, practically from the time she was born until she was, well…’ The woman questioned Pryn with narrowed eyes. ‘Fifteen?’

Pryn nodded.

‘When she was fifteen years old, for arcane political reasons, the evil priests decided to kill her outright. But they were afraid to do it themselves—for more political reasons, equally arcane. They couldn’t get any of her family to do it, so they tried to hire her own servants, one after the other, all twenty-three. But the first servant was the queen’s own nurse, an old woman who loved the girl and came to her young mistress and told her what the priests intended.

‘“What shall I do?” the queen cried.

‘“You can be afraid,” said the old servant. “But don’t be terrified. That’s first. You see, I have a plan, though it’s a sad and sorrowful one. I’ve made a bargain with the priests, which they’ll respect because they think me a great magician. I’ve told them I will betray you if they will pay me one gold piece. And I have also made them promise that if I fail, they will hire the next servant to do the same deed for two gold pieces—twice what they have paid me. And if that servant fails, they will hire the next one to do the deed for four gold pieces, twice again the amount paid the former. And if he fails, the next will be hired for twice the amount paid to the previous one. And so on.” The old woman produced from the folds of her gown a single gold coin—and a knife. “Take my pay and hide it. Then take this knife—and strike me in the heart! For only my death will corroborate my failure.”

‘“Kill you?” demanded the queen.

‘“It’s the only way.”

‘The queen wept and cried and protested. “You are my beloved friend, my faithful bondswoman, and my dear nurse as well. You are closer to me than my own mother!” But the old woman put her arms around the girl and stroked her hair. “Let me explain some of the more arcane politics behind this whole nasty business. These are brutal and barbaric times, and it is either you or I—for even if I do kill you, the wicked priests plan to dispense with me as soon as I stab you. They cannot suffer the murderer of a queen to live, even the murderer of a queen they hate as much as they hate you. If you do what I say, you will have the gold coin as well as your life, whereas I shall lose my life in any case.”

‘And so, after more along the same lines, the queen took the coin, and the knife—which she thrust into her old nurse’s heart.

‘Not so many days later, a second servant came to Queen Olin. “Here are two gold coins and a rope with which I am to garrote you. Take the coins and hide them; then take the rope and strangle me—if you yourself would live. For my life is over in any case.” Again the queen protested, but again the servant prevailed. So the young queen took the rope and strangled him. A few days later a third servant came with four gold pieces and a great rock to smash in the queen’s head. After that a fourth came with eight gold pieces and a draught of corrosive poison. The fifth had sixteen gold pieces. The sixth had thirty-two coins. The next—’

Pryn suddenly laughed. ‘But I’ve heard this story before! Or one just like it—only it was about grains of sand piled on the squares of a gaming board. I don’t remember how many squares there were, but by the end, I remember, all the sand in the world was used up. Am I right about the ending? At the end of the twenty-three servants, she had all the money in the world…?’

Norema smiled. ‘She certainly had all the money in the monastery. And at that particular time, all the money in the monastery was pretty much all the money in Nevèrÿon.’

‘That is an old story. I know, because I’ve heard it before. The version about the sand grains, that is.’

‘That part of the story is old. But there are some new parts too. For example, after she had killed all her servants, the beautiful young queen felt very differently about herself.’

Pryn frowned. ‘How do you mean?’

‘Well,’ Norema said, ‘for one thing, in less than a year she had stabbed, strangled, bashed out the brains, poisoned, beheaded, and done even worse to twenty-two of her most faithful bondsmen and bondswomen, who were also the closest things she’d had to friends. After that she began to act very strangely and behave quite oddly. On and off, she behaved oddly the rest of her life—even for a queen. And in those days queens were expected to be eccentric. Often, after that, she was known as Mad Olin.’

‘I thought you said there were twenty-three servants.’

‘There were. But the last survived. He was not only a servant, but also her maternal uncle—though, alas, I can’t remember his family name. And there’re reasons to remember it, too, but for the life of me I can’t recall what they are. Anyway. Years before, he had fallen on bad times and had indentured himself to the queen’s mother, which was why he was with Olin in the first place. But he had always set himself apart. Along about the queen’s murderings of the nineteenth, twentieth, and twenty-first servants—all particularly gruesome—the evil priests were, financially speaking, in rather bad shape. Olin was by then quite well off—though mentally she was a bit shaky. Her maternal uncle, who, like the first servant, was also something of a magician, had, with the help of the rest of the family, managed to engineer an escape for the queen. It took a good deal of the money; and Olin took the rest—to hide lest the wicked priests manage to trick it back, even as her first wise and faithful servant had tricked it from the priests.’ Norema sighed. ‘Raven and I once visited that monastery—it’s still there today. And there are still priests—at least there were when we went. Now, I’m not sure. Anyway, you could certainly tell that the place had seen better times. Clearly they hadn’t gotten their money back.’

‘Are the priests still wicked?’

Reddish brows lowered. ‘Well, I doubt if either my friend or I would ever stop there again—unless we absolutely had to.’

‘What about Olin’s escape?’

‘Ah, the exciting part!’ Norema said. ‘Her uncle spirited her away from the monastery in the middle of the night, with the money in a caravan of six great wagons, each pulled by six horses. It was a lot of money, you see, and took more than one wagon to carry. Also, there was a lot more than gold coins in it by now—jewels and iron trinkets and all sorts of precious and semi-precious stones. The uncle took her to his family home, there in the south, and that evening he went with her up into a tall tower—at least that’s how one version of the story goes. In another version, he took her up on a high rocky slope—’

‘Shouldn’t you choose one or the other for the sake of the telling?’ Pryn asked.

‘For the sake of the story,’ Norema answered, ‘I tell both and let my hearer make her choices.’

‘Oh,’ Pryn said.

‘In the stone chamber at the tower top—or in the rocky cell at the top of the rocky slope—the uncle began to read her the sequence by which the gold coins had come to her: one, two, four, eight, sixteen, thirty-two, sixty-four, one hundred twenty-eight, two hundred fifty-six, five hundred twelve, one thousand twenty-four, two thousand forty-eight, four thousand ninety-six—’

I see how fast it goes up!’ Pryn exclaimed. ‘That’s just halfway through them, and it’s already almost five thousand gold pieces. Two more, and it’ll be over twenty thousand. Twenty thousand gold pieces must be close to all the money in the world!’

‘That’s what you see.’ Norema smiled. ‘What the young queen saw, however, was a city.’

Pryn blinked.

Norema said: ‘The queen blinked.’

‘What city?’ Pryn asked. ‘Where did she see it?’

‘Precisely what the queen wondered too—for she blinked again…It was gone! Through the stone columns at the stone rail, the queen looked down from the tower—or down to the foot of the slope—and saw only some marshy water, an open inlet, rippling out between the hills to the sea. But the queen had seen a city, there among the ripples, as clearly as she now saw the hills on either side of the inlet, or, indeed, as clearly as she saw the swampy growths that splotched the waters where they came in to the land. When she told her uncle what she had seen, immediately he stopped reading the numbers and showed her all sorts of magic wonders, including a circle full of different stars, which he gave her to keep. Then he took her down from the tower—or down from the rocks—to a great dinner that had been prepared for her, where they talked of more magic things. Then he did something terrible.’

‘What?’ Pryn asked. ‘So far, this story sounds more confusing than exciting.’

To the proper hearer,’ Norema said, ‘precisely what seems confusing will be the exciting part. When the queen came back from a stroll in the garden between courses, the uncle gave her a goblet of poison, which she, unknowing, drank.’

Norema was silent a long time.

Finally Pryn asked: ‘Was that the end of the queen? I’m sure her uncle probably wanted the money for himself. This doesn’t sound like a real story to me. What about the “circle of different stars?” I don’t even know what that is! I mean, it doesn’t seem like a story, because it…doesn’t really end.’

‘It certainly doesn’t end there,’ Norema said. ‘It goes on for quite a while, yet. But that always seemed to me an exciting place for a pause.’

‘What did happen, then?’

‘See, you are caught up in the excitement, the action, the suspense! You want to know the outcome—I think it’s very important to alert your listeners to the progress of their own reactions. I can foresee a time, after lots more tales have been told, when that won’t be necessary. But for now it’s a must. Well, the poison didn’t kill the queen. It put her in a trance—and when she woke, if indeed she wasn’t dreaming, she was on a rocky ledge. It was night, and as she pushed herself up on her hands and looked around, she saw she was lying between two white stones, one taller than the other—now here, again, there’s another version that says the queen woke up in a boat which sailed in to a strange shore that morning, and on the shore she found the white stones—one higher than the other; at noon on the longest day of summer, this version says, one stone casts a shadow three times as long as—’

‘But in this version—’ Pryn tried to blot the image of sun and glaring sand that had itself blotted her image of darkness, full moon, and cool air—‘it was night?’

‘Yes,’ Norema said. ‘And the full moon was up.’

Pryn started to ask, But how did you know?, then decided that if she were going to hear the end, she’d best stop interrupting. Besides, it was the teller’s tale; the teller ought to know what happened in it, for all her multiple versions.

‘The remaining money was in huge piles beside the queen, in heaps and bags and bundles, and the circle of different stars lay on the rock near her knee. Down the ledge from her, the water was covered with fog. The moon looked ghastly, a yellow disk hanging over a fuming inlet. Water flickered beneath mists. Olin sat on the rock, hugging her knees in the chill light, biting her inner lip, her chin on her kneecaps. A bird woke up and screeched! The queen looked to see green wings starting from the branches of a pecan tree. She got to her feet unsteadily, still groggy from the poison. She stood on the ledge and cried out across the waters, just as if someone had told her what to say (though none of the versions I know says who): “I am Olin, and I have come to warn the Worm of the Sea of the Northern Eagle’s evil gaze!” Then she took a step back and put her wrist up to her mouth as if she were afraid she had said something blasphemous. She stepped to the ledge’s edge again and looked down toward the foggy water. The mists were a-broil, and now and again splashes geysered up hot silver.

‘There was a rumbling, as of some vast engine, not only from the water, but from the ground. Trees trembled; small stones shook loose to roll down into fog. Below swirling fumes waves swirled even faster.

‘Water surged, now into the land, now away. At each surge away, water lowered; and lowered.

‘Olin saw the first broken building tops cleave mist and waves—three towers and a bridge between, dripping. Waves broke higher than fog; foam fell back, roaring, into the sea. More buildings emerged. Water poured from their roofs. Through fog, water erupted from stone windows. Fog rolled and roiled off. Green and white water lapped away through mud and weeds and clotted alleys. Water rushed from a street where pillars still stood. Water carried weed and mud from patterned blue flags; other pillars were broken. One lay across its square pedestal. At the same time she saw the cleared street, she saw other avenues still silted, dark, and wet. Shapes that might have been buildings were mounded over with mud, glistening, black, and green. To the earth’s rumblings and the water’s ragings, the city rose.

‘The young queen, half running, half falling down the slope, only just managed to get her feet under her—when she plunged shin deep in muck. She staggered on, arms flailing, till she reached the first cracked paving—nowhere near as clean as it had looked from the ledge. Mud clung to the walls beside her. Weeds in windows hung down dripping stones. Fallen masonry, scattered shells, and soaked branches made her progress by the carved pillars almost as slow as it had been in the mud. Dirty-footed, wet-handed, scratches on her shoulders and legs, the young queen pushed between stones and driftwood, making her way by broken walls, their carvings veiled in sea moss.

‘What movement down what alley made her stop, the queen was never sure. Off in the wet green filling another street, something dark as excrement flexed, shifted, slid. The building beside her was heaped over with runnelled mud. That moved too, quivered, rose—not mud at all, but some immense tarpaulin. The sheet shook itself loose.

‘Olin looked up.

‘The moon lit yellow fogs which shifted over roofs. Through them, over them, the wing rose—not a soft, feathered, birdlike wing, but a taut, spined, reptilian wing, sheer enough to let moonlight through its skin, here and there darkened by spine or vein.

‘That wing blotted a fifth the sky!

‘Wind touched the queen’s cheek, her wrist. A second wing, as huge, rose from where it had lain over buildings at the street’s far side. Ahead, beyond the pillars, something slid forward, pulled back.

‘To the extent she had seen it at all, she’d thought it was a toppled carving, a sculpted demon’s head, big as a house and fallen on its chin. A gold and black eye opened; and opened; and opened, wider than the wide moon. Then, perhaps fifteen feet away, from under a rising lid, the other eye appeared. A lip lifted from teeth longer and thicker than the queen’s legs. The head, still wet, rose on its thick neck, clearing the near roofs, rising over the towers, spiring between the wings.

‘The dragon—a giant dragon, a sea dragon many times the size of her mountain cousins—was coiled through the streets. She’d slept with the city beneath the water. But now, as the city rose, the dragon rose above it, to stare down at the young queen with black and gold eyes.

‘Again Olin cried out, loud enough to hurt her throat: “Oh great Gauine—” for that was the dragon’s name, though I don’t know where she learned it—“I have come to hide my treasure with you and warn you of the Eagle’s antics—”’

Squinting silvery eyes in the sun, the ordinary mountain dragon just then put her foot down and hissed at the ox; the ox shied, backing up five steps. The cart trundled and creaked. Norema turned to grab it.

Pryn pushed up to her feet and snatched at the dragon’s swinging reins. Green wings flapped futilely.

Norema calmed her ox. Pryn led her dragon to a tree and lashed it. Norema came over to give her a hand, then walked with Pryn back to the fireplace. Pryn rubbed her hands together. Her palms were sore where the reins, first in landing, then in tethering, had jerked through. ‘The story you were telling?’ Pryn asked. ‘What happened next?’

‘Not much,’ Norema said. ‘Using the magic circle of different stars as a guide, Olin and Gauine hid the money in the city. Then Gauine settled down on top of it to guard it—just in time, too. For water began to roll back through the streets. Once more the city began to sink. The queen clambered up the slope to the ledge, barely managing to escape drowning. And the moon was down.’

Pryn frowned.

‘Oh, Gauine was a very exceptional dragon,’ Norema explained.

They stopped by the cart; the ox nipped more weed.

‘But then, if she hadn’t been,’ Norema went on, ‘I doubt the queen would have entrusted the treasure into her keeping. The next day, wandering half dazed along the beach, Olin was found by a troop of traveling mummers. Fortunately, over the night she’d been gone, the rest of her relatives had managed to defeat the evil priests. The young queen was taken to Kolhari, capital of all Nevèrÿon, where she was crowned queen for real. From all reports, she was never popular and led a horrid life. She went through several kings and a number of children, most of whom ended up frightfully. But she managed to make several arcane political decisions which have always been considered praiseworthy, at least by people who count such things important.’

‘Queen Olin,’ Pryn mused. ‘I’ve heard other stories about her, here in Ellamon. She was the queen who set up the dragon corrals and decided that bad little girls would be condemned to work there.’

‘One of the more interesting fables,’ Norema said. ‘Well, she was always fond of the animal, since it was a giant sea dragon that guarded her sunken treasure on which her power rested.’

‘That was the story your friend set out to find was true or not?’

Norema nodded.

‘She wanted to find Mad Queen Olin’s treasure in the sunken city guarded by the dragon Gauine?’

‘That’s what she said.’

Suddenly Pryn turned around and looked off at her own winged mount swaying at its tree. ‘Brainless, stupid beast! I thought I’d fly you away from home to excitement and adventure—or at least to a ledge from which I could return. But here—’ she turned back to Norema—‘she has landed in this silly clearing and can’t take off again!’

‘You want to leave home for good,’ Norema said seriously.

‘Yes,’ Pryn said. ‘And don’t tell me not to!’

‘You aren’t afraid of slavers?’

Pryn shook her head. ‘You’re traveling alone, and you’re still a free woman.’

‘True,’ Norema said. ‘And I intend to stay one.’ She considered a moment. ‘Let me give you two more gifts—besides my tale.’

Pryn looked perplexed. She hadn’t thought much of the story. It had stopped and started, leaving her anxious and expectant precisely where she had wanted answers and explanations.

‘You can be frightened,’ Norema said. ‘But don’t be terrified. That’s first.’

‘I’m not terrified,’ Pryn said.

‘I know,’ Norema said. ‘But that’s the way with advice. The part you can accept is the part you always already know.’

‘I’m not afraid either,’ Pryn said. Then she frowned again. ‘No, I am afraid. But it doesn’t matter, because I made my mind up to it a long time ago.’

‘Good.’ Norema smiled. ‘I wasn’t going to argue. One of my gifts, then, is a packet of food; that I’ll give you out of my provisions cart. The other is some geographical information about the real world over which you’ve just so cavalierly flown—both are things one cannot trust tales to provide. Oh, yes, and another piece of advice: Untie your dragon and let her wander into the mountains where she belongs. Left to herself, she’ll find the ledges she needs, as you must too—but you can’t be tied down with dragons that won’t fly where you want to go, no matter how much fun the notion of flight. Through those trees, maybe a hundred yards on, you’ll find the junction of two roads, giving you a choice of four directions. The one going—’ Norema glanced at the sun—‘toward the sunset will take you, with three days’ walk, to a white desert with dangerous tribes who sew copper wire up the rims of their ears. Take the road leading in the opposite direction, down between the mountain hills, and with four days’ walk you’ll reach the coast and a brave village of rough-handed men and women who live from the sea. Take the road running to your right as you approach the crossroads, and you’ll be back at the High Hold of fabled Ellamon in no more than three hours. Take the path that runs away from the junction to your left, and seven days’ hike will finally bring you to the grand port of Kolhari, capital city of all Nevèrÿon—like in my story.’ Norema smiled. (That so famous city had not played much of a part in the tale, Pryn thought; though certainly she knew enough of Kolhari by other reports.) ‘Along with my tale, I think my gifts should stand a young woman like you, off to see the world, in good stead.’

‘Thank you,’ Pryn said, because her aunt, for all her bitterness, had taught her to be polite.

Some hours later, when Pryn was several miles along her chosen route, she stopped a minute. Of all the day’s marvels it was neither her own flight, nor the tale of the dragon and the sunken city, nor the food pack tied on her back—with twisted vines—which held her thoughts. She picked up a stick from the highway’s shoulder and scratched her name in its dust, new capital and eliding mark. She put the stick down. Again she read over her name, which seemed so new and wondrous and right.

Then she walked on.

An hour later a dead branch, blown out on the road by a mountain gust, obscured it beyond reading.



2. Of Roads, Real Cities, Streets, and Strangers

A city sidewalk by itself is nothing. It is an abstraction. It means something only in conjunction with the buildings and other uses that border it, or border other sidewalks very near it…if a city’s streets are safe from barbarism and fear, the city is thereby tolerably safe from barbarism and fear…But sidewalks and those who use them are not passive beneficiaries of safety or helpless victims of danger. Sidewalks, their bordering uses, and their users, are active participants in the drama of civilization versus barbarism in cities. To keep the city safe is a fundamental task of a city’s streets and sidewalks.

This task is totally unlike any service that sidewalks and streets in little towns are called upon to do. Great cities are not like towns, only larger. They are not like suburbs, only denser. They differ from towns and suburbs in basic ways, and one of these is that cities, by definition, are full of strangers.

JANE JACOBS,

The Death and Life of Great American Cities

THIS IS HOW, AFTER seven nights’ unchanging stars, eclipsed only by passing clouds or moon glare, Pryn came to be standing on a roadway atop a hill one dark dawn, looking down at port Kolhari.

Fog lay on the city, obscuring detail. But that hulking edifice to the west had to be the High Court of Eagles. East, regular roofs suggested some wide street between—Black Avenue, perhaps, or even New Pavé. She’d heard travelers in the Ellamon market talk of those wonder-ways—

The sea!

Pryn had been looking at the city itself at least that long before the foggy vastness beyond it closed with its right name. It had to be the sea! A mountain girl, she’d never seen so much water—indeed, so much of anything before! Mists lay here and there on gray-flecked black. Obscuring much of the watery horizon, mists became one with gray sky. Well, it was quite as impressive as she’d heard it was. At the shore, like pine needles sticking up through the fog, she saw what must be ships’ masts along the famous Kolhari waterfront. Nearer, roofs of sizable houses lay apart from one another—perhaps wealthy merchants’ homes in the suburb of Sallese or maybe mansions of hereditary nobles in Neveryóna. My fortune, Pryn thought, may hide down there. A memory of her great-aunt returned, in which the old woman wrung her hands. ‘If your father could only see you…’

When Pryn was a baby, her father had died in the army somewhere to the south—of a sudden peacetime fever outbreak rather than wartime wounds. Her mother, when she visited from where she now lived, several towns away, had several times told Pryn the story of the soldier (in her mother’s words) “as black as your father” who had come through Ellamon with the news, much as Pryn’s aunt told the story of the long-dead barbarian. Still, as a child, Pryn had kept some faint fancy of finding that vanished phantom parent.

Down there?

She answered her own dark morning question, as she had answered it many times before, now on a solitary dawn walk through sunny mountain pines, now standing at evening on some shaly scarp, now at a bright trout pool spilling through noon between high, hot rocks: No. (One thing about riding dragons, Pryn reflected; such childish expectations could be, in the momentary wonder of flight, forgotten—not just put aside by active effort.) Her father was dead.

Pryn? That was her own name; and her mother’s—not her father’s gift. Her mother and father had not been overly married before her mother had become pregnant and her father, upon finding out, had gone off to fight for the Empress. “Not overly married” meant that certain bonding rituals had been publicly observed between them, but certain others that would make those early ones permanent had not. Her mother’s abandonment had occurred within a margin of respectability—inconvenient as it was. But then, the army had not been that convenient for her father, either; its stringencies had apparently given him enough appreciation of the domestic life he’d left so that on his death pallet he’d asked a dusky friend to return his sword, shield, and sundry effects to Ellamon—which Pryn’s mother had immediately sold, giving the money to the aunt to maintain her baby while she went to seek work in another town. Growing up with that wise woman and her other cousins had not been so bad.

Pryn was a girl who knew who she was and could now write her name correctly.

Somehow she’d already connected that, as indeed she connected almost all about her she felt to be mature, with accepting that parental death and suppressing those childish fancies that perhaps the black soldier had been mistaken (had found the wrong woman, the wrong city…), or had been part of some trick by a father even more scoundrelly than her mother, when in her cups, sometimes claimed that brave man to have been, or had simply lied from caprice. No, she thought again. He is dead. I am alive.

And my fortune?

Her memory turned to the tale-teller’s city, risen in mist from the waters, its grand dragon guarding the queen’s treasure in those flooded streets.

Sunlight had begun to break through the overcast. Clouds pulled from swatches of blue.

The real city below, under real fog and real sun, the one now giving way to the other, was ominous. She wondered if the tale-teller’s friend—was it Raven?—with her blue beads and her mask and her double blade had ever stood like this, on this rise, this road, looking down on this city as the earth heaved from dark dawn to morning…

Pryn did not hear the hoofbeats till they were almost on her. (Three times over the week she’d hidden in the bushes while mounted men in leather aprons herded dusty, blond men and women, chained collar to collar, along the road ruts. She’d seen slaves chained to planks outside the walls of Ellamon, six or ten together, waiting to be fed. She’d seen slaves, two or three, chained in the sunny corner of the Ellamon market, under the eyes of an overseer, waiting to be bought.) She whirled about, then dashed for the road’s edge. But she had seen the three riders—which meant the riders had seen her.

The three horses hammered abreast of her, halted.

The tallest and, from his nappy beard and open face, the youngest grinned. ‘What are you looking at, girl?’ Some teeth were missing.

Pryn recovered from her crouch, thigh-deep in scratchy brush. ‘Are you slavers?’—though in asking, she’d realized they were not.

Another rider, a weathered man, squat, muscular, and hairy-shouldered, threw back his head and laughed. His teeth, the ones visible, were large, yellow, and sound.

The third was naked, save a cloth tied about his forehead and hanging to his shoulders. ‘Do we look like slavers?’ His voice was rough enough to suggest a throat injury. On the right side of his body, Pryn saw, as his horse wheeled and wheeled back over the road, long scars roped him, chest, flank, and thigh, as though someone had flung blacksnakes at him that had stuck. ‘Do you think we look like slavers, girl?’

Pryn shook her head.

‘Slavers?’ The youngster laughed. Despite his height, Pryn was sure he was not a year older than she. ‘Us, slavers? Do you know Gorgik the Liberator? We’re going to join him and his men at—’ He stopped, because the other two grimaced. The squat one made half a motion for silence. The youngster leaned forward, more soberly. ‘You want to know if we’re slavers? Well, we have a question for you: Are you one of the Child Empress’s spies, in the pay of the High Court of Eagles?’

Once more Pryn shook her head.

‘That’s what you say.’ The youngster lowered his voice. ‘But how do we know?’ His gappy grin remained. ‘The Liberator isn’t the most popular man in Nevèrÿon. The Empress’s spies are cunning and conniving.’

Pryn stepped onto the road. ‘You know I’m not a spy the same way I know you’re not slavers.’ What she thought was that they might be bandits; she did not want to act afraid. ‘You don’t look like slavers. I don’t look like a spy.’

The youngster leaned even lower, till he looked at her right between his mount’s red ears. ‘While you and I both may very well have seen slavers, and so know what slavers look like, what if we here have never seen a spy…?’

Pryn frowned. She had never seen a spy either.

The squat one said: ‘Spies often look like other than spies. It’s one sign by which you know them.’ He moved thick fingers in the graphite-gray mane.

The naked one with the headrag and the scars said: ‘This road runs from the Faltha mountains to port Kolhari. Which way do you go?’

‘There.’ Pryn pointed toward the city.

‘Good. Come up on my horse. We’ll take you into town.’

Again Pryn shook her head. ‘I can get there by myself.’

The scarred rider pulled a four-foot lance from a holder on his horse’s flank. ‘If you don’t come with us,’ he said evenly, ‘we’ll kill you. Make your choice, spy.’

Pryn thought of bolting from them, thought of running between them, and stood.

The rider held his lance with his elbow against his scarred side so that his forearm was at a right angle to his body. The metal point showed the hammer marks of its forging. ‘Our friend here—’ he jerked his chin toward the bearded boy—‘has said more than he should have. You’re going into the city anyway. Ride with us. You may be a spy. We can’t take chances.’

Pryn walked across the road toward his horse. ‘You don’t give me much choice.’

The scarred man said: ‘Sit in front of me.’

Angry and frightened, Pryn reached up to grapple the horse’s hard neck. The naked man bent. He shoved his lance back into its holder and slid his hand under Pryn’s raised thigh to tug her up, while she got one leg awkwardly before his belly. (I’ve climbed on a dragon without help!) As she slid back against him, one of his hands came around her stomach. The mare stamped dirt. The rider behind her, stomach against her, flapped reins before her. She felt him kick the horse—not to a gallop but a leisurely trot. The others, trotting, cantering, trotting again, came abreast. Pryn’s capitulation made her anger more acute. ‘Since I am being punished for what your young friend knows and almost said, at least let me know what it is. Who is this Liberator—and take your hand off my breast!’ She pushed the rider’s hand from where the dark fingers had moved.

The squat rider laughed. ‘You want to know about Gorgik? Once he was a slave; now he’s vowed to end all slavery throughout Nevèrÿon. Some say that someday, if not soon, he may be a minister! Myself, I knew him years ago when he was an officer in the Child Empress’s army. One of the best, too.’ The squat man rubbed a wide, studded belt bound high on hairy ribs. ‘I fought under him—but only for a month. Then they broke up our division and sent me off with another captain. But we’re going to fight under him again—if he’ll have us. Hey, boys?’

‘Aye!’ came from the one boy beside her.

The naked man put his hand lightly back on Pryn’s stomach.

‘Only with him a month, yes.’ The squat rider grew pensive. ‘He won’t remember me. But we loved that man, we did—every one of us under him. And slavery is an evil at least two of us know first hand.’ He laughed again and guided his horse around a branch fallen on the road. Other hooves smashed leaves. ‘That’s why we three go to—’

‘Move your hand!’ Pryn shoved the naked rider’s arm from where it had again risen. Hoisting herself forward, she glared over her shoulder. ‘I didn’t want this ride! I’m not here to play your dumb games! Cut it out!’

‘Look, girl,’ the rider said from the rags about his dark face. ‘You sit behind me. That way, you can—’

‘—she can put her hands where she wants!’ cried the bearded youth. His face and the squat one’s held the wide grins of stupid boys.

Pryn decided that, of the three, the bearded youngster was the fool. Till then she’d vaguely thought that, since his age was closest to hers, he might be the easiest to enlist for help. But he talked foolishly and was probably too intimidated by the older two anyway.

Her rider reined. She swung her leg over the horse’s neck and slid down to the road. The squat one backstepped his horse to give her another unwanted hand. (Remember, Pryn thought, as she came up behind one smooth and one scarred shoulder, within the week you have ridden a dragon…) Filthy and frayed vine cord knotted the rags to her rider’s head. Those scars? A mountain girl living in harsh times, Pryn had seen women and men with wounds from injury and accident. What was before her, though, suggested greater violence than the mishandling of plowhead or hunting knife. She put her hands on the rider’s flanks. His flesh was hard and hot. She could feel one scar, knobby and ropy, under her hand’s heel.

Slavery?

The horse trotted.

The flapping headdress smelled of oil and animals. Pryn leaned to the side to see ahead—mostly trees now, with the road’s ruts descending into them. Gripping the horse’s sides with her knees and the rider’s with her hands, she settled into the motion.

Once she thought: A beautiful young queen, abducted on the road by fearful, romantic bandits…But they were not romantic. She was not beautiful. No, this was not the time for tale-teller’s stuff. It was a bit fearful. But as yet, she reflected, she was not full of fear. From the threat of death to the straying hands, it all had too much the air of half-hearted obligation.

Once more she moved her head from behind the flapping cloth and called to the bearded boy, who had been riding beside her almost ten minutes, ‘Where is this Gorgik the Liberator? Go on, tell me.’

Clearly, from boyish excitement, he wanted to. But he glanced at his companions. As clearly, she had been right about his intimidation. ‘You’ll see soon enough,’ he called back across the little abyss of hooves, dust, and wind.

The shift from country to city Pryn never quite caught. Now there was a river by the road. The horses’ hoofbeats changed timbre. She looked down—yes, the road itself along which they trotted was, now, paved with flat stones set in hard mud. She looked up to see green-tiled decorations interspersed with terra-cotta castings on an upper cornice of a wealthy home beyond a stone wall lapped with vines. On the other side of the road she saw an even higher roof, over a higher wall, moving up toward them as the other fell behind.

And the river was gone.

‘You wanted to know where Gorgik the Liberator is?’ her rider called back. ‘Look there!’

They wheeled off the main highway.

Ahead, armed men stood before a gate in another wall. Above, Pryn saw the top story of another great house. Much of the decorative tiling had fallen away. Behind the crenellations a dozen men ambled about the roof, some with spears, some with bows. At the corner one sat on a cracked carving—dragon or eagle she couldn’t tell—looking down into the yard.

The younger and older either side, Pryn’s rider reined at the wooden door in the stone wall, which was half again as high as the youngster on his horse.

The squat one bawled out in a voice much too loud simply to be speaking to the men in leather helmets either side of the gate, with their broad knives hanging at their hips: ‘Go in and tell your master, Gorgik the Liberator, that three brave fellows have come to pledge hands and hearts to whatever end he would put them!’

With the blue eyes and frizzy blond beard of a barbarian—rare enough in northern Ellamon to cause comment when you saw one in the market—a guard stepped toward them, pushed up his helmet; and bawled back: ‘What names might he know you by?’

‘Tell your great and gracious master, Gorgik, that the Southern Fox—’ he gestured toward Pryn’s rider—‘and the Red Badger—’ which was, apparently, the bearded boy—‘and myself, the Western Wolf—’ the thick hand fell against his own black rug of a chest—‘have come to serve him! Ask him what he knows of us, and whether the tales of our exploits that have preceded us are sufficiently impressive to allow us to join his company! Let him consider! We shall return in a few hours to seek admittance!’

The barbarian guard nodded toward Pryn, then said in a perfectly ordinary voice: ‘There’re four of you…?’

In an equally ordinary voice the Western Wolf said: ‘Oh. I forgot the kid.’ He turned back to the gate, took a breath, and bawled: ‘Tell him that the Blue Heron is also among our number and to consider her for his cause!’

Then Wolf, Badger, and Fox, with the Heron behind (thinking of Raven and capital letters), wheeled from the gate. Dust struck up from the road high as the horses’ haunches.

As the great houses drifted by her behind high walls and palm clusters, what Pryn thought was: Here, I am suddenly in this world of men, made to ride when I want to walk, touched when I want to be left alone, and given a new name when I’ve just learned to write my old one, all under some fanciful threat of death because I might be a spy. (Just what tales, she wondered, had they been listening to?) I don’t like it at all, she thought. I don’t like it.

As unclear as the shift between country and city had been, Pryn was equally uncertain—as she was thinking all this—where the change had come between suburb and center. But when the horses clattered across a paved and populous avenue to splash into a muddy alley of stone houses with thatched shacks between, she realized it had.

They crossed another street.

Down another alley water flashed between masts.

They turned onto another avenue. Noise and confusion dazzled her. Living on the edge of a mountain town, without ever really considering herself part of them, Pryn had known the gossipings, prejudices, and rigidities of town life that had played through Ellamon’s quiet streets. But here, the hustle and hallooing made her wonder: How, here, could anyone know anyone?

Twice in one block the Fox’s horse danced aside to avoid someone, first a woman who dashed from the crowds at one side of the street, a four-foot basket strapped to her back, to plunge among people on the other side; second, three youngsters chasing after a black ball. Pryn clung to the Fox’s twisting back. (Naked as Pryn’s rider and muddy to the knees, the little girl grabbed up the black pellet, which had ceased bouncing to roll a ragged course between cobbles. With a barbarian boy in a torn smock tripping behind, the children fled off down another side street.) The horses began to trot once more beside the hurrying men and women; one man hailed a friend across the road; another ran after someone just departed—to tell her one last thing.

When the white-haired woman left the corner, she was deep in conversation with a younger, who wore a red scarf for a sash. A man and a woman servant behind held decorated parasols over them—or tried to. The sunlit edge kept slipping back and forth across the older woman’s elaborate coif and silver combs. Now she pushed bracelets and blue sleeves up her arms and turned to another woman in her party with short hair incongruously pale as goat’s cream. This one—not much more than a girl, really—wore leather straps across bare shoulders; a strap ran down between abrupt, small breasts. She carried several knives at her belt and walked the hot stones barefoot. Pryn saw beyond the scarred shoulder she clung to that another woman servant had despaired of shading this sunken-eyed, cream-haired creature. (Was she yet eighteen? Certainly she was no more than twenty.) She stepped away here, then off there, now looking into a basket of nuts some porter carried by her, now turning to answer the older woman with the combs. A woman at least forty, the servant frowned at her and finally let the parasol shaft fall back on her own shoulder.

Pryn had assumed Fox, Badger, and Wolf had seen them too—but the horses, grown skittish at the traffic, must have distracted them. And the women’s course veered closer than even Pryn had expected—

One of the servants gave a small shriek.

The horses reared.

The white-haired woman turned in startled anger. She stepped back, hands down in blowing blue. The woman with the red scarf at her waist took the older woman’s shoulder and gave a wordless shout of her own. Servants scrambled. One dropped a parasol. The woman with the scarf turned from the older to grab it up.

The horses reared again.

Pryn clutched the Fox and clamped her knees to keep astride. Forehooves clattered to the street. The manservant shouted: ‘Country ruffians! What’s wrong with you! Out of the street, now! Out of the street! Don’t you know enough to let a woman of Madame Keyne’s standing in this city have the right of way? Rein your horses back! Rein them, I say—!’ The Fox’s horse started to rear again, but jarred, stopping.

Pryn felt it ankle to jaw. It was as if a dragon in airborne career had suddenly smashed rock. What had happened was that the small, cream-haired woman had grasped the horse’s bridle and, with a jerk, brought the beast up short.

The little woman’s gray eyes were suddenly centers where lines of effort and anger met. The horse jerked against her grip three times, then stilled. ‘Stupid—!’ the woman got out between tight teeth. The angry eyes swept up by the Fox to meet Pryn’s. The horse quivered between Pryn’s legs. Under Pryn’s hands, the Fox’s scarred shoulder flexed and flexed as he tried to rein his animal from her.

Suddenly the little woman released the bridle and stalked off after the others, who had collected themselves to hurry on, again deep in their conversation. Servants hurried behind them, parasols waving.

The horses moved about one another. Fox, Badger, and Wolf were all cursing: the women, the city, the sun above them, the people around them. Swaying at the Fox’s back, Pryn tried to look after the vanishing group. Now and again, across the crowd, she thought she caught sight of the cream-haired woman behind the party, off in some alley with sea at its end.

‘Get down!’

Pryn looked back at the dirty headdress, scarred shoulder right, unscarred left.

‘Go on, girl!’ the Fox demanded; the horse stilled. ‘We brought you to the city, where you wanted to go. Get down now! Be on your way!’

Confused, Pryn slid her foot back, up, and over, then dropped to the cobbles, with the sore knees and tingling buttocks of a novice rider—dragons notwithstanding. She stepped back from the moving legs, looking up.

The three above her, on their stepping horses, looked down.

The Badger, with his tightly-curled beard, seemed about to ask something, and Pryn found her own lips halting on a question: What of the Blue Heron and Liberator? Despite her anger, her impressment had at least provided a form for her arrival. Aside from roving hands, she’d believed there high-sounding purpose. But as she ducked back (someone else was shouting for them to move), she realized they were, the three of them, country men, as confused and discommoded by this urban hubbub as she was.

‘Are you going to kill her now?’ the Badger blurted, looking upset.

‘She’s no spy!’ The Western Wolf leaned forward disgustedly to pat his horse’s neck. ‘She’s no different from you, boy—a stupid mountain kid run off from home to the city. I’ve a mind to turn you both loose and send you on your ways—’

Pryn had a momentary image of herself stuck in this confusion with the young dolt.

But the Fox said, ‘Come on, the two of you, and stop this!’ He turned his horse up the street; the two turned after him.

Pryn watched them trot off—to be stopped another half-block on by more people crossing. People closed around Pryn. After she had been bumped three times, cursed twice, and ignored by what must have been fifty passers-by in the space of half a minute, she began to walk.

Everyone else was walking.

To stay still in such a rush was madness.

Pryn walked—for hours. From time to time she sat: once on the steps in a doorway, once on a carved log bench beside a building. The tale-teller’s food had been finished the previous night and the package discarded; so far she’d only thought about food (and home!) when she’d passed the back door of a bread shop whose aromatic ovens flooded the alley with the odor of toasted grain.

Walking, turning, walking, she wondered many times if she were on a street she’d walked before. Occasionally she knew she was, but at least five times, now, when she’d set out to rediscover a particular place she’d passed minutes or hours back, it became as impossible to find as if the remembered landmarks had sunk beneath the sea.

Several workmen with dusty rags around their heads had opened up the street to uncover a great clay trough with planking laid across it, which ran out from under a building where half a dozen women were repairing a wall by daubing mud and straw on the stones with wooden paddles. (Now, she had passed them before…) A naked boy dragged along a wooden sledge heaped with laundry. A girl, easily the boy’s young sister and not wearing much more than he, now and again stooped behind to catch up a shirt or shift that flopped over the edge, or to push the wet clothes back in a pile when a rut shook them awry.

Pryn found herself behind three women with the light hair of southern barbarians, their long dresses shrugged off their shoulders and bunched down at their waists, each with one hand up to steady a dripping water jar. Two carried them on their heads; one held hers on a shoulder.

They turned in front of her, on to a street that sloped down from the avenue, and, as the shadow from the building moved a-slant terracotta jugs, thonged-up hair, and sunburned backs, Pryn followed. (No, she had never been on this street…) There were many less people walking these dark cobbles.

‘…vevish nivu hrem’m har memish…’ Pryn heard one woman say—or something like it.

‘…nivu homyr avra’nos? Cevet aveset…’ the second quipped. Two of the barbarians laughed.

Pryn had heard the barbarian language before, in the Ellamon market, but knew little of its meaning. Whenever she heard it, she always wondered if she might get one of them to talk slowly enough to write it down, so that she could study it and learn of its barbaric intent.

‘…hav nivu akra mik har’vor remvush…’ retorted the second to a line Pryn had lost.

All three laughed again.

Two turned down an alley that, Pryn saw as she reached it, was only a shoulder-wide space between red mud walls. With the sun ahead of them, the two swaying silhouettes grew smaller and smaller.

Ahead, the remaining woman took her jar from her shoulder and pushed through the hanging hide that served for a door in a wood-walled building.

Pryn walked down the hill. Here, many cobbles were missing; some substance, dark and hard, with small stones stuck all over it, paved a dozen or so feet. A woman overtook her. Pryn turned to watch. The woman wore a dirty skirt, elaborately coiffed hair, and dark paint in two wing shapes around her eyes. It was very striking, the more so because Pryn—looking after her narrow back—had only glimpsed her face. Two boys hurried by on the other side, arms around each other’s shoulders. One had shaved his head completely. Both, Pryn saw, wore the same dark eye-paint—before they, too, became just backs ahead of her.

Sitting on steps leading up to another street, beggars argued loudly. One was missing an arm and an ear; among them a woman, with a crutch under one shoulder, its splintered end protruding over the stone step’s edge, complained about a jar of wine she had stolen from the dried-up earthworm of an innkeeper. It had been bad, but she had drunk it anyway and gotten sick and lain—sick—in the street three days. The stump of her missing leg was crusted with scab.

Pryn hurried by.

On Pryn’s right lay a littered yard between three cracked and yellow buildings. In the middle was a circular stone wall, waist high, long boards over its top. It was about three meters across. Pryn walked up to the enclosure and looked down through the strip of black between the weathered planks. Below, a dark head moved to blot a strip of reflected sky.

Again she turned down the street.

Buildings ended; Pryn looked across to an embankment. The bridge entrance had waist-high stone walls either side. A tall woman at the corner newel was fastening a white damasked collar, sewn with metallic threads and set with jewels. It was one of the decorative collar-covers house slaves in wealthier families sometimes used to hide the ugly iron band all slaves wore by law. Having trouble with the clasp, however, the woman removed the cloth to shake it out. Her long neck was bare. She raised the collar-cover again.

The clasp caught—as halfway over the bridge someone hailed her. Along the bridge’s walkway, in colorful robes and veils (many with painted eyes), young women and men stood, leaned, talked, stared, or ambled slowly.

The woman with the collar-cover ran to grab the arm of the heavy, hairy man who’d called. He wore a helmet like the ones Pryn had seen outside the Liberator’s headquarters.

Watching them stroll away, Pryn crossed to the bridge. She reached the post where the woman had stood, put her hand on it, and looked over the stone rail.

Green water glimmered around moss-blotched rocks, clotted with wood, fruit rinds, broken pottery. Some barbarian children climbed out by the carved stanchion stones. Behind her she heard:

‘Twenty!’

‘Five—’

‘Nineteen!’

‘Five!’

‘Eighteen?’

‘Five, I say!’

‘Seventeen!’

‘All right, eight!’

Pryn looked up. Coming forward through the loiterers was a portly, middle-aged man in a smart toga with red ribbon woven about the white sleeves, neck, and hem. His hand held the shoulder of a naked, green-eyed, barbarian boy, a year or so younger than Pryn. The boy was arguing in his odd southern accent and gesticulating with one closed fist and one open hand: ‘You give me sixteen? I go with you and do it for sixteen! All right? You give me sixteen, then!’

‘Ten!’

‘Sixteen!’

‘Ten!’

‘Sixteen!’

‘Oh, eleven!’

‘No, sixteen!’

‘Sixteen for a dirty little weasel like you?’ returned the man with a grin. ‘For sixteen, I should have you and your three brothers. I’ll give you twelve!’

‘You give me fifteen!’ the barbarian said. ‘You want my brother? Maybe we go find him and he come too. But he don’t do anything, you know? He just watch. For fifteen I go get my brother and—’

‘Now what would I want with two of you!’ The man laughed. ‘One of you is bad enough. I’ll take you by yourself, and maybe I’ll give you twelve…’

A black man in a long skirt led a camel up over the bridge. The high humps, rocking gait, and clopping hooves made the loiterers smile. The creature had just soiled herself and suddenly decided to switch her tail—

Pryn herself flinched, though no drop struck.

But the man snatched his hand from the boy’s shoulder and rubbed the flat of his palm, now against his gray beard, now against his splattered shoulder, sucking his teeth and shaking his head.

The young barbarian cackled. ‘Now who’s dirty, old turd-nose! You smell like camel pee!’ With a disgusted wave he stalked off over the walkway.

The portly gentleman looked up from his scrubbing, saw the boy leaving, and hurried after. ‘Thirteen! I’ll give you thirteen, but no more!’

Which halted the boy at the stone rail. “Will you give me fourteen? You give me fourteen, and I’ll…’

Pryn looked over at the water below. Two women, a soldier between, made their way over the rocks. Just before they went under the bridge, the heftier woman, red wooden beads chained through her black braids, began to pull away; the soldier kept pulling her back. Pryn tried to hear their altercation, but though their heads were only fifteen feet below, from the angle and the children’s shoutings echoing beneath, she could not make it out. She leaned, she listened, wondering what she might do if one of them looked up to see their incomprehensible quarrel observed—

‘What—!’ came an agitated voice behind her. ‘You again…’

Pryn stood and turned, slowly so as not to look particularly interested in what might be going on—

A huge man stood directly behind her, heavily veined arms folded high on his stomach. He wore bronze gauntlets, dark with verdigris and busy with relief. On his chest hung a copper chain.

‘I saw her first—not you!’ the voice came on—not the giant’s. ‘Get away and leave her, now. She’s not to your taste anyway! Don’t you think all of us around here have seen you enough to know what you’re after?’

The giant had a scar down one cheek. Rough hair, some salted white, made a thick, clublike braid over one ear—only it had come half undone. Rough hair shook in the breeze.

Arms still folded, the giant turned his head a little—

‘Now go on! Go on, I say! She’s no good to you! The young ones need my guidance if they’re to make a living here.’ The man talking so excitedly stood a few steps off, shaking a finger at the giant. ‘Go on, now! Why do you stay? Go!’

And Pryn thought: How handsome he is!

The young man’s eyes, blinking between black lashes, looked startlingly blue. But his skin was as dark as Pryn’s or the giant’s beside her, so that she was not sure, really, if he were barbarian or citizen. He wore only a loincloth, with the thinnest blade at his chain belt. His arms were brown and lithe. ‘You don’t need her!’ he continued his complaint. ‘I do! Come on, now. Give her to me!’ On his extended hand he wore many, many rings, two, three, or more on a finger—even two on his thumb. (The fist by his hip was bare.) Stones and metal flashed in the sun, so that it took Pryn moments to register the hands themselves: the skin was gritty and gray. Below the jeweled freight, his nails, overlong at the ends of long, long fingers, were fouled spikes, as if he’d been down playing like a child in the clotted river’s sludge.

Arms still folded, the giant turned his head a little more—

The handsome young man with the beautiful rings and filthy fingers actually jumped. Then he scowled, spat on the flags, turned, and stalked off along the bridge, where a number of loungers and loiterers were still laughing over the camel.

Pryn looked up as the giant turned back to her. In surprise, she swallowed.

Around the giant’s tree-trunk of a neck was a hinged iron collar.

Pryn had always regarded slavers with fear. Perhaps that fear had spread to the notion of slaves themselves. She knew great families sometimes had them. She had seen slaves in the Ellamon market and more recently on the road. But she had never talked to one, nor had she ever heard of anyone who had. To be standing in a strange city, facing one directly—and such a big one! It was quite as frightening as if she were being appraised by a slaver herself!

‘What are you doing here, mountain girl?’ the great man asked in a voice that, for all its roughness, bore a city accent.

‘Looking…for someone—’ Pryn stammered. It seemed she must answer something. ‘A friend of mine. A woman.’ Later she would think that it was only after she’d started to speak that the image of the tale-teller’s Raven, with her mask and her double blade, leapt into her mind like a protective demon. ‘But she’s not here, and I…’ She looked at the people about the bridge. ‘I was with some men, before; they were looking for someone called the Liberator…a man named Gorgik.’

The big man leaned his head to the side. ‘Were they, now?’ Shaggy brows drew down.

‘They were going to keep me with them at first, because they thought I was a spy. For the Empress. Then they realized how silly that was, and how difficult it would be trying to keep track of me in the city. So they turned me loose.’ She took a breath. ‘But now I don’t know where to go!’ The next thought struck the same way the memory of Raven had a moment back. ‘But I’ve ridden a dragon! My name is Pryn—I can write it, too. I read, and I’ve flown on a dragon’s back above the Faltha mountains!’

The giant grinned. A third of one front tooth had broken off, but the rest were whole enough. ‘You’ve flown on a dragon above the Falthas, over the narrow-minded, provincial Hold of fabled Ellamon…?’ He unfolded gauntleted arms.

Each callused finger, Pryn saw, was thicker than three of hers bunched together. She nodded, more because of his grin and his recognition of her home than for his judgment of it.

‘And did you bring dried dragonfruit to the market and try to sell it there to unwary tourists as eggs of the fabled beasts themselves, you dragon-riding scamp?’ The grin softened to a smile. ‘You see, I have been through your town.’

‘Oh, no!’ Pryn exclaimed. ‘I’d never do that!’ Though she knew of girls and boys who had, she also knew it was precisely these—at least the girls—who ended up imprisoned as grooms in Ellamon’s fabled corrals. ‘If my aunt ever heard I’d done a thing like that, she’d beat me!’

The man laughed. ‘Come with me, mountain girl.’

‘What are you doing here?’ Pryn blurted. Talking had turned out to be easy enough; but the notion of going with the slave frightened her all over again.

The shaggy eyebrows raised. ‘I, too, was looking for…a friend.’

Pryn found herself staring at the collar. Did slaves, she wondered, have friends? Did this slave want to make friends with her?

The man said: ‘But since I’ve found you instead, I’ll put such friendships off for a while.’

‘Are you going to take me to your master?’ Pryn asked.

The giant looked a little surprised. ‘No.’ Then surprise dissolved back into the scarred smile. ‘No, I wasn’t going to do that. I thought we might walk to the other end of the bridge. Then, if there were someplace you wanted to go, I’d take you there. After that, I’ll leave.’

Pryn looked down at the slave’s feet: horny, dirty, cracked at the edge, barred with ligaments under tangled veins, the ankle’s hock blocky beneath the bronze greave. Above bronze, calf hair curled over the chased rim. That’s not a foot, Pryn thought. That’s a ham someone’s halved and flung down on the street! She looked at his chest. On the copper chain hung a bronze disk the size of her palm—really it was several disks, bolted one on top of the other, with much cut away from the forward one, so that there were little shapes all over it with holes at their points; and some kind of etching on the disk beneath…Around the rim were markings in some abstract design. She looked at his belly. It was muscular, hairy, with a lot behind it pushing muscle and hair forward. He wore five or six loose belts, a thick one and a thin one of leather, one of braided rope, one of flattened silver links, and one of ordinary chain. They slanted his hips at different angles. From one hung a wide, shaggy sheath; from another, some kind of purse; attached to another was a net of mail that went between his legs (a few links had broken) to pouch the rougher and darker genital flesh. She looked again at his face.

He had raised his hand to gnaw a thumbnail.

Pryn thought: Is this how people have looked at him when they purchased him at some auction…? Her cheeks and knees suddenly heated.

The scarred face moved toward some question, but he dropped his hand and smiled. ‘Come. Let’s walk.’

And somehow she was walking with him along the bridge.

‘How long have you been here?’ he asked.

‘In the city?’ She looked up. ‘Since this morning.’

‘I thought it couldn’t be longer.’ He chuckled. ‘Do you know where you are?’

‘You mean in Kolhari?’

‘Do you know where in Kolhari you are?’

Pryn looked at the men and women loafing and leaning on the bridge’s low wall. She shook her head.

He pointed with a thick thumb over the side. ‘That muddy ditch there is the Khora Spur. Three-quarters of a mile up, it runs off the Big Khora. Both go down to the sea, to make this neighborhood in front of us into an island in the middle of town. It’s also called the Spur—the oldest and poorest section of the city. Right now it’s mostly inhabited by barbarians, recently from the south. But it tends to house whoever is poor, new, or down on their luck.’

‘Do you and…and your master live there?’

The big man considered a moment. ‘You might say I do,’ which struck Pryn as a complex answer for a simple question. ‘This street here, running across the bridge, is the upper end of New Pavē. It runs back up into the commercial part of the city, crosses Black Avenue, and finally turns along the sea to become part of the Kolhari waterfront. Here, at this end, it’s called Old Pavē. The bridge itself? We call it the Bridge of Lost Desire, though it had another name, officially, thirty years ago, when all of Kolhari was known as Neveryóna; but I don’t remember what it was. The Bridge of Lost Desire is the current one. On it, you’ll find working most of the city’s—’

Ahead, a man shrieked.

Pryn looked at her companion—who hadn’t looked at all.

When she looked back, though most people had only moved a step or turned by no more than a small angle, the shriek had created a center:

At it, the handsome young man buried bare fingers in black braids to shake the heavy young woman’s head—a red wooden bead broke from its chain, fell to the flags, and rolled.

‘What do you mean…!’ the young man shouted, shaking his jeweled fist about his shoulder. ‘I don’t want to hear that from you! He didn’t give you enough? No, not from you! What do you mean! Tell me! No, I don’t want to hear it…!’ As he shook, the woman seemed intent on keeping her face blank, her arms limp, and her large feet under her.

Suddenly the young man threw her head away, stepping back. ‘You don’t think I’ll do anything to you? You don’t?’ He struck his dirty, ringed fist back against his own chest, grinding. ‘Look—’ He shoved his hand on past his shoulder; the beautiful features grimaced—‘if I do that to myself—’ Points and edges had caught the smooth skin as though it were rough fabric, to tear a two-inch cut, from which blood ran, turning aside at his nipple to dribble down his flank—‘what do you think I’ll do to you? Look—’ Suddenly turning, he struck his ringed fist on the arm of the nearest bystander, a boy whose made-up eyes widened as he backed away, blood welling through his fingers where he clutched his arm (someone grabbed the boy and called, ‘Hey, now! What are you doing, now—! Come on…!’)—‘if I do that to him—and I don’t even know the little faggot—what do you think I’ll do to you!’ Working himself up, dancing about, the handsome young man suddenly lunged, ringed hand open and falling toward her face—

The woman flinched.

Then something very complicated happened.

The hand stopped.

One thing making it complicated was that, unlike you and me, Pryn had been watching the woman (who was about Pryn’s age and Pryn’s size). What had first seemed a kind of apathetic paralysis in her, Pryn saw, was actually an intense concentration—and Pryn remembered a moment when, bridling her dragon, the wings had suddenly flapped among the bushes, and for a moment she’d thought she would completely lose control of it; and all she could do was hang on as hard as possible and look as calm as possible, trying to keep her feet from being jerked off the mossy rocks; for Pryn it had worked…

Another thing making it complicated was that Pryn had not been watching the man she was with.

And he had not been watching the encounter.

We’ve spoken of a center the encounter had created. The big man’s course took them within a meter of it. He had not stopped walking; and because Pryn had not been watching him, she had not stopped walking either.

As they came within the handsome young man’s ken, his hand had halted.

His head jerked about, his face for a moment truly, excitingly ugly. ‘All right!’ he demanded. (Now they did stop.) ‘What is it, then? You want to be the Liberator of every piece of camel dung on this overground sewer?’

The woman with the beaded hair did not look at Pryn’s companion, but suddenly stalked off, arms folded across her breasts in what might have been anger, might have been embarrassment. Five other women, waiting outside the circles within circles, closed about her, one holding her shoulder, one leaping to see over the others’ if she were all right—as though they had not seen them either.

The handsome young man took a step after them, then glanced back at the giant, as if unsure whether he had permission to follow. Apparently he didn’t for he spat again and, making a bright fist by one hip and a soiled one by the other, turned his bleeding breast away and walked off in the other direction.

People looked away, turned away, walked away; and there were three, half a dozen, a dozen, and then no centers at all to the crowd. Pryn looked at her companion.

Examining his knuckles, the giant moved his gnawing on to another nail. Once more they began to walk.

As they passed more onlookers, Pryn demanded, ‘Who was he…’

‘Nynx…’ the giant said pensively. ‘I think someone told me that was his name.’ He put his hand to his belly, scratching the hair there with broad nubs. ‘He manages—or, better, terrorizes—some of the younger women too frightened to work here by themselves.’

‘You must have beaten him up in a fight, once!’ Pryn declared; she had heard of such encounters between men in her town. ‘You beat him up, and now he’s afraid you might beat him up again…?’

‘No.’ The giant sighed. ‘I’ve never touched him. Oh, I suppose if it came to a fight, though he’s less than half my age, I’d probably kill him. But I think he’s been able to figure that out too.’ He gave a snort that ended in the scarred, broken-toothed smile. ‘Myself, I go my way and do what I want. Nynx—if that is his name—reads my passings as he will. But from the way he reads them, I suspect I will not have to kill him. Someone else will do it for me, and within the year I’ll wager. I’ve seen too many of him.’ He gave another snort. ‘Such readings are among the finer things civilized life teaches. You say you can read and write. You’ll learn such readings soon enough if you stay around here.’

‘What did he want with me, before?’ Pryn asked.

‘Probably the same thing he wanted from the girl. There used to be a prostitutes’ guild when I was a youngster—lasted up until a few years ago, in fact. It retained its own physicians, set prices, kept a few strong-armed fellows under employment for instant arbitration. They rented out rooms in half a dozen inns around here at cheap, hourly rates—today they charge double for an afternoon’s hour what they charge you to spend the night alone. With all the new young folk in from the country, you see, the old guild has moved out to Neveryóna, and its established members have all become successful hetaeras and courtesans. The new lot struggle for themselves, now, here on the bridge with no protection at all.’ The giant went on rubbing his stomach. ‘Beer,’ he remarked pensively after a moment. ‘I hear it was invented not more than seventy-five years back by barbarians in the south. Whoever brought its fermentation up to the cities has doomed us to a thousand years of such bellies as mine—’ He glanced at Pryn—‘and yours!’ He laughed.

Pryn looked down at herself. She didn’t know the word ‘beer’ and wondered if it could be responsible, whatever it was, for her plumpness.

As they neared the bridge’s end, the giant said: ‘Here, why don’t I show you through the—’

The naked boy who ran around the newel to stop just before them, if he were not the barbarian she’d seen before with the portly man in the toga, could well have been one of his fabled brothers. Green eyes blinked, questioning, at the giant, at Pryn, and back.

The giant said: ‘Not now, little friend. Perhaps later on—I’ll come meet you this evening, if I remember. But not now.’

The boy held his stance a moment, then ran off.

‘Come,’ the slave said, before Pryn could question the encounter. ‘Let me show you around the Spur’s most interesting square—the Old Kolhari Market.’

For beyond the bridge stretched rows of vending stalls, colorful booths with green and gray awnings, and single- or double-walled thatched-over sheds. Porters pushed between them with baskets of fruit, tools, grain, pots, fabric, fish—some were even filled with smaller baskets. Women wheeled loud barrows over red brick paving. Here and there, brick had worn down till you could see ancient green stone beneath. As they walked into the square—five times the size of the market in Ellamon, at least—the tall slave, whom, till now, Pryn had thought of as friendly but somehow reticent, began to talk, softly, insistently, and with an excitement Pryn found stranger and stranger.



3. Of Markets, Maps, Cellars, and Cisterns

Let us bear in mind, however, that a long oral recital made by the central figure of a novel to a willing, silent listener is, after all, a literary device: that the hero should tell his story with such precision of detail and such discursive logic is possible, say, in The Kreutzer Sonata or The Immoralist, but not in real life…Nevertheless, this literary convention once conceded, it depends upon the author of such a récit to put into it the whole of a being, with all his qualities and defects as revealed in his own peculiarities of expression, with his judgments sound or false, his prejudices unknown to him, his lies, his reticences, and even his lapses of memory.

MARGUERITE YOURCENAR,

Coup de Grâce

‘THE CITY FASCINATES—AS all who come to it expect it to. Do certain country markets necessarily secrete cities about themselves? Must a nation raise markets, and cities around them?’ The giant slowed as they entered between two rows of stalls. Those left held wooden rakes and brass-headed mallets. Those right were filled with leafy green, knobbly yellow, and smooth red vegetables. ‘The city sits in the midst of empire, a miniature of all that surrounds it: a map on which—true—you cannot read distances and directions, but on which you can mark qualities of material existence as well as the structure of certain spiritual interactions. People come from the country to the city with country wares, country skills; you need only look at who walks in its streets, who lives in its hovels and High Courts to know what is abroad in the land. I told you, over there live the barbarians most recently up from the south? A bit west, above the Khora, is a neighborhood of northern valley folk who still wear pastel robes, loose hoods pulled up about the old women’s faces and thrown back from the corn-rowed heads of the men, their hems stained to the knees with brackish streetmuds that would never soil them in their own greenwalled land. Two streets below is an enclave of desert families, the men with copper wires sewn about their ears, the women with tell-tale dots of purple dabbed on their chins. If you walk the unpaved alleys between, you will see desert boys, in moody clusters stalking close to the mud walls, suddenly spot a lone valley dweller in pale, ragged orange crossing at the corner; and you will hear the desert youths call the same taunts that, as grown warriors in the land of their parents, they would cry from their camels as they rode to meet the long-robed invaders.

‘But look!

‘The Old Market here is only a particularly recomplicated inscription of the nation around it. The woman there, out in the sun, turning her dripping pig on its spit above that pan of coals, where folks gather to buy her good slice on a piece of bread for a coin—her mothers cooked such pigs for holy festivals in a province ninety stades to the west, where, in the proper week of spring, you can still ride by to the smell of hot crackling. Across the crowd from her, you see that bearded man forking baked yams into the trays strapped to the necks of the waiting boys? Those boys will run with them back across the bridge and up through the cobbled streets, by shops and inns and merchants’ offices, selling them for iron coins—just as boys sell them from door to door in the province of Varhesh, where the bearded man hails from. And the yellowing chunks of sugar beet those children coming toward us are munching? The youngsters buy them from a vendor just down the way, who cuts them with a curved copper knife. Once a month, he makes the journey to his home province in Strethi, where he loads his cart full. The knife he uses here in the market is the same sort as the women of the Avila plains use at the beets’ harvesting. What is sold him there, what makes its way here, is part of the harvest that does not go into the great stills of that region in which are fermented its various poisonous rums—which, indeed, one can buy only three stalls away out of the sealed clay jars that stand under the dark red awning. But all those foods so quickly obtained here, those foods one can munch or sip as one wanders from stall to stall, looking for staple purchase, are signs of the great distilleries, piggeries, religious festivals, and diligently hoed fields about the nation, the ease of consumption here murmuring of the vast labors occurring a province, or three provinces, or ten provinces away.

‘But see that woman, with the dark rags around her head: on the rug before her are ranged some three-legged cooking pots—she’s from a good family, though she’s fallen on hard times. Many of her pots are chipped. Most of them are second-hand. Such domestic tools tell much of the organization of our nation’s industry, if not its economy.

‘Glance at the stand beside hers. When I passed this morning, a man was observing those sharpened sticks which the women in the most uncivil parts of our nation use to break up the soil in their turnip fields—and which the wealthy matrons in the suburbs of Sallese and Neveryóna use in their gardens when a passion for a single bloom compels them to tend a foot of soil with their own hands, draping protective gauzes over it against marauding insects, wrapping the stem in wet fabric, mixing chopped meat and grain with the broken earth, and chanting certain spells to encourage one rare pink and gold orchid to bloom—while acres are left to the gardener. Do you see: the same man is back, trying to sell the vendor his bundle of raking sticks, each of which has a head carved into three prongs. From what we can see of the interchange, it looks as if the vendor will actually take them.

‘But come around here, and see the stall that sits just behind them. What a great stack of four-legged cooking pots! Even as we stand here, the barbarian women passing by have bought two; now three more—now another man is running up; and the helper has just sold another at the stall’s far side.

‘These challenges of commerce sign the endlessly extended and attenuated conflict of local custom against local custom, national tool against national tool, that progression of making about the land so slow only the oldest can see it, and then usually only to lament the passing of the good old days, the good old ways, the way things used to be, and be done.

‘Three-legged pots? Four-legged pots? Single-pronged yam sticks? Three-pronged yam sticks? We observe here stages in a battle that, in one case, may have been going on for decades and, in another, may only be beginning. Only after another decade or three or seven will wanderers in this market, ignorant of its beginnings, be able to see its outcome. But come down this way.

‘That’s right, along here. Next to the domestic and agricultural tools, this is my favorite stall. Do you see what’s spread out over this counter before us? This pair of calipers here is locked to a single measure and thus cannot really measure anything. Observe these mirrors, thonged at the four corners so they may be tied to various parts of the body. Those little disks of wood, you’ll see if you pick them up, mimic coins, though no weight or denomination is marked on center or exergue. Unfurl that parchment there; that’s right—the surprise on your face is a double sign, reminding me that you know how to read and at the same time announcing that you cannot read what is inked on that skin. (Yes, put it back, before the old man with the tattooed cheeks sees us—he is one of the touchiest vendors in the market.) The northern sage who went to the cave of Yobikon and sat with his ink block, brush, and vellum in the fumes issuing from the crevices in the cave floor to take the dictation of the goddess of the earth could not read those marks either, be assured. Still, he bears the honor of having been amanuensis to deity. These scripts are its trace. Those wooden carvings, with thongs on them like the mirrors, are tied about the bellies of male children in the tribes of the inner mountains of the outer Ulvayns. They assure prowess, courage, and insight in all dealings with goats and wild turtles. These metal bars? From the markings on them, clearly they are some sort of rule. But like the calipers, the graduations on them are irregular and do not come all the way down to the edge, so that it would be hard, if not impossible, to measure anything with them. But you have guessed by now, if you do not already know such trinkets from your own town market: each of these is magic. The one-eyed woman, the tattooed man’s assistant, back in the corner pretending to sort those bunches of herbs but really watching us, will, if she takes a liking to you, explain in detail the magical tasks each one of these tools is to perform. You would be astonished at the complexities such tasks can encompass or the skill needed to accomplish them—tasks and skills at least as complex as any of the material ones employing the tools we have already seen a single aisle away. But can you follow how such tools map and mirror the material tasks and skills we have left behind? How many of these are concerned with measurement! (Doubtless the scroll is an inventory of spiritual artifacts and astral essences.) Each is the sign of the thirst and thrust to know; each attempts to describe knowledge in a different form, each form characteristic of some place in the national mind: once again, this map does not indicate origins, only existences. But the one-eyed woman has signaled to the tattooed man, who is coming over. We’d best pass on. From fear of contagion, if not true sympathy for the heightened consciousness these tools presuppose and require, he is perhaps the most insistent among these vendors that whoever handles his wares should purchase.

‘But you have noticed those barrels there. Have such casks come as far north as Ellamon? They contain the southern beer that so puzzled you a moment back, though in Kolhari it has become the passion of nearly every free and honest laborer. The thirsts it satisfies, you might well mark, not only mirror but mock those spiritual thirsts we’ve been talking of. Certainly the children lugging up their double-handled beer pots, ready to carry them here and there for a working aunt, or father, or uncle, or the houseboys and market maids there with their waxed leather bags, the insides still moist with yesterday’s draught, attest to the materiality of such thirsts, however much our poets try to spiritualize them. Note that young woman, with her pitcher, hesitating behind the crowd lined up at the syphon.

‘I shall talk more of her in a moment.

‘But have you marked the smaller barrels further down, attended by that wizened little woman with country labor stamped all over the flesh of her hands and in the muscles that band her wrinkled cheeks? Notice how she holds her bristly chin high, which means her neck once wore an iron collar—wore it many years. The casks she oversees contain a delicate cider from the family estate, high in the northern hills, of the late Baron Inige. Its taste pleased his family and his family’s guests for generations; and in his own lifetime, thanks to his interest in horticulture, that taste reached a piquancy unsurpassed in the nation—at least that’s the claim of those who can afford to pursue such investigations. One or two of our more prosperous waterfront taverns managed to import it only a handful of years ago, making the journey up to the hills and bringing it back in their own carts. In the last year, the estate itself, fallen on hard times since the baron’s death, has let that freed retainer there bring in a few barrels from time to time to sell in the market here.

‘But I was speaking of the young woman who hesitates with her pitcher between the two. For, though I have never been inside her home, simply from passing her in the market, seeing her on the street with her mother, watching her run across Black Avenue to greet her father, I have learned a great deal about her—and her situation. Her father is a workman, who loves his beer with the best, but who, some years back, had the notion and the money to hire several of his fellows, specializing in the laying of underground clay pipes; his skill and the skill of the artisans he employs has improved his condition in every way. The girl’s mother was once a washer woman who laundered fine fabrics for the families of Sallese; but when she and her husband built their new home in the prospering tradespeople’s district on the west side of the city, a sense of decorum made her sacrifice her laundering to the very real duties of her newer, larger home. The girl’s brother, as a boy, was apprenticed to a successful pot spinner down in Potter’s Lane to replace an erring youth who disappeared from the same position into the barbaric south with money and franchise orders some years back. The girl is terribly proud of her younger brother, for you know that the very gods of our country are represented as patient, meticulous craftsfolk, who labor at the construction of the world and who may never be named till it is completed.

‘The girl plays beautifully on several of the stringed instruments they carve so well in the east. When she was a baby, a wise woman, begging from door to door in the city, saw the child, cast bones and wooden coins on the pavement, and read, in the array, of a great and profitable musical talent asleep in the infant’s fingers. The parents accordingly sat the child to study with one of the eastern music masters who had recently located here, as soon as she was old enough. The prophecy seems to be fulfilling itself, and her talent has awakened. Already she has composed several sacred litanies, and several times, now, her mother, presuming upon that old acquaintance with the mistresses for whom she once did washing, has taken the girl to wealthy homes in the suburbs to play. Several times, now, the girl has been requested to entertain at gatherings of the lords in Neveryóna, for which she and her family have been handsomely compensated. Only last week, in fact, she was playing some of her compositions for the discerning and glamorous lunching about a flowered and bestatued pool, when an elderly baronine, moved deeply by the young woman’s song, suggested, so rumor has it, that if the artist would compose something in praise of the Child Empress, an audience might be arranged at the High Court itself. Yes, that is the very girl we are observing now, her pitcher on her thumb, hesitating between sophisticated cider and common beer.

‘Certainly, by now, you have your own notions about which direction she will finally turn. Will contagion or sympathy govern her choice? How many of the factors I have outlined will go into the final overbalancing we call decision? All, I suspect—if only because she is a particularly sensitive person. (Some say her voice and fingers were fashioned by our gods for some celestial craft-fair competition!) In her own songs she has praised both the delicacy of the one drink and the heartiness of the other.

‘Come, let’s leave her to choose, appreciative of the complexities that play now so silently on her spirit. Only be certain that whichever way she turns, it will be to assuage thirsts far more intricate than those the tongue alone can know. Now take your place in line with me, to drink the water from this gushing, public stone. The underground steam that feeds the fountain here, before brick and pavement encircled it, closed over its tributary, and civilized it, is what first made this a trading spot back when all around was merely a brambly field, with the wide, rocky brook of the Khora running by it to the sea. But remember, as you touch your lips to the water breaking and flashing on your palms, your own movements here will sign, as much as anyone else’s in the market—to the proper reader—aspirations, ideals, and nostalgias that pervade an empire.

‘Have you drunk your fill?

‘Good.

‘Let’s wander on.

‘Do you see those yellow and blue birds twittering in their reed cages—loosely woven baskets is what they really are. The mottled objects piled on the counter across from them are the eggs of the same caged creatures, collected in the wild and pickled in vinegar till their shells soften and their insides congeal as though steeped in boiling water. Right above and to the left, on the shelves at the stall’s back, are still the same birds, this time carved in wood or molded of clay, but painted far more gaudily than the colors their live models ever wear, even when they flash in the sun-dapplings between frond and vine in the southern jungle. Note that short, grave man with the shaved head who stops to make a purchase, now at one counter, now at the next. The white collar-cover he wears hides the same iron I carry on my neck. Owned by a wealthy family visiting the city, he is making purchases his master and mistress decided on during a trip here yesterday afternoon. That someone could want all three—live bird, pickled egg, and carved bird—seems to sign a voraciousness in our attitude toward that odd construct of civilization, nature, a voraciousness abroad wherever the conceiving engine that builds villages, towns, and cities is at work, almost as if the central process of civilization itself were to take a “natural” object and possess its every aspect: the thing itself, its material productions, its very image.

‘Look down that aisle, and you will see a fragment of the same process without the mediation of middleman and purchase order.

‘Those good folk are running with their baskets and bags toward that vendor wheeling his barrow up from the waterfront. A mountain dweller, you have probably never heard of the fare he vends, for until a month ago no one would have considered it fare—except perhaps some of the more primitive shore tribes along those bournes where civilization has not yet inserted its illusory separation of humans from the world which holds them. Till then, what this man now sells at exorbitant prices was part of the slough and garbage that tangled a fisherman’s net: lobster, crab, oyster, shrimp…About a month back, down where the waterfront gives way to the beach, some of our city’s more fashionable young folk were taking an evening stroll, when they saw a madman on the shore devouring the soft, inner flesh of these repulsive, armored sea beasts. Nearly all of the company were properly appalled; but one, however, thought she caught a glint of some mysterious and unnameable pleasure in that madman’s eye. Later, with a hammer and a wooden blade, she contrived to get hold of one of these creatures for herself and taste of its protected innards. Now it has been known for years among primitive fishers that a clam eaten at the wrong time of year can kill; or, indeed, that these beasts fall into noxious decay even faster than fish in general. Yet such is civilization’s appetitive passion that it cannot allow the madman lone access to his skewed, mystical, minuscule pleasure, rare enough in the circling contradictions of his unreason. I say this incident took place a month ago; but really—it has hardly been a full three weeks.

‘Look at them!

‘Have you seen a more animated and enthusiastic group about any vendor here? Already woodcarvers and metalworkers have begun to fashion special mallets, picks, pliers, and prongs to assist in extracting the delicate, sweet flesh. No doubt the jeweler will shortly cast the same implements in gold, set about with agates and tourmalines—for these new flavors will reach the imperial palate before the songs of our young musician reach the imperial ear, despite the baronine’s entreaty. News of these flavors, these pleasures will penetrate the walls of the palace; news of this fashion in food will work its way throughout the land. And I tell you this: if one could map the progress of this news—fascinating, outrageous, appalling, marvelous—moving north, south, east, west of us, one would have a guide to the most trustworthy communications network we possess, putting to shame the Empress’s highways and winded couriers, jogging along with messages from merchant, bandit, politician, and pleasure-seeking prattler alike in their hide sacks.

‘But I see you staring down that aisle there, at the end of which the people gather. Above them, the old woman in the young boy’s mask is helping to set up the platform for the performance. Those mummers cast another sort of reflection of our country; as you can see, it’s one that many are anxious to watch. The actor there in the mask of a girl, with bits of glass in his hair, supposed to be diamonds, and the white dress down to the ground, no doubt represents our beloved Child Empress Ynelgo, whose reign is personable and practical. It is an image our nation holds of her from her ascension—back, indeed, when I was about your age now. The other one there, in the mask of a man with a scar down his cheek and who wears a wooden version of the iron collar, would seem to be the Liberator, Gorgik, of whom you spoke. So, we are to have a political satire. The populace will see an amusing distortion of its own preconceptions of these figures; as the audience recognizes the skewly familiar, it will laugh. Had the Liberator or the Empress the patience, no doubt each might learn something of the way he or she is publicly perceived. But I certainly do not. And the Empress is not the sort to come wandering, veiled and obscured by time and inaccessibility, into the publicity of her realm. But from the props and painted pieces coming out of the wagon, I suspect the scene is to be Kolhari. The young actor there, dressed as an old woman vendor? The little girl playing a potato-selling boy? I wouldn’t be surprised if they had chosen to lay their fictional encounter here in the Old Market itself, just where we have been walking. Come away, girl. The truth is that both our Empress’s conservative supporters and our Liberator’s radical adherents will soon lose patience with the liberal distortions the mummers will impose upon the real that, finally, both agonists share. Which side, given its head, would shut them down the faster is as moot as the decision between cider and beer. Both parties I know would rather opt for a more realistic portrayal of, say, a simple encounter, in a market place such as this, between a real young girl who might, indeed, have really dreamed of being a queen and a real slave who might well have had some real thoughts on the desirability of freedom: what these two saw, what they said, their points of human contact, their inevitable moments of distrust and hostility—that, certainly, is the performance the radicals would applaud. Of course an equally realistic encounter, say, between an aging woman who must bear not only the idiotic title Child but also the real weight and responsibilities of state with, say, a real slave who, indeed, had really dreamed of becoming a political leader and a savior of his class, an encounter in which we might observe the real ignorances of such a slave and the queen’s real sympathy and wisdom about the very real political matters the slave would correct by overweening will and inefficient magic—that is the performance the conservatives would applaud. Either would be preferable to the shenanigans shortly to be abroad. But as we make our demands in the name of that meeting point between ethics and art, we overlook that both radical and conservative versions are no less concoctions than the concoction we would have them replace: one has a real queen and an unreal liberator, the other has a real slave and an unreal queen. And it is the notions of reality and unreality themselves which finally become suspect when either one is mirrored in art, much less when both are mirrored together. The liberal audience, claiming to be equally tolerant, or intolerant, of both sides (and one suspects, alas, they really comprehend neither), no doubt reads, as we have been reading, for the final sign of the mummers’ value: they may be equally offensive to both sides. And it is only some perception of that reading—and not the fact or referent of the performance which is read—that allows the agonists to suffer their antics. I can only Humph and walk off in silence, because I am the man I am…a slave to all the forces whose flow and form we have been trying here to mark. You are a free woman, which, from my position, means you are probably ignorant of what forces compel you.

‘I would not be one of them.

‘Stay here, if you like, chained by their lies and illusions no less magical than the coins and calipers on the counter behind. But, I see, you are following me…Is it inertia, fear, or merely politeness that makes you abandon their enthralling spectacle of variety and unity, singly expressed by the best-intentioned misdirection, for my monotone drone, picking at awkward distinctions?

‘Myself, I can find the toys for sale at this counter amusing, at least for a while. The clay dolls for young boys and girls; these rubber balls for older children; the gaming boards for young men and women—like material tools, each seems to proclaim its intelligible task: how to erase boredom, in some useful way, from the leisure civilization imposes. The answers these toys suggest at first seem innocent enough: “We shall initiate amusing rehearsals of future tasks without the goad of responsibility,” they declare. “We shall exercise the body, while it is free of the paralyzing knowledge of real dangers that hang on the outcome of necessary action. We shall stimulate the mind without the mind-numbing political constraints a truly meaningful decision imposes.” Considered not in terms of their ends but of their origins, however, they become more ominous.

‘The doll? Who decided that the young should rehearse the physical care of infants, so that they know them as objects to be bounced, cuddled, or abandoned when boring before they know their own, real infants as living beings full of the responsiveness anterior to language that is the basis of all expressed reason?

‘The ball? Who decided that youths should develop speed, agility, and rhythm before they have become comfortable with the physical realities of endurance, perseverance, and steadfastness that alone can make any play, political or artistic, yield true satisfaction?

‘The game board? Who decided that the women and men of our nation must stimulate the faculties of strategy and count before they have learned to note, analyze, and synthesize—the knowledge that alone can direct such skill toward responsible employment?

‘And here we have become entrapped in our own gaming, faced with the unpredicated and unpredicted consequences of our lightest notion. Such oppressive threats are precisely what we fall to the moment we try to free ourselves from the oppressions of the game of art. But where have we wandered to?

‘I do not recognize these aisles and counters. Do they sell the newest wares that I have not the experience to read? Do they sell the oldest, whose secrets I have never before been able to penetrate? Lost in unfamiliar lands, we are merely creatures uninformed, foundering, asking, and finding. Lost in the map of those lands that is the city among them and the market within it, we become one with the map, cartographer and cartograph, reader and read; the separating line can only be scribed with the magic rule and measured with magic calipers, its position and direction only obtainable with an astrolabe set to unknown constellations in an imaginary sky, the distinction in the value of the respective sides calculable only in unmarked coins—a division which vanishes as we stare at it, which, as it vanishes, erases with it all freedom, all power and possibility of choice.

‘Thus lost, the only image we are left is that of ourselves as one of those great, nameless craftsfolk, intently playing at a game equally nameless, whose end is the creation of precisely that reality—and unreality—so obviously bogus when it is politically decreed or imaginatively modeled: that image is, I fear, the final concoction worshiped as freedom by the totally enslaved. But—be thankful, girl!—we have reached the market’s edge and are almost loose from this insidious commercial pollution!’

Pryn had listened to much of this, but from time to time she had let her mind, if not her feet, wander down alleys entirely different from the ones down which her companion would have led her. She forced open the ripe fig a woman a stall behind had handed her and bit the sweet purple, flecked with white seeds, turning her own thoughts, which had gone their own ways as she had strolled between awning and awning.

Occasionally the huge slave’s monologue had seemed to coincide with the real market they walked through; more times than not, however, it seemed to exist on quite another level. One man with a green-painted tray, for example, had grinned at Pryn and handed her a succulent peach, which Pryn had eaten to its red, runneled pit—then thrown that pit down on to the brick. It had all occurred without a mention from the giant extemporizing beside her. Another example? The musician whom the slave had described was certainly as sweet and attractive and docile a creature as might have existed. The young woman Pryn had actually seen, however, hesitating between beer barrel and cider keg, was rather shabbily dressed in what may once have been an elegant bit of fabric; now it was quite frayed and stained and bunched about her, every which way. Her hair was wild, her hips were wide, her shoulders narrow, and she blinked and turned, from booth to booth, one finger hooked through her jug handle, swinging it as if to some clanging inner rhythm. The moment the slave had turned toward the fountain, Pryn had seen the young woman suddenly fling the jar down—so that red clay shattered on red brick! Then she stalked off between the stalls. Four or five times more Pryn saw her, now at the end of this aisle, now crossing another, arms folded, staring ahead, making her headlong way around this stall or that. Was she thinking of some great musical composition, Pryn had wondered; or perhaps she was contemplating her own explanation for the array of tools and produce about them. Once, coming around a stand of flowers, the musician actually brushed against the slave (it was between mummers and toys); she stepped back, unfolded her arms, and blinked up at him with baffled but distinctly approving surprise that clearly held recognition. Then she folded her arms once more and marched off. But as she had already had her place in the narration, none of this registered on the low voice winding on and on among the vendors and porters. Seconds later another vendor had suddenly held out two blood-black plums. Pryn had taken one and sunk her teeth in it, nodding her gratitude. The giant, however, had not even noticed—nor had he halted his peroration. The vendor, smiling and shaking his head, had put the other plum back. This slave and I? thought Pryn. It is as if we are walking through different markets, in different cities. But the fig, offered her by a woman behind a counter piled high with them, had brought Pryn’s thinking to its turn. Vendors were not handing free fruit to everyone among these stalls and aisles, she realized.

Is it something about me?

But the only thing about me, she went on to herself logically, is that I’m walking with him. Could it be that she was walking through his city, his market, in some way she did not yet know?

The giant, who had been quiet a while, spoke again: ‘You said your companions were looking for Gorgik the Liberator?’ For the first time since they had left the bridge, he looked at Pryn directly. ‘Would you like me to take you to him?’ He smiled for the first time since they had left the Bridge of Lost Desire.

Is the Liberator your master?’ Pryn asked

Again his scarred face became grave. ‘You ask very simple questions that are almost impossible to answer.’

Pryn started to speak, but a notion overtook her that no doubt overtook you several pages ago—indeed, if it took Pryn longer to realize than it took you, it was not because Pryn was the stupider; it was simply because for her this was life, not a tale; and it was all a very long time ago, so that the many tales that have nudged you to such a reading had not yet been written.

‘Come,’ the giant repeated. He started to leave the market by a narrow street.

‘Shouldn’t we go back across the bridge and up into the city?’ Pryn asked. ‘The men who brought me into town stopped at a great house out in the suburbs, where the Liberator stays—’

The man half snorted, half laughed. ‘If you want the Liberator, come with me!’

Tossing away the fig stem, Pryn hurried up to reach the giant’s side. ‘He…isn’t in the house in the suburbs?’

The giant looked at her, considering. ‘It’s a trick I learned when I worked as a messenger for a great southern ruler, the Dragon Lord Aldamir. Many people are curious as to the whereabouts of the Liberator. I make sure there are endless loud voices answering that curiosity. There have been no open conflicts as of yet directly traceable to the High Court—but there have been spies.’ He narrowed his eyes. ‘It’s a good idea, when people are curious, to give them something to sustain that curiosity—and direct it.’

‘You’re not really a slave,’ and it was much easier to say than Pryn had thought it would be, ‘are you?’

‘I’ve sworn that while a man or woman wears the iron collar in Nevèrÿon, I shall not take the one I wear from my neck.’

They turned a corner.

‘The opposition says that the only reason I exist is because the reign of the Child Empress is itself lenient and liberating,’ he went on. ‘But though the slave population in urban centers has always been low—and is getting lower—there are still road-, mine-, and agricultural slaves by the gangload, as well as a whole host of house workers and estate slaves, owned largely by hereditary royalty. Do you see that old tavern building three streets down?’ He stopped to point. ‘In the basement of that inn are the real headquarters of Gorgik the Liberator.’

When Pryn glanced up, the giant again wore his scarred smile. ‘But, like all things concerning the Liberator, one approaches it by a somewhat devious route. Come along here.’

The alley he led her down certainly didn’t go toward the indicated inn but in a completely oblique direction. The sense of adventure that had dissolved into a kind of quivering anomie when the riders had left her on the street was now rewritten across the field of its own dissolution without really reforming it. She felt excitement; she also felt discomfort. Earlier, she definitely hadn’t wanted an adventure—but would have accepted it. Now, dragons notwithstanding, she was unsure if she wanted an adventure at all and was equally unsure what accepting one might mean.

‘This way, girl.’

Off the alley was another yard. In it stood another cistern. The stone wall came up to Pryn’s waist. The man walked to it, grabbed one of the split birch logs lying across it, and swung it back. Frayed bits of rope were tied to it, as though a canvas had once been lashed there.

The man picked up a bit of white mortar from the wall’s top and tossed it in.

Moments later, its clatter on the rock floor echoed up. ‘You see?’ He grinned. ‘No water.’ Turning to sit his naked buttock on the wall, he swung one leg over, then the other. ‘Follow me down.’ He grasped some handhold within, moved to stand on it, and dropped, by stages. His head vanished; his hand disappeared from the ledge.

Had Pryn read, or even heard of, those tales we have mentioned, she would doubtless have used this opportunity to flee—as indeed I would advise any of my readers to do who might find themselves in a similar situation. But this was a long time ago. She could not have heard such stories. More to the point, the great slave who was not a slave could not have heard them either. And bridling, positioning, and urging her dragon from its ledge had been unpleasant, angering, and frustrating.

Feeling unpleasant, angry, and frustrated, Pryn climbed over the wall at the same spot as the man, to find, inside, immense, rusty staples set in the inner stone, making a kind of ladder. As she climbed down by lichen-flecked rock, as shadow slid up over her eyes like water, Pryn wondered briefly, as well might you, what if this man were not who he implied he was, but rather some strange and distressing creature who would hack her to pieces once she set foot on the bottom. (Though most of those tales had not been told, a few, of course, had.) She stumbled—the last rung was missing—to be grasped at her shoulder by his great hand. ‘Watch yourself. This way.’

If the water was gone from the cistern, the bottom was still pitted and puddled. In sunlit bands falling between the overhead logs, she saw half a dozen broken pots on the wet flooring, a few pieces of wood, some bricks, and a number of small, round things too smooth to be stones. At one place the wall had fallen away to form a…cave?

‘In here.’ He had to bend nearly double to enter it—head and knees first, huge hand lingering in a slant of sunlight on the stone jamb, an elbow jutting in shadow. Then elbows and buttocks were gone; then the hand. Pryn followed them into the dark, feeling the moist walls beside her with her palms, vaguely able to see him ahead; feeling along beside herself; then unable to see at all. (Well, she thought, if he does turn around and try to cut me to pieces, I’ll be able to get out faster than he will.) She could hear her own breath; she could hear his breath too; a pebble clicked against a pebble on the ground. After a long while she heard him stumble, grunt, and call back: ‘Step down.’

Five steps later, Pryn stumbled. And stepped down. She moved her toes to the next ledge, and down, still going along the wall with her fingers. Exactly when she noticed the orange flicker on the damp wall, she wasn’t sure. But soon she was walking on level dirt and blinking a lot—and she could make out his dark shape, walking upright.

Here the ceiling was very high between the close-set stones. At first Pryn thought the great pile of darkness before them was dirt; but when she stepped around it, it turned out to be sacks with rope-lashed corners. The wall to the left had, by now, fallen back.

The man paused below a torch burning in a niche high in the rock. Pryn came up beside him. The flickering banked at his scar, pulsing and failing and threatening to overspill onto his cheek. He smiled at her—turning his face, with its broken tooth, into a mask a mummer might wreck terror with. There was a flat glow on his shoulder. Despite the demon look, Pryn breathed easier for the first time since they’d entered the alley.

He started ahead through a vaulted arch into a room with half a dozen torches about, shadowing and brightening the dirty mosaic floor. As she followed him in, a man and a woman carrying a split log bench between them came in by another wide entrance, glanced at them (the woman smiled), set the bench on a pile of benches by the wall, and nodded to Pryn’s companion. The smile and the nod, if not simply the couple’s presence, somehow abolished the momentary demonic image and moved friendship from a possibility to be gambled on to a probable fact. Then they went.

Pryn followed the giant into the next room with even more torches on the walls—these in iron cages. Perhaps twenty-five men were there; and half a dozen women. Some who had been sitting on benches now stood. All looked. Most standing stepped back. One man called: ‘So, our Liberator has returned from his survey of the city! How did you find it, Gorgik?’

The big man did not answer, but only raised a hand, smiling.

One woman turned to another near her and said something like: ‘…vabemesh har’norko nivu shar…’

Gorgik’s response was an outright laugh. ‘Ah—! Which reminds me,’ he called to her. ‘I’ve been meaning to ask you something for a while now —’

Another man interrupted. ‘The others are waiting for you, down in the receiving hall, Gorgik.’

‘Yes, of course.’ Gorgik nodded and walked.

As the others moved after him, Pryn wondered if she should fall back among them; but one man stood back to let her go forward just as, a few feet ahead, Gorgik looked at her and beckoned her to him.

She hurried up. This time his hand fell on her shoulder, reminding her for all the world of the portly gentleman in the toga and the naked barbarian boy she’d seen on the bridge—quite ludicrously, though she could not have written why unless she invented new signs.

This archway was hung with heavy drapes. A man before them pushed the hangings aside, and she and Gorgik went through, to start down wide steps.

Pryn blinked.

So many more flares and torches along the walls of this hall, yet it seemed so much darker—it was dozens of times as big! Distantly she heard free water. Because she associated the sound with outside vastness, this inside seemed even larger.

All the hall’s center, a metal brazier, wider across than Gorgik was tall, flickered over its coals with low flame. As they descended, Pryn looked up to see half a dozen balconies at different heights about the walls. One corner of the hall looked as if it were still being dug out. Earth and large stones were still heaped there. On another wall she saw a carved dragon, three times a man’s height—though from the rubble piled low against it, it, too, had only recently been dug free. Overhead, large beams jutted beneath the ceiling, from which, here and there, hung tangles of rope.

As they came down the steps, someone called: ‘The Liberator!’

A roar rose from the fifty, seventy-five, possibly hundred fifty people about the hall. (Pryn, unused to crowds, had little experience by which to judge such numbers.) It quieted, but did not die. The whispers and comments of so many, echoing under the high roof, joined with the sound of falling waters.

Pryn looked aside as she reached the bottom step.

Water poured between squat columns beside one of the balconies, the falls spewing fog that wet the rock behind it, to rush, foaming and glimmering, along a two-meter-wide ditch. The conduit ran between carved balustrades; after going beneath one bridge of stone and one of wood that looked as if it had been recently built between the remains of a stone one which had fallen in, it ran off through an arched culvert in the dragon-carved wall.

Some of the floor was tiled, but most was dirt, scattered with loose stones. As they walked, Gorgik bent to whisper, ‘Yes, that stream is part of the system that feeds the public fountain…’

‘Oh,’ Pryn said, ‘yes,’ as if she had been pondering precisely the question he had answered. Was that the way one began to think like a Liberator? she wondered. It’s as though all of Nevèrÿon makes sense to him! At least all of this city.

They crossed the wooden bridge and passed near enough to the brazier to feel heat from its beaten, black walls. Ahead were more steps, five or six. They led up to a large seat, half covered with skins. A stone wing rose at one side from under a tiger’s pelt. From the other, a sculpted bird’s head, beak wide in a silent screech, stuck from black fur.

The others halted. Hand still on Pryn’s shoulder, Gorgik went to the steps. At the first one, he bent again. ‘Sit at the foot here.’

The third step from the bottom was covered with white hide. Pryn turned and sat on it, running her hand over it. She felt grit. White cow? Horse? (Who, she wondered, had charge of cleaning them?) She put her heels on the edge of the step below, while Gorgik mounted to the seat.

Pryn looked out at the people waiting about the hall. She looked up at Gorgik—his horny toes with their cracked edges and thickened nails pressed the black and white hair of a zebra skin four steps up and level with her nose.

‘My friends—!’ The Liberator’s voice echoed under high vaults. (Pryn glanced at the ceiling and thought of the tavern above. Had it been anywhere near the size of this subterranean vastness?) ‘It’s good to see so many familiar faces—and good to see so many new ones!’ The foot moved a little. Firelight shifted on tarnished bronze: Gorgik sat on the hide covering the seat. (Was it as dusty as the one under her own heel?) ‘Still, it reassures me that our number is small enough that I can address you informally, that I can gather you together so that my voice reaches all of you at once, that I can walk among you and recognize which of you has been with us a while and which of you is new. Soon, our growing numbers may abolish that informality.’

Pryn again looked over the faces that had, at least a moment back, seemed numberless.

She started!

Beyond those standing nearest, she saw, in his ragged headdress, the scarred Fox turn to whisper to the bearded Badger, while just behind him the squat Western Wolf frowned—at her!

‘That so many of my friends are here in the city warms me. That so many of you have come here to the city to offer me your support speaks to me of the unrest throughout Nevèrÿon because of the injustices marring our nation. The difference between the number of you here yesterday and the number of you here today tells me of the growing power that informs our cause. Yesterday, I left you with a question: Would I be able to get a hearing at the High Court to present my case? Today, I bring you a gratifying answer: Yes.’ A murmur rose over the water’s rush, then fell. ‘I received the news earlier this afternoon—and went to walk in the city. While it rang in my head, while it afflicted my eyes, till the city itself seemed wondrous and new, and the market, where I so frequently go to hear the harmonies of labor and commerce, seemed a new market, ringing with new music, a market in which I had never walked before.’ Again Pryn turned to look up. Mostly what she could see was a large knee obscuring the face and a rough elbow that moved behind its gesturing hand. ‘The High Court has agreed to give me an audience with one of its most powerful ministers, Lord Krodar!’

Amidst the approbations, one woman called, ‘Why won’t they let you speak to the Child Empress herself?’

‘—whose reign is monstrous and monotonous!’ called a man.

Coming from a place where such things just weren’t said, Pryn was as startled as she had been by the sight of the Fox and the Wolf. But others laughed. Hearing that laughter, she decided she liked the feeling of freedom it gave—and remembered flying.

‘My plans are prudent and practical,’ Gorgik countered, which brought more laughter with it, ‘monstrosity notwithstanding. I am satisfied with this as a beginning. You come from all over Nevèrÿon,’ Gorgik’s voice echoed on. ‘You come with your different reasons, your different gifts. This young woman at my feet comes with no more than curiosity.’ Pryn looked up again. The face—what she could see of it beyond the knee—smiled before it looked back up. ‘I accept that; and I am as happy to have her with us as I am anyone here. You there—’ Over Pryn’s head the great hand went out. ‘You hail from the foothills of the Argini, am I right? I can tell by the leather braiding about your arm. Once, when I passed through your province, I saw a low stone building with seven sharply pointed triangular doors, the stone head of a different animal at each apex. When I asked what the building was, I was told a phrase in your language…?’

‘“Ya’Kik ya Kra Kyk!”’ a heavy man with close-cropped hair called out.

‘Yes,’ answered Gorgik. ‘That’s it! And can you tell me what it means?’

‘It means the House of the Goddess who Weaves Baskets to Carry Grain to Women, Children, and Animals.’

‘And is she a goddess of freedom or slavery?’

The man frowned. ‘She’s a goddess of prosperity…’ He raised a hand to tug self-consciously at the leather braids looped on his fleshy biceps. ‘She’s a goddess of labor. So I guess she’s a goddess of freedom…’

‘Good!’ called Gorgik. ‘Then she might smile on us and our cause, here, even though there are few women among us and, today at any rate, only one child…’

The laughter, friendly enough, made Pryn look up. Beyond his blocky knee, the Liberator looked down at her, while Pryn wondered at her demotion from young woman to child. She looked out again at the Red Badger, who, with his big mouth, missing teeth, and new beard, had gotten her into the first trouble of her journey.

‘It is important for all of us to learn about, and learn to respect, the customs over all our land. You there—’ This time he pointed toward the barbarian woman who, again, had leaned to whisper to a neighbor.

She looked up.

‘When I was a youngster, running in the streets of this city, I used to hear the women from the south talking the southern language together. The word that again and again fell out of those lingering, liquid sentences was nivu. When I first began to learn a few words of the tongue from your men, it never came from their mouths. Yet even today, walking in our streets, one hears you southern women talking of nivu this and nivu that. Tell me; what does it mean? I know enough of your language to ask for food and lodging and to tell when a man is saying he’s full-fed and content or when he’s saying he’s sick and hungry. But I still don’t know the significance of this word.’

The woman’s rough yellow hair, tied behind her neck, clearly bespoke barbaric origins. ‘My Liberator,’ she called out in a friendly enough voice, but with the thickest barbarian accent Pryn had ever heard, ‘if you knew anything of our life and language, you would know that nivu is not a man’s word.’

Gorgik laughed. ‘So I was told once before. But we are all friends here, men and women, with a common cause that will benefit us both. We work for justice; and justice should have no secrets. Tell me the meaning of the word.’

‘Very well, my Liberator. Nivu is an old barbarian term that means­—’

‘FOOLS—!’

Later Pryn realized she had seen the man—squatting on the rough stone balcony by the falling water—some minutes before he stood up, arms out from his sides, belly jerking visibly with the breath he heaved into each word:

‘YOU FOOLS—the lot of you!’
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This nostalgia for a past often so eclectic as to be unlocatable historically is a facet of the modernist sensibility which has seemed increasingly suspect in recent decades. It is an ultimate refinement of the colonialist outlook: an imaginative exploitation of nonwhite cultures, whose moral life it drastically oversimplifies, whose wisdom it plunders and parodies. To that criticism there is no convincing reply. But to the criticism that the quest for ‘another form of civilization’ refuses to submit to the disillusionment of accurate historical knowledge, one can make an answer. It never sought such knowledge. The other civilizations are being used as models because they are available as stimulants to the imagination precisely because they are not accessible. They are both models and mysteries. Nor can this quest be dismissed as fraudulent on the grounds that it is insensitive to the political forces that cause human suffering…

SUSAN SONTAG, Approaching Artaud



1. Of Dragons, Mountains, Transhumance, Sequence, and Sunken Cities, or: The Violence of the Letter

…The modality of novelistic enunciation is inferential: it is a process within which the subject of the novelistic utterance affirms a sequence, as conclusion to the inference, based on other sequences (referential—hence narrative, or textual—hence citational), which are the premises of the inference and, as such, considered to be true.

JULIA KRISTEVA,

Desire in Language

SHE WAS FIFTEEN AND she flew.

Her name was pryn—because she knew something of writing but not of capital letters.

She shrieked at clouds, knees clutching scaly flanks, head flung forward. Another peak floated back under veined wings around whose flexing joints her knees bent.

The dragon turned a beaked head in air, jerking reins—vines pryn had twisted in a brown cord before making a bridle to string on the dragon’s clay-colored muzzle. (Several times untwisted vines had broken—fortunately before take-off.) Shrieking and joyful, pryn looked up at clouds and down on streams, off toward returning lines of geese, at sheep crowding through a rocky rift between one green level and another. The dragon jerked her head, which meant the beast was reaching for her glide’s height…

On the ground a bitter, old, energetic woman sat in her shack and mumbled over pondered insults and recalled slights, scratching in ash that had spilled from her fireplace with a stick. That bitter woman, pryn’s great-aunt, had never flown a dragon, nor did she know her great-niece flew one now. What she had done, many years before, was to take into her home an itinerant, drunken barbarian, who’d come wandering through the town market. For nearly five months the soused old reprobate had slept on the young woman’s hearth. When he was not sleeping or incoherent with drink, the two of them had talked; and talked; and talked; and taken long walks together, still talking; then gone back to the shack and talked more. Those talks, the older woman would have assured her great-niece, were as wonderful as any flight.

One of the things the barbarian had done was help her build a wooden rack on which stretched fibers might be woven together. She’d hoped to make some kind of useful covering. But the funny and fanciful notions, the tales and terrifying insights, the world lighted and shadowed by the analytic and synthetic richness the two of them could generate between them—that was the thing!

One evening the barbarian had up and wandered off again to another mountain hold—for no particular reason; nor was the aunt worried. They were the kind of friends who frequently went separate ways—for days, even weeks. But after a month rumor came back that, while out staggering about one winter’s night, he’d fallen down a cliff, broken both legs, and died some time over the next three days from injury and exposure.

The rack had not worked right away.

The marshpool fluff that pryn’s great-aunt had tried to stretch out was too weak to make real fabric, and the sheared fleece from the winter coats of mountain nannies and billies made a fuzzy stuff that was certainly warm but that tore with any violent body movement. Still, the aunt believed in the ‘loom’ (her word for it in that long-ago distant language) and in the barbarian, whose memory she defended against all vilification. For hadn’t he also designed and supervised the construction of the fountains in the Vanar Hold, one of the three great houses around which fabled Ellamon had grown up? And hadn’t the Suzerain of Vanar himself used to nod to him on the street when they’d passed, and hadn’t the Suzerain even taken him into his house for a while—as had she? While her friends in other shacks and huts and cottages felt sorry for the young woman so alone now with her memories, it occurred to the aunt, as she sat before her fireplace on a dim winter’s afternoon, watching smoke spiral from the embers: Why not twist the fibers first before stringing them on the rack? The (also her word) ‘thread’ she twisted made a far smoother, stronger, and—finally!—functional fabric. And the loom, which had been a tolerated embarrassment among those friends to whom she was always showing it, was suddenly being rebuilt all over Ellamon. Women twisted. Women wove. Many women did nothing but twist thread for the weavers, who soon included men. That summer the aunt chipped two holes in a flat stone, wrapped the first few inches of twisted fibers through them, then set the stone to spin, helped on by a foot or a hand, thus using the torque to twist thread ten to twenty times as fast as you could with just your fingers. But with the invention of the spindle (not the aunt’s word, but an amused neighbor’s term for it), a strange thing happened. People began to suggest that neither she nor the long-dead barbarian were really the loom’s inventors; and certainly she could not have thought up thread twisting by herself. And when it became known that there were other towns and other counties throughout Nevèrÿon where weaving and spinning had been going on for years—as it had, by now, been going on for years at fabled Ellamon—then all the aunt’s claims to authorship became a kind of local joke. Even her invention of the spindle was suddenly suspect. And though he never claimed it for himself, the neighbor who’d named it was often credited with at least as much input into that discovery as the barbarian about whom the aunt was always going on must have had into the loom. For the barbarian turned out to have been quite a famous and fabled person all along, at least outside of Ellamon. And the spindle? Surely it was something she had seen somewhere. It was too useful, too simple, and just not the kind of thing you ‘thought up’ all alone. The aunt spun. The aunt wove. The aunt took in abandoned children, now of a younger cousin, now of a wayward niece, and, several years later, the grandson of a nephew. For wasn’t her shack the warmest in the village? When she had made it, she had filled every chink of it with a mixture of oil and mud, into which she had blown hundreds and hundreds of small air bubbles through a hollow reed; it would hold both warm air and cool air for more than twenty-four hours. (She had told the barbarian—whose name had been Belham—about her insulation method that first day in the market; and wasn’t that why he had consented to stay with her when the Suzerain of Vanar had put him out?) From all the looms of fabled Ellamon bolts of goats’ wool and dogs’ hair cloth and sheep wool rolled out, slower than smoke spiraling over winter embers. The great-aunt spoke little with her neighbors, loved her little cousins and great-nieces (and her great-nephew—seven years older than pryn—who had recently become a baker), and grew more bitter. What mountain pasturage there was about the High Hold was slowly given over to sheep, already prized for their thin but nourishing milk. (Sheep wool clearly made the strongest, warmest cloth. But that, alas, was not among the aunt’s particular discoveries.) And more and more milk-less, fleeceless dragons leapt from the pastures’ ledges and cliffs, with their creaking honks, to tear their wings on treetops and brambles decently out of sight.

Because the slopes around Ellamon sported more rockweed than grass, the local shepherds never could raise the best sheep: Ellamon’s fabrics were never particularly fabled.

Today pryn’s great-aunt was over eighty.

The barbarian had slipped drunkenly down the cliff more than fifty years ago.

Bound to the sky by vines twisted the same way her great-aunt still twisted goats’ fleece and marshpool fluff and dogs’ hair into thread that bound that bitter, old, energetic woman to the earth, pryn flew!

Flying, she saw the crazily tilting mountains rise by her, the turning clouds above her, the rocking green, the green-licked rock. Some where below, sheep, bleating, wandered over another rocky rise. Wind rushed pryn’s ears to catch in the cartilages and turn around in them, cackling like a maiden turning from her shuttle to laugh at a companion’s scabrous joke. Air battered her eye sockets, as a wild girl pounds the wall of the room where she has been shut in by a mother terrified her child might, in her wildness, run loose and be taken by slavers. Air rushed pryn’s toes; her toes flexed up, then curled in the joy, in the terror of flight. Wind looped coolly about pryn’s arms, pushed cold palms against her kneecaps.

They glided.

And much of the space between pryn and the ground had gone.

She had launched from a ledge and, through common sense, had expected to land on one. How else to take off once more? Somehow, though, she’d assumed the dragon knew this too.

Trees a-slant the slope rose.

She pulled on the reins, hard. Wings flopped, fluttered, flapped behind her knees; pryn leaned back in wind, searching for ledges in the mountains that were now all around.

She glanced down to see the clearing—without a ledge any side! Treetops veered, neared.

That was where they were going to land…? Leaves a-top a tall tree slapped her toes, stinging. She yanked vines. Dragon wings rose, which meant those green membranes between the long bones would not tear on the branches. But they were falling—no, still gliding. She swallowed air. The dragon tilted, beating back against her own flight—pryn rocked against the bony neck. Reins tight, she knuckled scales. Dragon muscle moved under her legs. A moment’s floating, when she managed to push back and blink. And blinked again—

—because they jarred, stopping, on pebbles and scrub.

A lurch: the dragon stepped forward.

Another lurch: another step.

She pulled on the reins again. The slow creature lurched another step and…halted.

She craned to see the trees behind her. Above them, rock—

‘Hello!’

The dragon took another step; pryn swung forward.

The woman, cross-legged across the clearing by the fireplace, uncrossed and pushed to one knee. ‘Hello, there!’ She stood, putting a hand on the provision cart’s rail. ‘That your dragon?’ The ox bent to tear up ragged rockweed; the cart rumbled for inches. The rail slipped under the woman’s palm.

Swinging her leg over the dragon’s neck, pryn slid down scales, feeling her leather skirt roll up the backs of her thighs. On rough ground she landed on two feet and a fist—‘Yes…!’—and came erect in time to duck the wing that opened, beat once, then folded. ‘I mean—I rode it…’

The woman was middle-aged, some red left in her hair. Her face was sunburned and freckled.

With suspicion and curiosity, pryn blinked. Then, because she had flown, pryn laughed. It was the full, foaming laugh of a loud brown fifteen-year-old with bushy hair. It broke up fear, exploded curiosity, and seemed—to the woman, at any rate—to make the heavy, short girl one with the pine needles and shale chips and long, long clouds pulled sheer enough to see blue through.

That was why the woman laughed too.

The dragon swung her head, opened her beak, and hissed over stained, near-useless teeth, tiny in mottled gum.

The girl stepped up on a mossy rock. ‘Who are you?’

‘Norema the tale-teller,’ the woman said. She put both hands in the pocket of her leggings and took a long step across the burnt-out fireplace. ‘Who are you?’

‘I am pryn, the…adventurer, pryn the warrior, pryn the thief!’ said pryn, who had never stolen anything in her life other than a ground oaten cake from the lip of her cousin’s baking oven three weeks before—she’d felt guilty for days!

‘You’re going to have trouble getting that dragon to take off again.’

The girl’s face moved from leftover laugh to scowl. ‘Don’t I know it!’

The ox took another step. The cart’s plank wheels made brief noises among themselves and on small stones. The ox blinked at the dragon, which stood now, one foreclaw raised.

Dragons sometimes stood like that a long time.

‘You’re not one of the regular dragon grooms—the little girls they keep in the corrals above Ellamon…?’

The ox tore up more rockweed.

The girl shook her head. ‘But I live in Ellamon—just outside Ellamon, actually. With my great-aunt. I’ve seen them, though, flying their dragons with their trainers and guards for the tourists who go out to the hill to watch. They’re all bad girls, you know. Girls who’ve struck their mothers or disobeyed their fathers, stolen things, sometimes even killed people. They’ve been brought from all over Nevèrÿon—’

‘…adventures, warriors,’ Norema suggested, ‘thieves?’

The girl looked at the ground, turning her bare foot on sand. ‘You’re a foreigner. You probably don’t know much about dragons, or the bad girls who ride them.’

‘Oh,’ Norema said, ‘one hears fables. Also, I’ve been through this strange and…well, this strange land before. What were you doing on that dragon?’

‘Flying,’ pryn answered, then wondered if that sounded disingenuous. She bent to brush a dusty hand against a dusty knee. ‘It’s something I’ve always wanted to do. And I’m growing—everyone always tells me how much I’m growing. So I thought: soon I shall be too tall or too fat. I’d better do it now. The girls they use for riders up in the dragon corrals are half starved anyway, till they’re thin as twigs. They’re all twelve and thirteen years old—forever, it seems like.’ She smoothed her overblouse down her waistless stomach. ‘I’m short. But I’m not thin.’

‘True,’ Norema said, ‘you’re not. But you look strong. And I like your laugh.’

‘I don’t know how strong I am either,’ pryn said, ‘but I caught a wild dragon, bridled her, and led her to a ledge.’

‘That seems strong enough.’

‘You’ve been here before…?’ It sounded more suspicious than pryn meant. But suspicion was a habit of tongue picked up from her aunt more than a habit of mind; and, anyway, her laugh belied it. ‘What are you doing here now?’

‘Looking for a friend,’ Norema said. ‘A friend of mine. Years ago she used to be a guard at the dragon corrals and told me all about those…bad girls. My friend wore blue stone beads in her hair and a black rag mask across her eyes; and she killed with a double-bladed sword. We were companions and traveled together several years.’

‘What happened to her?’ Pryn asked.

‘Oh,’ Norema said. ‘I told her tales—long, marvelous, fascinating tales. Sometimes I wasn’t sure if they were tales told to me when I was a child, or tales I’d made up. I told her tales, and after a while my masked friend grew more interested in the tales than she was in me. One night, sitting on her side of the campfire, cleaning her double blade, she told me she was going off the next morning to see if one particular tale I told were true. The next day when I woke, she and her bedroll were gone—along with her double-bladed sword. Nor was I worried. We were the kind of friends who frequently went separate ways—for days, even weeks. But weeks became months; and I did not run across my friend’s campfire on the rim of the Menyat canyon, nor did I hear any word of her tramping along the northernmost Faltha escarpments, nor did I meet her taking shade in one of the Makalata caves at the rim of the western desert, nor did I hear rumor of her lean-to set up a mile further down the beach at Sarness.’

Squatting, pryn picked up a stick. ‘So what did you do?’ She scratched at spilled ash.

‘I decided to take my cart and go look for her. I’ve looked many places; no doubt I’ll look many more. But I’ve come to Ellamon because my friend once worked here and was happy.’

‘Mmm,’ pryn said, suspiciously.

The woman looked down to see what pryn had been scratching. ‘“Pyre,”’ she read. ‘“Ynn.” Pyre-ynn?’

‘“…pryn”,’ pryn said. ‘That is my name. In writing.’

The woman stepped around the figures and squatted too. ‘Here.’ She took the stick and added a line above the two syllabics the girl had etched in ash. ‘You, “pryn”. That’s your name. In writing. That line there means you squish the two sounds together into one. Otherwise you’ll have people mispronouncing it every which way.’

In late sunlight pryn squinted at the woman. ‘How do you know?’

‘Actually—’ the woman looked back at pryn with a moment’s uncertainty—‘because I invented it.’

The girl frowned. ‘Invented what?’

‘Writing. A long time ago. I must have been about your age—now I don’t mean I invented every kind of writing. I just added the idea of making written signs stand for particular words, so you could say them. Till then, you know, written signs stood for animals, foods, amounts, tasks, instructions, ideas, even people, even kinds of people—whole complexes of notions. But written words—that’s my innovation.’

‘You did that?’ The girl blinked.

The woman nodded. ‘When I was a girl. I lived on an island—that’s where I invented my system. I taught it to my island friends, many of whom were fishers and sailors. Years later, when I came to Nevèrÿon, I found my writing system had preceded me. With changes, of course. But most of the signs were quite recognizably the ones I had made up when I was a child.’

‘Everyone says this kind of writing came across the sea from the Ulvayns.’ Looking at the tall, middle-aged woman, pryn thought of her own, short, bitter aunt. ‘You invented…my name?’

‘Only the way to write it. Believe me, it comes in very handy if you’re a tale-teller. But you know—‘The woman was apparently not as comfortable squatting as pryn, so she put one leather legging’s knee on the ground. She scratched the name again, this time above what pryn had written.’—I’ve made some changes in my system. About names, for instance. Today I always write a name with a slightly larger version of the initial sign; and I put a little squiggle down under it, like that—‘She added another scratch. ‘That way, if I’m reading it aloud, I can always glance ahead and see a name coming. You speak names differently from the way you speak other words. You mean them differently, too. The size of the initial sign stands for the way you speak it. The squiggle stands for what names mean that’s different. So everything is indicated. These days, you have to indicate everything, or nobody understands.’

The girl looked down at her name’s new version, below and above the old one she herself had glyphed.

‘Really, it’s quite useful,’ Norema went on. ‘My friend, for example, was called Raven. Now there are ravens that caw and fly—much more efficiently than dragons. And there’s my friend, Raven. Since she left, I find that now, more and more, both will enter my stories. The distinction marks a certain convenience, a sort of stability. Besides, I like distinguishing people from things in and of the land. It makes tale-telling make a lot more sense.’

The girl grinned at the woman. ‘I like that!’ She took the stick and traced the syllabics, first the larger with the mark beneath, then the smaller, and last the eliding diacritic.

She read it.

Then Pryn laughed again.

It was much the same laugh she had laughed when she’d dismounted; but it sounded richer—to Pryn, at any rate. Indeed, it sounded almost as rich and wild to Pryn as it had before to Norema—almost as though the mountain, with its foaming falls and piled needles and scattered shale chips (all named ‘Pryn’ by the signs now inscribed thrice on its ashy surface, twice with capitals, enclosing the minuscule version), had itself laughed.

And that is my name, Pryn thought. ‘What tales did you tell?’

‘Would you like to hear one?’

‘Yes,’ Pryn said.

‘Well, then sit here. Oh, don’t worry. It won’t be that long.’

Pryn, feeling very differently about herself, sat.

Norema, who had taken the stick, stood, stepped from the fireplace, turned her back, and lowered her head, as though listening to leaves and dragon’s breath and her ox’s chewing and some stream’s plashing just beyond the brush, as though they all were whispering to the tale-teller the story she was about to tell. Pryn listened too. Then Norema turned and announced, ‘Once upon a time…’ or its equivalent in that long-ago distant language. And Pryn jumped: the words interrupted that unheard flow of natural speech as sharply as a written sign found on a stretch of dust till then marred only by wind and rolling pebbles.

‘Once upon a time there was a beautiful young queen—just about your age. Your height, too. And your size.’

‘People say I’m clever, that I’m young, and that I’m growing,’ Pryn said. ‘They don’t say I’m beautiful.’

‘At this particular time,’ Norema explained, ‘young queens who looked like you were all thought to be ravishing. Standards of beauty change. And this happened many years back. Once upon—’

‘Was your friend my age?’

Norema chuckled. ‘No. She was closer to my age. But it’s part of the story, you see, to say the queen was the age of the hearer. Believe me, I told it the same way to my friend.’

‘Oh.’

‘Once upon a time there was a beautiful queen, about your age and your size. Her name was Olin, and she was queen of all Nevèrÿon—at least she was supposed to be. Her empire extended from the desert to the mountains, from the jungles to the sea. Unfortunately, however, she had an unhappy childhood. Some evil priests shut Olin, her family, and her twenty-three servants in an old monastery on the Garth peninsula, practically from the time she was born until she was, well…’ The woman questioned Pryn with narrowed eyes. ‘Fifteen?’

Pryn nodded.

‘When she was fifteen years old, for arcane political reasons, the evil priests decided to kill her outright. But they were afraid to do it themselves—for more political reasons, equally arcane. They couldn’t get any of her family to do it, so they tried to hire her own servants, one after the other, all twenty-three. But the first servant was the queen’s own nurse, an old woman who loved the girl and came to her young mistress and told her what the priests intended.

‘“What shall I do?” the queen cried.

‘“You can be afraid,” said the old servant. “But don’t be terrified. That’s first. You see, I have a plan, though it’s a sad and sorrowful one. I’ve made a bargain with the priests, which they’ll respect because they think me a great magician. I’ve told them I will betray you if they will pay me one gold piece. And I have also made them promise that if I fail, they will hire the next servant to do the same deed for two gold pieces—twice what they have paid me. And if that servant fails, they will hire the next one to do the deed for four gold pieces, twice again the amount paid the former. And if he fails, the next will be hired for twice the amount paid to the previous one. And so on.” The old woman produced from the folds of her gown a single gold coin—and a knife. “Take my pay and hide it. Then take this knife—and strike me in the heart! For only my death will corroborate my failure.”

‘“Kill you?” demanded the queen.

‘“It’s the only way.”

‘The queen wept and cried and protested. “You are my beloved friend, my faithful bondswoman, and my dear nurse as well. You are closer to me than my own mother!” But the old woman put her arms around the girl and stroked her hair. “Let me explain some of the more arcane politics behind this whole nasty business. These are brutal and barbaric times, and it is either you or I—for even if I do kill you, the wicked priests plan to dispense with me as soon as I stab you. They cannot suffer the murderer of a queen to live, even the murderer of a queen they hate as much as they hate you. If you do what I say, you will have the gold coin as well as your life, whereas I shall lose my life in any case.”

‘And so, after more along the same lines, the queen took the coin, and the knife—which she thrust into her old nurse’s heart.

‘Not so many days later, a second servant came to Queen Olin. “Here are two gold coins and a rope with which I am to garrote you. Take the coins and hide them; then take the rope and strangle me—if you yourself would live. For my life is over in any case.” Again the queen protested, but again the servant prevailed. So the young queen took the rope and strangled him. A few days later a third servant came with four gold pieces and a great rock to smash in the queen’s head. After that a fourth came with eight gold pieces and a draught of corrosive poison. The fifth had sixteen gold pieces. The sixth had thirty-two coins. The next—’

Pryn suddenly laughed. ‘But I’ve heard this story before! Or one just like it—only it was about grains of sand piled on the squares of a gaming board. I don’t remember how many squares there were, but by the end, I remember, all the sand in the world was used up. Am I right about the ending? At the end of the twenty-three servants, she had all the money in the world…?’

Norema smiled. ‘She certainly had all the money in the monastery. And at that particular time, all the money in the monastery was pretty much all the money in Nevèrÿon.’

‘That is an old story. I know, because I’ve heard it before. The version about the sand grains, that is.’

‘That part of the story is old. But there are some new parts too. For example, after she had killed all her servants, the beautiful young queen felt very differently about herself.’

Pryn frowned. ‘How do you mean?’

‘Well,’ Norema said, ‘for one thing, in less than a year she had stabbed, strangled, bashed out the brains, poisoned, beheaded, and done even worse to twenty-two of her most faithful bondsmen and bondswomen, who were also the closest things she’d had to friends. After that she began to act very strangely and behave quite oddly. On and off, she behaved oddly the rest of her life—even for a queen. And in those days queens were expected to be eccentric. Often, after that, she was known as Mad Olin.’

‘I thought you said there were twenty-three servants.’

‘There were. But the last survived. He was not only a servant, but also her maternal uncle—though, alas, I can’t remember his family name. And there’re reasons to remember it, too, but for the life of me I can’t recall what they are. Anyway. Years before, he had fallen on bad times and had indentured himself to the queen’s mother, which was why he was with Olin in the first place. But he had always set himself apart. Along about the queen’s murderings of the nineteenth, twentieth, and twenty-first servants—all particularly gruesome—the evil priests were, financially speaking, in rather bad shape. Olin was by then quite well off—though mentally she was a bit shaky. Her maternal uncle, who, like the first servant, was also something of a magician, had, with the help of the rest of the family, managed to engineer an escape for the queen. It took a good deal of the money; and Olin took the rest—to hide lest the wicked priests manage to trick it back, even as her first wise and faithful servant had tricked it from the priests.’ Norema sighed. ‘Raven and I once visited that monastery—it’s still there today. And there are still priests—at least there were when we went. Now, I’m not sure. Anyway, you could certainly tell that the place had seen better times. Clearly they hadn’t gotten their money back.’

‘Are the priests still wicked?’

Reddish brows lowered. ‘Well, I doubt if either my friend or I would ever stop there again—unless we absolutely had to.’

‘What about Olin’s escape?’

‘Ah, the exciting part!’ Norema said. ‘Her uncle spirited her away from the monastery in the middle of the night, with the money in a caravan of six great wagons, each pulled by six horses. It was a lot of money, you see, and took more than one wagon to carry. Also, there was a lot more than gold coins in it by now—jewels and iron trinkets and all sorts of precious and semi-precious stones. The uncle took her to his family home, there in the south, and that evening he went with her up into a tall tower—at least that’s how one version of the story goes. In another version, he took her up on a high rocky slope—’

‘Shouldn’t you choose one or the other for the sake of the telling?’ Pryn asked.

‘For the sake of the story,’ Norema answered, ‘I tell both and let my hearer make her choices.’

‘Oh,’ Pryn said.

‘In the stone chamber at the tower top—or in the rocky cell at the top of the rocky slope—the uncle began to read her the sequence by which the gold coins had come to her: one, two, four, eight, sixteen, thirty-two, sixty-four, one hundred twenty-eight, two hundred fifty-six, five hundred twelve, one thousand twenty-four, two thousand forty-eight, four thousand ninety-six—’

I see how fast it goes up!’ Pryn exclaimed. ‘That’s just halfway through them, and it’s already almost five thousand gold pieces. Two more, and it’ll be over twenty thousand. Twenty thousand gold pieces must be close to all the money in the world!’

‘That’s what you see.’ Norema smiled. ‘What the young queen saw, however, was a city.’

Pryn blinked.

Norema said: ‘The queen blinked.’

‘What city?’ Pryn asked. ‘Where did she see it?’

‘Precisely what the queen wondered too—for she blinked again…It was gone! Through the stone columns at the stone rail, the queen looked down from the tower—or down to the foot of the slope—and saw only some marshy water, an open inlet, rippling out between the hills to the sea. But the queen had seen a city, there among the ripples, as clearly as she now saw the hills on either side of the inlet, or, indeed, as clearly as she saw the swampy growths that splotched the waters where they came in to the land. When she told her uncle what she had seen, immediately he stopped reading the numbers and showed her all sorts of magic wonders, including a circle full of different stars, which he gave her to keep. Then he took her down from the tower—or down from the rocks—to a great dinner that had been prepared for her, where they talked of more magic things. Then he did something terrible.’

‘What?’ Pryn asked. ‘So far, this story sounds more confusing than exciting.’

To the proper hearer,’ Norema said, ‘precisely what seems confusing will be the exciting part. When the queen came back from a stroll in the garden between courses, the uncle gave her a goblet of poison, which she, unknowing, drank.’

Norema was silent a long time.

Finally Pryn asked: ‘Was that the end of the queen? I’m sure her uncle probably wanted the money for himself. This doesn’t sound like a real story to me. What about the “circle of different stars?” I don’t even know what that is! I mean, it doesn’t seem like a story, because it…doesn’t really end.’

‘It certainly doesn’t end there,’ Norema said. ‘It goes on for quite a while, yet. But that always seemed to me an exciting place for a pause.’

‘What did happen, then?’

‘See, you are caught up in the excitement, the action, the suspense! You want to know the outcome—I think it’s very important to alert your listeners to the progress of their own reactions. I can foresee a time, after lots more tales have been told, when that won’t be necessary. But for now it’s a must. Well, the poison didn’t kill the queen. It put her in a trance—and when she woke, if indeed she wasn’t dreaming, she was on a rocky ledge. It was night, and as she pushed herself up on her hands and looked around, she saw she was lying between two white stones, one taller than the other—now here, again, there’s another version that says the queen woke up in a boat which sailed in to a strange shore that morning, and on the shore she found the white stones—one higher than the other; at noon on the longest day of summer, this version says, one stone casts a shadow three times as long as—’

‘But in this version—’ Pryn tried to blot the image of sun and glaring sand that had itself blotted her image of darkness, full moon, and cool air—‘it was night?’

‘Yes,’ Norema said. ‘And the full moon was up.’

Pryn started to ask, But how did you know?, then decided that if she were going to hear the end, she’d best stop interrupting. Besides, it was the teller’s tale; the teller ought to know what happened in it, for all her multiple versions.

‘The remaining money was in huge piles beside the queen, in heaps and bags and bundles, and the circle of different stars lay on the rock near her knee. Down the ledge from her, the water was covered with fog. The moon looked ghastly, a yellow disk hanging over a fuming inlet. Water flickered beneath mists. Olin sat on the rock, hugging her knees in the chill light, biting her inner lip, her chin on her kneecaps. A bird woke up and screeched! The queen looked to see green wings starting from the branches of a pecan tree. She got to her feet unsteadily, still groggy from the poison. She stood on the ledge and cried out across the waters, just as if someone had told her what to say (though none of the versions I know says who): “I am Olin, and I have come to warn the Worm of the Sea of the Northern Eagle’s evil gaze!” Then she took a step back and put her wrist up to her mouth as if she were afraid she had said something blasphemous. She stepped to the ledge’s edge again and looked down toward the foggy water. The mists were a-broil, and now and again splashes geysered up hot silver.

‘There was a rumbling, as of some vast engine, not only from the water, but from the ground. Trees trembled; small stones shook loose to roll down into fog. Below swirling fumes waves swirled even faster.

‘Water surged, now into the land, now away. At each surge away, water lowered; and lowered.

‘Olin saw the first broken building tops cleave mist and waves—three towers and a bridge between, dripping. Waves broke higher than fog; foam fell back, roaring, into the sea. More buildings emerged. Water poured from their roofs. Through fog, water erupted from stone windows. Fog rolled and roiled off. Green and white water lapped away through mud and weeds and clotted alleys. Water rushed from a street where pillars still stood. Water carried weed and mud from patterned blue flags; other pillars were broken. One lay across its square pedestal. At the same time she saw the cleared street, she saw other avenues still silted, dark, and wet. Shapes that might have been buildings were mounded over with mud, glistening, black, and green. To the earth’s rumblings and the water’s ragings, the city rose.

‘The young queen, half running, half falling down the slope, only just managed to get her feet under her—when she plunged shin deep in muck. She staggered on, arms flailing, till she reached the first cracked paving—nowhere near as clean as it had looked from the ledge. Mud clung to the walls beside her. Weeds in windows hung down dripping stones. Fallen masonry, scattered shells, and soaked branches made her progress by the carved pillars almost as slow as it had been in the mud. Dirty-footed, wet-handed, scratches on her shoulders and legs, the young queen pushed between stones and driftwood, making her way by broken walls, their carvings veiled in sea moss.

‘What movement down what alley made her stop, the queen was never sure. Off in the wet green filling another street, something dark as excrement flexed, shifted, slid. The building beside her was heaped over with runnelled mud. That moved too, quivered, rose—not mud at all, but some immense tarpaulin. The sheet shook itself loose.

‘Olin looked up.

‘The moon lit yellow fogs which shifted over roofs. Through them, over them, the wing rose—not a soft, feathered, birdlike wing, but a taut, spined, reptilian wing, sheer enough to let moonlight through its skin, here and there darkened by spine or vein.

‘That wing blotted a fifth the sky!

‘Wind touched the queen’s cheek, her wrist. A second wing, as huge, rose from where it had lain over buildings at the street’s far side. Ahead, beyond the pillars, something slid forward, pulled back.

‘To the extent she had seen it at all, she’d thought it was a toppled carving, a sculpted demon’s head, big as a house and fallen on its chin. A gold and black eye opened; and opened; and opened, wider than the wide moon. Then, perhaps fifteen feet away, from under a rising lid, the other eye appeared. A lip lifted from teeth longer and thicker than the queen’s legs. The head, still wet, rose on its thick neck, clearing the near roofs, rising over the towers, spiring between the wings.

‘The dragon—a giant dragon, a sea dragon many times the size of her mountain cousins—was coiled through the streets. She’d slept with the city beneath the water. But now, as the city rose, the dragon rose above it, to stare down at the young queen with black and gold eyes.

‘Again Olin cried out, loud enough to hurt her throat: “Oh great Gauine—” for that was the dragon’s name, though I don’t know where she learned it—“I have come to hide my treasure with you and warn you of the Eagle’s antics—”’

Squinting silvery eyes in the sun, the ordinary mountain dragon just then put her foot down and hissed at the ox; the ox shied, backing up five steps. The cart trundled and creaked. Norema turned to grab it.

Pryn pushed up to her feet and snatched at the dragon’s swinging reins. Green wings flapped futilely.

Norema calmed her ox. Pryn led her dragon to a tree and lashed it. Norema came over to give her a hand, then walked with Pryn back to the fireplace. Pryn rubbed her hands together. Her palms were sore where the reins, first in landing, then in tethering, had jerked through. ‘The story you were telling?’ Pryn asked. ‘What happened next?’

‘Not much,’ Norema said. ‘Using the magic circle of different stars as a guide, Olin and Gauine hid the money in the city. Then Gauine settled down on top of it to guard it—just in time, too. For water began to roll back through the streets. Once more the city began to sink. The queen clambered up the slope to the ledge, barely managing to escape drowning. And the moon was down.’

Pryn frowned.

‘Oh, Gauine was a very exceptional dragon,’ Norema explained.

They stopped by the cart; the ox nipped more weed.

‘But then, if she hadn’t been,’ Norema went on, ‘I doubt the queen would have entrusted the treasure into her keeping. The next day, wandering half dazed along the beach, Olin was found by a troop of traveling mummers. Fortunately, over the night she’d been gone, the rest of her relatives had managed to defeat the evil priests. The young queen was taken to Kolhari, capital of all Nevèrÿon, where she was crowned queen for real. From all reports, she was never popular and led a horrid life. She went through several kings and a number of children, most of whom ended up frightfully. But she managed to make several arcane political decisions which have always been considered praiseworthy, at least by people who count such things important.’

‘Queen Olin,’ Pryn mused. ‘I’ve heard other stories about her, here in Ellamon. She was the queen who set up the dragon corrals and decided that bad little girls would be condemned to work there.’

‘One of the more interesting fables,’ Norema said. ‘Well, she was always fond of the animal, since it was a giant sea dragon that guarded her sunken treasure on which her power rested.’

‘That was the story your friend set out to find was true or not?’

Norema nodded.

‘She wanted to find Mad Queen Olin’s treasure in the sunken city guarded by the dragon Gauine?’

‘That’s what she said.’

Suddenly Pryn turned around and looked off at her own winged mount swaying at its tree. ‘Brainless, stupid beast! I thought I’d fly you away from home to excitement and adventure—or at least to a ledge from which I could return. But here—’ she turned back to Norema—‘she has landed in this silly clearing and can’t take off again!’

‘You want to leave home for good,’ Norema said seriously.

‘Yes,’ Pryn said. ‘And don’t tell me not to!’

‘You aren’t afraid of slavers?’

Pryn shook her head. ‘You’re traveling alone, and you’re still a free woman.’

‘True,’ Norema said. ‘And I intend to stay one.’ She considered a moment. ‘Let me give you two more gifts—besides my tale.’

Pryn looked perplexed. She hadn’t thought much of the story. It had stopped and started, leaving her anxious and expectant precisely where she had wanted answers and explanations.

‘You can be frightened,’ Norema said. ‘But don’t be terrified. That’s first.’

‘I’m not terrified,’ Pryn said.

‘I know,’ Norema said. ‘But that’s the way with advice. The part you can accept is the part you always already know.’

‘I’m not afraid either,’ Pryn said. Then she frowned again. ‘No, I am afraid. But it doesn’t matter, because I made my mind up to it a long time ago.’

‘Good.’ Norema smiled. ‘I wasn’t going to argue. One of my gifts, then, is a packet of food; that I’ll give you out of my provisions cart. The other is some geographical information about the real world over which you’ve just so cavalierly flown—both are things one cannot trust tales to provide. Oh, yes, and another piece of advice: Untie your dragon and let her wander into the mountains where she belongs. Left to herself, she’ll find the ledges she needs, as you must too—but you can’t be tied down with dragons that won’t fly where you want to go, no matter how much fun the notion of flight. Through those trees, maybe a hundred yards on, you’ll find the junction of two roads, giving you a choice of four directions. The one going—’ Norema glanced at the sun—‘toward the sunset will take you, with three days’ walk, to a white desert with dangerous tribes who sew copper wire up the rims of their ears. Take the road leading in the opposite direction, down between the mountain hills, and with four days’ walk you’ll reach the coast and a brave village of rough-handed men and women who live from the sea. Take the road running to your right as you approach the crossroads, and you’ll be back at the High Hold of fabled Ellamon in no more than three hours. Take the path that runs away from the junction to your left, and seven days’ hike will finally bring you to the grand port of Kolhari, capital city of all Nevèrÿon—like in my story.’ Norema smiled. (That so famous city had not played much of a part in the tale, Pryn thought; though certainly she knew enough of Kolhari by other reports.) ‘Along with my tale, I think my gifts should stand a young woman like you, off to see the world, in good stead.’

‘Thank you,’ Pryn said, because her aunt, for all her bitterness, had taught her to be polite.

Some hours later, when Pryn was several miles along her chosen route, she stopped a minute. Of all the day’s marvels it was neither her own flight, nor the tale of the dragon and the sunken city, nor the food pack tied on her back—with twisted vines—which held her thoughts. She picked up a stick from the highway’s shoulder and scratched her name in its dust, new capital and eliding mark. She put the stick down. Again she read over her name, which seemed so new and wondrous and right.

Then she walked on.

An hour later a dead branch, blown out on the road by a mountain gust, obscured it beyond reading.



2. Of Roads, Real Cities, Streets, and Strangers

A city sidewalk by itself is nothing. It is an abstraction. It means something only in conjunction with the buildings and other uses that border it, or border other sidewalks very near it…if a city’s streets are safe from barbarism and fear, the city is thereby tolerably safe from barbarism and fear…But sidewalks and those who use them are not passive beneficiaries of safety or helpless victims of danger. Sidewalks, their bordering uses, and their users, are active participants in the drama of civilization versus barbarism in cities. To keep the city safe is a fundamental task of a city’s streets and sidewalks.

This task is totally unlike any service that sidewalks and streets in little towns are called upon to do. Great cities are not like towns, only larger. They are not like suburbs, only denser. They differ from towns and suburbs in basic ways, and one of these is that cities, by definition, are full of strangers.

JANE JACOBS,

The Death and Life of Great American Cities

THIS IS HOW, AFTER seven nights’ unchanging stars, eclipsed only by passing clouds or moon glare, Pryn came to be standing on a roadway atop a hill one dark dawn, looking down at port Kolhari.

Fog lay on the city, obscuring detail. But that hulking edifice to the west had to be the High Court of Eagles. East, regular roofs suggested some wide street between—Black Avenue, perhaps, or even New Pavé. She’d heard travelers in the Ellamon market talk of those wonder-ways—

The sea!

Pryn had been looking at the city itself at least that long before the foggy vastness beyond it closed with its right name. It had to be the sea! A mountain girl, she’d never seen so much water—indeed, so much of anything before! Mists lay here and there on gray-flecked black. Obscuring much of the watery horizon, mists became one with gray sky. Well, it was quite as impressive as she’d heard it was. At the shore, like pine needles sticking up through the fog, she saw what must be ships’ masts along the famous Kolhari waterfront. Nearer, roofs of sizable houses lay apart from one another—perhaps wealthy merchants’ homes in the suburb of Sallese or maybe mansions of hereditary nobles in Neveryóna. My fortune, Pryn thought, may hide down there. A memory of her great-aunt returned, in which the old woman wrung her hands. ‘If your father could only see you…’

When Pryn was a baby, her father had died in the army somewhere to the south—of a sudden peacetime fever outbreak rather than wartime wounds. Her mother, when she visited from where she now lived, several towns away, had several times told Pryn the story of the soldier (in her mother’s words) “as black as your father” who had come through Ellamon with the news, much as Pryn’s aunt told the story of the long-dead barbarian. Still, as a child, Pryn had kept some faint fancy of finding that vanished phantom parent.

Down there?

She answered her own dark morning question, as she had answered it many times before, now on a solitary dawn walk through sunny mountain pines, now standing at evening on some shaly scarp, now at a bright trout pool spilling through noon between high, hot rocks: No. (One thing about riding dragons, Pryn reflected; such childish expectations could be, in the momentary wonder of flight, forgotten—not just put aside by active effort.) Her father was dead.

Pryn? That was her own name; and her mother’s—not her father’s gift. Her mother and father had not been overly married before her mother had become pregnant and her father, upon finding out, had gone off to fight for the Empress. “Not overly married” meant that certain bonding rituals had been publicly observed between them, but certain others that would make those early ones permanent had not. Her mother’s abandonment had occurred within a margin of respectability—inconvenient as it was. But then, the army had not been that convenient for her father, either; its stringencies had apparently given him enough appreciation of the domestic life he’d left so that on his death pallet he’d asked a dusky friend to return his sword, shield, and sundry effects to Ellamon—which Pryn’s mother had immediately sold, giving the money to the aunt to maintain her baby while she went to seek work in another town. Growing up with that wise woman and her other cousins had not been so bad.

Pryn was a girl who knew who she was and could now write her name correctly.

Somehow she’d already connected that, as indeed she connected almost all about her she felt to be mature, with accepting that parental death and suppressing those childish fancies that perhaps the black soldier had been mistaken (had found the wrong woman, the wrong city…), or had been part of some trick by a father even more scoundrelly than her mother, when in her cups, sometimes claimed that brave man to have been, or had simply lied from caprice. No, she thought again. He is dead. I am alive.

And my fortune?

Her memory turned to the tale-teller’s city, risen in mist from the waters, its grand dragon guarding the queen’s treasure in those flooded streets.

Sunlight had begun to break through the overcast. Clouds pulled from swatches of blue.

The real city below, under real fog and real sun, the one now giving way to the other, was ominous. She wondered if the tale-teller’s friend—was it Raven?—with her blue beads and her mask and her double blade had ever stood like this, on this rise, this road, looking down on this city as the earth heaved from dark dawn to morning…

Pryn did not hear the hoofbeats till they were almost on her. (Three times over the week she’d hidden in the bushes while mounted men in leather aprons herded dusty, blond men and women, chained collar to collar, along the road ruts. She’d seen slaves chained to planks outside the walls of Ellamon, six or ten together, waiting to be fed. She’d seen slaves, two or three, chained in the sunny corner of the Ellamon market, under the eyes of an overseer, waiting to be bought.) She whirled about, then dashed for the road’s edge. But she had seen the three riders—which meant the riders had seen her.

The three horses hammered abreast of her, halted.

The tallest and, from his nappy beard and open face, the youngest grinned. ‘What are you looking at, girl?’ Some teeth were missing.

Pryn recovered from her crouch, thigh-deep in scratchy brush. ‘Are you slavers?’—though in asking, she’d realized they were not.

Another rider, a weathered man, squat, muscular, and hairy-shouldered, threw back his head and laughed. His teeth, the ones visible, were large, yellow, and sound.

The third was naked, save a cloth tied about his forehead and hanging to his shoulders. ‘Do we look like slavers?’ His voice was rough enough to suggest a throat injury. On the right side of his body, Pryn saw, as his horse wheeled and wheeled back over the road, long scars roped him, chest, flank, and thigh, as though someone had flung blacksnakes at him that had stuck. ‘Do you think we look like slavers, girl?’

Pryn shook her head.

‘Slavers?’ The youngster laughed. Despite his height, Pryn was sure he was not a year older than she. ‘Us, slavers? Do you know Gorgik the Liberator? We’re going to join him and his men at—’ He stopped, because the other two grimaced. The squat one made half a motion for silence. The youngster leaned forward, more soberly. ‘You want to know if we’re slavers? Well, we have a question for you: Are you one of the Child Empress’s spies, in the pay of the High Court of Eagles?’

Once more Pryn shook her head.

‘That’s what you say.’ The youngster lowered his voice. ‘But how do we know?’ His gappy grin remained. ‘The Liberator isn’t the most popular man in Nevèrÿon. The Empress’s spies are cunning and conniving.’

Pryn stepped onto the road. ‘You know I’m not a spy the same way I know you’re not slavers.’ What she thought was that they might be bandits; she did not want to act afraid. ‘You don’t look like slavers. I don’t look like a spy.’

The youngster leaned even lower, till he looked at her right between his mount’s red ears. ‘While you and I both may very well have seen slavers, and so know what slavers look like, what if we here have never seen a spy…?’

Pryn frowned. She had never seen a spy either.

The squat one said: ‘Spies often look like other than spies. It’s one sign by which you know them.’ He moved thick fingers in the graphite-gray mane.

The naked one with the headrag and the scars said: ‘This road runs from the Faltha mountains to port Kolhari. Which way do you go?’

‘There.’ Pryn pointed toward the city.

‘Good. Come up on my horse. We’ll take you into town.’

Again Pryn shook her head. ‘I can get there by myself.’

The scarred rider pulled a four-foot lance from a holder on his horse’s flank. ‘If you don’t come with us,’ he said evenly, ‘we’ll kill you. Make your choice, spy.’

Pryn thought of bolting from them, thought of running between them, and stood.

The rider held his lance with his elbow against his scarred side so that his forearm was at a right angle to his body. The metal point showed the hammer marks of its forging. ‘Our friend here—’ he jerked his chin toward the bearded boy—‘has said more than he should have. You’re going into the city anyway. Ride with us. You may be a spy. We can’t take chances.’

Pryn walked across the road toward his horse. ‘You don’t give me much choice.’

The scarred man said: ‘Sit in front of me.’

Angry and frightened, Pryn reached up to grapple the horse’s hard neck. The naked man bent. He shoved his lance back into its holder and slid his hand under Pryn’s raised thigh to tug her up, while she got one leg awkwardly before his belly. (I’ve climbed on a dragon without help!) As she slid back against him, one of his hands came around her stomach. The mare stamped dirt. The rider behind her, stomach against her, flapped reins before her. She felt him kick the horse—not to a gallop but a leisurely trot. The others, trotting, cantering, trotting again, came abreast. Pryn’s capitulation made her anger more acute. ‘Since I am being punished for what your young friend knows and almost said, at least let me know what it is. Who is this Liberator—and take your hand off my breast!’ She pushed the rider’s hand from where the dark fingers had moved.

The squat rider laughed. ‘You want to know about Gorgik? Once he was a slave; now he’s vowed to end all slavery throughout Nevèrÿon. Some say that someday, if not soon, he may be a minister! Myself, I knew him years ago when he was an officer in the Child Empress’s army. One of the best, too.’ The squat man rubbed a wide, studded belt bound high on hairy ribs. ‘I fought under him—but only for a month. Then they broke up our division and sent me off with another captain. But we’re going to fight under him again—if he’ll have us. Hey, boys?’

‘Aye!’ came from the one boy beside her.

The naked man put his hand lightly back on Pryn’s stomach.

‘Only with him a month, yes.’ The squat rider grew pensive. ‘He won’t remember me. But we loved that man, we did—every one of us under him. And slavery is an evil at least two of us know first hand.’ He laughed again and guided his horse around a branch fallen on the road. Other hooves smashed leaves. ‘That’s why we three go to—’

‘Move your hand!’ Pryn shoved the naked rider’s arm from where it had again risen. Hoisting herself forward, she glared over her shoulder. ‘I didn’t want this ride! I’m not here to play your dumb games! Cut it out!’

‘Look, girl,’ the rider said from the rags about his dark face. ‘You sit behind me. That way, you can—’

‘—she can put her hands where she wants!’ cried the bearded youth. His face and the squat one’s held the wide grins of stupid boys.

Pryn decided that, of the three, the bearded youngster was the fool. Till then she’d vaguely thought that, since his age was closest to hers, he might be the easiest to enlist for help. But he talked foolishly and was probably too intimidated by the older two anyway.

Her rider reined. She swung her leg over the horse’s neck and slid down to the road. The squat one backstepped his horse to give her another unwanted hand. (Remember, Pryn thought, as she came up behind one smooth and one scarred shoulder, within the week you have ridden a dragon…) Filthy and frayed vine cord knotted the rags to her rider’s head. Those scars? A mountain girl living in harsh times, Pryn had seen women and men with wounds from injury and accident. What was before her, though, suggested greater violence than the mishandling of plowhead or hunting knife. She put her hands on the rider’s flanks. His flesh was hard and hot. She could feel one scar, knobby and ropy, under her hand’s heel.

Slavery?

The horse trotted.

The flapping headdress smelled of oil and animals. Pryn leaned to the side to see ahead—mostly trees now, with the road’s ruts descending into them. Gripping the horse’s sides with her knees and the rider’s with her hands, she settled into the motion.

Once she thought: A beautiful young queen, abducted on the road by fearful, romantic bandits…But they were not romantic. She was not beautiful. No, this was not the time for tale-teller’s stuff. It was a bit fearful. But as yet, she reflected, she was not full of fear. From the threat of death to the straying hands, it all had too much the air of half-hearted obligation.

Once more she moved her head from behind the flapping cloth and called to the bearded boy, who had been riding beside her almost ten minutes, ‘Where is this Gorgik the Liberator? Go on, tell me.’

Clearly, from boyish excitement, he wanted to. But he glanced at his companions. As clearly, she had been right about his intimidation. ‘You’ll see soon enough,’ he called back across the little abyss of hooves, dust, and wind.

The shift from country to city Pryn never quite caught. Now there was a river by the road. The horses’ hoofbeats changed timbre. She looked down—yes, the road itself along which they trotted was, now, paved with flat stones set in hard mud. She looked up to see green-tiled decorations interspersed with terra-cotta castings on an upper cornice of a wealthy home beyond a stone wall lapped with vines. On the other side of the road she saw an even higher roof, over a higher wall, moving up toward them as the other fell behind.

And the river was gone.

‘You wanted to know where Gorgik the Liberator is?’ her rider called back. ‘Look there!’

They wheeled off the main highway.

Ahead, armed men stood before a gate in another wall. Above, Pryn saw the top story of another great house. Much of the decorative tiling had fallen away. Behind the crenellations a dozen men ambled about the roof, some with spears, some with bows. At the corner one sat on a cracked carving—dragon or eagle she couldn’t tell—looking down into the yard.

The younger and older either side, Pryn’s rider reined at the wooden door in the stone wall, which was half again as high as the youngster on his horse.

The squat one bawled out in a voice much too loud simply to be speaking to the men in leather helmets either side of the gate, with their broad knives hanging at their hips: ‘Go in and tell your master, Gorgik the Liberator, that three brave fellows have come to pledge hands and hearts to whatever end he would put them!’

With the blue eyes and frizzy blond beard of a barbarian—rare enough in northern Ellamon to cause comment when you saw one in the market—a guard stepped toward them, pushed up his helmet; and bawled back: ‘What names might he know you by?’

‘Tell your great and gracious master, Gorgik, that the Southern Fox—’ he gestured toward Pryn’s rider—‘and the Red Badger—’ which was, apparently, the bearded boy—‘and myself, the Western Wolf—’ the thick hand fell against his own black rug of a chest—‘have come to serve him! Ask him what he knows of us, and whether the tales of our exploits that have preceded us are sufficiently impressive to allow us to join his company! Let him consider! We shall return in a few hours to seek admittance!’

The barbarian guard nodded toward Pryn, then said in a perfectly ordinary voice: ‘There’re four of you…?’

In an equally ordinary voice the Western Wolf said: ‘Oh. I forgot the kid.’ He turned back to the gate, took a breath, and bawled: ‘Tell him that the Blue Heron is also among our number and to consider her for his cause!’

Then Wolf, Badger, and Fox, with the Heron behind (thinking of Raven and capital letters), wheeled from the gate. Dust struck up from the road high as the horses’ haunches.

As the great houses drifted by her behind high walls and palm clusters, what Pryn thought was: Here, I am suddenly in this world of men, made to ride when I want to walk, touched when I want to be left alone, and given a new name when I’ve just learned to write my old one, all under some fanciful threat of death because I might be a spy. (Just what tales, she wondered, had they been listening to?) I don’t like it at all, she thought. I don’t like it.

As unclear as the shift between country and city had been, Pryn was equally uncertain—as she was thinking all this—where the change had come between suburb and center. But when the horses clattered across a paved and populous avenue to splash into a muddy alley of stone houses with thatched shacks between, she realized it had.

They crossed another street.

Down another alley water flashed between masts.

They turned onto another avenue. Noise and confusion dazzled her. Living on the edge of a mountain town, without ever really considering herself part of them, Pryn had known the gossipings, prejudices, and rigidities of town life that had played through Ellamon’s quiet streets. But here, the hustle and hallooing made her wonder: How, here, could anyone know anyone?

Twice in one block the Fox’s horse danced aside to avoid someone, first a woman who dashed from the crowds at one side of the street, a four-foot basket strapped to her back, to plunge among people on the other side; second, three youngsters chasing after a black ball. Pryn clung to the Fox’s twisting back. (Naked as Pryn’s rider and muddy to the knees, the little girl grabbed up the black pellet, which had ceased bouncing to roll a ragged course between cobbles. With a barbarian boy in a torn smock tripping behind, the children fled off down another side street.) The horses began to trot once more beside the hurrying men and women; one man hailed a friend across the road; another ran after someone just departed—to tell her one last thing.

When the white-haired woman left the corner, she was deep in conversation with a younger, who wore a red scarf for a sash. A man and a woman servant behind held decorated parasols over them—or tried to. The sunlit edge kept slipping back and forth across the older woman’s elaborate coif and silver combs. Now she pushed bracelets and blue sleeves up her arms and turned to another woman in her party with short hair incongruously pale as goat’s cream. This one—not much more than a girl, really—wore leather straps across bare shoulders; a strap ran down between abrupt, small breasts. She carried several knives at her belt and walked the hot stones barefoot. Pryn saw beyond the scarred shoulder she clung to that another woman servant had despaired of shading this sunken-eyed, cream-haired creature. (Was she yet eighteen? Certainly she was no more than twenty.) She stepped away here, then off there, now looking into a basket of nuts some porter carried by her, now turning to answer the older woman with the combs. A woman at least forty, the servant frowned at her and finally let the parasol shaft fall back on her own shoulder.

Pryn had assumed Fox, Badger, and Wolf had seen them too—but the horses, grown skittish at the traffic, must have distracted them. And the women’s course veered closer than even Pryn had expected—

One of the servants gave a small shriek.

The horses reared.

The white-haired woman turned in startled anger. She stepped back, hands down in blowing blue. The woman with the red scarf at her waist took the older woman’s shoulder and gave a wordless shout of her own. Servants scrambled. One dropped a parasol. The woman with the scarf turned from the older to grab it up.

The horses reared again.

Pryn clutched the Fox and clamped her knees to keep astride. Forehooves clattered to the street. The manservant shouted: ‘Country ruffians! What’s wrong with you! Out of the street, now! Out of the street! Don’t you know enough to let a woman of Madame Keyne’s standing in this city have the right of way? Rein your horses back! Rein them, I say—!’ The Fox’s horse started to rear again, but jarred, stopping.

Pryn felt it ankle to jaw. It was as if a dragon in airborne career had suddenly smashed rock. What had happened was that the small, cream-haired woman had grasped the horse’s bridle and, with a jerk, brought the beast up short.

The little woman’s gray eyes were suddenly centers where lines of effort and anger met. The horse jerked against her grip three times, then stilled. ‘Stupid—!’ the woman got out between tight teeth. The angry eyes swept up by the Fox to meet Pryn’s. The horse quivered between Pryn’s legs. Under Pryn’s hands, the Fox’s scarred shoulder flexed and flexed as he tried to rein his animal from her.

Suddenly the little woman released the bridle and stalked off after the others, who had collected themselves to hurry on, again deep in their conversation. Servants hurried behind them, parasols waving.

The horses moved about one another. Fox, Badger, and Wolf were all cursing: the women, the city, the sun above them, the people around them. Swaying at the Fox’s back, Pryn tried to look after the vanishing group. Now and again, across the crowd, she thought she caught sight of the cream-haired woman behind the party, off in some alley with sea at its end.

‘Get down!’

Pryn looked back at the dirty headdress, scarred shoulder right, unscarred left.

‘Go on, girl!’ the Fox demanded; the horse stilled. ‘We brought you to the city, where you wanted to go. Get down now! Be on your way!’

Confused, Pryn slid her foot back, up, and over, then dropped to the cobbles, with the sore knees and tingling buttocks of a novice rider—dragons notwithstanding. She stepped back from the moving legs, looking up.

The three above her, on their stepping horses, looked down.

The Badger, with his tightly-curled beard, seemed about to ask something, and Pryn found her own lips halting on a question: What of the Blue Heron and Liberator? Despite her anger, her impressment had at least provided a form for her arrival. Aside from roving hands, she’d believed there high-sounding purpose. But as she ducked back (someone else was shouting for them to move), she realized they were, the three of them, country men, as confused and discommoded by this urban hubbub as she was.

‘Are you going to kill her now?’ the Badger blurted, looking upset.

‘She’s no spy!’ The Western Wolf leaned forward disgustedly to pat his horse’s neck. ‘She’s no different from you, boy—a stupid mountain kid run off from home to the city. I’ve a mind to turn you both loose and send you on your ways—’

Pryn had a momentary image of herself stuck in this confusion with the young dolt.

But the Fox said, ‘Come on, the two of you, and stop this!’ He turned his horse up the street; the two turned after him.

Pryn watched them trot off—to be stopped another half-block on by more people crossing. People closed around Pryn. After she had been bumped three times, cursed twice, and ignored by what must have been fifty passers-by in the space of half a minute, she began to walk.

Everyone else was walking.

To stay still in such a rush was madness.

Pryn walked—for hours. From time to time she sat: once on the steps in a doorway, once on a carved log bench beside a building. The tale-teller’s food had been finished the previous night and the package discarded; so far she’d only thought about food (and home!) when she’d passed the back door of a bread shop whose aromatic ovens flooded the alley with the odor of toasted grain.

Walking, turning, walking, she wondered many times if she were on a street she’d walked before. Occasionally she knew she was, but at least five times, now, when she’d set out to rediscover a particular place she’d passed minutes or hours back, it became as impossible to find as if the remembered landmarks had sunk beneath the sea.

Several workmen with dusty rags around their heads had opened up the street to uncover a great clay trough with planking laid across it, which ran out from under a building where half a dozen women were repairing a wall by daubing mud and straw on the stones with wooden paddles. (Now, she had passed them before…) A naked boy dragged along a wooden sledge heaped with laundry. A girl, easily the boy’s young sister and not wearing much more than he, now and again stooped behind to catch up a shirt or shift that flopped over the edge, or to push the wet clothes back in a pile when a rut shook them awry.

Pryn found herself behind three women with the light hair of southern barbarians, their long dresses shrugged off their shoulders and bunched down at their waists, each with one hand up to steady a dripping water jar. Two carried them on their heads; one held hers on a shoulder.

They turned in front of her, on to a street that sloped down from the avenue, and, as the shadow from the building moved a-slant terracotta jugs, thonged-up hair, and sunburned backs, Pryn followed. (No, she had never been on this street…) There were many less people walking these dark cobbles.

‘…vevish nivu hrem’m har memish…’ Pryn heard one woman say—or something like it.

‘…nivu homyr avra’nos? Cevet aveset…’ the second quipped. Two of the barbarians laughed.

Pryn had heard the barbarian language before, in the Ellamon market, but knew little of its meaning. Whenever she heard it, she always wondered if she might get one of them to talk slowly enough to write it down, so that she could study it and learn of its barbaric intent.

‘…hav nivu akra mik har’vor remvush…’ retorted the second to a line Pryn had lost.

All three laughed again.

Two turned down an alley that, Pryn saw as she reached it, was only a shoulder-wide space between red mud walls. With the sun ahead of them, the two swaying silhouettes grew smaller and smaller.

Ahead, the remaining woman took her jar from her shoulder and pushed through the hanging hide that served for a door in a wood-walled building.

Pryn walked down the hill. Here, many cobbles were missing; some substance, dark and hard, with small stones stuck all over it, paved a dozen or so feet. A woman overtook her. Pryn turned to watch. The woman wore a dirty skirt, elaborately coiffed hair, and dark paint in two wing shapes around her eyes. It was very striking, the more so because Pryn—looking after her narrow back—had only glimpsed her face. Two boys hurried by on the other side, arms around each other’s shoulders. One had shaved his head completely. Both, Pryn saw, wore the same dark eye-paint—before they, too, became just backs ahead of her.

Sitting on steps leading up to another street, beggars argued loudly. One was missing an arm and an ear; among them a woman, with a crutch under one shoulder, its splintered end protruding over the stone step’s edge, complained about a jar of wine she had stolen from the dried-up earthworm of an innkeeper. It had been bad, but she had drunk it anyway and gotten sick and lain—sick—in the street three days. The stump of her missing leg was crusted with scab.

Pryn hurried by.

On Pryn’s right lay a littered yard between three cracked and yellow buildings. In the middle was a circular stone wall, waist high, long boards over its top. It was about three meters across. Pryn walked up to the enclosure and looked down through the strip of black between the weathered planks. Below, a dark head moved to blot a strip of reflected sky.

Again she turned down the street.

Buildings ended; Pryn looked across to an embankment. The bridge entrance had waist-high stone walls either side. A tall woman at the corner newel was fastening a white damasked collar, sewn with metallic threads and set with jewels. It was one of the decorative collar-covers house slaves in wealthier families sometimes used to hide the ugly iron band all slaves wore by law. Having trouble with the clasp, however, the woman removed the cloth to shake it out. Her long neck was bare. She raised the collar-cover again.

The clasp caught—as halfway over the bridge someone hailed her. Along the bridge’s walkway, in colorful robes and veils (many with painted eyes), young women and men stood, leaned, talked, stared, or ambled slowly.

The woman with the collar-cover ran to grab the arm of the heavy, hairy man who’d called. He wore a helmet like the ones Pryn had seen outside the Liberator’s headquarters.

Watching them stroll away, Pryn crossed to the bridge. She reached the post where the woman had stood, put her hand on it, and looked over the stone rail.

Green water glimmered around moss-blotched rocks, clotted with wood, fruit rinds, broken pottery. Some barbarian children climbed out by the carved stanchion stones. Behind her she heard:

‘Twenty!’

‘Five—’

‘Nineteen!’

‘Five!’

‘Eighteen?’

‘Five, I say!’

‘Seventeen!’

‘All right, eight!’

Pryn looked up. Coming forward through the loiterers was a portly, middle-aged man in a smart toga with red ribbon woven about the white sleeves, neck, and hem. His hand held the shoulder of a naked, green-eyed, barbarian boy, a year or so younger than Pryn. The boy was arguing in his odd southern accent and gesticulating with one closed fist and one open hand: ‘You give me sixteen? I go with you and do it for sixteen! All right? You give me sixteen, then!’

‘Ten!’

‘Sixteen!’

‘Ten!’

‘Sixteen!’

‘Oh, eleven!’

‘No, sixteen!’

‘Sixteen for a dirty little weasel like you?’ returned the man with a grin. ‘For sixteen, I should have you and your three brothers. I’ll give you twelve!’

‘You give me fifteen!’ the barbarian said. ‘You want my brother? Maybe we go find him and he come too. But he don’t do anything, you know? He just watch. For fifteen I go get my brother and—’

‘Now what would I want with two of you!’ The man laughed. ‘One of you is bad enough. I’ll take you by yourself, and maybe I’ll give you twelve…’

A black man in a long skirt led a camel up over the bridge. The high humps, rocking gait, and clopping hooves made the loiterers smile. The creature had just soiled herself and suddenly decided to switch her tail—

Pryn herself flinched, though no drop struck.

But the man snatched his hand from the boy’s shoulder and rubbed the flat of his palm, now against his gray beard, now against his splattered shoulder, sucking his teeth and shaking his head.

The young barbarian cackled. ‘Now who’s dirty, old turd-nose! You smell like camel pee!’ With a disgusted wave he stalked off over the walkway.

The portly gentleman looked up from his scrubbing, saw the boy leaving, and hurried after. ‘Thirteen! I’ll give you thirteen, but no more!’

Which halted the boy at the stone rail. ‘Will you give me fourteen? You give me fourteen, and I’ll…’

Pryn looked over at the water below. Two women, a soldier between, made their way over the rocks. Just before they went under the bridge, the heftier woman, red wooden beads chained through her black braids, began to pull away; the soldier kept pulling her back. Pryn tried to hear their altercation, but though their heads were only fifteen feet below, from the angle and the children’s shoutings echoing beneath, she could not make it out. She leaned, she listened, wondering what she might do if one of them looked up to see their incomprehensible quarrel observed—

‘What—!’ came an agitated voice behind her. ‘You again…’

Pryn stood and turned, slowly so as not to look particularly interested in what might be going on—

A huge man stood directly behind her, heavily veined arms folded high on his stomach. He wore bronze gauntlets, dark with verdigris and busy with relief. On his chest hung a copper chain.

‘I saw her first—not you!’ the voice came on—not the giant’s. ‘Get away and leave her, now. She’s not to your taste anyway! Don’t you think all of us around here have seen you enough to know what you’re after?’

The giant had a scar down one cheek. Rough hair, some salted white, made a thick, clublike braid over one ear—only it had come half undone. Rough hair shook in the breeze.

Arms still folded, the giant turned his head a little—

‘Now go on! Go on, I say! She’s no good to you! The young ones need my guidance if they’re to make a living here.’ The man talking so excitedly stood a few steps off, shaking a finger at the giant. ‘Go on, now! Why do you stay? Go!’

And Pryn thought: How handsome he is!

The young man’s eyes, blinking between black lashes, looked startlingly blue. But his skin was as dark as Pryn’s or the giant’s beside her, so that she was not sure, really, if he were barbarian or citizen. He wore only a loincloth, with the thinnest blade at his chain belt. His arms were brown and lithe. ‘You don’t need her!’ he continued his complaint. ‘I do! Come on, now. Give her to me!’ On his extended hand he wore many, many rings, two, three, or more on a finger—even two on his thumb. (The fist by his hip was bare.) Stones and metal flashed in the sun, so that it took Pryn moments to register the hands themselves: the skin was gritty and gray. Below the jeweled freight, his nails, overlong at the ends of long, long fingers, were fouled spikes, as if he’d been down playing like a child in the clotted river’s sludge.

Arms still folded, the giant turned his head a little more—

The handsome young man with the beautiful rings and filthy fingers actually jumped. Then he scowled, spat on the flags, turned, and stalked off along the bridge, where a number of loungers and loiterers were still laughing over the camel.

Pryn looked up as the giant turned back to her. In surprise, she swallowed.

Around the giant’s tree-trunk of a neck was a hinged iron collar.

Pryn had always regarded slavers with fear. Perhaps that fear had spread to the notion of slaves themselves. She knew great families sometimes had them. She had seen slaves in the Ellamon market and more recently on the road. But she had never talked to one, nor had she ever heard of anyone who had. To be standing in a strange city, facing one directly—and such a big one! It was quite as frightening as if she were being appraised by a slaver herself!

‘What are you doing here, mountain girl?’ the great man asked in a voice that, for all its roughness, bore a city accent.

‘Looking…for someone—’ Pryn stammered. It seemed she must answer something. ‘A friend of mine. A woman.’ Later she would think that it was only after she’d started to speak that the image of the tale-teller’s Raven, with her mask and her double blade, leapt into her mind like a protective demon. ‘But she’s not here, and I…’ She looked at the people about the bridge. ‘I was with some men, before; they were looking for someone called the Liberator…a man named Gorgik.’

The big man leaned his head to the side. ‘Were they, now?’ Shaggy brows drew down.

‘They were going to keep me with them at first, because they thought I was a spy. For the Empress. Then they realized how silly that was, and how difficult it would be trying to keep track of me in the city. So they turned me loose.’ She took a breath. ‘But now I don’t know where to go!’ The next thought struck the same way the memory of Raven had a moment back. ‘But I’ve ridden a dragon! My name is Pryn—I can write it, too. I read, and I’ve flown on a dragon’s back above the Faltha mountains!’

The giant grinned. A third of one front tooth had broken off, but the rest were whole enough. ‘You’ve flown on a dragon above the Falthas, over the narrow-minded, provincial Hold of fabled Ellamon…?’ He unfolded gauntleted arms.

Each callused finger, Pryn saw, was thicker than three of hers bunched together. She nodded, more because of his grin and his recognition of her home than for his judgment of it.

‘And did you bring dried dragonfruit to the market and try to sell it there to unwary tourists as eggs of the fabled beasts themselves, you dragon-riding scamp?’ The grin softened to a smile. ‘You see, I have been through your town.’

‘Oh, no!’ Pryn exclaimed. ‘I’d never do that!’ Though she knew of girls and boys who had, she also knew it was precisely these—at least the girls—who ended up imprisoned as grooms in Ellamon’s fabled corrals. ‘If my aunt ever heard I’d done a thing like that, she’d beat me!’

The man laughed. ‘Come with me, mountain girl.’

‘What are you doing here?’ Pryn blurted. Talking had turned out to be easy enough; but the notion of going with the slave frightened her all over again.

The shaggy eyebrows raised. ‘I, too, was looking for…a friend.’

Pryn found herself staring at the collar. Did slaves, she wondered, have friends? Did this slave want to make friends with her?

The man said: ‘But since I’ve found you instead, I’ll put such friendships off for a while.’

‘Are you going to take me to your master?’ Pryn asked.

The giant looked a little surprised. ‘No.’ Then surprise dissolved back into the scarred smile. ‘No, I wasn’t going to do that. I thought we might walk to the other end of the bridge. Then, if there were someplace you wanted to go, I’d take you there. After that, I’ll leave.’

Pryn looked down at the slave’s feet: horny, dirty, cracked at the edge, barred with ligaments under tangled veins, the ankle’s hock blocky beneath the bronze greave. Above bronze, calf hair curled over the chased rim. That’s not a foot, Pryn thought. That’s a ham someone’s halved and flung down on the street! She looked at his chest. On the copper chain hung a bronze disk the size of her palm—really it was several disks, bolted one on top of the other, with much cut away from the forward one, so that there were little shapes all over it with holes at their points; and some kind of etching on the disk beneath…Around the rim were markings in some abstract design. She looked at his belly. It was muscular, hairy, with a lot behind it pushing muscle and hair forward. He wore five or six loose belts, a thick one and a thin one of leather, one of braided rope, one of flattened silver links, and one of ordinary chain. They slanted his hips at different angles. From one hung a wide, shaggy sheath; from another, some kind of purse; attached to another was a net of mail that went between his legs (a few links had broken) to pouch the rougher and darker genital flesh. She looked again at his face.

He had raised his hand to gnaw a thumbnail.

Pryn thought: Is this how people have looked at him when they purchased him at some auction…? Her cheeks and knees suddenly heated.

The scarred face moved toward some question, but he dropped his hand and smiled. ‘Come. Let’s walk.’

And somehow she was walking with him along the bridge.

‘How long have you been here?’ he asked.

‘In the city?’ She looked up. ‘Since this morning.’

‘I thought it couldn’t be longer.’ He chuckled. ‘Do you know where you are?’

‘You mean in Kolhari?’

‘Do you know where in Kolhari you are?’

Pryn looked at the men and women loafing and leaning on the bridge’s low wall. She shook her head.

He pointed with a thick thumb over the side. ‘That muddy ditch there is the Khora Spur. Three-quarters of a mile up, it runs off the Big Khora. Both go down to the sea, to make this neighborhood in front of us into an island in the middle of town. It’s also called the Spur—the oldest and poorest section of the city. Right now it’s mostly inhabited by barbarians, recently from the south. But it tends to house whoever is poor, new, or down on their luck.’

‘Do you and…and your master live there?’

The big man considered a moment. ‘You might say I do,’ which struck Pryn as a complex answer for a simple question. ‘This street here, running across the bridge, is the upper end of New Pavē. It runs back up into the commercial part of the city, crosses Black Avenue, and finally turns along the sea to become part of the Kolhari waterfront. Here, at this end, it’s called Old Pavē. The bridge itself? We call it the Bridge of Lost Desire, though it had another name, officially, thirty years ago, when all of Kolhari was known as Neveryóna; but I don’t remember what it was. The Bridge of Lost Desire is the current one. On it, you’ll find working most of the city’s—’

Ahead, a man shrieked.

Pryn looked at her companion—who hadn’t looked at all.

When she looked back, though most people had only moved a step or turned by no more than a small angle, the shriek had created a center:

At it, the handsome young man buried bare fingers in black braids to shake the heavy young woman’s head—a red wooden bead broke from its chain, fell to the flags, and rolled.

‘What do you mean…!’ the young man shouted, shaking his jeweled fist about his shoulder. ‘I don’t want to hear that from you! He didn’t give you enough? No, not from you! What do you mean! Tell me! No, I don’t want to hear it…!’ As he shook, the woman seemed intent on keeping her face blank, her arms limp, and her large feet under her.

Suddenly the young man threw her head away, stepping back. ‘You don’t think I’ll do anything to you? You don’t?’ He struck his dirty, ringed fist back against his own chest, grinding. ‘Look—’ He shoved his hand on past his shoulder; the beautiful features grimaced—‘if I do that to myself—’ Points and edges had caught the smooth skin as though it were rough fabric, to tear a two-inch cut, from which blood ran, turning aside at his nipple to dribble down his flank—‘what do you think I’ll do to you? Look—’ Suddenly turning, he struck his ringed fist on the arm of the nearest bystander, a boy whose made-up eyes widened as he backed away, blood welling through his fingers where he clutched his arm (someone grabbed the boy and called, ‘Hey, now! What are you doing, now—! Come on…!’)—‘if I do that to him—and I don’t even know the little faggot—what do you think I’ll do to you!’ Working himself up, dancing about, the handsome young man suddenly lunged, ringed hand open and falling toward her face—

The woman flinched.

Then something very complicated happened.

The hand stopped.

One thing making it complicated was that, unlike you and me, Pryn had been watching the woman (who was about Pryn’s age and Pryn’s size). What had first seemed a kind of apathetic paralysis in her, Pryn saw, was actually an intense concentration—and Pryn remembered a moment when, bridling her dragon, the wings had suddenly flapped among the bushes, and for a moment she’d thought she would completely lose control of it; and all she could do was hang on as hard as possible and look as calm as possible, trying to keep her feet from being jerked off the mossy rocks; for Pryn it had worked…

Another thing making it complicated was that Pryn had not been watching the man she was with.

And he had not been watching the encounter.

We’ve spoken of a center the encounter had created. The big man’s course took them within a meter of it. He had not stopped walking; and because Pryn had not been watching him, she had not stopped walking either.

As they came within the handsome young man’s ken, his hand had halted.

His head jerked about, his face for a moment truly, excitingly ugly. ‘All right!’ he demanded. (Now they did stop.) ‘What is it, then? You want to be the Liberator of every piece of camel dung on this overground sewer?’

The woman with the beaded hair did not look at Pryn’s companion, but suddenly stalked off, arms folded across her breasts in what might have been anger, might have been embarrassment. Five other women, waiting outside the circles within circles, closed about her, one holding her shoulder, one leaping to see over the others’ if she were all right—as though they had not seen them either.

The handsome young man took a step after them, then glanced back at the giant, as if unsure whether he had permission to follow. Apparently he didn’t for he spat again and, making a bright fist by one hip and a soiled one by the other, turned his bleeding breast away and walked off in the other direction.

People looked away, turned away, walked away; and there were three, half a dozen, a dozen, and then no centers at all to the crowd. Pryn looked at her companion.

Examining his knuckles, the giant moved his gnawing on to another nail. Once more they began to walk.

As they passed more onlookers, Pryn demanded, ‘Who was he…’

‘Nynx…’ the giant said pensively. ‘I think someone told me that was his name.’ He put his hand to his belly, scratching the hair there with broad nubs. ‘He manages—or, better, terrorizes—some of the younger women too frightened to work here by themselves.’

‘You must have beaten him up in a fight, once!’ Pryn declared; she had heard of such encounters between men in her town. ‘You beat him up, and now he’s afraid you might beat him up again…?’

‘No.’ The giant sighed. ‘I’ve never touched him. Oh, I suppose if it came to a fight, though he’s less than half my age, I’d probably kill him. But I think he’s been able to figure that out too.’ He gave a snort that ended in the scarred, broken-toothed smile. ‘Myself, I go my way and do what I want. Nynx—if that is his name—reads my passings as he will. But from the way he reads them, I suspect I will not have to kill him. Someone else will do it for me, and within the year I’ll wager. I’ve seen too many of him.’ He gave another snort. ‘Such readings are among the finer things civilized life teaches. You say you can read and write. You’ll learn such readings soon enough if you stay around here.’

‘What did he want with me, before?’ Pryn asked.

‘Probably the same thing he wanted from the girl. There used to be a prostitutes’ guild when I was a youngster—lasted up until a few years ago, in fact. It retained its own physicians, set prices, kept a few strong-armed fellows under employment for instant arbitration. They rented out rooms in half a dozen inns around here at cheap, hourly rates—today they charge double for an afternoon’s hour what they charge you to spend the night alone. With all the new young folk in from the country, you see, the old guild has moved out to Neveryóna, and its established members have all become successful hetaeras and courtesans. The new lot struggle for themselves, now, here on the bridge with no protection at all.’ The giant went on rubbing his stomach. ‘Beer,’ he remarked pensively after a moment. ‘I hear it was invented not more than seventy-five years back by barbarians in the south. Whoever brought its fermentation up to the cities has doomed us to a thousand years of such bellies as mine—’ He glanced at Pryn—‘and yours!’ He laughed.

Pryn looked down at herself. She didn’t know the word ‘beer’ and wondered if it could be responsible, whatever it was, for her plumpness.

As they neared the bridge’s end, the giant said: ‘Here, why don’t I show you through the—’

The naked boy who ran around the newel to stop just before them, if he were not the barbarian she’d seen before with the portly man in the toga, could well have been one of his fabled brothers. Green eyes blinked, questioning, at the giant, at Pryn, and back.

The giant said: ‘Not now, little friend. Perhaps later on—I’ll come meet you this evening, if I remember. But not now.’

The boy held his stance a moment, then ran off.

‘Come,’ the slave said, before Pryn could question the encounter. ‘Let me show you around the Spur’s most interesting square—the Old Kolhari Market.’

For beyond the bridge stretched rows of vending stalls, colorful booths with green and gray awnings, and single- or double-walled thatched-over sheds. Porters pushed between them with baskets of fruit, tools, grain, pots, fabric, fish—some were even filled with smaller baskets. Women wheeled loud barrows over red brick paving. Here and there, brick had worn down till you could see ancient green stone beneath. As they walked into the square—five times the size of the market in Ellamon, at least—the tall slave, whom, till now, Pryn had thought of as friendly but somehow reticent, began to talk, softly, insistently, and with an excitement Pryn found stranger and stranger.



3. Of Markets, Maps, Cellars, and Cisterns

Let us bear in mind, however, that a long oral recital made by the central figure of a novel to a willing, silent listener is, after all, a literary device: that the hero should tell his story with such precision of detail and such discursive logic is possible, say, in The Kreutzer Sonata or The Immoralist, but not in real life…Nevertheless, this literary convention once conceded, it depends upon the author of such a récit to put into it the whole of a being, with all his qualities and defects as revealed in his own peculiarities of expression, with his judgments sound or false, his prejudices unknown to him, his lies, his reticences, and even his lapses of memory.

MARGUERITE YOURCENAR,

Coup de Grâce

‘THE CITY FASCINATES—AS all who come to it expect it to. Do certain country markets necessarily secrete cities about themselves? Must a nation raise markets, and cities around them?’ The giant slowed as they entered between two rows of stalls. Those left held wooden rakes and brass-headed mallets. Those right were filled with leafy green, knobbly yellow, and smooth red vegetables. ‘The city sits in the midst of empire, a miniature of all that surrounds it: a map on which—true—you cannot read distances and directions, but on which you can mark qualities of material existence as well as the structure of certain spiritual interactions. People come from the country to the city with country wares, country skills; you need only look at who walks in its streets, who lives in its hovels and High Courts to know what is abroad in the land. I told you, over there live the barbarians most recently up from the south? A bit west, above the Khora, is a neighborhood of northern valley folk who still wear pastel robes, loose hoods pulled up about the old women’s faces and thrown back from the corn-rowed heads of the men, their hems stained to the knees with brackish streetmuds that would never soil them in their own greenwalled land. Two streets below is an enclave of desert families, the men with copper wires sewn about their ears, the women with tell-tale dots of purple dabbed on their chins. If you walk the unpaved alleys between, you will see desert boys, in moody clusters stalking close to the mud walls, suddenly spot a lone valley dweller in pale, ragged orange crossing at the corner; and you will hear the desert youths call the same taunts that, as grown warriors in the land of their parents, they would cry from their camels as they rode to meet the long-robed invaders.

‘But look!

‘The Old Market here is only a particularly recomplicated inscription of the nation around it. The woman there, out in the sun, turning her dripping pig on its spit above that pan of coals, where folks gather to buy her good slice on a piece of bread for a coin—her mothers cooked such pigs for holy festivals in a province ninety stades to the west, where, in the proper week of spring, you can still ride by to the smell of hot crackling. Across the crowd from her, you see that bearded man forking baked yams into the trays strapped to the necks of the waiting boys? Those boys will run with them back across the bridge and up through the cobbled streets, by shops and inns and merchants’ offices, selling them for iron coins—just as boys sell them from door to door in the province of Varhesh, where the bearded man hails from. And the yellowing chunks of sugar beet those children coming toward us are munching? The youngsters buy them from a vendor just down the way, who cuts them with a curved copper knife. Once a month, he makes the journey to his home province in Strethi, where he loads his cart full. The knife he uses here in the market is the same sort as the women of the Avila plains use at the beets’ harvesting. What is sold him there, what makes its way here, is part of the harvest that does not go into the great stills of that region in which are fermented its various poisonous rums—which, indeed, one can buy only three stalls away out of the sealed clay jars that stand under the dark red awning. But all those foods so quickly obtained here, those foods one can munch or sip as one wanders from stall to stall, looking for staple purchase, are signs of the great distilleries, piggeries, religious festivals, and diligently hoed fields about the nation, the ease of consumption here murmuring of the vast labors occurring a province, or three provinces, or ten provinces away.

‘But see that woman, with the dark rags around her head: on the rug before her are ranged some three-legged cooking pots—she’s from a good family, though she’s fallen on hard times. Many of her pots are chipped. Most of them are second-hand. Such domestic tools tell much of the organization of our nation’s industry, if not its economy.

‘Glance at the stand beside hers. When I passed this morning, a man was observing those sharpened sticks which the women in the most uncivil parts of our nation use to break up the soil in their turnip fields—and which the wealthy matrons in the suburbs of Sallese and Neveryóna use in their gardens when a passion for a single bloom compels them to tend a foot of soil with their own hands, draping protective gauzes over it against marauding insects, wrapping the stem in wet fabric, mixing chopped meat and grain with the broken earth, and chanting certain spells to encourage one rare pink and gold orchid to bloom—while acres are left to the gardener. Do you see: the same man is back, trying to sell the vendor his bundle of raking sticks, each of which has a head carved into three prongs. From what we can see of the interchange, it looks as if the vendor will actually take them.

‘But come around here, and see the stall that sits just behind them. What a great stack of four-legged cooking pots! Even as we stand here, the barbarian women passing by have bought two; now three more—now another man is running up; and the helper has just sold another at the stall’s far side.

‘These challenges of commerce sign the endlessly extended and attenuated conflict of local custom against local custom, national tool against national tool, that progression of making about the land so slow only the oldest can see it, and then usually only to lament the passing of the good old days, the good old ways, the way things used to be, and be done.

‘Three-legged pots? Four-legged pots? Single-pronged yam sticks? Three-pronged yam sticks? We observe here stages in a battle that, in one case, may have been going on for decades and, in another, may only be beginning. Only after another decade or three or seven will wanderers in this market, ignorant of its beginnings, be able to see its outcome. But come down this way.

‘That’s right, along here. Next to the domestic and agricultural tools, this is my favorite stall. Do you see what’s spread out over this counter before us? This pair of calipers here is locked to a single measure and thus cannot really measure anything. Observe these mirrors, thonged at the four corners so they may be tied to various parts of the body. Those little disks of wood, you’ll see if you pick them up, mimic coins, though no weight or denomination is marked on center or exergue. Unfurl that parchment there; that’s right—the surprise on your face is a double sign, reminding me that you know how to read and at the same time announcing that you cannot read what is inked on that skin. (Yes, put it back, before the old man with the tattooed cheeks sees us—he is one of the touchiest vendors in the market.) The northern sage who went to the cave of Yobikon and sat with his ink block, brush, and vellum in the fumes issuing from the crevices in the cave floor to take the dictation of the goddess of the earth could not read those marks either, be assured. Still, he bears the honor of having been amanuensis to deity. These scripts are its trace. Those wooden carvings, with thongs on them like the mirrors, are tied about the bellies of male children in the tribes of the inner mountains of the outer Ulvayns. They assure prowess, courage, and insight in all dealings with goats and wild turtles. These metal bars? From the markings on them, clearly they are some sort of rule. But like the calipers, the graduations on them are irregular and do not come all the way down to the edge, so that it would be hard, if not impossible, to measure anything with them. But you have guessed by now, if you do not already know such trinkets from your own town market: each of these is magic. The one-eyed woman, the tattooed man’s assistant, back in the corner pretending to sort those bunches of herbs but really watching us, will, if she takes a liking to you, explain in detail the magical tasks each one of these tools is to perform. You would be astonished at the complexities such tasks can encompass or the skill needed to accomplish them—tasks and skills at least as complex as any of the material ones employing the tools we have already seen a single aisle away. But can you follow how such tools map and mirror the material tasks and skills we have left behind? How many of these are concerned with measurement! (Doubtless the scroll is an inventory of spiritual artifacts and astral essences.) Each is the sign of the thirst and thrust to know; each attempts to describe knowledge in a different form, each form characteristic of some place in the national mind: once again, this map does not indicate origins, only existences. But the one-eyed woman has signaled to the tattooed man, who is coming over. We’d best pass on. From fear of contagion, if not true sympathy for the heightened consciousness these tools presuppose and require, he is perhaps the most insistent among these vendors that whoever handles his wares should purchase.

‘But you have noticed those barrels there. Have such casks come as far north as Ellamon? They contain the southern beer that so puzzled you a moment back, though in Kolhari it has become the passion of nearly every free and honest laborer. The thirsts it satisfies, you might well mark, not only mirror but mock those spiritual thirsts we’ve been talking of. Certainly the children lugging up their double-handled beer pots, ready to carry them here and there for a working aunt, or father, or uncle, or the houseboys and market maids there with their waxed leather bags, the insides still moist with yesterday’s draught, attest to the materiality of such thirsts, however much our poets try to spiritualize them. Note that young woman, with her pitcher, hesitating behind the crowd lined up at the syphon.

‘I shall talk more of her in a moment.

‘But have you marked the smaller barrels further down, attended by that wizened little woman with country labor stamped all over the flesh of her hands and in the muscles that band her wrinkled cheeks? Notice how she holds her bristly chin high, which means her neck once wore an iron collar—wore it many years. The casks she oversees contain a delicate cider from the family estate, high in the northern hills, of the late Baron Inige. Its taste pleased his family and his family’s guests for generations; and in his own lifetime, thanks to his interest in horticulture, that taste reached a piquancy unsurpassed in the nation—at least that’s the claim of those who can afford to pursue such investigations. One or two of our more prosperous waterfront taverns managed to import it only a handful of years ago, making the journey up to the hills and bringing it back in their own carts. In the last year, the estate itself, fallen on hard times since the baron’s death, has let that freed retainer there bring in a few barrels from time to time to sell in the market here.

‘But I was speaking of the young woman who hesitates with her pitcher between the two. For, though I have never been inside her home, simply from passing her in the market, seeing her on the street with her mother, watching her run across Black Avenue to greet her father, I have learned a great deal about her—and her situation. Her father is a workman, who loves his beer with the best, but who, some years back, had the notion and the money to hire several of his fellows, specializing in the laying of underground clay pipes; his skill and the skill of the artisans he employs has improved his condition in every way. The girl’s mother was once a washer woman who laundered fine fabrics for the families of Sallese; but when she and her husband built their new home in the prospering tradespeople’s district on the west side of the city, a sense of decorum made her sacrifice her laundering to the very real duties of her newer, larger home. The girl’s brother, as a boy, was apprenticed to a successful pot spinner down in Potter’s Lane to replace an erring youth who disappeared from the same position into the barbaric south with money and franchise orders some years back. The girl is terribly proud of her younger brother, for you know that the very gods of our country are represented as patient, meticulous craftsfolk, who labor at the construction of the world and who may never be named till it is completed.

‘The girl plays beautifully on several of the stringed instruments they carve so well in the east. When she was a baby, a wise woman, begging from door to door in the city, saw the child, cast bones and wooden coins on the pavement, and read, in the array, of a great and profitable musical talent asleep in the infant’s fingers. The parents accordingly sat the child to study with one of the eastern music masters who had recently located here, as soon as she was old enough. The prophecy seems to be fulfilling itself, and her talent has awakened. Already she has composed several sacred litanies, and several times, now, her mother, presuming upon that old acquaintance with the mistresses for whom she once did washing, has taken the girl to wealthy homes in the suburbs to play. Several times, now, the girl has been requested to entertain at gatherings of the lords in Neveryóna, for which she and her family have been handsomely compensated. Only last week, in fact, she was playing some of her compositions for the discerning and glamorous lunching about a flowered and bestatued pool, when an elderly baronine, moved deeply by the young woman’s song, suggested, so rumor has it, that if the artist would compose something in praise of the Child Empress, an audience might be arranged at the High Court itself. Yes, that is the very girl we are observing now, her pitcher on her thumb, hesitating between sophisticated cider and common beer.

‘Certainly, by now, you have your own notions about which direction she will finally turn. Will contagion or sympathy govern her choice? How many of the factors I have outlined will go into the final overbalancing we call decision? All, I suspect—if only because she is a particularly sensitive person. (Some say her voice and fingers were fashioned by our gods for some celestial craft-fair competition!) In her own songs she has praised both the delicacy of the one drink and the heartiness of the other.

‘Come, let’s leave her to choose, appreciative of the complexities that play now so silently on her spirit. Only be certain that whichever way she turns, it will be to assuage thirsts far more intricate than those the tongue alone can know. Now take your place in line with me, to drink the water from this gushing, public stone. The underground steam that feeds the fountain here, before brick and pavement encircled it, closed over its tributary, and civilized it, is what first made this a trading spot back when all around was merely a brambly field, with the wide, rocky brook of the Khora running by it to the sea. But remember, as you touch your lips to the water breaking and flashing on your palms, your own movements here will sign, as much as anyone else’s in the market—to the proper reader—aspirations, ideals, and nostalgias that pervade an empire.

‘Have you drunk your fill?

‘Good.

‘Let’s wander on.

‘Do you see those yellow and blue birds twittering in their reed cages—loosely woven baskets is what they really are. The mottled objects piled on the counter across from them are the eggs of the same caged creatures, collected in the wild and pickled in vinegar till their shells soften and their insides congeal as though steeped in boiling water. Right above and to the left, on the shelves at the stall’s back, are still the same birds, this time carved in wood or molded of clay, but painted far more gaudily than the colors their live models ever wear, even when they flash in the sun-dapplings between frond and vine in the southern jungle. Note that short, grave man with the shaved head who stops to make a purchase, now at one counter, now at the next. The white collar-cover he wears hides the same iron I carry on my neck. Owned by a wealthy family visiting the city, he is making purchases his master and mistress decided on during a trip here yesterday afternoon. That someone could want all three—live bird, pickled egg, and carved bird—seems to sign a voraciousness in our attitude toward that odd construct of civilization, nature, a voraciousness abroad wherever the conceiving engine that builds villages, towns, and cities is at work, almost as if the central process of civilization itself were to take a “natural” object and possess its every aspect: the thing itself, its material productions, its very image.

‘Look down that aisle, and you will see a fragment of the same process without the mediation of middleman and purchase order.

‘Those good folk are running with their baskets and bags toward that vendor wheeling his barrow up from the waterfront. A mountain dweller, you have probably never heard of the fare he vends, for until a month ago no one would have considered it fare—except perhaps some of the more primitive shore tribes along those bournes where civilization has not yet inserted its illusory separation of humans from the world which holds them. Till then, what this man now sells at exorbitant prices was part of the slough and garbage that tangled a fisherman’s net: lobster, crab, oyster, shrimp…About a month back, down where the waterfront gives way to the beach, some of our city’s more fashionable young folk were taking an evening stroll, when they saw a madman on the shore devouring the soft, inner flesh of these repulsive, armored sea beasts. Nearly all of the company were properly appalled; but one, however, thought she caught a glint of some mysterious and unnameable pleasure in that madman’s eye. Later, with a hammer and a wooden blade, she contrived to get hold of one of these creatures for herself and taste of its protected innards. Now it has been known for years among primitive fishers that a clam eaten at the wrong time of year can kill; or, indeed, that these beasts fall into noxious decay even faster than fish in general. Yet such is civilization’s appetitive passion that it cannot allow the madman lone access to his skewed, mystical, minuscule pleasure, rare enough in the circling contradictions of his unreason. I say this incident took place a month ago; but really—it has hardly been a full three weeks.

‘Look at them!

‘Have you seen a more animated and enthusiastic group about any vendor here? Already woodcarvers and metalworkers have begun to fashion special mallets, picks, pliers, and prongs to assist in extracting the delicate, sweet flesh. No doubt the jeweler will shortly cast the same implements in gold, set about with agates and tourmalines—for these new flavors will reach the imperial palate before the songs of our young musician reach the imperial ear, despite the baronine’s entreaty. News of these flavors, these pleasures will penetrate the walls of the palace; news of this fashion in food will work its way throughout the land. And I tell you this: if one could map the progress of this news—fascinating, outrageous, appalling, marvelous—moving north, south, east, west of us, one would have a guide to the most trustworthy communications network we possess, putting to shame the Empress’s highways and winded couriers, jogging along with messages from merchant, bandit, politician, and pleasure-seeking prattler alike in their hide sacks.

‘But I see you staring down that aisle there, at the end of which the people gather. Above them, the old woman in the young boy’s mask is helping to set up the platform for the performance. Those mummers cast another sort of reflection of our country; as you can see, it’s one that many are anxious to watch. The actor there in the mask of a girl, with bits of glass in his hair, supposed to be diamonds, and the white dress down to the ground, no doubt represents our beloved Child Empress Ynelgo, whose reign is personable and practical. It is an image our nation holds of her from her ascension—back, indeed, when I was about your age now. The other one there, in the mask of a man with a scar down his cheek and who wears a wooden version of the iron collar, would seem to be the Liberator, Gorgik, of whom you spoke. So, we are to have a political satire. The populace will see an amusing distortion of its own preconceptions of these figures; as the audience recognizes the skewly familiar, it will laugh. Had the Liberator or the Empress the patience, no doubt each might learn something of the way he or she is publicly perceived. But I certainly do not. And the Empress is not the sort to come wandering, veiled and obscured by time and inaccessibility, into the publicity of her realm. But from the props and painted pieces coming out of the wagon, I suspect the scene is to be Kolhari. The young actor there, dressed as an old woman vendor? The little girl playing a potato-selling boy? I wouldn’t be surprised if they had chosen to lay their fictional encounter here in the Old Market itself, just where we have been walking. Come away, girl. The truth is that both our Empress’s conservative supporters and our Liberator’s radical adherents will soon lose patience with the liberal distortions the mummers will impose upon the real that, finally, both agonists share. Which side, given its head, would shut them down the faster is as moot as the decision between cider and beer. Both parties I know would rather opt for a more realistic portrayal of, say, a simple encounter, in a market place such as this, between a real young girl who might, indeed, have really dreamed of being a queen and a real slave who might well have had some real thoughts on the desirability of freedom: what these two saw, what they said, their points of human contact, their inevitable moments of distrust and hostility—that, certainly, is the performance the radicals would applaud. Of course an equally realistic encounter, say, between an aging woman who must bear not only the idiotic title Child but also the real weight and responsibilities of state with, say, a real slave who, indeed, had really dreamed of becoming a political leader and a savior of his class, an encounter in which we might observe the real ignorances of such a slave and the queen’s real sympathy and wisdom about the very real political matters the slave would correct by overweening will and inefficient magic—that is the performance the conservatives would applaud. Either would be preferable to the shenanigans shortly to be abroad. But as we make our demands in the name of that meeting point between ethics and art, we overlook that both radical and conservative versions are no less concoctions than the concoction we would have them replace: one has a real queen and an unreal liberator, the other has a real slave and an unreal queen. And it is the notions of reality and unreality themselves which finally become suspect when either one is mirrored in art, much less when both are mirrored together. The liberal audience, claiming to be equally tolerant, or intolerant, of both sides (and one suspects, alas, they really comprehend neither), no doubt reads, as we have been reading, for the final sign of the mummers’ value: they may be equally offensive to both sides. And it is only some perception of that reading—and not the fact or referent of the performance which is read—that allows the agonists to suffer their antics. I can only Humph and walk off in silence, because I am the man I am…a slave to all the forces whose flow and form we have been trying here to mark. You are a free woman, which, from my position, means you are probably ignorant of what forces compel you.

‘I would not be one of them.

‘Stay here, if you like, chained by their lies and illusions no less magical than the coins and calipers on the counter behind. But, I see, you are following me…Is it inertia, fear, or merely politeness that makes you abandon their enthralling spectacle of variety and unity, singly expressed by the best-intentioned misdirection, for my monotone drone, picking at awkward distinctions?

‘Myself, I can find the toys for sale at this counter amusing, at least for a while. The clay dolls for young boys and girls; these rubber balls for older children; the gaming boards for young men and women—like material tools, each seems to proclaim its intelligible task: how to erase boredom, in some useful way, from the leisure civilization imposes. The answers these toys suggest at first seem innocent enough: “We shall initiate amusing rehearsals of future tasks without the goad of responsibility,” they declare. “We shall exercise the body, while it is free of the paralyzing knowledge of real dangers that hang on the outcome of necessary action. We shall stimulate the mind without the mind-numbing political constraints a truly meaningful decision imposes.” Considered not in terms of their ends but of their origins, however, they become more ominous.

‘The doll? Who decided that the young should rehearse the physical care of infants, so that they know them as objects to be bounced, cuddled, or abandoned when boring before they know their own, real infants as living beings full of the responsiveness anterior to language that is the basis of all expressed reason?

‘The ball? Who decided that youths should develop speed, agility, and rhythm before they have become comfortable with the physical realities of endurance, perseverance, and steadfastness that alone can make any play, political or artistic, yield true satisfaction?

‘The game board? Who decided that the women and men of our nation must stimulate the faculties of strategy and count before they have learned to note, analyze, and synthesize—the knowledge that alone can direct such skill toward responsible employment?

‘And here we have become entrapped in our own gaming, faced with the unpredicated and unpredicted consequences of our lightest notion. Such oppressive threats are precisely what we fall to the moment we try to free ourselves from the oppressions of the game of art. But where have we wandered to?

‘I do not recognize these aisles and counters. Do they sell the newest wares that I have not the experience to read? Do they sell the oldest, whose secrets I have never before been able to penetrate? Lost in unfamiliar lands, we are merely creatures uninformed, foundering, asking, and finding. Lost in the map of those lands that is the city among them and the market within it, we become one with the map, cartographer and cartograph, reader and read; the separating line can only be scribed with the magic rule and measured with magic calipers, its position and direction only obtainable with an astrolabe set to unknown constellations in an imaginary sky, the distinction in the value of the respective sides calculable only in unmarked coins—a division which vanishes as we stare at it, which, as it vanishes, erases with it all freedom, all power and possibility of choice.

‘Thus lost, the only image we are left is that of ourselves as one of those great, nameless craftsfolk, intently playing at a game equally nameless, whose end is the creation of precisely that reality—and unreality—so obviously bogus when it is politically decreed or imaginatively modeled: that image is, I fear, the final concoction worshiped as freedom by the totally enslaved. But—be thankful, girl!—we have reached the market’s edge and are almost loose from this insidious commercial pollution!’

Pryn had listened to much of this, but from time to time she had let her mind, if not her feet, wander down alleys entirely different from the ones down which her companion would have led her. She forced open the ripe fig a woman a stall behind had handed her and bit the sweet purple, flecked with white seeds, turning her own thoughts, which had gone their own ways as she had strolled between awning and awning.

Occasionally the huge slave’s monologue had seemed to coincide with the real market they walked through; more times than not, however, it seemed to exist on quite another level. One man with a green-painted tray, for example, had grinned at Pryn and handed her a succulent peach, which Pryn had eaten to its red, runneled pit—then thrown that pit down on to the brick. It had all occurred without a mention from the giant extemporizing beside her. Another example? The musician whom the slave had described was certainly as sweet and attractive and docile a creature as might have existed. The young woman Pryn had actually seen, however, hesitating between beer barrel and cider keg, was rather shabbily dressed in what may once have been an elegant bit of fabric; now it was quite frayed and stained and bunched about her, every which way. Her hair was wild, her hips were wide, her shoulders narrow, and she blinked and turned, from booth to booth, one finger hooked through her jug handle, swinging it as if to some clanging inner rhythm. The moment the slave had turned toward the fountain, Pryn had seen the young woman suddenly fling the jar down—so that red clay shattered on red brick! Then she stalked off between the stalls. Four or five times more Pryn saw her, now at the end of this aisle, now crossing another, arms folded, staring ahead, making her headlong way around this stall or that. Was she thinking of some great musical composition, Pryn had wondered; or perhaps she was contemplating her own explanation for the array of tools and produce about them. Once, coming around a stand of flowers, the musician actually brushed against the slave (it was between mummers and toys); she stepped back, unfolded her arms, and blinked up at him with baffled but distinctly approving surprise that clearly held recognition. Then she folded her arms once more and marched off. But as she had already had her place in the narration, none of this registered on the low voice winding on and on among the vendors and porters. Seconds later another vendor had suddenly held out two blood-black plums. Pryn had taken one and sunk her teeth in it, nodding her gratitude. The giant, however, had not even noticed—nor had he halted his peroration. The vendor, smiling and shaking his head, had put the other plum back. This slave and I? thought Pryn. It is as if we are walking through different markets, in different cities. But the fig, offered her by a woman behind a counter piled high with them, had brought Pryn’s thinking to its turn. Vendors were not handing free fruit to everyone among these stalls and aisles, she realized.

Is it something about me?

But the only thing about me, she went on to herself logically, is that I’m walking with him. Could it be that she was walking through his city, his market, in some way she did not yet know?

The giant, who had been quiet a while, spoke again: ‘You said your companions were looking for Gorgik the Liberator?’ For the first time since they had left the bridge, he looked at Pryn directly. ‘Would you like me to take you to him?’ He smiled for the first time since they had left the Bridge of Lost Desire.

Is the Liberator your master?’ Pryn asked

Again his scarred face became grave. ‘You ask very simple questions that are almost impossible to answer.’

Pryn started to speak, but a notion overtook her that no doubt overtook you several pages ago—indeed, if it took Pryn longer to realize than it took you, it was not because Pryn was the stupider; it was simply because for her this was life, not a tale; and it was all a very long time ago, so that the many tales that have nudged you to such a reading had not yet been written.

‘Come,’ the giant repeated. He started to leave the market by a narrow street.

‘Shouldn’t we go back across the bridge and up into the city?’ Pryn asked. ‘The men who brought me into town stopped at a great house out in the suburbs, where the Liberator stays—’

The man half snorted, half laughed. ‘If you want the Liberator, come with me!’

Tossing away the fig stem, Pryn hurried up to reach the giant’s side. ‘He…isn’t in the house in the suburbs?’

The giant looked at her, considering. ‘It’s a trick I learned when I worked as a messenger for a great southern ruler, the Dragon Lord Aldamir. Many people are curious as to the whereabouts of the Liberator. I make sure there are endless loud voices answering that curiosity. There have been no open conflicts as of yet directly traceable to the High Court—but there have been spies.’ He narrowed his eyes. ‘It’s a good idea, when people are curious, to give them something to sustain that curiosity—and direct it.’

‘You’re not really a slave,’ and it was much easier to say than Pryn had thought it would be, ‘are you?’

‘I’ve sworn that while a man or woman wears the iron collar in Nevèrÿon, I shall not take the one I wear from my neck.’

They turned a corner.

‘The opposition says that the only reason I exist is because the reign of the Child Empress is itself lenient and liberating,’ he went on. ‘But though the slave population in urban centers has always been low—and is getting lower—there are still road-, mine-, and agricultural slaves by the gangload, as well as a whole host of house workers and estate slaves, owned largely by hereditary royalty. Do you see that old tavern building three streets down?’ He stopped to point. ‘In the basement of that inn are the real headquarters of Gorgik the Liberator.’

When Pryn glanced up, the giant again wore his scarred smile. ‘But, like all things concerning the Liberator, one approaches it by a somewhat devious route. Come along here.’

The alley he led her down certainly didn’t go toward the indicated inn but in a completely oblique direction. The sense of adventure that had dissolved into a kind of quivering anomie when the riders had left her on the street was now rewritten across the field of its own dissolution without really reforming it. She felt excitement; she also felt discomfort. Earlier, she definitely hadn’t wanted an adventure—but would have accepted it. Now, dragons notwithstanding, she was unsure if she wanted an adventure at all and was equally unsure what accepting one might mean.

‘This way, girl.’

Off the alley was another yard. In it stood another cistern. The stone wall came up to Pryn’s waist. The man walked to it, grabbed one of the split birch logs lying across it, and swung it back. Frayed bits of rope were tied to it, as though a canvas had once been lashed there.

The man picked up a bit of white mortar from the wall’s top and tossed it in.

Moments later, its clatter on the rock floor echoed up. ‘You see?’ He grinned. ‘No water.’ Turning to sit his naked buttock on the wall, he swung one leg over, then the other. ‘Follow me down.’ He grasped some handhold within, moved to stand on it, and dropped, by stages. His head vanished; his hand disappeared from the ledge.

Had Pryn read, or even heard of, those tales we have mentioned, she would doubtless have used this opportunity to flee—as indeed I would advise any of my readers to do who might find themselves in a similar situation. But this was a long time ago. She could not have heard such stories. More to the point, the great slave who was not a slave could not have heard them either. And bridling, positioning, and urging her dragon from its ledge had been unpleasant, angering, and frustrating.

Feeling unpleasant, angry, and frustrated, Pryn climbed over the wall at the same spot as the man, to find, inside, immense, rusty staples set in the inner stone, making a kind of ladder. As she climbed down by lichen-flecked rock, as shadow slid up over her eyes like water, Pryn wondered briefly, as well might you, what if this man were not who he implied he was, but rather some strange and distressing creature who would hack her to pieces once she set foot on the bottom. (Though most of those tales had not been told, a few, of course, had.) She stumbled—the last rung was missing—to be grasped at her shoulder by his great hand. ‘Watch yourself. This way.’

If the water was gone from the cistern, the bottom was still pitted and puddled. In sunlit bands falling between the overhead logs, she saw half a dozen broken pots on the wet flooring, a few pieces of wood, some bricks, and a number of small, round things too smooth to be stones. At one place the wall had fallen away to form a…cave?

‘In here.’ He had to bend nearly double to enter it—head and knees first, huge hand lingering in a slant of sunlight on the stone jamb, an elbow jutting in shadow. Then elbows and buttocks were gone; then the hand. Pryn followed them into the dark, feeling the moist walls beside her with her palms, vaguely able to see him ahead; feeling along beside herself; then unable to see at all. (Well, she thought, if he does turn around and try to cut me to pieces, I’ll be able to get out faster than he will.) She could hear her own breath; she could hear his breath too; a pebble clicked against a pebble on the ground. After a long while she heard him stumble, grunt, and call back: ‘Step down.’

Five steps later, Pryn stumbled. And stepped down. She moved her toes to the next ledge, and down, still going along the wall with her fingers. Exactly when she noticed the orange flicker on the damp wall, she wasn’t sure. But soon she was walking on level dirt and blinking a lot—and she could make out his dark shape, walking upright.

Here the ceiling was very high between the close-set stones. At first Pryn thought the great pile of darkness before them was dirt; but when she stepped around it, it turned out to be sacks with rope-lashed corners. The wall to the left had, by now, fallen back.

The man paused below a torch burning in a niche high in the rock. Pryn came up beside him. The flickering banked at his scar, pulsing and failing and threatening to overspill onto his cheek. He smiled at her—turning his face, with its broken tooth, into a mask a mummer might wreck terror with. There was a flat glow on his shoulder. Despite the demon look, Pryn breathed easier for the first time since they’d entered the alley.

He started ahead through a vaulted arch into a room with half a dozen torches about, shadowing and brightening the dirty mosaic floor. As she followed him in, a man and a woman carrying a split log bench between them came in by another wide entrance, glanced at them (the woman smiled), set the bench on a pile of benches by the wall, and nodded to Pryn’s companion. The smile and the nod, if not simply the couple’s presence, somehow abolished the momentary demonic image and moved friendship from a possibility to be gambled on to a probable fact. Then they went.

Pryn followed the giant into the next room with even more torches on the walls—these in iron cages. Perhaps twenty-five men were there; and half a dozen women. Some who had been sitting on benches now stood. All looked. Most standing stepped back. One man called: ‘So, our Liberator has returned from his survey of the city! How did you find it, Gorgik?’

The big man did not answer, but only raised a hand, smiling.

One woman turned to another near her and said something like: ‘…vabemesh har’norko nivu shar…’

Gorgik’s response was an outright laugh. ‘Ah—! Which reminds me,’ he called to her. ‘I’ve been meaning to ask you something for a while now —’

Another man interrupted. ‘The others are waiting for you, down in the receiving hall, Gorgik.’

‘Yes, of course.’ Gorgik nodded and walked.

As the others moved after him, Pryn wondered if she should fall back among them; but one man stood back to let her go forward just as, a few feet ahead, Gorgik looked at her and beckoned her to him.

She hurried up. This time his hand fell on her shoulder, reminding her for all the world of the portly gentleman in the toga and the naked barbarian boy she’d seen on the bridge—quite ludicrously, though she could not have written why unless she invented new signs.

This archway was hung with heavy drapes. A man before them pushed the hangings aside, and she and Gorgik went through, to start down wide steps.

Pryn blinked.

So many more flares and torches along the walls of this hall, yet it seemed so much darker—it was dozens of times as big! Distantly she heard free water. Because she associated the sound with outside vastness, this inside seemed even larger.

All the hall’s center, a metal brazier, wider across than Gorgik was tall, flickered over its coals with low flame. As they descended, Pryn looked up to see half a dozen balconies at different heights about the walls. One corner of the hall looked as if it were still being dug out. Earth and large stones were still heaped there. On another wall she saw a carved dragon, three times a man’s height—though from the rubble piled low against it, it, too, had only recently been dug free. Overhead, large beams jutted beneath the ceiling, from which, here and there, hung tangles of rope.

As they came down the steps, someone called: ‘The Liberator!’

A roar rose from the fifty, seventy-five, possibly hundred fifty people about the hall. (Pryn, unused to crowds, had little experience by which to judge such numbers.) It quieted, but did not die. The whispers and comments of so many, echoing under the high roof, joined with the sound of falling waters.

Pryn looked aside as she reached the bottom step.

Water poured between squat columns beside one of the balconies, the falls spewing fog that wet the rock behind it, to rush, foaming and glimmering, along a two-meter-wide ditch. The conduit ran between carved balustrades; after going beneath one bridge of stone and one of wood that looked as if it had been recently built between the remains of a stone one which had fallen in, it ran off through an arched culvert in the dragon-carved wall.

Some of the floor was tiled, but most was dirt, scattered with loose stones. As they walked, Gorgik bent to whisper, ‘Yes, that stream is part of the system that feeds the public fountain…’

‘Oh,’ Pryn said, ‘yes,’ as if she had been pondering precisely the question he had answered. Was that the way one began to think like a Liberator? she wondered. It’s as though all of Nevèrÿon makes sense to him! At least all of this city.

They crossed the wooden bridge and passed near enough to the brazier to feel heat from its beaten, black walls. Ahead were more steps, five or six. They led up to a large seat, half covered with skins. A stone wing rose at one side from under a tiger’s pelt. From the other, a sculpted bird’s head, beak wide in a silent screech, stuck from black fur.

The others halted. Hand still on Pryn’s shoulder, Gorgik went to the steps. At the first one, he bent again. ‘Sit at the foot here.’

The third step from the bottom was covered with white hide. Pryn turned and sat on it, running her hand over it. She felt grit. White cow? Horse? (Who, she wondered, had charge of cleaning them?) She put her heels on the edge of the step below, while Gorgik mounted to the seat.

Pryn looked out at the people waiting about the hall. She looked up at Gorgik—his horny toes with their cracked edges and thickened nails pressed the black and white hair of a zebra skin four steps up and level with her nose.

‘My friends—!’ The Liberator’s voice echoed under high vaults. (Pryn glanced at the ceiling and thought of the tavern above. Had it been anywhere near the size of this subterranean vastness?) ‘It’s good to see so many familiar faces—and good to see so many new ones!’ The foot moved a little. Firelight shifted on tarnished bronze: Gorgik sat on the hide covering the seat. (Was it as dusty as the one under her own heel?) ‘Still, it reassures me that our number is small enough that I can address you informally, that I can gather you together so that my voice reaches all of you at once, that I can walk among you and recognize which of you has been with us a while and which of you is new. Soon, our growing numbers may abolish that informality.’

Pryn again looked over the faces that had, at least a moment back, seemed numberless.

She started!

Beyond those standing nearest, she saw, in his ragged headdress, the scarred Fox turn to whisper to the bearded Badger, while just behind him the squat Western Wolf frowned—at her!

‘That so many of my friends are here in the city warms me. That so many of you have come here to the city to offer me your support speaks to me of the unrest throughout Nevèrÿon because of the injustices marring our nation. The difference between the number of you here yesterday and the number of you here today tells me of the growing power that informs our cause. Yesterday, I left you with a question: Would I be able to get a hearing at the High Court to present my case? Today, I bring you a gratifying answer: Yes.’ A murmur rose over the water’s rush, then fell. ‘I received the news earlier this afternoon—and went to walk in the city. While it rang in my head, while it afflicted my eyes, till the city itself seemed wondrous and new, and the market, where I so frequently go to hear the harmonies of labor and commerce, seemed a new market, ringing with new music, a market in which I had never walked before.’ Again Pryn turned to look up. Mostly what she could see was a large knee obscuring the face and a rough elbow that moved behind its gesturing hand. ‘The High Court has agreed to give me an audience with one of its most powerful ministers, Lord Krodar!’

Amidst the approbations, one woman called, ‘Why won’t they let you speak to the Child Empress herself?’

‘—whose reign is monstrous and monotonous!’ called a man.

Coming from a place where such things just weren’t said, Pryn was as startled as she had been by the sight of the Fox and the Wolf. But others laughed. Hearing that laughter, she decided she liked the feeling of freedom it gave—and remembered flying.

‘My plans are prudent and practical,’ Gorgik countered, which brought more laughter with it, ‘monstrosity notwithstanding. I am satisfied with this as a beginning. You come from all over Nevèrÿon,’ Gorgik’s voice echoed on. ‘You come with your different reasons, your different gifts. This young woman at my feet comes with no more than curiosity.’ Pryn looked up again. The face—what she could see of it beyond the knee—smiled before it looked back up. ‘I accept that; and I am as happy to have her with us as I am anyone here. You there—’ Over Pryn’s head the great hand went out. ‘You hail from the foothills of the Argini, am I right? I can tell by the leather braiding about your arm. Once, when I passed through your province, I saw a low stone building with seven sharply pointed triangular doors, the stone head of a different animal at each apex. When I asked what the building was, I was told a phrase in your language…?’

‘“Ya’Kik ya Kra Kyk!”’ a heavy man with close-cropped hair called out.

‘Yes,’ answered Gorgik. ‘That’s it! And can you tell me what it means?’

‘It means the House of the Goddess who Weaves Baskets to Carry Grain to Women, Children, and Animals.’

‘And is she a goddess of freedom or slavery?’

The man frowned. ‘She’s a goddess of prosperity…’ He raised a hand to tug self-consciously at the leather braids looped on his fleshy biceps. ‘She’s a goddess of labor. So I guess she’s a goddess of freedom…’

‘Good!’ called Gorgik. ‘Then she might smile on us and our cause, here, even though there are few women among us and, today at any rate, only one child…’

The laughter, friendly enough, made Pryn look up. Beyond his blocky knee, the Liberator looked down at her, while Pryn wondered at her demotion from young woman to child. She looked out again at the Red Badger, who, with his big mouth, missing teeth, and new beard, had gotten her into the first trouble of her journey.

‘It is important for all of us to learn about, and learn to respect, the customs over all our land. You there—’ This time he pointed toward the barbarian woman who, again, had leaned to whisper to a neighbor.

She looked up.

‘When I was a youngster, running in the streets of this city, I used to hear the women from the south talking the southern language together. The word that again and again fell out of those lingering, liquid sentences was nivu. When I first began to learn a few words of the tongue from your men, it never came from their mouths. Yet even today, walking in our streets, one hears you southern women talking of nivu this and nivu that. Tell me; what does it mean? I know enough of your language to ask for food and lodging and to tell when a man is saying he’s full-fed and content or when he’s saying he’s sick and hungry. But I still don’t know the significance of this word.’

The woman’s rough yellow hair, tied behind her neck, clearly bespoke barbaric origins. ‘My Liberator,’ she called out in a friendly enough voice, but with the thickest barbarian accent Pryn had ever heard, ‘if you knew anything of our life and language, you would know that nivu is not a man’s word.’

Gorgik laughed. ‘So I was told once before. But we are all friends here, men and women, with a common cause that will benefit us both. We work for justice; and justice should have no secrets. Tell me the meaning of the word.’

‘Very well, my Liberator. Nivu is an old barbarian term that means­—’

‘FOOLS—!’

Later Pryn realized she had seen the man—squatting on the rough stone balcony by the falling water—some minutes before he stood up, arms out from his sides, belly jerking visibly with the breath he heaved into each word:

‘YOU FOOLS—the lot of you!’



4. Of Fate, Fortune, Mayhem, and Mystery

…The psychoanalytic notion of sexuality, says Freud, comprises both more and less than the literal sex act. But how are we to understand an extension of meaning which includes not only more but also less than the literal meaning? This apparent paradox, indeed, points to the specific complication which, in Freud’s view, is inherent in human sexuality as such. The question here is less that of the meaning of sexuality than that of a complex relationship between sexuality and meaning; a relationship which is not a simple deviation from literal meaning, but rather, a problematization of literality as such.
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‘EVERY ONE OF YOU—duped fools!’

Pryn heard the barbarian accent across the echoing hall, saw his yellow hair, his close-set eyes. He grasped the rope that ran toward the ceiling beam, jerked it loose from where it was tied to the balcony’s rim, and went on shouting:

‘You think you have a Liberator before you? Can’t you hear the voice of a tyrant in the making? Before you sits a man whose every word and act is impelled by lusts as depraved as any in the nation, who would make a slave of all and anyone to satisfy them, calling such satisfaction freedom! If you can’t see what’s in front of you, then look behind you! Look at Small Sarg—Sarg the barbarian! A prince in my land, I came to yours a slave! The man you call “Liberator” bought me as a slave—and, true, he told me I was free; and, true, for three years we fought together against slavery throughout Nevèrÿon. But when he was finished with me, he sold me! Sold me as a slave! To traders on their way to the western desert—thinking that he would never see me again! But I have escaped! I have returned from slavery. And as I love my freedom, so I have sworn his death!’ Gripping the rope, wrapping it about one forearm and again about one leg, the barbarian was over the rail, in the air, swinging down. As he passed above the brazier, his sword, high in his free hand, flared with light.

Above Pryn, on the fur-covered seat, Gorgik pushed himself up, flung out a hand. Pryn saw the big foot slide on fur and threw herself to the hide as the barbarian on the rope hurtled—so slowly, it seemed. Was it the size of the hall…?

Then, so quickly, a man leapt from the gathering—most of whom, Pryn saw with her cheek pressed to the rug, were either crouching or staggering back.

Bound at the instep with leather bands, a bony foot struck the hide before Pryn’s face. She twisted her head to look up at a very thin blade coming out of a rough-out leather sheath, rising in a leather-bound fist.

The barbarian was suddenly in front of her, only this stranger in the way. Pryn heard body and body smack. Bodies grappled, falling at, or more likely on, the Liberator’s feet as Gorgik, grunting, tried to scramble aside.

The released rope dragged away across dirt.

The struggling men thumped, thrashing down the steps. A foot hit Pryn’s hip, which was when she looked again; so she didn’t see whose. The men rolled out on the dirty tiles.

Gorgik stood, his own blade finally drawn. Pryn scrambled up the furs to crouch by him.

At the steps’ foot, grunts and gasps and snarls: the barbarian and the man with the leather-bound hands and feet pummeled and bit and gouged at each other.

There was blood on the white hide.

Those who had rushed away rushed back.

Up from the grappling men, blood spurted—a crimson arch, half a meter high. Blood puddled the tile. The spurt fell. At the puddle’s edge, red wormed along a grouted crevice.

The barbarian was still, curled on his side like someone suddenly gone to sleep.

The other pushed himself up on all fours, head hanging. He went back to one knee. His shoulders were thin and brown. As well as his hands and feet, his knees and elbows were wrapped with leather. His black hair was long and in one place matted together—but by old dirt, Pryn realized, not blood. Breathing hard, he turned to grin at the throne.

And Pryn saw he had just one eye.

The pupil was black, wet; the white was deeply bloodshot. The eye looked ready to weep.

Momentarily Pryn thought he must have just lost the other; but the way the whole eyeless side of his face was sunken, with only the thin slash of a permanently sealed lid—the loss must have occurred years ago.

‘You’re safe, master!’ The little man laughed. The gaps and rots rimming his gum would have made the Badger’s mouth seem sound. He took big, gasping breaths. The muscles over his narrow chest looked strained to the tearing with them. ‘See, master? You’re safe!’ He grinned; he panted. The eye still seemed near tears. Looking about, he pointed at the barbarian’s sword, some feet away. ‘No harm from that now!’

The hilt of his own thin knife jutted awkwardly in the barbarian’s chest.

Somewhere off in firelight, the rope still swung, slowly.

‘Say—do you know me, master?’

Others moved up to crowd behind those already crowding.

‘Do you remember little Noyeed, from among the slaves at the obsidian mines…?’

The Liberator frowned.

‘No, you don’t remember me, master! I was an ugly, awkward, dirty boy. You were the foreman of our work gang, a slave like the rest of us—oh, yes!’ The little man looked about at the gawkers. ‘He was a slave, you know—my master. In the obsidian mines at the foot of the Faltha mountains. I was a slave with him!’ The little man threw up his chin, grabbed the flesh of his neck with bloody, bound hands and pulled the skin taut. ‘See! I am free! I am free! I escaped the mines! My neck is bare! And he still wears his collar, in our name! Wears it for us all! But when he was a slave, when I was a slave—’ Noyeed turned back, his wet eye blinking over his atrocious grin—‘he saved my life! You saved my life, master! And I have saved yours! I’d save yours a hundred times and give mine in the bargain; I’ve never forgotten you, master! Never!’

Gorgik still frowned. ‘I…remember you, Noyeed. And I—’ Gorgik stepped down a step. ‘I saved your…life?’

‘Aye, you saved me—so that I could go on to become Noyeed the runaway, Noyeed the scavenger, Noyeed the bandit—’ He grimaced—‘Noyeed the murderer!’ With a shrill laugh, he shook his head. ‘No, master, I’m not a good man!’ He got to his feet. ‘But you saved me—so that twenty-odd years later I could meet this barbarian dog, himself only just escaped from slavers in the west, hiding out in the caves of Makalata at the edge of the desert, skulking there among beggars, bones, and ashes, with his tales of treachery and betrayal, his plots for revenge and assassination! A madman, I tell you! A madman! He was going to assassinate my Gorgik, my master, the great and famous Gorgik, the Gorgik men and women speak of as the Liberator over all Nevèrÿon—the Gorgik without whom I never would have lived to make what little I have of my poor life!’ Noyeed turned to the throne. ‘I followed him, master! I followed him all the way across Nevèrÿon. I followed him here to the capital and finally to this subterranean hall! I tell you, half the time I couldn’t even believe his madness—that he would try to kill you! But when he made his move—’ The little man scurried to the corpse, one hand touching the ground three times in the journey (Pryn thought of dismounting from a dragon), grasped his hilt, and tugged the blade free to raise it in torchlight—‘I was here to make mine!’ He looked at Gorgik with his wet, black eye. ‘I was here for you, master, as you were for me—when I was a boy and we were both slaves in those cursed mines. Remember it?’

‘From what I remember,’ Gorgik said, ‘you might have more reason to hate me than to love me, Noyeed.’

‘Hate my master? Hate the man who saved me?’ Noyeed laughed again. ‘You are a great man now, master. Myself, I’m only a breath of freedom better than a slave. But I do not pretend to understand the jokes and jests of the great.’ He turned to the others. ‘My master jokes! But isn’t he a great man, my Liberator, my master, my Gorgik?’

The mumbling through the gathered men and women seemed more confusion than agreement. But it also seemed to serve the little man for corroboration. He grinned again, poking his blade-tip about for his sheath.

Men had crowded onto the steps, trying to see. One brushed Pryn’s arm. She glanced up to see the Western Wolf, at this point oblivious to her.

‘Shall I tell you how he saved my life?’ Noyeed looked back at Gorgik. ‘Shall I tell them, master?’

Gorgik came down another step, his frown—because of the scar, Pryn decided—particularly fierce. ‘Yes. You may tell them. Tell us all.’

The little man turned back to the others and drew another gulping breath. ‘I was not much below fourteen when I and some friends, playing near our village in the east, were taken by slavers. We fought, my friends and I—and I watched my nearest friend torn in three by two slavers who would slake their lusts on her body there. I saw my brother’s legs broken and his ribs cracked so that two stuck from the skin of his side—a day later they threw him, still breathing, down a cliff—I heard that. Him breathing. I didn’t see it. One of them had hit me in the face with the blunt end of a stick so hard the eyeball burst in my head—’ He jabbed a thumb at his sunken socket. I walked with them three days completely blind. Only after that did the first shadows of sight return in my remaining eye. Somewhere in it a birthday passed that I did not speak of and neither did they. A week later, they sold me among an even dozen to the obsidian mines, where I was given over to one of the barracks where Gorgik here—’ the thumb jabbed toward the Liberator—‘was the slave foreman. Oh, he was a slave, yes! But he was a powerful one! Had we been working on the grounds of some great lord’s estate, and not in that stinking imperial pit, he would have worn the white collar-cover of the highest ranking slave—everyone said so! And he deserved it! But no such honors were given in that deadly hole. You see that scar on his face?’ Again the little man pointed; and Pryn wondered if this were a tale he’d told frequently at taverns and campfires across Nevèrÿon, or if it were a secret story, rehearsed silently and continually for one glorious recitation. ‘You see it? Didn’t he have it the first time I blinked my good eye clear of what stuck my lashes together, half out of my head with fever and weak from thirst, and saw him for the first time, standing above me, looking down at me where I lay on my foul straw? They told me later he had gotten it in a brawl among the slaves when a guard went after him with a pickax because he had tried to protect some boy from their torments—it was legend in the camp. All talked of it. Am I right, master?’

‘Was it, now?’ Gorgik snorted. ‘And I cannot even remember the boy’s name. Go on, Noyeed.’

‘He was kind to me, my master was. I was just a child, smaller than that girl—’ which was a thumb at Pryn—‘half blind, almost too sick to walk—though that didn’t stop them from working me. They sent me down in the hole anyway, to carry out scraps of rock through the mud and dark. A slave who did not go down into the mines received neither food—which perhaps I could have done without a day or two—nor water—which I needed to guzzle, constantly and continuously, for I always felt my skin was on fire over my bones. My master there, often he held my head while I drank—or while I threw up when I drank too much; or he would let me rest against the mine wall, looking stern at any man about to protest my indolence. And when, in the evening, back in the barracks, I would fall on my straw, too weak to fight for my supper and water, he would bring me food and a full gourd to drink from and sometimes would even sit and talk with me, joking to cheer me up, staying with me long enough so that no one came to steal my supper—making a little easier my steady slide toward a death that, even then, I only saw as an inevitable relief from the terror. I thought I would die.

‘So did they.

‘One night a bunch of miners in the dark came to my corner, held me down, and used my boy’s body like a woman’s, one after the other, now grunting, now biting my shoulder, now hissing threats of death should I cry out.’ (Leaning against the fur-covered arm of the throne, Pryn shifted her hip and wondered just how this little man thought a woman’s body was to be used.) ‘The next day, even the guards declared I was too far gone to go down into the pit. A day without food and water would probably have allowed me to put the second foot over the threshold of death where, clearly, I had already put the first. But Gorgik joked with the guards: “Oh, I think I can get another day or two of work from him. Give him an hour or so, and he’ll perk up.” Then he carried me into the hole himself, and throughout the day brought me water to drink, and for the rest left me alone. As for the others, well…clearly there was no reason to keep it from me. Now and then I would hear one of them talking within my hearing. Some that had abused me the night before, since I was not expected to last much longer, whispered to each other how they would be back that night to get what use they could of me—I tell you, if at the height of their lusts I had gone from live meat to dead, it wouldn’t have bothered them, till my actual corpse had got too cold to heat their night-labors. I knew that if what had been done to me the previous night were done to me again, by dawn I would be dead. But that evening, after supper, Gorgik brought a big-hipped man with a large nose, who wore clean blue wool, to my pallet—a eunuch of some noblewoman whose caravan had stopped for the night at the foot of the Falthas. She wanted a slave—for what reason I never knew. But Gorgik, as a foreman, had been asked to pick one out; and chose me—seeing clearly that any such change would have had to be for the better. The eunuch took me back to the lady’s tents and camels and provision wagons. It began to rain, I remember, while we walked. Twice, between the barracks and the caravan, I fell, and the eunuch, with many grunts of disgust, helped me to my feet. I remember standing alone among the tents, my eye closed, my head up, tasting the drops, feverish, more asleep than awake, and knowing—’ the bright eye blinked—‘as I knew you knew, master, that those who came to abuse me that night would find only my soiled straw, stained with the blood that had run between my legs from the night before and stinking of the urine I had spilled there because I was too frightened to crawl to the pee-trough.’ The little man, standing by the fallen barbarian, joggled the shoulder with his foot. ‘The noblewoman didn’t buy me. Why anyone might want such a sick and half-blind puppy as I was—why I should think anyone might, or why Gorgik there should think so…’ The little man blinked his eye. ‘Such is not really thinking; only the desire from desperation! Eventually the eunuch took me back to the mine. By now I was stopping every five or ten meters, my body blasted and shaken by a rasping cough, the snot flying, the mucus stringing my chin—I remember the eunuch, out of something between disgust and compassion, taking out his key and unlocking the hinge of my collar so I might breathe easier, though he left it around my neck. It was still dark and raining when I was brought back to the barracks. Nobody noticed that my collar was open. And the eunuch was quickly off to find a replacement. But I had been given one more night of life—for it was too late, now, for men who had to work the hours we worked to indulge such sport as had been planned. One more night of life—with death waiting ahead of it just as surely as it had before. But something had happened. Sick as I was, I had walked through damp fields, had passed by trees and looked at starlit mountains almost as a free man might look. Frequently the barracks were not secured on rainy nights—where might a slave go in his iron collar? But my collar was loose! I was exhausted, yet also feverishly awake. The guard was gone in the rain with the eunuch. I pushed to my knees and made my way to the door, refusing by main force to cough again, keeping my mouth wide or clenching my teeth by turns, gasping through my nose to suppress any sound that might give me away. The other slaves slept. I was outside the door—and fell in the mud. And crawled in the mud, I tell you now, with the pebbles cutting my knees and my hands. I know how weak I was; that night I crawled no more than a thousand feet from the mine encampment; and lay the day in the woods. Why they didn’t come looking for me, I don’t know. Perhaps they thought I was dead—perhaps the guards, hearing of the plan to abuse me as I had heard it myself, simply assumed I had died in the assault and my body been summarily disposed of. Such disposals were common enough in that place. Given my obvious destiny—death—perhaps they thought it better not to pursue me. Perhaps it was simply because I was no man and not much of a boy; or perhaps they were discouraged by a word from my master.’ Noyeed flashed another lopsided grin at Gorgik. ‘I know that toward evening I began to drag myself along again, starvation now joining my other ills. Still crawling, I finally reached a clearing, which, from the worn footpaths and the pattern of tent-post holes across the ground, I realized was the camp the caravan I had been to the previous night had, earlier that day, moved on from. Such a wealthy caravan as that leaves a wealth of garbage. That night I ate their garbage, slept in it, and woke to find myself rained on as I lay in it and slept again without moving; and, no doubt, ate more of it when I awoke. I left my collar in it. Somehow, even open, its stiff hinge had made it cling about my neck till I pulled it apart with my own hands. No doubt it’s still there, where I buried it, in that muddy refuse pit beside the caravan site at the base of the ragged Falthas. What I ate or where I slept over the next three nights, I don’t remember. The next I recall I was crouching in the dark outside a circle of firelight, blinking with my one eye at the conviviality of the travelers sitting about the flames, smelling the food they passed among them till I was sick with it. I did not dare enter. I was too frightened. On another night, I watched a band of slavers with their sorry wares make camp near a stream; and I asked myself if I were any better off than those chained and collared folk, who at least were being fed a double handful of oaten mush, spooned on the board laid down between their double line, their hands roped behind them, their chains clicking and clicking the plank as their heads bobbed, eating. And somehow my fever passed. I chewed my roots and, when one root made me sick, chewed no more like it. Somehow I sensed the ones that gave me nourishment and dug up more of the same. I ate beetles that scurried over logs before my dirty fingers. And when, on still another night, I walked into the firelit circle about still another gathering, whose camp and food preparations I had watched for hours till the sun had pulled all darkness down between the trees, I did not care if they were slavers or worse, so long as they would speak to me, look at me, beat me—even kill me.’ An incantatory delight had informed the little man’s tale till now. But here he drew his shoulders in, looked about nervously, as if he were suddenly struck with the amount of time he’d talked before this audience who’d just watched him kill. ‘The like of you fine folk would consider them worse. They would, master! They fed me. They beat me. They washed me. They made fun of me. They gave me a place to sleep. They joked with me, and they cursed me, and they set me hard—and, later, even dangerous—tasks. And though I ran away from them almost as long ago as I crawled away from the mine, they were the closest thing I ever had to a family, once I was snatched from my own. I follow their profession to this day—they were bandits!

‘I admit it!

‘I’m proud of it!

‘To be a bandit is better than to be a slave!

‘Ah, master, my memory muddies much of this. But what I recall clearly through it all is you! You, master! You were the one who carried me up and down from the pit when I was too sick to walk. You were the one who sent me out of the slave pen with the noblewoman’s eunuch the night the others would have set upon me and killed me with their lusts.’ The little man looked down at the corpse; Pryn could see a sheepish grin pulling through the hard muscles of his face. ‘Treachery? Betrayal? The things this dog accused you of, even if you had done them, are nothing so special. Believe me, I’ve done my share of both! If all of us who’d done so had to die for it this day, there’d be few left in Nevèrÿon, either at the High Court or at the pit.’

One woman and several of the men chose to laugh at that, which made the little man look up, grinning.

‘I remember you in the mines, Noyeed,’ Gorgik said. ‘I remember holding your head while you drank, and carrying your small, hot body against me down into the hole. No doubt I shooed a few miners away who thought to put the rations of a dying boy to better use than you might. Such was my nature then; it’s much the same now. Tell me, Noyeed, do you remember the seven men who came to your straw that night and covered your body with theirs; and who—yes—whispered of coming to you again? There were seven—four common pit-slaves, a foreman, and two guards among them. Do you recall?’

The little man’s face twisted; he shook his head. ‘I’ve cursed my memory a thousand times—remember them? Remember their faces? Oh, no, it was too dark! Their voices? It was all grunts and whispers, while my ears rang with fever. If you could name me one, I’d kill him as quickly as I killed this dog!’

Gorgik snorted. ‘To be sure.’

Noyeed laughed again. ‘Master, you gave me life! You sent me from the mines to have that taste of freedom that returned to me the possibility of life in the midst of death! That’s why you must live!’ Turning, he spat on the corpse. ‘That’s why this barbarian dog had to die!’

‘Don’t dishonor his body.’ Gorgik came down the last step and put his hand on Noyeed’s shoulder, much as he had done with Pryn when they’d first entered the hall. ‘I remember you, Noyeed; and I remember all you tell of. Perhaps I remember it better than you. You’ve proved yourself a friend. But that man, dead on the tile, was also a friend—once. Had his friendship not been so great, his hatred might have been much less.’

From the back of the crowd a man cried: ‘What’s up there? What’s that up there on the—’

People about Pryn turned.

On another balcony, a man stood with a short spear in his hand. His spear arm drew back—

Noyeed grabbed the Liberator’s wrist. ‘Master, it’s the dead dog’s allies! He told me he might have more with him! But I didn’t believe him, especially once he attacked you without any—’

The spear sailed through the air.

Again Pryn flung herself away, rolled over down shallow steps, came up on her knees, and pushed to her feet amidst confusion. Weapons were out all about her. She looked up to see a dozen strangers running down the far steps, weapons waving, on the other side of the water—to meet another dozen, from among those gathered in the hall, who were running up.

Someone staggered against her; Pryn looked to see the Red Badger. He was opening and closing his mouth, reaching behind his back for—she saw it as he turned—a spear haft that jutted off center between his shoulders. He staggered three steps forward and fell across the dead barbarian, beard striking the tile, to twist his head at a preposterous angle while blood rolled out over his lower lip.

Pryn ran past.

Two men struggling at the culvert edge fell in and splattered her—though she was not near them. Three others swung down on ropes, two on one, one on another. Some of the invaders, surging up on the lower balconies, just jumped. Pryn saw one near her grab a fleeing woman, who turned, shrieking in his arms, to beat against his face, still shrieking, and, while she was beating, did something with her knee, hard, between his legs, so that he gasped, let her go, and doubled forward, staggered backwards—till he hit the brazier! He stood up, screaming. It cut through the shouts and calls. He toppled forward, shoulder and buttock raw. The flesh still seared to the metal smoked and bubbled and blackened.

Gorgik, with his wide knife in one hand and a sword in the other, turned to hack before him, hacked again behind.

Pryn dashed across the wooden bridge as another man swung down on a rope. As he came off, she nearly collided with the Wolf, who, with his sword, was fighting off an assailant who kept making feints with a vicious-bladed pike.

Was it because she saw the third man coming? She grabbed the pike’s end and yanked. (The man wielding it had not even seen her.) The Western Wolf leapt forward and thrust. The pike came loose in Pryn’s hands. She turned with it to see fragments: a raging face shouting at her, a raised sword falling toward her, a sandaled foot stamping dirt below her, a fire-lit buckle holding a scabbard to a hairy thigh. Hard as she could, Pryn thrust the pike’s blunt end low into the belly she thought, rather than saw, was someplace among them all. Jarred to the shoulders, she watched the details become a single man, gasping, reeling along the water’s edge, dropping his sword, falling back—she heard the man’s head crack rock. (One man? She’d been sure it was at least five!) He rolled over the edge. Water sheeted away on both sides, then clapped over him.

The Wolf still stood, blinking in surprise.

Pryn turned to strike another intruder, who staggered up, unseeing. She hit hard, and then was off the bridge and bringing the pike down on the head of a man who had another man down, while another tried to tug him off—

Something smacked Pryn’s flank. Burning, stinging, it sent her falling, made her lose vision—though she didn’t drop the pike. When she could see, what she saw was a man, blind with blood from a gash across the eyes, swinging his wide blade, now left, now right, with shoulder-wrenching fury. She was on the ground, trying to get up on one knee. For a moment she wondered if the man had simply severed her—but she felt her side (while the knuckles of her fist, still grasping the pike, rubbed rock); there was no blood, no cut. The raging man swung above her, stepped over her leg—which she jerked back. He was holding the sword so that the blade had connected with the flat, rather than the edge. Until it had struck her nearly senseless, she hadn’t even seen him…! Pryn was up again, running. She dodged one man who hadn’t seen her, then another who had. As she neared the wall, she saw, on the balcony, practically above her, two men climbing to leap—now they were falling with drawn swords.

It wasn’t fear that made her do it. Rather it was a vague, glittering anger. It all happened with astonishing clarity and rapidity, within the generalized pain that she felt not as a sensation in her side, but rather as a prickling enclosing her entire body. She swung her pike up against the short sword of the falling man so that it swung back into his face—not flat-sided, either.

As he landed, she brought the pike up over his head and down against the back of his neck. He pitched forward onto the blade that had already gotten caught under his chin. (The other shouted as he landed, because he’d twisted his ankle.) The first man bubbled red from ear and nose, the blade-tip up under his jaw, somewhere in his brain. With the pike ahead of her, Pryn rushed up the stairs and pushed through the hangings. Only when she was in the anteroom with the benches did she realize she had been holding the pike with its metal point toward her own stomach. At any stumble or fall she could have gutted herself as surely as she had…murdered the invader at the stairs’ foot with the sword in his head.

Slowing only to right the pike, she dashed into the dark. Clambering around the piled sacks, she hurried into the high-roofed tunnel. Had there been this many turnings? The pike’s point scraped the corridor’s wet walls. Three times the pole jammed at a too-narrow bend. She tripped on rising steps. With darkness and the word ‘murder’ filling her mind, anger threatened to spill over into terror.

Then, between one breath and the next—pain!

For a moment she thought it was new. But it was the one in her side. It had been there, yes. But now it was not all about her. It was in one place the size of a hand and clutched her flank incredibly. The end of each breath was a dull horror to get through. She lay the awkward pole down and stumbled through darkness, hurting too much really to fear. Had a rib cracked? One hand on wet stone, with the other she felt her side—too sore, really, to touch. Suppose, she thought, there are branches and turn-offs here in which I shall be lost forever? Mercifully the pain made it impossible for her to dwell on labyrinthine possibilities. She walked, wondering if she might have to lie down. I have ridden a dragon, she thought. She whispered, ‘I have murdered a man…’ She corrected herself: ‘Maybe murdered several.’ Distressingly little to it when you were on the murdering side—though this pain was a mortal reminder how chancy it was, in such business, that one didn’t end up on the other.

The pain passed some rib-crunching peak and at last began to subside. Once she leaned against the wall, taking very small breaths. Murder and labyrinthine possibilities became confused in her thought. What was it the tale-teller had said about the girl who’d killed so many people she’d begun to act oddly? Once more Pryn walked, thinking: I’m looking for something in all this darkness. What am I looking for? Again an image came: The tale-teller’s masked friend with her twin blades. Am I this frightened? she wondered. Why I am telling such tales? Well, perhaps tales were better than the hacked, drowned, and skewered carnage behind her—which is when Pryn was suddenly seized with the conviction that she was being followed.

Her own breath roared in the darkness—she couldn’t hold it more than three steps before it came squeaking and wheezing out. Her feet sent loose stones clicking, and in the echo she was sure she heard steps behind her, stumbling as she stumbled, stepping as she stepped. On the rock there was a beating—one of her pursuers pounded his sword hilt against the wall as he came on…

Staggering from the low entrance onto the cistern’s floor, she nearly fell. Gray light dropped between the overhead logs.

My heart! she thought as she turned to grasp the iron staple. It’s my own heart! And the pursuers were only her echo…She climbed—and wouldn’t think about the dullness pulsing in her side. When she was half a dozen rungs up, she paused. The pounding continued. But she could feel, in the flesh between her thumb and forefinger gripping the tarry bar—she could feel her heart; and it was beating far faster than the pounding, which she realized now was a real noise, echoing.

Someone was chanting, too, only she couldn’t make out the words. She climbed again. Her head came up between birch logs. She took another painful breath and turned to look about.

Across the cistern, just beyond the wall, Pryn saw a barbarian girl bouncing a ball; other children watched. Now that Pryn’s head was above the wall, the sound was stripped of echo. The pounding was the ball’s rhythmic thack, thack, thack…and the chant, the girl’s shrill rhyme:

‘…and all the soldiers fought a bit

and neither general cared a whit

if any man of his was hit

and blood filled up the cavern’s pit

and every firebrand was lit;

the hound took flight, the horse took bit,

the child took blood at mother’s tit…

Another girl—maybe nine, maybe ten—glanced at Pryn, but seemed to find nothing special in a plump, bushy-headed youngster climbing out of a cistern. She turned back:

‘…and the eagle sighed and the serpent cried,

for all my Lady’s warning!’

On warning the ball slammed into the corner of the cistern wall to go soaring. Children went prancing and jumping below it, straining to catch. One small boy kept calling, ‘It’s my turn now! My turn! No, it’s my turn!’

Sun down, summer evening lingered in the tangled streets. Stopping now and again to flex her arm or touch her ribs. Pryn wandered through one, then another alley; minutes later she walked out onto the empty, red brick square. In the center was a human-high stone, from which a water jet fell to a natural basin.

She’d almost reached the fountain when she realized this was the Old Market. Stalls and awnings had come down for the day; the vendors had carried off their trays, rolled away their barrows. Portable counters had been moved out, the refuse swept up, and the square cleared for night. The sky above the western roofs, coppery pink, was streaked with silver clouds. Some became near-black when they reached the eastern blue. Pryn stopped at the rock. Bending over the foaming basin, she had to hold the edge, realizing how sore her ribs still were. So were her shoulders—the strength to batter about her with the pike was more than you used to rein a lizard. As her face fell to the water, the sky’s reflection broke up and darkened with her own.

Where am I going? she thought. What am I looking for?

She splashed her cheeks, drank from her cupped palms, rubbed wet thumbs on her eyes, then walked on across the square toward the bridge.

There, at any rate, activity seemed almost as great as it had earlier. The loiterers’ faces were mostly new, but their colorful, ragged clothes, their curious painted eyes were the same. Walking, she tried not to show nervousness or hurt, to find the effort moved her along more quickly when she wanted to look leisurely, made her look away when a painted eye glanced.

When the ringed hand grabbed her shoulder, Pryn caught her breath, turning, tried to push away—

‘Well, you’re back!’ With their bright freight, the dirty fingers held. The other hand—as dirty, but ringless—grappled Pryn’s hair. ‘So you found he didn’t want you after all. Anyone here could have told you that! Don’t fight me, girl, or I’ll break your teeth with one smack and your eardrum with another—and still make you work the bridge for me!’ Over his naked chest, she saw for the first time many little cuts, small scars, scratches…

She hit at him, because she was angry again—and did not hit as hard as she might, because she was surprised and sore and, yes, exhausted. He jerked her hair. Handsome features slid about on one another with the effort. She blinked to see his hand falling to slap her. Over his shoulder, onlookers moved away as others stepped up.

Then something happened.

Sliding features locked.

The hand halted, inches from Pryn’s flinching jaw.

A muscle quivered in his cheek. An eyelid twitched, lowered…His mouth, half open, began a creaking noise like an old hinge, or maybe someone trying to suck air through a constricted throat.

Fingers in her hair loosened.

Pryn jerked her head away.

Nynx began to sag; and Pryn saw, behind him, gray eyes below a thatch of cream-yellow.

Nynx fell, his hand pulling from Pryn’s other shoulder, where it had momentarily and limply caught, to flop on the bridge, soiled fingers opening as if stone and metal were too heavy to hold in a fist.

Pryn looked at the blade the pale-haired woman gripped.

‘Stupid…’ the young woman said, a little hoarsely.

Pryn blinked.

‘…dead,’ the woman added. ‘Yes.’ She grimaced. ‘All right. Come with me.’

Pryn was about to protest. But the woman barked at the onlookers, ‘Why are you gawking? It’s only a corpse! There’re six more like it, rotting in the river. Just throw this one on top!’ She gave a high, breathy laugh and took Pryn’s upper arm in her very strong fingers. ‘Let’s go, I said.’ Pryn went, because—well, she was frightened and also because she had gone rather numb. If my rescuer had been a black-haired woman with a rag mask and a double-bladed sword, Pryn thought as they left the bridge and crossed to an alley’s narrow entrance, I wouldn’t protest…The gaunt, pale-haired murderess—but hadn’t Pryn also murdered less than an hour back?—was not more than three years older than Pryn, for all her sunken eyes and tightly muscled frame. As one murderess led the other around another cistern, Pryn managed to ask, ‘What…what do you want?’

‘To take you to my mistress.’ The fingers stayed painfully tight. ‘I waited for you three hours—though I thought I’d get to you before you got yourself in trouble with someone like that!’

Waited for me…?’ Pryn tried to work her arm free; the grip hurt, and her side was still sore. ‘There? But why there…?’

‘Same reason as that bridge louse.’ The high, hoarse laugh. ‘I knew you’d be along the same way he did. You’re an ignorant mountain girl in this strange and terrible city—where else could you have come?’

Pryn started to say that she did know writing—a good bit of it, too. But the blond-white murderess released her arm and gave her a little push ahead to hurry her. ‘Please,’ Pryn said. ‘Please, can’t you tell me where you’re taking me?’

‘I told you. To my mistress. She has taken an interest in you. She wants to further your career.’

The little woman was ahead of Pryn again, loping off down an even darker alley. There was nothing for Pryn to do but follow. ‘Who is your mistress?’ Pryn asked. ‘What does she do? What does she want me for?’ She tried to remember the people who had been with this strange creature when the Fox’s horse had almost run into them on the street that morning.

‘My mistress is a merchant woman—very clever. Very powerful. She likes to amass wealth and influence events—does a lot of both.’ The young woman put the point of her knife, which she had not re-sheathed, into her mouth to pick at something between her teeth. That she had not wiped the blade since the stabbing was, suddenly for Pryn amidst all the day’s violence, the most coldly perverse thing she’d seen.

‘And you…?’ Pryn asked. Chills cascaded her back, made the skin of her thighs pull in. If it was fear, she’d never felt this particular sort before. She had no idea what to do with it; so she tried to go on as though she weren’t feeling anything. ‘Who are you? What do you do…?’

The alley opened out. A covered cart with a single horse stood in the shadow of an arch.

‘Me?’ The woman took down the horse’s reins. ‘My mistress calls me the Wild Ini. Her secretary calls me the Silver Viper. (Her name is Radiant Jade, but that’s because she’s a barbarian!) You’ll probably find your own name for me—if we know each other long enough. What do I do?’ The breathy laugh. ‘I do what I like. And I like to kill people. A lot!’ Then she pushed Pryn up the short ladder at the cart’s side, while Pryn, with aching flank and bruised arm, reached for balance into the darkness among the cart’s maroon hangings.



5. Of Matrons, Mornings, Motives, and Machinations

Psychoanalysis tells us that fantasy is a fiction, and that consciousness itself is a fantasy-effect. In the same way, literature tells us that authority is a language effect, the product of the creation of its own rhetorical power: that authority is the power of fiction; that authority, therefore, is likewise a fiction.

SHOSHANA FELDMAN,

To Open the Question

‘DAWN IS THE LOVELIEST time in this garden,’ Madame Keyne said. ‘One would think that these blue dahlias, that those black tulips had been set in the shadow of this high rock or banked beside that grotesque stone beast to catch the precise subtlety of this light and no other. Will you walk with me up this path?’

‘I’m very confused, Madame Keyne,’ Pryn said. ‘Why have you brought me here?’

‘No doubt you are also frightened. The Wild Ini can be very frightening if seen in the proper light. But she is useful. She tells me she pulled you from the arms of a street pander—put a knife in him, too! You do not look like a woman used to such violences. Certainly you must have been terrified!’

Pryn thought of her dragon, of her own killings, of the carnage in the cellar. The pale-haired woman’s blade (whose thrust into Nynx Pryn had not even seen) had, if anything, brought the mayhem to a close; and because Pryn had not seen the thrust, it had also seemed a closing that was, somehow, external to the mayhem rather than of it. ‘Madame, I was—and am—more confused than frightened.’

‘Ah?’ Madame Keyne’s blue skirts floated back in the light breeze from more sheer blue. (Pryn remembered the thick cloth from her aunt’s loom.) ‘Well, I understand. Such violence engulfs the person caught up in it the way air supports a bird or water suspends a fish: one moves through it; it contours one’s every move. Yet one hardly realizes it’s there. I understand your state, believe me. A young woman of your sensibilities, brought to a strange house in a strange, if beautiful, suburb of the city, ministered to by unknown servants, made to sleep in a strange bed, unsure of who might enter during the long night, while the violences of the day vanish simply through incomprehension—surely this calm and alien domesticity has produced in you the real terror?’

‘Was that big woman who took my clothes and gave me a bath last night a servant?’ Pryn asked. ‘I’ve heard of servants, but I’ve never really seen one—up close.’ Pryn looked down at the new dress she had been given. Her side was much less sore this morning, but she knew that beneath the green material was a wide, purplish bruise. ‘Before she turned down my bed and told me to sleep, she said I had nothing to be afraid of.’ Recalling the nights she had slept beside the road in the forests and the fields, Pryn wondered how to explain the half-sleep that had become natural to her. ‘It was easier to believe her—and sleep—than to doubt and lie awake till morning. Again, Madame, I was not so much frightened as confused.’

Madame Keyne sighed. ‘My entire life I have found things seldom to be as most people expect them, and I have grown wealthy catering to people’s expectations by my manipulations of the real. Yet my own expectations are as hard for me to let go as the superstitions of some barbarian living in ignorance and squalor in the Spur. I expect you to be terrified, and, quite mechanically, against all your protests I have done everything to alleviate that terror. Even accepting your protest is, for me, a matter of assuming my efforts have been successful—rather than admitting there was no need for my concern.’ She smiled at Pryn with an almost elderly irony. ‘So. You are no longer terrified. Very good. Perhaps we both can accept that. Such a marvelous morning!’ Madame Keyne’s white hair was coiled about her head on silver combs. Her dark skin, here smooth at cheek and forearm, there wrinkled at wrist and neck, glowed like noon. ‘Acceptance is so simple! I walk in my garden, here, at dawn, to find simplicity. Look around you—at the rising paths, the falling waters, the protective walls ranged about us, the tiled mosaics decorating my home, the large statues there, the little ones over here. For me, that is simplicity. And for you, it’s confusion.’

They were walking up a path paved with red brick—the same brick, Pryn saw, that had covered the market place. Here, however, moss reached across it from the path’s edge or lapped out from carefully tended flower banks and sapling groves.

They gained a rise.

Beyond the garden wall, Pryn could make out another house, a house about whose upper stories much tiling had fallen away. A dozen men, some with spears, all with leather helmets, ambled the roof behind cracked crenellations.

‘Really, you know, I am the despair of my gardeners.’ Madame Keyne pushed her bracelets up her wrist—most of which fell jangling again. ‘One would think, by custom, this is the time they would be up, preparing the grounds for the later risers. But I have demanded Clyton keep the place free for this first hour after sunrise so that I might come and walk. But I notice your gaze has strayed to my neighbor’s lawns—if one can call them that. The garden there is no longer tended at all. His soldiers stamp along the balustrades. Now and again someone rides up to shout an incomprehensible message, and someone rides away…’

‘Do you know,’ Pryn began, ‘your…your neighbor?’

‘Know him? He’s no acquaintance of mine! That isn’t even Sallese—over the wall is Neveryóna, the old neighborhood of Kolhari. Look how it’s falling to pieces! That’s what inherited wealth leads to, I tell you. Though he certainly didn’t inherit his! Well, it’s not surprising he would take over some ramshackle mansion there! Know him? Know this Liberator all the city talks of? I’m terrified of him! He rented that old run-down shell of a house six weeks ago. Everyone who borders on it thought he would soon have workers and artisans repairing, refacing, bringing that once-beautiful property back to a state we could all admire. But as you can see, he keeps his headquarters no better than a barracks. And within those littered halls and peeling chambers sits our Liberator—planning and plotting liberation, no doubt. It’s quite unsettling. You spoke of servants? Six weeks ago, there were three times as many of them working here as there are today—he’s scared them off! Myself, I think they’ve gone to join him, those that haven’t simply fled. And you can be sure it’s not my liberation he’s planning! Terrifying, yes. If that’s the way he treats his own house, what may he eventually do to mine?’ Madame Keyne shook her head and took Pryn’s arm—very gently—to lead her around a stone hut that had broken from the bushes at the top of the rise. Had Pryn been more used to gardens of such extent, she would have assumed it a storage shack for tools. As she wasn’t, however, she wondered who might live in the little enclosure, for it had no windows—only some grilles set high in the walls. The recessed door was hewn of thick plank. The hedges and trees around it were arranged to hide it from you completely while you were not actually on its circling path. The stone bench at the hut’s back, however, offered an extraordinary view. ‘Come, sit with me.’ The bench itself was a sculpted replica of one of the split log seats Pryn had seen in the inner city. Madame Keyne sat, patting the stone beside her. ‘That’s right. Right here. From where we are, the Liberator and his ugly home are comfortably out of sight—though, like so many such phenomena, once they have been put behind, they tend to pervade all that lies before. You can see almost the entire city from here. I had this bench set so one could sit and contemplate Kolhari, for there is no prospect opening upon it quite so impressive, at least from within city limits. There, of course, is the High Court of Eagles. That break among the buildings is the Old Market, just across the Bridge of Lost Desire, where you were last night. The trees there mark the Empress’s newly designated public park; only a street away, in that open space between the buildings lies the New Market—the Old Market in the Spur, I fear, has become merely a quaint and archaic metaphor for commerce, whereas really to know the life and pulse of this city, one must lose and make a fortune or two in the New Market—don’t you think?’

‘I don’t know,’ Pryn said. ‘How could I? Madame, why have you brought me here?’ Pryn was, indeed, thinking of the ruined house behind her. Perhaps because Madame Keyne had suggested it, or perhaps because the suggestion was simply true, the notion of the Liberator had begun to extend for Pryn over the whole of the city, so that, though she was not really sure he was still alive, much less in the dilapidated mansion, he had become a figure of such invasive power that her next question, a moment before she asked it at any rate, seemed logical enough: ‘Does my being here have anything to do with the Liberator?’

Madame Keyne looked surprised. ‘Only insofar as many of the residents of both Sallese and Neveryóna have felt more confined to our own little worlds since he has been about in the great one. You might say one reason you are here is that I am attempting to live my own life more intensely.’

‘I don’t understand.’

‘Yet there is nothing so strange about it, really. I have frequently taken an interest in the careers of exceptional young women. When I first saw you in the street, riding behind that scarred country gentleman, you struck me immediately as someone who…well, had seen the stars, descried cities in the clouds, ridden dragons, gazed into the ocean and seen through to secrets the tides obscure!’

‘I did?’ asked Pryn.

‘Oh, yes! Such characteristics always show on a woman’s face—if another woman has eyes to read them.’ Madame Keyne sat back and regarded Pryn. ‘You are clearly a young woman who knows her own name.’

‘I am?’ asked Pryn. ‘I mean—oh, I am!’

‘I thought so.’ Madame Keyne folded her hands on her lap’s blue. ‘Perhaps, then, you might tell me what it is…?’

‘Oh! Of course.’ Pryn looked around by the bench leg for a twig. She found one and bent down to scratch in the dirt. ‘It’s Pryn.’ She glanced up at Madame Keyne, then turned back (her side was still sore) to glyph the syllabics, majuscule and minuscule, and add, finally, the diacritical elision. ‘“Pryn,”’ she repeated, sitting up and taking a breath. ‘There.’

‘Well!’ Madame Keyne bent forward. ‘Not only do you know your own name, you know how to write it.’ She sat back amid tinkling bracelets. ‘That does make you exceptional!’

Pryn was surprised; she’d thought that was what the woman had been speaking of all along. But the pleasure of the compliment lingered despite her misreading—as did Madame Keyne’s smile.

‘My aunt taught me,’ Pryn explained. ‘Whenever anything new came to our town, like reading, or figuring, or writing, or a new kind of building, or a new medicine, my aunt was always there to see what it was and how it worked—at least she used to be. But she’s very old, much too old to take care of me now. She’s even older than you.’

‘To be sure,’ Madame Keyne said. ‘You ask why you’re here? Well, shortly after we had our first surprising encounter on Black Avenue, one of my servants, on an errand back in that direction, reported seeing you put down on the street by the men you rode with. Clearly you were a mountain girl, unused to the city. My servant’s account of your indecisions and hesitations over which way to go were sure signs you were on your own. I sent our little Ini to look for you in the three places an unaccompanied woman might end up in Kolhari. She found you, I might add, in the most predictable. Now you are here.’

Pryn looked out at the city. There was no fog this morning—or rather, since they were within the city, the fog was only a general haze about them, and no longer a visible object with location and limit. ‘But certainly, Madame Keyne, many young women must come to Kolhari—many every day; from the mountains, from the deserts, from the islands, from the jungles. You can’t possibly take an interest in the careers of them all…’

‘But my dear, the thought of a poor child, a stranger in our town, without prospects or friends…? It would not have let me sleep for a week! What do you suppose might have happened if our little Ini had not been there with her quick blade?’

To Pryn, Madame Keyne’s words seemed more like ones that should have come before her question than after it. Indeed, trying to locate an answer in this woman’s so sensible protestations was like trying to see the fog that, from here, was only the faintest of dispersions. ‘Madame, my gratitude is real. But so is my confusion. Gratitude doesn’t end it.’

‘But I don’t know if I can speak of the reasons you want to hear.’ Madame Keyne suddenly turned to touch Pryn’s shoulder. ‘Say that when your companions nearly ran us down in the street—say that when the horse on which you rode first reared to avoid us, say that when the morning sun caught so in your unkempt hair…when the hooves stamped on the pavement, when you drew a breath so that your eyes widened in a particular way—well, there was a smudge of dirt on your calf, I recall, that I could not shake loose from my memory the whole day. It’s gone, now, brushed from you in your bath last night by one of those marvelous new sponges, only recently imported from the Ulvayns. But it is fair to say that if the smudge, or the angle of your arm about the sweating chest of your rider, or the particular width of your astonished eyes had been other than what, in that instant, they were, you would not be here. There are, alas, no better reasons I can give. Girl—’ The hand on her shoulder had grown heavier. ‘You are not traditionally beautiful; and you know it. We women do. But what most people mean by beauty is really a kind of aesthetic acceptability, not so much character as a lack of it, a set of features and lineaments that hide their history, that suggest history itself does not exist. But the template by which we recognize the features and forms in the human body that cause the heart to halt, threatening to spill us over into the silence of death—that is drawn on another part of the soul entirely. Such features are different for each of us. For one, it is the toes of the feet turned in rather than out; for another it is the fingers of the hand thick rather than thin; for still another it is the eyes set wide rather than close together. But all sing, chant, hymn the history of the body, if only because we all know how people regard bodies that deviate from the lauded and totally abnormal norm named beauty. Most of us would rather not recognize such desires in ourselves and thus avoid all contemplation of what the possession of such features means about the lives, the bodies, the histories of others, preferring instead to go on merely accepting the acceptable. But that is not who I am. That is not who I have struggled to be. Have I been struggling just the slightest bit harder since the Liberator has confined me, as it were, to my own garden? Perhaps.’ Madame Keyne lifted her hand. Bracelets clinked toward her elbow. ‘Say that you are simply here by magic. Do you know what magic is? It is power. But power only functions in the context of other powers—which is the secret of magic. The strongest man in the world—even the Liberator, who they say is a giant of a man—may only “liberate” as the play of power about him allows. Set him raging alone in a desert, and he will be as ineffectual as any other isolate, angry child—while the proper word spoken to the proper official of the Empress, whose reign is numinous though knowable, may result in the erection of a granite and basalt temple to the greater glory of our nameless, artisanal gods.

‘Why are you here?

‘The truth is simply that you are a young mountain woman who has come to the city. That is to undertake a kind of education. I, my secretary, the servants of this house, our little Wild Ini, are merely some among the instruments through which part of that education will occur. The city is very different from the country, girl. It is a kind of shared consciousness that begins its work on you as soon as you enter it, if not well before, a consciousness that begins to separate you from the country possibly even before you decide to journey toward it. It encircles you with forces much greater than the walls and gates which imitate tinier villages or towns. People who come to it come seeking the future, not realizing all that will finally affect them in it is their own, only more or less aware, involvement with the past. The way we do things here—really, that’s all there is to be learned in our precincts. But in the paving of every wide, clear avenue, in the turnings of every dark, overhung alley, in the ornaments on every cornice, in the salt-stained stones of each neighborhood cistern, there are traces of the way things once were done—which is the key to why they are done as they are today. And you—you wish to know why a woman, knowledgeable in her city’s history of infamies and generosities, would snatch an untutored country girl (of exceptional tutoring, as it now turns out) from the very arms of pain, abuse, and dishonor?

‘Be content with this: It has been done before. No doubt it will be done again.

‘And iteration abolishes the strangeness of any human action, making it merely repetition, while it reveals the purely human—desire—impelling it. Have I done what I was going to do? My girl, leave me a while and walk about the garden on your own. Yes!’

‘Madame Keyne…?’

For the woman, suddenly, lightly, closed her eyes and sat as though she were a moment away from major distress, hands surrounded by bracelets loose in her lap. ‘I have done it!’ Moment followed moment.

‘Madame Keyne, are you all right?’

‘Leave me,’ Madame Keyne repeated, calm enough but with eyes still closed. ‘Enjoy the gardens, the flowers, the falls, the fountains, the views of the city in all directions. And remember, there is nothing here to hurt you. I would die first before I would let anyone hurt you. I would die. Now go.’

Pryn started to touch the woman’s arm. But Madame Keyne, whether she sensed it or saw it from beneath lids only half closed, leaned away.

Pryn withdrew her hand.

What had begun as confusion had become by now a mental turbulence, like fog a-broil over waters through which she could make out no single wave. Pryn rose, began to walk away, glanced at the woman sitting on the bench, back against the hut’s stone, eyes still closed before the city’s panorama. Pryn, walking, glanced again—till the path’s turning hid the woman, then the hut, with shrubbery, trees, flowers…

A faint frown on her round, brown face, Pryn, in her new green shift, descended to the lower garden. She wandered about the grounds a while without seeing anyone else. Once she heard voices—more servants? She thought to push through the hedge to see. Then, with decision, she turned in another direction.

What is this garden other than a miniature forest? she thought. The number of trees, blossoms, and bushes whose names she knew from the mountains was overshadowed by the number whose names were unknown. The main point of it, she decided, was that one would never find such variety in the wild—at least not over such a limited space and laid out in such carefully edged sections. It’s like a map of all the forests, she decided, a map on which you can’t read distance or direction…A feeling of distress interrupted the thought, but she could not find the source of it till she remembered who’d given her those words.

This garden, this house, are all a part of the city, Pryn reflected. What is it here to teach me? It seemed a question she had been asking of the world from well before she’d mounted the winged beast. The real question, she decided, is not why this woman has brought me here. That, I suspect, is finally her affair. The question is what am I doing here? And I seem to have been doing a great deal lately. She stopped to look at a flower she had never seen before—a yellow and orange cornucopia smudged with black stripes. For a while she watched a stream break into three across a broad stone clearly carved for the purpose of diverting the water to three new paths, each winding off in its respective direction. For a while she walked beside a wall twice as high as she was, marveling at its permanence, its ponderousness, an image of all beyond it playing through her mind—an image which, as she examined it, was not much more than a vague castle in which dwelt a vague empress (whose reign was veiled and voluptuous), a market which was neither old nor new, and a strange house with missing tiles whose roof was patrolled by strolling soldiers. The rest of the city was a blur—oh, not a meaningless blur by any means, but the blur that marks a first encounter with the truly new which has no history to clarify it, to highlight it, to give it context, to keep it from being wholly a presence, instead of a play of more and more greatly deferred origins.

When she reached the house, Pryn turned to walk along the wall, scuffing her feet in the earth where the grass no longer grew, next to where the wall went into the ground. She passed behind bushes. The building’s front was all large pink and gray stones in gray mortar; but when she turned the corner, she found one section of smaller stones set in flaking yellow mud; then another of a single cement-like substance (with some large cracks in it); and another of irregular black brick, as though this side wall had been built (or repaired) at different times. Perhaps the builder, in the course of constructing it, had experimented with different materials…? Her great-aunt would have found all that interesting in a house; and though, when rebelling against her aunt’s tutelage, Pryn had claimed to be absolutely uninterested in the many such distinctions pointed out to her by the venerable woman in the various houses, streets, and official buildings in their walks around Ellamon, to read them, here, was nevertheless to engage in what was at least a familiar process; and thus, to feel more at home.

She passed one window with heavy cloth hangings blocking any view within; the next was boarded over, suggesting some window in the Liberator’s headquarters. She turned another corner. Ahead was a wall of wattle; in it was a window whose bottom sill was level with Pryn’s knee.

The opening was hung with a yellow cloth sheer as the gauze of Madame Keyne’s skirts.

Light seemed to pour from it.

Pryn walked up and, moving to the edge, peered through.

Reddled and waxed, the room’s stone floor was set perhaps two feet below the outside ground. Like some ancient great hall, it was without roof—though it was only of moderate size. The same sun that shadowed Pryn where the wall joined with the main house also fell out through the window over the grass and leaves.

Several counters inside were piled with square slabs, knives, reeds, splints, brushes, vella, and parchments. The only thing that moved in the room was the tiniest blue flame beneath a small tripod sitting by a few cups. The little fire wavered in the shadow of the long-handled pot above it.

Three stools stood about the sunken, sunlit chamber.

Then hinges creaked.

A shadow fell on maroon stone.

Someone walked in—

The woman—no, not last night’s servant—lugged in a cloth sack; wet, it dribbled down her tanned back. She set it on a counter, grunting, and stood.

Whatever was in it went very flat along its bottom, like grain. Only it seemed heavier than grain. The woman had strong, distinctly muscled arms. There was a bluish scar on her shoulder—but it was too regular for a scar: some sort of tattoo.

As Pryn watched, the woman stepped back, reached down, and shrugged up her dress (the same green as Pryn’s) over one wet arm. The red scarf was still tied at her waist. She left the other shoulder bare; one breast remained free. Her brown hair was pinned up; something about her carriage—it was the woman whom Pryn had last seen talking in the street with Madame Keyne when the horses had nearly run into them.

She turned to a curved ceramic mold that looked like a third of a large cylinder lying on the counter and, with her fingertips, lifted out first one, then another curved clay tablet and set each on a curved stand. Then she opened her bag, reached in, gouged, twisted, pulled something inside, took it out: wet clay.

She slapped the hunk, hard, on the counter; scraped it loose, slapped it down again; then again; and again. When the woman’s arm came up, Pryn could see her breast shake. Finally she broke the clay apart and examined the inner surfaces. (For bubbles…?) She smacked down each hunk separately a few more times, then went to put them in the mold. First with the heel of her hand, then with her fingertips, she pressed these new tablets into the corners.

At the side of the counter, under the metal tripod on top of which sat the long-handled pot, the flame flicked and fluttered.

The pot began to boil.

Bubbles climbed to the bronze rim and broke; a whiff of white whipped above.

Now the woman took the pot’s handle in clay-grayed fingers and poured amber into one of the ceramic cups sitting near.

She put the pot down. Holding the little cup just under her chin in both hands, she blew on it, sipped, smiled—Pryn drew back beyond the edge of the window as the woman turned slightly.

The woman blew again; sipped again. With one hand, she picked up a wooden paddle and smoothed the surface of the clay on the tablet mold. Whatever was in the infusion the woman drank while she worked finally reached through the sunny gauze. It suggested both spices and fruits, but in some odd refinement.

The woman put down both her cup and her paddle, bent below the counter, and lifted a small jar from a pile of jars. She stood, holding it up to look at the marks scratched on its surface.

Pryn saw two things about it: First, the jar had no opening. Second, the scratches read:


	se∙ven∙great

	jars∙of∙oat

	en∙flo∙ur∙of

	la∙bor∙er∙qua

	li∙ty



Above the flo and the ur was the eliding mark Pryn now knew to be part of her own name.

A shelf on the wall with many compartments held a number of such jars—all too small to be ‘great jars of oaten flour.’ The woman reached out to file hers in one compartment—then paused, looking to the side.

Pryn pulled back.

Someone must have been passing beyond the door Pryn couldn’t see.

The woman called, ‘Oh. Thank you, Gya, for preparing my morning drink.’ Her voice was feathered with the faintest barbarian accent—as startling to Pryn as her speaking at all.

A voice returned from someone obviously on her way somewhere else. ‘It wasn’t me, Madame Jade. Madame Keyne was in there the moment she got up, to fix it for you herself.’ Yes, that voice belonged to the servant who had bathed her last night. Pryn was sure.

‘Oh, she was…!’ Jade called back, surprised and smiling. ‘How nice of Rylla.’

Clay had dried here and there on her hands in lighter patches. She picked up the cup again, regarded the steaming amber, smiled again, drank again. ‘All her silly talk about that street girl was nonsense, then! I knew it when she left me working late in town at the warehouse yesterday afternoon. I knew it!’ She laughed, secretly, throatily.

A sound—surely just wind in leaves, Pryn decided as she stepped away—made Pryn think she’d better wander on. If, after all, some passing servant were to see her, it would never do to be caught spying through the curtains. As Pryn glanced back, the woman—surely this was the Radiant Jade whom Ini had spoken of last night—was checking over a handful of writing sticks, setting aside the dull ones for sharpening.

It was a task Pryn had done many mornings for her aunt.

She walked out into the garden and looked at more flowers.

Had anyone seen her, she wondered.

She walked back around the house.

Stepping through the arched corner entrance into the open, inner court, she saw the cushions, low stools, and benches on the raked white sand, the blue and green tiles, the fur throws kept marvelously clean. (Pryn recalled the gritty hides in the subterranean hall.) Diagonally across from her, the Ini appeared to have been asleep on a pile of cushions, for she was just sitting up. She punched first one fist overhead, then the other, her mouth twisting in a huge yawn as theatrical in its exaggeration as some mummer miming awakening on a performance wagon in a market skit. Ini’s short, yellow-white hair was every which way, like a heap of feathery down. Her deep-set eyes, tightly closed, looked like bruises on her face.

Smiling, Pryn prepared to say good morning as soon as the yawn reached the open-eyed point.

Then two other figures appeared. In her blue gauzes and tinkling bracelets, Madame Keyne stepped through the doorway just down from Pryn and paused, one hand on the jamb. And from the stairs leading to the lower level rooms, the barbarian woman Pryn had just seen in the writing chamber came spiritedly up. She was tall—taller than Pryn expected barbarians to be. And for all her great-aunt’s tales of Belham’s brilliance, Pryn found herself thinking that it was unusual to see barbarians so well attired or even so clean. Jade’s dress was now up on both shoulders, the red scarf neatly round her waist. Only some clay remained about her nails. The four of them, each near her respective corner of the courtyard—Ini on her cushions, Jade at the head of her steps, Madame in her doorway, and Pryn in hers—struck Pryn as an eminently pleasing pattern. She felt her ‘Good morning’ open up to include them all and was even contemplating something such as, ‘Well, here we all are!’ when the sunken-eyed Ini, recovered from her sky-shoving yawn, looked about and let out her hoarsest, most hysterical laugh.

The laugh twisted up Ini’s face into a howl. She rocked forward to punch the cushions before her, then leaned back as if she would cackle the decorative tiles from the balcony rail.

Pryn’s own greeting was stifled. The smile on her face suddenly felt awkward. On the steps the secretary had pulled her clay-grayed fist up before her breast, her own look as distressed as Pryn’s, behind her smile, felt.

Radiant Jade stared at Pryn. Her gaze went to Madame Keyne, to Ini, came back to Pryn, returned to Madame Keyne—as though judging some fine imbalance. ‘You couldn’t have! You wouldn’t have! Rylla, you didn’t really…?’ Suddenly she drew a breath audible through the Ini’s diminishing laughter, grasped the newel, and fled around into some door behind that led to other ground floor chambers.

Pryn looked at Madame Keyne—as did Ini, chuckling now. Unlike Pryn’s smile, the Ini’s seemed full of happy expectation. It reminded Pryn of the grin of a child who had just built some towering construction of sticks, pots, and stones, the moment before pulling away the lowest support to bring it all toppling.

Madame Keyne’s hand lowered from the jamb to her side. The faintest shiver crossed her face. She looked after the secretary—Pryn thought for a moment she might even follow.

Ini’s laugh had become a smile of simple curiosity.

Madame Keyne sighed. What had begun as a shiver became a small head shake. ‘Pathetic…’ she whispered, then realized Pryn and Ini were watching. ‘…she and I? And the two of you…so ignorant!’ She turned in a swirl of blue to reenter the garden.

Pryn was surprised to be included in such an epithet, however restrained; the beginnings of anger snarled with the beginnings of embarrassment. Her cheeks heated.

Another laugh from Ini brought Pryn’s eyes back from the empty doorway. She blinked.

Ini rolled off the cushions and stood, adjusting straps and buckles on her complex body harness. ‘I like you, little girl,’ she said suddenly, without looking at Pryn.

Pryn blinked again.

Ini pulled one strap down over her shoulder and let the buckle tongue slip into a hole two notches further on. ‘That’s lucky for you—because if I didn’t…’ She made a terrible face.

Pryn actually took a step back—

—And realized Ini’s grimace was at the strap’s tightness.

‘I don’t like killing women as a rule.’ Another tongue slid into another hole. ‘I much prefer men. I don’t understand men. And I don’t like them. They’re much more complacent about misunderstandings. And that’s why.’ She looked up again, deep-socketed eyes showing white above and below the gray irises. ‘There, is that what you wanted to know? Everybody else does—you too.’

‘I don’t want to know such things!’ Pryn declared. On top of the moment with Madame Keyne and her secretary, such a statement seemed the purest and most unrelated madness; and she was a bit frightened by this creature. ‘No, I don’t—’

‘Now there,’ Ini said. ‘Even though I know you’re lying, I understand everything going on inside you: the fear, the curiosity, the fact that the fear happens, right now, to be greater. If a man were standing where you happen to be—just as afraid as you—he would say, “How interesting!” Or perhaps he would smile and try to agree with me as far as he could, or maybe he would try to change my mind—explain to me that I was illogical, or ill, or evil. Those kind of lies I don’t understand at all. That’s why I don’t want a man standing where you are.’ Her eyes had gone back to the buckles; she finished the last strap and looked up with a faintly puzzled frown. ‘That’s why I stay here. That’s why I’d kill him.’

Had she been threatened herself, Pryn would probably not have felt nearly as agitated. This odd safety she had been granted, however, was absolutely uncomfortable. Logic and reason were what were needed, and logic and reason seemed precisely what was here being attacked in favor of a kind of honesty that, at this moment, Pryn did not understand in the least. What calm there had been to the morning had, in these last minutes, vanished.

Just beside the doorway through which the secretary had gone were the stairs that led up to the room Pryn had slept in last night and had woken in that morning. She hurried across to them and started up.

‘At least in this house—’

Pryn glanced back down. The Ini had fallen to readjusting all the straps and buckles to entirely different tensions.

‘—there’s less chance that a man would be standing where you are.’ Then she called: ‘You and I, we’re in the same position here, now!’

Pryn hurried on. She had no notion what the Ini might mean, but the thought of any similarity, known or unknown, with the little murderess made Pryn as frightened as she ever wanted to be. Terror was only a step away.

A balcony, its heavy newels carved into lions, snakes, bulls, and birds, ran along two walls of the court. Off this balcony were the rooms.

Pryn had left the plank door to her own wide open when, that morning, she’d gone down to wander the garden.

It still stood gaping.

She rushed inside and closed it loudly.

In the midst of her remarkable adventures, Pryn had woken here not an hour ago and seen nothing remarkable about it. Returning now, however, she saw the entire chamber—its plaster walls, fallen away from the stone in one corner, its rough wooden bed, heaped at the foot with an embroidered quilt worked with golds, reds, and blues, its intricate washstand holding an unglazed bowl with a cracked side—as marked with contradictions, contradictions within which she could read of all that was ominous without, as clearly as if warnings had been scratched across the pale designs on the painted plaster between the ceiling beams or inked over the waxed red floor tiles.

Some chairs stood along one wall, a few piled one on another. Was this some kind of balcony storeroom in which she’d been housed? Well, it wasn’t a dungeon. All the dungeons Pryn had ever heard of were in basements, not on balconies.

How to get out? Simply walking through the door again seemed impossible, and the window, from which she could see the garden, was too high to jump.

There was a knock.

Startled, Pryn looked around.

The door pulled slowly open; Radiant Jade, holding a tray, edged in. She stood there for seconds with a very uncertain smile. ‘I’m sorry,’ she said at last, ‘but almost all the servants except cook, gardener, and a few of the kitchen help have gone. Really, it’s some very nice fruit, though.’ The barbarian accent was so light Pryn kept losing it—and listening the harder for its faint feathering on the s’s and r’s. ‘Rylla said to stop my nonsense and bring you some fruit…and some honey with it. But myself, I never take honey with my fruit in the morning—still, if you want, I’ll go back…?’

‘Oh, thank you,’ Pryn said. ‘No, I don’t need any,’ and thought how nice it might have been to have had some.

‘You’re not used to servants, are you?’ The secretary crossed the room and put the tray down on the window ledge. ‘Well, neither was Ini when she first came. But she got used to them fast enough. Just in time for them all to leave, too. So this morning everyone must double as house and grounds staff—nor are they happy about it, either. I won’t be surprised if we lose another today. But not cook, though. Not gardener.’ While she’d been speaking, she’d been looking out the window. Here she leaned out further. ‘Gya and gardener are faithful.’

‘Why…have they left?’ Pryn ventured. She was not really being disingenuous but simply felt that in uncertain situations it was better to explore the already familiar. ‘What do you think the reason is?’

‘You can’t see it from here as well as you can from my room.’ (Pryn was not sure if that were part of an answer—or even if her questions had been heard.) ‘But it’s there, nevertheless.’

Pryn rose and went to the window. ‘What are you looking at?’

‘There.’ Radiant Jade pointed. ‘The Liberator’s headquarters.’

Leaning over the wide ledge, Pryn could see, across the wall at the end of the garden, somewhere off in the next yard, the cracked balustrade with its ambling soldiers.

‘I despair of having to replace cook. Training a new housekeeper will be bad enough—though heaven knows I’ve done it before. Still, cook is a position you don’t want to keep reestablishing in a house like this. But gardener is faithful—Gya, gardener, and me!’ She pulled her head back in. ‘Isn’t it interesting: it takes much less to liberate servants than it does slaves. For servants, it seems, all you have to do is move in next door.’ Jade turned her back to the sill.

Pryn took up a yellow peach from the blue bowl on the tray and turned too, biting.

‘Do you think he’s going to liberate us here?’ The secretary folded her arms and stepped away, looking quite on edge. ‘I wonder if he thinks that simply by moving in next door, he can loosen her grip on the subjects she rules?’

‘The Empress…?’ Pryn took another bite.

Radiant Jade glanced back with a kind of bafflement that made the girl simply feel stupid. ‘…rules us? Here? In this house?’

‘…Madame Keyne?’ Pryn offered.

The secretary shook her head with a tragic little grimace. ‘You think she is ruler here…?’ Suddenly another thought seized her, and she dropped her arms and straightened her back.

Pryn thought she was about to leave and said: ‘You’re a barbarian, aren’t you?’ She took a third bite of the peach, which, for all its size and color, was completely unripe. The flesh was as hard—and as tasteless—as raw potato.

‘Yes.’ Apparently Jade was not leaving but only waiting to change the subject.

‘Do you speak the barbarian language?’

‘Till I was seven years old, I spoke nothing else.’ She walked around the bed once and then sat on the foot, her hands on the knees of her green skirt.

Half sitting on the sill, Pryn asked, ‘Do you…know what nivu means?’

Amusement joined the conflicting emotions already on Jade’s face. ‘Where did you hear a word like that? Did you hear some barbarian call our home here a chatja nivu?’

‘I don’t…remember if that was the phrase,’ Pryn said, quite sure it wasn’t. ‘And I don’t think they were talking about Madame Keyne. What would it mean if I had?’

‘Chatja nivu means a house where the women refuse to cook for men. But that doesn’t tell you much, does it!’ Radiant Jade laughed. ‘In many barbarian villages, ones that still have very little contact with Nevèrÿon, there’re lots of customs that more civilized folk are likely to think of as magic. In most tribes, for example, work is very strictly divided between the sexes. Only men can kill certain animals. Only women can kill certain others. Lashing together the thatch for the roof of a new hut is work only men may do. Cooking food—and no one may eat uncooked food in the south—is work only done by women. But sometimes when a husband sufficiently angers his wife, by refusing to do his own work, or by making love to another woman, the wife may refuse to cook for him. Then the man must wander about the village, begging other women to cook. And if no woman will—and they usually won’t if his wife has real reason and simply isn’t sick or busy—he will finally starve to death and die.’

Pryn’s eyes widened; she took another bite of hard peach.

When a woman refuses to cook for a man, that, in my language, is nivu.’

‘But I’ve heard the word on the street,’ Pryn said. ‘I mean, here in the city. The barbarian women talk of nivu this and nivu that. All the barbarian women in Kolhari can’t be starving their husbands…?’

Jade laughed again. ‘Customs change when people come to the city—in most barbarian tribes customs have changed well before people leave. Here, today, on the streets of Kolhari, nivu may mean any lack of support a woman may show a man. Even the silliest disagreement may be spoken of with the word—in the city, I think there are always such disagreements. But you see, it also has the other meaning that is older and more powerful.’ Jade turned her hands back and forth on her knees. ‘In our own land, it is one of the most powerful of women’s words—and here in yours, it has become one of the most trivial. Well, it is still a good word for you to know, even if you are not a barbarian—since you have found refuge in a chatja nivu.’

‘Doesn’t the cook in this house cook food for the gardener?’

‘Yes.’

‘And still this would be called a…a chatja nivu?’

‘Your accent is very good.’ Radiant Jade moved her head a bit to the side. ‘But as I said, nivu does not have to refer to cooking.’

Pryn was about to let herself smile, when Radiant Jade said:

‘You know I’m not happy you’re here. I think it was dreadful, dragging you off like that. But Rylla is impulsive.’

‘I might not be alive if she weren’t!’

‘So I’ve heard.’

Despite the fruit’s hardness, Pryn’s teeth, in the next bite, touched pit. ‘I suppose I’m not that happy to be here either. I don’t understand why I’m here. I know Madame Keyne likes to influence people and events. But if you’re going to influence people, don’t you think you should do it with their consent?’

The secretary pursed her lips. ‘You’re better off here than you would be running loose in the streets.’

‘Maybe,’ Pryn said. ‘Probably, even. But still, nobody seems to want to tell me why I’m here.’

‘Rylla—Madame Keyne—has simply…taken an interest in you.’

‘But her interest is so confusing,’ Pryn persisted. ‘Why me in particular? And why does she keep that frightening creature downstairs in her employ? Why are you here…?’

Toying with the scarf at her waist, Radiant Jade suddenly stood and began to pace the room, as though she were the one trapped—the door still stood wide. ‘Me? Why am I here? But I shouldn’t be!’ As she paced, she twisted the cloth harder. ‘I should be anywhere else! I should be in the forests, spearing hyenas. I should be in the mountains, hurtling onto the backs of winged worms to soar above the peaks. I should be on the sea, in a skiff, reaching to grasp the flying fish in my naked fingers. I should be—’ She stopped suddenly and looked down—‘in some little barbarian village, like the one where I was born, ignorant, dirty, illiterate…not in this great, confining city, in this great, confining house.’

Pryn wondered if she should mention her own dragon riding, or the part it had played in bringing her here. What she finally said was: ‘Why don’t you leave?’

Jade looked up.

‘You say the other servants have gone.’

‘With me—’ the secretary blinked—‘it’s different. Rylla needs me.’ The scarf-wringing ceased. ‘She can’t get along without me. Sometimes I want to leave…’

Pryn felt a kind of sympathy with the distress of this woman whom she had watched earlier work and smile. But she also felt an equal frustration before that distress’s indecipherable motive, a motive that insisted on remaining as hidden as the one behind Pryn’s own presence. ‘How long have you been here?’ Pryn asked.

‘Oh, forever…Many years—three years.’ Jade sighed. ‘But it seems like forever.’

‘Did Madame Keyne…take an interest in you?’

Jade looked surprised. ‘I never thought of it in those terms before. But you might say she did. Yes, you might very well say just that.’

‘Did she take an interest in the Wild Ini too?’ Pryn asked eagerly, for she thought she detected the beginnings of a pattern.

‘An interest?’ From surprise, the secretary’s face moved to total astonishment. ‘In the little Viper? I think she rather hates her and would like to see her dead!’

‘But hasn’t Madame Keyne hired her?’

Jade narrowed her eyes. ‘Yes.’ She looked down at her lap. ‘At last. Or at any rate, she has promised to—today. But it’s only because you’re here that she’s consented.’ Jade blinked at her hands.

While she was waiting, Pryn put the last of the hard peach back on the tray, picked up a pear and bit it. It was even harder.

Pryn put the pear down, moved the tray of fruit to the window’s side, turned, and sat on the sill. ‘How did you meet Madame Keyne? I mean, how did she first…take an interest?’

At the edge of the secretary’s lowered face, Pryn saw the expression change. When the face came up, it was smiling—which was not what Pryn had expected. ‘How did we meet?’ The fingers left the knees to mesh between them. Radiant Jade had very strong, reassuring hands, for all their current nervousness. ‘It wasn’t very complicated. When I left my little village, way in the south, I thought to come north to the city, because I had heard there was less chance for a lone woman to be taken slave here than in the smaller towns and holds.’

‘Did you ever see any slavers when you were traveling?’ Pryn asked. ‘I did. Three times.’

‘Yes—I saw slavers. And I hid by the side of the road till they passed.’

‘Me too!’ Outside, some cloud had pulled from the sun. Pryn felt her back warm; on the floor, both sides of her shadow, tiles reddened. ‘But how did you come here—I mean to this house?’

‘When I came to the city, the first job I took—’ the secretary glanced behind her at the door, then looked back to Pryn—‘was with a desert man who lived in the Spur and who brought in laundry from the rest of the city—and I and a dozen other barbarian women washed it. I hated the job and would take every opportunity to sneak off to the cedar groves—the place the Empress designated a public park two years ago. Once, when I was sitting on one of the benches, a woman—our cook here, Gya—came to talk to me and told me her mistress, who had occasionally seen me there, wished to make my acquaintance. I went with her—and met Madame Keyne. She took me to a tavern, I remember, on the waterfront; and in the curtained alcove for women at the back she bought me many mugs of cider. I thought it all terribly elegant at the time. Then she invited me to dine with her, here at her home, the same evening. When she first learned I was a laundress, she promised to give me all her laundry to do—then she found out I could read and write.’ Radiant Jade sat back and laughed. ‘So she made me her secretary—and for the next six months sent her laundry to the man in the Spur. She said she felt guilty for taking me away, though few of his girls ever worked for him more than two months anyway.’

Pryn laughed too. ‘Madame Keyne sounds like a very kind woman.’

‘Oh, she is!’ exclaimed Jade. ‘She is! Rylla is kindness itself! That’s why I feel so awful, so guilty! It isn’t fair—I tell myself that all the time. And yet there’s nothing to be done. There are some situations in which we are not our own masters. I think she knows that—I know she does. How could she not know it if she brought me here? If she brought you?’

These questions seemed to take things back into the discomfort and confusion from which, a moment ago, Pryn had thought they’d emerged. To insert a clear and comfortable fact, Pryn said: ‘I write—and read—too.’ She’d thought the statement a pleasantry, a sign of shared experience far less spectacular than their mutual experience of slavers, an emblem about which civility might flourish, if not a friendship grow. From Jade’s expression, however, Pryn realized that discomfort had intensified, if not purified.

‘You…!’

Fear joined the emotions struggling on Jade’s face, a fear Pryn herself had been fending off and which seemed equally divided between them.

‘You—?’

Pryn stood up from the sill, then sat again when the secretary stood up from the bed.

Jade’s fingers jerked about, now toward her face (without touching it), now toward her hips (without touching there either). ‘You!’ She stepped unsteadily forward. ‘I should have known—the traitorous vixen! You can read—and write!’ She turned and fled the room.



6. Of Falls, Fountains, Notions, and New Markets

To use one of Kula’s metaphors, one must keep looking down into the well, into the deepest water, down into material life, which is related to market prices but is not always affected or changed by them. So, any economic history that is not writ ten on two levels—that of the well’s rim and that of the depths—runs the risk of being appallingly incomplete…English historians have shown that as of the fifteenth century the traditional public market was accompanied by what they have called the private market (I would prefer to stress the difference and call it the countermarket). For indeed, did it not try to free itself from the rules imposed upon the traditional market, rules that were often paralyzing in their excessiveness?

FERNARD BRAUDEL,

Afterthoughts on Material Civilization and Capitalism

THE ALTERNATION BETWEEN EASE and unease in Pryn’s recent life had become so frequent she no longer felt the need to name it. She wandered around the room a while longer, now looking out the window at the garden, now looking through the door along the courtyard balcony. She examined corners, looked under chair bottoms. On one circuit she decided not to eat the grapes—the only untasted fruit remaining on the tray. A circuit later, she picked one, bit it: juice and sweetness exploded over her tongue. She devoured the bunch, one after one, till the little stems, their maroon crowns surrounding yellow nubs where the fruit had pulled free, prickled above the blue glaze between the brown pear with its white wound and the red pit with its remaining bite of pith.

Licking sticky fingers, Pryn thought she heard sounds in another part of the house. She stepped out the door. Yes, somewhere on another floor, someone was shouting at someone who was trying to quiet her. She looked over the rail at the inner court. Statuary, plants, benches were arranged, she saw now, in separate groupings, a low, inlaid table at the center of each.

She went to the stairway and started down.

The muffled yelling stopped.

There were not even wrinkles in the cushions where the Ini had lain.

Pryn crossed toward the door—the one Madame Keyne had stood in. A metal gate, it stood ajar. At its sides heavy drapes were tied back no doubt to be closed in breezier weather.

Pryn pushed through as the heavy-set woman, with a scarf around her head, came along by the house, three young women and a young man behind her. Pryn recognized the cook. She had lugged in the bathtub last night, but Pryn had not seen the others before.

As they walked, the red-scarfed woman instructed: ‘…and, of course, lateness will not be tolerated. Your duties among the chickens and pigeons are not arduous, Larla, but they are exacting; and you will be expected to take care of the swans and peafowl as well. Samo, you will learn most of your gardening duties from Clyton, who has been here for many years now; but you will also be expected to precede Madame to the country home in Ka’hesh by at least a week to help with the heavy cleaning there—the place is always a shambles at the end of winter, because she will rent it out to the local young nabobs when she is not using it; and they are none too careful, though it’s a finer home than any of their own draughty piles…’

As they drew abreast of her, among the house girls Pryn saw the new gardener’s assistant, a dark-haired youth, rather too thin, a bit round-shouldered; still, he glanced at her with heavily lashed, very black eyes. I wonder, thought Pryn, moving the waist about on her new shift, does he think I’m a woman of the house? which made her smile at herself. (And perhaps my father is alive…?) No, I am not traditionally beautiful. Still….

She’d been trying to remember details of her distress at the Ini and her confusion over Radiant Jade. But when behavior seemed so completely without reason, especially when all around was new as well, it was hard even to think about it, much less hold on to the feelings it evoked—unless that behavior was directly before you. What was directly before her now? More trees, more rocks, more flowers…

She frowned over her memories of the morning.

The interests of these women, Pryn realized, were far stronger than she’d thought. But what, exactly, did they do? Since Pryn had done it with boys on several occasions (and rather enjoyed it), she fancied that she should know most of what there was to know, at least about that part of it. Certainly it couldn’t be much different, she reflected, from what, only a year or so back, she’d come upon her girl friends Janina and Fetija doing behind the storage shed at the back of her cousin’s bakery. She’d teased them about it for three days, till Fetija had cried and Janina had punched her. And what Fetija and Janina had done was finally not much different from what she herself had done once when she was nine with an older girl cousin—at the older girl’s behest, of course.

Or was it different?

What she and her cousin had done had been interesting enough. But there had been a side to it that had bothered her—though whether that bother had been physical, emotional, or social, at nine she’d been unable to tease out. Irked by the knottiness of it all, she had, at nine, put those odd, if in themselves oddly pleasant, acts out of memory—though precisely that distress, she could now admit, had made her, as it lingered, tease Fetija so unmercifully till Janina’s punch in the shoulder had stopped it.

Well, Pryn thought, she was fifteen now and too old to be a tease; besides, she was too curious about what was happening in this strange garden—though once more she found her thoughts drifting toward the notion of putting the obstreperous physicality of it all out of current thought. It made it easier, somehow, to deal with.

While she frowned and wandered beneath shadowy trees, it suddenly struck her that—Jade, Madame Keyne, Ini, and her sore side notwithstanding—she actually felt about as fine as clear air and carefully tended gardens could make one.

She stepped across the red brick path, between dark pines, by clustered palms with shaggy scales, beside bushes of red lilies with yellow hearts. She passed a fanged and winged monster, carved in obsidian, dangling a dozen breasts like some aged bitch: for all her fierce face, she looked quite benign. The flowers carpeting about her claws made her the more motherly while her glistening blackness made their violet the more intense.

Pryn walked onto a stone-sided bridge crossing the stream below a waterfall.

Four fountains, one at each corner of the bridge, sprayed out into the stream.

As she reached the bridge’s middle, Pryn looked up at the cascades. Jutting from the water’s streaming face, rocks dangled foamy beards. Some were tipped with moss. Others dripped with grasses. Some of the rocks, she realized, were not natural but carved: the head and tail of a stone fish curved from the water, three feet of falls between them; a stone dolphin arched out near the top. Toward the bottom a great cuttlefish flung stone tentacles from the spume, the whole a living moment rigid in the midst of the unstoppable, inanimate rush.

Then one fountain’s spray faltered, weakened, became a dribble over its stone lip. Pryn was about to walk over and examine it when she heard, then saw, coming around the curving path ahead, an elderly man with curly white hair thick over chest and belly.

His brown head was bald.

Trundling a barrow filled with rakes, hoes, and shovels, he wore around his neck a scarf the same red as the one the cook had worn around her head, or Jade had worn at her waist. He wheeled his barrow straight up to the malfunctioning fountain, set it down, grasped the fountain head—a carved stone shell—and twisted, left, then right. With a great crunch, it came off.

What had been a defective spray became a defective spill.

The man put the fountain head on the bridge’s planks. Rummaging in his barrow, he pulled out a stick with a hook at one end. He shoved the hook into the hole from which the water wobbled, prodding about to dislodge any obstruction.

Pryn stepped nearer to see.

The man glanced at her. ‘Morning.’ He prodded and turned.

Pryn smiled. ‘If this Liberator is making your helpers leave,’ she commented, ‘it doesn’t seem to be stopping new helpers from applying for their jobs.’

The man grunted. ‘A different breed.’

‘You don’t think the new people will be as good as the ones who left?’

‘Better or worse, I can’t say.’ He pulled the stick free and examined the end. ‘Just different.’

There was nothing on the hook.

Nor was the water flow any stronger.

He thrust the stick back in the spigot and poked some more, both arms wet to hairy shoulders.

Pryn walked on over the bridge.

The path took her up—but on a rise different from the one she’d climbed that morning with Madame Keyne. She climbed by hanging banks of fuchsia and honeysuckle; the path moved away from the falls, then back, became a flight of red brick steps between wooden rails beside the splashing water, then became a path again. At last Pryn came to a level stretch, to look across the fall’s rock-punctuated rim. The stream that fed it rushed beside the continuation of the brick. On the other side of the water were high, dank shrubs. Ahead, on her own side of the stream, Pryn saw four brick-edged tributaries leading away into four brick-ringed pools, each pool about five feet in diameter, one set just beyond the other.

By the far pool, the Wild Ini squatted. With a length of branch, she jammed and prodded something in the pool’s bottom.

Ini had taken a wooden grate out of the water. It lay by her knee in the wet grass.

As Pryn’s skirt brushed a bush, Ini looked up, startled. ‘She wanted me to wear the scarf!’ the pale-haired girl hissed. Imagine! She said because I could be one of her employees now, that I should wear her damned red scarf!’ Ini jammed the branch in again. She picked up a handful of leaves and pebbles she had gathered in a pile beside her, pulled the branch out of the water with one hand, thrust the leaves and pebbles in with the other, then fell again to packing and prodding them down into whatever conduit the grate had covered. ‘Me? Ha! That’s where her scarf is now!’

Pryn had flinched at Ini’s first look; surprise had left her heart pounding. As her heart stilled, it occurred to her that somehow, among all the last days’ frightening experiences, fear itself had somehow become…less fearful. She stood by the pool, watching, not unafraid, but not bothered so much by it.

The muscles in the Ini’s shoulders knotted and flexed. Her breath came in small gasps. Suddenly she stood and flung the dripping branch down on top of the grate. Somewhere the gardener’s barrow was crunching up a brick slope. Ini blinked at Pryn, then put her wet, dirty hands on Pryn’s arms. ‘We better get out of here before Clyton sees us!’ Her whisper was absolutely frantic.

Pryn followed Ini off around the pool and behind the trees, brushing leaf-bits, dirt, and droplets from her arms where Ini had touched her and marveling that the little murderess had not bothered to return the grate to the bottom of the pool or to scatter her pile of leaves and pebbles, or even to dispose of her branch—yet at the same time seemed so frightened of discovery.

Pryn walked beside striding Ini.

As they came around another bank of flowers, Ini suddenly asked: ‘Do you like this garden?’

‘Yes. Very much.’ Pryn’s curiosity at why Ini had asked raised the inflection on her final word.

Ini snatched a blue blossom from a bush. ‘So do I. It’s beautiful, wild, surprising at all turns. I think that’s why I like to walk around in it. It reminds me of a forest, but with even more color and confusion crammed in.’ Ini did not look at the flower she’d picked. As she walked, she mashed it in her fingers, so that bits of blue petal fell to the brick.

‘Have you ever thought,’ Pryn offered, as they turned down another path that took them toward the rock wall, ‘how a garden is like a map of the forests outside it? You can’t read distances and directions on it of course. But the various flowers and trees, arranged so carefully here, are, each of them, like samples of what you can find out in the wild—’

Ini’s sharp, high laugh cut Pryn off. ‘This garden? A map? What nonsense! This wall, with which that silly old woman, who wants me to wear her silly red scarf, tries to separate her garden from the wildness outside, so that she can pretend there’s order here—do you think it works? Do the people and passions you see inside these walls speak of an ordered household?’ Ini laughed again and flung down the mashed bud. ‘No, it’s all wild! Her mistake is to think that by something as simple as a wall—’ Still walking, she struck the stone beside her with the flat of her hand, hard enough to make Pryn wince—‘she can keep the wildness out!’ Ini grinned. ‘But the very fact that the trees and shrubs and rocks and water and air and the people breathing it are here means that the wildness is in already. And the wall is not all solid, either. There’s an arch built over the place where the stream comes in for the waterfall. There’re bars along the arch through which the water flows. The bars go down into the water—to keep people out. But I dove down there once. Just below the surface, two of them have rusted away, and anyone could swim through. And down at the other end, at the corner, where the gardener almost never goes because it’s grown up too thick to wheel a barrow, five or six stones have come loose to make a hole that anyone could crawl, from the Liberator’s garden right into ours—though over there at the Liberator’s house nobody ever goes into the garden. I know, because I’ve gone exploring in there, lots of times!’

‘You have?’ Pryn asked, impressed. She thought to recount her own adventures with the Liberator. But a second thought decided her to remain as ordinary seeming as possible in the eyes of this most extraordinary young woman. ‘You’re very brave,’ Pryn said, recalling how quickly they’d fled the gardener.

‘Yes,’ Ini said. I’m not afraid of anything. Especially the Liberator. Or whatever’s over there. In his garden. I just go over there and walk around in it! All the time. Just like I lived there! And nobody does a thing to me—they wouldn’t dare!’

Which was when Pryn realized the little murderess’s face practically glittered with fear—and that she was obviously and luminously lying!

‘Where are you from?’ Pryn asked.

‘What do you want to know for?’

Pryn shrugged. ‘Because you’re interesting. And I like you.’

‘You do?’ Ini grinned at her. (Pryn immediately wondered if, indeed, she did. But she smiled back.) ‘I came from a little farming province. But I got taken by slavers and sold in the desert—do you know what they do with slaves in the desert?’

‘No,’ Pryn said to Ini’s eager grin. ‘What?’

Pryn thought Ini was about to tell her.

But something happened in the Ini’s face—as though the mind behind it had moved on to some memory that turned the features bitter, then angry. ‘What a stupid question!’ Ini looked away. ‘I don’t want to talk about it.’

Pryn thought for a moment. ‘Did you escape?’

‘Yes.’

‘Did you kill a lot of people when you escaped?’

Ini looked at her feet as they walked. ‘No. Not when I escaped.’

‘After you escaped?’

‘No.’ Ini still looked down. ‘Before.’

‘You killed people when you were still a slave?’ Pryn was confused. ‘Who did you kill?’

‘Other slaves.’ Ini looked up at Pryn with the same startled expression as when she’d first looked up from the pool. ‘It was my job! That’s why I did it! Otherwise they would have killed me—why did you think I did it!’ She turned away sharply and stepped ahead of Pryn. Once she glanced back. ‘You think this garden is like the forest? It is no more like the forests outside it than that—’ She stopped, suddenly, to point to a green leaf caught on the rough bark of a tree-trunk beside the path—‘is like that!’ Her finger moved to indicate another green leaf, among a cluster of leaves, at the tip of a low twig.

‘But…’ Stepping up to the trunk, Pryn frowned. ‘But those two leaves are as alike as leaves can be, aren’t they?’

‘You think so?’ Ini grinned, suddenly and hugely.

Pryn bent closer, wondering if this were a joke, or perhaps more of the strange perception that allowed someone to be an Ini. The single leaf stuck to the trunk and the riot of leaves on the branches about them seemed, in themselves, a fine map of the relation between the garden and the greater wilderness around.

Then, though there was no breeze, the leaf on the bark fluttered. It split down its central vein, revealing an insect body.

Beating green wings, the moth fluttered from the trunk a few inches, then landed again to compose itself once more into a ‘leaf.’

Pryn looked at Ini, who seemed again as angry as she’d ever been.

‘You see? They’re not the same at all! And I thought you said they were! The similarity is all illusion, a bit of chance—oh, yes, all very well for the moth. But all the illusion does is distract us from the difference! And once you see the differences between them…?’ Ini’s hand, still wet from the pool and dirty, smacked the trunk over the moth as hard as she had struck the wall. ‘Then you can control them—’ She ground her palm, first one way, then back, while, with her other hand, she plucked the leaf from the twig, crushing it—‘both.’

Her hands fell from the tree.

The twig was bare.

On the trunk were a few green bits over a spot slightly darker than the bark around it.

Ini turned away, grinning again, and started down the red brick steps.

Pryn hurried behind her.

The path took them around and down, till they came out between high hedges. Ahead was the little bridge with the four fountains at its corners.

Madame Keyne walked across it toward them.

Ini slowed. Pryn caught up with her, slowing too. She wondered what she or Ini would say. Madame Keyne smiled.

Then they heard the trundling barrow.

The gardener rolled his tools from another small path. ‘Morning, ma’am.’ He nodded toward Madame Keyne, set his barrow down, and stood.

‘Good morning, Clyton,’ Madame Keyne said. ‘You’ve done a fine job with the irises, I see. Such things don’t go unnoticed. Gya has a new assistant waiting for you down at the kitchen. His name is Samo. Things should be back to normal for you—and the rest of us!—once he learns his chores.’

‘Yes, ma’am.’ Bending to rummage through his tools. Clyton pulled loose some piece of wet, wadded, and torn material and turned to the Ini. ‘This yours?’

‘That?’ asked the pale-haired young woman.

Pryn looked from Ini to Clyton to Madame Keyne. The older woman’s brows were raised in the shadow of a question, with, about them as well, the shadow of amusement.

The gardener held out the ruined, red scarf.

Ini’s pale eyes were wide, her lips tight. Suddenly she announced: ‘Yes! I think it is mine!’ She stepped forward and took the dripping cloth from the hairy fingers. ‘It must have fallen off into the water when I was exploring the upper stream this morning!’

The waterfall plashed and cascaded over the stone beasts.

At either side of the bridge, the four fountains sprayed their even and orderly waters.

Ini took the ends of the scarf and stretched it out. Wrinkled and ripped, it was still spotted with bits of gravel and leaf from where it had been wadded into the conduit. She raised it, put it behind her neck, brought the ends before her, and knotted it about her throat—as Clyton wore his.

Then she let her unsettling laugh.

‘Well,’ said Madame Keyne. ‘A bit the worse for wear. Still, I’m glad to see you’ve decided to join us. But Pryn—’ (Pryn wondered if Ini were what Clyton had meant by a new breed of servant.)—I was actually looking for you. I’m going into town, down to the New Market. I’d like you to accompany me, if you would…?’

‘Yes, Madame.’ Pryn glanced at Ini, who simply stood, watching Clyton pick up the handles of his barrow, to trundle off on another path.

Madame Keyne turned back across the bridge. Pryn left Ini to hurry after; she caught up with her at the bridge’s far end.

As they walked along the shrub- and flower-banked path, Pryn imagined Ini following, no more than six steps back—possibly with knife out…

Pryn looked sharply around.

The path behind was empty.

Sighing, Pryn turned back—to see that Madame Keyne was watching her with that same expression of curiosity and amusement. Pryn felt her own face move toward an uncomfortable frown. ‘Madame Keyne, don’t you think that young woman is…strange?’

‘Strange?’ Madame Keyne answered. ‘I think she’s quite mad.’

‘And do you believe she just—dropped her scarf? In the water, I mean. By accident?’

‘Of course she didn’t!’ Madame Keyne chuckled. ‘But then, I wouldn’t want to wear it either.’ She chuckled again, more softly. ‘When I was a girl, a young noblewoman came to stay with my family, here at the house—this was before the Child Empress began her joyous and generous reign, so you know how long ago that must have been. The High Court was still under the rule of the Dragon, and the Child Empress herself was still incarcerated somewhere off in the south; and all Kolhari was supposed to be called Neveryóna—though no one ever did. The young noblewoman was ever so much more highly born than we were—once or twice removed, she was a second or third cousin to the Empress herself. She had suffered some terrible ordeal in the south that I didn’t understand and nobody was supposed to mention, and she was being returned to her uncle in the east. While she was passing through Kolhari, we were honored with her presence—because whatever had happened to her meant she couldn’t stay with her relatives over there, on the other side of the wall. At any rate, all her servants—and she came with ever so many—wore red scarfs. I thought it was very elegant, and I resolved that when I grew up and had servants of my own, I would have them wear the same.’ A third time she chuckled, though now there was no voice to it at all. ‘And I have!’ Madame Keyne took Pryn’s arm. ‘The young noblewoman later became the Empress’s vizerine. And of course, at this point she is no more a young woman than I—though when she was our houseguest, the six or seven years that she had on me seemed like all the time in the world. Still, can you imagine a spirited child like our Ini submitting to such a silly, jealousy-founded, and capricious whim from someone like me? Really, I’d think much less of her if she didn’t balk a bit. She has spirit. And I like that.’

‘You’re not afraid of her?’

‘Afraid?’ Madame Keyne frowned. ‘Of Ini? No, I’m not afraid of her. Part of me is rather fond of her. Part of me is rather sorry for her. But you see, the Ini is fascinated by power. She wants to see how it works, wants to stand as close as she can to it, to stare down into it and watch it moving, pulsing, actually becoming—right before her! Currently, I have more of it than anyone else she knows. If she hurt me, or even displeased me in any way too severe, she knows she would be denied her favorite pastime: observing me. I don’t believe she’s ready to risk that.’ (Pryn recalled the little murderess’s own assertion of her favorite pastime, and marveled at this woman’s self-confidence—which seemed, somehow, quite as out of touch, in its way, as the behavior of Ini herself lurking somewhere behind them in the garden.) ‘Now if she ever met anyone with more power than I,’ Madame Keyne went on, ‘then I might have reason to fear. Blessedly rare as her sort is, she’s not the first I’ve met. Reading such signs is among the things civilized life teaches. But until she meets such a person—or should I say “personage”—I feel rather secure.’ Madame Keyne pressed Pryn’s arm. ‘Now if I were Radiant Jade, indeed I would fear her. But then, I suppose, precisely that danger is half the fascination, don’t you think?’

‘Radiant Jade is fascinated by her?’

‘Well—’ Madame Keyne mused—‘one might say that my secretary…’

‘—has taken an interest in her?’ Pryn suggested.

Madame Keyne laughed again. ‘You might say that. Yes, that’s a very good way to put it.’

Pryn said: ‘Your secretary told me that you hated her.’

‘That I hated my secretary?’ Madame Keyne frowned. ‘Or that I hated the Ini?’

‘Ini.’

Again Madame Keyne sighed. ‘The truth is, girl, I love Jade; and for her sake I put up with the little monster—of whom, finally, I do think I have the greater understanding. Though I like to fancy I’m not as mad as Ini, in many ways we’re astonishingly, if not distressingly, alike. If we weren’t, I tell myself, why would Jade be able to move her own—’ Madame Keyne glanced at Pryn—‘interests from one of us to the other so easily?’

The path, taking them toward the great house, now swung them away toward an outbuilding, in front of which, among some fruit trees, stood a cart—the one Pryn had arrived in last night. It was hitched to the same horse. The hangings, however, had been roped back to the frame so that the inner space, save for the overhead awning, was free.

Madame Keyne walked up to it. ‘There’s room for two on the driver’s seat. Sit here—’ She patted the board—‘and we can talk.’ She helped Pryn up. Then, pulling in skirts and pushing up bangles, she climbed to the seat, as the black-eyed young man whom Pryn had seen earlier among the new servants came running out of the shed.

‘Madame, if you would like me to drive, I’d be happy to—’ he wore a red scarf around his waist.

‘Samo,’ Madame Keyne said, ‘I told you before, I am going to drive. If we are all to be happy here, you must learn that this is not like the other houses you have worked in. I shall drive today. Now you run ahead and open the gate. That, today, is your job.’ Madame Keyne picked up the reins and flicked them.

Nodding, bowing, Samo dashed off down the driveway.

As Pryn settled on the seat beside Madame Keyne, the horse’s haunches began to move. The cart lurched beneath them. They rolled forward. The trees scattered handfuls of light and shadow in their faces, over their laps.

Ahead, Samo tugged at the heavy planks in the high wall’s entrance. Pryn felt a surge of comfort to be riding with, and indeed to be sitting so near, Madame Keyne, who, for all her dubiously placed certainty, seemed the most normal person in the household. Summer warmth had worked its way into the morning chill. Pryn looked about at the lawns, the outbuildings, the hedges, now at where some statue poked above a grove of shrubs, now back to the main house—where she saw Radiant Jade.

The secretary stood just at the house’s corner, one clay-stained hand raised—to wave? No, she had simply raised it to touch the wall. Jade watched them.

Pryn turned back.

Samo’s face passed by the cart’s edge as he lugged the metal-studded planks a final foot; and they were out on the road.

As the cart rolled down the avenue, the widely spaced estates drew closer together, till at last the walls between them vanished and there were only unwalled houses, sitting one by the other, less and less land between. The cart turned. Beside larger buildings stood smaller, shabbier structures. Other carts joined them in the street—which had broken from its straight, tree-lined directness, to bend and branch as if it had become a tree itself.

Alleys siphoned carts and wagons away from them. Alleys poured porters and pedestrians and more wagons and carts in among them. Merchants, laborers, children—and more carts—filled the streets with noise.

Once Pryn touched Madame Keyne’s arm. ‘You said we were going to the New Market? I only saw the old one yesterday…’

Madame Keyne reined the horse again to angle left of another cart piled with sacks. ‘If you think you saw marvels in the Old Market, believe me, girl, in the New Market you will see wonders beyond imagining! Both locations have their advantages and disadvantages, of course—the Old Market is at the upper end of New Pavē and has the wares that can be purchased on the Bridge of Lost Desire as one of its added attractions. But the New Market is only a street away from the Empress’s public park, which seems to be well on the way to fulfilling the same function—and on a somewhat less vulgar level of commerce. Though I swear—’ Madame Keyne wheeled the cart away from some youngsters who ran out into the street—‘if need be, I’ll have that bridge transported to the New Market stone by stone!’

Pryn laughed at the notion, though she was as unsure just why Madame Keyne had suggested it as she was of any motivation within the Sallese gardens.

Jouncing along in the sun over a route she’d last traveled draped about in the dark, Pryn felt a reckless pleasure that was, after all, the legacy dragon riding ought to leave one with. ‘Madame Keyne, why did your secretary get so upset when she learned I could write and read?’

‘Did she now: Hi, there! Hi!’ which last, with much tugging and pulling, was to get around another cart, piled with bricks of a dirty yellow.

The brick cart was parked before some thatched awning, and the small, ragged woman who was its driver had climbed down, calling and calling for the shop proprietor to come out and look at the shipment—to no avail.

‘She probably thought I wanted you to replace her in her job—as indeed I should!’ Reins flicked again as they rumbled along the boisterous avenue. ‘Toss the two of them out, the ungrateful minx and her odious kitten! That’s what I should do—what I would do if I were some uncivil aristocrat with a host of red-scarfed servants. But I am a poor, hard-working merchant, like my brother and father before me. My red scarves are all, as it were, borrowed from a tradition not mine. And for arcane reasons, which, no doubt, I shall never truly understand, that just doesn’t seem to be the way we do things here. I can’t bring myself to such behavior, nor would I respect anyone who could. So I am used and abused for my sympathies within the walls of my own home, the most helpless victim before the crazed and childish connivances of my inferiors.’ She laughed again, in a way that, for the first time, reminded Pryn of Ini. ‘Has it struck you that way before, girl? I confess, till this minute, it never seemed so to me. Well! Radiant Jade became upset when she learned you could read and write? Imagine! I’ve never heard anything more ridiculous!’ She pulled the horses to the right, the smile still on her face as she strained. ‘But I refuse to discuss it further. After all, didn’t I leave the house this morning to get away from such pettiness? We are going to market—to the New Market, the wonder of Kolhari! And what is the wonder of Kolhari today will be the wonder of the world tomorrow! Mark it on vellum, my girl. For I am not a woman to speak lightly when…’ Madame Keyne had been pulling the horse this way and that, but here traffic suddenly increased. A bare-breasted barbarian, one water-pitcher balanced on her head and another held on her shoulder, passed practically in front of the horse’s nose—indeed, if the animal hadn’t jerked up its muzzle it would have knocked at least one of the pitchers to the asphalt. The cart jarred in its traces. Madame Keyne half rose and hauled back on the reins.

From the side of the crowded street, a man rushed forward. He had a short red beard and astonishingly dark eyes, between coppery lashes. He grabbed the horse’s bridle and, with a wild little cry, was lifted from the ground, bare feet waving—on his ankles he wore as many clattering and clinking circlets of silver, ivory, and wood as Madame Keyne wore on her arms.

The horse lowered him, pulling and prancing; the little man finally got the animal calmed, now clucking, now cooing, now patting the great red cheek.

‘Well,’ Madame Keyne said, the reins again tight, looking unperturbed, ‘you’re here, exactly where you said you’d be!’

‘And I see you’ve kept our appointed meeting, just as you said you would.’ The horse, stepping about, quieted. The little man, with his beard and jangling anklets, grinned up at Madame Keyne from sunburned wrinkles fanning about light lashes. ‘Have you considered my plan for liquidating this Liberator, who plagues our city, our nation, our world with his schemes and plots and treasons?’

‘Yes. I’ve reviewed your plan, carefully and in detail. I’ve been impressed by your thoroughness, not to mention the sincerity of your motivation.’ Madame Keyne switched the reins to one hand. With the other, she pulled up a blue bag of more solid cloth from among diaphanous folds and pleats. ‘You outlined the fine points of your expenses, and I completely agree with the rigor of your research and the exactitude of your estimations. You’ve told me—you’ve convinced me your plan will require twelve gold coins and five iron ones to purchase the weapons and hire the men that will insure its success.’ She reached into the purse and drew out some money. ‘Here.’ She thrust coins into the man’s hands—he had to release the bridle to take them. ‘I give you six gold coins and two iron ones—and we shall see what comes to pass.’ She snapped the reins. The horse started.

‘But Madame—’ Clutching the coins, the man danced back with jangling ankles to avoid the cart corner.

‘That is my decision,’ Madame Keyne called back. ‘I can do no more for you at this moment.’ They moved out into the traffic. Traffic moved between them and the confused, would-be assassin.

Astonished at the exchange, Pryn looked at Madame Keyne, who guided their cart through the morning crush. A memory of the cellars under the Spur; an image of that accusing barbarian—what was his name…Sarg?—dead on the underground tiles. Who, Pryn, wondered, had financed that attack?

When they had driven a few more minutes, Pryn asked tentatively, ‘You really want to…liquidate the Liberator?’

Madame Keyne shrugged—or possibly it was just some motion in her driving.

‘I mean…do you think the Liberator’s plan to abolish slavery plagues all Nevèrÿon?’

‘All Nevèrÿon? How can I say? But I would be a very foolish woman if I thought it was going to help me.’ Madame Keyne urged the horse through a place where traffic had slowed for street construction. It might have been the place Pryn had been put down yesterday.

The cart pushed on.

‘But if you really wanted to have the Liberator killed, why did you give that man only half of what he needed—less than half! Did you think he was asking for too much?’

With lightly closed lids, Madame Keyne raised her eyes a moment to the sky. ‘By no means!’ She blinked at the avenue again. ‘That man is very good at planning the kind of thing he plans. And he was very anxious that I not think him excessive in his demands. Truly, he has whittled his budget down to the bare minimum for success. We spent several hours a week ago at an inn in the Spur, while he drew maps of underground passages leading from cisterns to cellars. But you see, I’m afraid that if I gave him his full twelve and five, our Liberator would be dead—it really was a fine plan. But I have not yet decided whether that’s what I want. The little fellow’s terribly well motivated, in that way which only conservative fanatics can be. With six and two, I have no doubt that in desperation he will mount his plan anyway—under-equipped, under-manned. Which means there’s a good chance he will fail. But it will give the Liberator some trouble, which, at this point, is all I am prepared to do. Indeed, if he is any sort of Liberator at all, he should be used to such encounters! But as of now that’s all I’m interested in—at least until I learn more about this Gorgik.’

‘But what do you want to know?’ Though Pryn was not about to admit she had fought through such an encounter herself, she would have admitted to anything else she knew about the Liberator. And Madame Keyne’s equanimity over the probable death of the man with the anklets and the possible death of Gorgik made the self-comparison with Ini no longer seem so fanciful.

Madame Keyne’s attention was ahead of her on the crowds. ‘Girl, this isn’t a pleasant subject. I didn’t intend to bore a new arrival to our city with such tediousness. Besides, did you see that cart full of yellow brick? Myself, I’ve never seen bricks like that before. Very interesting to me, those bricks—’

‘But Madame Keyne—’

‘Enough, girl. We’re almost at the New Market. What you must do now is prepare your mind for true wonders!’

The street here was clogged with humanity—most of it male. The cart’s movement among them was quite slow. Many men were ragged. A good number were naked. Curly light hair; narrow shoulders; close-set eyes—the overwhelming majority were barbarians. As the cart rolled among the ambling, occasionally boisterous men, Pryn sensed a quality which she wondered how she might notate in written signs. She had seen poor people before—indeed, she’d never had any reason to think her own aunt anything more than on the upper end of poor. Still, poor for her had always meant a ragged woman or three with two to ten dirty children in a littered yard before a ramshackle hovel on the outskirts of Ellamon. This was the first time she had ever seen so many poor people, and men at that, amassed at a single center.

Poor men filled the street, building to building; with it and because of it the street seemed filled with poverty itself. (That, Pryn decided, was how she would have written it down.) Holding the cart bench beside her, Pryn leaned toward Madame Keyne. ‘Who are these people…?’

‘These—’ Madame Keyne pulled up on the reins again, for they had gone beyond the last building, to approach a sort of railing—‘are the men who do not work in the New Market.’ Madame Keyne halted the horse.

The cart had come to the fence—a single rail supported just above waist-level by pairs of posts driven into the ground in narrow X’s.

On this side barbarians milled.

On the other—a stretch of bare earth—a few people walked.

‘And over there—’

‘Madame Keyne!’ The man who sprinted up across the clearing was not a barbarian. ‘There you are!’ He wore a red scarf around his sweat-beaded forehead. ‘We never know which direction you’re going to be coming from, or who’s going to be driving!’ He laughed. ‘I had my men stationed down at the Old Pavē waiting for you—’

‘—over there,’ Madame Keyne finished, ‘are the men who do.’ She wrapped the reins about the small post at the side of the driver’s seat. ‘I hope you’ll never find me that predictable.’ She stood up as the man ducked under the rail.

He was a tall man, a young man, and very strong. The wide leathers he wore around his wrists were dark at the edges with perspiration. ‘Here, Madame, let me help you down!’

Barbarians moved back from the cart.

Three other men ran up across the field, two of whom also wore scarves. They ducked under the fence. One took Pryn’s hand—his own hot and callused—as she climbed out. Another told the other where to lead the horse.

Madame Keyne swept blowing blue skirts over jangling wrists and, with some jovial remark, ducked under the rail.

Pryn went to the rail, ducked, stood—

The clearing was huge!

From within the crowd, it had looked practically empty. But now, strolling across it, Pryn could see there were as many as thirty or forty men walking or standing about in it. Glancing at the rail, she looked back at the crowd they’d come through. Big as the clearing was, the herds of men on the other side of the railing went almost all the way around it.

Ahead of Pryn, Madame Keyne stopped a moment by another group of three, standing together on the bare dirt and looking over parchment plans one held for the others to see. Now and again a man wheeled a barrow past, filled with stones and earth. Over there a foreman was pointing something out to a worker. Over there another, walking alone, stopped to squint up at the sun. Many, Pryn saw, wore the red scarf at head or waist—one man had it tied around his leg.

As Pryn walked by, Madame Keyne fell into step beside her. ‘Look at it!’ She put her hand on Pryn’s shoulder. ‘Isn’t it wonderful!’

‘But what is it?’

‘The New Market, of course!’

‘But…’ Pryn looked about, searching for stalls, porters, counters, vendors displaying the marvels she’d been promised. Suddenly she turned back to Madame Keyne. ‘But you’re still building it!’



7. Of Commerce, Capital, Myths, and Missions

By contrast, the market economy is a constant subject of conversation. It fills page after page in urban archives, private archives of merchant families, judicial and administrative archives, debates of chambers of commerce, and notarial records. So, how can one avoid noticing it? It is continually on stage.
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‘WELL, JUST LOOK AROUND you! You say you’ve seen the Old Market. This one is going to be six times the size of that spread of junk and garbage over in the Spur!’ Madame Keyne’s voice was triumphant. ‘Here there will be air, light, room for commercial growth, the encouragement of true diversity among products, marketing methods, competition and profits!’

‘But you’re laying the whole thing out!’ Pryn exclaimed. ‘Does that mean the whole New Market will belong to you?’

‘Nonsense! I’m merely financing its construction. You can see, we had to pull down practically a whole neighborhood. It wasn’t easy. The demolition has only been completed for a week or so—’

‘But you’re going to lease space in your New Market.’ Pryn insisted, ‘so that you’ll get something from everyone who uses it…?’

‘Only the smallest rent!’ Madame Keyne leaned her head confidentially. ‘I am an ambitious woman. But I am neither stupid nor selfish. That lack is one of the traits that distinguishes me and my class from the aristocrats, who have laid so much misery on this nation—the Child Empress (whose reign is politic and permissive) excepted. No, I intend to take only enough to compensate me for my troubles in the building. I think of this market as a gift to the great city of Kolhari, a gesture that will make us worthy of world regard. That is the spirit in which the project was proposed to the Empress’s ministers. That is the spirit in which we are carrying it out. Now—if you want to see what is mine here, you must come this way.’ Madame Keyne started along beside the fence.

Having momentarily slowed to watch the activities about her, Pryn hurried to catch up.

Coming by them now was a thick-set man. His red scarf was partly braided in with his hair—much of it gone from his freckled scalp. Behind him were three older boys and a girl. As they walked, the red-scarfed man instructed,’…and, of course, lateness will not be tolerated. You men are here to work, and we will get a day’s work from you. This woman, or one like her, will be by with a bucket for you to drink from every hour, as well, a woman will be by with a bucket, also every hour, into which anyone who has to may relieve himself. Once you are at your work, there should be no need to leave till we say so. Our first crew of barbarian loafers did more sipping and pissing and splashing of water over their heads than they did digging—and expected to get paid for it! But we’ve finally managed to locate a better breed for our wants here…’

As they passed, the girl looked at Pryn. I wonder, Pryn thought, if she thinks I shall be carrying a water pail or slop bucket?

Something brushed the front of Pryn’s dress and struck Madame Keyne, a step ahead, full on the thigh. Madame Keyne raised her arm and looked down where the clot of mud—or worse—pulled from her skirt to fall to the dust. Madame Keyne looked off at the fence, beyond which barbarians massed. Someone pulled from the rail to hurry away in the closing crowd. Some of those around where he’d been were laughing.

Madame Keyne made a face, shook her skirt, and started walking again. I’m afraid that’s one of the inevitable unpleasantnesses of life outside my garden. It’s also why I harbor my dislike of the Liberator.’

‘Was that one of the Liberator’s men…?’

‘I doubt it,’ Madame Keyne said. ‘Much more likely it was some disgruntled creature with a mother to support, three sisters he has not yet married off, a wife, and uncountable children—a man whom we just failed to hire or, indeed, just fired for his laxness. Or it could be some mischievous youth, a cousin to our own Wild Ini, who has seen such a man as I described throw his clod (though he understands the reasons no more than a pampered aristocrat’s brat), who merely finds such violations amusing. Unfortunately, though, a growing number of those men over there, including some of the clod throwers, think the Liberator is here for them.’

‘But I thought—’ for all this seemed as confusing to Pryn as what had been going on within Madame Keyne’s own walls—‘the Liberator had come to free slaves.’

‘Slaves are men and women who labor for no pay. Over there are men who do no labor for no pay. The similarity is enough so that they might make the mistake themselves. If the Liberator makes the same mistake, I may well have reason to pay out a full twelve and six to the next fanatic who asks.’ Madame Keyne sighed, her thoughts drifting somewhere else. Suddenly she announced, ‘The thing Jade does not realize—’ startling Pryn—‘and that her position as my secretary, or perhaps my own love for her itself may prevent her from realizing, so that it is the one thing in our relationship for which I feel guilty, is that as one grows older, one lives more and more off the little signs of whatever community one moves through day to day and less and less off the gifts that fall out of individual relationships. If one does not prepare for this change in youth, then age becomes a bitter time. This is not to disparage the beauty of one’s relationships with lover or friend. It is only to acknowledge what, for so many in the city, is a sad truth. Community can, however awkwardly, replace individual relationships. But individual relationships only grow poisonous and resentful if there is no community to support them. But we are not going to discuss this any more, my girl. Still—’ Madame Keyne looked at Pryn without any smile at all—‘I must tell you, if there was any motivation other than idle curiosity behind the disreputable act you caught me indulging with that clever, disreputable man on Black Avenue—and you are old enough, girl, to know no curiosity is really idle—it is only to protect my sense of that community, which includes, for me, equally the man who flung his clod, you, all those who wear my red scarf, Ini, and Jade, and, yes, the whole of this city…the nation to whom I make my gift, here, as well as those neighbors of mine in Sallese whom I would not dream of inviting to a small, private supper with any of the ones of you I have mentioned, for fear the resultant hostilities and intolerances would render the whole notion of community ludicrous, if not barbaric.’

Another clod landed a few feet before them.

Behind the fence was some kind of scuffle. The men ahead of them noticed; one, a great strapping fellow, turned back toward Madame Keyne.

‘But what about his sense of community,’ Pryn asked. ‘I mean the Liberator’s—’

‘The Liberator, ’ey, Madame Keyne?’ The big man who stepped up had the same green eyes, Pryn realized, as Gorgik. For a moment, Pryn wondered if, under the scarf about his neck, was the Liberator’s collar.

Pryn blinked.

The face was unscarred.

And his forty or forty-five years sat among the muscles, calluses, and the general heft of his body more easily than they had rested on iron-collared Gorgik’s. ‘Are those dogs acting up again?’ He bawled over the fence: ‘Have you no respect for a woman of Madame Keyne’s standing in this city?’ Shaking his head, he looked back. ‘You may be sure nobody wants any “Liberator” on this side, Madame.’

‘Hello, Ergi,’ Madame Keyne said. ‘I’m glad to see my best foreman is on the job.’ She turned again to Pryn. ‘The men who work over here find the idea of the Liberator mildly uncomfortable—no doubt because they make the same mistake as the men outside.’

‘These fellows here don’t want to lose their jobs to the men out there,’ declared Ergi. ‘If this Liberator is for the unemployed, then he can’t very well be for the employed, too. Hey, you!’ Ergi bawled again, waving his fist. ‘Over there—over there with that scaffolding! Not there!’ He shook his head. ‘There’s muscle a-plenty around here, Madame Keyne. But I don’t think a man in the place can think two thoughts that follow one from the other. Is this your new secretary?’

Startled, Pryn looked up to see Madame Keyne at least looked surprised.

‘Possibly,’ Madame Keyne replied. ‘And possibly not. I haven’t decided whether I need one. This young woman reads and writes—’

‘More than I can do!’ Ergi laughed.

‘—and she listens. As for what she thinks about what she hears—’ Madame Keyne’s dark, dry face took on its amused and curious smile—‘that we have yet to determine.’

‘Well, you don’t have to worry about what anyone thinks of the Liberator on this site, Madame Keyne! That’s for certain—Hey, there! Hey! I said put it—!’

‘Yes,’ Madame Keyne went on. ‘But there are other confusions to be made, just as simple and just as interesting. For example—’

‘Excuse me, Madame.’ Ergi hurried off to right some confusion ahead, shouting, waving.

‘Just as a man who has no work and gets no money for it may think himself a slave, so a man who has work and gets only very little money for it may think himself the same. And that—I have no illusions about it, girl—is very much the workers, men and women, on this side of the fence.’

They had almost crossed the dust and gravel, which Pryn had finally been able to reread as a thriving market. What they approached now, however, baffled her.

In an area at least as large as the market proper, there were many more workers than there were roaming the square. Clearly this was where Ergi’s foremanship centered. Pryn glimpsed him off amidst the excavations, hurrying some naked men from one pit to another. Though some scaffolding had indeed been set up, most of the workers (and only the foremen, Pryn saw now, wore Madame Keyne’s scarves) were digging out large, rectangular holes that left two- and three-meter walls of dirt between. ‘What will they be building here?’ Pryn asked, as they started to walk along one.

‘Here will be the warehouses, and administration offices, and archives, and market workers’ barracks, and vendors’ storage spaces, and…well, all the buildings needed to house the functions that must accrue to any sizable market area. These are the buildings which will be mine! Mine to rent, to allot, to administer! Oh, believe me, though I disparage it, I’ve examined the Old Market as carefully as anyone in Kolhari. And I’ve learned precisely what keeps it so small. I am prepared to see that the New Market is successful, that it grows, and that I profit both by that success and growth.’

The image of the market as a map of the nation returned to Pryn, to be shattered a moment later by her sudden apprehension of this neighborhood of storage spaces and warehouses beside the market as a map of the market to come. And though none of it had yet been filled in, nevertheless it would control the very shape and pace, the movement and organization of that market as surely as Madame Keyne controlled the comings and goings of her red-scarfed employees.

As they made their way over the site, one or another worker looked up, to recognize Madame Keyne. The woman seemed to know most of them by name. ‘Morning, Terkin,’ she called as one man paused to grin up. She turned to another. ‘You swing your shovel that hard, Orget, and you’ll wear it out!’ which made Orget, already working furiously, laugh and redouble his effort.

Pryn looked down into the excavation on their left.

A young woman climbed, step at a time, up the wide ladder. By rope handles, one in each fist, she held a ceramic bucket, filled with urine and darkened with feces. She gained the wall and put the buckets carefully on the uneven dirt.

Urine spilled the slopping clay.

With similar buckets of clear water, around which bobbed half a dozen cups, hooked over the rim by their handles, another woman stepped between Pryn and Madame Keyne to halt by the ladder top, waiting for the other to move off so she might climb down.

‘Over there—’ Madame Keyne pointed between the scaffolds and the workers rolling their carts of dirt along the ridges—‘is the sea…though one can hardly see the waterfront for all the confusion between us and it. Nevertheless, imports from the east and south will have easy access to my warehouses, and thus will have easy access to the entire web of commerce centering here.’

Pryn looked down into the excavation on their right.

Dark-haired, dark-skinned, arched backs running with water like the falls in Madame Keyne’s garden, most of the laborers had abandoned all clothes, though two or three still wore a loincloth, a leg band, or a leather bracelet.

‘Morning, Silon—and that must be your young barbarian friend Namyuk, who you said you’d bring us today. Work hard as your friend Silon, Namyuk, and you’ll do well by us!’ Madame Keyne stooped to take the wet, callused hand of a sweating man who ran up to tell her some story about his daughter, a lame ox, and a grain jar, to which Madame Keyne nodded and nodded with concern. As she stood, some joke came from the other side of the excavation—a very old joke, too, because Pryn had heard it even in Ellamon. But Madame Keyne tossed a jibe over her shoulder that made the diggers rest their shovels and the water-carrier lower her buckets. All howled—till a foreman, passing on the far wall, shouted them back to work.

Several times since their early garden encounter, Pryn had told herself she had no complete picture of this woman. Hour by hour that ‘non-picture’ had suffered its changes. But, whoever she is, Pryn thought, here seems her home—no matter how much she enjoys her flowers. She might even swing a pick—or carry a bucket—for Madame Keyne had just stopped a slops carrier who’d been walking before them with a limp; she searched through the folds of her skirt, found her purse, and tucked a small coin into the shift, which was turned down and bunched at the dry-haired woman’s waist. Then she called the foreman over. ‘Take Malika here back to the water cask and put her on the filling detail—where she won’t have to walk on that foot so much.’ As Madame Keyne watched the older water-carrier and the younger foreman walk—and limp—off, Pryn thought: She really seems more comfortable here.

Madame Keyne paused at a pit to inquire of a balding barrow-pusher after the progress of his wife’s illness; at another she stooped to ask a white-haired worker to show her his bandaged shoulder. ‘If it still pains you, Fenya, I don’t want you straining yourself. The bones of dead laborers are not the proper foundations for these cellars.’

‘Oh, it’s nothing, Madame Keyne! Don’t trouble yourself over it!’

‘The people who work for you, Madame…?’

Standing, Madame Keyne looked around.

‘Even when they have problems, they seem so…content!’

As they turned at the corner of another cellar, Madame Keyne took Pryn’s arm. ‘That’s because they have the discontented example of the barbarians on the other side of the fence to instruct them.’

‘You don’t use nearly as many women as you do men.’ Looking over the workers around the site, Pryn pictured herself coming into the city—by some other road, as it were—arriving at the market as a seeker after work rather than as the owner’s guest.

‘Jade is always after me to hire more women and barbarians,’ Madame Keyne commented. ‘I’ve actually entertained the notion—certainly I’ve known all too many women who can work as hard as a man and feel twice the drive to prove it. The idea has always struck me, however, as a thrilling transgression. But I’m afraid this side of fifty I react to such thrills as though they were simple stabs of fear—as though, if I did so, something terrible might happen. Even I cannot think what. It is as if I want my construction site to look even more like the sites owned by the powerful men in this city than—well, than those sites do themselves. I am not the most powerful person in Kolhari by any means. Forces other than I have created a customary proportion in the sexual division of our labor, and I fear to deviate from it as though it might evoke some vast and crushing disapproval. That fear, you know, is not the disapproval of those whom I am equal to or whom I am above, but rather some fancied disapproval from those above me—men, and they are almost all men, who would never deign even to notice me and whom, when all is said and done, I do no more than glimpse from year end to year end, now as one passes in an elegant carriage, now as one enters some fine-gated mansion, their very absence vouchsafing their powers over my actions far more than any adversary present to voice or hand.’

‘But you are a powerful woman!’ Pryn declared, for her attention had wandered. ‘I hadn’t realized you were…well, this powerful! How did you become so? I mean, how did you ever…?’ (We write, you see, of a more primitive time when civilization’s inhibitions were fewer; so that those delicate questions whose very contemplation might throw the likes of you and me into hot-cheeked stammering or moist-palmed silence were easier to ask, at least for a mountain girl such as Pryn.) ‘You must tell me!’

‘Would you like me to? Sometimes I wish it were more complicated than it is.’ Madame Keyne found the purse in her skirts’ folds. Digging inside, first with two fingers, then with three, she removed two coins, then let the purse fall back. She held them up, one in each hand. The larger was a gold piece that flashed and glimmered. ‘Here,’ Madame Keyne said, holding out the gold for Pryn to examine, ‘is the money with which I finance my projects—the money against which I make my loans, the money that brings me in its interest, the money I cite when I bargain over lands, the money I have at my beck and call when I arrange prices for materials and labor, the money those who know I am a wealthy woman know I possess.’ The gold coin was stamped with a likeness of the Child Empress. ‘While this—’ Madame Keyne held out the smaller iron coin—‘is the money I am actually prepared to pay out for those unavoidable day-to-day expenses, expenses which include the wages for Ergi, for Jade, for Clyton, as well as for those sweating, naked men and women who dig and carry here—not to mention the six and two I spent back on Black Avenue.’ The iron piece bore the face of a man whose name and office Pryn did not know—though his coin was far the more common.

‘Where do you keep this money?’ Pryn asked, for she was beginning to sense just how much such a project as this market and these warehouses must require.

‘Ah, it’s hidden!’ replied Madame Keyne, who, rather than taking offense at the question, seemed delighted. ‘It’s hidden, carefully, throughout the city, where it’s protected as much by the accounting acumen of the financially astute as it is by the monetary ignorance of the general populace. Really—‘She looked from one coin to the other—‘there is nothing complicated in it. You know, girl, there’s something I’ve been more or less aware of since I was a child: If events ever struck me from the position of affluence and prestige that, certainly, my family secured for me far more than I did, as long as the world in general and the city in particular are organized along the lines they are today I could climb back, simply because I know where the ladders’ feet are located—though I confess, the thought of having to make such a climb again becomes less and less appealing, if only because of my age and energies. But these smiling, sweating, impoverished creatures below us do not know—so that the ladders themselves will always be comparatively free of traffic for those of my class who require them. The men here love me—oh, by love I mean nothing profound or passionate; only love at that level of community that we must all indulge for a satisfying life—the women, I fear, do not love me quite so much. They are too concerned with how I treat the men and often do not notice my special concern for them: those women in extra need I will often give extra money to directly. I hear the foremen joke about it. But I have been to the homes of many of my workers, men and women—and I know the extra needs of a woman working in this city. I do not claim to hire an equitable number of men from all who need jobs. And I hire less women. But those I hire, I treat well. To do otherwise would be irresponsible to the community which is my concern. Now those men—and women—on the other side of the fence, they are jobless and they hate me—and hate too those that now work. I console myself by remembering that, the odd clod aside, their hate is no more passionate than the love we share over here. Still, if only because I do know how real the one is, I must keep my eye open to the other.

‘Those men over there, they wait for the Liberator to liberate them—into jobs indistinguishable from the jobs here. I watch them all and find myself smiling.

‘There are ladders all about them that they step over and brush against and push aside. But without the training and—yes—the vision needed to climb them, I suspect they cannot even see them, much less see where they branch, or where one must hurry or halt as one mounts.

‘As I’ve grown older, however, I’ve had my anxious moments. The anxiety arrives along with a kind of alternative dream, the vision of a world arranged very differently, without any such ladders at all, where no privileges such as mine exist, nor such hardship as theirs: rather it is a dream of an equitable division of goods and services into which all would be born, within which all would be raised, and the paths from one point to the other would be set out by like and dislike, temperament and desire, rather than inscribed on a mystified map whose blotted and improperly marked directions are all plotted between poverty and power, wealth and weakness.

‘The anxiety comes with it, however, when I hear report of some new political upstart, such as—yes—our latest Liberator, who declares his own muzzy dream of equality, freedom, and joy. I have watched governments come and go, some led by liberators, some by despots, and I realize that the workers on this side of the fence and the out-of-work on that side—as well as the Liberator they oppose and support—share, all of them, one common reconnaissance: they think the enemy is Nevèrÿon, and that Nevèrÿon is the system of privileges and powers such as mine that supports it, or the privileges and powers such as the Child Empress’s (whose reign is, after all, benign and bureaucratic) which rule it. As long as they do not realize that the true enemy is what holds those privileges—and the ladders of power to them—in place, that at once anchors them on all sides, keeps the rungs clear, yet assures their bottoms will remain invisible from anywhere other than their tops, then my position in the system is, if not secure, at least always accessible should I, personally, become dislodged.’

‘Then what is this…their enemy?’ Pryn asked. ‘I mean the true one?’

‘You really ask me that, girl?’ Madame Keyne laughed sharply. ‘You actually want me to name it—now? here?’ The gesture with which Madame Keyne accompanied the laugh caused the gold coin, which by then was merely lying in her open hand, to fly up into the sun. It soared, it spun—and landed on the hard ground, rolling along the embankment, where it finally swerved and fell in.

‘Look there, my man!’ Madame Keyne called down to one of the laborers. ‘Bring that back like a good fellow.’

Wiping his forehead, the man blinked up. Looking about, he saw the coin, planted his shovel, and went to get it, then vaulted up to crouch on the embankment’s edge. ‘You dropped this, Madame Keyne?’ The rough hand, with its horny fingers and scarred knuckles (one nail blackened from a recent mishap), held out the gold. ‘There you are.’

‘And this,’ Madame Keyne said as she accepted the gold in her own dark fingers, ‘is for you.’ She handed him the iron coin that had remained with her. ‘For your trouble. Tell me your name. You’re a good worker, I can see that.’

The barbarian—this particular worker was a barbarian—squinted up at his employer, sun and surprise deepening the wrinkles about his ugly eyes. Suddenly he let a muffled guffaw. Pryn heard in it the nervous overtones of a man used to laughing openly. ‘Well, Madame Keyne, Kudyuk will work for you any day! Kudyuk, that’s me!’ His accent was as light as Jade’s, as if he’d been in the city a long while. ‘Yes, I’ll certainly work for you!’ His fist closed on the small iron. Bobbing his bearded head and without ever really standing erect, he dropped back over the embankment and went for his shovel. ‘Yes, Madame Keyne,’ he called up, ‘I certainly will!’

Madame Keyne laughed with him, and walked on.

Coming with her, Pryn only wondered—as Kudyuk seized up his shovel with his free hand—where he would put his coin; he was one of the workers who had already given up all clothing in his pursuit of labor.

‘Do you see?’ Madame Keyne raised the hand, in which she again held the gold, to shield her eyes. The confidence in her tone was both exciting and confusing. ‘You see how money that goes out comes back to me? And, you must admit, it costs very little. So now you have the whole system of enterprise, profit, and wages laid out for your inspection, girl. No wonder the Empress and the Liberator both decry slavery, when this is such a far more efficient system. You know where most of the iron for these little moneys comes from, don’t you? It’s melted down from the old, no-longer-used collars once worn by—’

‘But Madame,’ protested Pryn, who was both a logical and excitable young woman, ‘you lost money in that transaction! Money went out—and you had to pay to get it back!’

Madame Keyne glanced up at the gold. ‘Little mountain waif—’ she seemed intensely amused—‘if you think I lost in that transaction, then you do not know what the enemy is, nor, I doubt, will you ever. But if you can see the real gain on my part, then—perhaps!—you have seen your enemy and may yet again recognize her glittering features.’ She turned the large coin so that sun slid across the likeness of the Empress till the blind-white flare made Pryn look away.

At the same moment a breeze blew some sand grains in Pryn’s face, so that she stopped to rub her eyes. When Pryn looked up. Madame Keyne was walking ahead, now laying her hand on the shoulder of another slops carrier, now nodding to another barrow-pusher. ‘Ergi! Ergi!’ she called as Pryn came up. ‘Ergi, I want to talk to you!’

Down in an excavation, the foreman finished setting some sweating men to a new mound of rock and dirt, then came across the pebbles and dust, by now as wet himself as any of his workers.

‘Earlier today, Ergi, out on Black Avenue,’ Madame Keyne called down, ‘I saw a woman try to deliver some very interesting bricks to a slug-a-bed not yet up to receive his shipment. These bricks were yellow—not your usual red. I want you to find out everything you can about them: their manufacture, functionality, durability, cost, maintenance—everything that contours their value, in any and every direction. See if they’d be good for paving. Then report back to me…’

The cart trundled along the tree-shaded avenue by the stone walls of the Sallese estates. It was past the hottest part of the day. Pryn sat beside the older woman, feeling an astonishing exuberance. Commerce and construction? These seemed the centers of life—far more central, certainly, than protest and liberation. On the rumbling cart Pryn could almost let herself think that these, indeed, were what she had taken off on her dragon to find.

Madame Keyne had been pleased and elated since she’d left the New Market. The streets were less crowded, and the drive back easier. By the time they’d reached the suburbs, both had fallen into a pleased silence. Pryn’s, however, contained within it all the excitement of her encounter with project and enterprise. Madame Keyne’s, as she guided the cart along, seemed—to Pryn at any rate—more pensive. In the moments when her own excitement lulled, Pryn wondered if the prospect of returning to her own embattled garden had quieted the older woman.

Suddenly Madame Keyne announced: ‘I know what he thinks is his enemy. What I must learn, though, is whom he thinks to be his allies!’

Pryn looked at her questioningly.

For answer, Madame Keyne nodded toward the broad way the cart was just rolling past. At the end of the shaggy pines was the stone wall with its heavy gate, its leather-helmeted guards, and, behind it, the cracked and indifferently patrolled roof. As they passed, Pryn could see a rider had just come clattering up, who now bawled out, so they could hear even at this distance: ‘Go inside and tell your master, the Liberator, Gorgik, that the Iron Hawk has come to join his ranks!’

The rider cantered off toward the city. Pryn had not been able to tell from the voice, raucous and high-pitched as it was, if it were a man’s or a woman’s.

Pryn asked, ‘What do you mean, his allies?’

Madame Keyne flicked the reins. ‘I want to know: when he runs out of slaves to liberate, will he choose the men on my side or on the far side of the fence as his next cause? Whatever his political program, the Liberator’s is an image in our city both sincere and seductive. Whichever side he chooses, he may well succeed.’

Ahead, Pryn could see Madame Keyne’s gate. ‘Do you want me to get the answer?’

Madame Keyne raised an eyebrow. ‘How would you get an answer to that question in this city—’ the brow lowered—‘other than by asking?’

‘But you don’t understand,’ Pryn said. Somehow she could no longer repress it. ‘I’ve ridden a dragon! And I—’

‘Have you now? So—’ Madame Keyne’s smile took on its familiar ambiguity—‘you, my dragon-riding ambassador, will lay my anxieties at the Liberator’s feet? Under our present Empress, whose reign is clever and calculating, dragons have not been that popular.’

‘I can find out for you!’ The cart rolled toward the gate. ‘I can!’

‘I believe,’ Madame Keyne said as the studded planks swung in, and, between tugging fingertips, Samo’s face peered around the edge, ‘that you believe you can. And belief is a powerful force in these basic and barbaric times.’ She chuckled as they rolled up the drive. The horse halted under the young fruit trees. Madame Keyne climbed down. Pryn climbed after her.

As she stepped from the bottom rung of the carriage’s ladder, Pryn saw Ini coming from the house. She stalked over the grass with the gleeful smile of a child about to surprise a returning parent.

Then Radiant Jade stepped from behind the house’s corner, one hand up as if to lean against it—the same gesture Pryn had noticed at their departure.

Madame Keyne went forward to pat the horse’s head.

Hands behind her back, Ini reached the first tree. Pryn had a memory of a young cousin coming up to see what present she’d been brought—

Then Radiant Jade ran forward!

She ran with fist-pumping urgency. She ran like a contestant in a year-end festival race. She snatched up her shift in one hand, shouting, ‘No…!’ Steps behind Ini, she flung herself at the cream-haired girl.

Half a dozen feet from Pryn and Madame Keyne, Ini hardly had time to look back. Jade collided with her. Ini staggered, grunted, and fell under Jade’s assault.

The two rolled on the grass…

…and Pryn saw the knife Jade struggled to tear from Ini’s fist. (Pryn remembered Ini’s strength with the rearing horse and caught her breath.) Jade gasped and shouted: ‘No! No—you can’t…We can’t! I’ve changed my mind!…No!…We mustn’t—’

The knife, Pryn realized, had been drawn behind Ini’s back all through the smiling approach.

Madame Keyne held the bridle in a shock as impassive as the roan’s calm. Suddenly she flung the horse’s head away—so that the beast stepped twice, three times, taking the cart with her—and strode forward. With one hand she yanked the knife from Ini’s hand. With the other she began to strike about at the struggling pair. ‘Stop it! Stop it, I say! You are animals! Now stop it…!’

In a kind of oblivious horror, Pryn stepped—nearer, as it turned out, but it could as easily have been away.

Ini finally rolled from Jade, to sit, brushing grass and dirt from her arms. ‘Oh, all right…!’

On all fours, with head hanging, Jade gasped with the effort of the fight.

Madame Keyne held the knife, awkwardly, above her head. Now that Jade and Ini had stopped, her other hand went to her neck, and her own breathing grew more erratic as Jade’s gasps stilled.

‘Madame Keyne,’ Pryn exclaimed, ‘they were going to kill you…?’

‘My dear—‘ Madame Keyne took another breath in which Pryn could hear the anger—‘they were going to kill you. Ah—!’ She brought the knife down sharply to her side. ‘They weren’t going to kill you—they were only going to try and hurt you! But I said I wouldn’t let that happen! I said I—They were only trying to scare you! That was all they were doing!’ She looked at Jade and Ini. ‘Tell me that was all you were doing! Say it!’

‘That’s all we were doing.’ Ini picked a dead leaf from her elbow. ‘Jade just wanted to scare her.’

That was when Pryn realized the four of them were, now, surrounded by a peering circle of women and men, all of whom seemed, at first, strangers. But one was the heavy-set cook in her red scarf; and one was blinking Samo; and the three new kitchen girls; and over there, the gardener Clyton—among another five or six Pryn hadn’t even seen yet on the grounds.

‘I wouldn’t have done it!’ Radiant Jade gasped. ‘I wouldn’t have…I told her to do it! Yes. To scare her. But you see…I wouldn’t have really let her! You see, I stopped her! I stopped her…’

‘Get up!’ Madame Keyne said. ‘Get up, I say!’

Ini stood, bending to brush grass from her knees.

Jade began to cry. Her head sank even lower. ‘I have nothing! Don’t you see, Rylla, I have nothing. You have everything! You have money, a fine home, servants, respect! I, I have nothing—I am nothing! Now you would take even the little I have from me and give it—’

‘Oh, stop it!’ Madame Keyne declared.

‘You are an empress here; you are a woman of high standing in the city—whereas I am totally at the mercy of your every whim and caprice—’

‘I—?’ Madame Keyne declared. In her laugh was anger. ‘I, empress? No, my dear. You rule here, despotically and completely! I loved you—and love you still; and I have been tyrannized for it. You order this room decorated thus, object to the decor in that one. And we all know we must comply, or suffer your sulkings and poutings till we are made miserable with them! You come from your room in the morning, and both servants and houseguests fall silent, waiting to see if you are in a mood or a pet over this or that. If you are, any one of us may be snapped at, snubbed, insulted, or—most mercifully—ignored; which allows us, at least, I suppose, to go on with our day. But sometimes I am silly enough to want something more than to be ignored!’

‘Nothing! Nothing at all!’ Radiant Jade cried. ‘Nothing! I hate myself. I loathe myself. You are right, Rylla. You are right about everything. You are always right! I cannot live with your insufferable rightness—’

‘Oh, put it up, Jade!’

‘But it is terrible to live with! Yes, I treat you, the servants, everyone, horribly! And you would destroy the one bit of self-esteem I have left by depriving me of my position and giving it to this…this awful girl! She doesn’t belong here! Look at her, she should be in the forests, in the mountains, on the sea—anywhere but here!’ (Pryn frowned at that but was too surprised to question it.) ‘She isn’t worthy of us—of you, Rylla. Oh, why did you bring her here? Why!’

Madame Keyne took a deep breath, the knife out from her side. ‘You silly, silly woman!’ She ordered Ini: ‘Help her up!’

‘I will go,’ Jade declared, still on the ground. ‘I won’t be put out—I couldn’t stand that. But I’ll go of my own accord. You needn’t ask me…’

‘I am not making Pryn my new secretary,’ Madame Keyne said. ‘Your position here is secure.’

Radiant Jade clutched unsteadily at the Ini’s knees as the pale-haired young woman reached down to help.

‘Of course I’m not!’ Madame Keyne went on. ‘Oh, you are silly! I am making Pryn my…my ambassador. She is going to go on a mission—’

Had it not been for the circle of servants, Pryn might have run off then, somewhere, to hide.

‘A dangerous mission which she has volunteered for and from which she might not return. And if she does return, then…we shall reward her and send her on her way!’

‘You’re sending her away?’ On her knees, Jade lay her head against Ini’s hip; Ini still tried to pull her to her feet. ‘You’re not going to replace me—’

‘Pryn was not brought here with her own consent. I could no more keep her here than…’ Madame Keyne took another breath—‘…than you could harm her for no reason.’

Radiant Jade finally got her feet under her. One arm around Ini’s shoulder, her head still hung. Her hair had come partially loose. Pryn, who had always kept her own hair fairly short, was surprised there was so much of it. Jade brushed her hand over her forehead. More hair fell.

‘All right!’ Madame Keyne said. ‘I want to go and walk in my garden. I want you three to come with me—where we can talk.’

‘All right!’ Radiant Jade took a breath that seemed a kind of imitation of Madame Keyne’s. The phrase, Pryn realized, was to the servants. ‘To your jobs now! There’s no reason to stand around gawking at the misery of your masters! Go on with you, I say!’

Glancing at each other, the servants broke their ring.

‘Yes,’ Madame Keyne said. ‘Please, go now. Back to your work. Everything is…all right.’

Her arm tightly about Ini’s shoulder so that she moved the young woman, unsteadily, with her, Radiant Jade began to walk—unsteadily—forward.

In a voice devoid of all the edges Pryn associated with it, Ini said, ‘Why do you lean against me so?’ It was a rather caressing voice. Ini’s arm was firmly about Jade’s shoulders as she helped the barbarian along. ‘I do not like the touch of your body, Jade. I generally do not like the touch of women’s bodies. For touching, I think I would prefer the bodies of men.’ With her free hand Ini reached around to push the straggling hair from Jade’s face. ‘I have told you that, and told you again: I do not love women the way that you—and Madame Keyne—do. For that kind of love, yes, just as with killing, I prefer men.’ Ini laid her cheek against the secretary’s, which was now, Pryn saw, tear-wet. ‘I do not love you. I do not even want to love you—not in the way you want to love me. I’ve told you that, you know. Many times.’ She moved her cheek against the secretary’s. ‘I’ve told you.’

Here Madame Keyne took Pryn’s arm firmly. At another moment the gesture would have seemed simple friendship, but now it seemed protective. Caught up in a political massacre and menaced by a street hoodlum, Pryn could not help thinking that whatever danger still waited for her here was probably intriguingly minuscule. Indeed, it had much the same air about it as the scarred Fox’s straying hand—something that, however unpleasant, could be gotten through, at least with Madame Keyne’s help. Yet once it were gotten through, what might lie beyond it seemed just as great a mystery as the one her initial arrival had presented. For better or for worse, she found herself putting aside fear in favor of curiosity.

The red brick path they walked up was the one Pryn had mounted with Madame Keyne that morning. As they reached the sudden and surprising stone hut at the top, Ini finally shrugged away from Jade. It was only then that Pryn pulled her own arm from Madame Keyne’s and called ahead: ‘But why did you want to kill me?’

With her calm and questioning smile, Ini turned. ‘I saved your life yesterday.’ Suddenly she sat on the grass, locking her arms about her knees, swaying. ‘Today I thought to throw a life away—yours? But why not.’ Ini frowned at Jade. ‘I told you I don’t like to kill women! I told you that. And you wanted me to do it anyway! But I didn’t care.’

Jade’s attention had gone from the Liberator’s headquarters behind them to the cityscape before them. Now she looked back at Ini—whose eyes, over the same seconds, had fixed on some deliquescent city in the clouds, its destruction, before high winds undetectable here at the ground, hugely attenuated by size and distance.

‘I must talk to you,’ Madame Keyne repeated. ‘I must talk to you all. And I don’t believe any of you are listening.’ She lowered herself to the stone bench against the hut’s back wall. ‘But I will talk. It’s my own garden. That’s the least I should be allowed to do in it—to talk.’

Because she felt nervous, Pryn sat, too, on the grass—somewhat away from Ini.

Jade still stood—there was room for her on the bench. Madame Keyne looked as if she expected Jade to sit beside her. But Jade swayed, nervously, looking at Ini, looking at the city again.

‘I am sending you away, Pryn.’ Madame Keyne said. ‘You understand, now, I must.’

‘Yes…’ Pryn nodded.

‘This evening,’ Madame Keyne continued. ‘You must go to the Liberator for me and ask him my question. When you bring me an answer, I shall give you a gold piece—or, at any rate, its equal in small moneys. A girl your age shouldn’t be showing gold about, trying to get it changed. Then I shall put you on the road again to continue your travels. Jade, Ini, do you hear? She is my ambassador to the Liberator—not my new secretary. And when she completes her mission, she shall go!’

‘She will really leave?’ Jade asked. ‘You really will send her away? Why can’t she leave now!’

‘If I do send her away, now—’ The smile came to Madame Keyne’s face with another emotion that seemed more serious than either curiosity or amusement—‘will you send away your Ini—?’

‘Oh, Rylla, will you persist in…Oh, I can’t! I mustn’t! I won’t! You know how I feel about Ini. I would simply die if I had to—’

‘Cease this!’ Madame Keyne half stood. ‘Cease!’ She took a breath and dropped back to the bench. ‘You do not have to send away your Ini. And I will send away Pryn, I tell you. This evening.’

Radiant Jade blinked about the clearing. ‘Then let me return to the house. I cannot stay here. I am exhausted by all this…’

‘While I, no doubt, am invigorated…! Of course you may go,’ Madame Keyne’s voice had become somewhat shrill. ‘Why should you stay longer? You have everything you want.’

‘I? I have nothing! And you would ask me to give up even that. You have all the power, Rylla. All of it. I? I only want one thing.’ She turned suddenly to Pryn. ‘I want you gone!’ (Pryn flinched—but from surprise; fear, as it seemed to have more and more these days, had almost left.) ‘And I want you gone now…! But I can’t have that, can I?’ She turned, listlessly, away. ‘So. Once again, Rylla, we shall do it your way.’ Jade walked off along the red brick.

‘Oh, yes! I understand!’ Madame Keyne’s voice went even shriller. ‘You are too distraught to hear anything I might have to say now! You’ve heard what you wanted to hear. Now you’ll wander off into your own fantasies which, in spite of all our attempts at sanity, we find ourselves conforming to more and more each day—’

‘Please, Rylla…’ Jade said, not looking.

‘You have what you want. Why must you do anything else? Now you leave us with the responsibility of carrying out your desires—’

Jade suddenly drew herself up and turned back angrily. ‘What do you want me to do?’

‘What do I want you to do…?’ Then Madame Keyne sighed. ‘I want you to do what you always do: whatever you want. You may go.’

Her anger again losing focus, Jade turned—again—to walk away on the red brick path, between shrubs, flowers, trees…

‘Madame Keyne,’ Pryn said after a moment, uncertainly, glancing at the still seated Ini. ‘I’m happy to do your mission for you. Before, I didn’t know whether you believed I could or not.’ She felt oddly distanced, almost light-headed.

‘Before,’ Madame Keyne said, ‘neither did I.’

Pryn frowned. ‘Are you…really that interested in the answer the Liberator will give about his allies?’

‘I am interested in the answer,’ Madame Keyne said. ‘The question, however—no—does not interest me.’ She sighed. ‘But you must still go. At the far corner of my garden there is a break in the wall. I told Ini about it once, and I believe she has been working up her courage to try it. This evening, when it grows dark—’

Ini suddenly ceased her rocking, released her knees, and said: ‘She is a silly woman, isn’t she, Madame Keyne?’

‘Jade?’ Madame Keyne turned on her bench to regard the seated murderess. ‘Oh, I call her that in anger. But not really. I don’t think she’s silly at all.’

‘She’s very upset now.’ Ini pulled her feet beneath her. ‘She’s very unhappy and confused.’

‘Oh, I don’t know.’ Madame Keyne shook her head. ‘No. I rather doubt it.’

‘You know how she feels about me.’ Ini pushed herself to her feet. ‘It would be best if I went to her.’

‘No.’ Madame Keyne mused. ‘Going to her now might not be the worst thing you could do. But it’s definitely not the best.’

Ini brushed grass blades from her hip, then turned off along the red brick. ‘I think, though, I will go to her…’ She strode off down the path.

‘I really think—’ Madame Keyne picked up the knife from where she’d placed it beside her on the bench and turned it about—‘our little Ini would like to be a caring person. But it’s so foreign to her nature, she can only imitate the gestures. And she’s bewildered at the idea that one or two such gestures might better serve the impulse behind them by being indulged only after reasonable forethought.’ She looked up. ‘Are you glad to be leaving us?’

‘I…suppose I am. Still, I wish I were leaving with more certainty as to why I had been brought.’

Madame Keyne put the knife down in her lap. ‘I shall make a bargain with you. I’ll tell you why you were brought here if you’ll tell me why you came.’

‘Why I came? But you sent Ini to bring me! And I was on the bridge with that man—’

Madame Keyne raised her hand. ‘No, my dear. Those brutal and barbaric notions with which my secretary keeps order in my life and in hers may someday overwhelm our peaceful and placid civilization. Till then, however, we can admit that they are only stories.’ Madame Keyne frowned. ‘Or could it be that in the mountains around fabled Ellamon they believe that there are great powers and small powers and that the great ones always win and the small always lose, and thus smallness can be counted for nothing? No. Not if the fables I’ve heard about the weak and wondrous dragons are to be believed. My dear, sometimes I believe we shall soon lose all contact with magic. When that happens, civilization will have to be written of with other signs entirely.’

‘But what is this magic you are talking about again?’ Pryn demanded. ‘You said it was power. But you don’t seem very powerful now…’

‘And yet I speak of magic, claim to know it, claim to have it…’ Madame Keyne sighed. ‘Once I had a friend. Her name was Venn—one of those brilliant women from the Ulvayn islands. I met her here in Nevèrÿon when I was much younger. She had quite the most astonishing mind I’d ever encountered. I was rich and she was poor—but riches or poverty, neither one really concerned Venn. She traveled throughout Nevèrÿon and finally returned to her island. When I was older, I visited her there several times, and she took me around with her to see the tribes that lived in the island’s center, describing to me their ways and customs—she had lived among them once, even borne a son by one of their hunters. She walked with me at night by one of the famous boatyards where they build those ships that are the wonder of Nevèrÿon’s seas, pointing out over the fence which, among the skeletal hulks, were modeled from her own designs. On a rise above the island-edge village, her little shack was a storehouse of marvels. Once, when she was first here, she gave us a marvel to keep. It stays in this hut—oh, but that must have been thirty years ago. No, forty. Ah—!’ She touched her fingertips to her cheek. Bangles jangled to her elbow. ‘More than forty years ago—because I couldn’t have been fourteen yet. Really, she gave it to my father, though I’ve always thought of it as mine. It was back when this was the barbarian inventor Belham’s hut. I keep it in here.’ Madame Keyne suddenly stood. ‘Would you like to see it?’

‘Yes—!’ Pryn said, though it was, of course, the name of her great-aunt’s onetime friend that prompted her answer, rather than the divagation on the unknown island woman. Pryn stood and followed Madame Keyne around the hut’s corner to the inset planks. As Madame Keyne took a metal key out of her purse, Pryn’s mind tumbled with images both about her aunt and from her aunt’s tales. Madame Keyne inserted the key in the lock, turned it, jiggled it back and forth a few times, turned it again. She pulled. Grating on the stone sill, the door slid open. And Pryn, moving behind her, was momentarily sure, if only on the most tenuous evidence of a sign not even written but mentioned, that she would find within something of her home, if not her vanished father!



8. Of Models, Mystery, Moonlight, and Authority

The central thesis of this chapter is that usually, when we speak of ‘information,’ we should use the word ‘form.’ The scalar measure of information (e.g., energy and entropy in thermodynamics) should be geometrically interpreted as the topological complexity of a form…Thus energy appears as the complexity relative to the largest system in which the given system can be embedded, and is the complexity which retains its meaning in every interaction with the external world; it is the passe partout parameter and so contains the least information about complexity…Another example can be cited from biology: plants take in through their chloroplasts the grossest complexity of light, namely energy, whereas animals extract, through their retinas, the correlation of forms, or the information that they need to obtain their food, and thus their energy.

Let us now deal with the technical difficulties of defining the complexity of form.

RENÉ THOM,

Structural Stability and Morphogenesis

PRYN FOLLOWED MADAME KEYNE over the worn doorstep. Grilles high in the corners let in light. On a large table by one wall, Pryn made out what first looked like piles of something green; other colors, here and there, flecked about it. In the middle of it was a…house!…a toy house! Pryn blinked. And toy trees! And toy statues! Around it all ran a stone wall, about eight inches high.

Pryn exclaimed: It’s…your home!’

‘And my garden,’ Madame Keyne pointed out. ‘And my wall. And my waterfall. And my bridge. And my fountains—watch!’

Madame Keyne went to the hut wall, where various containers and conduits were fixed. Standing on tiptoe, she checked if one were filled. She examined another, then pulled a small lever.

Pryn had gone up to the table’s edge. The model’s precision was, indeed, magical, as if one might find the break in the wall at the corner—or the rotten bars at the stream entrance. On one tree-shaded rise Pryn saw a tiny stone hut, a path of tiny red bricks winding up to it and a tiny bench against its back, its wooden door indeed set ajar, so that she had to imagine two diminutive female figures had just stepped over its threshold, one of whom, even now, at a miniature table’s edge, leaned over a tinier rise, atop which stood a tinier hut, its tinier door ajar, and over whose tinier threshold had just stepped—

A splashing made Pryn look up.

On the far rise, water sluiced through the arched grate [had the bars rusted through? The water covered them, and Pryn couldn’t tell), ran along the stream bed, moved out along the four brick-lined tributaries to fill one, then two more, then the last of the brick-rimmed pools.

Water reached the falls and broke on fish, dolphin, kraken, and octopus. It swirled the rocks between the banks at the falls’ bottom. As it swept beneath the bridge, one, then two more, then the last of the fountains at the bridge’s corners sprayed, left and right, into the little stream. Water wound by bowers and benches, beneath overhanging branches of shade tree and willow, around the house, divided in three at a stone clearly carved for the purpose, and rushed on.

‘Did your…friend make this? ‘The delicacy of the model was as close to magic as Pryn could conceive.

Madame Keyne pulled another lever. A contraption on the wall, with angled paddles, began to turn. ‘No. This, actually, was made by Belham—he was the inventor of the fountain and the architect for many gardens about Sallese and Nevèrÿona, you know.’

Pryn breathed, ‘Oh…!’

Leaves on the miniature trees fluttered; miniature willow fronds above the stream began to flitter fishbone shadows over the water in the sunlight barred by the high grilles. Waves of darker green played across whatever had been used to imitate grass.

‘A map of the garden…?’

‘Yes,’ Madame Keyne said. ‘You might say that. Did you see the fountains?’

‘Oh, yes! They work, too! That’s wonderful!’

‘Have you determined how they work?’

Pryn frowned. ‘I just assumed that…up there, the water in those four pools runs down through some kind of pipes to the four fountains on the bridge below the falls…?’

‘Can you say why the fountains spurt into the air—instead of merely dribbling out in an uninteresting spill?’

‘I suppose—’ and, to be fair, Pryn had seen the fountains through the gates around the grounds of the Suzerain of Vanar’s High Hold and had even once delivered lunch to an uncle and cousin who had been called in with a work crew to repair one in much the same manner as Clyton had repaired Madame Keyne’s—‘it’s because the tributary pools are so much higher. The water remembers its higher position and leaps up…to regain the level of the source!’ That is what she’d heard her great-aunt say.

‘A good explanation! Almost the exact words of the barbarian who built it—so exact, I am tempted to think that brilliant and tragic man spent time in your own neighborhood. But no matter.’ Madame Keyne folded her arms. ‘It was when Belham was building these fountains and working in this hut that Venn first came from the Ulvayn islands to visit my family. Belham had finished this model, but was still supervising the workers at the falls itself. He showed Venn his model, here; and she spent a long time examining it, coming back to look at it by herself, and generally playing with it when the barbarian was not actually using it for his measures. Sometimes she would go right from here to examine the bottom of the real falls down below. (Belham thought she was a very eccentric woman and often complained about her inquisitiveness.) Finally she told my father, “I am going to build you something.” And she moved in here for several days, during which Belham fumed and stayed in the main house with us. After perhaps a week, she had built—‘ Madame Keyne turned away from the miniature garden—‘this.’

Pryn turned with her, to confront the shadowy construct on the far side of the hut.

Madame Keyne stepped across the dusty flags.

Pryn, after a moment, stepped after.

On a stand, that put it about eye-level, sat a large bronze bowl. Leaded to the bowl’s side was a copper tube that curved down and around to end at the edge of another large bowl set on a lower part of the stand; the second bowl’s bronze rim came just below Pryn’s knee.

‘What will happen if I fill up the top bowl with water?’ Madame Keyne asked.

‘Water, I suppose, will run out the tube and down and around and into the bottom bowl.’ Pryn spoke with confidence but tried to preserve margin for any correction that might turn out to be the mysterious point of it all.

‘Just as in the fountain,’ Madame Keyne confirmed. ‘And, as with the fountain, the water remembers its higher position and tries to leap back up. However, you will notice that the tube leaving from the upper bowl does not leave from its bottom, as do the pipes from the tributary pools; rather it leaves from low on the bowl’s side. And in the bottom bowl, the tube end does not point straight up, as in a fountain, but spills in—also from the side. Now look more closely in the top bowl.’

Pryn stepped up to peer over the top bowl’s rim; it had been filled with some kind of plaster, from which a shape, with all sorts of grooves, gullies, and irregularities, had been gouged. The plaster had dried—it looked as if a single hand had, in one motion, scooped out the hollow.

‘…and at the bottom bowl.’

That bowl, Pryn saw when she bent to look, was filled to the brim with fine sand. The surface was quite smooth.

‘Now—’ Madame Keyne stepped away to more containers and levers on the wall—‘I’m going to fill the upper bowl with water.’ A lever squeaked.

From a spigot just above the whole contraption, water sloshed down into the top bowl among the irregular plaster shapes.

From the tarnished tube at the rim of the bottom bowl, Pryn saw, moments later, water spurt across the sand, dig into it, wash some of it away, spread, dig, spread again. Sand and water overflowed the rim—to be caught in the trays and filters and drains set beneath it. In the lower bowl, second by second, sand gouged away; crevices and gulleys deepened.

‘There,’ Madame Keyne said. ‘That’s enough.’ She threw the lever back.

The water in the upper bowl lowered, clearing wet peaks and valleys.

The shimmer across the lower bowl, still filled, stilled.

‘Now,’ Madame Keyne instructed, ‘examine both.’

Pryn looked into the upper: wet pink plaster, small puddles in the deepest depressions—the impression of a single hand-swipe was even stronger. She could make out the clear tracks of the four fingers, the angled gouge of the thumb. Halfway across, all turned to the left. A few inches further on, there was another crater as if, in the hand’s pulling loose, some extra clot had come out too.

Pryn bent to look at the bottom bowl. The water seemed to have scooped out quite a gouge. Under the bowl, on the filter tray, sand stood in wet piles. Sand streaked the bottom bowl’s bronze sides.

Pryn looked in.

Beneath the water, Pryn saw four distinct troughs in the remaining sand, with a fifth angled from the side. Halfway across, all turned to the left. Then, a few inches on, a crater…

‘It’s the same!’ Pryn exclaimed, seeing as she said so that it was not exactly the same; shapes were gentler, some were less distinct. ‘It’s almost exactly…’

Madame Keyne nodded. ‘Not only does the water remember its height in that top bowl, it remembers the entire shape within that bowl, remembers it all the way down the length of the tube through which it runs, remembers it well enough to recreate that shape when it runs into conditions that allow it to demonstrate what it remembers.’ Madame Keyne turned toward the hut’s still open door. ‘What is below is an…almost perfect map of what is above, as the model of my garden is an almost perfect map of the garden itself.’

Between astonishment and the desire to demand a repeat demonstration, Pryn followed.

‘After Venn showed us that—’ Madame Keyne stepped into the doorway light—‘and we were all as astonished as you—Belham, my father, my brother, myself—Venn said, and I shall never forget the equally astonishing humility on her island face as she said it, “Any barbarian can look at the bottom of a falls and see in the rising splash the principle of the fountain. But what I have seen, what I have devised a way to show to you, so that you have seen it too, will remain a wonder till the globe of the world and the globe of the sun meet in their common center, and the one consume the other. This wonder humankind will know and forget, know and forget, know and forget again. And that knowing and forgetting will approximate the peaks and depths of civilization as close as the plaster rises and valleys of Belham’s model approximate the rises and valleys of your garden.”’ Madame Keyne paused in the doorway, her arms folded, looking down. ‘The house, of course, is in a valley. I was standing in this doorway, here, watching Venn, outside, talking. And I thought: “Moving from place to place in society, power remembers…”’ She laughed. ‘And I think that was the beginning of my interests in magic, of the sort you have seen me engaged in at the New Market.’

Pryn stepped out into the leaf-splayed light after Madame Keyne.

‘That afternoon, Venn quit our house for the south. Belham was very upset, I recall. He got terribly drunk that night, and made a great bother of himself all about the grounds…he’d been commissioned by several other families to make fountains in their gardens, too. Myself, I’ve always felt that ours were the nicest.’ Madame Keyne did not close the hut door but walked back to the bench and, with a little sigh, sat. Ini’s knife still lay on the stone. Pryn looked at the woman, who, at this point, seemed both frailer and more wondrous.

‘The purport of magic is so simple, it’s odd that it is not as obvious as…But then, what was obvious to Venn was not obvious to Belham. Still, in any encounter there is always a stronger side and a weaker side—and both sides always have power. But because there is magic loose in the world, the stronger had best pay attention to the weaker if the stronger wishes to retain its position. You are not in a terribly strong position. I am not in a terribly weak one. We are not arguing, you and I, about which of us holds which place. You want to know my reasons for bringing you here. I want to know your reasons for coming. It only seems fair to me to ask, since you, at this point, know so much of me!’

Once more Pryn sat down on the grass—and felt the cloth of her dress, rumpled beneath one buttock, and a twig, nipping under the other. ‘Let me use what little power I have, then: you tell me first.’

Madame Keyne’s smile took on its familiar ambiguity. ‘But you know already. I brought you here because I was jealous.’

‘Jealous of…?’

‘Jealous of Jade.’ Madame Keyne’s shoulders lowered; her hands moved back on blue-covered knees. ‘I suppose it’s been three months now since Jade found her Wild Ini—in the public park, too, not a bench away from where, two and a half years before, I myself found Jade. Jade makes friends easily. Ini talked to Jade—Ini took her about the Spur, Ini fascinated her, Ini visited her here at our home. I talked to Ini, I took Ini about our garden, I fascinated Ini. Soon her talents were unofficially in my employ. Jade and Ini’s relationship is precisely as you see it—nothing to grow jealous of, now, is it? And yet I grow jealous. In my jealousy I resolved to take the first beautiful street girl I saw for my own.’

‘—and that was me?’

‘You are not traditionally beautiful, you know—’

‘Radiant Jade is very beautiful.’

‘Yes.’ Madame Keyne sighed. ‘She’s quite beautiful. Often I have thought her quite the most beautiful woman I’ve ever known.’

‘I don’t have the set of features and lineaments that…threaten to spill you over into the silence of death?’

Madame Keyne laughed. ‘But for me, my dear, there are no such features and lineaments—whereas Jade simply does not know what hers are.’ Madame Keyne’s smile seemed to mock itself. ‘Of course, everyone else who knows her does: little street girls just into town with the memory of murder in their faces—’

Pryn felt herself stiffen. But Madame Keyne hadn’t known—couldn’t have known about the man in the cellar…

‘There,’ Madame Keyne said. ‘Just what you did—just now. A kind of sulkiness, a kind of suspicion.’

And Pryn laughed. ‘It isn’t fair, Madame—’ laughing seemed all there was to do—‘the way Jade feels about Ini. I mean, along with the way she feels about your bringing me here.’

The laughter made Madame Keyne smile again. ‘That kind of fairness doesn’t exist—or rather is for children buying lengths of sugar cane from the vendor in the Old Market, whining to daddy, whose concern is always elsewhere, about who has gotten the bigger piece. The potter god who glazed us did not paint us all evenly, nor even all with the same glaze; nor were we all fired at the same temperature.’

‘So I must go…?’

‘Girl, I had no more notion of using you to replace Jade as my secretary than I had of riding a dragon! But it so happens you do read and write. More and more people can, these days. I didn’t know it when I first saw you—though Jade will never believe it wasn’t part of my plan from the beginning. But then, I shall never believe it was merely concern for the secretarial aspect of her situation that impelled all Jade’s actions toward you—though in an hour or a week she will be insisting that was all there was to it. Oh, well; I suppose she’s no different from Ergi, who thinks that every young woman he sees me with shall henceforth be moved into my house and made heir to my worldly property. Such misreadings are very common—more, they are very powerful, almost as powerful as the proper ones.’

‘What will you do with Ini?’

‘She will stay in my official employ until it is time for her to leave. But that is something Jade and I—and the Ini—will have to decide.’

‘It seems so strange.’ Pryn sighed. ‘I mean that you only brought me here to make Jade jealous—’

‘Did I say that?’ Madame Keyne leaned forward, looking a little surprised. ‘Certainly, I didn’t say—’

‘No, but I thought that’s what you meant. I mean, when you said…’

Madame Keyne frowned. ‘Do you think so?’ She pursed her lips. ‘Now myself, that had never occurred to me. Make Jade jealous…of me? But perhaps it occurred to Jade…No wonder she is so pained by your presence, then, for it must seem a very intentional hurt. The pain inflicted by a loved one that we believe inadvertent, to the extent we love truly, is bearable. But the pain we suspect is inflicted because we are considered not really human and therefore fit to be hurt, that makes us ache to the depths of our most human bowels.’ She pondered a moment. ‘Ergi would think as you did—Why shouldn’t Jade? But no. I was not jealous of what Jade had—have the Ini? In any way one might reasonably want her, I do have her. No, I wanted to do what Jade did. I wanted to be free to do it. I brought you here to be free. That’s all.’ She smiled. ‘I wanted to do what Jade did. And I have discovered, by trying, that…it is not within my power.’

‘Madame Keyne,’ Pryn said, ‘before I came here, my life was caught up in a world of men, where everything was purpose, plan, and plot—yet I was always outside it. But here, where everything is nuance, emotion, and jealousy, somehow I have found myself at the most uncomfortable and precarious center—where I feel just as excluded!’

‘Are you saying you are some sort of mystic and are prepared to abandon both the worlds of men and of women for the world of magic and marvels? You are a special young woman, I can tell. Still, that is not what I would have thought you most suited for. But now I have told you why I brought you here. You must tell me why you came.’

‘I came here because I…’ Pryn looked down. ‘Because I was looking for a friend.’

‘A friend?’ Madame Keyne regarded the girl curiously. ‘I dare say we haven’t distinguished ourselves much in the friendship area. Though, who knows: perhaps one day you will be able to think of us as friends…’

‘She was a woman I heard about, once,’ Pryn went on. ‘She wore blue beads in her hair and carried a double blade—’

‘The Western Crevasse!’ exclaimed Madame Keyne. ‘Your friend was a woman of the Western Crevasse, where men serve and women rule and do all that men do in Nevèrÿon. Where did you meet this wondrous creature?’

‘I never met her,’ Pryn explained. ‘I only heard about her.’

‘Only heard about her…?’ Madame Keyne frowned. ‘Only heard? Ah, child, let me tell you something. When I was a girl, I, too, used to hear of those marvelous and mysterious fighting women of the Western Crevasse. Now and again someone would report that their red ships had pulled into the Kolhari docks. When I was a girl, I would hear my brother whispering to my father; that week no one would let me go down to the port, and I would be sure those wonderful women were what they were whispering of. When I was older, once or twice I sneaked down into the city when I heard that their strange ships were supposed to be in. And as I wandered among the children bouncing their rubber balls, sometimes I would find a fishing ship from the Ulvayn islands, which occasionally employed a woman or three among its hands. But I never did see any of those double-bladed warriors. Let me tell you, girl. The warrior women of the Western Crevasse do not exist. Nor have they ever existed. They only grew up in stories because women like you—and me—from time to time wished they existed, because men like my father and brother were terrified they might. I think we use them as a kind of model. A model for thinking. But the truth, I’m afraid, is that the closest thing you and I will ever find to those raven-haired legends is our own pale-haired Ini. After all, we want them to do all the things for us Ini does. But we want them to do them out of a profound, moral innocence that obliterates all the darkness and rescinds all the terror that our own little monster carries about with her everywhere she goes. Well, you can’t have that kind of innocence any more than you have the kind of fairness that gives each child the same size piece of cane down to the centimeter. Your blue-beaded, double-bladed hero, coming to save you from the hands of wily men—and women—who can perform any degree of violence in the course of its accomplishment yet with never a selfish thought, does not exist. Indeed, she would be quite terrifying if she did. Indeed, if she did, she would not be tall, but short, she would not be black-haired but blond, and she would be horribly wounded, a hopelessly mad and poisonous little white gillyflower of a girl. But at least we—or my poor Radiant Jade, at any rate—accept our Ini for what she is. Whether she wear my scarf or no, she does not accept us. But we have a compensation which, in the long run, is denied her. It is, simply and insipidly, love. As confused with other motives as it may be, deferred, displaced, speaking in codes when it would speak at all, written in shaky signs in shadowy ill-lit corners, it is still what brought you here. Somewhat purified, somewhat clarified, somewhat analyzed—and that is all any one of us can ask it to become—it is what sends you on your way.’ She joined her hands in her lap. ‘Girl, you have been swept up in this wildest of gardens by a great and real power. Now that you are about to leave, you may be tempted to shrug off the whole experience as an unfortunate irrelevance, best put out of current thought, best expunged from future memory. But you must know, as you make your way in the wider world, the same play of power and desire rages in all men and women, contouring all acts, aligning all motivations, no matter what the object. Nor will your own soul be free of that play. That play is desire, in all its myriad forms. And as you look back on us from time to time to judge or to rejudge us—and you will—do not be kind. All I would have you do is remember that we, in this garden, have been a bit more responsible, a bit more honest than most. Do not praise us for it, in these passionate and primitive times. But do not dismiss us heedlessly, either by forgetfulness or too-quick censure.’ Madame Keyne searched in her skirts with jangling wrists. Finding her purse, she pulled and plucked it open, went into it with one and another finger, teasing out one, a second, a handful of coins. ‘Here—this is for your coming efforts on my behalf to question the Liberator. No…I think it better to pay in advance in such cases. After all, there is the chance you won’t return. Take it, take it right now. Yes, you have pockets in that dress. Go on.’ (Pryn took the iron coins uncertainly.) ‘Now come, girl, and give me a kiss.’

‘Madame Keyne,’ Pryn declared for, though she was by nature affectionate, not only had she seen something of fountains in her own home, she had also seen prostitutes in the Ellamon market and had whispered and giggled with the other children about them, ‘you take me from the Bridge of Lost Desire, you give me a handful of coins, then you ask for a kiss…?’

‘—like a kiss from a daughter, my dear, expressing her affection to a mother, before she leaves on some necessary journey out into the world, with a coin or two diligently saved and given with concern.’

‘Well,’ Pryn said, ‘I never got along very well with my mother. I didn’t really see much of her.’

‘Very well, then, to a father—if you must; a long-lost father, returning from the wars, in time to catch a peck and a hug before his daughter begins her own eccentric or domestic adventures along whatever courses her own lifetime may take her.’

Though Pryn had not had a father, she had wanted one; but she hesitated a moment more. Finding the pockets, she dropped in the coins, stepped forward, bent, and, blinking, kissed the brown cheek.

One moment, lost in the desert of that warm, dry skin, Pryn thought she understood what had occurred; she let her mouth, then her own cheek, stay against Madame Keyne’s, thinking all the time that a tremor would pass through the woman any moment—or at least expecting to see, as she stepped back now, a tear make a moist oasis somewhere on that dry flesh.

Madame Keyne was smiling.

Though not particularly at Pryn.

‘Well,’ Madame Keyne said after a breath. ‘You gave me that contact, that touch, that communion on your own—freely. Despite all exchanges, which always occur. Nothing compelled you, nothing coerced you. And I shall live off that freedom of yours for…a minute? A month? A lifetime?’ She laughed softly. ‘It was, in its quiet way, as glorious as if I rode some wild and winged beast, soaring against sun-silvered clouds. Certainly it is worth as much as the caresses Jade wheedles, tricks, blackmails, and cajoles from the Ini.’ Madame Keyne raised an eyebrow, as though responding to a surprise on Pryn’s face that Pryn, at any rate, hadn’t felt. ‘Oh, yes—because I know how innocent we are, I have a measure of how innocent they are. Even if they don’t know it—Oh, you may mark it on vellum! Now go. Down to the kitchen with you. You remember Gya, who oversaw your bath and bedding when Ini brought you in last night? She will give you a supper basket at the kitchen door—I think Jade and I shall dine by ourselves tonight. Or, if not, I shall dine alone. Later, when the sun is fully down, you may take this—’ Madame Keyne picked up the knife and held it out to Pryn—‘to the break in the corner of my garden that leads through into the garden of the Liberator. If you can contrive an audience with him, ask my question, and return—’

‘But Madame—’

‘Oh, don’t mind about the knife. You should have some small weapon with you. In these vicious and violent times it won’t be taken amiss. Ini has more of them than she needs. One less from her collection is one more bit of trouble I don’t have to worry about her getting into.’

‘Oh, no, Madame—’ Pryn took the weapon and immediately felt uncomfortable holding it. ‘It’s just that the Liberator isn’t in his…’ She stopped. Her meager knowledge—her tiny bit of power—seemed too precious to squander here. ‘Madame Keyne, if you want me to ask the Liberator your question, you must return me to the middle of the city, at the mouth of the Bridge of Lost Desire. From there I’ll be able to find my way to—’

‘My dear girl, if that’s what I must do to have an answer, then I shall do without! Here we have been talking of responsibility, and you would have me turn you out into the same dangers from which I plucked you? No!’

‘But Madame Keyne—’

‘You’ve come near getting killed once since you’ve been in my charge. I am not about to repeat the possibility. You will do it my way, or you will not do it! I want no more protests, girl. As I told you already, and as Jade herself suspects, the answer is simply not that important!’

They sat together in the small, open-roofed chamber. On the counters about them lay clay tablets, shells with styli sticking from them, chisels, brushes. Reeds in bunches soaked in shallow trays of alum water. Rubbed and unrubbed parchment lay piled about, held down from the breeze by small pumice blocks. Against the wall leaned boards covered with yellow wax, boards covered with pink wax, tablet molds, piles of clay tokens, blocks of ink.

The little tripod had not yet been lighted.

‘I thought, because we didn’t get much work done today, you might like to eat in here.’ Jade replaced a flower, fallen to the white cloth, in its vase. ‘We might work later. Here. Together.’

‘Yes.’ Madame Keyne reached into the basket and pulled loose the red scarf tucked about the wicker. ‘A useful idea. A pleasant idea!’

‘Here, let me do that for you!’ Jade took the scarf end from Madame Keyne’s hand and pulled it loose—from large, succulent fruits. ‘And let me see, now. Yes. Gya has given us some of her wonderful small loaves!’ Jade pulled loose a second scarf from a second basket. ‘I asked her to make them when I was dithering about this afternoon. I know how much you like them—Oh, Rylla, I’m afraid I got no work done today!’

‘You asked cook…? Thank you, Jade! I certainly didn’t do very much work myself. Though I suppose I did get into town and review the construction, earlier on this morning, I have been putting off for so long. Now I don’t have to think about that for another three days.’

Jade touched a third scarf over a third basket, this one somewhat spotted. It came half away from a cut of meat, gray and rose. Jade paused. ‘You worked today. I did not. Somehow, everything you say indicts me. There is nothing I can do for you that means anything…!’

Madame Keyne was silent a moment. Then she reached out and put her hand on top of Jade’s. ‘I would have nothing meaningful in my life if I did not have you and all that you do for me, all that you are to me.’

Their joined hands pulled away the scarf. Jade had washed the clay from her fingers. Only a bit clung about her nails. ‘Sometimes, Rylla—’ Jade held Madame Keyne’s hand more firmly, then more gently—‘you are very cruel.’

‘Because I love you?’

‘Because when I become resentful, become confused, when I become frightened and lash out, at you, at myself, at everyone, you do not stop me.’ Looking down, she withdrew her fingers to the white cloth’s edge.

‘How could I…?’ Madame Keyne looked bewildered.

‘You could say, in the middle of it, or before it even began, at any point…’ Jade looked away from the table. ‘Oh, it is hard to say! I cannot say it. It would be easier to write it—! You could say—’ She blinked at Madame Keyne—‘“Jade, I love you.”’ Shaking her head, the secretary suddenly, quietly smiled. ‘Is it so surprising that when I am at my least lovable that is when I most need to know your love? If only I could hear that from you during those terrible times, then I could become myself again.’

‘You have said that before. Yet it always surprises me.’

‘You have acted on it before. If you never had, I could not have stayed in this confining garden. And yet, because from time to time you withhold it, it is hard for me not to feel that—from time to time—my humiliation is something you inflict on me, you create in me, you exploit for purposes that are beyond me to understand—’

‘Oh, Jade!’ Madame Keyne leaned forward and took both her secretary’s hands, drawing them across the table top. A bracelet clinked against the vase. ‘No…’ (The replaced flower fell again to the cloth-covered table.) The women leaned forward from their backless stools. ‘It is hard for me, Jade, in a circle of my own servants, with Ini there, with that girl, Pryn, simply to say things—’

‘It is hard for you, with me rolling and screaming in the dirt, to feel such things—’

‘No…’ Madame Keyne sat back. ‘No, I feel them. It is only as I said.’

‘Yet that is still what I hear when you say it.’

‘And because I know that is how you read it, I must take the responsibility for it as though I had actually marked it on vellum myself.’ There was something of questioning, something of dismay in Madame Keyne’s inflection. But who could say what the proportions were?

‘You could have stopped me,’ Jade repeated.

‘You stopped the Ini. That was the important thing. As for the rest…’ Madame Keyne shrugged. Then she shook her head. ‘My poor, my dear, my most radiant Jade. You have your bad habits. I have mine. And there are, alas, some things it is simply—and habitually—hard for me to do, in public.’

‘Public? But we are all within your garden walls! You have brought us all here—the servants, even the Ini, even that girl. What public is that?’

‘I have allowed each of you to come, for your own reasons—and mine. To each, I have my responsibilities, which again involve my reasons with theirs—and yours. Were I some crazed aristocrat, living a neighborhood away, I might read into such a situation some absolute power to influence all about me unto life and death. But I’m not, and I can’t. Oh, certainly I can abuse the power I have. If a servant’s face or gait displease me, I may say, “Your work is performed not quite to the style that I desire,” and dismiss him. If some house girl’s manners or politics are too unsettling or too loud, I might—depending on her gait and face—say much the same. But the nameless gods have decreed that there will be enough young women both comely, intelligent, and poor so that the rich and powerful can exploit desire in the name of labor—the rich who can read and decipher desire’s complex signs—in such a way that power here will reproduce itself there, and we may learn from those paupers at once beautiful and egregious—’

‘But it’s true, Rylla! You are always in public—even within your own gardens: you are always prepared for some fancied spy to observe you from the bushes, overhear you from the eaves.’

‘And you, Jade, are always in private, terrified lest someone see you, someone judge you, someone condemn you; and your better nature is paralyzed under expectation of that perpetual gaze, that eternal acuteness that is everywhere about to break in on your privacy and fill it with anxiety. Only when you feel shored up against all such eyes and ears can your better nature speak.’

‘But because you are always within the publicity of your servants, your employees, your acquaintances, your friends, and—yes—your lover, you are condemned to have no better nature. I know that you are a very lonely woman, Rylla. And your loneliness is not what I love about you—it is too much like mine. I think what I love is the illusion of an inner privacy that might, somehow, be made public…’

When Jade was silent a while, Madame Keyne said: ‘When your illusions collapse—or when mine do—then we both need to hear, “I love you,” from the other. No, it is not so much to ask: that we speak our truest thought clearly.’

Jade smiled again. ‘Do you remember, Rylla, when you took me on that business trip to the south?’

‘Ah!’ Madame Keyne rocked back on her stool. Coming forward, she seized her secretary’s hands again with a desperate eagerness. ‘How could I forget!’

In her own eagerness, Jade pulled one hand away to gesture. ‘Remember, we stopped at that inn where that bandit gang had also taken rooms for the night?’

‘I thought they were slavers, or only young smugglers—and there were no more than three!—who had sold off their wares and thought it would look more respectable to appear as honest highwaymen!’ Madame Keyne laughed.

‘I was so terrified! And they had the room right beside ours, with the thinnest wall between. They drank so loudly and made so much noise! I was afraid to speak, even in a whisper, for fear we should be overheard—’

‘Ah, yes!’ Madame Keyne sat back. ‘But we had our business that had to be gone over that night. So I took a waxed writing board and scratched you a note—’

‘—and, trembling, I scratched one back to you.’ Jade smiled. ‘I was sure they would hear the stylus in the wax itself and be able to know just from the sound what we exchanged between us!’

‘Exactly what you wrote me! I was quite surprised.’

‘And you wrote back: “I love you more than life and wealth and they will never know of it.” Or was it “wealth and life”—?’

‘I think it was “breath and wealth.” Or was it “light and breath”—? No matter; it was the right matter for the time!’

‘It was the right matter to calm my fear—enough so I could tell you of my terror.’

‘My wonderful Jade—you used to be terrified of so many things, back then. Slavers who were bandits; bandits who might be slavers—’

‘Yet as we sat on the edge of the bed, passing the board back and forth, concentrating so hard on what we glyphed into its surface, now rolling the scrapings away and sticking them to the board’s bottom, staring at the board in the candlelight without even looking at each other, stopping to thumb out an ill-scribed sign—’

‘Oh, I always watched you, Jade—at least when I wasn’t writing!’

‘—yet our questions and answers seemed to go so quickly by and through our business for the night…and moved on to other things, other thoughts, till at last we were writing back and forth of our most intimate feelings, our most intimate fears. It was as if the stylus itself were aimed at just those hidden parts of our souls. It was as though the wax already bore the signs and only waited for us to scratch the excess away to reveal the truth. And all the while, those evil folk in the next room laughed and listened, listened and laughed!’

Laughing, Madame Keyne said: ‘I thought they were too busy laughing to hear a thing! Though it’s true, writing to you across that little gulf that you could not speak over for your reasons and I would not for mine, for all the sinister laughter about us—and bandits, slavers, or smugglers, it was certainly sinister enough!—I have never felt so intimate with another human as I did that night, nor felt I could be more honest, or more—’

‘Ah!’ Jade threw up a hand. ‘You just cannot admit you are wrong!’

Madame Keyne looked puzzled.

‘They were not slavers! Or smugglers! They were bandits. And they listened to every word we said, determined to rob us on the least pretext!’

‘Quite probably they were bandits!’ declared Madame Keyne. ‘Most likely I was wrong. Rob us? No doubt they needed no pretext at all!’

‘We were in the south,’ declared Jade. ‘The south is my country, not yours!’

‘We were indeed thirty, almost forty, stades south of Kolhari.’ Madame Keyne shook her head again, again smiling. ‘And the next morning, you made us leave the inn and return to the city—it was too dangerous, you said. So we never did complete our business that trip.’

‘See! You cannot admit you were wrong,’ Jade cried. ‘You must always be right!’

‘It is very easy for me not to be right—most probably I was not right. There is a definite possibility I was—definitely—wrong. There is a definite possibility that the probability was large, huge, overwhelming. Certainly there was no need to take chances. I admit to it all! The only thing I cannot admit to is that…I believe what I don’t believe!’

‘I hate that in you!’

‘I do not love it in you, either!’

Jade looked down. ‘But you went back, two weeks later, and completed what business you had. Alone.’

‘Yes.’ Madame Keyne sighed. ‘I did. Ah, I missed you on that trip. All the bandits and slavers and smugglers seemed to have melted away. And there was no one to sit on the bed’s edge with in the lamplight at evening and write notes to. Without you, it was only dull business.’

‘I do not like to travel,’ Jade said. ‘Business trips, the rushing, the inconvenience, being gawked at by strangers, the small talk with new acquaintances that one will forget ever having known in a week—that is for you. It’s not to my taste. When I come to a new town, a new city, I like to stay in one place for a time, to live there, to meet the street girls and talk to the market vendors, to learn the names of its alleys and avenues; I like to find myself a little garden and walk in it a while. You, Rylla, you run through cities and towns and villages as if they were all suburbs of one great city in which you could never quite find your home. It’s as if you were afraid to hear what your own thoughts might say to you were you to move slowly enough for them to overtake you.’

‘I think it is fear that I might have to read the results of my own actions inscribed on the pliable wax of the world.’ Madame Keyne sighed again.

‘You talk too much and travel too fast,’ Jade said. ‘That’s why you’re so unhappy.’

‘I suppose, when I am unhappy, that is, indeed, the reason. But what was so important on that trip we took together was not the sort of things we say to each other now, but rather what, that night, you wrote to me, what I wrote to you. There, outside my garden walls, I think I felt that what I wrote was, finally and nakedly, private, safe from any spy—’

‘There, hemmed in by the fear of all I did not know about me, I thought that what I felt was nakedly, totally public, overseen by all eyes, overheard by all ears—’

‘Yet it was honest. You felt that, didn’t you? That it was honest?’

‘Though I may have been impelled to honesty through fear for my life, yes, it was more honest than I had ever felt I could be with another person.’ Jade smiled. ‘But your writing, Rylla, in the shaping of your signs, is atrocious! There were words I was not even sure of that night!’

‘As you wrote to me. Several times. And I’ve tried to do better.’ Madame Keyne laughed. ‘But that is why I need a secretary. And you suffered to read my messages, and responded with your own, as beautiful as the script in which you scribed them; you struggled to make out whatever, and however clumsily, I meant.’

Jade sighed. ‘I have often wondered if simply because of those frightening men in the next room, you were not just driven, like some slave lashed on by an overseer’s whip, to come closer to your own real thoughts while we wrote to one another that night—’

‘And I have often wondered if, because writing is so different from speaking, so much slower, so much more considered, if you weren’t forced to consider, slowly, what you really felt—’

‘Well,’ Jade said, ‘I suppose it’s the same thing—’

‘—produces the same results,’ Madame Keyne said. ‘Works the same way.’

‘It was wonderful, certainly! And yet so strange—’ Jade gave a little shudder. ‘But you are right, Rylla. I feel as though I am at all times observed; and I am paralyzed by those eternally judging eyes—or, when I am not paralyzed, I am frightened to the point of anger, of incoherence, of rage. Often I’ve even felt that it was you who observed me, you who judged me. And then I have been at my worst, certainly. At least to you. But I know, and always have known, finally, that it was not you. You, too, feel you are always observed; but you read in that fancied attention the benevolence, the approval, the applause of the market for the mummers. Your life seems to all about you nothing but success—and without your successes, there would be only failure for me. Often I think it isn’t fair.’

‘You are right,’ Madame Keyne said. ‘It isn’t.’

‘At other times, I only wish I could confront, once and for all, the stranger who is always gazing at me, just out of my line of sight, who is always overhearing what I say and finding it silly or selfish or wrong. If I could truly create such a confrontation, I would be rid of it forever! That I try, so often and so hard, sometimes seems to be the only thing in the world that makes my life worth living.’

‘You are right,’ Madame Keyne said. ‘There is nothing more important than that perpetual and repeated confrontation with the nameless ones. Otherwise one can never become free, can never remain free.’

‘And sometimes I think the difference between you and me is that I have at least tried to engage them directly, that I have at least tried, however frightened I was, to look at them, whereas you have not—not really. You have never listened intently to their breathing just behind your shoulder. You have never turned suddenly to stare one in the face. If you did, if you could see them, truly know that they were there, you would be as terrified as I, and would know your own weakness, know how unhappy you are.’

‘Again, I think you may be right.’

‘No…’ Jade shook her head. ‘Though I love you, I know you do not believe me. Again, because you cannot admit that you are wrong—’

Somewhere a branch fell, off in the bushes. One or the other of the two women glanced up from the table with vague curiosity. The other went on talking.

Certainly it was no more than a branch.

But it made Pryn pull sharply back from the window’s edge. She looked about the hedges. She looked back at the window. (Inside, one of them said: ‘I love you, and I know that you love me. That is all I know. That is all I need to know…’ But the voice spoke so softly Pryn did not catch which woman it was, so that the words seemed like a message glimpsed on a discarded clay tablet without any initialed name above or below, sender and destination forgotten.) The gauze hanging to the sill was as gray as the wall around it. No sun fell through at this hour. Doubtless the women inside, had they looked, could have seen out as easily as Pryn could see in. Really, she must not stay any longer. It just wouldn’t do to be caught here.

Pryn walked along close to the house. Turning the corner, she let herself move out between the bushes.

As she came around by the back door of the kitchen, Gya shoved aside the woven hangings and stepped out. The red scarf around her head was blotched with perspiration. ‘Here’s your supper!’ She handed out a basket. Things in it were wrapped in large leaves.

Pryn pulled one loose: strips of celery, cut turnips, and carrots fell out. And a sizable piece of roasted meat. There was a jar with a wooden stopper, whose surface was still damp and about which she could smell apples. Could it be cider…? There was also a small, dark loaf. ‘Thank you!’

The housekeeper stood on the doorstep, scratching at the hip of her skirt.

Pryn broke off a piece of the loaf and put it in her mouth, to be astonished at its sweetness. (She had tasted neither corn flour nor banana bread before, both of which these were.) She broke off another piece and ate it.

‘And if you see the other, white-headed one, tell her to come and get hers too,’ the hefty woman called. She turned back to the hanging raffia. ‘Though sometimes I do believe that one doesn’t eat at all!’

‘Yes,’ Pryn called again. ‘Thank you! I will!’

Now and again the moon shone blue-white between coursing clouds. Brambles bent and whispered around her. She pulled a branch from dark stone to reveal the darker opening. Had the far end been blocked up? But she squeezed herself, crouching, into the fissure. She slipped through a memory of narrow, underground corridors. Then moonlight speckled brambles outside the rocks just beyond her left eye. Slipping out sideways, she pushed away chattering branches and stood up in the heavy growth. Pryn gazed over brush that darkened under a cloud, then paled to mottled blue as the cloud dragged off.

There was no light in the great house across the cluttered wilds. Somewhere beyond the house itself, a campfire fluttered beside some outbuilding’s door.

Was that a soldier moving along the great house’s roof? No, Pryn decided. This evening the upper cornices were patrolled only by changes in the moonlight along the cracked balustrade. Dark, the house seemed far bigger than Madame Keyne’s.

Pryn pushed forward, clenching her jaw at the rattling brush.

She was approaching a clear space—and struck her shin.

Hopping back, looking down, holding aside leaves, she saw a stone expanse, which, she realized looking out over it, was why there was a clearing. She stepped up on the stone lip.

Across the mossy rock, she saw the sculpted stands, each topped with carved shells, like the ones at the corners of Madame Keyne’s bridge.

She was standing at the edge of a great fountain that no longer worked at all. She looked about for higher ground. In the wild rises around, had time clogged conduits and tributaries with refuse in the same way a little murderess had packed the emblem of her service down a drain?

What am I doing here? she thought, stepped from the lip, and moved around it toward the house. But he’s not there…

That was what she knew.

That knowledge had led her to volunteer her services in the first place. But here she was, on the strength of that knowledge charged with a mission which that knowledge, precisely, assured her could not succeed.

This is ridiculous, she mouthed for the seventh time, freeing a twig caught in the coin-filled pocket at one side of her dress, moving a branch that snagged on the knife at the other, now pulling back from thorns that scraped her calf where she’d hiked the dress up for easier maneuvering.

She reached the end of brush and bramble and stepped into what was merely waist-high grass.

That back window—were those cloth hangings inside it? She could climb in. Coming closer, her gaze rose to the roof, whose cracked and crumbled balustrade, as she walked up, approached her in some infinitely delayed topple.

A leaf blew from the roof above to spin and spiral at her, till a texture change in the earth underfoot made her look down—at the window, now before her, with its dark drapes.

Pryn vaulted to the sill, got her feet up, dropped one foot over, pushing back hangings. The cloth was incredibly gritty—she heard it tear. As she jumped down, another cloud drifted from the haloed moon. Light fell through the open roof into the inner court—very like Madame Keyne’s.

Might this, Pryn wondered, be what Madame Keyne’s home would look like in ruins years hence? All furniture had been taken out, the floor tiles broken—five or six benches had been up-ended against the wall—

Footsteps!

Pryn crouched beside one as a thick-necked soldier walked from the stairway across the floor, glanced up at the moon, then went to the doorway, where he paused in the shadow—a moment later his urine hissed against the door post. Still barefoot, Pryn resolved she would leave by the window she’d entered.

The soldier—no doubt the one she’d thought mere moonlight on the cornice—went.

Slowly, Pryn stood.

There’s no one in the house, she thought. At least no one important. I am alone with the absent Liberator. It was preternaturally silent. She felt like the central figure in a complex joke whose humor was just beyond her; she also felt exorbitantly free, as if her knowledge allowed her to wander, to run, to fly on spined wings anywhere in the moonstruck dark—as long as she flew quietly. She stepped from behind the bench. The dead barbarian…?

Lusts as depraved as…? Unanswerable questions glittered in her mind like mummers’ gibes in a market skit before which a shadow audience howled silent laughter.

Pryn walked across the court and climbed the steps down which the soldier had come. As she entered the archway at the top, the house reached the end of any similarity with Madame Keyne’s.

In the corner of the large room a ladder led to a hole in the roof; moonlight spilled in. Was this how the Liberator’s guards went up for their theatrical patrol during the day?

Pryn smiled at the lack of attempt to maintain even the fiction of a dweller in this space. She walked over the tile floor and through another arch: another bare room. Narrow windows along the wall let slats of silver. She went up to one and looked, carefully, out. At the outbuilding men and women stood or sat about the fire. Someone added a log.

In the breeze, branches dipped and rose between the window and what she looked at, so she moved to the next sill. Two men came in through the small door in the plank gate, stopping to joke with two others leaving.

Hand on the knife at her hip, Pryn turned to cross the high-ceilinged room.

What shall I tell Madame Keyne when I go back? she wondered. And why should I go back at all? Pryn stepped through another archway, the floor all shadow-dappled from, this time, a wide and generous window beyond which hung more branches. Was this how a queen, or maybe even an empress, felt, moving through her own castle?

On her third step, she saw.

He stood at the edge of shaking light.

Truly frightened, Pryn fought back nervous laughter. At the same time, part of her wondered, quite coolly, what she might say to this guard, seconds from now; what might he say to her—certainly he had seen her. She was standing in a clear swatch of moon.

The man—the big man—stepped forward.

And Pryn got chills.

Chills surged the backs of her shoulders, tickled her thighs. She wanted very much to be somewhere else, and at the same time to move seemed impossible—which only made the feeling more intense, more unsettling.

The chills came on and on.

‘What are you doing here…?’ she whispered. ‘I mean, how…did you get in!’

He gave a snort. ‘These old Neveryóna mansions have their cisterns too.’ Heavy features shifted about the scar. ‘The one here’s been empty as long as the one down in the Spur. What am I doing here? Well…we had some more trouble, earlier today, of the same sort we had the last time you were with us. This seemed as good a place as any to retreat. Now. What are you doing here? And how did you get in?’

‘I…’ Pryn swallowed. ‘Well, I came in the window—looking…for you! Only you weren’t supposed to be here—’

A sound across the room—

A figure blocked more moonlight under a far arch, then darted to the Liberator’s side, to crouch, looking up at Gorgik, looking over at Pryn. Black hair straggled the bony forehead. The single eye blinked.

Gorgik’s great hand dropped to the one-eyed bandit’s shoulder.

As if those fingers and knuckles and nails were too heavy to bear, Noyeed sank to one knee. ‘Is that the spy, Master…?’

‘Me,’ Pryn started, ‘a spy…?’ She could not tell, in the flickering through the branches, if any irony had worked its way into the Liberator’s scarred face.

‘You disappeared in the middle of the last little fracas we had, Blue Heron—then, when it was over, some of the new men, the Wolf and the Fox, told me how they’d known you before. They said they’d suspected you of spying even then.’

‘But I—’

‘Blue Heron,’ Gorgik said, ‘can you honestly tell me that you know nothing of the red-bearded demon with the jangling ankles who attacked us in our underground cellars this afternoon? Can you say truthfully that you were not sent here by powerful merchants to ply me with questions of strategy, alliances, and policies, the answers to which you will report back for a handful of coins?’

‘I—?’

‘Master,’ Noyeed hissed. ‘I think she’s lying!’

‘You’d think the first words of a mother to her child were riddled with untruths, little savior.’ Gorgik jogged the bandit. ‘From the life you’ve led, who’d blame you? Still, I’ve told her my reasons for coming here. Now I want her to tell me hers.’ He looked at Pryn. ‘You say you came, looking for me—and, however unexpectedly, you’ve found me. What is your mission?’

‘I only wanted…’

Noyeed’s eye batted and glittered.

‘I only wanted to…say goodbye. I am leaving this strange and terrible city! I am leaving Kolhari! I wanted to…thank you. For being friendly to me on the bridge. And to say goodbye.’

‘I see.’ The Liberator settled his weight more on one hip. ‘Is that all?’

‘Yes. And to…’ Pryn looked down. ‘…to ask you a question.’

Gorgik dropped his hand from Noyeed’s shoulder. Noyeed reached up to scratch it. There was something loose around his neck. In the moon-dapple, Pryn was not sure what it was.

‘What did you want to ask?’

‘It’s only a question for myself.’ Pryn blinked. ‘That barbarian, the one your…friend there killed. Before he died, he said you…sold him. As a slave. Was that true?’

‘Yes.’

‘But that’s terrible!’ Pryn frowned. ‘You’re the Liberator! Why did you do it?’

‘Actually I sold him—as a slave—on a dozen different occasions. As I recall, he sold me—to slavers and to private owners also—well over half a dozen times.’

Pryn’s frown had begun as condemnation; it crumbled into bewilderment. ‘But I don’t understand…!’

‘It was the nature of our relationship—when we had a relationship.’ Gorgik shrugged. ‘That’s the trouble with spies, you know. It’s not that they carry information. It’s that they carry fragmentary information, out of context, misconstrued, badly interpreted, incomplete, and misread.’

‘I’m not a spy!’ Pryn said. ‘I just don’t understand—’

‘You know that we were slavery-fighters together. It was simply more efficient to have one of us working from within the slave gangs.’

‘Yes’ Pryn said. ‘But certainly that’s not what he meant by…’

Gorgik looked with dappled face at the dappled floor. ‘It’s hard to say, with someone like Prince Sarg, what he meant. Nor is he here to clarify it for us. But there are as many ways to read the iron collar, the chain, and the whip as there are to read the words a woman or a man whispers under the tent’s shadow with the moonlight outside. But you’re too young to—’

‘Oh, no!’ Pryn protested. ‘No. I’m not!’

The giant looked up. ‘Well, perhaps not.’ He smiled—though the scar, like a careless mark scrawled across eye, cheek, and lip, confused that smile’s meaning. ‘You’ve heard camel drivers in the market, cursing their beasts, one another, and the whole inconvenient and crowded world of commerce through which they must drive their herd? The brutal repetition in their invention and invective alone keeps such curses from being true poetry.’

She wasn’t sure how poetic curses were, but she knew camel drivers were foul-mouthed. Pryn nodded.

‘Are you too young to have heard, little Heron, that some of these same men, alone in their tents at night with their women, may implore, plead, beg their mistresses to whisper these same phrases to them, or plead to be allowed to whisper them back, phrases which now, instead of conveying ire and frustration, transport them, and sometimes the women, too, to heights of pleasure?’

Though Pryn had never heard it put so bluntly before, she knew enough to suspect the process existed, and nodded quickly lest she be thought less worldly than she was.

The giant’s smile broadened. ‘Now there are some, who, wishing to see the world more unified than common sense suggests it could possibly be, say that to use terms of anger and rage in the throes of desire indicates some great malaise, not only of camel drivers but of the whole world; that desire itself must be a form of anger and is thus invalid as an adjunct to love—’

‘I would say,’ Pryn said, who after all had heard her share of camel drivers taking their herds from prairie to desert over the rough Falthas, ‘the sickness is using terms of desire in the throes of anger and rage. Most curses are just words for women’s genitals, men’s excreta, and cooking implements joined up in preposterous ways.’

‘A theory the most intelligent and high-minded of our young have always been fond of. But both arguments are very much of the same form. Both assume that signs thought about in one way and felt to mean one thing mean other feelings that are not felt and other thoughts that are not in the mind. Since the true meanings in both arguments are absent from the intentions of the man or woman speaking, one finally ends with a world in which neither love nor anger can really be condoned, since neither is ever pure. The inappropriate signs do not enrich the reading; they pollute it. And it’s surprising how fast one argument becomes the other—as the most intelligent and high-minded of our young grow older. But there’s another way to read.’

Pryn’s frown questioned the wavering leaf-light the moon threw about the room. Here and there a twig’s or branch’s shadow was doubled on the bare plaster by leafy refraction.

‘Even the most foul-mouthed camel driver knows a curse from a kiss, whatever signs accompany it.’ Gorgik snorted. ‘Enriched pleasure is still pleasure. Enriched anger is still anger.’ Along with the quiet tenor of his city voice, the scar and moon-dapple inflected his features toward some other meaning than the anger she kept reading there. ‘A word spoken in the noon sun does not necessarily mean the same as it does when uttered in the moonlight. The words by which we indicate a woman’s genitals, men’s excreta, or cooking implements are not, in themselves, lusty. They simply can be used in many ways—among many others.’

With adolescence, Pryn had certainly taken on the sometimes troubling knowledge that almost anything with an outside and an inside supporting movement from one to the other could be sexually suggestive. ‘But what does this have to do with your…friend who tried to kill you?’

The Liberator sighed. ‘The signs by which slavery manifests itself in the world in many ways resemble the camel driver’s curse.’ The great hand had strayed to the bandit’s neck. Gorgik hooked a forefinger around…it was an iron collar that hung there! ‘The collar itself may be a sign of all social oppression—yet its wearing can also be an adjunct of pleasure. My little barbarian prince, while we fought and loved together, was very much one out to have the world more unified—while I, in such matters, am…a camel driver.’ Gorgik’s laugh had a nervous relief that Pryn wondered at. ‘Sarg claimed he felt no bodily pleasure in the collar. Under the sun he and I wore it to advance our fight against slavery, to infiltrate and obliterate it. At night? Well, he tolerated it—at first. Sometimes he laughed at it. Later he began to argue against it; and it was an argument much like the one I—and you—have sketched out: its oppressive meaning debased love; its sexual meaning made of slavery itself an even more terrifying mystery. Finally he refused to wear it any longer. Nor did I press him to it—since he allowed it to me. But as Sarg wore the collar less and less by night, I could not help notice the change in the way he wore it by day. That he wore it much more by day, while that is true, is not so much the point as that he now insisted on wearing it. Several times when we were camped outside a town, he wore the collar into the local market while he bought our supplies, whereupon he would brazenly insult, or cheat, or anger someone, then, at their complaint, bring them back to his “master”—me—and I would have to promise to discipline my “slave.” Then, when the offended party was gone, he would laugh, finding it all a great joke that we should now share. The first time, I read it as a boy’s high spirits and laughed—uneasily—with him. The second time, it was a bother; and I was simply silent while he laughed alone. The third time, I grew angry and told him it was a bother—and a dangerous bother at that! He grew angry in return. That, indeed, was one of our first arguments over the slippery meaning of the iron ring. But from then on, in our forays against the slavers of the west, more and more he demanded to be the one to play the slave—because, as he would now chide me, first jokingly, then seriously, I could not be trusted in the role. For me, you see, it was too charged a sign. Yet as soon as he had the collar on, as soon as he had been “sold” and had gained admittance into the slave pens, he would needlessly prolong his time there, sometimes boasting to the bored guards, sometimes to the confused slaves, of his exploits outside…before, together, we would let them know why he—and I—had come! Sometimes he would ignore our plans and signals altogether, so that I would not know what had happened to him. Later, laughing, he would say it did not matter if we began an hour or three hours after I, waiting for him outside, had expected. For hadn’t we succeeded? Often, as I left after selling him, I would see him turn to taunt the overseers, drawing attention to himself and his collar at precisely the moments when he should have remained most inconspicuous. Several times by such behavior he put his own life and mine in danger—his reasoning was that whatever eccentricities he indulged within the iron band, they were better than any actions I might perform, as his were not contaminated by the secret productions of lust. Yet to put on the collar and walk into a group of slaves and their masters seemed to throw Sarg into a kind of trance, a strangely reckless state where ecstasy and obliviousness, daring and distraction, were one with bravery itself. I did not want to fault him then—and do not now. Many times—bravely—he saved my life. Many times I saved his. But that was the situation, and to talk about it with him was to enter an endless maze of anger, recriminations, and resentments where it was always my overvaluation of the collar that was to blame for any fault I found in his actions while he wore it. Carelessness? Forgetfulness? Heedless braggadocio? What did any of them matter if we were still alive—if we could still free slaves? If we ourselves were truly free? I loved him. And I believe he loved me—certainly he was honestly and infinitely grateful to me, for he would have been a true slave without me; and we both knew it. Had we been embarked on an enterprise where only our own desires were at stake, I think I would have stayed with him, would have fought to keep him, would have risked my life and possibly lost it—fought for my own values and through whatever the world set between us so that we might remain together. But we had a cause that I felt was more important than my own life or safety; and so, possibly all too conveniently, I felt that cause was more important than what we might have won for ourselves by solving such problems.

‘That day we had camped outside a provincial, western hold. Over the previous nights we had freed several gangs of slaves in the area, and I was growing wary that our next strike might be anticipated, since we used basically the same tactics each time. Perhaps we should wait? Or move on? But no, Sarg said; why not strike again—I didn’t want him to wear the collar, he claimed, laughing. Obviously I was jealous of his wearing it. I took the iron to fasten it around Sarg’s neck. He took it from my hands, I recall, and put it on himself. Wearing the leather apron and fur cape many slavers sported in those climes, I led him to the buyers we had singled out: three men who had managed to bring together, through cunning raids and careful bargaining, a gang of men and women whom they were taking off to some killing labor in a desert mogul’s great cave-carving project, where, to create those incredible columns and corridors that are palaces for five or seven generations and then, for the next thousand years, become the haunts of beggars, slaves toil in near-darkness by the hundreds and die by tens and twenties each week. Of course Sarg would not come to the selling board with his head bowed and his shoulders hunched, as most slaves would. Rather he wandered up ahead of me, looking about, grinning and curious—for he claimed, and with some justification, that slaves all observe their masters carefully but that masters pay no attention whatsoever to their slaves. The chief slaver pounded Sarg’s back, ran his thumb under Sarg’s upper and lower lip, now into one cheek, now into the other, to see how many of his teeth were loose. Sarg was a strong lad, with a sound mouth, and well-muscled, the kind of worker they like for gang labor. I received my handful of iron coins and left him there, grumbling over falling prices in flesh—and immediately turned aside to go off behind the rocks and climb to the overhang from which I could look down and coordinate my attack from without with Sarg’s from within. Hidden in the bushes, I watched as he was led back to the other wretches, who stood peg-linked to the plank they carried on their shoulders. Their heads hung. Their feet shuffled in the dust. Sarg was already strutting and laughing. “You think I’m an ordinary slave?” he called, as if—I always felt when he did it—to me. “Ha! You think, just because I wear the iron, I am an ordinary slave. You don’t know who I am at all!” They did not hit him—one shoved him a little, toward the gang. Many times, you must understand, he had explained to me, when I had chided him on such behavior, “If I rave thus, they only think me crazy. And if masters pay little attention to slaves, they ignore completely those slaves they think mad. Besides, it sets an example of defiance to the other slaves, and I get pleasure from it. A pleasure of the mind, not the body! You should see in such taunts that bravery which, if all slaves showed at once and together, would crumble the institution and there would be no need for liberators like us! Given the pleasure that the collar brings you, you would deny me my joy in such outbursts…?” This time I saw the slaver narrow his eyes at Sarg. And I had seen slavers narrow their eyes at him before. The slaver called over one of the others. I had seen slavers point Sarg out before to one another and laugh. This man did not laugh. He nodded at a whispered instruction from his fellow, then turned to leave the encampment. Our plan was to wait for nightfall, when Sarg would have gotten a chance to decide which slaves we could trust to aid us and which would be too frightened. But twenty minutes later, from my vantage, I saw the man returning—with twenty imperial guardsmen. They were down the road, out of the line of sight of the camp. My first thought was to give Sarg our signal—the wail of a wild dog—and at least throw down to him a blade I kept for him under my furs and begin the attack at once. But as I raised my hands to my mouth to howl, there was a rustle in the brush beside me, and three other guardsmen stepped out. I thought they knew who I was and was only a moment from rashness. But seeing my leather apron and cape, one turned to the others and said: “See, they hire us to patrol this campsite till dawn, and already they’ve posted a lookout here against these accursed Liberators,” and nodded to me. “Let’s move further on.” I nodded back, trying to look as much like a lookout as possible. There were other guards, I saw, moving behind the trees. Sarg, down in the campsite, did not see, nor was he even looking. For two men to fight with the help of twenty slaves against three slavers is a viable battle. For two men to fight twenty or more armed guards expecting an attack is not. Should I have thrown him his sword then? He would have fought then—and died. Perhaps he wanted to die. But though all his actions seemed to say so, I still think such a reading of them was not mine to make. What I did, after a moment’s thought, was to turn away and leave the site—leave the west and make my way back toward Kolhari, to redouble my efforts where slavery was already at its weakest, and thus establish a position to move back into those areas where it is still strong. I left Small Sarg, my barbarian prince. I did not even think about returning to the guarded site that night. I do not even know if Sarg ever knew that the guards were there. Or that his own actions had called them in. I left him a true slave, without a weapon. Yet, for the week, for the month, and still sometimes on such moonlit nights as this, I can hear his argument. “You wanted to get rid of me. The guards were only an excuse to abandon me because you did not like my fighting manner, which was no more than high-spirited bravery itself. You wanted to be free of my recriminations in order to pursue your own desires. Your only real objection to my carryings on was that I did not act enough the slave to appease your lustful fantasies. And it was your desire to see me in the collar that made me a slave—that now abandoned me to slavery.”’ The Liberator shrugged. ‘How does one refute such an argument? I’m only glad I had a cause to help me put such recriminations aside.’

‘It’s as if,’ Pryn said, suddenly, ‘he felt all those desires secretly that you felt openly! But because his were secret, even from himself, they took control of him and led him to those foolish and dangerous actions, while your desires were known and acknowledged, and so, if anything, you were the better Liberator for it…?’

Gorgik snorted again. ‘It would be a lie if I said I had not thought the same from time to time. But what I let myself think idly, I do not necessarily believe.’ He lifted the collar on his finger so that it tugged Noyeed’s head to the side. Then he let the iron fall to the little man’s neck. ‘Sarg said he felt no lust within the iron. I say I do. Why should I assume he spoke any less truly of his feelings than I speak of mine? If such a sign can shift so easily from oppression to desire, it can shift in other ways—toward power, perhaps, and aggression, toward the bitterness of misjudged freedoms by one who must work outside the civil structure. We killed many slavers, Sarg and I—he was only a boy, really. I do not think dealing death makes the best life for the young. The chance organization of my inner life and those situations life has thrown me into have taught me, painfully, a sign can slide from meaning to meaning. What prevented it from sliding another way for Sarg? For me, the collar worn against the will meant social oppression, and the collar worn willfully meant desire. For Sarg, the collar was social oppression, as well as all asocial freedom. Nothing in our lives, save my anger, challenged that meaning for him. And my anger was a lover’s anger, which too often feels to the loved one as oppressive as a parent’s. We fought—the two of us—for a vision of society, and yet we lived outside society—like soldiers fighting for a beautiful and wondrous city whose walls they have nevertheless been forbidden to enter. Sarg did not have the meanings I had to help him hold his own meanings stable. That is all. And my desire’s position in this blind and brutal land means only that I know desire’s workings better than some—but it does not make me either a better or a worse Liberator. Only what I do with my understanding changes that. Do you understand a little more now?’

Pryn nodded. ‘Perhaps. A little.’

‘And do you think, now, you might be able to write a clearer account of it?’

‘Oh, yes, I—’ Then she realized he meant an account for some absent master of her possible spying. Pryn felt her face heat in the half-dark.

‘Well, perhaps I do too—now.’ Gorgik snorted again. ‘Perhaps I, too, saw in myself that other meaning, Sarg’s meaning, when I left him. Certainly, when he swung down from that balcony at me, across the cellar, I saw all the dangers of such asocial freedom descending upon me—and they were indeed as terrifying and as paralyzing as the first and sudden discovery in one’s own body of lusts which have no name. You say you’re leaving the city? Probably that’s wise. Tell me, girl, which way are you heading?’

‘I came down from the northern mountains,’ Pryn said. ‘I suppose I’ll head…south.’

‘Ah, the monstrous and mysterious south! I remember my time there well. I hope you learn as much about the workings of power while you are there as I did.’ The Liberator’s free hand moved absently to his broad chest, where his bronze disk hung. The broad thumb slid over the marked verdigris, as if the hard flesh might read what was inscribed there by touch: certainly the shifting leaf blotches made it impossible to decipher those signs by sight. ‘Tomorrow I have my meeting with Lord Krodar, first minister to the Empress. The denizens of the High Court have little love for the south. I’m afraid this astrolabe is, in its way, a map of just that southern-most peninsula which those now in power have traditionally seen as their nemesis. To enter new territory displaying the wrong map is not the way to learn the present paths that might prove propitious.’ Thick fingers moved from the disk to the chain it hung from. Gorgik suddenly bent his head to loose the links from under his hair. Pryn saw his own collar was gone…and now realized it was the Liberator’s that hung around the bandit’s neck, ludicrously too large and lopsided on the jutting collarbones. ‘When I was a boy in this city—’ the Liberator raised his head—‘half your age, if not younger—oh, much younger than you—my father brought me to visit a house in Sallese. I remember a garden, some statues, I think a fountain…maybe some fountains near running water.’ The Liberator laughed. ‘When I heard this house was for rent, I was told it was in Sallese—and I felt the return of old joy to think I might be taking for my headquarters the very home I had visited as a child. It isn’t in Sallese, you know. It’s right next to Sallese, in the suburb called Neveryóna, where the titled aristocracy have their city homes—those who are not staying at the High Court of Eagles itself. Once, they actually tried to call the whole city Neveryóna, but that never went over very well, and when the Child Empress came to power…’ His mind seemed to reach for that distant time, while moonlight spilled its shadow over his face’s rough landscape. ‘It seems an irony to be here rather than there—though it’s not ironic enough to make me truly laugh. Here, girl.’ Gorgik gestured with his two fists, below which, in moon dapple, the chained disk turned and turned back. ‘If you knew the trouble this has guided me through, you might not take it. Yet I suspect the trouble I have got through under its weight is trouble I have lifted from the neck of all Nevèrÿon—an illusion, perhaps; but then, perhaps the fact that it is an illusion I believe in is why I am signed and sign myself “Liberator.”’

Pryn stepped forward.

Gorgik raised the astrolabe.

Noyeed reached between his legs to scratch—and blinked.

As she neared them, moonlight flittered over Pryn. She felt a growing sense both of disgust and trust. Had she not just spent the time with Madame Keyne—and the Wild Ini—she might have thought that the trust was all for Gorgik and the disgust all for Noyeed. But in the conflict and complication, the chills, which had never really ceased, resurged. Was this fear? Was it more? It seemed to have lost all boundary; it filled the room, the house, the city the way the flicker and glitter of moonlight filled her very eyeballs.

Gorgik passed the chain over her head. Tale fragments of the crowning of queens returned to her. Links, warmed through the day against the Liberator’s neck, touched the back and sides of hers—and a memory rose to startle: jerking the twisted vines up over a scaly head…

Fear was replaced by terror. Pryn had a moment’s vision of herself in a complex and appalling game where Madame Keyne, the Liberator, the Child Empress Ynelgo, perhaps the nameless gods themselves, were all players, while she was as powerless as some wooden doll, set down in the midst of an elaborate miniature garden.

Something grappled her wrist.

She looked down—all the motion she could muster. And the moment’s terror was gone. Noyeed held her forearm with hard fingers.

The eye turned from Pryn to Gorgik—the Liberator was looking down with the same questioning Pryn fancied on her own face.

‘She has a knife, master!’ Noyeed’s gappy gums opened over his words like a mask of Pryn’s own former fear: he looked as if he were avoiding a blow. ‘See—at her waist? The spy has a blade! I was only protecting your life, master—protecting it as I have protected it before, as I will always protect it!’

Pryn wanted to laugh and only waited for the Liberator’s great and generous laughter to release hers.

‘Very well then, Blue Heron.’ Gorgik did not laugh. ‘Take my gift, with your blade, into the south.’

Pryn jerked her arm from Noyeed’s grip. The little man, squatting at their feet, almost lost balance. She stepped back. The chain pulled from the Libertor’s hands. The astrolabe fell against her breasts.

‘No one can say for certain what confusion I give you.’ (Gorgik’s perturbation seemed far from her own. And where, a moment back, she had felt at one with him, a oneness inscribed in wonder and fear, now she felt only annoyance inscribed on more annoyance.) ‘Tomorrow I shall go to the High Court of Eagles for…the first time? Does anyone in this strange and terrible land ever go anywhere, without having been there before in myth or dream? The ministers with whom I shall confer will ask me a simple question. Beyond my campaign to free Nevèrÿon’s slaves, whom will I ally myself with next? Will I take up the cause of the workers who toil for wages only a step above slavery? Or will I take up the marginal workless who, without wages at all, live a step below? Shall I ally myself with those women who find themselves caught up, laboring without wages, for the male population among both groups? For they are, all of them—these free men and women—caught in a freedom that, despite the name it bears, makes movement through society impossible, that makes the quality of life miserable, that allows no chance and little choice in any aspect of the human not written by the insertion or elision of the sign for production. This is what Lord Krodar will ask me. And I shall answer…’

Balancing on the balls of her feet, Pryn felt as unsteady as little Noyeed, crouched and blinking, looked.

‘I shall answer that I do not know.’ Gorgik’s hand found the little man’s shoulder; the horny forefinger hooked again over the collar. Noyeed, at any rate, seemed steadied. ‘I shall say that, because I spent my real youth as a real slave in your most real and royal obsidian mines, the machinery of my desire is caught up within the working of the iron hinge. Slavery is, for me, not a word in a string of words, wrought carefully for the voice that will enunciate it for the play of glow and shade it can initiate in the playful mind. I cannot tell this minister what slavery means, for me, beyond slavery—not because desire clouds my judgment, but because I had the misfortune once to be a slave.’

Elation triumphed over all fear; annoyance was gone. And joy seemed a small thing to sacrifice before what Pryn suddenly recognized as the absolute freedom of the real, a freedom that, in its intensity, had only been intimated by the truth of dragons.

She turned, started for the archway—

‘Where are you going…?’ which was the one-eyed bandit.

‘To the south!’ Pryn called.

Gorgik laughed.

And Pryn ran through moon-slashed rooms, down leaf-loud steps, across the unroofed court. Climbing through the window, she laughed to be leaving by the way she’d entered because of something so indistinguishable from habit when one was this free that habit seemed…But she did not know what it seemed; and crashed through grass and garden brambles, rushed by a stifled fountain, pushed back branches at the wall, felt along stone for the opening, found it, wedged herself into darkness—

Her shift snagged as she slid by rock. She pulled—and heard something tear. Still, she managed to get one arm out, then her head—

‘Give me my knife!’

Fingers grappled her hair; and her arm, yanking.



9. Of Night, Noon, Time, and Transition

To attempt to define more precisely the ‘city’ is pointless; it is ‘civilization’ itself we must define.

RUTH WHITEHOUSE,

The First Cities

‘GIVE IT TO ME, little spy!’

Pryn jerked away and, with a foot she’d gotten free, kicked at the Ini, missed—struggling, she glimpsed the dark face, backlit by moonlight through pale hair.

‘Give it to me! You don’t know how to use it! It will only get you in trouble! It’s mine…!’

Still wedged into the opening, Pryn felt for the knife with her free hand and jerked the other loose from Ini. Between the rocks, she could not get it out—and wedged in further to escape the Ini’s yank and punches.

‘Give it to me now! I saw you spying on Madame Keyne! Jade and Madame Keyne! This morning and this evening—didn’t you think I saw you? When I tell Madame, she’ll know what you are! Give it to me—No, don’t go back in there! No, it’s dangerous in there! It’s terrible! Horrible! Anything might happen—come back with my…’

But Pryn was again out the other side, standing, stumbling back in brambles, waiting for the white-blond head to emerge. She breathed, hissing between her teeth. Her side had begun to ache again. She took another breath…

Silence.

She waited.

But the Ini, murderous to those she thought powerless—again, Madame Keyne had been right—was terrified of anything she perceived as authority. And this untenanted house of power and all the grounds around it had become, at least for the dwellers over the garden wall, the authoritative center of the city.

Pryn wondered if she ought to throw the knife back through the hole; but she was afraid to get too close, in case that was the moment Ini chose to overcome terror and emerge.

If I see her, Pryn thought viciously, I’ll kick her head—

She didn’t see anything.

At least not coming out of the wall.

Calmer now, with none of the elation she’d felt before, Pryn made her way along the rock, her hand on the knife in her sash, now and again glancing over her shoulder.

If there were breaks in Madame Keyne’s walls, given the conditions here there must be great gaps leading out every which way…

After the wall turned, many meters along (it must be facing on the main avenue by now, she thought; and still wasn’t sure), Pryn found a place where, indeed, some stones had fallen and a tree had grown up close enough to allow her to climb. And she was too tired to search further.

She climbed, clambered across leaves fallen on the top stones, knocked small pebbles to the ground, and jumped.

On the high road in the moonlight, she brushed off her dirty hands, rubbed her sore knees, and looked about at the groves of palms, at the walls around her, at the roofs beyond them.

…to the south? Pryn laughed on the empty avenue; and walked, not sure whether she were wandering into or out of the city. For all her tiredness, she felt quite lucid. She could write down the salient points of her situation clearly tonight. She was a mountain girl, new in the city, with a strange astrolabe, a few coins, and a stolen knife at her belt. Adventurer, warrior, thief…? (True she wasn’t sure which way she was going.) It would be exciting to leave the city by some unknown direction, turned out onto the land to wander wherever she might…

Forty minutes later, she knew she was definitely moving toward the city’s center. Once she turned up a dark street she thought looked familiar. Several times she turned up others that were completely unknown. Then, from an unexpected direction, she came out of an alley at the familiar bridge.

As she strolled onto it, the moon hung just over the ragged roofs beyond.

The bridge was nearly deserted.

All that actually lived in the city seemed to have retired for the night. She looked down over the stone wall at the water, to see moon-flicker here and there between rocks. From somewhere she remembered an old tale of night in Kolhari with throngs of merry-makers, high-held torches, songs in the alleys, revelers moving from party to party, house to house…What traveler in the Ellamon market had she overheard voicing such lies? Certainly that was not this city, nor this night, nor this neighborhood.

Ahead, by the wall, she saw two women in tense, quiet converse. The younger kept touching the broad white collar-cover worn by the older, then dropping her head to shake dark hair, which now and again the older would stroke with a wide, work-scarred hand.

She heard footsteps behind her and male voices, slowly overtaking her. For moments she was sure that she would be grabbed, that someone would push her down on the stone, that the coins would be ripped from her pocket: the men broke around her—boys, really, she saw now, though no less frightening because of it—and passed ahead.

They continued, walking, talking.

On the other side of the bridge she saw a man, unsteady with drink, stop and look at her. In the same way she had felt herself the center of attention with the unseen boys who’d come up behind, now she tried to tell herself that, no, he wasn’t really staring at her. As she passed, he turned, looking. The moment he was out of eye-sight, Pryn felt an overwhelming urge to look back and see if he were following—and at the same moment felt that that, above all, was what she must not do. It would only make some horrible and unnameable and inexplicable thing occur.

As she walked on, the conflict inside her grew, filling up her head, then her whole body, reaching toward some unbearable level till she groped for her knife—

He ran around the newel ahead of her, came a dozen steps onto the bridge, stopped a dozen steps in front of her—a naked barbarian boy. Suspended in a moment of astonishment, he paused, like someone running to keep an appointment only to realize, on arrival, that the person ambling by the appointed corner is not the expected party but only a passing stranger—that, indeed, the appointment itself was for a different day, if not a different street, at a different hour, in a different town altogether.

The boy blinked, turned, ran off down the Spur-side quay. Carefully, Pryn looked behind her. (Her hand had gone up from her knife hilt. Her knuckles knocked bronze.) The drunken man was walking away unsteadily.

Here, thought Pryn, I can follow every story, image, and bit of misinformation to its source in memory; yet I have no notion where such contradictions come from. Not look back? I’d best learn when to, or—better—just shake such contradictions from my head; if I don’t, and still I stay in such cities, I shall be dead of them!

Pryn walked from the bridge out onto the empty market’s worn brick. (She could be afraid. But what was it she must learn to fight…?) Crossing the square in the night-breeze, she stopped by the stone fountain, bent, drank, then looked up, trying to decide which of the hills about her fed this foaming basin.

She bent to drink again.

Were this another story, what we have told of Pryn’s adventures till now might well have been elided or omitted altogether as unbelievable or, at any rate, as uncharacteristic. In that other story, Pryn’s next few weeks might easily have filled the bulk of these pages.

Such pages would tell of a dawn’s waking in the public park. They would recount a day of watching beggars along the waterfront—and the three not very profitable hours Pryn spent begging herself. The coins Madame Keyne had given her, without hope of adding to them, did not seem much to live on. Those pages would chronicle the evening she carried baskets of yams and sacks of grain from store to kitchen in a large eating establishment frequented by doggedly hungry, dirty men, most among them barbarian laborers who’d managed to secure jobs in the New Market. (The food most popular among them was a kind of vegetable stew which, when Pryn tasted it, proved almost inedible because of some pungent spice whose flavor glimmered all through it.) They would describe the two young women Pryn met working there, who dissuaded her from her plan for the next day: to go to the New Market and ask for a job as a bucket carrier. For didn’t Pryn know? Only barbarian women took such jobs. That was no way to climb the social ladder.

One, about twenty, was a short girl with immense energy and a thick accent (non-barbarian), who would not say where she was from. Her name was Vatry, and she told Pryn she was a dancer. Instead of the rich nut brown Pryn assumed the normal complexion of all around her not specifically foreign, Vatry’s face and shoulders had a yellowish cast, and she was spotted, hairline to hands and feet, with coppery freckles. Her hair was black and wild, but in direct sun, from certain angles, it glimmered with red—not the brickish hue that sometimes rusted the locks of that rough-haired people (especially the outlying islanders), but a red that seemed to Pryn, who knew as little of henna as she did of kohl, impossible for hair!

The other was taller, older, heavier, slower, less insistently friendly; still, Pryn found herself taking to her. She was a second cousin, or a friend of a second cousin, of the woman who managed, but did not own, the eating hall. Much later, when Pryn was quite exhausted and had been assured neither she nor Vatry could work there tomorrow because the two brothers who usually did the job would be returning the next day from a family funeral out of town, it was she who said, once she discovered that Pryn had some money of her own, that Pryn could come with her and sleep in her room.

Vatry seemed relieved.

Since there was an extra pallet and lots of blankets, it turned out to be as comfortable a sleep as Pryn had gotten in a while.

That story would tell how Pryn met Vatry, as planned, the next afternoon in the Old Market. Vatry knew the mummers who performed their skits there. Pryn and Vatry watched one of the comic extravaganzas from inside the mummers’ prop wagon, crouched among old musical instruments, with mountains and flowers and clouds and waves painted on leather and canvas roped to wooden frames and stacked about them. Actors offstage pulled cords to make an artificial beast with metal eyes open and close its mouth—while another offstage actor roared—then lowered a wooden eagle whose wings could be flapped by other actors pulling other cords. (A girl, who, in false white hair and beard at the beginning of the skit, had hobbled about the platform in a very funny imitation of a crippled geezer, crouched beside them now, hands cupped to her mouth, cawing and shrieking and cawing.) It would tell how Vatry, five years older and a head shorter than Pryn—who, after all, was not tall—performed for the mummers between two skits. The performance was called an ‘audition.’ Pryn was given a clay drum with a leather head to pound, and sat, pounding it, with the other musicians at the stage edge, making a simple rhythmic music, while Vatry grinned and gaped and bounced and bent and turned impressive cartwheels and finished with an astonishing backflip. Later, Pryn must have asked her twenty-five times how she did it and where she’d learned it; but Vatry just laughed. Everyone was very friendly and told Vatry to go walk about the market for an hour while they made their decision. Pryn was nervous, but Vatry thought the whole situation very funny and kept darting off to look at that or this—once Pryn used the opportunity to buy a piece of sugar beet for herself. Then she decided that had been a silly way to spend one of her coins; but it was done. Once Vatry ran up holding a chain on which was…Pryn’s astrolabe! She explained that, while, minutes ago, the two of them had been watching a man with a trained bear, Vatry had seen someone lightly lift it from where Pryn had stuck it into her sash that morning and make off with it. Vatry had gone after him and, as lightly, lifted it back! To Vatry it all seemed amusing, but Pryn found herself wondering, as she put the chain once more around her neck, if the tiny, freckled, frenetic girl weren’t more talented as a pick-pocket than as a dancer. She gave Vatry the last of her beet. Then they returned to the mummers where, as they stepped up on the by now half-dismantled platform, the corpulent man, who had done a silly dance himself in the first skit with a tall woman who could bend every which way, announced perfunctorily: ‘More cartwheels and flips; less bumping and bouncing. If you want supper, go back to the wagon there. You can take your friend’ which meant Vatry had been hired. Pryn ate that evening with the mummers, terribly excited about Vatry’s coming tour—which is mostly what the other mummers talked of as they passed food along the benches under the darkening sky, bruised green and copper along the market’s western edge. Vatry herself did a lot of complaining, mostly under her breath and to Pryn, about the director’s instructions. ‘Does he think I sell my dances the way a prostitute sells her body on the bridge at the other side of the market? What he wants me to cut out are all the magic parts, the truly wondrous parts! But nobody understands magic in this vicious and vulgar land!’ The troupe, apparently, would soon travel to markets throughout Nevèrÿon. What wonderful people, Pryn thought as she leaned on her knees and ate fruit and a mush of grain and fried fat that the leading lady said was practically all they ate in her home town when she was growing up, though Pryn was as unsure where that was as she was of Vatry’s origins. They drank beer from clay buckets and passed around platters of roasted potatoes. Indeed, the only thing that seemed to interest these odd and exciting people more than travel, past and to come, was sex, about which they joked constantly and in several languages. But the jokes—the ones she could understand—made Pryn laugh, and only now and again did she feel any apprehension about what the night might bring.

Though she’d eaten with the mummers, it wasn’t Pryn who had been hired to dance, or who could now blanket off a section of one of the cramped prop wagons to sleep, or who had the wonders of all Nevèrÿon’s markets promised her for the season.

What the night brought was mass confusion.

Pryn went back to her other friend’s room and was just at the door when she heard scuffling inside. At first she started to move away. Then she heard her friend cry out. Pryn pushed the door open and ran in. A very drunken man was hitting her friend, who had a large yellow and red bruise on her face already and who was making a piteous sound. Pryn opened her mouth and grabbed her knife, both without thinking. She cut the man deeply on the arm and not so deeply on the buttock—and when he tried to grab a workhammer with which he’s already hit the woman, or at least had been threatening to, Pryn slashed the back of his shoulder. This time he got out the door and stumbled down the steps. Her friend was very upset and said they couldn’t stay there because, first, he might come back and, second, there was blood all over everything and, third, the landlord, if he saw any of it, would throw them both out—so they went to the room of one of the woman’s friends, three streets away.

The story would certainly tell of the two young men Pryn met who were also visiting there that evening. It would, no doubt, record the intense conversation, much later that night among all the young people, about the city’s violence. ‘You say you’re scared every time you hear people walking up behind you on the street?’ said the younger of the two men, who had a Kolhari accent so thick that for the first minutes Pryn had to restrain herself from laughing, for it sounded like something you might hear from a mummer in a comic skit. ‘You can’t live like that! You have to develop strategies. Now you—’ he pointed to the woman who worked in a harness house and whose room it was—‘suppose you were walking alone, at night, and you heard footsteps behind you. What would you do?’ Pryn didn’t know and, with the young woman addressed, said so. ‘You’d listen, that’s what!’ the young man cried. ‘And if the people behind you were talking among themselves, men alone or mixed men and women, you’d know it was all right. If they weren’t talking, then you’d move!’

‘What if they’re talking about you?’ asked a pretty girl who’d given Pryn’s friend a rag dampened with vinegar to hold against her bruise.

For some reason, that made everybody laugh—except the girl who’d said it and Pryn’s friend. (The vinegar made the whole cramped room smell.) ‘Most of the time they will be talking, too,’ the Kolhari youth went on. (For the two young men, at any rate, the laughter seemed to have dealt with the objection.) ‘But you have to learn things like that, otherwise you’ll be too scared to go out in the street!’

Pryn, who’d never thought about such strategies in Ellamon, was impressed—the objection notwithstanding—and resolved at least to try it.

The story would tell how the two young men that night said they were planning to take a cartload of something they didn’t want to talk about too much someplace in the south they didn’t want to name; and since, with whichever strategies, Pryn didn’t want to wander about the streets in which also wandered some half-mad creature whom she had considerably injured, she asked if she could go with them.

The young men thought it was a fine idea.

The story would tell how the night before they actually left—several days after they’d planned to, which gave Pryn a chance to practice her ‘strategy,’ and find that, more or less, it worked—there was some festival in a neighborhood of the city Pryn had never been in before, but where the younger one (with the comic accent—thought he was getting easier for her to follow each day, if not hour, she spent in the city) said he had some friends. That night people crowded the streets. Bonfires blazed over a small square; and the smell of roasted pig and barbecued goat drifted down every alley.

Pryn and the two youths walked through the throng, passing under high-held torches. And though they never did find the younger man’s friends, twice they were taken into people’s houses and given lots of beer and, once, some roasted pork. The elder now and again met several people he knew; once Pryn thought she glimpsed the man she’d cut. But that was better than the first day, when she’d seen him every twenty minutes, now turning this corner, now standing in that doorway—which finally was what was wrong with strategy, since it didn’t cover that. Still later, over the heads of the crowds, Pryn caught sight of the mummers’ wagon, with its raised stage and torches flaming along its upper edge. Yes, there was Vatry, turning her cartwheels and doing her backflips and, indeed, looking better than she had in her audition, because, for one thing, she now wore lots of small bells around her waist and trailed green and yellow scarves from her wrist and neck. The elder youth stared with a loose-lipped fixity that, as his hand tightened on Pryn’s shoulder, actually made her uncomfortable—till she decided the way to break what she assumed a wholly theatrical spell was to take them up and speak to Vatry, rendering her a real and odd looking little woman with impossible hair and freckles. At Pryn’s urging the three of them tried to work closer to the stage. Pryn was sure Vatry had smiled at her—indeed, the little dancer was always moving stage front and winking here or waving there. Certainly, Pryn maintained, someone like Vatry would have many friends all over Kolhari, all over Nevèrÿon! But the elder youth just laughed and said that was the way with mummers. And he had known his share. Besides, the crowd was too thick to get any nearer. And so was Pryn, quipped the younger one in his Kolhari twang. (He had dull dark hair and was extremely thin.) Pryn smiled and wished he hadn’t said it. Finally, though, because of the crowd, the three gave up. Eventually they found a place by one of the fires, beside which some orange-robed women stood together singing a mournful song in a strange language.

The three young people felt mildly embarrassed—but happy. They all thought the song was moving, even though they didn’t know what it was about. And Pryn, for herself, decided night in the city was not so bad after all. But why, she wondered, were they leaving tomorrow at sunrise?

The story would certainly tell how the elder of the two youths had, till six months ago, worked on a farm half a day’s ride from town. He was twenty-three and, despite his bearded, pock-marked face and huge, apparently uncleanable farmer’s hands, seemed to Pryn the sweetest, gentlest, funniest person she had ever met.

With his comic drawl, nineteen and still no beard yet—and a slight cast in one eye that sometimes reminded Pryn of Noyeed—the scrawny youngster, dirty and dank-haired, had not so long back been a pipe-fitter’s apprentice in a shop off Bronzesmith Row.

Both youths had left their jobs under ignominious circumstances, of which they seemed, nevertheless, quite proud. Both would sit for hours, in company or just with Pryn, alternating anecdotes that dramatized, in the case of the younger, his complete detestation of, and, in the case of the elder his complete incompetence at, anything resembling work. Yet Pryn soon saw, when their canvas-covered cart came to any stream or stretch of rough road, however much he claimed to detest it, the scrawny, wall-eyed one labored with an energetic earnestness that should have shamed his bigger, bearded, pit-cheeked companion. In the evening around their campfire, the elder’s arm about her shoulder, Pryn also learned that the younger had the most repugnant ideas about women and sex she’d encountered since the late Nynx. She leaned against the elder, while across the fire the younger outlined interminable schemes involving women and money, women and money, the one taking the place of the other in his discourse more rapidly even than they might on the Bridge of Lost Desire. At first Pryn tried to argue with him. Later she only half listened, or tried not to listen at all. Also, now, the elder did not talk as much, nor tell his funny, self-deprecating tales, but sat, staring into the flames, while, in the orange flicker, Pryn looked back and forth between the fire and his ruined, romantic face, trying to imagine what he saw—trying also to shut out the other’s droning on about wealth and parts of women’s bodies; for he seemed truly incapable, Pryn finally decided, of talking of women at any one time as other than breasts or eyes or legs or genitals or knees or buttocks or arms or hair. (He had this thing about women’s knees, which he was always explaining.) Occasionally she mustered an amused tolerance for him and his more grotesque strategies. (For every one he had to acquire quick money or avoid urban danger, he had six to start conversations with strange women—each of which he seemed unshakably convinced was as fascinating to Pryn as to himself.) More often, however, she felt simply a quiet disgust. She was thankful that he was only nineteen and had not yet found opportunity to try out any of his more bizarre plans—at least not on the scale he envisioned. She wondered how the elder, whose shoulder she leaned so sleepily against, could tolerate, much less cherish, this distressing youth’s friendship. When she mentioned it during some rare minute when they were alone, he shrugged it off, saying that his friend was really a good sort and worked hard.

The last, certainly, was true.

On the third evening out, when the mutton and dried fruit prepared back in Kolhari for the first two days was gone, Pryn waited to see how the cooking duties would be divided. At her great-aunt’s, she’d done a good deal of it, and after they made camp she was ready to volunteer. But the wall-eyed one had already taken out crocks and pots and had apparently, earlier in the afternoon, put salted cod to soak in a jar at the back of the wagon, and was now cutting turnips and already quite efficiently into the preparation of the food they had brought for later meals. So Pryn horsed about with the bearded elder, who didn’t seem inclined to help at all—until the wall-eyed one made his third (twangy, nearly incomprehensible, but definitely dirty) joke about women too lazy to cook. Pryn said angrily: ‘Why do you say that! I was going to help…’ The elder took her part—while the younger went on cooking and grinning his disfocused grin. The next evening, however, Pryn insisted on helping, and after a few (disfocused) protests that her help wasn’t needed, the wall-eyed one accepted her aid. This became their pattern of food preparation for all the meals they fixed outdoors. Pryn and the younger chopped and soaked and sautéed and fried, Pryn muttering nivu under her breath like an unknown word from a poem overhead in another language. The elder would sit, not watching—once he fixed something on the cart. Sometimes he would get wood. More often he just lounged or ambled about. No one complained. But one reason Pryn kept at it was because when the wall-eyed one cooked was the only time he wasn’t talking about women’s bodies, and Pryn had decided that if they were to be any sort of friends, she’d best do something with him then.

The story would doubtless tell how Pryn finally made love to the elder youth, several times over several days. ‘I love you, and I know that you love me,’ she told him—several times through that glorious season. He liked hearing it, too: it made him smile. (The younger one, when he overheard her once or twice, seemed to like it just as much and smiled just as broadly.) ‘That is all I know. That is all I need to know,’ she would finish; but when she had, she always felt caught up in some play of preposterous contradictions, as if it were a line from a mummer’s skit she could never read aloud with the proper inflection. That was probably why, she decided later, she said it as many times as she did. Still, with sunlight on his bearded, broken face, the elder would smile at her, or nuzzle her neck, or walk with her among the trees, his arm about her shoulder.

He never, however, said much of anything back.

As we have noted, it wasn’t the first time Pryn had had sex, for in mountain towns of the sort she’d grown up in such intercourse was frequently accomplished at an even earlier age than in the cities. But it was not yet her tenth time, either; and it was certainly her first time with someone only two weeks away from a total stranger—and without the support of a society ready with rituals, traditions, and the coercive wisdom necessary to turn the passing pleasure of adolescence straightway into a family at any sign of natal consequence. The story would also tell how, nights later, when they’d decided to stay over at an inn, the wall-eyed one brought back to Pryn’s room two of the Empress’s soldiers from a garrison housed in an old barracks outside the town and argued with her for a solid hour, not loudly but with the same earnest perseverance she’d seen him use to free a cart wheel in a stream when it had caught on a submerged root. Finally she agreed to make love to them.

Synopsized, the hour’s whispered conclave had run:

The elder youth had spent too much money on beer in the inn’s tavern that evening, so that now, even with Pryn’s remaining coins, they did not have enough to pay for their rooms; nor was this civilized Kolhari, where they might be turned out with a scolding on account of their youth or made to stay and work off the debt. It was a backwater province where everyone was related to everyone else and where the locals had proved themselves hostile to strangers in a dozen ways already.

Anything might happen here.

The money the soldiers would give her was the only way the three of them would have enough to pay for their lodging next morning.

It wasn’t—quite.

But the innkeeper finally agreed—angrily—to forfeit the small difference and sent them off. Clearly he did not wish to see them return.

Certainly the story would tell how, some three hours after they were on the road, Pryn managed to get into an angry and perfectly ridiculous argument with the elder—indeed, the argument was so idiotic that, after she’d stalked off in a rage, leaving both of them for good, she was sure, she could not even reconstruct what its points had been. (It wasn’t because of the soldiers. He didn’t even know about them, having been sleeping too soundly because of the beer. And the wall-eyed one had promised…!) She only knew she was glad to leave him, glad to leave the both of them! Then, after tramping for two more hours along the sun-dappled, dusty road, Pryn began to cry.

She was thinking about being pregnant.

Indeed, Pryn now admitted to herself, she had been thinking about almost nothing else for several days, though before last night it had seemed a hazy daydream involving going back to Kolhari, or even Ellamon, with the elder friend, while the younger, in the dream, remained in the south—or vanished!

But now, somehow, there was nothing pleasant left to it. The pock-marked youth from the farm was lazy and the wall-eyed one from the city impossible; and she knew they would not cease their smuggling or dissolve their friendship over some child by her.

The story would tell how, over the next three days, practically every six hours Pryn broke out crying—suddenly and surprisingly, whether she was by herself walking in the woods or passing a yard with people in it.

Once a man said she could ride downriver with him in his boat if she would help him with the fishing. She got into the shallow skiff and sat, looking at the woven reed lining. His hair thinning in front and tied with a thong behind one ear, the fisherman pulled on the wide wooden oars. Pryn looked about the boat’s floor at the coils and tangles of line, the bone hooks stuck along a piece of branch, the woven nets heaped around; suddenly she felt a surge of uselessness and a second surge of exhaustion, which surges battled, burning, in her eyes—tears, for the tenth or the hundredth time, spilled her puffy cheeks.

She sat in the boat, crying, while the fisherman, with his big-knuckled, pitch-stained hands, rowed and watched her, saying nothing.

Finally Pryn coughed, pulled her own hands back into her lap, and blinked. ‘My name is Pryn,’ she got out, ‘and I can…I’m going to have a baby!’

Despite his thinning hair, the fisherman looked no more than twenty-four. He pulled and leaned, pulled and leaned, pulled and leaned. With three bronze claws fastened to the rag wrapped around his waist and between his very hairy legs, the wide strap over his right shoulder went taut, then slack, taut, then slack, over the sunken well in his narrow, near-bald chest, ‘My name is Tratsin,’ he said after a while. I’m going to have one, too.’

Pryn looked up quite startled.

Tratsin pulled on the oars. ‘My wife,’ he added, by way of explanation, ‘I mean. She’s having it. For me.’ Taut; slack. ‘It’s been all girls so far—this will be my third. Well, four, actually. The first was a boy, but she lost him. That was even before she would live with me. In these parts they say it’s a curse to have girls. But you know who takes in the aged parents? The girls, that’s who. My parents lived with my sisters. My wife wouldn’t live with me until after her father passed—though my boy died only a month later. I think that’s because he needed his own father—me. And when I get too old to work, I’ll live with one or the other of my girls, I’ll bet you. And I’ll be a father they’ll want to have live with them. That’s important. Come home with me, girl. Come home. My wife’s name is Bragan. She’s a good girl. About your age, I’d bet. But skinnier. At least she used to be. Certainly no more than two or three years older. Come home, now…’

Somewhere in all this Pryn started crying again.

Over the stades they rowed downstream, three times Tratsin stopped to fish. In the course of it, Pryn learned he was not really a fisherman, but a benchmaker. He’d taken his two days off for the month to travel north, had rented one of the reed-lined boats, and was fishing downstream over the second day toward home. A man has to get away from the women sometimes, he said—though he seemed happy enough for Pryn’s company. He said: His wife, Bragan, was seven months along toward another child. He hoped it might be a boy, but a girl would be all right. Girls could work, too. His younger brother, till only weeks ago, had lived with them—Malot, now he’d been a strange boy. He’d worked at the quarry, but he’d run off to the city. At any rate, that’s what everyone assumed—it was all he’d talked of for the six months before he and Bragan’s household money had disappeared one day. It had wounded Tratsin deeply, his brother’s running away. Wounded him to the heart. They lived, Tratsin and his family, in the town of…but Pryn missed the name; she’d begun to cry again. Probably Malot would come to a bad end, Tratsin went on. (Pryn sniffled and tried to listen.) His wife’s cousin, Gutryd? She lived with them, too. And spoiled the girls and was a silly girl herself. He didn’t understand Gutryd. He didn’t think she was happy.

His boss was good, though.

His working conditions were good.

His wife was a good girl: she let him go fishing on his two days a month off.

He was a happy man, Tratsin reasoned.

With six freshwater perch, one of which Pryn caught herself when Tratsin let her throw in the line, and seven or eight brook trout—they threw back lots of little palmsized fish he said wouldn’t taste good at all—they came that evening to a bank loud with crickets. They pulled up at a muddy beach where half a dozen boats with woven linings had been tied to branches so that their prows were lifted clear of the water. The sky was deep blue, halfway into night. The air was dry and cool. Now and again the bushes and shacks about them flickered into full daylight with hazy lightning.

‘Come with me, now.’ Tratsin’s bare feet sank in black mud, breaking cracks around in it. ‘Come. You’ll like Bragan. She’s a good girl. And she’ll help you. You’ll see.’ Thunder trundled somewhere in the cool summer sky. Again lightning flickered. ‘Come. This way.’

Pryn did like Bragan, who pushed aside the hanging in the shack doorway and, after Tratsin whispered to her briefly, declared: ‘You’re having a baby!’ She clapped her hands to the sides of her own seven-and-a-half-month belly under the sleeveless brown shift while the hanging fell against her shoulder. ‘Come in, now! Come in! Your first weeks? You must be dead tired. My two girls—oh, I carried both of them easily enough. But this one?’ Firelight flickered in her frizzy hair. ‘Well, I was sick as a poisoned dog for the whole first month and a half! That’s why I think it’s going to be a boy—Ah! I want it to be a boy so badly! I had a boy first, but he died, poor little thing. Boys carry harder and higher, they say. Or is it girls? I never can remember! But come in! Come in!’

The shack’s single room was comically crowded, and Pryn was too tired to remember who was who, other than that the heavy one with the dead black hair and beard—Kurvan—was Tratsin’s best friend.

‘You working yet?’ were Tratsin’s first words to him.

‘I wasn’t working yesterday morning when you left.’ Leaning against the wall, Kurvan folded his arms over his fleshy chest. ‘What makes you think I’d be working when you got back?’

‘You haven’t been working for almost three weeks.’ Bragan stepped around a baby basket on the floor. ‘You should have a job!’

‘Until he came home you were happy enough to let me lounge and gossip by your fireplace!’ Kurvan laughed. ‘Now you both start in on me!’

‘You should have a job,’ Tratsin said. ‘I could get you a job. Since Malot’s gone, they need another man at the stone pit. I could speak to—’ But that actually seemed to get black-bearded Kurvan annoyed.

So Bragan cried: ‘Let’s get this young woman some soup!’ She put her arm around Pryn, heading her around the end of a bench toward the corner fireplace.

‘Get her some beer,’ Kurvan said. ‘Beer’s good for pregnant women. We have fine beer here. It comes from the breweries down on the coast,’ and he turned to help himself from a dripping barrel set back between two plank beds.

‘Soup!’ protested Bragan, then turned to Pryn. ‘Unless you’d rather not—with this one, I couldn’t eat a thing, night or day, for the first six weeks. Though my sister said that’s only supposed to last for three. Ahh! and in the morning! Everything I tried to get down—?’ She made a spewing gesture. ‘What a mess!’

A baby began to cry, The other woman in the room—the sister? Gutryd?—went to see about it, while Bragan ladled soup, thick as stew, first from one pot, then from another, into one red clay bowl and the next.

The stuff in the first cauldron was brown and meaty; the stuff in the second, which Bragan spilled on top of it so that the two made ribbons across one another in the bowl, was creamy and dotted with yellow vegetables. Filled with the two of them, the red clay heated Pryn’s palm to burning as she raised the bowl to her mouth—to be struck by a memory out of childhood:

The gray-veiled woman traveler from the Ellamon market, who wore the wide silver rings, had told her aunt, ‘And their double soups? The glory of southern cookery, I say—though you must know the people to find any. They won’t serve it at the inns.’ And her aunt had said, ‘Chemistry, medicine, alchemy, and the other branches of charlatanry that sap the purse of our Suzerain today at the wheedling of clever men, they’re all forms of the woman’s science of cuisine—especially that part of it concerned with midwifery. Belham told me that. Do you know of Belham, the barbarian inventor from the south? He stayed here in fabled Ellamon—oh, it was many, many years back—’

Kurvan handed Pryn a piece of bread, burned in spots on the crust but with (as she took the third bite, she realized) dough still raw in it. She ate hungrily, nevertheless, thinking that it was the kind of loaf people had brought back to her cousin in outrage (or begrudging sympathy) during the first months of his bakery. With it she shoveled soup into her mouth.

The soup was wonderful!

‘That woman is hungry!’ Holding his own bowl, Kurvan squatted down in a clear spot on the floor mat. ‘She’ll have a fat and healthy youngster, with good bones and a worker’s back, if she eats that way.’

‘You should have a job, Kurvan,’ Gutryd said sitting on the bench next to Tratsin, who was almost finished with his bowl. ‘Three weeks without work? Bragan’s right. It isn’t good for you or your family.’ She reached down for the loaf leaning against the baby’s basket. ‘You want to be able to marry and have a fine family of healthy children now, like Tratsin and Bragan, don’t you?’

To wake with straw tickling her cheek and ankle and the smell of damp thatch and babies and last night’s cooking, the pallet below the straw hard under one shoulder and water dripping somewhere from the torrents that had poured loud enough to wake her just before sunrise (Pryn did not open her eyes), was to realize that, before she’d started these adventurings, she’d spent most of her life in such a shack. It was to realize that whenever these adventurings were through, no matter how far away they deposited her, unless life for her went very differently from what she or anyone else might expect, she was likely to spend most of her life to come in such a shack—however better insulated she might make it.

A clay top moved on a clay jar. A woman whispered. A man’s bare feet crunched the floor mats. He said, answering a question Pryn hadn’t heard: ‘Well, it was time to get up. Who sleeps when there’s work to do?’

Pryn rolled over, stretched her feet onto the floor, rubbing her hands’ heels on her eyes.

The woman spoke now. ‘I just thought they might like to sleep a little more, that’s all. Especially the girl you brought in last night, since she’s…you know.’

Pryn let her hands stay over her eyes.

‘Sleep instead of work?’ The man laughed. ‘Now, who would want to do that—except, well, let’s see…a few I could name!’ His next laugh was louder. ‘Besides, the girl’s not sick. She’s only having a baby! You get her to help you with the chores. See, she’s awake at least. Not like this other lazy good-for-nothing.’

Fingering the corners of her eyes, Pryn looked up.

Squatting naked, with her knees wide and her great belly between them, Bragan was doing something at the fire.

Tratsin was bending over her with his hand on her shoulder, the sides of his narrow buttocks hollow, the ligaments standing out at the backs of his hairy knees. ‘Now don’t be afraid to ask her to help you. She’s a good girl—like you!’

At which point a baby cried.

Like a man reminded of a pressing duty, Tratsin lunged for his loin-rag, winding it about his hips, tucking it in on itself here and there, getting it between his legs, while making for the door. Bragan got even busier poking up the coals under the pot and blowing them to brightness.

The cry ran out of breath; in the pause, Pryn pictured the tiny chest filling itself mightily. She looked around, thinking to go to the baby herself. But Gutryd came in through the back door-hanging. The brush of hemlock twigs on the bottom to keep out insects swung in over the mat. Gutryd’s dress was bunched down around her waist, and her hair was wet. She seized the child’s basket up from the corner, to shake it back and forth. The next cry was notably quieter, with, somewhere in it, a movement toward relief.

At the fire Bragan said: ‘Gutryd, get her! Please!’

‘There, there!’ Gutryd said, though whether it was to child or adults, Pryn was not sure. ‘I have her! I have her!’

Pryn stood up on the rush mats and started forward to volunteer her help to Bragan—as the toddler toddled before her. Pryn stepped wide; her foot landed on the corner of a blanket, largely wrapped around large Kurvan. Broad, cracked feet stuck from the blanket’s end, confirming what last night Pryn had only suspected: she’d been given the pallet Kurvan usually slept on when he stayed over.

Then, for some reason known only to those under three, the crawling girl sat back on her haunches, twisted up her face, and let a wail that carried within its knife-tones the anguish of a god before a clumsy, foolish, ill-made, skilless, cracked, and useless world. The pain at that cry’s core seemed something that might be looked away from, more likely suppressed, but that could never be assuaged.

‘Oh, little one,’ Kurvan said from under his blanket, ‘do shut up!’ He rolled away, tugging more blanket over his black, bushy head.

As the blanket corner pulled from under her heel, Pryn took another ungainly step to avoid the baby’s hand and Kurvan’s feet. At which point Kurvan rolled back, thrust his naked arms out, seized the wailing child, and pulled her to him with all the compassion of a man who’d spent a lifetime in such world-sorrow as she now howled of. ‘Oh, I’m sorry, honey!’ He cuddled and rocked with her on the floor, as if he were personally responsible for the profound and universal disorder by which she had just been shattered. ‘I’m sorry!’

Pryn started toward Bragan, who had suddenly become very involved with the fire, food, and crockery in much the same way she’d increased her involvement in the ashes when the baby had first cried.

So Pryn veered toward the door, out which Tratsin was leaving.

She caught the hide hanging as it swung across the doorway. Hemlock leaves, from the branch tied for weight and bugs along its bottom, brushed the door stone.

She stepped outside.

Coppery sun burned on wet leaves.

Other shacks stood near; still others stood across the muddy path down the slope.

Through the break in the brush the river looked substantially narrower at dawn than it had in evening’s half-dark.

More shacks sat on the far bank, a few stone huts among them—in short, the farther shore was much like this one. Tratsin stood a little off on some rocks around which the grass had worn away. He scratched at his thinning scalp so that thong and bound hair shook behind his ear.

Down the slope, someone guffawed in the next cottage. A woman yelled. The other person laughed.

Hemlock leaves shushed.

Naked and disheveled, but without the child, Kurvan stepped out.

Branches dipped slowly across the road, then turned up all their whispering leaves to show gray. The breeze reached a tree near the door.

Droplets hit Pryn’s cheek.

And Kurvan said something like, ‘Aargchh…!’ rubbing the splatter from his face and shoulders while Tratsin laughed and pointed. Pryn grinned—as Kurvan’s stubby genitals contracted within the black hair below the crease under his broad belly. ‘That’s right!’ he announced. ‘Everyone else gets a few drops, but Kurvan gets the soaking!’

‘What you’d better get,’ said Tratsin, ‘is a job!’ He laughed again.

‘Oh, yes—’ Suddenly Kurvan’s annoyance and brushing turned into a great, open laugh so that his big chest shook. ‘I get the soaking? Well, sometimes I think my job is to give you and your family something to laugh at! Oh, it’s not such a bad vocation. The hours are long. The pay is mostly in kind—’ Here he leaned toward Pryn in a mocking aside—‘though he lets me hit him up for an iron coin or two.’ He dropped his hand to his knee to scratch. ‘But I suppose the work has its higher profits—’

Which made Tratsin laugh again. ‘You mean all the food we let you eat?’ He turned, shaking his head and smiling. ‘What you don’t understand, Kurvan, is the value of work itself. To do work—of any sort, of any kind, under whatever conditions—is important in itself. A body whole, healthy, and able to toil is the most wonderful and carefully crafted of gifts the nameless gods can give. Work is what makes you human. To do, to make, to change something with your hands—’

‘Certainly any slave must feel better for his slaving, eh?’

‘Well,’ said Tratsin, ‘that’s what you always say to me when we have this argument. And I will say what I always say back: we have no slaves in Enoch, and because one can work—here—as a free man rather than a slave, we have—here—the final sanding and varnishing on an already beautifully constructed thing: labor itself.’

Coming up the muddy road, two men carried a wooden bench, one lugging each end. It was very like the bench Pryn had once sat on against the building her first day in the city, or the bench at Madame Keyne’s reproduced in stone at the back of the hut on the rise in her garden, or the one in Tratsin’s hut. Sunlight through the trees splattered and spilled over and off its seat and carved back.

Running up behind the bench carriers, the knees of his bowed legs knocking forward a leather apron, the leather bib sagging from the strap about his neck, came a third man…

Man?

Boy?

Pryn blinked.

He was substantially shorter than Pryn, though his face held thirty-five or forty years above that sparse gray beard. His forehead was wider and broader than either Kurvan’s or Tratsin’s. He grabbed up the bench in the middle to help carry. His shoulder was as high as the others’ waists.

Tratsin said, oddly soft, to Pryn: ‘That’s some of my work there…’

The dwarf—for it was a dwarf in the leather apron—turned to look over his shoulder up the slope. ‘Hey, Tratsin, come down here and help us carry this back to the shop! That rain last night? They won’t be along the river road to pick this up till evening, now. I don’t want it sitting in that leaky riverside storehouse all day. If it rains again, the roof will cave in on it in that place!’

‘Hey, Froc! I haven’t had my breakfast yet!’ Tratsin glanced again at Pryn. ‘And the little man there is my boss—a good boss too.’

‘Aw, what’s breakfast to a worker like you? Let your woman bring you an extra apple with dinner. Come on, now! Don’t be like that! We need you!’

Tratsin chuckled, shaking his head again. ‘Tell Bragan I had to go in early, will you? A worker in Frocsin’s shop sometimes plays the woodpecker—and sometimes the ox. Hey, Bragan…!’

Inside the hut, the baby cried again.

‘You tell her I’m gone!’ Tratsin started down the slope. (Pryn wondered whether the instruction were to Kurvan or to her.) At the bottom he slogged onto the muddy road and grabbed up the bench edge. The dwarf stepped back. ‘There you go—there…! Watch out for it, now!’ They moved on up the road.

Standing beside Kurvan, Pryn watched them.

‘You know’ Kurvan said after a moment, ‘the cut-down one there isn’t Tratsin’s boss.’

Pryn glanced at him, frowning.

‘Froc is just his foreman. Now Frocsin would probably make a better boss than the one he’s got. But he isn’t the boss, much as Trat would like to think so.’

Pryn looked at Kurvan, questioning.

Leaves hissed above them. More drops. But Kurvan did not rub or complain.

‘The boss’s name is Marg, and he has a belly bigger than mine and less hair than Tratsin’s father, and he lives two villages away. He rides by to check out the workshop on Tuesdays and Fridays, and says along with everyone else what a little jewel he has in Froc—Marg says it and his workers say it too. But Frocsin’s no more the boss of that shop than I am!’

Pryn wondered at the bushy bearded man’s insistence. ‘Tratsin seems like a happy man,’ she offered idly. ‘And he’s a good man, too.’

‘A good man, yes. They don’t make better. But happy?’ Kurvan grunted. ‘Well, he’s happy now. But he wasn’t happy a year ago. And I don’t know how happy he’ll be in another year.’ Suddenly he snorted and rubbed his thumb knuckle hard under his nose, leaving his moustache a black cloud with no shape at all. ‘Myself, I’m a simple man—simpler than Tratsin, I think. I don’t like work. I like play—and I only do the one when there’s no way else to pay for the other. But I can remember what happened yesterday, and I can figure a little of what’s coming tomorrow…And that’s never the way to be happy, is it?’

‘What do you think is going to come?’ Pryn asked. ‘For Tratsin? What was it like for him before—last year, I mean?’

Kurvan shrugged. ‘Most of the men hereabouts aren’t benchmakers, you know.’ He nodded off toward the hills. ‘They work in the quarries up at Low Pass. Like Malot used to do.’

Another shout came from the cottage across the road; a man stepped out the door, his head bowed between grizzled shoulders. Two workhammers hung from his leather girdle. Seconds later a boy hurried out after him, overtook him, turned back to wave him on—and became a girl! ‘Come on, Father. Run,’ she called. ‘We’re already late!’

‘You run,’ the man called back. ‘I’m walking!’

‘Now Wujy, there, is a man like me! Me, off to work before I’d had my breakfast?’ Kurvan laughed. ‘But Wujy there’s been sick. Everyone else has been off to the quarry before sun-up—probably in that rain, too. Wujy goes in with his daughter two or three hours late every day. He’s got permission, because of his age and infirmity. The girl picks up chips and gets paid one iron coin for every three days of work she puts in. And they let Wujy come in when he can and work as long or as short as he wants—Tratsin says it’s humane and just. Myself, I call it murder.’

Pryn frowned.

‘You get paid by the weight of rock you dig out. If a man is too sick to dig any more than a green boy can be expected to come up with on his first week at the job when he’s still learning how to swing his hammer, then it’s a green boy’s wage he gets. Even if he’s an old man sick to death.’

‘In the city—’ Pryn remembered Madame Keyne’s concern for the injured digger—‘I met someone who was supposed to be a—’ She began to say ‘a Liberator.’ But then, the Liberator was only interested in slaves…

‘You get paid by the load unless you’re part of the scaffolding crew. Then, as Tratsin used to joke when he was a young scaffolder, you don’t get paid at all! The scaffolders put up the wooden walkways and platforms against the rock faces for high work. Oh, they get a steady wage—but it’s lower than the pickers’. And we haven’t gone a year without one or another eighteen- or nineteen-year-old wood roper falling to his death. Till a year ago, Tratsin swung up and down the rock face putting up scaffolds. I was his friend, and I knew he hated the work, was frightened of it, and was scared to make any moves in life because of it.’ Kurvan humphed. ‘Ask him, and he’ll say, “It taught me the basics of woodworking—without which I couldn’t do the job I do now.”’ He rubbed his bushy chin. ‘Tratsin has the fine job he has now because a fat old tile-layer had a cousin who was a master woodworker who knew some wealthy families who were building new homes and who had taken a liking for a kind of bench they usually build further north. Marg said: “Why not build them here?” and he had enough initiative to get his cousin and half a dozen carpenters—most of them, I might add, like Tratsin, out-of-work scaffolders—and an old grain storehouse and an industrious dwarf, and put them all together just on the other side of the bridge. And behold, a business!’ Kurvan shook his head again. ‘And a happy Tratsin, for whom the only value in life is labor: profitable, satisfying, challenging—till all the orders are filled. And they will be filled, you know, inside a year. Tratsin, with another couple of squalling babies and maybe even a second wife, will go back to the quarry. But already his scaffolding skills have been refined into the delicate touch of a master benchmaker. But he will no longer be able to live on scaffolders’ wages. He’ll have to work as a common digger. His skills will turn rotten in his hands and arms. Oh, he’ll stop talking of labor like some god among gods discoursing on his craft and begin to curse it like a man among men—though he’ll wonder and ponder and fret and try to pretend he’s a god still. For that’s Tratsin. It’s also half the workers in this village. Me, I wonder what Malot’s doing in the city.’

‘Malot—?’

‘Tratsin’s crazy brother, who ran off from the quarry three weeks ago—always talking about the city—and who, when I’m thinking like this, doesn’t seem so crazy.’ He laughed again. ‘But you were in Kolhari. And all it seems to have given you was a belly that’ll be poking out even beyond mine in a few months, hey?’ He smiled saying it; she knew he meant no harm with it. She felt her cheeks heat anyway. Pryn clamped her teeth and hoped tears wouldn’t come.

‘Well, you’re probably better off than Malot. You’re here; we like you. That’s something. Malot’s there—and he hasn’t Tratsin’s brains or skills. Would you rather be a crudestone worker out of a job in the country or the city?’

Pryn blinked to find her memory flooded with images of the un-hired laborers milling about the New Market.

‘But I won’t be surprised in a year when Tratsin and Bragan are off to the city too. That’s the biggest—and the saddest—possibility, I think. Well, I’m off to do a little hunting—not animals. But I know half a dozen wild fruit trees that the local children haven’t stripped yet. If I net together a vine-fiber sack and bring it back filled with pears, Bragan might make us a fine cobbler with supper this evening, and let that stand me for work—though the kids around here would call it play.’ (Pryn thought: You don’t have to twist vines to net a fruit sack. She’d tied together many such sacks in the mountains…) Work makes a human being…?’ This time when Kurvan shook his head it was as though he’d suddenly discovered some notion caught all over his mind, like woodlice on rough fabric. ‘Play makes a human being! Work just means you don’t have to feel guilty about playing, which I don’t feel much anyway. Mainly work means I don’t have to suffer the taunts of my friends who wonder why I’m playing as hard as I do! What’s it like in Kolhari?’

‘Oh, it’s…’ Pryn hunched her shoulders. ‘It’s different. Confusing. You can’t understand much of anything there. I didn’t, anyway. Maybe because I don’t know what it used to be like. And I couldn’t figure out what it was going to become.’

‘You’re like me,’ Kurvan grinned. ‘You’re not out to be happy either. And you’re serious about your play. That’s what it’s like to be committed to playing. Only the ones who love labor would dare try for happiness. And luckily you’ll be having a little one to take your mind off such difficulties. Well…’ He put his hands on his hips and looked around. ‘I’m into the woods to walk—and think about what’s difficult. That’s a kind of play, too.’ He wandered away, heavy-footed, over the grass.

Which left Pryn to go in and tell Bragan the men had gone.

She turned and pushed back the hanging—

At which point the shack floor rose into the air almost to her chin.

‘Oh…!’ which was Bragan. ‘Catch it!’

Dust puffed from the matting, getting in Pryn’s mouth. She stepped back against the wall.

‘Catch it!’ Bragan cried. ‘Catch it…! Catch it!’

Pryn caught the mat’s edge. Reed-ends rasped her palms. The mat settled heavily against her.

Wielding a stick lashed at its end with straw, Gutryd swept violently at the stones and dried mud beneath.

‘There—no, pull it back further…’ which Pryn did. ‘That’s it—now help me lift the other side…’ which began the morning’s furious housework.

Pryn was surprised it took so much energy to keep the little shack and the possessions of its three permanent adults and two children this side of clean and clutter. Amidst the brushing and scrubbing, the pushing and lugging, Pryn told Bragan that Tratsin and Kurvan were off.

‘Together?’ Bragan demanded, as if it were possible Tratsin had missed work to go with his jobless friend.

‘Tratsin went to work.’ Pryn held a wet rag in one hand and some bowls under her other arm. ‘And Kurvan just…went.’

‘Oh. Well.’ Bragan dried her wet elbow against the gray cloth she’d finally wrapped around herself. ‘That’s better than Kurvan’s hanging about all day and talking. Oh, he’s a good man. But let him, and he’ll explain everything in the world to you and how it relates to everything else. Then, when you tell him we’re just poor working people here, he’ll say it’s because we won’t consider such things that we stay poor.’ She laughed. ‘Now have you ever known anyone like that?’

Pryn thought of Gorgik, of Madame Keyne, and wondered how to speak of them; but, ducking in through the back door again, Gutryd said, ‘Here, Pryn. You can take that jar down to the river and bring some water for me, if you like…’

Pryn made several trips to get water in a large clay jar. At the bank she watched five dark women, filling jars as large and handling them more easily. She carried hers, its neck dribbling, back between the shacks.

‘You know, I always used to wish Tratsin could spend a day home with me.’ In the yard, Bragan wrung out a hank of cloth, then shook fold from wet fold to lay it over the basket’s rim. ‘Only, when he does, it’s always because he’s sick, so it’s just like having an extra baby in the house. Finally, I realized it wasn’t Tratsin I wanted so much as the excitement of going off to the mountains to work, of hiking upriver to fish—something I thought he could bring me just by staying here! But the moment I realized it, I realized—and it came practically with my next breath—he couldn’t bring that! If I wanted such excitement, I would have to go out and seek it. And three days later, as I stand here—’ She shook out more unbleached fabric—‘I knew I was pregnant with this one!’

And inside, minutes later: ‘Ah, you see—’ turning from Pryn, who stood now on the bench to rummage in the purple shadows of an upper shelf under the thatched roof—‘always I must do the scolding.’ Bragan snatched up the toddler from where she was about to crawl onto the hearth. ‘Tratsin, when he comes home, is either all hugs and cuddles, or he just ignores them; so I’m the bad parent.’ She came back, joggling her daughter, to stand by Pryn’s knee, while afterimages of the sun with a branch through it glimmered before Pryn in shelved shadow. It smelled like figs. Dusty crocks. Bound straw dolls with clay heads and hands. Below: ‘He says he doesn’t want to punish them because he wants them to love him. Which is all very fine, but children must be punished sometimes. So I’m left the great monster to plague their dreams as well as the dream itself they cling to, while he remains just human. Oh, I envy him the ways by which he shirks power and stays only a man. Can you find it?’

‘I don’t think it’s here.’

Then outside again, while Pryn handed Gutryd up the dripping garbage basket which Gutryd dumped over into the smelly cart: ‘So, you’re pregnant. You and Bragan, a pair!’ Standing on the log that ran along the cart’s side, Gutryd pounded the basket’s bottom. Perspiration glittered on her temple. (The cart’s driver had very large, heavily veined ears sticking out of hair as bushy as Pryn’s.) ‘You’re quite different, of course, you two—I mean the way you act. But somehow I don’t think that makes much difference, now, does it?’ Which Pryn hadn’t thought at all. The notion was surprising, if not worrying. (Six years older, she would simply have thought it wrong.) ‘I almost thought I was, three months ago! Pregnant, I mean. Well! When the full moon drove my blood out at last, I was a very happy woman! I don’t think Malot was so crazy to go off to the city. After all, he was in trouble here—though you mustn’t tell anyone I told you. Still, it surprised us all he actually went. One day he was here, and then—like magic—gone! I thought it was magic myself at first, but Kurvan said, no, he’d just run off to Kolhari. And Tratsin agreed. Well, no one will know him there—and often he wasn’t a pleasant boy to know here. But you’ve been there. I’d like to go. Although I wouldn’t like to have a baby there, from what I’ve heard.’

And inside again, Bragan: ‘You haven’t seen the abandoned huts up near the crossroads yet, have you?’ It was a considered observation. Another mat collapsed between her hands, to be folded, bulkily, again, then again. ‘You can stay in one of them tonight—Kurvan or Tratsin will take you when they get back. But you see how crowded we are here. They’re not as nice as this, of course, but then there’ll only be one of you—at least for a few months more. You can fix it up as nicely as you like.’

‘Oh…!’ It struck Pryn with the surprise of the inevitable. ‘Yes…’ Feelings of rejection contended with feelings of gratitude.

‘But you see how difficult it would be if you did stay with us. For too long. Oh, I don’t mean you haven’t been helpful.’ Bragan smiled apologetically. But she also looked relieved, as if she’d been contemplating saying this a while. ‘You understand.’

‘Oh,’ Pryn said again, ‘I do.’

‘It would be best, I think. And it’s not very far away. Believe me, we’d help you just as much as you’ve helped us. Enoch is not a very big town. You don’t get too far away from anyone here. Old, yes. But not big.’

For the first time Pryn thought of it as an incipient city, a little one with a garbage service and a name and a riverside dock.

‘I’ll be honest. They’re not so large.’ Bragan put the mat down—almost on the napping baby; she cried out, moved it aside, laughed, put her hand to her neck, blinked, and went on: ‘But you’ll have a roof over you. That’s better than nothing. You’ll be near the quarry road. And that’s not bad.’

Which is when Gutryd stepped inside and said: ‘Really, it’s not. From time to time, I’ve thought of moving there myself. Don’t worry.’ (Pryn wondered just how long they’d been discussing her coming move.) ‘It all seems a little strange, I know. But you’re used to the way we do almost everything here. And soon we’ll be used to you.’

Which made Pryn blink and smile.

‘Ah!’ as a memory assailed Bragan. Tratsin didn’t take his dinner—I haven’t even fixed it! Now that’s so like him.’ She sighed. ‘And me.’ She turned to the hearth, where Gutryd already sat on a wooden stump and, with two triple-tined wooden forks, was picking through a bit of wool, teasing it out, by small tugs, to fine fluff, now pausing to pinch loose a twig or leaf-bit, which she tossed viciously into the fireplace before falling back to her carding.

‘Are you going to do that whole basketful?’ Bragan asked. ‘Well, I suppose it has to be got through sometime. But once it’s done, someone should spin it—because if it just sits here for three days, with these children, you know the shape it’ll be in—’

Against the wool basket lay a flat stone with two irregular holes…

‘Oh, I’ll do it.’ Pryn did not like spinning. ‘I mean I can, if you don’t have anything else for me to do…’ Still, she spun well. And Bragan didn’t have any other job for her right then. So Pryn sat at the other side of the hearth from Gutryd, took up a lapful of carded fleece and the spinning stone, and twisted at one corner of the wool till she had a long enough thread to wrap through the spindle’s holes (not a very well-balanced spindle, either) and began to knock its rough side with her palm, letting it twirl the fiber into a fine yarn, which she fed out evenly from her fist between bunched fingers.

‘You do that very skillfully’ Bragan laughed. ‘You’re one of those women who does it so well you’d think you invented it yourself!’ She turned to a wicker onion bin on top of which sat last night’s loaf, still wrapped in a bread cloth, and began to busy herself with food. ‘Now me, when I spin, it’s all thumbs and knots…’

Thinking of invention, Pryn said: ‘The soup…’

‘Mmm?’ Gutryd looked up, picking.

Pryn glanced at the two empty pots, which had been raised to higher hooks above the fireplace’s ash-banked embers. ‘The soup we had, last night. I was just thinking—’

‘Ah!’ Bragan exclaimed, tugging the outer leaves down from something that looked like a leek. ‘If we had some more, I’d put a ladle of that in a bowl and send you off to Tratsin with it. He doesn’t mind cold soup. But Kurvan eats enough for three. When he stays here, leftovers don’t.’

‘What about the soup?’ Gutryd looked back at her flying picks. ‘Do let her talk, Bragan. Get you alone and you’re bad as Kurvan.’

‘In my home, in the mountains, in Ellamon, where my great-aunt lives—’ Pryn brushed her hand at the rock’s edge, its spin finally fast enough to steady its joggling—‘it’s very much like here. Oh, we knot the edging on our floor mats differently. And we don’t scratch those funny designs into the base of our pots—the food we eat is different. Still, lots in Enoch is very much like home. Except the soup. The double soup, in the two pots, the way you make it.’

‘You don’t have soup in the mountains?’ Gutryd picked.

‘We don’t have soup like that, made in two pots and served in a single bowl. But you see, back in my town, oh, years ago, my aunt met a traveling woman once—she brought her some autumn apples and talked with her. My aunt always liked to talk to strangers—at least she used to. And the woman told us about your soup.’

‘My soup?’ Bragan asked. ‘I learned to make it from my uncle. And Tratsin’s cousin, Mordri, makes it much better than I do—but she won’t tell me exactly what she puts in it. You’d think it was some kind of magic!’

‘But that’s just it!’ Pryn spun the rock. ‘It is magic, or at least it almost is, to me. You see, there I was, out in the Ellamon market, sitting in the shade of the dyer’s stall, maybe ten years old, with a little bit of sunlight through a hole in the thatch falling right into my eyes, while my aunt and the traveling woman sat on the benches out under the awnings, leaning together over large plates with a few bits of cut-up fruit. The woman traveled with a little boy, I remember, about my age, who may have been a slave—but I don’t think so, because he wore lots of copper jewelry around his thighs and wrists and squatted out in the sun making patterns in the dust with a pouch full of colored stones. And she said, “If you ever go to the south, I mean into the head of the barbarian lands beyond Kolhari, you must try their double soups—no, you can’t get it at the inns. They think it’s food only for peasants, not tourists. But in the people’s homes, sometimes it’s served. The glory of southern cookery…Vegetables cooked in one pot, and meat boiled almost to pieces in the other and thickened with goats’ cream—”’

‘That’s what it is!’ Bragan turned suddenly. ‘Of course—that must be what Mordri uses! And the rest of us, mixing a handful of ground wheat to thicken it—but then you can get goat’s cream in Mordri’s village! No one herds goats around here. If I sent Kurvan after some of the wild ones roaming in the hills—’

‘Oh, Bragan,’ Gutryd said, ‘Let her finish! She said something about magic!’

‘It’s as though on that odd afternoon, while I listened to the traveling woman in her rings and veils and watched her little boy play with his stones, something was fixed in my childhood by her description, that grew and changed and worked on me, worked secretly in the dark places below memory; her description of your soups here began working and working on me there, pulling me and guiding me, first away from my home, then through Kolhari, then on into the south, till I met Tratsin, and at last, in Tratsin’s boat, here to—Enoch? Yes, to this old, old city.’ Pryn knocked the stone, watching it spin as she talked. ‘As if by magic I was led here…led here by the silent strength of that traveling woman’s words—she sold pictures of the stars that she would make for you on pieces of wet clay, and for an extra iron coin, she would tell you what they had to say of you on the day of your birth—that is, if you knew it. If you didn’t, she would guess at what day that must have been from the way you looked and the things you said, according to what the stars might suggest. Something worked and worked from her words to bring me here and finally to taste the soup, your soup, the soup here that she spoke of—’

‘Ah!’ Something in Pryn’s eloquence (or perhaps in Pryn’s spinning) seemed to catch Bragan up; she turned from turnips and green peppers.

With her own surprise at her recognition of Bragan’s, Pryn thought: There’s something very wrong with all that.

Trying hard to explain what she might have written (and what is, in a world where many such tales have been read, easy to call ‘her thoughts’), Pryn frowned. ‘But there’s something wrong…’

Gutryd put her picks down and looked confused.

Bragan put down her knife and rag, looking both surprised and interested.

‘All that happened—’ Pryn stopped the spinning rock between thumb and forefinger; she lowered thread, spindle, and fluff to her lap—‘is that a traveling woman in gray veils spoke within my hearing—spoke of something as many men and women have spoken of various things to me or near me—and years later, now, last night, something happened—among the many things that have happened to me…I ate your soup; which made me remember what she said, years ago—made it mean something.’

‘Made what the woman was saying into magic…?’ With her confused look, Gutryd suddenly struck Pryn as a woman who’d find anything to do with magic fascinating. ‘Or made the soup magic…?’

‘Made it into a tale,’ Bragan said. ‘Is that what you mean? Made it into a tale you could tell…the tale you just told?’

‘That’s right Pryn said, surprised the understanding came from Bragan when she’d expected it from Gutryd. ‘Made it all into a story. I mean—’ Here Pryn laughed and lifted her fleece till the rock rose from her lap; she set it spinning again—‘sometimes I think there must be nothing to the world except stories and magic!’ (She’d never thought anything like that before in her life!) ‘But I guess stories are more common—while magic is rare, I’m afraid. But until I questioned it, I’d just assumed it was the other way around. Which isn’t to say anything bad of either one…’

‘Well.’ Gutryd sounded disappointed. ‘I know something that certainly isn’t a story. In two months you—’ she nodded toward her cousin—‘and in seven or eight months you—’ she looked at Pryn—‘will deliver yourselves of children. That’s what’s real. But perhaps it’s magic, too—oh, this is all like Kurvan’s talk—very clever, but I can’t really understand it!’

‘Oh, I don’t know…’ Bragan looked quite happy—indeed, the most familiar thing in the whole room to Pryn suddenly seemed Bragan’s expression; because it was the one Pryn used to descry, among all her great-aunt’s wrinkles, years ago, at the advent of an interesting stranger. Well, let me finish this up.’ Bragan nodded toward Pryn. ‘You’d best get back to your spinning—and after you take this to Tratsin at the workshop, you can come back and have something to eat. You’ll eat supper with us here tonight, too, before you go…? Oh, it will be fun to have you living in Enoch. Yes, it is like Kurvan’s talk; and that’s why I like Kurvan! Now the trouble with Tratsin…’ and went on (turning all she’d said of her husband before into a tale, Pryn thought), while Gutryd carded and Pryn spun. Listening to all these familiar complaints, Pryn thought: So many things are thought but never spoken, such as this thought itself—which is exactly when the ache in the hand to hold a stylus comes. She let thread twist through her fingers, feeling the tug in her shoulder.

Gutryd’s forks flew through the wool in her lap as she gazed at her work intently, just as if she saw some amazing magic in each marvelous, fluffing strand—at least, thought Pryn, that’s the tale I’d tell of it.

‘…what rock?’ Pryn took the dinner bowl. ‘What bridge did you say?’

But Bragan was too preoccupied to notice Pryn’s surprise.’…not along the river but up the stream,’ she repeated her instructions. ‘Like I said, you’ll find him sitting under Belham’s Bridge, right by Venn’s Rock.’ Both children were crying. ‘You take the ravine short-cut and you can’t miss him,’ Bragan went on, joggling one baby and looking for the other. ‘He always waits for his food there—to be by himself a while, he says. Oh, it’s just a—well, you go on now. I’ve got to take the girls to play with some friends—where they should have been an hour ago! Venn’s Rock, Belham’s Bridge. I’ll be home in a bit—and Gutryd should be home even sooner…’ So Pryn could only take the clay bowl with the leather cover strapped down over it out into the sunny yard and set off between the shacks. (The bowl reminded her of a mummer’s drum.) And found the stream.

And started up it.

Shacks fell away, while trees and stone rose about her either side of the water to make the current into the bright flooring of a sun-splashed gorge. She walked over a slanted stone, matted with moss that became black mush at the water. Twisting here and untwisting there, a brown vine branched above her, beckoning her to climb the six meters to the leafy rim. She would have, too, if she’d been wandering alone in the mountains and not carrying dinner to a working man.

Perhaps she might put Tratsin’s bowl down for a few minutes and explore that cut there where the gray rock turned out and, losing all vegetation, went russet. Nearing, she saw, it was as if some great block, the height of the ravine wall and meters wide, had been quarried away, revealing the earth’s red marble muscle. As Pryn walked before the sheared face that sloped so steeply, she saw several grooves running the height of it, straight enough and clean enough that they must have been tool made. She looked behind for some obvious stone by the stream to set the bowl near…

Then she saw the wood chips.

One, the length of her little finger, vaulted in the rush between two foam-lapped granite chunks, flushed against a third, then spun downstream—as another, and seconds later another, followed.

Pryn frowned; and decided, really, the red marble face was too steep to climb. She’d better go on with her journey. Belham’s Bridge…? Venn’s…?

White wooden shavings, about three or five breaths apart, floated past her over shallow water floored with red and gray pebbles. She climbed across a log and went round a high slab, gray once more and grooveless.

The stream changed direction, and the ravine wedged out from four or five meters wide to six or seven times that. Rough with last night’s rain, the water rushed back and forth across the ravine’s floor, winding through the spread of round, gray stones.

Ahead, where the canyon grew wider still, she could see a man sitting on a large rock—yes, it was Tratsin.

Holding the leather-covered bowl in both hands, she walked on the sand between the stones. Pryn hesitated at a wide pool, then waded through. Water chilled her to the ankles.

She could see that Tratsin held a piece of wood in his lap. With a large knife—some bench-carving tool?—he was shaving at it. Near her, another chip floated past, turning over the water.

Above Tratsin, the stone bridge ran from one ravine lip to the other. Under it, behind him, irregular to the left, with a more or less flat surface to the right, a great rock rose like a squat mountain to form the bridge’s central support. The shallow waters, here and there interrupted by boulders like the one Tratsin sat on, ran around both sides of the immense support.

The whole seemed like a more modest Bridge of Lost Desire, though at the stone rail it seemed to carry no traffic at all—at least for the present. Still, it was big enough to erase her picture of the little city and resketch a more complex one. To sport such a public work, Enoch had to be more than the few dozen shacks clustered near the river—which, as they were all she’d seen till now, were all she’d assumed there were.

As Pryn walked forward, Tratsin raised his knife and waved. ‘You been to the huts yet, where you’ll be staying tonight?’

‘What?’ Pryn stepped over crumbly ground, where a plant the size and color of rockweed brushed her wet ankle. ‘Oh…no.’ Only its leaves were not the same star shape as rockweed leaves at all, but thin and in tiny bunches. ‘Not yet.’ She looked at Tratsin, who was smiling. Apparently her coming relocation had been discussed at least as far back as the morning, before she’d awakened, if not whispered about on the previous night after she’d gone to sleep. ‘Bragan said you or Kurvan would take me there this evening.’ She came up to the ribbon of water that lay between his boulder and the sand.

‘Oh.’ The blade caught under white wood. A chip curled on the metal, fell to hit his toe, then dropped to the water and drifted away. ‘It’s not that far from here. Well, I guess when I get home…’ He laid the wood beside him on the stone and put the darkly mottled blade with its leather-bound handle next to it. ‘Come. Show me what Bragan’s sent me for dinner. You sit here.’ He patted the stone on the other side of the blade, then leaned his sunken chest forward to rest one forearm on his hairy knee. He reached out with his other hand.

As Pryn held out the bowl, she looked up. The dark stone bridge cut away clouds and blue sky—and the bowl was taken from her hand.

She looked back at Tratsin, who was pulling aside the cover strap. ‘Wonder what I got.’

Pryn waded over the pebbly stream bed and climbed to the rock beside him. The great knife—not very different from the broad sword the Liberator had swung in the cellars of the Spur, but turned into a tool by the wood beside it—lay between them.

Heels against the stone, Pryn put her head back as far as she could, straining her neck to feel her hair crushed against her back, till she could see the bridge, with clouds drifting a-slant it.

‘You want some of this?’

Still looking up, Pryn shook her head. ‘That’s Belham’s bridge?’

‘That’s what we call it.’

She dropped her head—and rubbed her neck; it had developed a sudden crick, which, in moments, drifted away like a wood chip. On the water, she saw the bottom of her own feet and beside them the bottom of Tratsin’s; way below was the bridge’s dark and dripping underside; and below that wavered the blue sky with its drifting clouds. ‘Is this Venn’s Rock we’re sitting on?’

‘No…’

Pryn looked up.

Tratsin was eating a handful of something oily with onions in it that dribbled down his wrist. ‘Back there, behind us.’ He gestured with his chin over his shoulder, and went back to chewing. ‘That’s Venn’s Rock. The one holding up the bridge.’

Pryn twisted around, getting up on one knee to see. In the bridge’s shadow, it was gray and irregular to one side; then, just behind her, it slanted back, revealing a red marble face. Running up it were those regular grooves. ‘Did this rock come from back down the stream?’

‘It’s supposed to.’

Pryn looked up the six-meter block, almost as wide and nearly as thick. ‘She must have had some job getting it from there to here!’

‘“She” who?’ Tratsin asked.

‘Venn,’ Pryn said, surprised. She turned back.

Tratsin sucked first one finger, then another, watching her and looking almost as puzzled as she remembered him from the boat when all she’d been able to do was cry.

‘I mean, if it’s Venn’s Rock, I just thought Venn must have had something to do with putting it here. Just like it’s Belham’s Bridge—’ She looked up again. ‘Didn’t Belham build it?’

Tratsin looked at her oddly, and ran another finger in his mouth. ‘I don’t know. Was there someone named Belham? And Venn?’

‘But you’re from Enoch’ Pryn said, ‘aren’t you?’

‘I was born here,’ Tratsin said. ‘So was my father. His father, too.’

‘Don’t you know anything about this bridge? I mean who built it and all? Who got the rock up from downstream?’

‘I know what we call them,’ Tratsin said. ‘But I never thought they might be people—real people, I mean. And a woman, too, you said?’ He glanced back at the great stone support. ‘No, I don’t think any woman put that there.’ He went digging in the dish on his lap with greasy fingers. ‘It doesn’t seem too likely, no…’

‘What do you know about the bridge, then…?’ Pryn looked around and up. Somewhere, out of her aunt’s stories overlaid with Madame Keyne’s revelations, a tale had formed, almost without her knowing it, of some bygone Enoch residents who had called in the great Belham to construct a bridge across their ravine; and, after making his plans and drawings, the barbarian engineer and inventor had at last declared it would be impossible unless there was some support in the middle. But how to get one…? Then the brilliant young woman from the islands had said, shyly, ‘Wait. Here…’ Somehow, through astonishingly ingenious contrivance, the rock had been hewn loose and moved. And a grateful but frustrated Belham had gone on to build his bridge…

‘I know lots of things about it,’ Tratsin said. ‘Just not who built it. How come you think you do?’

‘Um…’ Pryn felt embarrassed. Whatever hearsay knowledge she had, she felt terribly uneasy about squandering it here. ‘Well, I…I suppose I don’t really know, either. What do you know about it? You tell me.’

Tratsin looked back at his bowl, empty now, and licked oil from his forearm. ‘I know when I was a boy they called in the soldiers, and they came marching across the bridge up there, to flush out the quarry workers who’d holed up in the hills—and they killed the leaders and carried their bodies, roped to long poles, back down across it, and we hung out watching from the bushes. Everybody thought they were going to put collars back on the rest of us like there used to be in my father’s father’s time. They hanged Kurvan’s uncle and three of the others on ropes from the wall, so that their corpses dangled right down over where we’re sitting. After a couple of days, you couldn’t come down here to play any more, because it stunk too bad. And once—’ he glanced up, then looked at Pryn—‘about six years ago, when the women came over the bridge who worked in the—’

A breeze moved in Tratsin’s thinning hair as he looked down again over the bowl in his lap. Trying to see his expression, which had changed again, Pryn remembered the Ini’s account of her escape from the western slavers.

Then Pryn happened to glance at the water.

Someone was leaning over the rail above them. Broad head, narrow shoulders, the leather bib of an apron—she recognized the dwarf with whom Tratsin had gone off that morning to work. Tratsin was watching him in the water, too. In the rippling surface the little foreman grinned at them, waiting to see how long it would take them to notice they were observed.

In the silence, Pryn grew uncomfortable, wondering if she ought to look up or not; or whether she ought to go on talking; or—

‘Hey, Tratsin…!’ Finally the dwarf reached out his hand and waved. ‘Is that the mountain girl you said was going to move into the huts across the road from the shop?’

Tratsin looked up now—with an affable enough expression. ‘Hey, Froc! Yes, this is Pryn. Bragan sent her down here with my food.’

Pryn squinted up at the rail.

Grinning, the dwarf bobbed his oversized, bald, and bearded head. ‘Pleased to meet you, there. Come on, Tratsin. Let’s get on back to work, now? Marg doesn’t pay you to sit in the shade and flirt with pretty pregnant strangers!’ He waved again and was gone.

Pryn looked back down, with heat in her cheeks and knees, wondering if everyone in Enoch knew about her and her baby.

On the other side of the blade, Tratsin was running his thumb along the bowl’s edge for a last bit of food.

‘You were talking about things…’ Pryn tried to ignore the discomfort the dwarf’s farewell had called up—‘things that happened up on the bridge…?

Tratsin sucked his thumb. ‘Nobody wants to remember things like that,’ he said, shortly. ‘Except the soldiers, maybe. The soldiers won, after all.’ He looked at her with a rueful smile that may or may not have held sympathy for her discomfort. ‘But for the rest of us, such things are best forgotten.’ He put the bowl on the leather cover he’d dropped on the rock. ‘You can’t work your best with memories like that plaguing you. Why go over them? I wouldn’t tell such stories to my own girls—nor to a son, either, if I had one. Why should I tell such things to you, eh?’

‘Oh, but I want to know about the—’

‘Now in the quarries—’ Tratsin looked off toward the ravine wall, where Pryn saw dirt steps, shored with logs, leading to the rim—‘from time to time the men will grumble about what went on in Enoch three or ten or thirty years ago—more often just make a joke of it. I don’t like it when they joke. That’s to mix the worst part of forgetting and remembering both. I come down here at lunch so I don’t have to listen to such grumblings—or jokes—from the other men. They make a lot of them in these times, what with so many people going north to the city. But I just want to do my work, you see, and enjoy it as much as I can. Now Kurvan—’ Tratsin chuckled—‘he says what’s wrong with Enoch is that we forget too much. He says it’s a town with no memory at all, and that’s where all our problems come from.’ Tratsin dropped his head to the side. ‘Though perhaps we have the names, we certainly don’t remember anything about who built the bridge here!’

Pryn started to say something about memory and writing. But in the same way she knew the alleys and hedges and the people in her great-aunt’s neighborhood in Ellamon, she knew Tratsin and Bragan and Kurvan and Gutryd were illiterate; and she knew from her aunt’s example how much hostility one could create by claiming to know too much among them.

‘You know, I used to work in the quarries,’ Tratsin said, suddenly. ‘On the scaffolding crew. But you wouldn’t know anything about that—’

‘They put up the scaffolds and wooden walkways for high work…’ Pryn quoted Kurvan from the morning.

Tratsin nodded, a little surprised. ‘Well, yes. They do. Anyway, in the last year I was working there, they were getting ready to send three crews up on the new cliffs for basalt blocks. We were working down from a ledge that hung over a drop that was, oh, a good three times the height of that wall there.’ He pointed to the ravine’s lip where the bridge joined it. ‘The boys were roping wood together and pegging it into the stone face. The digging crews weren’t up yet. Just us scaffolders. There was a big overhang over the ledge where I’d gone up to take some short-planks so we would have them at work level later on. I was standing on a bushy little outcrop with all day down behind me, when I heard a crack and a rumble. Someone shouted, “Tratsin!” I looked up, and saw big brown rocks tearing away from the mother face and sliding toward me—’

‘What did you do?’ Pryn asked.

‘There wasn’t anywhere to go left or right. And those falling rocks were pretty large…’ Tratsin paused meaningfully. (Pryn took a breath.) ‘So I jumped—right off the ledge! I remember being in the air and the sun in my right eye as I fell, and wondering what it was going to be like to be dead in a second, and whether I’d feel my bones snap on the rocks below. And then I hit—I felt it all right! But somehow I hit rolling; and balled up real tight. I swear I bounced down that slope! I heard a lot of thumps, but I don’t know if they were me hitting earth or the rocks hitting around me. The next thing I knew I was lying against some tree with my back stinging like I’d been attacked by hornets; and my left thigh, too—I’d scraped both of them all up on small stones and twigs. The guys were running up. Everyone was trying to help me stand, and pointing up the cliff to the ledge I’d jumped from—it was very high, and the rocks piled all over it now looked very heavy. I didn’t break one bone! Other than the scrapes, somehow I was all right!’ Tratsin chuckled. ‘For the rest of the day, everybody kept on talking about “Tratsin’s leap,” and how it was certainly some kind of magic that skinny Tratsin was still alive after falling so far—what I’d looked like in the air, and which one of them had seen it happen, and which one hadn’t, and which ones had seen scaffolders fall to their deaths before over less than half that distance. That kind of thing.’ Tratsin looked at his greasy fingers. ‘For three days they talked about it, pointing up at the ledge when anyone passed it. It was “Tratsin’s leap,” “Tratsin’s leap,” “Tratsin’s leap…” For almost three days. I thought they were going to name the ledge “Tratsin’s leap,” only then they cleared the rocks off it—’ Tratsin pushed himself forward to splash down into the shallow water before the boulder. He plunged his hands in the stream and brought them up covered with mud and sand. With one hand, then the other, he scoured his fingers and forearms. ‘It was just the upper ledge of the basalt face again. “Wasn’t that the one that skinny Tratsin almost got hurt on?” Then nobody even bothered to mention that any more.’ He rinsed his hands again. Mud made its own clouds around his wrists. Mud floated out about his ankles; and Pryn could no longer see the reflected bridge and sky. ‘For a while, though, I thought they were going to name it after me—the ledge, I mean. It would have been nice if they had—for the girls, when they got older. Of course they weren’t born when it happened. But if they knew that their father had jumped from a ledge—and lived. I don’t even have a scar left from it—but then, skinny as I am, I’ve always healed well. Still, I thought it would’ve been a nice thing.’ Tratsin shook water from his hands. Bubbles floated back between his ankles where the hair was wet flat against his calves. ‘But then I guess whoever put up the bridge here might have liked to be remembered too. By more than their names, I mean.’ He squinted up at the stone structure. ‘I mean if those really are names…Well, I want to get back to work.’ He paused a moment, then shook his head. ‘But it doesn’t matter. It was years ago. Why should anybody call it “Tratsin’s leap” today?’ Then he grinned. ‘But they almost did! Hey, take the bowl there back to Bragan for me…?’

‘Oh, I will!’

‘That’s a good girl.’ He reached up, took the knife, the wood, and started away.

Watching him, Pryn thought of her great-aunt, who might like to be remembered as something other than an old, odd woman claiming credit for impossible things. Pryn picked up the bowl, put the leather cover inside it, and slid down until her feet splashed into the hazed water.

Starting up the stairs to the ravine rim, Tratsin waved.

Pryn waved back and walked to the water’s edge. She squatted where the current had cut a finger-deep shelf from the bank, took the leather out, and put it beside her. Digging up a handful of sand, she swished out the bowl with it, swirling the bowl itself in the water. So many things to remember, she thought. So many things to forget. Certainly Enoch, like Ellamon, would have its fables; and, staying here, she would eventually learn them. But fables were the tales a town or a city could bear to recall. Fables taught simple and clear lessons everyone could agree on. Fables were tales that could be put to immediate use, either to instruct or entertain a child, to remind adults of past glories or recurring dangers. But there were always the incidents on the bridge that no one could bear to bring up, or Trat-sin’s leap that, for whatever reason, people just…well, forgot, or women’s talk before the fire, while they carded, cooked, or spun, that no one thought important enough to remember—

Pryn stopped and kneeled back on the sand. She’d been struck with a vision, clear as sunlight on the water before her. Somewhere in Enoch, she knew, watching over some bunch of digging, screeching, rolling children, Bragan would be saying to another Enoch mother: ‘…this northern girl my Tratsin found upriver, who’s staying with us for a day or so—she’s going to have a baby, poor thing. But do you know what she said about my soup—I mean the double soup we make here? She said that as far away as fabled Ellamon, it’s all that anybody can talk of! Travelers speak of it in the markets! She said she’s actually heard them talking—oh, they must be raving in markets all over Nevèrÿon. Imagine…!’ Pryn rinsed the bowl again. Odd, she thought, how words must leave and return, bearing some trace of their journey, for that sort of memory to fix itself. Well, then, she’d done her part to see that something—at least a soup—was remembered.

Certainly it was good soup!

She put the bowl down and began to rinse the leather.

Supper that evening verged on the inedible. Bragan made a paste of yesterday’s fish (a dubious notion to Pryn from the beginning; she’d caught trout at home in her strolls along mountain brooks) with various vegetables and breads and oils. Bragan sat in the corner by the fire with her bowl on her lap. Tratsin sat on the bench along the wall, eating his share with his fingers. He’d brought the carving knife home to work on a bench leg; it leaned against the wall. Gutryd and Kurvan sat on the floor, and Pryn sat on the pallet, eating. The babies took the odd finger full of fishy mush, now from Kurvan, now from their mother. Pear juice bubbled through cracks in the crust of the cobbler cooking at the fire’s edge; now and again Bragan would reach over and turn another side of the bowl to the heat. It smelled quite wonderful. When it was served, though, and Pryn tasted it, she was thrown sharply back to the barbarian eating establishment where she’d worked that night in Kolhari. The spice that had ruined the barbarians’ vegetable stew was all through the fruit. Pryn frowned, said nothing, and tried to eat it anyway.

‘Is Bragan’s cobbler good as her soup?’ Kurvan wanted to know, handing Pryn up a refilled mug that Tratsin, by the beer keg, had just handed him. ‘Maybe her soup will get the same kind of reputation as the fine beers brewed in the south, ’ey?’

Pryn smiled; and drank beer; and nodded; and ate the unpleasant food. The beer, at any rate, she’d begun to enjoy; it made her feel strange and relaxed. There was apparently some joke in the family about Gutryd’s drinking enough to get herself sick at last summer’s Labor Festival. The first three times Kurvan or Bragan made laughing reference to it, Gutryd made jokes in return. But the next time Kurvan spoke of it, Gutryd’s good humor broke. ‘I don’t want some lazy, out-of-work indigent like you saying things like that about me! It was years ago, now. Can’t you forget anything? Stop it, I say!’ She turned sharply. ‘Oh, Tratsin, tell him to stop!’

‘You don’t have to tease her like that…’ Tratsin said seriously to his unserious and grinning friend. Perhaps it was the tone, but the infant, on a pile of cloth in the corner, woke up at that moment long enough to give one cry in the firelight of the over-warm cabin, sigh, and go back to sleep, while the toddler, with mushy hands and dirty face, sat back on her heels in the middle of the floor and giggled. But Bragan pushed to her feet. ‘Now you’ve got to take Pryn over there soon,’ she said, looking about, ‘before there’s no light left at all. Here, I’ll put up some food for you, so you’ll have something for the morning.’

‘Oh,’ Pryn said. ‘Yes. I guess we’d better go.’ She stood up, torn between the discomfort of rejection and the relief at leaving the hot, fishy shack. ‘I’m sure I’ll be all right…’ she added, though no one had suggested otherwise.

Kurvan stood ponderously and picked up Tratsin’s carving knife from against the wall. ‘Yes, we’d best be off.’ He swung it back and forth. ‘You never know what gods, ghosts, and demons we might have to fight, making our way through the ancient and troubled streets of Enoch—’

‘Not in the house, Kurvan!’ A bowl in each hand, Bragan looked back and forth between them. With a glance at Pryn, she chose: ‘Because you won’t have to bring this one back so soon,’ and began to fill it from the pot. ‘You’ve been awfully helpful while you were here. That was very nice of you. I mean in your condition—for the first month or so, sometimes, you just don’t feel up to doing a thing!’

Five minutes later, after goodbyes and gratitude, Pryn pushed out the hide hanging where Tratsin and Kurvan had already gone.

Kurvan swung the blade and lunged over the grass, heavy and naked in the evening.

Tratsin said soberly: ‘That’s not what it’s for, Kurvan.’

Kurvan walked back up the slope, testing the blade with his thumb. ‘So little happens around here, I bet you wish it was a sword, and you could go off with it after brigands and slavers and horrid monsters!’

Tratsin took it. ‘I need it to work. It’s not for games. Come on.’ He started down the slope toward the road.

Kurvan gave Pryn a great grin. ‘No sense of play at all, I tell you!’ He took the food bowl from her and, holding it against his hip, followed Tratsin down. ‘Must all the good people in the world be like that?’

Under twilight, they walked the same road Tratsin had gone off to work on that morning. Tratsin and Kurvan fell into conversation about people Pryn didn’t know, with problems whose backgrounds she didn’t understand. Sometimes strolling beside one of them or the other, sometimes lingering a step or two behind, she realized that, leading neither to the river nor along the ravine, this road was revising her picture of Enoch again simply by passing through the little city itself. Now here was a row of five shacks almost touching. There were two stone houses with three horses tethered under a thatched awning between. Children crossed ahead, two together giggling, one alone dawdling. A man pushed back his door-hanging to shout, ‘Stop your play and come in now, I say!’

Off among other huts a child answered, ‘I said I’ll be there in a minute!’ while a cart filled with gravel rolled up the street. The drivers made some joke with Kurvan that set all four men laughing. A dog trotted behind the clattering wheels.

They passed a partially paved area, with a tarpaulin over one section and a well in its corner, which, if Enoch were anything like Ellamon at all, would be the market area on specified days of the week. A few buildings here even had walls around them. Through more houses Pryn could see another length of wall that may once have enclosed a section of the town itself, or at least acted as a partial fortification.

Pale lightning flickered over the evening. Pryn looked up, remembering rain. When she looked down again, she said, surprised, ‘We’re on the bridge…!

‘Belhams Bridge it is,’ said Kurvan, ‘propped on old Venns Rock.’

Pryn looked over the stone rail at the ravine and its wide, shallow stream. No, it wasn’t a large town at all. ‘Kurvan, do you know anything about who built the bridge here?’

‘You mean Belham and Venn?’ Kurvan said.

‘Now you see,’ said Tratsin, ‘I’ve lived here all my life and I wasn’t even sure they were people’s names.’

‘I’m not sure they’re names either,’ Kurvan said. ‘At least not of the bridge builders. I used to think they must be a pair of ancient quarry owners who pooled their money to have it put up—they’d be the only people from here rich enough to do it.’

‘Names,’ Tratsin said. ‘Really, that they were names never even occurred to me.’

‘They certainly don’t sound like names from around Enoch. But then,’ Kurvan went on, ‘they may just be old barbarian words for animals or stone. “Belham”—now that sounds like it could be a barbarian word. But up here, nobody has really spoken the old language since before the coming of the Child Empress, whose reign—’ Kurvan ducked his head and touched the back of his fist to his forehead—‘is just and generous. So we’ll probably never know.’

As they reached the bridge’s center, Pryn stepped to the low wall and leaned over, trying to see the great support beneath. (Perhaps Belham had built the entire bridge first; then, after a few years, when it became apparent that it would soon crack from its own weight, clever Venn came and found a way to drag the supporting monolith from downstream to prop the bridge up…) What she saw was her own dark head against the darkening sky, reflected on the shallows flowing around the boulders.

‘That’s where I work,’ Tratsin said.

Pryn stood up and looked.

He was pointing with his carving knife to a low, barracks-like building off beyond the bridge.

‘That’s where Tratsin works,’ Kurvan repeated, ‘and that—’ he pointed to the other side of the road—‘is where you’ll be living.’

‘Where?’ Pryn asked. With the bridge, certainly Enoch proper had ended. ‘Where do you mean?’ Beyond were trees, a crossroads, the workshop; and it was at the trees that Kurvan was pointing.

As they walked on over the bridge’s leaf-scattered flags, Pryn was sure that to live on this side of Enoch, even if the quarry-men passed here in the morning, even if farms were scattered about, or a workshop sat here, or the odd abandoned hut—this was no longer to be within the town, this was no longer to be a part of the village, this was no longer to share in whatever characterized even the tiniest city.

Rejection had been a personal thing that Pryn had dealt with from a sense of practical strategy. But the feeling now as they came off the bridge was a sense of cutting loose, of disorienting freedom. She rubbed her stomach to knead away the discomfort that, having faded almost to nothing sometime before, returned. Yes, it was anger. But it was a kind of disfocused anger about which she could do nothing. That made her want to cry.

As they passed beyond the workshop, Pryn peered among the dark trees, still trying to see what Kurvan indicated.

Tratsin seemed to be having the same trouble, himself, finding these alleged ‘abandoned huts,’ because he laughed now. ‘They were here a couple of days ago, I know! Don’t tell me someone came along and tore them down…’

‘Now up there’s the north-south road,’ Kurvan said, as if orienting himself. ‘That direction would take you back north as far at least as Kolhari. Down there would take you into the barbarian lands. Along there, let me see…that’s the long way around to the stone works. But usually we go the short route back along the stream.’

Pryn suddenly wondered if a joke were being played—if, really, she weren’t summarily being dismissed from the town…

‘There they are!’ Tratsin said. He strode over the road, hacked his knife high into a thin tree at the road’s edge, and, leaving it stuck there, stepped in among the bushes. ‘See them, in there? I just didn’t remember them being so far in off the edge.’

‘An indication,’ declared Kurvan, ‘of how far the road’s edge has shifted since you and I used to come here as boys!’

Pryn followed Tratsin in among the saplings. Transferring the food bowl to his other hip, Kurvan followed Pryn.

Saplings were widely spaced about the brush. Crickets chittered loudly. Without apparent source for the lightning, the sky flickered again.

‘Oh, yes,’ Kurvan said behind her, ‘in two or three days, what with going for water in the ravine and walking in to market, you’ll wear a natural path here. There was one about a year ago, I remember. But I guess it grew up.’

Tratsin stopped in front of something that looked like a haystack, or perhaps a pile of leaves. It was about Pryn’s height; and there was a dark hole low down in it. A few meters away was another such structure, and a few meters after that was half a one—part had collapsed in on itself. A little way from the one before which Tratsin stood were fireplace stones. Summer grasses spired between them.

Pryn looked at the dark hole, her head a little to the side.

She looked for a long time.

Once Kurvan stepped beside her, squatted, and put the food bowl down in the grass by the door. He looked up at Pryn, his smile giving way to curiosity. Then he stood and stepped back.

Tratsin said: ‘Sometimes kids come out here to play. But once they know someone’s living here, they’ll keep off mostly—except the one or two who come to stand across the road and gawk.’

‘Gawking doesn’t hurt anyone,’ Kurvan added. ‘That’ll only be at first. And there won’t be much of it.’

‘Well,’ Pryn took a breath. ‘At least…it will keep the rain off.’ She stooped and, not wanting to, squat-walked through the opening. Inside, the darkness around and above her was prickled with spots of evening light. (So much for the rain, Pryn thought.) She turned awkwardly, scraping her arm on twigs—a branch had fallen loose from the slanted wall. She grasped it and thrust it outside, with rattling leaves.

She heard Kurvan laugh.

The ground under her was soft and, save the odd leaf, clean. She’d been expecting mustiness or mushiness; but the enclosure was dry and, astonishingly, odorless. And that, she went on thinking, is what makes it so unlike a home! Could one live here, have a baby here at the edge of the town? Running the words through her mind, she felt her stomach knot and her emotion swell, blurring the spots of light about her on the riddled walls. To keep back tears, she scrambled out the door again and stood. ‘You know, I could put some mud over it. And I have a way to mix the mud with oil, so that if I take a hollow reed and blow lots of bubbles into it—’

Kurvan stood a few steps away.

‘Where’s Tratsin?’ Pryn asked.

‘Oh,’ Kurvan said. ‘He’s gone…’ He rubbed the side of his beard with the ham of his thumb. ‘To get some things for you. He’ll be back. Later.’ He took a step toward her and smiled. ‘Well, I suppose it isn’t much. But it’s something.’ (Tratsin must have left running, Pryn thought. She couldn’t have been inside half a minute!) ‘I know it’s not so wonderful, but once you clear the grass from around it—here, I’ll help!’ He grasped some brush, tugged it loose, hurled it away, tugged loose some more.

‘No,’ Pryn said. ‘No, you don’t have to…’

Kurvan stopped and looked at her, a little strangely.

Pryn looked back at the hut, which was too small to stand up in or stretch out in. To insulate it by her great aunt’s method…? Would it be worth it? She blinked and thought: No, I’m not going to cry. No, not this time.

‘Um…’ Kurvan said, a little closer to her. ‘It won’t be so bad. The quarry workers go by here every morning and evening. There was a woman who worked here for three years, once. She had a couple of children, too. And she was a lot older than you. She didn’t do badly. There’re always one or three men of an evening, with no wives of their own and an extra iron coin or so. You be nice to them, smile, let them stay for an hour—you’ll get enough money to eat, maybe. Maybe even more. I thought—’ Standing naked in the grass, heavy Kurvan looked at the ground and brushed his hands together, freeing them of the dirt from pulling up the brush—‘Well, you might start by letting me stay for a while. And being nice to me. For just a bit.’ He looked up again, questioning. ‘Of course I don’t have a coin for you. That’s because I’m not working. So you might not want to. With me. I’d understand.’ He reached up and rubbed his beard again, hard. ‘But you’re going to have a baby anyway…so it wouldn’t matter. Really, I could help you out around here a little, clearing things out, straightening things up…’

Pryn stood before the hut, frowning. The realization of what she was being asked to do—what she had been placed here to do—struck the tears from behind her eyes. ‘No,’ she said. ‘No. I don’t want to—’

‘Oh, I understand,’ Kurvan said, quickly. ‘My not having a job and all.’ He sounded almost relieved, as though some obligation had been lifted. Then he pursed his lips. ‘Are you sure? I mean, maybe you just want me to stay and argue a little. Some girls, I know, are like that—’

‘No!’ Pryn repeated, loudly. ‘I really don’t want to. At all!’ Whatever had struck away the tears had also struck away that partial sentence with which she’d begun to protest that it had nothing to do with his working, that she even liked him, that he misunderstood completely. But Kurvan had turned and started away.

Then he stopped. ‘Oh…’ he said, looking back. ‘Tratsin will be coming soon. With the things for you. He was going to stay away for about an hour. To give me time. Then he was going to come. Bragan, you know, isn’t very interested in much right through here, so…he’s probably going to ask you too.’ He turned, stepped up on the road, and started back for the bridge.

When, Pryn wondered, had all these whispering plans been made about where she would go and what she would do when she got there, and who would come to her, and who would wait for whom to finish…

The same times and places, of course, she answered her own query, that they were made in any other little town!

It wasn’t anger. It wasn’t embarrassment. It wasn’t even hurt. Rather it was a tingling coldness that settled, nevertheless, in those places where embarrassment’s fires could prickle: her cheeks, her knees, the small of her back. She stood before the hut, feeling terribly cold, till Kurvan had been out of sight for minutes. Then she walked to the road and took a few steps along it.

She could see the bridge over the ravine, the workshop this side of it, the houses beyond it. After a few moments, she said aloud: ‘But I don’t want this town…!’ Certainly she did not want to be this town’s roadside whore with a dirty baby squalling in the yard. She ran both hands slowly down the stomach of the shift Madame Keyne had given her. First the Fox’s wandering hands, then the pimp on the Bridge of Lost Desire, the coins Madame Keyne had given her for a kiss—the two soldiers at the inn in the night…! This is not where I want to be, she thought. Why has everything conspired to put me here?

Yes, this may be the town she had come from. It might even be the town where she would finally live most of her life. But it wasn’t the town she wanted to be in now. Not the town to have a child in. And certainly not here, in these roadside hovels. The only reason, she realized, that she’d even considered staying was that momentary look of interest from Bragan, and she knew enough of Ellamon to know that Tratsin and Bragan (whether Tratsin stayed here another hour on his return or not) would be among the first friends she would lose if she stayed. Tratsin and Bragan? They were good people, kind people, generous people, both of them. But she was here, on this road, at this hut now, because she was a foreign girl about to have a baby, and they could think of no other place for her.

The thought came like sentences written on some parchment scrap thrust before her eyes to read:

My father once walked into a town like this.

My father once walked out of one, too.

Certainly he had walked into Ellamon, more or less a stranger. He had met her mother and left her with a child—Pryn. He had left, in his case, for the army and death by fever. But he had left, left just such a town as this. Just walked out of it. That was the thing. In her own way, hadn’t Pryn followed him into Enoch? Well, then, she could just as well follow him out again. Of course, she was not leaving a child behind but taking one with her. Very well, she would have her baby where she might. But it would not be in this narrow-minded provincial hold, where all anyone and everyone could think of was labor. Of course there was no army to snatch her conveniently off to adventure—but there was no army to get a fever in, either. What were imaginary fathers for if you couldn’t use them for something…Blinking at the bridge, and the roofs and trees beyond it against the darkening sky, she had a memory of Tratsin that afternoon in the ravine below it: soldiers had once crossed it…? Perhaps her real father, in the real Imperial Army, had walked into this town! And when he’d died his real death, she wondered, what real and unbearable memories had died with him? Somehow simply asking the question, simply realizing that she didn’t have an imaginary father, but rather that she’d had a real one, real as Bragan or Tratsin or herself, leached all her resolve. Wherever he might have died, her own father—the real man she’d never known—had come from a town much like this, like her mother, like herself. Pryn put her arms across her stomach and turned—crying now—on the road. She was very tired. For all the warm, stormy night, she was cold.

If I stay, she thought, there must be work I can do other than this—carry water or slops or collect stone chips at the quarry; perhaps find a job with some richer town family in their garden or house; perhaps I might take care of other children, teach them my lettering skills. (Her aunt had begun with her at age seven.) But these people who had placed her here would not give her their children, she knew, if only as punishment for having her own child so far from home. The master and mistress of any rich home she might work in would cast hard glances in this direction as surely as poor folk like Tratsin and Bragan. That was the way in such towns. And the path to the quarry would lead by these huts daily. It was not even that they (or Pryn) had any inflated notion of the perniciousness of such work itself. Rather, she thought, it’s that I’ve learned the forces that limit me to it all too well at Ellamon. They’d been cut into her the way so many small droplets running along the same path cut a ravine to the sea, so that once within it—as if caught in a wound slashed across one’s own body—there was no leaving.

That was what terrified.

That was what paralyzed.

Shivering a little, tired, she walked back toward the road’s edge.

Tratsin would be coming soon. With things for her. Tratsin was a good man, a kind man. Tratsin had certainly borne his wounds from Enoch’s Margs and Malots, if not the soldiers on the bridge, and he seemed as resigned to them as a man might be who’d never considered the possibility of healing. Maybe she could tell him, and maybe he would understand, how lost she felt in this most familiar of cities. And maybe if he stayed a while it would be better than being so alone…

Once more the sky flickered, this time rumbling.

And Pryn stopped.

The shadow flickered on the printed dust, among shadows of sparse leaves and twigs, flickering with the flickering sky.

It was the shadow of a sword on the ground, there the point, there the hilt. It was as if the weapon itself hung in the air. But the shadow—that was what had made her stop. Because there were two blades running off the hilt, each the same length, and set parallel.

Pryn looked up—at Tratsin’s knife stuck in the thin tree above her. Not a weapon at all, it was only a carving tool. Still, the light falling through the leaves above it (most obligingly, the lightning flared again—yes, there it was on the road) was refracted through the spare leaves above so that, hitting it at the proper angle, it seemed to come from two sources, doubling the shadow that reached the ground.

A drop of rain hit Pryn’s shoulder. She looked about. Perhaps three meters away, another drop cratered the road dust.

What she felt was a kind of chill. The food? No, it was inedible! Tratsin’s tool? No, he needed it, and, besides, she still had the Ini’s blade tucked at her waist. Once again it seemed that, of all the people she had met on her travels, Madame Keyne had again proved right: No, there were no masked women warriors waiting to save her with double swords. The blade was a man’s, a man who would be returning for it soon. Still, its shadow was real enough for the use she needed to put it to. ‘I can’t stay here…!’ she whispered. Then, very simply and not at all like a young woman who had just made an extraordinarily difficult decision, Pryn turned toward the crossroads and began to walk with long quickening steps.

Were this an entirely different story, it would no doubt go on to tell how, later that night, when the sky blackened and the rain began to pour, Pryn found a stony niche off the road and lay in it with her back against rock and dry leaves high around her shoulders and knees, torrents thundering across the opening a foot before her face, the curtain of drops now and again gone glittering blue with lightning.

Presumably the tale would also tell how, the next morning, when she went off a little ways in the woods to urinate, the wet leaves with which she wiped herself were touched with blood.

She stood looking at them for a long while.

Then she cried again, this time with a kind of hiccupping relief.

She didn’t cry much after that. Later that day, when the south road took her through another town, she saw the familiar canvas covered ox-cart, tied outside an inn. She stood, looking at it too, for a time. Then she walked on—only after a couple of minutes, she stopped, turned, and walked back. Ten minutes later, the three young people were laughing together in the inn-yard. The boys kept asking her what in the world had happened, and she kept laughing and saying nothing, really, she’d just decided to go off by herself for a few days; nothing had happened at all! The boys had gotten some money from somewhere, enough to pay for a fine dinner at the inn, where they’d stopped the night before, they told her, to escape the rain.

‘Let’s ask if they have the double soup—it’s quite the best thing in the area, though the inns shy away from the common food. Some of it can be inedible!’

The innkeeper didn’t have the soup, but made much of her for knowing about it. The boys didn’t volunteer to tell Pryn where the money had come from, and once they got the cart under way Pryn decided not to inquire. Making camp that evening, they saw a few flickerings on the sky—but it looked as if, at least for a while, the summer nights were rained out. After cooking as usual with the younger, just as if she’d never been away, Pryn lay (as usual) in the arms of the elder, with his broken face beautiful beside her and his huge hands heavy on her back, thinking for rather a time.

Then, on the other side of the fire, the younger pushed up on his elbow and said in his heaviest city drawl: ‘Look, if you two don’t hurry up and fuck, I won’t ever get to sleep! How do you think I get my rocks off?’

‘Shut up, you be-shitted goat’s ass!’ the elder shot back, sharply enough to startle Pryn, the exchange’s intensity hinting of some recent argument between them that may well, she fancied, have had her as its topic.

The younger one chuckled and laid his dark head down. Soon Pryn heard his breathing across the fire take on the slower rhythms of sleep; then the lightly bullish flutter of snoring began from the youth warm against her—so Pryn slept too.

Light beyond her lids…

She pushed from under blankets and a warm arm, into cool morning. Pryn rubbed her shoulder, pulled the chained astrolabe back around her neck from where it had worked behind her in the night and, standing, looked at the sunlight coming sideways through the trees.

On the ground, her blanket companion turned on his back.

Beyond dead ashes the younger one’s head was completely hidden; but his foot stuck out the bedroll’s bottom.

Pryn rubbed at her waist where lying on her knife had made her side sore. At her feet, brown eyes blinked above pitted, hairy cheeks. (In firelight that face, with its deep, irregular shadows, often looked quite marvelous. Mornings, however, puffy with sleep and occasionally with beer, it reminded her of a broken cheese.) Tousled hair raised an inch. ‘Where’re you going…?

She whispered: ‘…some water, from the brook we passed before we made camp last night…?’ Then she went and got the clay jar from the provisions end of the cart. For the hundredth time she repressed the urge to look under the strapped-down canvas at the other end that hid whatever it was they were taking to wherever it was they were taking it. Once she had looked—only to find another canvas. But, as the elder one had explained, since it could get them in serious trouble if they encountered one of the Empress’s customs inspectors, the less she knew about it, the less likely she was to have problems should something go wrong.

Pryn hooked the jug handle on two fingers and started along the road, repeating: nivu, nivu, nivu…which, among the things she’d thought last night, she’d decided did not have to mean either food or sex.

After walking for three minutes, she set the empty jug on a stump she passed. An hour later, she came out on a kind of road and turned along it. When a horse-drawn wagon came up, driven by an old man with two old women in the back, she asked for a ride and got one.

The old people didn’t talk much, but one of the women gave Pryn some hard bread and an apple out of a tightly knotted bag that took fifteen minutes to untie and retie. About two hours along the road, the man remarked that the astrolabe around Pryn’s neck looked like work of the area to which they were headed. He knew, because he’d seen designs like the one at the disk’s edge on work like that before.

In brief, the story we might have written had things been only a little different would have told of bravery, wonder, fun, laughter, love, anger, fear, tears, reconciliation, a certain wisdom, a turn of chance, and a certain resignation—the stuff of many fine tales over the ages. But in those weeks Pryn did not once think of dragons.

Thus, we review them briefly.



10. Of Bronze, Brews, Dragons, and Dinners

…The French people hated aristocrats about to lose their power more than it had ever hated them before, precisely because their rapid decline in power was not accompanied by any considerable decline in their fortunes…When noblemen lost their privileges, among others the privilege to exploit and oppress, the people felt them to be parasites, without any real function in the rule of the country. In other words, neither oppression nor exploitation is ever the main cause of resentment; wealth without visible function is much more intolerable because nobody can understand why it should be tolerated.

HANNAH ARENDT,

The Origins of Totalitarianism

IT REARED, LOPSIDED, AT the crossroads’ southeast corner.

Pryn looked at it, scrambled behind it, came out, walked away from it several times in several directions—now on all four rutted paths, now off in the bushes—and came back. Eventually she decided that what was currently the juction’s southeast corner had once been the center of a large, circular enclosure. Here and there the undergrowth paused at the edge of flat, uptilting stones that once, how long ago, had paved it all. Several stones were still set precisely together. And there were large cut ones off to the side that, with interruptions, defined a kind of rim. The traffic circle must once have been almost twenty meters in diameter. And on either side of the four rutted paths that joined here, hewn rocks off in the bushes suggested that all four had once been at least three times the width they were now.

It took Pryn a good forty minutes, scrambling around in the underbrush, to ascertain all this. She was looking at the dragon—half off its pedestal and leaning to the side—trying to envision it, free of vines and lichen, as the center monument in the crossing of two great highways, when she heard hoofbeats along the western route.

Automatically, she stepped back behind the pedestal’s half-buried corner.

A minute later, the first six-horse wagon, shaking gilded fringe, swayed and thundered around the turn. Next came an open cart full of soldiers. The half-dozen closed wagons behind it were large as the mummers’ portable stage and prop conveyances. The horses went at a light canter—though not faster than a person might sprint. For now Pryn saw a lithe runner leap from the draped portals of a rear wagon and overtake one, another, and a third wagon, to swing up on the running board and disappear within—while from another wagon at the front another runner dropped, to let the caravan overtake him, wagon after wagon passing, till he swung up into a rear one—delivering what messages, among what personages, Pryn could not imagine.

The caravan clattered around the turn and rumbled away north—the road down which, not an hour before, Pryn had come strolling.

Certainly, Pryn decided in the returning silence, those loud wheels were the ones the time-obliterated highways had been built for. Once, no doubt, caravan runners could sprint on smooth pavement instead of beating through the bush along the road’s shoulder.

Pryn came out and sat on the pedestal’s ivied corner, wondering where the caravan was coming from and what might be its business. Taking the north road like that, it could only have one destination: Kolhari—perhaps even the High Court of Eagles itself.

She pulled a leaf from a vine that clutched the rocky base beside her.

Through the settling dust, Tetya was coming down the road. He was the nephew of the local brewer, Old Rorkar, whose hotsheds and cooling caves were perhaps a mile up, where Pryn had been working now almost a week.

‘Did you see them?’ Pryn called.

Tetya nodded, ambling.

‘Who do you think it could be?’

‘Lots of people.’ Tetya crossed the juncture. ‘The Usurper of Strethi, perhaps—only his wagon colors are blue and orange, I think. And it could have been the Princess Elyne—though she hasn’t made a trip to these parts during my lifetime; uncle says she used to come here quite frequently. Or it could have been Lord Krodar and his entourage, which is sometimes rumored to include the Child Empress Ynelgo herself—though we’re never certain exactly when she comes. It’s always very secretive. The only way to be sure who it is, of course, is if they stop at uncle’s office and order a shipment of beer. They frequently do. But also they ride in wagons purposely painted with colors associated with great houses other than their own—to confuse the likes of you and me.’ Tetya dug a forefinger in his ear. ‘So unless they stop to order a few barrels from uncle, there’s no way to be sure.’

Tetya was a gangling, good-natured boy. Pryn had found herself completely able to relax with his rural openness. But he also had his bothersome side. He seemed terribly young to Pryn—all elbows and ears and knees, like one of the gangling puppies lolloping about behind the brewery’s equipment shed. His beard lay in little curls over his face, with great gaps of baby-smooth cheek between. Pryn had laughed at the changing voices of the twelve-, thirteen-, and fourteen-year-old boys of her own mountain town. But Tetya’s voice seemed to have snagged permanently on those awkward intervals, still cracking and creaking at an age when most boys she’d known at home had made at least the physical part of the passage to manhood. If only from the things she’d been through since her flight above the Falthas (for, after all, she had traveled and murdered and talked with the Liberator, been shown the memory of water by Madame Keyne and had made love with a smuggler), Pryn felt she had a right to consider herself a mature woman. But once, she and Tetya had actually sat down and worked it out (with Yrnik’s help): Tetya was nineteen days older than Pryn.

‘What do you think they were here for, Tetya?’

Tetya turned to sit on the pedestal beside her. ‘To visit the Earl Jue-Grutn.’

Pryn frowned. Like most wanderers in that time, whenever Pryn stopped it was because she’d been suddenly overcome with the notion that if she followed the road further, it would soon give out entirely and she would have to confront the ultimate wildness, the unrectored chaos, the unthinkable space in which the very distinctions between earth, air, and water would soon break down. But here, a few hundred yards or so beyond what she had, once again, assumed to be the end of the world, was a major crossroads—or at least the traces of one. And a great caravan had just rolled by it. ‘Where are we, here, Tetya?’ Pryn asked. ‘What’s down all these…highways?’

Tetya mmmmed and looked about. ‘Well, if you walk along there for half an hour, you’ll get to the castle of Lord Aldamir—though no one has lived in it for more years than you and I’ve got, put together. Straight on, and you come to the ruins of the Vygernangx Monastery, after perhaps a mile, though the last feyer—that’s the old barbarian word around here for priest—gave up trying to live in it half a dozen years back.’ Tetya pointed down the road from which the wagons had come. ‘And along there is where the Earl Jue-Grutn lives. He’s pretty much the most powerful noble left in all the Garth.’ Suddenly Tetya twisted about, grasped some vines on the pedestal behind them, and yanked.

Tendrils popped and chattered; vines tore from the stone.

Surprised, Pryn stood up.

‘Do you know what that says?’ Tetya asked.

Pryn looked at the chiseled markings that had been hidden under the leaves. She reached out to trace one with a finger. Her other hand rose to her astrolabe.

‘I thought you might know, since you’re supposed to be teaching me to read—’ That was one of the jobs Tetya’s uncle, Rorkar, had assigned Pryn during her first days at the brewery. ‘Those signs look the same as the ones on that disk around your neck.’

Pryn looked more closely. ‘They do look similar…sort of.’

Bracing one hand against the rock, Tetya pulled away more vines.

As leaves came loose, Pryn asked, ‘You think they’re writing…?’

‘How should I know?’ Tetya threw down the foliage and wiped his hand on his leg. ‘You’re supposed to be teaching me!’

‘If it is writing—’ Pryn lifted the astrolabe from her chest to examine the marks about its rim—‘it isn’t any that I know how to read. Maybe you should get Yrnik up here, and he could tell you.’ The brewery foreman, Yrnik, could read and write too: he was also the brewery accountant. For some time now, apparently, he’d been asking Old Rorkar for a literate assistant, but none had shown up—until Pryn had wandered by, seeking a laboring job.

Old Rorkar himself was illiterate, and Yrnik had apparently come by much like Pryn, some years back; he had only slowly convinced the old peasant brewer of the advantages of written records. Still, the notion had seemed logical; and the logic had proved profitable. Illiterate though he was, Rorkar was still a clever man. With only one person around possessing the skill, it had not occurred to anyone to pass that skill on; but when it turned out that someone Pryn’s age might, indeed, have the knowledge as completely as Yrnik himself, Rorkar had come up with the notion that Pryn tutor nephew Tetya, as well as assist Yrnik with the records. Pryn asked: ‘Has Yrnik seen these marks?’

‘He ought to have. He’s been around here long enough. They’re on lots of old pieces of stone and old carvings and things.’

‘And he’s never said he could read them?’

‘He told me he couldn’t.’

‘Then why did you ask me?’

‘You’re not Yrnik.’ Tetya turned to look back up the road. ‘Just because he couldn’t didn’t mean you wouldn’t.’

‘Did Yrnik think it was writing?’

‘He didn’t know either,’ Tetya said. ‘I think it is.’

‘It looks very old.’ Pryn turned and sat again on the pedestal’s edge. ‘There’re lots of old things around here. Did you know that this place here, maybe hundreds of years ago, maybe even thousands, used to be the crossroads of two great highways—oh, ten times as wide as they are now!’

‘Fifty years,’ Tetya said.

Pryn had expected either to be praised for her discovery if he’d already known it, or challenged if he did not. She glanced at him suspiciously. Fifty years? But then, there was Belham’s Bridge and Venn’s Rock back in Enoch…

‘Fifty. That’s what uncle says.’

‘What was fifty years ago?’ Pryn asked, mocking obtuseness. ‘What does your uncle say?’

‘Fifty years ago these were wide, well-paved highroads; and the dragon stood at the crossing’s center, with wagons and mules and goats and oxen passing about it on all sides.’

‘How old is your uncle?’ Pryn frowned.

‘Almost sixty—almost sixty-five, I guess!’

‘And he remembers it from when he was a little boy?’

‘He says so.’ Tetya shrugged. ‘I don’t know if it’s true or not, but that’s what lots of the old people around here say.’ He stood up. ‘We’d better get back to the brewery—if you want to keep your job.’

‘What do you mean?’ Pryn declared. ‘I finished all the work Yrnik set me!’

‘My uncle’ Tetya said, ‘expects you, when you’re finished, to ask Yrnik for more—and not to go wandering off on your own. He says if you do it three more times, he’s going to throw you out, whether you can read and write or not.’

‘Oh—’ Pryn said, a bit more off-handedly than she felt. ‘Everybody else was almost finished, anyway. I just didn’t think that—’ She sighed. Pryn liked the brewery, with its sheds and barracks and caves; she liked the men and women who worked there. And even if it wasn’t the end of the world—or hadn’t always been—she wasn’t ready to go on just yet. ‘Let’s get back, then.’

‘I don’t want you kicked out,’ Tetya said as they started back up the road, ‘because I’ll never learn to read. Yrnik’s too busy—and stubborn—to teach me.’

‘Then you’ll have to work—and think—harder during our session tomorrow morning!’

‘Maybe if I learn enough from you,’ Tetya said, ‘I can figure out what those marks mean by myself,’ which struck Pryn first as a silly idea, then as an interesting one.

Across the road from the brewery was a tavern—if you could call it that. What it most resembled was the barrack-like eating hall in which Pryn had hauled grain and yams for an evening back in Kolhari. The markings on the ceiling beams, the painted ornamentations over the doors and windows, the shaggy bark on the undersides of the benches were so like the place she had worked (back then without really noticing any of them), she realized the city place must have been modeled on the country establishment—probably to make its barbarian clientele feel more at home in the impersonal city. Many of the barbarians who worked in the fields or in the brewery itself ate there, as most of them, Pryn had soon learned, were itinerant workers on their way north. Certainly, here the food was better than Pryn remembered from her night’s scraps in Kolhari. And unlike the city laborers, a good third of the field workers and half the brewery staff were women. Field workers of both sexes frequently had a child or three in tow. The atmosphere was convivial. And though Rorkar owned the place, as he did the brewery itself; and though Yrnik came striding through it from time to time, with loud jokes and cuffings of the shoulders of the men and women passing with bowls and boards; and though Tetya sat at the long corner table with the noisy local boys blowing the foam from the tops of their mugs at one another and slapping at one another’s heads in retaliation and generally indulging a constant hilarity that defeated female intrusion—still Pryn found the hall a place where she could get away from work, if not from the tangle of eating, sleeping, and playing in which work in that part of the land was bound up. She was even getting used to the strange spice, which she’d found out from the kitchen girl, Juni, who worked behind the counter, was called cinnamon.

Pryn had been presented with the inequities of city life so flamboyantly that she rather romanticized them in memory. The inequities of the rural life around her, of which the urban disparities seemed an intensified version, she could view with a kind of detachment. It only took her the time of one slowly sipped mug of red beer (what Old Rorkar brewed were strong berry ciders and low-proof grain fermentations that were often mixed in a variety of proportions for a variety of flavors—the range, in those days, going by the single term: beer) to see that for all the conviviality, there was only civil intercourse between itinerant barbarians and locals. Barbarian mothers cuffed any of their children who went to gawk at local workers. Local women with bowls held high edged by clusters of barbarian men who, instead of laughing and joking and even assisting them to their seats as they did with their own, ignored them. The two-dozen-odd slaves Rorkar owned, who worked back and forth between the brewery and Rorkar’s own home, came in to deliver messages or baskets of produce. Sometimes a worker would hail one of the iron-collared men or women to stay for a mug or a bowl. After all, they worked side by side in the same fields and orchards and fermentaries, no? But the invitation was always silently ignored, sometimes to the inviter’s laughter, sometimes to his anger. The slaves upset the barbarians particularly—because the slaves were all so clearly barbarian-born themselves. Once a man who Pryn thought was only teasing a slave suddenly attacked him; they had to be separated by onlookers.

‘Why don’t they let the slaves eat here?’ Pryn asked Juni, who did many of the jobs in the eating hall Pryn had done back in the hall’s city sister. ‘They could set up a table for them, or let them have a mug of beer after they made their deliveries.’

‘Slaves can’t drink.’ Behind the serving counter, Juni wiped her hands on her apron. ‘They get whipped if they’re caught at it. They’d be beaten if they ever ate here, too.’ She turned to pull a large crock, empty now, back across the scarred wood. ‘Besides, the slaves have their own place. They eat on the slave benches out back.’

It was raining lightly when Pryn, still with half a mug of beer in her fist, pushed out the hide-hung doorway and ambled down by the hall, over wood chips and cinders and pine needles, now looking off at the trees, now gazing down at the rim of her unglazed mug, darkening here and there with raindrops. Inside, the muffled noise of the eaters gave way to the noise of the kitchen workers. Pryn rounded the back corner.

Somehow, the fact that the benches were of stone surprised her. Twenty, thirty, maybe forty rows of them stretched toward the woods. Many were chipped or broken. Between some of the distant ones, brush had grown up.

Pryn walked over the wet gravel beside the near ones. Every half-meter along the bench tops, an iron staple had been driven in. Some had broken off. Old tar, used to retard rust, still clotted the iron half-circles.

On the bench nearest the hall, in the drizzle, hunched over clay bowls, five slaves were eating. Their collars were not chained to the staples. Still, they sobered Pryn. She knew there were no more than two dozen, all told, in the brewery. But how long ago, she wondered, had two hundred, or four hundred, or five hundred, sat, chained, eating in the same posture as the five there, rain salting their backs.

A gust; and a branch above her added to the sprinkle. Pryn walked on and sipped. A thousand years ago? she thought. A hundred? Fifty…?

The man who walked from behind the far edge of the hall wore a wonderful cloak. It was a blue almost dark enough to be black, yet even at this distance, through the drizzly evening, it was blue, stunning and eye-absorbing. Here and there metallic embroideries glittered in it. The edges were myriad colors. The man was squat, with bushy white hair.

He carried a beer mug, a large one; it was glazed and decorated with ornate reliefs.

One slave looked up.

The cloaked man smiled and raised his hand in a greeting.

The slave nodded, grinned.

The cloaked gentleman walked out between the files of benches and stood a moment, sipped from his elegant mug (Was it beer he drank?), and turned. Pryn thought two things as his look swept her. (He had a short white beard that made the puffy hair clouding above his ears look almost comic.) First, his smile was inhumanly, unnaturally, preternaturally radiant. Second, though his eyes had swept by her, Pryn was sure he had not seen her. As he completed his turn and began to walk back toward the hall, she wondered what, indeed, he had seen in the stony traces of such massive servitude.

He reached the benches where two of the slaves sat, pushed back his cloak, sat beside them, and began talking to the collared old woman hunched next to him; her head turned from time to time in its iron to glance at him or nod. Like all the slaves at the brewery, women or men, her hair was cut off short all over her head; and she was old enough to be somewhat balding anyway. The cloaked man sat very straight in the rain, while the slave hunched to protect her food.

Pryn chose a path that would take her through the benches and near enough to them to catch a word or two. If she paused to take a sip from her mug as she passed, he might not even suspect she were trying to overhear. Pryn turned among the benches and wandered over the shaly ground. What she heard, however, when she neared, made her pause longer than she’d intended.

‘Here,’ the man was saying, holding out his mug before the hunched slave woman, ‘take a drink, Bruka. You’ve worked through this day long and hard—you don’t have to tell me. I know the worker you are. Who deserves a drink more than you?’

‘Oh, no, my lord.’ Bruka gave the man a worried grin. Some of the woman’s teeth were gone. ‘We’re not supposed to, and I might get in trouble. It’s not worth the beating, my lord,’

The man laughed. ‘Now I know—and you know I know—that you folks have your own ways of getting your drink, that Old Rorkar, if he doesn’t know about for sure, at least suspects. He’s just decided to look the other way. Don’t tell me you’ve never tasted the work of your own hand before, Bruka…? How can a drink with me hurt?’

‘If it’s true that we get our own—and I’m not saying it is, my lord—it’s only another reason why I needn’t drink from that!’ The old woman jammed a wooden spoon full of vegetable stew into her mouth, laughing and chewing at once. (It was the same cinnamoned stew Pryn had eaten earlier for supper inside.) ‘Besides, that elegant mug of yours—it’s beautiful work, for sure. Why would a man like you want my dirty mouth on that?’ Bruka laughed again and turned back to her bowl.

‘A man like me…?’ mused the white-haired gentleman. ‘The truth is, Bruka, there are very few men like me in this world, lord or slave.’

‘That’s true, my lord.’

‘And if I were so weak that the touch of a slave’s lips to my cup would topple me from my position, what sort of position could it have been in the first place? You’ve worked hard, and I know the thirst that must be upon you. As a child, didn’t I spend my share of days working in these fields?’ I know how thirst can crawl into the bones and dry the body out from within. Drink, Bruka.’

‘You speak the truth again, my lord.’ The slave shook her head. ‘But my father told me, my lord, when I was a child: “Never drink from the master’s or mistress’s cup. For the slave, such a cup holds only the dregs of disgrace, pain, and death.”’

‘Did he, now, Bruka? And let me tell you: when I was a child—before you were born—I saw my father, with this very mug, go to the slave-barracks where your father lay, sick with the fever that killed off a third of both your family and mine, and give him a drink. Your father took a long, cooling draught from my father’s hands out of this same cup I hold now. Your father drank from it. And you refuse?’

‘Did he now?’ The slave woman frowned. ‘I didn’t know my father very long, my lord. He died the same week your late mother sold me and the rest of the orchard gang to Old Rorkar, here. Rorkar’s a good master, my lord. But he’s not your father.’

‘I know, Bruka. Murjus, there, was one of that same gang, weren’t you, my man?’ The gentleman gestured to another slave hunched on the bench ahead, who glanced back now and said:

‘Yes, my lord. That’s the truth, my lord.’

Bruka was still looking at the mug. ‘My father, you say?’ Suddenly she put her bowl down on the stone beside her. ‘I think I will take that drink!’ She seized the green-and-red ceramic in both hands. (Two of her nails were deformed from some injury, and another was split to the quick.) Bruka put the mug to her mouth and raised it, while her adam’s apple rose and fell, rose and fell in her red, wrinkled neck.

Pryn watched—she had stopped only two meters away. All that had really surprised her from the exchange was the realization that the man in the cloak was older than the woman in the iron—though both had almost equal bald spots.

The adam’s apple still rose and fell. The slave-woman was draining the mug—the gentleman realized it, too. His bushy eyebrows rose. Consternation worked into the lines around his lips and eyes before amusement blurred it.

‘That was good, my lord!’ Bruka wiped her mouth with her wrist.

Shaking his head, the gentleman took the mug back. ‘Well, you certainly were thirsty, old woman!’ That was when he saw Pryn—who suddenly wanted to move off in several directions or bury her face in her own mug, all at once.

But she stood and looked.

‘And hello, young woman!’ The gentleman put his mug on one knee and his large, clean hand on the other, regarding Pryn with a friendly enough look. ‘Now you certainly can’t be from around here. Let me see. I’d say…’ Still smiling, he narrowed his eyes. ‘Mountains…yes, a young woman of the mountains. From somewhere near…Ellamon? Go on, tell me I’m right!’

Surprised, Pryn nodded.

His smile broadened. ‘Ever ride a dragon?’

Mouth open, Pryn nodded again.

‘So did I!’ Spreading his elbows, the gentleman leaned forward, so that the wonderful cloak fell down around them. ‘“Now look at that!” my father cried, on our way down from the high slope where we’d gone to watch the little girls and their trainers put on their fabled performance. “They’ve got one here the kids can ride!”’ Smiling, the white-haired gentleman dropped his head to the side, as though inviting Pryn into his memories. ‘“Well, he’s not going to ride it,” declared my mother. But then, you know, nothing would do my father but that I try—I couldn’t have been more than half your age. But I remember it all, just as clearly! Oh, yes, at Ellamon—my father took me up to the bark fence, with mother looking stern, and father reassuring her that it was bound to be perfectly safe, and when would we be back at Ellamon any time soon, and just how often did a boy get a chance to ride through the air on a dragon. It was a very old dragon.’ The gentleman chuckled. ‘The little corral, all decked out with perfectly useless prods and flails and dragon-manacles to look like a real one, was out on a stony ledge. The very bored young woman managing it explained to my father that the dragon took off and flew over that gorge there, landed on the ledge over there (where we could see another young woman sitting), at which point it would turn around, take off again, and fly back here; and, yes, it was a very well-trained dragon and had been doing it for years—all this in a peremptory tone that rather put my father off, I think. He wasn’t used to being spoken to like that, though it pleased my mother, who assumed it was what he deserved for condescending to such foolishness in the first place. Finally my father said, yes, go ahead, and the young woman put a wide belt around me and buckled it—not very tightly, either. It had four metal rings on it. She lifted me onto the dragon’s hard back. The beast wore a leather body-harness, with several straps hanging from it down to the ground. She picked up one and another, and put them through the rings, lashing me on. Then she handed me the reins to hold—I’d already noticed they didn’t go to the dragon’s head, like the reins on the dragons we’d just seen performing; they were tied to the harness’s shoulder strap, so that no matter how hard or in what direction I might pull, they wouldn’t have guided it anywhere. But that, I suppose, was in case I got it into my head, midflight, to take my dragon off somewhere I wasn’t supposed to. “Don’t you think there should be a rope or a chain to the creature from the corral here?” my mother asked in a loud voice. “When it’s flying, I mean. Just as a precaution…?” No one answered her, which only confirmed her notion that the concession was evil, silly, and dangerous. The young woman dashed around to the other side to tie the other straps to the other rings. As she was lashing the last one to the belt, the scaly old thing waddled forward, lifted wide wings—When it went off the edge, I was quite terrified! I mean, it just walked to the cliff and…fell. But then those laboring sails beat, and beat, and beat again; and we began to rise through the late morning, while I tried to lean forward and hug its cool windy neck. I remember glancing behind me. There was my mother, holding on to her chin, and my father, looking like he might leap after me, and the bored young woman, who’d sat down on an upturned barrel, all growing smaller with the swaying mountain. I tried to sit up—and was brave enough to half do it. But we’d already reached our glide’s height. Wings banked for descent to the far ledge…I remember hearing claws scrape rock. My dragon scrambled a few steps over stones. The young woman waiting there wasn’t as bored as the other. I looked down at her as she seized the dragon harness to walk the creature about on the ledge. To this day I can recall how dirty her nails were. Her short hair was wrapped through with some decorative cord. As she came around with us, she tugged one of my straps to make sure it was tight—I guess it usually was. Then she gave me a big grin. I think I fell in love with her. The beast completed its turn. She slapped its haunch—

‘And we fell off the cliff again.’ The old gentleman’s eyes blinked above wet cheeks. (Was it raining harder?) ‘No, my parents agreed, this time in accord, I could not do it again. My father paid with both gold and iron, so it must have been rather expensive, even for those days. And I played at dragons and dragon riders all the way to the aunt’s brother-in-law’s niece’s where we were being hosted for lunch; and where I charmed some of the guests—and bored some others, I’m sure—with my loud version of dragon riding, till one of the servants took me with five or six other children down to the lake by the fountain. After we paddled about a bit, a slave brought our lunch out in several ceramic bowls, one of which had a dragon painted on it—I’m afraid it only got me going again.’ He sighed, smiling. ‘And that’s practically all I remember of the entire Ellamon trip!’

After moments Pryn said: ‘My dragon was a wild one. I caught her myself.’

‘Of course you’re much older than I was,’ the gentleman said.

Pryn said: ‘I don’t think they have the dragon ride anymore. For children.’ She looked at her mug. ‘The dragon corrals still put on exhibitions for people who come up to see. But some of the corrals have been closed down—they tore down the biggest when I was nine. My cousin was on the work crew…but the rest still put on shows.’ She blinked because of a drop of water on her eyelash. There’re not so many dragons anymore.’

‘Never a hearty breed,’ the gentleman said. ‘They’ll probably be extinct in a hundred years. That’s why they were put under Imperial Protection.’

‘My aunt said something once about there being a children’s dragon ride, a long time ago. But they…closed it down. Before I was born.’

‘This was certainly before you were born!’ The gentleman turned to pick up his mug. ‘Forty years ago, at least—fifty years ago. More than fifty years ago!’ He shook his head. ‘I am getting on. We are getting on, aren’t we Bruka?’

Just then the rain doubled, and—in the next breath—tripled.

On the bench ahead Murjus looked at the sky with a whiny grunt.

The gentleman stood, pulling his cloak first over one shoulder, then over the other. ‘We’d better be going inside.’

Pryn walked with him between stapled benches, gone dark and shiny with rain, back toward the building. The slaves hunched further over their bowls, spooning faster at their stew. The rim of the gentleman’s empty mug appeared and disappeared from under his cloak’s edge. The roof stuck out enough to give them some protection. He moved in front. She followed on the strip of drier ground, her inner shoulder bumping the wall, watching drops stand on the deep nap of his outer.

‘That slave drank all your beer,’ Pryn said. ‘She was a greedy creature.’

‘I was looking forward to a last mouthful before I went in, yes.’ He glanced back, smiling (so Pryn stepped up beside him). ‘But slaves grow thirsty too.’

‘Would you like some of mine?’

A bushy eyebrow rose. He looked at Pryn, at his own mug, at hers again, at his own. ‘Eh…no. Thank you, no.’ He stepped ahead at the door, and pushed back wet hide.

Pryn stepped in behind him.

She watched him walk through the hall, water dripping and gleaming from the dark embroideries. Making her own way to the counter, she climbed to the stool.

The gentleman had stopped to speak to three barbarian workers—and in their own language, too, just as clearly as he had been speaking with Pryn in hers. Yrnik knew a few barbarian phrases that he could shout to get the workers to move faster. And Tetya had told her some words you were not supposed to say—which barbarians said all the time. But now, with both that man’s hands on his blue-black shoulders, now with his own hand on the shoulder of that one, the gentleman seemed a kind of magnificent little barbarian himself. Pryn sipped her beer (was it watery from the rain?) and watched two women nervously wait behind some men—to present their five children to him, Pryn realized. Days ago, indeed, one of those little girls had been made to return a peach Pryn had given her, which had bothered Pryn a while, before she realized the kinds of separations that existed about her. She put her elbow behind her and leaned back on the counter. ‘Juni…?’

With the hem of her apron around her forefinger, Juni was rubbing at a spot of spilled food which had escaped the general wiping and dried to the wood.

‘…who is that?’

Juni looked up and opened her mouth. ‘Why, it’s the earl!’ She leaned closer to touch Pryn’s arm. ‘Didn’t you see the caravan that went by here a while ago?’

‘That was his?’

‘No,’ explained Juni. ‘That was his visitors! But now he’s finished entertaining his friends from the north, he can come along here and pay us a visit.’ She laughed. ‘Look at him there! You know, he’s a great magician. So if you look at him, don’t look at him wrong!’

Pryn frowned.

‘Oh, it’s true!’ Juni went again to picking at the food spot, this time with a fingernail. ‘Now I’ve never seen any of his magic, but I’ve heard tell! And I’m telling you what I’ve heard. Ah—’ and she tapped Pryn’s arm again. ‘Look there!’

Pryn turned.

Hide swung back from the door again. Old Rorkar came through, some new laborers behind him, toward the serving area.

The morning he’d hired her, Old Rorkar’s broad, knobby feet had been bound in broad leather sandals. Since then, however, Pryn had not seen the peasant brewer in any kind of shoe. Behind the counter the cook, Cyka, saw them coming, jammed her flat wooden spoon into the stew crock, turned to the counter, and planted both hands on brown, wide-splayed fingers. It was her most frequent gesture, and whenever she did it, Pryn thought of some farm woman snatching two root clusters from the earth and flopping them down on a rock for view. Cyka grinned over teeth ice-gray and perfect.

‘…not find it like those city jobs you’re heading to, where you can wander in at any hour of the morning or afternoon. Lateness won’t be tolerated.’ Old Rorkar slapped his own small, hard hand on the wood. ‘Cyka, these are some new men. This is Kudyuk.’ With a patriarchal arm around towering Kudyuk’s shoulder, Rorkar moved him forward.

‘Kudyuk,’ Cyka repeated with a nod, turned to take a dish from a pile of dishes, and ladled into it a flat of stew. She placed it in the hands of the tall, hairy-armed barbarian.

‘And this is Zaiky.’ Another arm around the shoulder.

‘Zaiky.’ Another nod; another stew bowl.

Juni came up beside Cyka to deal out wooden eating spoons, which the laborers picked up.

‘This is har’Leluk,’ Another shouldered arm.

‘Leluk…har’Leluk.’ A nod; a bowl.

Leluk was a woman—and har,’ Pryn had just learned, was a barbarian term meaning ‘radiant’ when it preceded a woman’s name; otherwise it was a general intensifier, like ‘very’ or ‘terribly’ or, indeed, ‘radiantly,’ when it sounded, as it frequently did, in general converse.

‘This is Donix.’

‘Donix.’ More stew.

A week back, Pryn had been presented to Cyka in the same way, with the same arm, the same nod and bowl. Once you were presented as a worker at the brewery by the owner, Cyka would give you a bowl and a mug every evening thereafter—though the mug came only after the first full day’s work. Rorkar, they said, remembered each worker’s name long enough to get from the hiring table to Cyka; and Cyka remembered it through all eternity. At least three times Pryn had seen her refuse food to a man who’d been fired a few weeks before but who had tried to come back and sneak a free meal.

‘And this is Jarced.’

‘Jarced,’ who got his arm from Rorkar, his bowl from Cyka, and his spoon from Juni.

Finished serving, Cyka put her hands on the counter and nodded beyond Rorkar’s shoulder.

‘Eh…yes, Cyka? What is it?’

Cyka gestured with her bristly chin.

‘Eh…what?’

Rorkar looked back, turned.

At that moment the earl left the group with which he’d been speaking and started up between the tables, much the way he had walked among the benches, with that luminous smile.

Old Rorkar took on a look of repressed excitement that made Pryn see a little of his nephew across that wide forehead, under those bushy brows, and in the prominent jaw and unevenly bearded cheek. ‘My lord!’ Rorkar raised the back of his right fist to this forehead.

On either side of the approaching earl, men and women were rising. ‘Rorkar, my man!’ Reaching the peasant brewer, the earl gently pulled the wrinkled wrist away from the high forehead, bald as his own. ‘Now, now, I’ve told you many times: such gestures are unseemly within the walls of your own place of business, Rorkar. Save them for those public occasions when both of us are equally bound by the constraints of ritual.’

‘And I have told you equally many times, my lord: I do not forget that this was not always my business, but belongs to me only by the generosity of your late and noble father—all Nevèrÿon is the poorer for his passing.’

‘Yes, yes, you’ve been saying that for twenty years! And I notice another year has gone by where you have not taken my advice—a lusty peasant like you should find himself a young wife to get him a son as an heir to take over in his old age.’

‘And I have told you, my lord: wives are not for me. I am married to the brewery here.’

‘And I have told you: if it’s your waning powers that worry you, my man, I have ways…’ The earl raised a finger and lowered a brow, which made some onlookers laugh and others draw in breath.

‘My lord, my hopes are—still—all in my nephew, Tetya. Tetya?’ Rorkar looked about the hall. ‘Tetya, are you here? Come, pay your respects to his Lordship!’

Grinning, Tetya pushed up, all elbows and ears.

‘Why, Tetya, you’ve grown a head since I saw you last!’ the earl cried. ‘It lets me know how long it’s been since I last visited!’

‘My lord!’ Tetya blurted, smacking his fist’s back to his forehead. ‘It’s only been three or four months since you were here!’

‘And I didn’t see you that time because you were away at your cousin’s—did I see you just when you got back? Anyway, you’ve shot up like a sapling!’

‘My lord,’ Rorkar said, ‘we’ve made some changes since you last came. I’ve hired someone to teach Tetya to write. A young woman from the north…?’Rorkar looked about. Catching sight of Pryn, he beckoned her over.

Pryn got down from her stool.

‘This is Pryn.’ Rorkar’s arm fell about Pryn’s shoulder.

Imitating Tetya and Rorkar, she raised the back of her first to her forehead. ‘My lord…’

‘Ah, yes. I’ve already met this remarkable young woman.’ The earl folded his hands, the mug still hanging on his forefinger. ‘Well! Not only do you ride dragons, you can write! And read, I presume?’

Arm still about her, Old Rorkar called to some general audience that seemed to be just beyond the actual onlookers, ‘You see! You see! He’s already met her! Nothing escapes his Lordship!’

‘What system do you read and write by?’

Pryn was not sure what he meant. ‘The one they use from Kolhari to Ellamon—so that you can speak the words written. It uses larger characters to begin people’s names…?’ She wondered if she were differentiating it enough; and, if so, from what.

‘Ah, yes. The syllables that came from the Ulvayn Islands about fifteen years back. I gather they’re now the most popular system throughout Nevèrÿon. Would you believe, among the six or seven systems I’ve mastered from time to time, it’s not among them!’ He laughed. ‘Well, you are an exceptional young woman! I should like to invite you to my home. My wife and I would be happy to receive you for dinner. Perhaps tomorrow evening…about five o’clock?’ The earl lowered his chin; his glance took in Rorkar, who made some gesture that seemed to say both ‘of course’ and ‘it’s nothing.’ Only seconds later Pryn realized the invitation meant she must miss the last hour’s work. ‘Good, then. I shall send a carriage for you at four-thirty—No!’ The earl’s free hand rose from his cloak. ‘Don’t protest!’ (Pryn had not thought of protesting.) ‘Come as you are. It will be an informal evening. Wear one piece of jewelry, one bit of gold or jade more than that bronze pendant you have on now, and we shall consider you frightfully overdressed. I shall be wearing exactly what I wear now. I shall expect you to do the same.’

Pryn, who had no jade or gold to wear, became aware in one instant of three things: relief from an anxiety she had not even realized she felt until it vanished. Also, everyone around her, including Tetya and Rorkar, had been holding their breaths; she knew, when they all started to breathe. Finally, the astrolabe, which she had never thought of as jewelry, suddenly seemed a notable weight, worthy of mention, if only because the earl had mentioned it. ‘Yes, my lord.’ Her aunt would have wanted her to add, and so she added, ‘Thank you, my lord.’ Then, as an afterthought, she clapped the back of her fist to her forehead again.

The earl pulled his cape about him and looked at Tetya. ‘My respects to your family.’ He turned to Rorkar. ‘My best wishes for your nephew’s continued progress.’ Without waiting for a response from either, he turned and walked toward the door.

‘Well!’ Old Rorkar dropped his arm from Pryn’s shoulder. ‘Well…you…er…really, I think it’s very fine of the earl to invite you. It’s fine with me. Really, it’s fine. And why don’t you come up to my place this evening. I mean later. Not for dinner. You’ve already had dinner, haven’t you? Here?’

‘Yes, she has,’ was Cyka’s oblique interjection.

‘Good. Come by the house for…for a late mug of beer, then. Tetya will be there. Yes, do come by. As informally as you would go…to his Lordship’s. Yes!’ Rorkar let out a laugh that seemed as perceptively unsure as the earl’s smile had seemed obliviously confident. ‘In an hour: you and Tetya. Of course you will, won’t you?’

Having first taken Rorkar’s words as an order, Pryn now began to hear their entreaty. As she said, ‘Yes, sir,’ she wondered if the proper thing to do were again to touch her fist against her forehead.

The earl reached the hide.

The hide swung back.

The earl stepped back.

Yrnik stepped in—and punched himself in the head! (That’s how it looked to Pryn.) He started to move aside, then remembered and grabbed the hide back for his Lordship. The marvelous cloak sailed up and after its colored hem—and was gone. The hide fell. Yrnik’s fist opened and his fingers turned on his forehead to scratch his nappy head. Blinking in the doorway, Yrnik looked about the hall.

‘Yes?’ Rorkar’s horny hand again touched Pryn’s shoulder, but lightly. ‘You’ll come? You and Tetya. And Yrnik. Yrnik too.’

‘Of course.’ Then, because she felt uncomfortable, Pryn walked off down the hall, glanced back, and called again, ‘Yes, sir!’ She passed the craggy-faced foreman and pushed outside.

Damp air wrapped her round with cool evening light.

The eaves dripped. Beyond the brush, a wagon trundled away on the wet road. Rain from the eaves hit her shoulder.

A hiss made her look left.

‘My lady…?’ Hand to the wall, face wet, body crouching: the eyes blinked.

‘Bruka…?’ Staring at the iron collar, Pryn was not sure it was Bruka.

‘My lady, have you come here to spy?’

‘Spy…?’ Pryn raised her hand to where the chain hit her thumb. It was Bruka; and Murjus emerged from behind the far corner of the hall, waiting. ‘Why do you ask me if I—?’

Bruka walked up to Pryn, bent as though it still rained and she still protected her meal. (Was it her spine?) The slavewoman grasped the astrolabe. ‘Where did you get this, girl! Tell me, what northern lord sent you here?’ The chain jerked against Pryn’s neck. ‘Which one? If you love life, tell me! He has seen it: there’s nothing to be gained by hiding!’

‘But I’m not hiding anything!’ Pryn said. ‘Someone just…gave it to me! The Liberator. In Kolhari. I only wore it because…’ and realized, as she searched for reason, there was none she could mark down.

Bruka glanced back at Murjus, then turned to lift the astrolabe on its chain. ‘Once again Mad Olin’s circle has returned to the Garth, unbidden, by chance, simply because someone gave it to you?’

‘—and he has seen it?’ Murjus rasped from the building’s corner. ‘It has come back to destroy us!’ He walked up by the wall. ‘To bring that back into the Garth is to unleash on us the madness of Olin herself—you must be mad to bring it! You should have never set foot in the Garth Peninsula. When the Vygernangx Monastery thrust even the tip of one tower over the tree tops within the circle of your vision, you should have turned yourself around to ride, run, crawl away as fast as you could go, till you were away from any and all lands ever part of Lord Aldamir’s domain! Your heedlessness will loose ruin and destruction on all Nevèrÿon!’

‘But he has seen it!’ Bruka exclaimed. ‘I saw him look. He knows it’s here as well as we. It’s too late—’

‘Does he want it?’ Pryn demanded. The agitation broke through to her in a way she experienced as both annoyance and anger, though later she would realize it had been even more than fear. ‘I don’t want it! Let him take it—’

‘But he can’t take it,’ declared Murjus, from behind Bruka. ‘The earl could no more take it from you than one of us could—unless you gave it of your own free will!’

‘And perhaps not even then!’ Bruka whispered. ‘Its power is too strong!’

‘But I don’t want it!’ Pryn suddenly pulled the chain from around her neck and over her head. ‘You take it! Throw it away if you want—’

Bruka’s hands, both of them, jerked behind her. She stepped back, and back, and back again. Murjus pulled behind the house till just a blue eye and some wet hair showed.

‘I didn’t bring it here for any reason!’ Pryn shook the chain at the two retreating slaves. ‘I’m not a spy! I told that to…to the man who gave it to me! And I tell you, I don’t—‘

The sound behind her made her whirl.

It was the hide squeaking on its wooden pegs.

Rorkar stepped out, his arm about Tetya. Yrnik came after them. Rorkar glanced at Pryn. His faint frown took in the astrolabe swinging from her fists.

Had the metal disk with its angular markings burst into sparks, Pryn would not have been surprised. At a tickling on her shoulder she looked sharply behind her. But it was only drops from an overhead branch.

The slaves were gone.

She turned back.

Rorkar still looked. ‘You will come?’ he asked. ‘In about an hour?’

‘Yes, sir.’ Pryn lifted the chain back over her head. The astrolabe fell against her breasts. It didn’t burn; or freeze; or hum; or ring; or quiver.

Rorkar walked on with Tetya and Yrnik.

The feel of the chain on her neck returned her to more normal conjecture. Certainly Rorkar had seen nothing peculiar in…Olin’s circle. The circle of different stars?…Was that what the tale-teller had called it so long ago? For the first time in a while, Pryn remembered the young queen who had murdered all those people. All Rorkar had just seen, certainly, was a foreign girl adjusting a local-made pendant. But then, she thought as she started across the wet grass, his Lordship the earl had not made any special gesture of recognition at the sight of the astrolabe either—unless his exhortation to come tomorrow wearing exactly what she wore now…

The overhead branch, sighing, splattered her again, which sent chills down about her shoulders as she reached up to rub the drops away.

It wasn’t really a house.

Several thatched cottages had been reinforced, expanded, joined together, here by the addition of a wooden wall, there by the erection of a stone one. The grove around it still sprinkled the tufted eaves. It had rained and stopped and rained and stopped again since Pryn had left the hall. The western hills were snarled over with clouds, slashed through by long wounds from the sun. The high brush near her broke up some of that coppery light and laid it in swatches over the daubed wall. Down the eastern slope the orchards, the brewing sheds, the laborers’ barracks where she slept were sinking into a shadow-like pool that had slipped in as if from the sea she knew was somewhere beyond those crags and shaggy pines.

Pryn knocked. The door, this one of plank, swung in an inch, not locked. But no one came to answer it.

Pryn knocked again.

A breeze in the branches gathered the leaf chatter into a roar, then shushed it. Perhaps this house, which had been pointed out to her and into which she’d several times seen Rorkar go, was not the house…

Pryn knocked a third time—this time caught the leather-covered boards on her palms and pushed them back on their rope hinge…

Sunset through the west window fell over the floor mats whose damp odor momentarily threw Pryn miles and years away to the mountain hut of a married cousin on a winter morning when it had actually snowed in the night and the white powder had begun to melt…

A young woman came into the room, drying her head with a print cloth that flopped about her hips. The towel fell from short, curly hair. ‘Excuse me…?’ Naked save the collar at her neck, she was not much older—or younger—than Pryn.

‘I was…supposed to come here.’

‘Oh,’ the slave said. ‘You’re Tetya’s tutor?’

Pryn nodded.

‘The master’s mentioned you on and off this whole week now.’ She balled up the cloth. ‘Somehow I just thought you were a boy. And an older boy at that. Come in.’ She put the cloth down on a bench at the wall and started off through a doorway.

Pryn followed down a passage, one wall of which was stone.

As they stepped out of the hallway, Tetya turned at the wooden table where he was sitting and smiled; and Rorkar did not.

At the porch’s edge, Yrnik leaned on a supporting pole, gazing out over slopes, valleys, hills—the view here was astonishing—while the roof edge dripped.

The house slave said: ‘Can I get you anything?’

Rorkar grunted.

The house slave, apparently understanding, went off to get it.

Under the wooden table legs, Pryn saw the old peasant wore sandals.

Pryn stood for the length of half a dozen breaths, till Tetya said: ‘Come here and sit down. Uncle doesn’t mind.’

As Pryn started to the bench beside Tetya, Old Rorkar grumbled, ‘Who are you to say what I mind or don’t mind?’ so that Pryn stopped again. Rorkar glanced up at her, apparently surprised at her surprise. ‘Well, go on! Sit down—if you want. Why should I object?’

Feeling as uncomfortable as, moments ago with the familiar dampness of the mats, she had felt at home, Pryn slipped onto the bench beside Tetya.

‘I mean,’ Rorkar went on, ‘this is not a house like his Lordship’s, mind you, with “Come in,” and “Do sit down,” and “Won’t you have some of this or that?” Even if I have a slave or two, it’s because I need them. You do what you want here. It’s just an ordinary house. You can do the ordinary things that anyone wants to.’

The house slave returned with a wide tray of woven slats on which were a pitcher and some mugs. She set the tray on the table.

Rorkar said: ‘Have some beer…if you want some.’

But as Pryn reached for the pitcher, he waved his hand. ‘No, let the slave pour. What do you think we have her here for?’ As Pryn pulled her hand back to her lap, he added, ‘No, no; go on—go on, take it yourself, if that’s how you want to do it. You just do what you’re most comfortable doing. Go on.’

Pryn glanced about, about as uncomfortable as it was possible to be.

‘Just because she can write—’ Rorkar chuckled—‘I think she feels she’s too good for our ordinary ways here, eh?’

Mild confusion became mild anger. Pryn thought (and as she thought it, she thought of the characters it would take to write it): I’ve never had a slave pour for me in my life! At the same moment she pictured the Liberator. She picked up the pitcher and poured copper liquid into a mug till yellow foam crested the brim.

Then she set the pitcher down.

Foam still rose, brimmed the mug’s red lip, and rolled over.

The slave filled the others.

When Pryn lifted hers, foam dripped into her lap. In a distant part of the country, she thought, setting the mug back on the table, perhaps you must expect to feel uncomfortable. Written symbols still flickered among the words. And the Liberator had worn an iron collar too. ‘Why did you want me here?’

‘Well, his Lordship invited you to his house. I just wanted to see why he…well, I thought it would be nice to invite you here. Too. As well. We’re very ordinary people, here, you know. Not like his Lordship at all. If you didn’t want to come…?’

Pryn shrugged. ‘Thank you for inviting me. It was very nice of you.’ Great-aunt would have approved.

‘I had the feeling, you know, that you didn’t want to come. I said to myself, why should she want to visit me just because she’s been invited to visit his Lordship. There’d be no reason.’

Yrnik sucked his teeth and turned from the post.

‘Well, it’s true! I would understand if she didn’t. Who wants to make someone do something they don’t want to? Perhaps she thinks she deserves to be invited?’ Rorkar leaned toward Tetya. ‘Hey, do you think that’s what she thinks?’

Pryn turned toward Tetya, vaguely curious as to what, precisely, he did think. Tetya handed Yrnik up a mug. Then he took one for himself—and blew foam, splattering, onto the table.

Pryn exploded with laughter—while Rorkar batted at his nephew’s head.

‘Weasel! Badger! Dirty shoat! You think you’re in some barbarian shambles? This is a decent home, with decent people living in it! I suppose you’d do that if his Lordship invited you to his home too!’

‘His Lordship,’ Pryn said, recovering, ‘seems to be a very fine man.’ Her aunt’s endless sullenness and interminable suspicions came back among all the reasons she’d yearned to leave home. Here, looking directly at this mummer’s skit of it, she felt oddly free of them. It had occurred to her that these insults and wheedlings were far less shattering than murder or sex, so that she could suffer them with the provisional interest of one who had ridden in the sky—and could write about it.

‘Hey…?’ Rorkar turned to her.

‘I said, “His Lordship seems a man comfortable with all peoples, a fine and good person.”’ Pryn realized, as one who could write, that this was not what she had said at all.

‘Oh. Well…I suppose his Lordship is comfortable enough. He’s certainly rich enough to be comfortable. Not as rich as he once was, though—and you can be sure it galls him. But he’s comfortable. Well, so am I. Comfortable. Here in my house. Here. I’m comfortable enough with what I have—here—with what I’ve made for myself, out of it all. Though not with people. It’s true. You’re right.’ Rorkar took a long drink from his mug. ‘I’m not comfortable with people. New people. Just like you say.’ He laughed again. ‘Always wondering what they think of me, you know? I’m just an ordinary man. I’ve been a little luckier than some—worked a little harder than some others.’

‘I never thought you were uncomfortable.’ Pryn had thought the old peasant was barbarically rude; the notion, however, that this rudeness might be a manifestation of an equally barbaric discomfort intrigued her enough for her to stay seated. ‘With people.’

‘You didn’t?’ Rorkar inquired. ‘Well, believe me, I am! I’m a very ordinary man—have all the feelings any ordinary man has—or, I dare say, an ordinary woman. Even an ordinary girl. Like you.’ He smiled, actually looking at Pryn directly for the first time since she’d come in; which was when Pryn decided both that she did not like him, and that he was probably not a bad human being. She smiled back—and felt somewhat sorry at her judgment.

‘I like you,’ Rorkar continued. ‘I liked you from the first I met you, out at the hiring table. In the field. When you came up, looking for a job—looking like a fat little chipmunk. That’s why I hired you in the first place. I don’t hire somebody that I don’t take to—certainly not as a tutor for my nephew. But of course that wasn’t decided on till later. When Yrnik found out you could write. I asked you up here, you know, to see what his Lordship might possibly see in you to invite you to his home! It can’t only be that you can write. Yrnik there can write, and he’s never been invited to his Lordship’s. But now I think I see it. It’s simply because you’re a nice, ordinary person. Like me. Like any of us. And you’re honest about it. The way I am. His Lordship looked at you and saw that. Me, I’m too uncomfortable with people to look at them and see that right off—to look at strangers and see that. Before I get to know them.’

‘Yrnik’s not a pretty girl.’ Tetya scooped more foam from his mug with a forefinger and sucked it off. ‘That’s all. Uncle doesn’t trust his Lordship.’

‘Well, now I never said…’ Rorkar frowned at Tetya, at Yrnik (who had taken his mug back to the pole and was again gazing moodily on the darkening landscape), at Pryn.

‘If all your land and your slaves once belonged to his Lordship, you probably shouldn’t trust him.’ Pryn smiled to hear her aunt’s inflections in her own voice and found them, so far from home, both warming and annoying. ‘I wouldn’t.’

‘Well…’ A corner of Rorkar’s mouth pulled into a half-frown. ‘Oh, it certainly wasn’t all his. Some of it was, I admit. Most of the parts you see, I suppose: the slave barracks we converted into the eating hall and the land around it. And the orchards that front the road, of course—but I had the road built. The road’s mine…but all this land belonged to one lord or another. What land in the Garth didn’t? And it wasn’t all the earl’s, by any means—though he’s very anxious, the Earl Jue-Grutn, whenever we meet, that it be clearly stated whose land it once was. In twenty years I’ve never met him where it wasn’t clearly stated. You will never meet him where he doesn’t state it, I’ll bet you. And if, somehow, he’s tricked out of stating it, or distracted from stating it, he’ll be a very unhappy earl!’ Rorkar laughed. ‘Won’t he? No—’ Rorkar’s mug came down on the table—‘I don’t trust him! Why should I? Do you?’ That to Yrnik—‘You grow up, boy, and take over this brewery—’ and that to Tetya—‘believe me: You’ll be a fool to trust him! You say he gets along with all kinds of people? Well, why doesn’t he get along with me, I ask you? No, I’m very much the one who has to get along with him! You heard him, this evening? All of you did—you too, girl. “Why don’t you get married, old peasant? If you’re too old, I’ve powers to restore you.”’ The elderly man puckered his lips in a disgust so strong Pryn thought he might spit on his own floor. ‘Why should a man’s marriage be anyone’s affair but his—it’s not as if I were some witless fool—like your father, Tetya—or my own father, for that matter, who needed a master to tell him in which wench he’d do best to look for offspring. I tell my own workers today—when they ask me—which strapping fellow or strong wench will give them a child with a good back and a fine character. I can judge differences in men—and women. And he would tell me? Ha! I never wanted to marry, and I have my reasons—though certainly he would never understand that. When last I was at the earl’s home—’ Rorkar suddenly frowned at Pryn—‘for certain you didn’t think he only invited you to his house and never invited me, did you?’

Pryn shook her head.

Rorkar shook his too, more slowly, ponderingly. ‘Imagine, thinking something like that! The last time I was at the earl’s house to dine with him and his wife—that’s not the wife he has now, I’m talking about. The earlier one—I’ve met the new one too, of course. Anyway. The other wife. It was after dinner. The earl and I were walking in one of the gardens, and his Lordship put his hand on my arm and said, “Really, Rorkar. I’m always joking with you about marriage, but you’ve become a man of property and prestige. You should take yourself a woman, a practical and industrious woman, to help you run your business and to keep up appearances. A man in your position—or mine—we look better to our underlings when we have wives.” His last wife left him, you know. Just like that—so for “appearances” he divorced her and took another. He’s got a third, now, the youngest of the lot.’ Rorkar humphed. ‘When I tell a worker what suitor she should choose to give us good sons and daughters, the woman and her mate stay together. A mate for appearances! Can you imagine it?’ Rorkar bent toward Pryn and laid his hard, small hand on her arm. ‘Who would mate like that? That’s certainly not what I’m about! No, that’s not what we’re about at all in this house—no, this is not a great house at all. It’s the ordinary house of an ordinary man. Perhaps an earl worries and frets about appearances. But not an ordinary man like me! Why should I?’

While he’d leaned toward her, under the table, Pryn noticed, he’d taken the opportunity to work his sandals off. They lay, one rightside up, one upside down, by the table leg. Pryn rubbed the edges of her bare feet together.

‘What uncle really gets mad at,’ Tetya said, ‘is the way his Lordship calls everyone “my man”—just as though we were still his slaves.’

‘Who are you to say what I get mad at and what I don’t!’ snapped the peasant. ‘And I was never his slave! Nor was my father a slave of his father’s…one of my grandmothers, it’s true, was owned by Lord Aldamir. But she escaped and only came back after ten years; she took over a piece of land to farm and was never bothered by his Lordship. At all. That’s the truth. It is true: the earl addresses everyone as “my man.” One day when he comes by, I should simply say, “Well, hello there, my man”—even before he opens his mouth to speak to me at all. Now that would be a joke. Don’t you think?’ Rorkar took another swallow, and elbowed Tetya. ‘A fine joke!’ He settled back and drew bare feet beneath him.

Yrnik turned against his post to gaze at the table with the same moody expression with which he’d been gazing out at the evening.

The naked house slave, whom Pryn had not noticed depart, returned through the hall door. The girl looked about, rubbing at one ear, then stepped in and squatted by the jamb as if awaiting instruction.

‘Of course I shall never do it.’ Rorkar looked into his mug. ‘I’m not a joking man. Never had time for jokes—not with the brewery, here. But it would be a joke, now. If I did it. Nothing serious—he’d pee all over himself, like a drunken slave caught dipping in the barrel!’

Pryn smiled.

No one else did.

Rorkar looked up. Where do you know his Lordship from?’

Pryn’s smile dissolved in puzzlement.

‘Come on. He said he’d already met you. When did you meet him? And where?’

‘I…I only met him outside the hall,’ Pryn said. ‘Minutes before you came in. In the rain.’ Part of her confusion was that she did not want to mention her exploration of the old slave benches. ‘We only spoke a few words.’

‘Only a few words?’ His frown deepened. ‘In the rain?’ Rorkar held his mug against his tunic belly. Small, knobby fingers meshed around it. ‘Now, I didn’t know that. I thought he meant he’d met you at some great house or other, when he was visiting some other important lord. That’s what I thought he meant—back when I asked you up here. Though, of course, you didn’t strike me as that kind of person—you seemed like an ordinary enough girl. Even if you can read and write a little. Yrnik there can read and write, and he’s an ordinary man. Aren’t you—Yrnik, my man!’ Rorkar laughed. ‘But that’s why I want Tetya to learn. There’s nothing that says ordinary folk can’t know a thing or two. I can’t read or write. And you heard his Lordship: even he doesn’t know how to read and write by the system you do…that’s probably because it’s a commercial system. His Lordship knows nothing of commerce. And I still don’t trust him…’

Pryn had a sudden premonition Tetya was about to say something like: Uncle only invited you up here because he thought you were somebody the earl thought was important—and interrupted this Tetya-of-the-mind with: ‘Does this—’ she lifted her astrolabe—‘have anything special about it?’

‘Hey?’ Rorkar squinted. ‘Is what special?’

‘This.’ Pryn had already decided that there was no secret in the astrolabe that she might want to preserve or exploit, even for such a treasure as the tale-teller had spoken of. (That was for non-existent masked warriors with double-bladed swords!) As she lifted it, she saw how much the evening had dimmed. ‘Do you know anything about it? Any of you?’ The sky was as deep a blue as some dahlia at Madame Keyne’s. ‘Tetya already said he didn’t—only that the marks around the edge might be writing. A kind of writing…’

‘Let me see.’ Yrnik stepped forward. ‘That thing you wear around your neck?’ He put his mug on the table and laid thick, dark fingers on the wood, leaning. ‘I’ve seen such marks on old stones around here. But the thing itself is not something I know—a sailor once showed me something like it for finding where you were on the open sea, he said—something to do with different stars. Here, I can hardly make it out…’

‘Let me have a look.’ Rorkar lifted the bolted disks and turned them, squinting. ‘It’s good work. Local work. Old work, too—like something that could well have been made around here, from the marks on it. Like Yrnik said. It’s the kind of thing we might turn up as boys, exploring some old abandoned great house.’

‘Somebody gave it to me in an all but abandoned great house in Neveryóna.’

‘Neveryóna?’ Rorkar frowned. ‘What would a girl like you know of Neveryóna—an ordinary, northern girl?’

Pryn looked at him, puzzled.

‘Well,’ Rorkar went on, ‘I suspect you just happened to be there, that’s all! Before you were here. And you met somebody else who happened to be there who gave it to you. There’s nothing out of the ordinary in that!’ He let the astrolabe fall. (Pryn sat back.) ‘There’s your explanation!’

‘Sir…?’

‘It’s a piece of local work. You were in Neveryóna. You met somebody there who gave it to you. Just like you said. When I was a boy, sometimes when I’d go exploring, I used to find things. Old things. Like that. Sometimes I gave them to people. If I didn’t want them myself. That’s nothing extraordinary.’

Although Pryn didn’t want to protect or exploit the astrolabe, she was wary of mentioning the slaves’ responses. Those responses were now clearly in her mind. ‘And you?’ She leaned forward to look across the table at the girl squatting at the door. ‘Do you know anything about this?’

‘Ah, you see!’ Rorkar cried. ‘She asks the master and the slave, both now that’s his Lordship’s style! I think she wants to be a little like his Lordship. Well, everyone does. It’s a fine style too, as far as it goes at any rate, it makes a fine appearance. Though I still don’t trust him—however it looks! I’m not saying you should or you shouldn’t. He’s invited you for dinner. It’s up to you. What could be special about it, anyway?’

Pryn blinked. The old peasant could switch subjects as abruptly as he could ride one beyond bearing. ‘I really don’t know,’ Pryn said. ‘I just thought you might know something more about it than I did.’

‘Oh,’ Rorkar grunted. ‘Well, I don’t. And it’s getting dark.’ He drained his mug, set it down. ‘No more,’ he said to the squatting slave, who was not about to move toward refilling. ‘This isn’t one of those places like his Lordship’s, where cookfires and nightlamps battle with darkness halfway to sunrise. No, I’m an ordinary man who must toil like all ordinary men.’ He put his palms on his knees.

‘And I’d best get back to the dormitory before all the light’s gone.’ Pryn stood up from the table. She added, just to try switching the subject on her own: ‘I’d heard talk that his Lordship was some kind of magician.’ She stepped around the table’s corner. ‘But it was only chatter from some workers.’

‘A magician?’ Rorkar grunted again. ‘Oh, yes, the barbarians will chatter on about such things—and so will he, from time to time, with his “ways to assist the waning powers.” But I’ve never seen him do any magic. Not that one reserves belief only for what one can see—like some ordinary worker who won’t even believe there’s a town over the hill unless you carry him there in a cart. Still…I wouldn’t trust him.’

Pryn walked towards the door. ‘Well, good night.’

‘Good night,’ Rorkar said. ‘Yes, good night. It was good of you to come. Good night.’

The slave stood.

‘Yes,’ Rorkar said loudly. ‘I forgot. I didn’t mean anything by forgetting.’ He waved his small, knobby hand at the slave. ‘Show her to the door.’

Because the master’s answers had revealed so little, Pryn found herself staring at the back of the slave preceding her along the dark passage. But the slave had answered nothing either. In the dark, all the anxiety of Bruka’s outburst and the earl’s—yes—unmotivated invitation swelled. Walking behind this girl, this slave, this faceless sign of the human, this collared node of labor and instruction, Pryn felt a moment of disorientation which imagination answered with an image, not of the Liberator, but of Pryn herself wearing the iron collar. She was astonished to feel before that image a relief as intense as the previous anxiety, an intensity as strong as any desire, sexual or other, she’d ever known.

Outside, it was lighter than she’d expected.

Leaving the house to walk down the hill, she began a silent dialogue, mostly with Old Rorkar, about what an exasperating, embarrassing, and rude man he was; how all his prattle about lack of appearances and doing the ordinary thing had made her, an ordinary girl, as uncomfortable as it was possible to be—what must his nephew have felt! That she didn’t have to ask. She had an aunt, no different from him at all! That terrified pettiness was what she had left! That was what she had abandoned. A good man? Yes—even perhaps a Tratsin when he was twenty or twenty-five. But today, he was Rorkar. And that was not what she had come to the end of the world to find! Throughout this little mummer’s playlet she kept protesting: ‘Sitting there, at your table, you made me feel like a slave!’ Or: ‘Bound in the ordinary restraints of good manners, I might as well have been your slave!’ Sometimes playing through, at this point she would march over and take the collar off the squatting girl by the door and clap it around her own neck. Sometimes she would arrive for the encounter already wearing the shocking iron—that she would get a smith to forge for her from the growing collection of small coins under her straw pallet with which Rorkar was paying her. Well, she didn’t have quite enough just yet…During the ninth or thirteenth time through this skit which gave her such satisfaction—and which she’d all but resolved she would write down sometime tomorrow—it occurred to Pryn: She hadn’t felt all that much embarrassment or discomfort, at least not with the intensity that, in her little drama, she’d been declaring. But she had ridden a dragon; she was extraordinary. That was what freed her to protest—or to take on the collar. After all, she realized, she really wanted to wear it because the slave was the one person in the room whose feelings she had no notion of whatsoever (was she really ignorant? Or did she, like Bruka, know, perhaps, everything?), so that finally it had seemed that within the iron ring was a space of mystery, excitement, and adventure where only an extraordinary person might go without terror (perhaps a little fear, yes), like herself—or the Liberator. Who else would dare? Certainly not his Lordship—not somebody who had ridden a dragon under such tamed conditions it practically didn’t count.

Or did it?

She reached the workers’ barracks, with its slatted door, its vermin-infested roof beams. (Had these once been slave quarters?) She went to the women’s end of the dormitory and found her blanket on its fresh straw, between two barbarian women, one of whom slept with her eight-year-old son who had something wrong up his nose and snored wetly. Well, Old Rorkar had managed to give her one piece of information, however clumsily, that she was glad of. She shouldn’t trust the earl. She shifted the astrolabe on its chain from under her shoulder to a more comfortable position, felt the knife secreted with her sparse moneys beneath Madame Keyne’s washed and folded shift on which her head lay. But of course, she reflected, what was there to trust or not to trust him with, even if the astrolabe were the object of his interest? She envisioned herself removing the chain from her neck and tossing it to him—or presenting it graciously to him as a gift—in either case, the same sort of amusingly arrogant gesture as taking on the collar. And probably as unnecessary.

Pryn slept.



11. Of Family Gatherings, Grammatology, More Models, and More Mysteries

The birth of political power, which seems to be related to the last great technological revolution (cast iron), at the threshold of a period which would not experience profound shocks until the appearance of industry, also marks the moment when blood ties began to dissolve. From then on, the succession of generations leaves the sphere of pure cyclic nature and becomes oriented to events, to the succession of powers. Irreversible time is now the time of those who rule, and dynasties are its first measure. Writing is its weapon. In writing, language attains its full independent reality of mediating between consciousnesses. But this independence is identical to the general independence of separate power as the mediation which forms society. With writing there appears a consciousness which is no longer carried and transmitted directly among the living: an impersonal memory, the memory of the administration of society. ‘Writings are the thoughts of the State; archives are its memory,’ (Novalis).

GUY DEBORD,

Society of the Spectacle

AFTER THE NOON EATING break came an hour when the auxiliary cooling cave produced huge amounts of noise. The chains and pulleys, by which empty barrels were hauled down from the barrel pile, knocked against the stacked containers; the swinging barrels rasped and banged the hauling links.

There was not, however, much work done.

Pryn had discovered the shirkers on her third day at the brewery. She’d wandered around the half-opened wooden gate of the main cavern into the much smaller cave. This is what she’d seen:

One workman lowered a barrel by a chain and pulley, taking as long as ten minutes to do it, while another knocked it back and forth with a guide pole—to make more noise.

On the rocky floor, a dozen workers just…stood.

Then the more industrious ones, usually women, took down the long wooden paddles to skim the fluffy scum off the troughs over the chamber floor, knocking the mess into the barrel. The paddle handles clacking the barrel rim made more noise still—while another barrel got lowered from the barrel stack, and sometimes raised again, then lowered once more. The scum-filled barrel was finally rolled out through the main cooling cave and put with the barrels of scum skimmed from the main cave’s troughs. Set out in a clearing by an oak grove, they stood till local farmers, driving up, carted them off for fertilizer.

During the same hour, the main cooling cavern was a fury of after-lunch activity, with mule carts and paddle cleaners and troops of skimmers and barrel-stackers and barrel-rollers. But anyone passing the half-closed gate of the auxiliary cave heard such a racket knocking and banging within, that they’d surely think twice as much work was taking place inside as in the bustle out here.

It was all acoustics.

On Pryn’s fourth day, Yrnik had assigned her, among her accounting duties, to keep count on the comparative number of scum barrels that came out of the auxiliary cave and out of the main cave. Once stacked outside, the barrels’ origins were indistinguishable; and the farmers were always coming up to pick up a barrel or two of free fertilizer anyway, so that even markings would not have been truly efficient.

Pryn kept count.

Each day the main cave produced between forty and fifty barrels of yellow-green gunk.

The auxiliary cave, Pryn realized as she stood among the men and women along the cave wall, listening to barrels bang, could easily have filled twelve or thirteen, given the number of wide, wooden, first-fermentation settling troughs foaming over the floor.

That afternoon it produced three.

Pryn passed hours watching the whole infinitely delayed operation.

When she went off to the equipment store (the converted barracks that included Yrnik’s office), she stood for a long while before the wax-covered board Yrnik had hung on the wall for temporary notes. On a ledge under it was a seashell in which Yrnik kept the pointed sticks he’d carved for styluses. An oil lamp with a broad wick sat beside the shell. You used it to melt the wax when notes had to be erased over a large area. Pryn picked up a stylus and looked at the board’s translucent yellow.

Once she said out loud: ‘But I’m not a spy…!’

The main cave had put out forty-seven barrels of fertilizer that day.

Pryn took the stick and gouged across a clear space: ‘Main cave, forty-one barrels—auxiliary cave, nine barrels.’

She looked at that a while, rereading it silently, mouthing the words, running them through her mind as she had run her dialogue on the way back to the dormitory last night: ‘Forty-seven?’ ‘Three?’ she said to herself in several tones of voice. ‘Who am I to commit myself to a truth so far from what is expected?’ Over the next few days she could push what she might write closer to what she’d seen. But that would do for now. ‘To write for others,’ she thought, ‘it seems one must be a spy—or a teller of tales.’ She put the stick back in its shell.

The wax was covered almost equally with her own and Yrnik’s markings. (In the bottom corner were some of Tetya’s practicing’s, in signs notably larger.) Bushels of barley, barrels of beer; names of fields, numbers of workers; names of workers, numbers of barrels; names of customers, numbers of orders; comments on qualities of rope, quantities of carrots, amounts of crockery for the cating hall, numbers of pruning hooks for the orchards. Notes Yrnik decided to keep more than a few days, Pryn would transcribe on clay tablets that it was also her job to flatten, carry out to dry, and bring in to stack against the barracks wall. Sometimes she remembered har’Jade, with new sympathy for a secretary’s job—for ‘Yrnik’s secretary/Tetya’s tutor’ was Pryn’s official, double title. When the wax on the board was melted with the lamp and pressed flat, now with the thumb, now with the hand’s heel, frequently it retained ghosts of old characters within its translucence. Still on the board were the half-legible memories of more than a year’s production. Surface and ghosts together waited for new inscriptions.

For the next three days Pryn watched the men and women loitering in the auxiliary cave. For the next three days she adjusted her figures.

This afternoon, however, standing around with the other loiterers, she noticed something—or rather, began to think articulately about something she’d noticed in the days before. Most of the workers gathered here in the auxiliary cave were old. Five were definitely sick—she could imagine Madame Keyne sending them home. A few, like herself, were new or inexperienced. Nobody laughed or joked; it was too loud. The workers stood or leaned on the wall, watching. The first day she’d come, their faces had been strange; but now this aging woman, the other old man, that hare-lipped boy were familiar. For them all she could construct solid reasons why they used this hour’s sham work—a sham that seemed to have grown without conspiracy. Watching, she tried to remember if she had known all this on the first day she’d stumbled on them here, so that she’d altered her figures out of inarticulate knowledge of the greater situation. But no. It had been more the anxiety at writing down something too far from the wanted.

Finally she went back out into the main cave: fifty-one barrels.

The auxiliary cave had filled two.

Returning to the storehouse office, Pryn was wondering whether to adjust that ‘two’ up to a ‘six,’ a ‘seven,’ or an ‘eight,’ when Tetya passed the office door: ‘I saw the earl’s cart drive up—!’

Pryn grabbed a stylus from the seashell, scratched ‘fifty-one’ and ‘two,’ then dashed out.

Would it be a great wagon with six horses like the ones that had rumbled past her the afternoon at the crossroads, when she had first heard the earl’s name? No. She repeated it to herself three times, five times, two more times. No. No. She should expect nothing grander than the canopied cart that had conveyed her to Madame Keyne’s (Might the earl drive himself…?’) and must not be disappointed if it were an open workcart of the sort she had ridden away from Kolhari in, or even the flat wooden-railed kind that rolled up to the oak grove to take off the fertilizer. She came out the storehouse door. His Lordship was the sort of man to value the utility of a common workcart…

Pryn stopped.

Standing on the road—well, it was a cart, because it had three horses at one end. A woman drove it—a slave with a white damasked collar-cover. The object itself, however, made Pryn want to laugh, not from derision, but from inability to take in its opulence! Her first writable thought: it was an oversized reproduction of something yanked from the earth, a rootish knot with all sorts of excrescences, off-shoots, and out-juttings.

She walked toward it. Was it symmetrical? The far side, which she couldn’t see directly, still exhibited the same overall form as the near.

She walked around it.

The slave made a point of not watching.

The back was more ornate than the front. Its sides were intricately carved. Certainly the designs looked regular—though the reason she would have written ‘certainly’ in their description was because, when she was three steps closer, it became clear that they were not; both the ‘certainty’ of their similarity and the ‘clarity’ of their differences were lost in the decorative profusion. Well…

It had wheels. There was a place to climb into it.

Pryn climbed.

The bench was covered with material beneath which was something soft as fresh straw but without straw’s pokes and prickles. Bits of torn fabric? The finest moss? What, she wondered, was under that dark purple? The soft, sloughed scales of baby dragons?

While she wondered, the driver bent forward; the cart started south.

Relinquishing the mystery of the cushion stuffing, she looked over the far side of the cart’s carved wall—the carvings there were completely different from those on the side she’d first seen. Those on the side she had climbed up suggested animals, rocks, and clouds. She immediately slid back over that side to make sure; those on the far side (while she looked at animals, rocks, and clouds she was sure) had suggested plants, birds, and fish. She slid over the wondrously comfortable cushion to make sure: yes (while she looked at plants, birds, and fish), they were clouds, rocks, and animals…

Catching her breath, she threw back her head, because suddenly the cart was the whole world—or an image of it. Blinking, she saw the whole world around her—oh, only a part of it, with any certainty, any clarity. But the trees she passed, the rocks she passed, the clouds she passed under, the animals and birds they might contain very much suggested the whole, in its greater invisibility.

She went back to examining carvings, this time on the cart’s inner rail, so that she hardly noticed the slave swing right at the crossroads. She only glimpsed the lopsided dragon when she happened to glance back at some bird call.

The stone beast disappeared around a bend.

The road ahead was all wonders: rocky streams, shaggy trees, flowering copses—each, a moment later, followed by some artfully made thing, a wooden bridge, some group of winged stone leopards, a marble bench. Culture informed nature with a host of human ghosts, or nature surrounded culture with a field of breath-stopping beauty and unknown history. In concert, astonishment and agnosia abolished their own distinctions. (Was that magic?) The cart slowed.

A woman ran up. ‘You’re here!’

Pryn had never seen her before, but her smile was familiar, though Pryn was too a-quake from the ride to remember from where. The woman wore a shift of a brilliant red Pryn had never yet seen in fabric. The dress was finished at sleeves and hem and scooped neck with bits of something shiny that may have been gold or may have been red. The way they flashed and flickered, Pryn couldn’t tell. The woman’s toes pushed and poked from the glittering hem. Were her nails the wrong color? As she came, they glimmered and teased the eye on the polished terrace flags. Yes, for some reason her toenails were also red!

‘I’m so glad you could come. The earl’s account has left me mad to meet you!’ She reached up, taking Pryn’s hand and, by subtle motions to the left and right, helped Pryn down so that descent did not feel like climbing but floating. ‘I’m the earl’s wife—Lady Nyergrinkuga—but do call me Tritty. Everyone does. His Lordship is waiting for you inside. Did you have a nice ride up from Rorkar’s?’

‘Yes!’ Pryn said. ‘It was wonderful!’

The nameless slave—though she could, just then, have been the nameless god of all travel—drove the cart off among trees.

Tritty took Pryn’s arm. Her sleeve against Pryn’s forearm was shockingly soft.

Noting it, Pryn searched among wonders to compare it to. Tritty smiled, and Pryn told her of the jade-backed flies that had deviled one of the horse’s haunches, the angle of two great trees that had crowded by one bend of the road, the profusion of tiny yellow flowers that had lain out all along the bank at another—things Pryn would not have ordinarily chosen to speak of, but things that would have come back to her had she been writing, say, later; and because she could write, when pressed for talk, such things had become, more and more, what she talked of; for years that would make her, to some listeners, at any rate, an interesting conversationalist. She talked…

At one of Pryn’s silences, Tritty said: ‘You are enthusiastic! That’s charming.’

What had silenced the girl was two stone beasts with raised wings and grasping claws. Eagles? Dragons? They walked between them into a foyer a-flicker with burning bowls of oil set on high tripods.

Tritty spoke now: ‘The earl only told me you were coming this morning, so I didn’t have time to plan.’ They passed hanging cloths with colors as astonishing as, if more delicate than, Tritty’s red. The far wall had defeated the stone dresser. It was as rough as a cooling cave. Firelight flickered over banks of weapons: racks of spears, lapped shields, an overhead beam hung with thirty or forty swords. ‘You’re catching us, I’m afraid, at our most “at home.” A confession: when he invited you, his Lordship hadn’t realized all the children would be descending at once—which they have! Ardra, my boy—he’s not far from your age, I’m sure. He’s fourteen…?

‘I’m fifteen.’

‘Are you? You seem quite a mature young woman—though I was only a year older when I married my first husband. Fortunately, he liked to travel. Otherwise, I’d have seen as little of this wild and wondrous land as any village girl. My first husband was Ardra’s father. The rest of the children are the earl’s by his former wife—now they’re a little older than you. The earl said you were very well traveled.’ They passed through another arch. ‘Where are some of the places you’ve been recently?’

‘Before I came here I was—’ Pryn looked about the hall. Distantly, she heard free water rushing beyond the ornate rail that crossed the hall’s center. This space was even larger than the Spur’s ancient cellar—‘in Kolhari. And I was in Enoch too.’ But before such domestic grandeur, Enoch didn’t seem worth mentioning.

They walked out across the dim cavern; here and there in it rose a sculpted pillar. Tritty returned Pryn’s openmouthed and upward stare to ground level with a press on the arm. ‘We’ll be using one of the informal receiving chambers this evening. I know the Large Hall is more impressive, but really—anything less than a hundred guests and you feel simply lost.’ She turned Pryn toward a side door, over which a stone beast arched. ‘Last week the Usurper of Strethi was with us, along with a retinue of thirty-seven. We never even went near it—didn’t even use the Small Hall here!’ Tritty gestured at the cavern as they left it for a corridor. ‘Yes, I thought we’d use one of the receiving chambers this evening.’ She bent nearer. ‘Tell me of Kolhari. I’ve only been there a few times—for six weeks, once, when I was a year younger than you, at the High Court of Eagles—but I never got outside the palace! Though everyone I talked to was filled with tales of the city itself, the Old Market, Potters’ Lane, the Bridge of Lost Desire…’ She sighed. ‘To me, that was Kolhari—the Kolhari I never saw.’

‘I did see those!’ Pryn said. ‘Some of them.’

‘And that’s why I like my husband’s visitors! The Usurper of Strethi comes to pay his respects to me, you understand—while his Lordship drives out in a common cart on the highway and comes back with adventurers, warriors, even—sometimes—merchants. Though, really, traveling merchants tend to talk only about money. It makes for a dull evening. But we love interesting people, my husband and I; and when the choice is yours and you gain a bit of experience as his Lordship has, it’s not too difficult to avoid the bores.’

They turned through a smaller door.

A young man wearing a short leather skirt stood up from a hide hassock.

The same moment, someone shrieked from the corner stairs. A boy with barbaric, nappy hair leap down the last six of them. Laughing hard, a young woman chased him. Both stopped at the steps’ foot.

Standing by a dark fireplace filled with things that could have been for torture as easily as for cooking (though they looked too shiny and polished to have been used much for either), the white-haired earl opened his marvelous blue cloak back from his white robe. ‘Well, you’ve arrived, Pryn! You’ve met her Ladyship, I see. And these, I’m afraid, are my obstreperous children. This is my stepson, Ardra.’ He gestured toward the boy at the stairs’ bottom. The boy wore rough cloth shorts and a sleeveless shirt of the same material that did not come all the way down his thin, heaving belly. Seeing him standing there returned Pryn to a moment in childhood: She was bringing the cloth-covered food bowl to her mother’s kid brother, who had run away from the army to hide for weeks in the tool hut of a neighbor. Ten-year-old Pryn had pulled open the hut door. Her young uncle, waking, had leapt up in sudden sunlight, his armor—some rusted, some gleaming—in the straw about his feet: Ardra wore the traditional undergarments for a light-armed soldier. ‘Hello,’ Pryn said.

‘Ardra, this is our guest for the evening, Pryn.’

Breathing heavily, Ardra just blinked.

Had Pryn not been filled with the ride’s beauty and the house’s size, she might have found the silence rude. But all she could see now was wonder.

‘And this is my daughter, Lavik.’

Lavik was short, no taller than Pryn—and plumper. Her black hair was handsomely braided over one shoulder. Her brown shift looked as though she had picked it up in the brewery commissary where, a week before, Yrnik had issued Pryn the one she now wore. ‘Hello.’ She came down the steps and paused with her hand on her stepbrother’s shoulder. She looked about twenty. ‘Ardra, speak to father’s guest now.’

‘You work at the brewery,’ Ardra said. ‘Father won’t let me. He doesn’t think it’s right.’

The earl raised a bushy white eyebrow, then laughed. ‘I think it’ll be right—when you’re at least as old as this young woman here.’ He looked at Pryn. ‘You’re sixteen now, aren’t you?’

‘Fifteen,’ Pryn said.

‘Oh,’ said the earl. ‘Well. I see nothing wrong with my children working in some local field or orchard. I did it. Lavik did it. So did Jenta. But I simply require that you be of the age of reason.’

Tritty moved to her son. ‘I thought you didn’t want to work in the brewery, dear…?’

‘I don’t.’

‘What do you want to do?’ Pryn asked.

‘I want to be a general in the Imperial Army and go about putting down rebellions in outlying provinces.’

‘Only I’m afraid,’ said the young man who’d first stood before the hassock. ‘Ardra hasn’t quite resigned himself to the fact that he’s now a lord of just such an outlying province—one that’s been, in its time, as rebellious as anyone could wish.’ Everyone laughed, except Ardra, who sat down on the bottom step, elbows on his knees, chin on meshed fingers, watching with bright, rather dazed eyes.

‘Pryn, this is my son, Inige.’ The earl gestured toward the young man standing. ‘He just arrived from the Argini. We weren’t expecting him—’

‘We were expecting his brother, Jenta,’ the earl’s wife said, ‘actually. Only Jenta sent a message yesterday that he would be arriving today, sometime this evening. You see, we are in a state. Darling—’ this to Lavik—‘where’s the baby?’

‘Upstairs,’ Lavik said. ‘Asleep.’

‘Is she all right?’

‘She’s sleeping,’ Lavik said. ‘Hasn’t shit in four hours.’

Tritty took in a relieved breath. ‘Lavik came home three days ago, with Petal—they’d been off somewhere together in the very deep south. The baby picked up a case of dysentery—it’s just been constant diarrhea! When she came, she looked like a sun-shriveled apricot. I thought we were going to lose her. But she’s seemed to rally. And she’s been so good through it all!’

‘How old is she?’ Pryn asked.

‘Three months,’ Lavik said. ‘She’s a wonderful baby. But she’s been so sick—that’s why I brought her back. I know she would have died if I stayed down in that horrid swamp where I was.’

‘Did your husband come, too?’ Pryn asked.

‘Don’t have a husband,’ Lavik said with a great grin. ‘Don’t want one, either. I’ve been trying to get dad used to the idea that this one’s father is actually quite a well-respected warrior in a famous hunting clan. Dad would like him—if he’d consent to meet him. The way I figure it, he’s about the equivalent of a captain in the Imperial Army. That’s the rank Ardra will start at if he ever gets a commission. He’s the youngest son of a warrior who was once the leader of his whole tribe. This particular clan changes leaders every six years, by vote. It’s very different from here.’

‘And I’ve been trying to explain to Lavik—’ the earl’s white eyebrows lowered—‘that youngest sons count for very little, even if their fathers are, or have been, noble lords.’

Tritty looked at her stepdaughter. ‘You’re going to upset your father—’

‘No,’ Lavik said. ‘He isn’t going to be upset.’ She stepped around seated Ardra, smiling at Pryn. ‘Did you ever have a baby?’

Pryn shook her head. ‘No.’

‘It’s scary,’ Lavik said. ‘Though I’m awfully glad I did it. I mean, now that she’s going to live; though I cried all yesterday morning when I thought she wouldn’t…Really, except for the dysentery, the south’s wonderful! You’re a traveler—you must go there someday. It’s beyond Nevèrÿon, and there are times I think life doesn’t even begin until you get outside the very muzzy borders of this tiny and terrified land. Believe me, it’s better than being cooped up in court—oh, dear!’ Lavik put her hand over her mouth. ‘I was about to tell a story! But I can’t. Dad’s always liked it, because it insults the north. But mother—’ Lavik glanced at her stepmother—‘hates it, because it insults the court.’

‘Well, yes, I think it’s a funny story,’ the earl said. ‘But I never really liked it that much.’

‘I don’t hate it,’ Tritty said. ‘It’s something that happened, so there’s no reason not to tell it. Do tell it, dear, if you want. I just don’t think it’s…well, as representative as you do. I’m certainly not denying it happened. Go on. I don’t mind.’

‘Well…’ Lavik paused in quizzical concern. Then she asked: ‘Does the idiocy that goes on at the High Court of Eagles interest you at all? I mean, if it doesn’t—’

‘Oh, yes!’ Pryn declared. ‘Please tell me! You’ve been there too?’

‘All right.’ Plump, braided Lavik smiled (while Pryn suddenly wondered if Lavik assumed the ‘too’ referred to Pryn rather than to Tritty, as Pryn had intended). ‘You know it’s customary for the daughters and the sons of outlying nobility, when they reach age seventeen or eighteen—’

‘When I was a girl, it was fourteen or fifteen,’ Tritty said. ‘But they expected more of children back then.’

‘—to go to court and spend six weeks, or even three months, meeting people, getting to know other nobles of the realm, learning about power across the nation from people with first-hand experience—’

‘When I was a girl, a talented youth with real ability might stay at court as long as three years, or even five, working as an attaché to the ambassadorial wing or as a secretary to an older official.’ Tritty sighed. ‘I don’t know why they’ve discontinued that.’

Pryn glanced at Tritty.

Lavik did not. ‘The court, you know, is huge. It’s more like a small city-within-a-city than it is a single castle—’

‘And we didn’t compare court to things,’ Tritty said, ‘when I was a girl. That, I suppose, is what distresses me most. There were formal ways to speak about things in my day, and believe me, you could say anything you wanted within those formal protocols. But you didn’t say court was like anything. Court was court, origin and end, of all benevolence and all power; and the reign of the Emperor—I was at court before Her present majesty, the Child Empress, you see—was always fine and felicitous. Lord knows, people will say anything of this reign now!’

‘My dear’ the earl said, ‘If you don’t want Lavik to tell her story, we can always talk about something else—’

‘Oh, no! No!’ Tritty said. ‘I want her to tell it!’

‘Please don’t worry,’ Pryn said, wondering whether it was the stepdaughter’s tale or the husband’s rebuke that brought the distress to Tritty’s mahogany features. ‘I’ll laugh and smile at the right places—but I won’t judge any of what Lavik says until I go to court myself—which is not likely to happen for a long time!’ It didn’t seem to relieve Tritty. Watching her and wondering if they’d caught her oblique confession that, indeed, she hadn’t been to court, Pryn lost the beginning of Lavik’s next sentence.

‘…hundreds of people living there! You could take ten of this house here, pile them together, and you still wouldn’t fill a third of it. There must be twenty-five kitchens. They feed the various suites—so of course when you go, you must go under the patronage of someone already permanently connected, who has a kitchen and staff. Well, Father had arranged for me to go under the patronage of his cousin, the Lesser Lady Esulla—so there I was, all of seventeen, creaking and joggling up the north road to Kolhari, alongside a wagon full of clothes and furniture and…well, once upon a time you had to bring your own servants, but that never worked very well. Now they ask you to bring only one attendant and a driver, for general dressing and carrying. Lady Esulla was very sweet, but she was also very forgetful. And she had six young women and three young men under her patronage that season. Over the first few days, we were presented at various private lunches and suppers, where we reclined on cushions and drank cider—no beer at the High Court of Eagles!—and met all sorts of fascinating people, heard all sorts of fascinating talk. Indeed, I suppose if I’d been listening harder, I might have avoided what happened. But the fourth night, after we’d made just dozens of informal acquaintances, we were presented at a marvelous supper-ball. The Empress sent Lord Krodar himself to make a welcoming statement. We danced, we ate, we met dozens more lords and ladies, some who’d been there a while, and others, like ourselves, who’d just arrived. I’ve no idea what time I got to bed! But the next morning I woke up in my very small, very stony room—the furniture hadn’t been brought up yet, because there were no porters in the lesser lady’s retinue who were free to carry it in through the stades and stades of corridors and up all those narrow little stairs…’ Lavik looked about with wide eyes. ‘Anyway. When I woke up, there wasn’t a sound! Everything was silent! Nothing moved…Now if you’ve ever lived in a castle with a complement of over a hundred, you know how unusual that is! By four o’clock in the morning there’re always servants about in the halls to get things ready so that you may rise comfortably by five. And because I had been up so late, I knew it was at least six-thirty. Finally, I wrapped a day-robe about me and went out into the corridor—no one! I went to the rooms of the other young women recently come under patronage. Their beds were made, their clothes were hung up, and their rooms—empty! The lesser lady’s own rooms were locked. So was the kitchen! You might imagine, I was terrified! Over the course of the day, as I wandered up and down the hall, a thousand dreadful thoughts came to me: there’d been some political coup during the night and everyone had been taken out and executed, while I had been accidentally overlooked; or some sorcerer had put the whole castle under a spell, but thanks to one of Dad’s counterspells I’d been spared—’

‘Now, Lavik—’

‘That’s what I thought!’ said wide-eyed Lavik. ‘I went through the whole day with nothing to eat, and when it got dark, I went back to my room and lay down—and woke up the next day, still alone. No food—for another whole day. Do you know, I spent six days in that empty wing without eating, or talking to a soul!’

‘Why didn’t you just leave?’ Pryn asked, quite wide-eyed now herself. ‘Six days! You could have starved to death!’

‘Well,’ Lavik said, ‘you don’t know how big that castle is! I mean, you don’t go “in” and “out” of it just like that—at least not when you’ve been there less than a week! At any one time, half of it’s deserted anyway; there was a whole hive of unlighted and unoccupied rooms between the Lady Esualla’s suite and the next inhabited chambers. I was afraid that once I plunged into those without a guide, I would be lost forever! As far as starving to death, I suppose I wasn’t really afraid of that. Dad goes on fifteen-day fasts periodically, and I had made up my mind not to get upset over that part until at least the tenth day. Still it was terribly bizarre—there I was, with a family name as old as a god’s…really, our family name is a good deal older than the nameless craft-gods they pray to in the north today! I might as well have been a slave from thirty years ago walled up in one of Old Rorkar’s abandoned brewing caves for a week of solitary confinement!’

‘How did you get out?’ Pryn asked.

‘They came back.’ Lavik laughed. ‘Apparently the lesser lady had decided to take the entire suite with her on a mission to consult about taxes in the west. She thought it would be very educational for the new youngsters to see just how such debates are carried on. Only somehow, nobody had mentioned it to me—or somebody had and I hadn’t heard. When I didn’t join them at five in the morning, it was just assumed I had been spirited off by some other lord or lady for the duration.’ Lavik laughed again. ‘But really, that—to me—is life at court: three months of hopelessly complicated intrigues in which, at any moment, you may be toasted at an imperial ball one moment, then turn around and starve for a week! This is the part that mother hates, but it’s true! There isn’t an aristocrat in the land over fifty who hasn’t been clapped into prison for six weeks or six years at one time or another in their lives! Considering what’s happened to some people I know with names a lot less notable than ours, I feel I got off rather light!’

‘Now that’s what I mean,’ Tritty said. ‘I was in prison once, yes. But I was released after less than a year, with full apologies and reparations. They said it was all a mistake—’

‘The Lesser Lady Esulla said it was a mistake what happened to me, too!’

‘—but when I was at court,’ Tritty said, raising her chin a bit, ‘please believe it, dear, nothing like that happened to me! Your problem, Lavik, is that you haven’t been in prison. The two aren’t comparable.’

‘But Mother, you’ve even said court has gone downhill since you were there.’

‘I certainly have.’

Inige said: ‘We all know you’re not anxious for Ardra to go.’

‘I’m not. But that’s because I don’t think Ardra’s ready. It’s the same reason your father doesn’t want him to take a local job. Certainly when I was at court, there were lots of young hot-heads with no business there. But that’s not what your father and I want for Ardra.’

‘To go to court,’ Ardra said, still sitting, ‘would be the fastest way to get an officer’s commission. Anyone can get a commission at court.’

‘I couldn’t,’ Lavik said.

‘That’s because you’re a girl’ Ardra put his hands between his knees and looked up. ‘I mean anyone who wanted one.’ But he frowned.

‘You know,’ Lavik said, ‘I don’t think what happened to me could have happened to a boy.’

‘Now this—’ Inige smiled at Pryn—‘is not a traditional part of the story. The rest we’ve all heard a hundred times before. But that’s the problem with serious discussions.’ He folded his arms and looked at his sister. ‘All right, Lavik. Why couldn’t it have happened to a man?’

‘I said boy. And you know the answer as well as I do—you were at court three years before I was and told me all about it!’

‘Oh, Lavik…’ Apparently it had been said to Tritty.

‘It wouldn’t happen to a boy because the dozen-odd old men who finally rule everything at court are all as mad about talented, sensitive, lonely boys as Old Rorkar, down at the brewery, is—with the exception of Lord Krodar, who was once as mad about the Child Empress apparently…or so I gather from twenty-year-old gossip.’

‘Dear me.’ Inige smiled at Pryn again. ‘I think this is where it becomes dull for anyone who hasn’t been to court herself—or himself.’

‘Really,’ Lavik said. ‘You know, you achieve a kind of inner sensitivity when you become a mother—even of a dying, or an almost dying, daughter.’ She grinned at Pryn. ‘Are you bored with this discussion?’

‘Well,’ Pryn said, ‘I’m learning things from it, but not about court.’

‘What do you think of Old Rorkar?’ Tritty stepped in front of Pryn, shielding her from the rest and shifting the subject with a directness Pryn found awesome. ‘To me, I admit, he’s always seemed an unhappy man. His Lordship and I, we have an annual harvest party for all the local businessmen in the area. I’ve stood in this very room with him, right where we’re standing now—for five autumns in a row—and felt myself overwhelmed with the dissatisfaction from that man! And yet I must say, I think he’s the most complete man I’ve met in this area. But perhaps to be complete, here, means to be dissatisfied. Perhaps it’s a necessity. For example, I think Lavik is the most complete of all my children—though I don’t think I could put my finger exactly on why.’

‘That—’ Lavik stepped up to put her arm in its rough sleeve around her stepmother’s thin, gleaming red shoulder—‘is because Tritty really wants people to feel good, and she’ll say anything to make that happen. It’s a sign of real caring; and I think it’s just marvelous!’

‘I’m not a hypocrite,’ Tritty said. ‘But I do care how people feel.’

Lavik smiled with faint amusement, nodding. ‘I know it.’ She gave her stepmother’s shoulder a squeeze.

Pryn had, indeed, located the spot of true boredom for all discussions and digressions about court and such places and peoples of which she knew nothing and was halfway through a strategy that would result, ten or fifteen seconds from now, in her saying something about it, when there were loud footsteps in the corridor and a resounding:

‘Hello…!’

They turned.

Striding in through another arch came a bearded man with furs over his shoulders and a scarred and ragged leather kilt. Certainly he was of the earl’s family. He seemed, if anything, a bigger, rougher Inige. His beard and hair were rumpled enough to make Pryn realize how carefully the slim Inige’s had been cut. He came up and gave Tritty a great squeeze and a kiss, loped off to his father, threw his arms around the earl, and gave him an equally bearlike hug. The gentleman grinned. ‘Hello, Jenta—Jenta, this is our guest for the evening, Pryn.’

Passing the steps, Jenta reached down to rough his stepbrother’s hair. Ardra answered with a complaining grunt. One of Jenta’s hands went to his brother Inige’s shoulder and fell away, while another fell on his sister Lavik’s.

‘This is his Lordship’s oldest son,’ Tritty said. ‘Jenta.’

An affable smile and slightly wrinkled eyes gleamed above the black beard; yes, it was the earl’s smile—and Tritty’s; but it sat firmly among those rough, young features, while on the faces of the older couple it floated with unsettling freedom. Both Jenta’s hands came together to clasp one of Pryn’s. They were as rough and hard as, if cleaner than, the hands of the benchmaker at Enoch, or the young, pock-marked smuggler, or even Yrnik. His large gestures and great grin seemed too big for the big room—though it struck Pryn that he was really no taller than his father or brother. Indeed, the seated Ardra was probably the tallest person there by a head.

Tritty said: ‘Why didn’t you bring Feyatt with you? You know we were all looking forward to seeing her!’

‘Oh, you know Feyatt—she’s scared of Father. She thinks he’ll turn her into a fieldmouse!’

‘Feyatt looks like a fieldmouse already,’ Ardra said from the steps. ‘At least I think she does.’

‘You must tell her we want to see her! We really do!’ Turning, Tritty laid a hand on Pryn’s shoulder. ‘Jenta and his young woman, you see, live very simply. It’s their own decision. They’ve moved to a little farm, where they’ve built everything themselves! It’s very simple, very impressive. His Lordship and I have visited them. They eat only the food they can grow with their own hands in their own garden; they wear only the clothes they can make from animals they catch themselves or from cloth they weave on their own loom—Jenta, here, is quite a weaver! Really, to visit them—I mean to live with them for a time and assume their ways, it’s practically a religious experience.’ Tritty looked at the earl. ‘You said that, dear.’

Pulling his cloak around him, the earl stepped up. ‘Yes.’ He smiled. ‘I did say it.’

Did he gaze at the astrolabe?

‘But here we are,’ Tritty said, ‘showering our guest with our entire lives, when we should be asking about hers.’ (Actually Tritty said ‘ours’ by mistake; the intention was clear, however, and no one else seemed to notice; finally it was too small an accident to record without giving it undue attention—which made Pryn feel unduly uncomfortable for the next three minutes.)

‘But I don’t know what to tell you,’ Pryn said. ‘You all seem to have done everything I have, and done it better.’ (They smiled—all except Ardra; it suggested they agreed.) ‘I mean…I know all about myself already anyway. What I want to do is ask you questions. I mean—’ She turned to furry-shouldered Jenta—‘your mother says you’re a good weaver. And I wondered if you used the spinning stone my aunt invented…oh, thirty years before I was born—because that makes thread-making go so much faster. And the cloth you’re wearing—’ She turned to Tritty—‘doesn’t look as if it could have been woven!’

The earl laughed. ‘Weaving, you know, is one of those practices that’s invented and forgotten and invented again. When I was your age and everything around here was still fiber or furs or tooled leather, we knew a man who talked about the possibility of the loom—said, even then, it was an idea that had been floating around in his head for years. He simply hadn’t run into anyone, back then, interested enough to develop the notion and work until the bugs were out of it. He had too many other things he wanted to pursue himself, he said. Perhaps you’ve heard of him: a genius just from south of here, named Belham. Marvelous man; spewed out brilliant gadgets right, left, and center.’

‘…no one found a place to sit

‘and Belham’s key no longer fit…’ Inige recited. ‘You must have heard the children’s playing rhyme.’

‘He invented the fountain,’ Lavik said.

‘And the corridor,’ Tritty added. ‘And the coin-press, I believe.’

‘Yes,’ Pryn said. ‘He was a friend of my great-aunt.’

There was a moment’s silence.

‘Your aunt knew Belham?’ Inige asked, with a kind of welcoming warmth that made her suddenly find him much less brittle.

‘She said he was a southern…man—’ she almost said barbarian, but somehow it didn’t seem appropriate—‘who drank too much and was half crazy, by the time she knew him, anyway. But he was supposed to be very smart and have invented lots of things. Like the loom—my aunt helped him with it. And it was her idea to spin the fibers into thread before weaving them.’

‘Now I would have thought the idea of spinning thread came before weaving,’ Tritty said. ‘But then, what would be the reason for making any thread at all until one had some cloth already woven, at least to repair, if not to weave afresh.’

‘Feyatt twists thread for me,’ Jenta admitted. ‘But I couldn’t tell you what peasant woman first told us we had to if we wanted the weaving to be strong and hold well.’

‘Well, she must have spoken to someone who had spoken to someone who had spoken to someone who knew my aunt.’ Pryn felt the reckless freedom of assertion. Presenting such facts to strangers who would not contest them, rather than avoiding mention of them in a neighborhood that had snickered over them and distrusted them and doubted them since before Pryn had been born, was elating. ‘My great-aunt said Belham was a brilliant man—he lived in our shack while he was in Ellamon, the same one I live in at home. He must have thought a great deal of my aunt, too. She said they talked and talked and talked about everything—about all the places he’d been, the things he’d done. He told her she was one of the few people he’d ever met who really took the time to understand him.’ At first Pryn read the silence as appreciative; but as it extended, she felt anxiety revoice it. ‘And I wanted to ask you—’ she said suddenly to overwrite the anxiety—‘if you knew anything about this.’ She picked up the astrolabe from her chest. ‘I thought perhaps these markings were a kind of writing that maybe you knew how to read.’ The ghost of anxiety remained within the silence’s translucence.

From the steps, Ardra laughed.

‘Now that—’ The clean-limbed Inige glanced at his father—‘is an interesting question.’

‘I think what we all want to know,’ the earl said, shrugging under brilliant blue, ‘is whether you can read it.’

‘Why do we all want to know that?’ Ardra asked from his seat on the steps. ‘I don’t.’

Momentarily Pryn considered lying. ‘No,’ she said. ‘I can’t.’

‘Then I’m afraid there isn’t a simple answer to your question,’ the earl said. ‘It isn’t quite writing in the sense of the commercial script you have mastered. Indeed, in the same way that weaving has been invented many times and in several ways, so that it can weave both canvases and silks, so has writing.’

‘Would you like to see some of those ways?’ Inige asked. ‘Father has a fine collection of different kinds. I’m sure he’d like to show them to you. It’s one of his hobbies.’

‘It’s what the locals think of as my “magic”—but I’m sure you are too experienced to be dazzled simply by different kinds of writing.’

‘I would like to!’ Pryn declared. She tried to envision what ‘different kinds’ of writing might be; as her mind went from the writing she knew to the marks on her astrolabe that might be a ‘different’ writing, she felt something which she might have written as ‘my concept of writing was revised’ though she could not have written (without the actual writing of it to clarify, if not create, her thoughts) exactly what it had been revised to become. ‘Yes, if you could show me…?’

‘We’ll begin dinner, dear, when you come down,’ Tritty said. ‘That’ll be all right, won’t it?’ Beside the stair hung an ornate ribbon. Tritty took it and pulled sharply three times.

‘Certainly.’ The earl motioned Pryn toward the steps.

‘Can we come too?’ Lavik asked.

‘Of course you may,’ her father said.

Jenta laughed. ‘I haven’t been up there in years!’ He stepped after them.

‘I’ll stay down here and help Mother,’ Inige said, surprising Pryn a little, since it had been his suggestion. But she was glad the others were coming.

As they crowded to the steps, Pryn had to step around the seated boy—

‘Ardra, move!’ the earl said, loudly.

And the boy was up and off somewhere out an arched door while Pryn, with broad Lavik before, strapping Jenta behind, and the earl beside her, trooped up.

At sounds behind, Pryn looked back—

Tritty’s ribbon had apparently summoned four, five, over half a dozen slaves! They moved about the room below, in their white collar-covers, shifting hassocks, carrying bowls, trays, bringing in new tables.

Where in the house, Pryn wondered turning back, had they come from? Not that the house wasn’t large enough to hide a hundred. She was struck with a vision of dozens upon dozens lurking, just out of sight, lingering behind doorframes, beyond windows, in adjoining rooms—and all the while writing down everything they heard! The earl interrupted with a distressing congruence of topic that made Pryn recall Tritty’s hers/ours, to question the whole notion of the arbitrary. ‘Two things slaves are never allowed to do: learn to write—and drink. Both inflame the imagination. With slaves, that’s to be avoided.’

The stairs rose by several more arched doors into several rough-walled (and two tapestry-covered) rooms.

‘I wonder if I should go check on Petal,’ Lavik said. ‘But I’m sure they’re keeping an eye on her.’ They climbed on.

Ahead, light lapped down the rough wall over bowed steps. Pryn looked up, expecting a window. As they reached the next turn, however, the whole outer wall fell away. Only a waist-high rail of piled stones ran by the continuing steps. She looked out at shaggy hills. Glimmering water lay between them, strewn with rags of algae, and here and there a small island or a great branch caught on a submerged bar, before the inlet joined the darker glimmer of the sea. Pryn caught her breath.

Lavik said: ‘It is a fine view, isn’t it?’

Jenta said: ‘Did you ever get the steps at the turning there recarved?’

‘About a year ago,’ the earl said.

Indeed, the steps that carried them around a turn in the runneled wall were not shallow and bowed like the ones they had been climbing, but high and cleanly angled. ‘It had gotten too dangerous to let the children come up here,’ the earl explained. They passed a rectangular cell cut into the stone beside them, perhaps six feet high and sunk another six feet into the rock face. ‘That—’ (Inside, Pryn saw some benches, a table, and a pile of armor in the far corner, from which stuck five or six different length spears, their rusted heads against the wall.) ‘—used to be my “observatory.” For about three weeks, as I remember, when I was Ardra’s age—though, as my father was fond of pointing out, there was singularly little to observe from it other than the fog rolling down from the hills at sunset to cover the water. But I saw it as a place to get above his unreasonable sulks and slave-beatings and angry outbursts at what, I can look back from this distance and recognize, was finally just his understandable distress at his ever-dwindling properties. He made me give it up in less than a month when I sprained my ankle, falling on those steps right there—’ he pointed behind them with a flourish of blue and a happy snort—‘that I only fixed last year!’

‘Shows how long it’s been since I’ve been back!’ Jenta gazed out to sea.

Pryn looked up.

On the rocky overhang above them, small bushes grew, and moss put its moist green over the undersides of the jutting stone. ‘Where are we…?’

Jenta laughed. ‘It’s still the house. Many of the original rooms were cut into the side of the palisades here. Five or six—the Great Hall, the Small Hall, the Red Chamber, one or two others—were natural caverns. That’s why they chose to build out from them. There’re inner passages where, if you wander down them far enough, you suddenly come to a carved-out suite of rooms, complete with old, dusty furniture, that great-grandfather, or great-great-great, thought there was reason to construct—rooms even we’ve forgotten about!’

‘It plays havoc with the local folklore,’ Lavik said. ‘Some years ago a bunch of very serious people came down from the north to look for remnants of some ancient general who, according to a tale they had traced to this region, had been walled up in some underground pit “at the back of a deep cave.” Now, down in the back of our basement are an awful lot of walled-up chambers, holes, cells and what-have-you—really, it’s creepy down there! Obviously they were looking for somebody some great-great or other had fallen out with back at the dawn of history. After all, our dungeons were caves for an awfully long time. But no, the tale-teller hadn’t said “a castle dungeon”—he had said “at the back of a deep cave.” They had their version and they were going to stick to it. So they went poking about down in the cooling caves Old Rorkar uses at the brewery—as if they’d find anything there except the bones of slaves that had spoken out of turn to some overseer!’

‘And you don’t think Old Rorkar enlightened them, now do you?’ Jenta laughed again. ‘He was tickled silly by the notion that Lord Babàra’s bones might be under one of his beer troughs—that’s who they were looking for, Lord Babàra. He named this whole region after himself once, when he first came down from the north. Though I’m afraid it never stuck—except in the north. In fact, I think by now it’s even died out there. Rorkar must have kept those poor people picking and poking a whole month or more with his own “suddenly remembered” versions of this or that old tale.’

Ahead, the steps ran out—or rather turned, Pryn saw as they neared, into a narrow crevice in the rock. The stone rail ended. Pryn looked down at craggy boulders, grass mortaring them here and there.

The steps leading up into the fissure were much steeper. The opening itself was hardly a foot wide.

The earl stepped aside for Pryn to mount.

At the edge of sunlight, Pryn suddenly frowned. ‘Lord Babàra…’ Pryn looked at the earl ‘You say he named this whole region after himself? Is that why we call you people “barbarians”?’

‘I believe that is that origin of the word,’ his Lordship said.

Pryn laughed. ‘I always assumed it was because you people spoke such a strange sounding language—I mean, of course, strange sounding to us. You know: ba-ba-ba-ba-ba!’ She imitated a child’s version of barbarian chatter.

‘Now that’s silly.’ Jenta put a hard, friendly hand on Pryn’s shoulder. ‘We don’t even have that “ba” sound in our own language. “Ba-ba-ba”—that’s how you people up north sound to us down here!’ and with a movement of only the slightest impatience, he started Pryn edging up the crevice steps.

‘I told you I have mastered some several systems of writing over the years. With a number of others I have teased out the rudiments of their methods, if I have not really gained fluency in their practice. I keep them in this chamber here, have for a number of years. As I am sure you’ll see, though, the question soon becomes what is writing and what is not, The distinction itself, as examples proliferate, becomes more and more problematic.’ The chamber they entered was fairly sizable. On the counters and shelves were seashells in which leaned brushes, styli, and chisels—like the shelf under the wax tablet in the brewery office. The walls were hung with parchments and diagrams. To one side, between a row of thick columns above a waist-high wall, you could look out over hills and water toward the ocean. The sun was low enough so that at one place it put an unnaturally straight line of bright gold over the wide, shallow inlet. ‘Here, for example.’ The earl stepped up to a shelf on the wall. Pryn turned away from the carved balustrade to see what he indicated. ‘I have no idea how old this is, and yet it demonstrates for me the problem with all writing systems. You see these painted statuettes: three cows, followed by two women bent over three pots, followed by those pyramids stippled all over I have it on authority they represent heaps of grain—’

And those are trees there!’ Pryn pointed. ‘Five, six…seven of them.’

‘The same authority informed me that each tree should be read as an entire orchard. The barrels at the end are most likely lined with resinated wax and filled with beer, much like the brews you help Old Rorkar produce.’

‘It looks like an account from a brewery.’

‘An informed reading,’ said the earl. ‘At least that’s what my authority informed me.’

‘But what about those two pictures beside it?’ Pryn asked. Standing in a frame on either side of the row of statuettes was some sort of picture. ‘Is the one there drawn on fabric?’

‘Actually the one you’re looking at, there to the right, is inked on a vegetable fiber unrolled from a species of swamp reed.’

Pryn looked more closely: simple strokes portrayed three four-legged animals. From the curves at their heads, clearly they were intended to be cattle—no doubt the same cows that the statuettes represented; for next to them were more marks most certainly indicating two schematic, sexless figures bending over three triangular blotches—the pots. Pryn recalled the ceramic buckets from the New Market and wondered, as she had not when looking at the sculpture, whether the original buckets had contained fresh water or excreta. Beside them were more marks picturing trees, grain, barrels…‘And this other picture?’ Left of the sculptures, in the other frame some dry, brownish stuff was stretched. On it were blackened marks, edged with a nimbus that suggested burning. ‘What’s this?’ Asking, she recognized the even clumsier markings as even more schematic animals, people, pots, trees, barrels, grain…

‘The same authority assured me it was flesh once flayed from his own horridly scarred body—he was a successful traveling merchant when I knew him, which lent its own dubiously commercial reading to the three pieces he sold me. Myself, I’m more inclined to suppose it is the branded skin of some slave’s thigh, stripped from the living leg; all too often—five times? six times? seven?—I saw my father oversee the commission of such atrocities on the bodies of the criminals among our own blond, blue-eyed chattels. From even further north than you, that scarred black man had, no doubt, as many reasons for speaking truth as he had for lying. But consider all three—’

Pryn did; and frowned.

‘All instinct tells us: one of them must be art, the one that demonstrates a clear concern for the detail of what it represents that is finally one with its concern for the detail of its own material construction, so that either concern, whether for representation or just skill in the maneuvering of its own material, might replace the other as justification for our contemplation without the object’s abnegating its claim to a realism including and transcending either accuracy or craft. The same instinct tells us with equal insistence that one must be what we have come to think of uncritically as writing, if only because of its smooth, dispassionate surface that proclaims an enterprise which, even if it were contained in some larger, committed reality—commercial, explorative, vengeful—still, as it is contained, is separate from the container. That instinct also tells us, shrieks at us, rather, that one must be pure ideological imposition, both undeniable accusation and irrevocable sentence carried out with the same terroristic strokes, the trace of an act that is both violation and revelation of the worst that can pass between two persons blinded by the illusion, ensnared in the reality, of what we slight with the word “power” and only observe accurately when we imagine gods beyond language. That you and I, from the north and south, would probably agree on which of the three models corresponds to which of my three descriptions is only, itself, a sign of the unity of our cultures despite the illusory distance between them. But because we have both traveled those distances, you once, and I many times, no doubt we can both conceive of cultures that could read any of the three differently from the way we happen to—which conception itself is merely an ornamentation, a flourish, a personal nuance of handwriting on the common sign of our political commonality, only meaningful in terms of the political difference it might—someday—engender. The problem, however, about which my authority was simply mute, despite his other lies and truths, is: Which of the three came first? For even market mummers could easily construct three different skits, depending. To restate (and so, thoroughly to distort) the question: Which one of the three inspired, which one of the three contaminated, which one of the three first valorized the subsequent two in our cultural market of common conceptions? Suppose the brutal, unitary accusation-and-punishment was the initial construction…and later two unconnected scribes tried to create their later models, one purely beautiful, one purely factual? Certainly, the terroristic origin would haunt both their efforts for the knowledgeable reader, destroying any claim to either responsible beauty or responsible disinterest. But then, suppose it was the disinterested scribe who first realized, in the material under hand, that pure description of fields and fruit and workers, from which, at a later time, some brutal creature, blinded by justice or pride or profit or the subtle interplay between, realized, while contemplating that disinterested account, that a slave had lied, that a crime had been committed, that report and reality between them displayed some incriminating incongruity, and who responded by a brutal reproduction of the disinterested report to convict the slave bodily, a report which, in one of those models, we now—for our awed, if not cringing instruction—possess. Suppose, at the same time, another scribe was dazzled by the coolness of the disinterest enough to realize how beauty burns over and around that rigid, frigid abstraction and so created a scorching rendition of it to tease and terrify us with its ever-proliferating suggestions for further readings? Doesn’t the originary disinterest, however polluted by these later visions, somehow redeem them? As we pursue our readings, aren’t they clearly revealed as misreadings, misreadings that might be judiciously, if not judicially, forbidden as an intolerable abuse at a later, happier hour? Only now suppose the aesthetic construction came first: the beauty of some purely natural process, involving real cows, real pots, real orchards, real grain, and that other reality—of real clay, real papyrus, real ink, real flesh, real fire—came together in a moment uncalled-for by any connivance save its own evanescent intensity; and suppose, later, two scribes made their own copies, one a pure description, a purely memorial schema, a purely critical reduction, the other an angry recognition of some cruel replication in life of what art had suggested, repressed, portrayed, distorted. Again, the initial apprehension of beauty, in an entirely different way from the initial apprehension of disinterest, redeems both modes of later inhumanity it engenders on the grounds that they are, still, misreadings—one an underreading, one an overreading certainly, but nevertheless both misguided, because impoverished, because unappreciative of the mystical, beautiful, originary apprehension which a more generous reader can always reinscribe over what the misguided two chose to inflict in terms of pain or boredom. Observe the three, girl. One of these is at the beginning of writing—the archetrace: but we will never know which. The unanswered and unanswerable question—that undismissible ignorance—signs my authority’s failure. And I foresee the trialogue, now with one voice silenced, now with another overweeningly shrill, now with the three in harmony, now with all in cacophony, continuing as long as people cease to speak—and all speech is, after all, about what is absent in the world, if not to the senses—before the wonder, the mystery, the confusing, enciphered presence of a written text. But certainly you have seen these…?’ The earl stepped along the shelf.

Pryn followed, glancing for a moment out between the hills. Lavik had taken a seat at one end of the railing; Jenta sat at the other. Both looked at the inlet. The glimmering gold line had lengthened on the surface with the falling sun; another glimmering line now crossed it, as if some irregularity beneath the water were creating a difference in the surface ripples that was, over that distant area, brilliantly distinguished by the lowering light.

‘These ceramic tokens here—’ The earl pointed; and Pryn turned to look—‘are an old method of account-keeping employed both north and south of Nevèrÿon. This has been used time out of mind and will probably go on long after the wonders of our nation are forgotten. Each clay token represents a different product, just as the more ornate statuettes do, and the amounts are represented by the number of tokens or, sometimes, by special tokens used in conjunction. A non-Nevèrÿon merchant might seal a number of them in a soft clay jar, which then becomes the contract, the order, the invoice. But notice the jar, here.’ The earl lifted an ovoid bulla, definitely dry. He shook it, clinking the tokens within. His hand carried the dull clay from shadow into light. ‘The marks on the surface are where whoever sealed the message inside first pressed the tokens into the surface of the jar while it was still wet, so that we might have a visible list of the contents—as though representation itself were a containable product that might, itself, be represented, ordered, organized as to type and quantity. The list allows us to see some picture of what is within, which picture can always be checked—in a moment of contention—by breaking the jar before witnesses. But again, we are left with the problematics all sculptural writing, whether monumental or amphoral, invoke. What should be called original and what should be called copy? Does the visible list merely confirm the accuracy of the representation within? Or do the tokens, when revealed, prove the accuracy of the list? Is it the visible writing or the invisible writing which merits the privileged status of “originary truth”? Those so necessary instincts tell us that the copy, whichever it might be, is of the same order of reality as the tools with which it is made—merely an instrument in some representational enterprise. Still, it is only the most unsophisticated and uncritical notion of commercial or judicial time that supports the instinctive, social, uncritical answer.’ The earl stepped on.

Pryn stepped after him. Beyond the columns, the glimmering lines had spread more than halfway across the inlet.

‘Here, a stylus; here the waxed board—the same one I brought down, five years ago, to show Yrnik so that he could make one on the office wall at the brewery. Do you recognize the marks that have been pressed so carefully into the surface? They are from the stylus, but they mimic the impressions from the tokens we just saw on the clay jar. With a sharp stick one can do a passable imitation—as well as mark the Ulvayn syllabics that allow one to sculpt, to portray, to represent actual words. But one has still not evaded the endlessly deferred question of origin and copy that inheres in all sculptural representations. I see, however, that your gaze has already moved on to the parchment against the wall here; yes, it contains the same class of markings that your astrolabe bears around its edge and that so many of our local monuments carry here and there, like signatures, at their base. Would it surprise you to know that they are an early invention of that Belham who, you tell us, spent some of his later days in your aunt’s cabin in the north? This marking system, which, so the tale goes, he devised when he was no older than you, is the first invention that brought him to our attention—that is, to the attention of the rich and powerful who saw, in Belham’s explanation of the system’s potential, the control of a certain nuance to power that we coveted. Let me translate the basic signs and their meaning for you. This sign here, for example, stands for the number “one.” This sign stands for the number “two.” The sign following them stands for the number “four.” To create the missing number, three, between them, you merely put the sign for “one” and the sign for “two” together. The next sign, here, is “eight.” By devious combinations of the signs that come before it you can again supply all the missing numbers—five, six, and seven—between it and its predecessor. The next sign is “sixteen,” and the next, “thirty-two.” But let me continue on—’ the earl pointed to sign after sign—‘“sixty-four,” “one hundred twenty-eight,” “two hundred fifty-six,” “five hundred twelve”…’

Pryn was about to mention that she recognized the sequence. Was it a part of some ancient tale? She started to say, like a memory, I see how fast it goes up…! But at that moment a play of light caught her eye and she looked out between the stone columns again. The sun, lowering still further, had expanded the pattern of glimmerings, which now ran here and there, crossing and recrossing almost the entire inlet. As well, there were squares of gold in which were darker circles, the pattern having extended now across most of the water. Suddenly Pryn caught her breath.

‘…“one thousand twenty-four,” “two thousand forty-eight,” “four thousand ninety-six”…’

What Pryn saw was a city.



12. Of Models, Monsters, Night, and the Numinous

The city: grime, glamor, geometries of glass, steel, and concrete. Intractable, it rises from nature, like proud Babel, only to lie arthwart our will, astride our being. Or so it often seems. Yet immanent in that gritty structure is another: invisible, imaginary, made of dreams and desire, agent of all our transformations. It is that other city I want here to invoke…Immaterial, that city in-formed history from the start, molding human space and time ever since time and space molded them selves to the wagging tongue.

IHAB HASSAN,

Cities of Mind, Urban Words

PRYN BLINKED.

More accurately, what she saw was a map of a city, a map on which one might measure, in rippling gold, gray, and silver, distance and direction. There ran one golden avenue; there another crossed it. There lay a glimmering yard, in the midst of which was a dark circle, the cistern at its center, where, no doubt, long-vanished children had run up to bounce their balls against salt-stained stones. There was the dark rectangle of a large building. That stretch, there, might have been a market square. Several smaller rectangles abutted it, suggesting an irregularly set line of smaller houses. Around and between them all ran glittering alleys, some broad and gently curving, some narrow and straight, some thin and tangled. On one island, green brush continued the line of some bright walkway till, on the differentiated waters, gold ripples took it up again. On another, half covered with shrubs, now Pryn saw two mostly fallen, but real, stone walls that joined: the remains of a building corner among a group of buildings, the rest of which were only scribed by angular darknesses in the glimmering ripples around.

She started to speak.

Then Pryn saw something else.

‘…“eight thousand one hundred ninety-two,”’ the earl’s voice droned on.

On the column nearest Lavik, clamped in iron top and bottom to the stone, was a sword. Indeed, on each of the dozen columns that rose to the chamber’s roof swords were clamped. The one on the column directly before Pryn, however, like a double bar across the vision, had two blades rising from its hilt. They were joined for the first three inches but after that were separate, like a blade and its afterimage an inch to the side, or a blade and its strangely diffracted shadow—though which was which (because both were real metal) was impossible to tell. Pryn looked at the next column. The blade there was single. There was also a single blade on the next. But on the next—and, indeed, on the one after that—there were double blades. On the next, indeed on the rest, were single blades.

But three of the swords displayed on the chamber’s dozen columns were clearly twinned weapons.

Beyond them, the sun touched a hill. One side of the golden city, a spot of blackness formed, a simple shadow intensified by the surrounding glimmer. It spread the water, lightening as it moved. In the shifting angle of the sun, avenues, alleys, big and little buildings lost definition.

A breeze—and half the city was wiped away by copper fire!

Pryn blinked at the ripples, trying to recall their previous form. The earl’s voice continued: ‘…“two hundred sixty-two thousand one hundred forty-four”…’

The city disappeared…

More accurately, the evening’s darknesses and glitterings spread their more flamboyant, less distinctive illumination over it toward the sea.

‘…“one million forty-eight thousand five hundred seventy-six,”’ the earl intoned. ‘Tell me.’ He turned from the parchment to regard Pryn. ‘Do you notice anything about these signs?’

Pryn had been both dazzled and confused by the pattern the sun had struck so briefly on the water. The swords, however, were clear and real.

‘I’m sorry,’ the earl said. ‘But I asked you: Do you notice anything about these signs?’

With silence ringing over everything she saw, Pryn looked at the parchment. What was that city? was the question in her mind. She said: ‘Well, I…the numbers get very big. But the signs for each of them are…all very small, a single mark for each.’

‘Yes!’ the earl’s smile threatened to tear loose from his face and go careening about the chamber. ‘You have noted the profound economy Belham was able to impose on these huge, unwieldy concepts. And in the same manner that one can represent the numbers missing between “four” and “eight” by a unique combination of the signs up to and including “four,” so one can supply the numbers between any sign and any other by a similar and unique recombination.’

Pryn was still wondering at the warning swords clamped to the columns.

‘But an even greater economy suggested itself to Belham,’ the earl went on. ‘He found he could master fractional numbers as well by the use of pairs of numbers from his new system. A “half” was simply one divided into two equal parts—represented by the sign for “one” with the sign for “two” below it. One-and-a-third was four divided into three equal parts: the sign for “four” subscribed by the sign for “three.”’ As the earl spoke, his finger moved to other configurations of marks on the Parchment that, as Pryn looked at them, more and more clearly were the same as she had seen on the dragon’s pedestal or that rimmed the disk she wore at her neck. ‘Three-and-a-seventh, for example, was twenty-two divided into seven equal parts: “twenty-two” above “seven.” The young Belham felt he had mastered the entire range of number, from the greatest to the smallest, covering all fractional gradations. With his economical system of signs, he thought, he could express any number, whole or partial, any man or woman might conceive. Now as I said, Belham invented this system when he was not much more than a boy; by the time he could rightly be called a man, he was easily the most famous man in all Nevèrÿon—certainly the most famous from our part of it. So you see, that “writing,” which you have seen here, on our local monuments, represents number, or what can be expressed by number: dates of origin, specific moments of the day or year, costs, measurements, angles of degree—words that mean something in our old language, but little in yours, mainly because Belham happened to be…a barbarian. They are like your commercial script without the pollution of greed and profit that motivate commerce—not that greed and profit are absent from such writing. They are merely elided between its signs, as my little divagation on the nature of all writing should suggest. So.’ The earl’s hands went back beneath his cloak. ‘Now you know the secret of our local writing that graces our monuments—and the rim of your astrolabe.’ He smiled. ‘Is there anything else you want to ask? Tell me what you think of it all.’

Pryn pressed her lips together. She wanted to speak as carefully as she might write with only a limited area of waxed board on which to create her thought. ‘I was thinking of—I was remembering a morning, not so long ago, when I stood on a hill, in the morning, just north of Kolhari, looking down through the dawn fog at the city. If I’d never stood there, if I’d never thought the thoughts I thought then, I doubt—I don’t think I would ever have seen what I…what I just saw. Yes, there’s something I very much want to ask.’ Pryn looked again out between the sword-bearing columns at the inlet. The sky’s blue had visibly deepened over half its vault. ‘What city was that out in the water?’

From his seat on the end of the railing, Jenta laughed. ‘What city? There’s no city there.’

‘I don’t mean,’ said Pryn, ‘there’s a city there now. There was a city. Once. Its foundations, its empty cisterns, the broken paving of its streets and the overturned flags of its alleys are under the water now. I want to know: What was the city that used to be there?’

‘But there’s only water there.’ Lavik turned at her end of the rail. ‘Perhaps there’s a paving stone or two on some of the sand bars. Yes, there are some old foundations along the edge of the inlet, where the children go out looking for old trinkets. But a few ruined huts and stones aren’t a city!’

Pryn said: ‘I’ve stood on the hill north of Kolhari at dawn and gazed down through the fog and seen the city, erased and faded till it is only a shape, a plan, a dream. I know a city when I see one! There is—there was a city there!’

‘Well’ Lavik retorted sharply, ‘when I went to court at Kolhari, I was never let out of the wagon when we stopped on the dawn-fogged hills above it. So I’ve never seen your city! There’s no city there!’

‘Do you think she’s a spy from the north?’ Jenta leaned forward, his elbows on his knees. His smile took on a mocking play. ‘You wouldn’t believe the number of spies they do send down here, to ferret out with great stealth what any field girl or dye-house boy would tell them if they only asked.’

‘I’m not a spy!’ Pryn turned abruptly. ‘I’m not! I told the roughnecks on the road, I told the Liberator, and I told the Wild Ini! And I tell you!’ Looking down at herself, she picked up the astrolabe. ‘I didn’t even know this was Olin’s “circle of different stars” until that slave, Bruka, told me. I only wore it because Gorgik gave it to me when I snuck into Neveryòna—’

Jenta’s elbows left his knees and the smile vanished. Lavik got up from the rail, to stand beside it. The earl’s expression underwent some baffling transformation that, Pryn realized, was simply that its animation—a part of the luminous smile—had stilled. ‘Bruka told you…?’ Silence spilled down like the hill fog spilling across the burning bay.

‘Come here,’ Lavik said, suddenly, nervously. ‘Yes, over here. Look there—no, not there. Over there. At the hills to our left. Do you see that low stone building, in the mist, now, with the four, stubby stone towers at its corners? That’s the Vygernangx Monastery, once the home of the most powerful priests in Nevèrÿon, when the conflict between the north and south was an open military dispute. For years the north sent spies here—and still sends them!—to learn if there is any power left at the Vygernangx. Let me tell you! Ten years ago there were perhaps ten doddering feyers within its crumbling walls. Today, there are none! The last left or died or simply moved on to another location where priests are more respected. The monastery is deserted. Any local youngster will take you to explore for yourself, let you wander the leaf-strewn chapels where you can kick aside fallen birds’ nests, scare up snakes and beetles from the rubbish on its stone floors. But power, there, is absent. And now you know what the lords of the High Court at Kolhari are still plotting and planning and scheming to learn. There is nothing there—as any barbarian boy who climbs through its ruined windows of an autumn evening can tell you.’

‘Here,’ Jenta said from the other end of the rail. ‘Come here. Look out…there.’

Confused, Pryn moved from Lavik.

With one foot on the floor now, Jenta leaned a furred hip against the stone rail. ‘No, not down at the inlet—to the right. You can just glimpse the castle, through the trees, sitting on the plain. It’s like a smaller version of the High Court of Eagles itself, isn’t it? It’s the castle of the Dragon Lord Aldamir. If there have been no priests in the Vygernangx for ten years, there has been no lord in the Dragon Castle for twenty. Yet yearly the High Court at Kolhari sends down its spies to check on the extent of the deception by which the power of the lord is maintained. There is no Lord Aldamir! For all the power he ever wielded, there might as well never have been one. There is only an empty castle, where groups of barbarian girls go to lose one another in the roofless halls, leap out at one another from behind crumbling corners and shout “Boo!”, then fall to giggling. At the castle of the Dragon Lord, power also is absent. And now you know what the High Court throws away handful after handful of gold to learn and relearn and learn again—a fact that any tavern maid grown up in these parts could tell them!’

The sound was sharp, astonishing, unsettling, a single syllable of laughter, for which Pryn realized there was no written sign. She looked at the earl, who’d uttered it. Such a laugh was clearly the extension of that distressing smile. ‘We are, I’m afraid, all of us, very nervously proceeding in a way that tries to allow the possibility that you are, indeed, a spy, while we take you at your word that, indeed, you are not. Let me confess it: such duplicity even informed my initial invitation.

‘It did?’ Pryn asked, ‘Oh, it did…I mean, you did invite me here because you saw the astrolabe?’ She let it drop back against the cloth.

‘A simple “yes” or a simple “no” would insult my motivations and your intelligence. You have asked a question. Let me—simply—answer it. Out there where the waters lie between the hills was once a great city, the greatest in all Nevèrÿon. Its name was Neveryóna.’

Pryn frowned. ‘But Neveryóna isn’t a city. It’s a neighborhood, where the noblemen used to live on the edge of Kolhari—’

‘And where do you think those noblemen came from when they moved north to the new and thriving village that, even in those days, as it claimed itself capital and High Court, was about to become a city? Oh, the actual streets and avenues of Neveryóna sank below the waters well before the nobles took their wagons out on the once fine highroads that had served it, to leave for the north. But they took with them the memory of a city that had once named the nation. No doubt you know that when they took power at the High Court they even tried to rename Kolhari herself. But place names are tenacious; and they could not affix their displaced dream to that northern town any more than Babàra could affix his to the fields and forests of the Garth.’

At the railing, Lavik laughed. ‘Oh—you meant the city that once was there. I mean…that isn’t there now. That’s Neveryóna!’

‘You meant Neveryóna?’ Jenta cried. ‘But it’s only a memory of a city—you said “ruin,” and it’s not even a ruin, most of it. It’s just a pattern in the water that shows up under the proper light. If I’d known that’s what you’d meant—’ He laughed—‘I would have told you!’

Looking between them, Pryn again saw the swords clamped to their columns. Swords of heroes, she wondered, men and women come on some task they had failed…? Were they true warnings or was her reading only tale-teller’s stuff? ‘The circle of different stars,’ she said, ‘the sunken city—it was a story I heard, made up by a taleteller from the islands. She told it to me even before I left from my—’

‘The island woman who made up that tale,’ the earl said, ‘would be a very old woman today. Though I will credit your aunt with an ancient acquaintance with Belham—for rumor is, yes, he died somewhere in the northern Falthas—I rather doubt you ever met this woman, unless you are both older and more traveled than I thought!’ He laughed. ‘I know because she was a friend of mine. Her name was Venn—a brilliant woman from the Ulvayn Islands.’ (Pryn frowned, hearing the name of this unknown woman a third time in her travels.) ‘She had a truly astonishing mind. I met her in this very room for the first time when I was younger than you. And I last saw her at her home in the Greater Ulvayns, when she took me around with her to see the tribes that lived in the island’s center, discoursing on their manners and economy, introducing me to a son she had left among them—only a few years before news of her death reached me from across the water. But she had many friends who respected her to the point of adulation for her marvelous powers of intellect. She never had the fame of a Belham—but Belham sought fame, while Venn fled it. And she may well have been the greater thinker. Belham was a flamboyant lecher, a drinker, a carouser, a wit when he wanted to be, and a tyrant to his patrons when his patrons displeased him. Venn was sharp-tongued, yes. But riches and notoriety never interested her. Still, she very much interested me. But all that was many years back.’

‘The island woman who told the tale to me,’ Pryn said, ‘was older than I am, yes—but not as old as you. And she was very much alive.’ Once more she glanced at the swords.

‘No doubt, the earl said, ‘you’ve heard people here speak of me as a magician?’ He grew solemn. ‘Venn taught me what I know of real magic, right here, in this very room. I was just a boy. My father had invited her here—to join with Belham, as a matter of fact. Venn had come from the Ulvayns to Nevèrÿon, and my father had immediately taken an interest in the reports he heard of her, for back then when the world was younger we had a respect for pure mind that seems to be missing from our modern enterprises. Belham, you see, had a problem. Whenever he met a bright youngster—as Venn must have seemed to him back then—he would explain his problem and ask for a solution. When he was younger, when he first realized he had a problem, it was very shortly after he’d invented the number system I outlined to you. At first he used to give the problem out in hopes of an answer. As he grew older, however, and the problem remained unsolved, he began to toss it to the young geniuses of Nevèrÿon he was called on to confer with as a challenge and, by the time my father summoned him, as a foregone insult to put the youngsters in their place—as it seemed to him the nameless gods, by allowing the problem to exist, had put Belham in his.’ The earl moved to another parchment on the wall. Drawn on it was a large circle with a vertical line down its middle. ‘Almost as soon as his numbering system had been invented, many lords—at Belham’s insistent urging—asked him to build buildings for them, using the great accuracy his system allowed, demanded he landscape one or two of their prize gardens for them, wanted him to build bridges, lay out roads. From time to time someone asked him to construct a circular building. So this problem, as you will soon see, was a real one. Belham wanted to know what two numbers, one of which might divide the other, expressed the number of times the diameter—’ The earl ran his finger down the vertical line halving the circle—‘would divide the circumference—’ His finger traced about the circle itself—‘of its own circle. Let me ask you: how many lengths of cord this long—’ He indicated the diameter again—‘must be laid end to end around the edge of this circle to surround it?’ Again his wide forenail outlined the circle itself.

Pryn tried to take an imaginary strip of vine the length of the diameter and lay it around the edge. ‘Two and a half lengths…?’ she hazarded. ‘Three? It looks to me it would go about three times.’

The earl nodded. ‘Belham’s first estimate, when he was only a year or so older than you. Within days of making it, however, if not hours—because he was that kind of young man—he took a real piece of vine, anchored one end down, drew a real circle, measured out the diameter on a strip of vine, then laid it out around the edge in order to see.’ The earl’s finger went to the top of the circle, moved along the circumference till it reached a small red mark, somewhere below the first quarter. ‘One diameter’s length around the circle, as Belham laid it out.’ The finger moved along the circle, down under the bottom, and started up the other side till it reached a second red mark. ‘Two diameters’ lengths around the circle.’ The finger continued up the far side until it reached a third red mark a hand’s span from the circle’s top where it had begun. ‘This is three diameters’ length around the circle…which still leaves this much left over.’ Here he switched fingers to outline the remaining arc.

The circle on the parchment was perhaps twice as big as the earl’s head, like a full moon low on the horizon—with its palm’s-width anomaly exceeding the three diameters laid about it. ‘Is it three-and-a-third, then…?’ Pryn suggested. As she said it, though, she immediately saw that the remaining arc was much less than a third of the diameter drawn down the center. ‘Three and…a half of a third?’

‘Belham’s next estimate, which, in this northern tongue we southern aristocrats teach our children and our slaves to speak in deference to the High Court, till it has become the language even of our peasants, can only be talked of—clumsily—as three and a half of a third. In Belham’s own notation, that becomes nineteen divided into six equal parts: one could say three-and one-sixth. To a northerner, I suppose, where all fractions are expressed as thirds, halves, quarters, or tenths, though you’d be able to figure out what it meant, it still must sound clumsy.’

It did.

‘I will not reproduce the thinking which led Belham, after much speculation, to revise that estimate to three-and-one-seventh, or, indeed, the later reasoning that led him to the inescapable conclusion that even three-and-one-seventh, while it was closer than three-and-one-sixth, was still not absolutely accurate. Three-and-a-seventh, in Belham’s system, is “twenty-two divided into seven parts.” When Belham returned from a trip to the western desert where he had been called on to supervise the construction of such a circular monument for some reigning desert potentate, my father told me he’d actually taken the time off to experiment. He told my father: “Three-and-a-seventh is certainly close enough for any practical use one might want to put it to in building any real building on the good, solid ground. But just suppose one wanted to build a circular fortress an entire fifteen stades in diameter! If one laid out the diameter across the land and used the figure three-and-one-seventh to calculate, say, a length of a rope to wrap precisely once around the outside wall, one would have—using such a figure—too much rope by the height of a good-sized man.”’ The earl laughed. ‘He’d apparently found this out, he told my father, by laying out the outline for such a fortress on the western earth and measuring it with real vine. Such experiments, of course, can only be carried out in a locale with slaves—as well as potentates obsessed by the desire for such knowledge, or at least potentates who can be convinced to finance the experiments. But then, they’ve always been particularly harsh on slaves in the west.’ The earl laughed again. ‘At any rate, this ultimate accuracy became Belham’s problem, Belham’s challenge, Belham’s obsession. One of Belham’s other early inventions, as you no doubt recall, was the lock and key—till then, slaves’ collars had been permanently welded closed. But frequently he used to say that the existence of this problem was as if his key no longer fit his lock, and he was now its slave forever. This was the problem he presented to anyone for whom a claim of mind was made: find two numbers such that one divided by the other will express exactly the number of times the diameter of the circle wraps its circumference. This was the challenge Belham presented young Venn, when my father introduced them. I must tell you, Belham explained his system of numbers to Venn in this room, just as I explained it to you, but just as I would not be surprised if you had heard it before—’

Pryn hadn’t.

‘—I would not be surprised if Venn knew of it already. For it was, as was the problem by then, famous in the circles that concerned themselves with such things. That explanation took place in this very room. My father stood where you stand now. Belham stood where I stand; Venn stood near the balcony where Jenta is sitting. And I stood—‘He looked about—‘just at the door, hoping not to be sent from the room for coughing too loud or asking an importunate question.’ The earl took an inking stick from a seashell on the shelf below the diagram. ‘With this inking stick Belham drew this very diagram I have just shown you. Using this stick as a pointer, he explained his problem. When he finished his explanation, he took the diagram—’ The earl reached for the circled parchment and slipped it from the several metal clips by which it was held to the yellowed backing board—‘and gave them to young Venn—you must remember that parchment in those days was regarded as even more valuable, since there was more need for it. “Use the back of this for your solution. You may come here at this same hour tomorrow morning to show us what you’ve found.” Venn seized them both, parchment and stick, I remember, and practically fled the room. That evening, at about this hour, she sent a slave to call my father and Belham to come here to the chamber at the seven o’clock bell—she had found her answer! My father was taking an early evening nap at the time; yawning and complaining about these mad commoners who ordered titled lords about like slaves, he arrived here five minutes late. In a fury lest he be presented with another hopelessly garbled non-solution, Belham arrived five minutes early. Because I was a child and could lurk more or less unobserved, I watched Venn wait nervously in a lower hallway just until she saw the slave go to ring the hour bell; then she dashed up the steps with the parchment and the marking stick in her hands so that—as I dashed after her—she walked through the door, there, just as the bell rang. When my father arrived, Venn looked nervously about, then laid the parchment on the floor—’ Rather imperiously (for a nervous young woman from the islands, Pryn thought), the earl tossed the parchment before him, face down. Across its back were inked evenly spaced parallel lines, forming a grid across the whole of it. ‘Clutching the marking stick—’ The earl held the stick up—‘Venn explained in an intense, soft voice: “I have measured out the lines across the parchment so that they are the same distance apart as the length of the writing implement, with which I inked them. They run edge to edge across the whole piece. Now, if I toss the stick down onto the parchment, giving it a little spin, you can see that it will fall—on the parchment—in one of two ways: either it will fall touching—or even crossing—one of the lines; or it will fall so that it lies wholly between the lines, not touching or crossing any line either side of it. Belham,” she said, “you will never find two numbers that express exactly the number you are seeking. But if you throw down the stick repeatedly, and if you keep count of the times it falls touching or crossing a line, as well as the total number of times you toss the stick at all, and if you then divide twice the number of tosses by the number of times the stick touches or crosses a line, the successive numbers you express, as you make more and more tosses, will move nearer and nearer the number you seek. Sometimes the number you express will be more, sometimes it will be less, but it will always, eventually, return; and when it returns, it will return to an even closer approximation than before. Thus you are limited in the accuracy of your estimate only by the number of times you toss.” Then Venn thrust the stick at my father, blinked at Belham, and stepping across the parchment, fled past me down the stairs—and went walking in one of the gardens with my mother, where they talked deeply and intently with each other several hours of matters I never heard for myself.’ The earl looked thoughtful a moment. ‘Venn always got along better with my mother than my father…At any rate: My father, surprised, dropped the inking stick, I recall—people did not usually thrust things into his hand that way. Belham snatched it up off the floor, paced back and forth, tossed the stick onto the grid, some ten, fifteen, twenty-five times. He frowned a while. Then he ordered me and my father to go away—he was perhaps the only man who could give my father such orders. Belham stayed here for most of the night, calling for lamps when the sun got too low.’ The earl spun the stick and tossed. It landed on the lined parchment, its upper end a-slant a line. ‘One,’ announced the earl, “to be doubled and divided up into what number of equal parts we do not know…?’ He laughed and let his cloak fall over his hand. ‘Quite late, Belham called my father back up here—I came along too, because I was a curious boy. “She’s right, you know,” Belham said. “What’s worse, I don’t know how I know she’s right! But I’ve already been able to determine that with only five hundred tosses, I’m now at an approximation more accurate than my twenty-two divided by seven! Another five hundred and I shall be a good deal more accurate! Now, the ends of the stick describe a circle as they fall, turning—two circles, actually, one for each end—two interlocked helices, that may be interrupted at any arbitrary point. But then, there’re always two lines on either side they might fall on to compensate…and the lines are the same distance apart as the length of the stick. The sum of all possible angles at which the stick can land so that it crosses a line, divided by the sum of all possible angles it can land so that it doesn’t cross—but what sort of sum is that?”’ The earl laughed again. ‘Of course they called Venn up to talk to them about it in the morning. And she did talk with them, quietly and intently, late into the afternoon. One thing I remember she said before I grew too bored and I went down to my suite: ‘The problem you have put me will remain a problem till the globe of the world and the globe of the sun meet in their common center and the one consumes the other. This answer I have proposed, however, humanity will know and forget, know and forget, know and forget again. And that knowing and forgetting will approximate the peaks and depths of civilization as closely as the quotient of your tosses approximates that number which, rationally, we know is not there.’ And as I turned from the door to go, I thought: “What can be known…What can be forgotten…” And I became a magician—though no doubt I have left out all sorts of details that might elucidate what certainly will strike you as an enigma—’

‘Daddy—’ Lavik got down from the railing—‘what you’ve left out—forgotten, I suppose—is the reason grandfather called Belham and Venn together in the first place!’

Jenta walked from the rail, picked up the lined parchment, the inking stick, and returned them to the counter.

The earl said: ‘But I didn’t think our guest was really interested in that…’

‘Of course she is!’ Lavik said.

Jenta looked back out between the columns. ‘She probably wants to know…’

‘Well.’ The earl shrugged beneath his cloak; the edges swung before his robe. ‘What my father had called them both here for, you see…He wanted them to build an engine. He wanted them to build him an engine that would raise a city from beneath the waters where it had sunk.’

‘Now,’ Lavik said, ‘you know he doesn’t think you’re a spy—anymore. At least he’s decided to treat you as though he doesn’t.’

‘Really, Lavik,’ the earl said, ‘why should I think she was a spy? She’s only a girl, even younger than you are.’ He looked at Pryn. ‘Building the engine, of course, was a job they never completed. Belham gave up on it in a week, after driving my father almost to distraction by doing lots of things that required lots of money and lots of time and had as little to do with his assigned task as laying out miles of vine in the desert when you’re called on to build a three-story circular fortress. “It can’t be done,” he said at last; and besides, he was more interested in other things. But Venn finally did invent a sort of engine—another approximating engine. It’s been working, now, for quite a while. It included a story, and a magic astrolabe…’

Pryn looked out at the waters where the late sun no longer revealed a city. ‘The engine,’ she said, ‘was this astrolabe, and the taleteller’s story, and the old tales of Olin’s wealth and madness, the rumors among the slaves, all the signs around Nevèrÿon that bring heroes to this spot in the Garth…’

‘Heroes and spies, heroes and spies—though it’s sometimes hard to tell the difference.’ The earl’s smile returned to its radiant absolute. ‘One might revise your details. But you have outlined—approximately—Venn’s solution to my father’s problem; although for all its efficacy it was as far from successful as were Belham’s attempts—at least he abandoned his. We should be going down to supper shortly. I’ve told you the history of this chamber—but Venn’s “engine” was put together downstairs where we shall be eating. Perhaps we should discuss it there?’

‘Your father wanted the city raised in order to get the money,’ Pryn said.

‘One assumes.’ The earl took the edge of his cloak which had drifted open and pulled the brilliant blue closed.

‘And heroes come with swords, don’t they,’ Pryn said, ‘all kinds of swords, seeking the same treasure?’

‘All kinds of heroes,’ the earl said. ‘All kinds of spies—’

Jenta said: ‘The spies usually carry small knives—’

‘—which they leave at home tucked under the straw of their sleeping pallets when they’re invited for dinner.’ Lavik laughed.

Pryn looked at the earl again. Was he gazing at the double swords more than at the single?

‘I suppose my father felt, like so many of his breed, that the discovery of the treasure would restore a certain glory to the south that had already begun, even then, to drift north. For once, in the days of Neveryóna, this was a very different land.’

‘And this astrolabe…?’ Pryn looked down. ‘Mad Olin’s magic circle of different stars—it was to guide people here to…the treasure?’

The earl nodded.

Suddenly Pryn bent her head to loose the links from under her hair. ‘Here…’ She lifted the chain from her neck. ‘I’m not a spy. And I’m certainly not a hero. You take it!’ Surprised she’d actually said it, she’d wondered, rehearsing it in her mind, how much her hesitation had been idealism and how much, indeed, simple fear. ‘I think when I want to find a fortune, I’ll go back to Kolhari and see what I can win in the markets there. I have the key to Belham’s lock, I’ve been shown the memory of water, and I’ve flown a dragon—there ought to be something I can do. Go on. You take it.’

The earl raised an eyebrow. ‘You would just…give it to me?’

Pryn extended her two fists. ‘It was just…given to me.’ On its chain, the bronze disk turned and turned back in the late sunlight. ‘I have no use for it, need of it, nor, really, knowledge about it—at least that I knew, when I got it, would turn out to be knowledge.’

‘Oh…’ The earl pondered. ‘Well, the truth is…I have no need of it either!’ He smiled again; the stocky little man’s cloak drifted open. ‘I don’t, believe me! Take it with you back to Kolhari—if you go. Pass it on to someone else. You see…how shall I put it?’ He coughed. ‘It’s as if my voice deserts me when I most need—’ He turned first left, then right, looking among the unknown writings on the various parchments for some prompt to articulation. ‘The astrolabe is a tool to bring people here. But once it, itself, is here, it has finished its job—until it is recirculated abroad. Once it reaches the origin, the center, the heart of the system, however, it is, so to speak, excluded from the system, and the system itself threatens to come to a halt without that vital part.’

‘But perhaps you want the money…?’ Pryn said, tactfully, she hoped—though it just sounded suspicious. ‘Take it. Certainly it would be an easier job if you had it to help you than if it were off, sliding and slipping all over Nevèrÿon.

‘Jobs, work, tools, engines, hearts—the engines that drive the workers to use their tools and function on their jobs! Production! Ah!’ the earl cried. ‘I have been associating with Old Rorkar and his like so long now I only know how to speak of the world as if it were all a huge brewery! Your astrolabe is a sign in a system of signs. It has a meaning, yes, but that meaning is supplied by the rest of the system, which includes not only the tales of history, madness, and invention, but the similar instruments sailors use to orient themselves at sea, the play of power in the land, and the language by which they can all of them be—systematically—described.’

Again Pryn frowned—though whether it was her inherited suspicion or real confusion, there was no one to say. ‘What is this astrolabe’s power?’ she asked suddenly. ‘Why are the stars different?’

‘Good! Good!’ the earl exclaimed. Momentarily, his expression passed near something Pryn could recognize—before it retreated into beatific certainty. ‘For a moment, I thought I had misjudged you, both in your ignorance and your knowledge. Some of your actions, words, statements seemed to mark you as a creature from another world, another system entirely!’ He breathed relief. ‘You want to know how—as Old Rorkar and the other peasants around here who know no other language than the language of labor would put it, the language our fathers who owned them first taught them—it works?’

‘I’ll show her!’

Pryn looked at the door.

Panting from his run up in his military underwear, Ardra blinked about the stone chamber. ‘I can show her!’ He held the jambs.

Behind him on the rocky landing stood a tall man, his head shaved, a white collar-cover around his neck. He waited with his arms folded as Ardra came in.

‘I can show her—like I saw you show the last one who came!’

Lavik laughed. ‘That was years ago. You couldn’t remember—’

‘Let him try!’ Jenta stepped back to the rail and sat. ‘Let’s see if he remembers…’

The slave in the doorway was barefoot. One toe looked as though it had started out to be two, then gotten stepped on for its ambition. He scrunched them—the normal nine and the deformed one—relaxed them, scrunched them again.

‘Give it to me!’ Ardra took the chain from Pryn and turned to the counter. With his forearm he started to clear the wood of models, statuettes, rocks, shells—

‘I’ll move those!’ The earl lifted some of the tiny objects and put them to the side, lifted some others.

Ardra blinked at his stepfather. Then he took the astrolabe and turned it on its back. The bolt that joined its several disks was held by a twist of wire. ‘Here, you bend this to take it apart—’ Ardra grimaced, twisted. The wire slid from its hole to tinkle the counter. ‘This back disk, when you take it off, is a map, just like on the astrolabes sailors use. Do you know how the sailors’ work?’

‘I’ve heard it has to do with finding where you are by the stars…But I don’t really know how it—’

‘Neither do I.’ Ardra handed Pryn the bottom disk. Etched on bronze was the twisted suggestion of an involuted coast. Measurement lines gridded it. Contour lines wound on it. Pryn glanced between the columns again. Certainly the scribed lines might indicate such an inlet. ‘It’s a map of the area here…?’

‘Can you tell which side of the coastline is water and which side is land?’ Working the other disks apart, Ardra glanced over. ‘I can’t.’

Pryn looked again at the greenish metal and watched what she’d assumed inlets become peninsulas—and peninsulas become inlets!

In the doorway, the slave unfolded one arm, reached up, and rubbed his earlobe vigorously between thumb and forefinger, then folded his arm again.

‘The rhet here—that’s what this disk is called,’ which wasn’t really a true disk but a spidery filigree cleanly cut from one, with a center hole for the bolt, and many little points, juttings, and curvings, in each of which was itself a small hole, ‘—is the “stars” part.’ Ardra held it up. ‘The holes—they’re the stars that hang in the sky over the map.’ The sun put the rhet’s involuted shadow half on the rock wall and half on some parchment hanging there. ‘You hold it.’

Pryn took it, while Ardra went scrambling through things his stepfather had moved away.

The curlicued shadow, a bright dot in the tip of each curl, moved on the stone as Pryn looked at what the boy pawed through.

Ardra picked up a gray block, spat on it, took the marking stick from the shell, and rubbed its point on the wet spot. ‘Ink…’ He spat again, rubbed the point some more. Gray turned black. ‘Now hold the rhet up—no, over here.’ He moved Pryn’s wrist so that the shadow was entirely on the parchment, then turned to the earl. ‘Is it all right if I use the corner of this piece…?’

‘I would rather you wouldn’t…’ The earl looked up at the inscription in still another unknown script that filled most of the parchment’s top half. ‘But then, I suppose it’s all right, really. Go on.’

Ardra turned back to Pryn. ‘Hold it very still.’ With the inking stick clumsily in his fist, he leaned across the counter and placed a black dot on the parchment at one of the luminous pinpoints, then at another—he moved his own curly head aside from where its frizzy shadow obscured the rhet’s—and at another. ‘These are the stars. Do you know the patterns stars make at night and the names the sailors give to them?’

There had been times, during her journey south, when Pryn had gone a little ways apart from her campfire to look up at the night, when she had thought, as do all such travelers, that between her changing days the stars’ array was her one permanence. She’d even thought to spend more time looking at them, to familiarize herself with them, to try and write down what she saw in them and the patterns they made; but, as so frequently happens with such travelers, what was illuminated in the immediate sphere of her own fire had finally reclaimed her interest. ‘No…’ Pryn blinked.

‘Don’t jiggle!’

‘…No, I don’t know them. Not really.’

‘Me neither.’ Ardra finished placing his last black ‘star’ within its tiny halo. ‘There…You can put it down.’

Curlicues of light and shadow slid down the parchment. Black ‘stars’ remained.

Pryn lay the rhet among the loose disks.

‘Can you see the pictures such stars as these might make on the sky?’ Ardra leaned over the counter again and drew a line between two dots; and two more. ‘Is that right…?’ He glanced back over his shoulder.

The earl nodded.

‘That’s the part I thought he wouldn’t remember,’ Jenta said.

Without unfolding his arms, the slave turned to rub his chin back and forth on his shoulder—for the tickling of the gnats swarming just outside the door in the damp crevice.

Pryn looked at the parchment again.

Ardra had connected one set of stars all to a single star above them; he was making a similar pattern beside it. More black stars on the tan ‘sky’ speckled down between the two spined wing shapes. The trajectories of the rhet’s curlicues and filigrees had obscured the pattern Ardra now traced. The boy marked an angular line down from a kind of beak, to a neck, to a body that joined both flared wings.

‘It’s a dragon…!’ Pryn said.

‘Yep!’ Ardra connected the ‘stars’ that formed the beast’s curving tail. ‘It’s the constellation Gauine, the Great Sea Dragon, that rears aloft in the night, guarding Mad Olin’s treasure at Neveryóna. Have you ever looked up at the unchanging stars and seen her among them?’

‘I’m not…sure. My aunt, when I was a little girl, sometimes took me outside at night and pointed out some constellations. But she said people saw different ones in different parts of the country. And I never could remember their names, anyway, so I don’t know if—’

‘I haven’t seen her,’ Ardra said. ‘You haven’t seen her either. Because there aren’t any such stars, at least none in this pattern. The holes are set to suggest any number of southern constellations, so that a northerner who’s seen the sky maps southern sailors make might think this one is from our region. But there’s no constellation—north or south—it actually and accurately represents.’

Lavik said: ‘I didn’t think he would remember that!’

‘You could look for it all night long, at any time of the year, in any part of…’ Once more Ardra glanced at his stepfather—who nodded him on (and Pryn realized she was listening to a recitation). ‘…part of the world, as the unchanging heavens circle and tilt through the night and the year, and still you’d never find it. It doesn’t exist. That’s why these stars are “different.” And I…’ Ardra faltered again. He put down the stick. His shoulders drooped; his gaze, then his smudged fingers, fell among the disassembled astrolabe. ‘…I don’t remember about this next part.’

It had formed the top layer, a disk from which two opposing semicircles had been cut, so that what remained was just a flat ring with a band left across its center, in the middle of which was the hole for the bolt. About the rim were inscribed the signs that had identified it with this odd local writing which, Pryn reflected, must have no need of capitals.

The earl took it from his stepson’s hand, held it up, turned it. A ring of shadow collapsed and opened over the angular dragon. ‘But I’m sure our guest can see for herself…’ He handed it to Pryn.

Taking it, Pryn looked at the markings on the metal that had formed the astrolabe’s rim. ‘They’re Belham’s signs for numbers, but what numbers I don’t—?’

‘That’s precisely what they are,’ the earl said. ‘More to the point, they are no more.’ With his forefinger he reached over to indicate a sign on the bronze. ‘“One—”’ His finger moved on—‘“Two—”’ and on—‘“Four—”’ and on—‘“Eight—”’ and on—‘“Sixteen—”’ and on—‘“Thirty-two—”’ and on ‘“Sixty-four,” and so on, about the circle. A circle of numbers counting nothing. That’s all.’

‘I’ll put it back together now!’ Ardra pushed between them, taking the circle from Pryn, reaching to pull the other disks together across the counter.

‘Ardra—!’ the earl said.

‘I’m sorry. I’m going to put it back together now.’ He blinked at Pryn, ‘Is that all right?’

Pryn nodded.

‘So you see—’ the earl stepped from the counter—‘your astrolabe, as a sign in a system of signs—’

Behind Pryn, Ardra said: ‘It’s a map of a non-existent coast under an imaginary constellation on an impossible sky in—’ he grunted, twisting something—‘the middle of a ring of meaningless numbers. That’s why it’s powerful. That’s why it’s magic.’

‘Now I hope you see,’ the earl said, ‘what your astrolabe is not: It is not a tool to perform a job; it is not a key to open a lock; it is not a map to guide you to the treasure; it is not a coded message to be deciphered; it is not a container of secret meanings that can be opened and revealed by some other, different tool, different key, different code, different map. It’s an artfully constructed part of an artfully constructed engine that, by the maneuvering of meanings, holds open a space from which certain meanings are forever excluded, are always absent. That alone is what allows it to function—to work, if you insist on the language of the brewery—in the greater system.’

‘Like a great castle with no lord in it,’ Lavik said.

‘Or a monastery from which the powerful priests have all gone,’ said Jenta.

‘Or the Liberator’s headquarters—’ Pryn looked about the chamber—‘in Neveryóna.’

The earl frowned.

Just then Ardra stepped around Pryn. ‘Here you are.’ Reassembled, the astrolabe hung from its chain.

‘That’s really very good, Ardra,’ Jenta said. ‘That’s very good.’

‘Your astrolabe functions in the system in its particular way,’ the earl went on, ‘because that is the way, finally, all signs function.’

Ardra put the chain over Pryn’s head—which surprised her, because she’d intended to take it back herself. ‘I never understood that part, either.’ The boy stepped back.

With some frustration, the earl turned to the parchment on which Belham’s numbers were written in that strange script. ‘Take Belham’s sign “one.” Excluded from what it can mean are “two,” “three,” “four,” “five,” “six,” or “twenty-two-divided-by-seven”…’

Whereas it can mean an apple, a pear, a kumquat, a great castle, a lord, or even one other number,’ Lavik said. ‘They’re not excluded.’

‘What is excluded from it—’ the earl lowered his hand—‘what it is empty of, alone, is what makes it meaningful. Ardra, why are you up here anyway?’

‘Oh.’ The boy blinked. ‘Well, I…I brought a message. From mother.’ He looked at the doorway.

The slave waited.

The earl, Jenta, and Lavik looked too—and Pryn had a suspicion they hadn’t even seen the man till now.

‘Oh, you brought a message. Well,’ the earl said. ‘What does the Lady Nyergrinkuga say?’

‘My lord,’ the slave answered (Pryn was surprised at the voice, which was somehow shriller than she’d expected), ‘the lady says that dinner is ready.’

‘Dinner is ready,’ the earl repeated. ‘Oh. Thank you, Ardra. You may go—’ this to the slave, who unfolded his arms, touched the back of his fist to his forehead, turned from the doorway, and hurried down. ‘Why don’t we all go down, then? Shall we?’

Jenta walked up to Pryn and put his arm around her shoulder in a way that for a moment felt comfortable and made her smile with the memory of the way the earl or Madame Keyne had been with the workers, but, a moment later, as they followed Ardra out through the door into the crevice steps, became, through its uncertainty of lightness and pressure, a man touching a woman—which, Pryn thought, had it been Inige rather than this hairy, affable, eldest son, would have been acceptable. Then, because of the narrowness of the crevice, his hand fell away; Jenta fell behind. Pryn glanced back to see the earl’s cloak open as the little man descended after Lavik. Pryn hurried down, away from the tickling of the almost invisible gnats, to the sunlight below.

‘Myself, I suspect it’s a kind of madness: the madness that makes one repeat whatever one is trained to repeat. Do you agree?’ Inige asked from his couch beneath the brace of lamps. ‘Common sense says all the workers would need to do is demand ownership, and Rorkar certainly couldn’t oppose them. Nevertheless, Yrnik comes in every morning and opens the brewery—whether Rorkar sleeps on the hill or no. Of course, the truth is that father’s soldiers used to be called in, when, occasionally, the workers did try to take over. That ill-remembered association is the real bond between father and the peas and businessmen around here. Somehow, though, as father’s soldiers drifted away, the rebellions ceased. The workers who do remember them have somehow got it confused, so that, when they talk about them today, it’s the lack of soldiers—today—that makes rebellion unnecessary. And I’m sure no one talks to Yrnik about the men and women who held his job previously that father and Rorkar together ruined or removed or obliterated as thanks for their desire to better the lot of those around them. But that’s the sort of thing Belham’s language can’t write of; and no one has yet cared to write them in the new script.’

‘Nor does anyone here care to talk about it,’ said the earl.

‘Is that what they teach you in the north is proper dinner conversation?’ Tritty asked. ‘Really. You know’ she turned back to Pryn, ‘Queen Olin, whom you were discussing with my husband, was often a guest here—at least in his Lordship’s father’s day.’ On her couch, she turned to the earl. ‘Or was it your father’s father’s?’

‘You know, I was never really sure.’ The earl reached from his couch to a tray, passing in the hands of a slave, piled with sliced and peeled kiwis, a fruit of which Pryn had never even heard before that evening. ‘It is hard to keep the past organized. And when the past is disorganized, the present is…well, as you see it: all barbaric splendor—and misery. But as long as I can keep clear the principles by which the present orders itself, I suppose that’s why I stay one of the most powerful of the remaining, real barbarian princes—“Earl” is the title the northern aristocracy has granted us. But the fine points of such terminology have never troubled me.’

Lying on her back, Petal reached for unseen heights with, alternately, toes and fingers.

‘My father is prince of one of the Seven Clans.’ Sitting on the floor by her own couch, Lavik gently shook the baby’s foot. ‘The Dragon Clan, actually.’

Suddenly Petal, with a great rock, almost turned over.

‘—which hasn’t existed as a clan,’ Inige added from his own couch, ‘for more than a hundred years…which, I suspect, is what they’ve been saying in these parts for at least five hundred.’ He dropped a handful of tiny bird bones he’d collected in his palm into a dish on the carpet with all the other bird bones. ‘But that’s the way in a world without history. And that, as the lawyers in the north with whom I shall go back to study in the fall all tell me, is what makes us, here in the south, barbarians!’ He laughed.

So did the others.

Pryn wondered how one got to study with a lawyer—and wiped her fingers, which she could not bring herself to suck as they did of all the various food juices, on the brocade over the edge of the couch she had been given. For the third time she caught Ardra staring with a gaze that could as easily have masked astonishment as desire or loathing. Certainly she could see nothing wrong with her wipings, but within the blank look from the adopted son (a look that the others might simply have been too polite for), it was too easy to inscribe, along with desire in its positive or negative form, starkest disapproval. Her hand went back to her stomach, then behind her neck to scratch at the chain, then to her hip, then to the couch edge again—as if to work loose from the compass of his wide, wet eyes.

Her other elbow, propped on the embroidered bolster, was getting sore. Pryn shifted her position and wondered what she might eat now.

‘But we’re at it again.’ From her couch, Tritty ladled dark gravy over an impressive roast on a tray held by a young, white-collared woman with very wide shoulders, who took the meat off to a side table where an older man, with the same white collar, waited, carving knives poised. ‘I want to know where our guest has been, what she’s seen, what’s fascinated her most on her travels!’

‘Yes,’ Jenta said. ‘Where have you been? What have you done?’

‘What has fascinated you about it?’ Lavik pulled the infant into her lap; the little creature curled up, closed her eyes, and began an infantile snore.

Pryn pushed herself further up, suffused again with pride at being the focus of such a gathering. ‘What I have been fascinated most by, in all my travels—indeed, what I began my travels with, caught up between its beating wings and flung out under the sun by it, to land wherever I might and make my way from there with only its chance trajectory for guide—indeed, what I love to observe, to gaze down into and explore its subterranean workings, is…power!’

The earl’s family listened, smiling—approving, Pryn decided.

‘It’s been an education,’ she went on, ‘finding the various places where it…writes —’ she could think of no other word—‘its passage, its process, its however fleeting presence.’

‘And where,’ Jenta asked from his side of the room, ‘have you been observing all this power?’

‘All over!’ Pryn declared. ‘It’s inscribed as clearly in the stone carvings above your mantel there—where some person must have hammered and pounded and chipped the stone to chisel it to shape—as it is in Old Rorkar’s oldest—’ she started to say ‘slave bench,’ but because a slave passed between them, said, ‘beer barrel, whose staves someone must have shaved down and whose edges someone must have pitched together and whose bindings someone must have tied on with wet rope so that it would shrink dry!’ She looked about again, wondering if, indeed, the barrel makers here were the same women who made rope-bound barrels in fabled Ellamon. ‘Where I got a chance to observe it most closely, I think, was in the city.’ (The expectant smiles of her country listeners did not change.) ‘In Kolhari. There I fought along with the Liberator against the intrigues and conspiracies that wove about his efforts to free all the slaves of Nevèrÿon.’ There, she’d said it!

‘Free the slaves?’ Tritty asked. ‘Well, all of us have had our problems with the institution. Between the time I was at court and the time Lavik went, they’ve forbidden slaves there. And I thoroughly approve—there’s just no need for them in the city.’ Tritty nodded to one of the white-collared servers who passed among the couches again with another platter of fruit, on whose red and purple rinds the lamplight slid and slipped. ‘But you say all the slaves of Nevèrÿon? Someone is actually lobbying for their freedom? Of course it’s not the same situation in the country. Still, it sounds like an advance.’

‘Tritty—’ Pryn laughed—‘someone is fighting for it tooth and nail! He himself wears an iron slave collar and has sworn not to remove it till slavery in Nevèrÿon is gone forever. I’ve seen plots of unbelievable insidiousness launched against him! I’ve seen more blood spilled in his cause in a day than, indeed, I’ve ever seen spilled in my life!’

‘He sounds like a powerful man.’ Inige smiled in a way that, for a moment, made Pryn sure that in his northern law study he’d learned more of the Liberator than she could ever know.

‘He’s called Gorgik, and his name makes people pause in the poorest alleys and the wealthiest homes throughout Kolhari.’

‘I’m only surprised,’ the earl said, ‘that we’ve never heard of him here. We had guests from Kolhari only days ago; he wasn’t mentioned.’

‘Oh, he is a powerful man,’ Pryn said. ‘When I left, he’d at last secured an audience with one of the Empress’s own ministers to plead his cause!’

It was Inige’s chuckle that broke the silence. ‘You know, the Empress has over a dozen ministers, advisers, viziers, and vizerines. All day every day, groups and individuals meet and confer with all of them, pleading, begging, demanding, cajoling, sometimes trying to bribe, sometimes trying to reason. Most such petitions, as you must know, are of necessity refused. To receive such an audience does not necessarily mark your man as powerful—if anything, the fact that he has only just received such an audience suggests he is among the least powerful of that city’s numerous players in the game of magic and time.’

‘Oh, I don’t think—’ Pryn paused. ‘But that was not all. I met an important merchant woman with a great home in the suburb of Sallese. She was helping finance the construction of Kolhari’s New Market, as well as building a whole set of warehouses for—’

Lavik’s laughter was louder than Inige’s chuckle. ‘But nobody who’s anybody lives in—’ Lavik stopped, looking around to catch her parents’ reproving gaze. She cuddled her sleeping child a little closer, still smiling.

‘I think—’ Inige said—‘what my sister was trying, in her way, to say is that it’s a little surprising for us to hear of a truly powerful personage living in such a neighborhood. That’s not the usual sign by which power can be read from an account of a person’s—’

‘Neighborhoods do change—’ Tritty suggested.

‘What,’ Inige said over his stepmother, ‘is this powerful…merchant, you say? What is this merchant’s name? Most of the real power in Kolhari resides either at court or in homes of royalty in Neveryóna.’

‘She lives right at the edge Neveryóna,’ Pryn said.

‘No,’ Tritty muttered, ‘that isn’t the best part of the neighborhood…’

‘—and she really is rich. Her name is Madame Keyne.’

‘Ah, a Madame Keyne?’ Tritty said. Then: ‘Really, that kind of snideness from my stepdaughter is most unseemly. And yet it’s no secret to us, so while you are a guest in our house it shouldn’t be kept from you. We who move in court circles have always tended to consider Sallese a neighborhood of pretentious tradesmen and vulgar commercial interests, people who would ape and mimic the accoutrements of power, mystifying and declaring magic those elements that were beyond them or that they simply did not understand.’

‘Belham made her fountains…’ Pryn said, hesitantly.

‘He also lived in your aunt’s shack,’ the earl said. ‘Is there a way to put this delicately? Belham was a brilliant man. But the careers of the brilliant are not always rising flights.’

‘Myself,’ Jenta said, ‘I always thought that from the way we went on about the vulgarities of Sallese—at least back when I was at court, or visiting Neveryóna—meant there was something going on there.’

‘Now,’ the earl said, ‘my eldest son speaks the truth.’ He gave a wise nod (the exact nature of whose wisdom Pryn did not quite follow, as she had decided on a mango and had found that a bite taken from one direction was deliciously juicy, while a bite from another made it all string and pith). ‘I told you, we had guests here just recently from Kolhari, and there, so said our guests, the talk is indeed of many great, far-reaching projects. And there was, from time to time, even in these halls, mention that some of the better-connected Sallese residents have joined their moneys with some of our truly powerful friends in Neveryóna—’

‘Our friends,’ Ardra said from where he’d moved again to the bottom of the steps, ‘don’t like it, either.’

‘There was talk, I believe—’ the earl pondered a moment—‘of a project that will take some ten years to complete, which would involve doubling the length of the Kolhari waterfront, rebuilding it dock by dock. Was your Madame Keyne one of the tradesmen who’d agreed to lend some support to this great undertaking?’

‘Oh, no—’ Pryn began. ‘At least I don’t know if she was. She never mentioned it.’

‘There was also some talk, as I recall, about another project to repave the entire southern road that runs from Kolhari to the Garth and beyond.’ Inige spooned up some spiced mush from a glimmering tureen, which Pryn had first declined but was now having second thoughts about—though the slave carrying it did not seem inclined to give her a second chance. (How did one ask?) ‘They want to expand it along its whole length to something like three times its present width till it’s as wide in the north as it used to be at this end in the heyday of Neveryóna—our Neveryóna, that is. Then Rorkar and the rest can export their goods to Kolhari with ease. The smugglers who run their tiny amounts up and down would be driven out of operation, and both import and export for the whole south could be reorganized along real profit lines. There were some Sallese people involved in this project, too—although we’re talking about an undertaking whose completion time is estimated at twenty years. Was one of them perhaps your Madame Keyne?’

‘I don’t…’ Pryn was uneasy. ‘I don’t think so. She never spoke of it.’

Lavik made a cooing grimace over the baby, now asleep in the crook of her knee. She looked up. ‘Of course there are some truly powerful merchants, or what have you, in Sallese. And as much as it irks us, we’re forced to hear their names too. But they are the people who are involved in enterprises that will change the shape of Kolhari, and thus the future of Nevèrÿon. They are the ones who are engaged in projects that might well make it reasonable to build one, or ten, or twenty-five new markets. And no doubt one, or ten, or twenty-five new markets will be built by one or ten or twenty-five canny, money-grubbing pot vendors run amok. But you mustn’t confuse that with power—with real power—any more than you let yourself confuse the notoriety of some radical upstart, wrangling a hearing from a court minister while friends and enemies both mumble that he may become a minister himself with the real power of court. Come.’ She hoisted the baby under a plump arm and pushed to one knee. ‘Take a walk with me outside. We’ll be having cheeses and cordials in a few minutes. I always like a turn about the nearer gardens after I’ve eaten. And no matter what that old iron-bound harridan upstairs says, the evening air is good for the baby!’ Lavik pushed the edge of her couch with her free hand to stand.

‘Oh, can I carry her!’ Pryn cried, impelled as much by anxiety over the haphazard way Lavik lugged her drooping daughter as by a childhood conviction that babies were the warmest, sweetest, most wonderful things in the world—a conviction that had vanished, she’d noted, when she’d thought she might be having one but that, now she knew she wasn’t, had apparently returned.

‘Sure!’ Lavik extended the child, even more awkwardly.

From Tritty: ‘Dear, don’t stay out with her too long. Of course, I don’t mean that I object…’

The baby didn’t fall; but Pryn was there to take the warm, wheezing thing as though she might.

From the steps came an adolescent grunt.

Cuddling the snoring baby in its loose swaddling, Pryn glanced at Ardra.

He sat with a fist on each knee. ‘You know, I usually take Petal for her evening walk around the grounds!’

‘Oh, darling…!’ his mother said from her couch.

‘I only let you do that last night because you asked,’ Lavik said. ‘It isn’t a ritual. Besides, when you play with her, you always pretend she’s going to grow up to be a little general. I don’t know whether I like that.’

‘Well, it’s only fair that I get a chance to play with her before she grows and becomes a girl—don’t you think?’ Ardra stood. ‘I’m going for a walk around the near garden anyway. Just as though we didn’t have a guest.’ He strode across the room, in stiff-legged mocking of a military strut.

‘If he really wants to—’ began Pryn, while the earl and Tritty and Jenta all thrust out consoling hands and uttered stabilizing protests. The last voice over all was Tritty’s:’…to learn that he can’t always have his own way!’

But Ardra was out the door.

‘Come on,’ Lavik said. ‘I think it’s important that lots of people hold her, so that she gets a sense of the range of society. Don’t you think?’

The sleeping Petal probably had little sense of anything right now. Shoulder to shoulder with Lavik, Pryn carried the baby between the dining couches. Behind them Tritty clapped her hands: the room filled about them with white-collared men and women, some younger than Pryn, others quite old, some of whom Pryn had already seen serving, but many of whom she hadn’t. Lavik led her through a smaller arch. ‘If you get tired, just let me know.’

Pryn had expected to pass through at least as many corridors and halls as she had on her journey in with Tritty. But they walked through a low, stone passage with blackness at its end, and stepped out into it…Pryn thought they’d entered some cavernous hall, a roofless one with dozens of lamps set at unfathomable distances, making myriad small lights…

But they were outdoors.

What she’d thought lamps were flares about an expanse of garden that, it was clear, even in the dark, would have dwarfed Madame Keyne’s walled enclosure. Pryn remembered the plural that had always accompanied their references to the grounds. One of the gardens? They walked along a path, paved—they passed a flare and Pryn glanced down—with brick. Yellow? Red? Some other color? She couldn’t tell. In the distance, holding aloft more brands, each with its raddled smoke ribboning up into the darkness over its own pale halo, moving along other paths, pausing here and there to light another pathside flare, moved innumerable slaves!

Some dozen steps ahead walked resolute Ardra—though Pryn only realized who it was when he passed one of the brands.

Lavik said: ‘He thinks he’s protecting us.’

Pryn glanced at her. ‘From what?’

‘Was your home ever occupied by soldiers?’

Pryn shook her head.

‘Ours was, once. Right after dad and Tritty first married. I was ten. Ardra was only three, so you wouldn’t think he’d remember. But he became the occupying soldiers’ mascot. Tritty’d been through things like that before—so had dad, I suppose. But for me and Inige—and Jenta too, I guess—it was awful.’ She sighed. ‘Ardra, however, hasn’t thought about anything but growing up to be a soldier ever since. I say he’s protecting us. Sometimes, though, I think he dreams of slaughtering us all in our beds. The soldiers who were here—when I was ten—did some of that too! Jenta is dad’s oldest living son. But we used to have two more half-sisters and a half-brother, by his first wife—only she was related to all the wrong people; they wouldn’t let her—so we heard later—or her children live.’ Lavik hunched her shoulders. ‘It wasn’t pleasant. Believe me, that’s the only reason dad tolerates my running off to have babies with jungle savages or Jenta’s going off to live like a hermit with a girl goatherd, nice as she is, from the next town over. I mean it’s a way of survival, of putting us outside the normal political considerations of bloodlines and alliances and the like—the sort of things that get you clapped into dungeons or murdered, when you’re really interested in other things entirely. What real power can buy, of course, is anonymity, and dad doesn’t have enough for that. So we use other means. Now with Ardra, of course, it’s different.’ Lavik nodded ahead at the would-be captain, stalking the garden night. ‘Thanks to the people he’s related to, both through Tritty and his real father, he doesn’t have our options. Oh, he’s safer here than he would be in the north—and don’t think Tritty isn’t grateful to father, either. The odd thing is, though, he’s turning out exactly the way he should. Inige and I have spent hours discussing it! Oh, I don’t mean the way dad would want him to be, or even his mother. But he’s exactly the sort they’re going to want to do all the jobs that are waiting for him as soon as he comes of age. You’d think there was some sort of power guiding it all.’ She took a large breath and gave a small sigh. ‘Really, it’s uncanny. I wish there were something I could do to make him a little…I don’t know—looser, I suppose. But maybe it’s just as well. I’m glad you’re here,’ she said suddenly. ‘I mean it’s nice to have ordinary visitors who aren’t always plotting to do someone in—especially when it’s you. Honestly, we all think so!’

‘I’m…glad I’m here too!’ Pryn looked at the young man walking ahead, whom, she felt now, she’d deprived of the warm, marvelous responsibility she held.

The warmth shifted; the breathing changed.

Pryn looked down. ‘She’ll be all right, don’t you think?’

‘Sure,’ Lavik said. ‘She’s been on the mend for two, really three, days now. Though, if you listen to the old slaves upstairs, who, for some reason, everyone thinks know about such things—and that’s all Tritty ever listens to—they’ll scare you to death!’ She glanced at Petal over Pryn’s arm to check her own pronouncement of recuperation. ‘She’ll be fine. You know—’ Lavik’s tone grew thoughtful—‘I was thinking about something you said—to father, when we were up on the hill. When you travel to Kolhari from the south, the road really goes around the marsh below the city, joins the northern road, and enters over the same hills you come over from the mountains. But you’ve seen it on maps…?’

‘Yes?’ Pryn said, listening to the dark around them, which sounded the same tone on which Lavik spoke.

‘Do you remember,’ Lavik asked, ‘when I said I’d never seen Kolhari at dawn from the hills?’

Yes?’

‘Well, when I went to court, it wasn’t just my furniture in the provision wagon. In fact I went with nearly a dozen nobles’ children, boys and girls—more girls than boys, actually. When we reached the hills above the city, they stopped our sleeping carriage—it was dawn. We all woke up, the few of us who’d managed to sleep. The drivers and chaperones called the boys out to see. Everyone started out, I remember, but they told the girls that we had to stay inside, because it wasn’t seemly for young ladies to go pell-melling out on the highroad in their night shifts, even if it was dawn and nobody was about. So we stayed in, all excited at what the two—yes, there were only two—boys might be doing. And you know something? As soon as he came back from court, Jenta immediately saw the city in the water—Neveryóna. Just the way you did. But J couldn’t! We’d both always heard about it, of course. But it had to be explained to me, and the streets and alleys and buildings had to be pointed out and outlined before, at sunset, I could even be sure it was really there! And it was only because I had seen some city maps of Kolhari, finally, that I was able to be sure what the rest were talking about.’ They walked through the dark gardens, whose extent and plan Pryn kept silently trying to assess. ‘Do you know what a map is? I mean a real map?’

‘Yes…’ Responding to Lavik’s deep seriousness, Pryn spoke a little lower. ‘Of course. Of course I do.’

‘You’ve seen one?’ Lavik asked. ‘I don’t just mean the silly scratches on the astrolabe this evening that don’t mean anything at all.’

‘Well, I’ve certainly heard of them,’ Pryn said. ‘Heard people speak of them and describe what they do. Sailors use them for navigating coastlines—my aunt explained to me about that. And I’ve seen one of them, anyway.’

‘What did it look like?’ Lavik asked.

‘Well, it was…made of clay and stuff. It was of a garden. It was covered with something that had the same texture as grass. And little molded trees were set about on it. And a toy house. Water ran through the space where the stream went, down the falls, and over bits of ceramic molded like rocks and statues—’

Lavik laughed, quietly and shyly. ‘That’s a garden maquette! We’ve got over a dozen, scattered among the maintenance sheds all over the grounds. They make it easier for the gardeners to keep the plants in order if you’ve really got extensive landscaped property—another one of Belham’s notions. Most gardeners, you know, don’t read—maps or anything else. But you’ve never seen a map…!’ In the dark she looked at Pryn. They passed a flare, and her serious, southern face brightened—flickering—and faded.

Pryn looked away in the dark and saw nothing.

‘You haven’t seen a map! A map is just marks on a piece of parchment. Oh, you can read distances and directions on it—but not much else.’ Lavik paused. ‘I knew you’d never seen one. Somehow, from things you said, I just knew you hadn’t really seen one. I’ve never seen a city—I mean a real one, from outside it, all at once! And you’ve never seen a map!’

Pryn looked back at Lavik, who now looked away—and who sounded as alone as Pryn had ever felt. Pryn watched her, and felt as close to her as she had ever felt to anyone. After a few moments, Pryn looked away, so that she could not see if Lavik looked back at her.

Petal coughed.

The two plump young women, one a mother and one all but motherless, walked through the dark garden, shoulder brushing shoulder, bare feet now loud and now soft on the leaf-strewn brick, and were alone together.

Ahead, Ardra’s back, in the rough cloth, became visible as he passed another torch.

‘Something in the way you talked about it just made me sure you’d never seen one,’ Lavik repeated. ‘Though I swear, I couldn’t tell you what. I don’t know, but once you have a baby, you feel a lot of things—but you don’t do too much analytical thinking.’

‘I know,’ Pryn said, who, in fabled Ellamon, had babysat for many of her cousins’ children and had been, for days at a time, the sole care of her baker cousin’s two-year-old son. ‘When I take care of one for more than three hours at a stretch, I can’t think at all! That’s why I don’t want to have any myself.’ She hugged Petal, sweet and sick as she was, who felt wonderful.

‘Oh, that’s not true!’ Lavik protested. ‘I mean, well…after a week or so, you begin to think again. A little bit, at least. You really do. That is, if you take care of it all by yourself. Of course once the slaves begin taking over, then what you spend all your time thinking about is how to get them to take over more. But you really do get back to some…thinking. Eventually—I think.’

‘I think,’ Pryn said, ‘that babies are wonderful and beautiful and comforting and rewarding, the solace of the present and the hope—the real hope—of the future.’ She sighed. ‘And I don’t want one. At least not now.’

‘Mmm,’ Lavik said.

Pryn glanced at the young woman beside her and saw her looking ahead at her step-brother.

‘Well,’ Lavik said, ‘I feel the same way; and I am glad I have mine. Now. And…’ She looked down at the brick—‘I’ll die a thousand deaths if she does die. But still, I don’t see how anyone who has taken care of one couldn’t understand what you say.’ When she looked up in the passing flare, her face bore her family’s absolute smile.

Pryn looked at the stiff-kneed boy marching ahead of them and wished he would come and carry little Petal, who, small as she was, had begun to seem heavy—for now Pryn also felt that, without the baby between them, she might be able to talk about more with Lavik. At the same time, she resolved not to offer Petal back to her mother until they were again inside the house.

Lavik said: ‘It is nice of you to carry her for me. I appreciate it.’

Pryn wondered if her great-aunt had felt the same way when she’d been presented with Pryn’s own, wiggling, wheezing self by Pryn’s mother, fifteen—well, a month shy of sixteen, now—years ago.

‘We’re almost at the door.’ Lavik touched Pryn’s arm. The path had taken them in a circle through the near night.

Ahead, Ardra walked up to a vast, mottled nothingness and disappeared into it: the castle door.

Then Pryn, Lavik, and Petal went through it too.



13. Of Survival, Celebration, and Unlimited Semiosis

…Those who fail to reread are obliged to read the same story everywhere…

(BARTHES)

What does this paradoxical statement imply? First, it implies that a single reading is composed of the already-read, that what we can see in a text the first time is already in us, not in it; in us insofar as we ourselves are a stereotype, an already-read text; and in the text only to the extent that the already-read is that aspect of a text that it must have in common with its reader in order for it to be readable at all. When we read a text once, in other words, we can see in it only what we have already learned to see before.

BARBARA JOHNSON,

The Critical Difference

‘THERE.’ TRITTY POINTED TO the goblets on the tray the elderly slave-woman carried: their sides were joined slabs of vitric red and blue, framed in cast metal, hugely heavy.

‘And here…’ The earl lifted a thin pitcher from a tray of pitchers the red-headed slaveboy brought up. ‘This one’s yours.’ He tilted it—and Pryn quickly brought her goblet, in both hands, beneath the lip. Water-clear and tossing back firelight from the lamps’ flaming and the goblet’s own glistening sides, liquid filled it.

Because it was so heavy, she lifted it quickly to taste: the coldest water, with a fruity ghost—sharpness interrupted, which made her take a larger swallow in memory of initial cool.

Greater sharpness made her head reel.

The earl set the pitcher down, picked up another, and poured dark liquid into the goblet Lavik held.

‘Now you must tell us your own story.’ Inige came over with his own goblet, which his father filled from still another pitcher with something opaque and green. ‘Tritty’s right. It always happens when you invite guests that you expect to entertain. All you end up doing is trying to impress them. You must tell a story of your own, because we really want to hear it!’

‘Ardra,’ Tritty said, ‘come here and have your drink. It’s tradition, darling.’

‘I don’t like the blue,’ Ardra said. ‘I think the red tastes better.’ He stood up from the stone steps, strode forward, picked up a goblet from the proffered tray, a pitcher from the other, and poured himself a goblet of…blue liquid, set the pitcher back on the tray, went to the steps, and, taking a noisy sip, sat.

‘Ardra…!’ Tritty said.

‘The trouble with stories—’ Pryn laughed—‘is that when I write them in my head, they’re fun because I can write them slowly, make changes, correct them if they’re wrong, make sure all the names have the right initial signs. But if I tell them, then they come out any-old-how or however. I don’t think I’ll ever be a tale-teller. I suppose I could tell about my trip from Ellamon to Kolhari, the men who captured me, or the women, or what happened to me later in the city—only…’ She blinked about the room and, in momentary embarrassment, took a long, throat-burning draught. The strange sharpness struck. She coughed. ‘Only…I don’t really understand all that happened, myself. And besides—’ She coughed again—‘you’re not very interested in the people I met, which is all I could talk about anyway…’

Pryn thought she saw their hand-waving protests, but heat blurred her eyes and made her unsteady. Somebody put a hand on her shoulder—she fell, or sat (she’d thought she was going to fall…) on the couch behind her.

She still held the goblet.

‘Are they going to bring the baby back down again…? I suppose it’s too late. I could tell about when I came south from Kolhari. This man I came with; and his friend. Smugglers—only I’d be embarrassed to; besides, I’m not interested in those people anymore…though they taught me enough. A story?’ She took another long sip from the metal rim, because the drink’s effect seemed the less the more of it she swallowed—this one didn’t burn so. Was her mouth numbing? ‘A story. Well. There was an ordinary, fifteen-year-old girl who looked like a beautiful young queen…or was there a queen who looked like an ordinary, bushy-headed girl?’

‘This sounds like a real story!’ she heard Inige say.

Pryn smiled.

Her goblet was vast as the torchlit sea, its clear waves sloshing pink and blue slopes.

‘…only I can’t remember what version I’m supposed to…I could tell them…all. Now…after the girl had done all sorts of terrible things and learned all sorts of magical things, in their proper sequence, her maternal father…’ Pryn frowned into the drink, which seemed to have cloudy streaks through it, perhaps from her own spittle. ‘In one version, it’s her dead father, I think. In another it’s her maternal…uncle—he took her up into a stone chamber, on a hill, or in a tower, just like yours I guess, where she saw a…city!’ Pryn looked up and narrowed her eyes in the lamplight’s dazzle. Tears banked her lower lids, obscuring the backlit listeners reclining about the chamber. ‘At a great dinner for her—really, this has been a wonderful dinner! I’ve never eaten food like this before in my life or drunk such…at a great dinner, her absent father, or her maternal uncle did something terrible…’

The silence broke in lingering waves; after lots of it, Ardra said, swinging his fists between his knees: ‘It’s a good story. We all know it. And that’s a good place to pause. But it doesn’t end there. You have to go on.’

Pryn took another drink that was so cold yet made her so warm. She blinked. ‘…He did something terrible. Only I don’t remember…his family name. There’s good reason to remember it, only I don’t know if I ever knew what it was.’ One of them had moved…

Pryn looked up on red. Her eyes moved up over red. It was Tritty’s dress, because Tritty’s face was at the top, smiling down.

Tritty touched her shoulder. ‘That’s a marvelous story—one I’ve loved for years. We all have. Old stories are the best, I think. That’s one of the most beautifully crafted parts of the engine to raise Neveryóna. But you can’t sit here and tell me you’ve forgotten the family name of the queen’s maternal uncle! That’s the whole point—at least it is if you’re telling it to us!’

‘I’m not a good tale-teller,’ Pryn apologized. ‘I’d much rather write it down, where I could think about what I’m supposed to be saying.’ She felt unsteady, unhappy, and out of place. ‘If there weren’t the pressure of having to tell it, I could find out the real story, all of it. I could write why it means something special to me, too, as well as you—’

‘Jue-Grutn,’ Tritty prompted. ‘Go on, now. We all know it, so it doesn’t matter how well you tell it. Jue-Grutn was the family name of the queen’s maternal uncle. The name of my husband—and his father; and his father’s father. With very old stories, such distinctions cease to matter. But that’s the part we love to hear most—here. Whenever we can, we get a guest to…But it’s part of the engine—my husband said he was explaining it upstairs? We have a vested interest, of course. I’m sure you can understand…’

Pryn’s gaze lost itself in her shimmering drink. ‘The Earl Jue-Grutn gave her…’

Then, at once, what shimmered was terror. Whether it was inside her or outside her, she didn’t know. She didn’t move.

Under flamelight, liquid flashed.

Did she hurl the heavy goblet?

Did she scream?

Did she throw out an arm, upsetting some small table?

Did she overturn her couch as she stood, so that the bolsters flopped on the carpet?

Did she lurch across the floor, shoving aside first Inige and then Lavik, who moved to stop her?

Later she was able to reason that she had done at least three and had definitely not done one. But which three and which one, though she would even list them and list them again on wax, clay, and parchment in every conceivable order, she was never sure. Was it the Wild Ini’s blade she waved above her head? Was it a carving knife snatched from the side-table that made Jenta spread his arms and fall back, while the earl came up behind him, then turn to grab Ardra, who’d rushed forward? She remembered the earl’s cloak, flung up and out, tenacious of its blues in lamplight. Did he try to stop her? Did she run into it? Or through it? Someone yelled, ‘Stop her!’ Certainly it was the earl and not she who bellowed, ‘The astrolabe, no—!’ Certainly someone yelled, ‘No, don’t let her—!’ But she was out one arch or another.

And nothing, really, was certain.

Did she run through myriad halls, searching through corridors and chambers for an exit? Did slaves in white collar-covers run out and, confused at her career, step back? Did she plunge through the low stone passage to burst into the black garden, starred with lamps—

She pushed through hangings, half-opened doors, bushes, branches, into dark. She remembered grasping a branch to come to an unsteady halt—torch-bearing men passed below the rock she swayed on, Inige at their head, iron and white cloth about the other necks, talking: ‘This way…gone in this direction…you said you heard…’ mixed with the barbarian tongue. Later she hesitated on a muddy stretch before a stubbly field, out on which she could see a leafless tree—so there must have been moonlight…? She had no memory of a moon. Were there voices? She dashed across the stubble, hearing her feet slap in the ground below the grass, wetter than she’d thought. She plunged into dappled dark that cut her and tickled her and beat her hips and shoulders, catching in the chain about her neck as if the twigs were trying to snatch away the clinking astrolabe, which she would have gladly torn off her neck and given up. She’d said she didn’t want it…

…blinking, trying to push herself up, with pebbles under her hands. She blinked again, at something huge and pale. She tried to turn her face away from it before she realized it was the moon, bigger than she had ever seen a moon in the mountains, just above the horizon—which rippled.

Pryn pushed back, pebbles under her hip, dragging her feet beneath her. Pebbles rolled down the slope. She looked up at a tall rock, with trees beyond it. She looked behind her. Another rocky finger prodded crookedly at the night, but shorter.

Both rocks were chalky white.

Pryn pushed to sitting, dragging her heels back, and locked her arms about her knees, resting her chin on them, in a lucidity that seemed near sickness, though if she didn’t move, she might be all right. She bit her inner lip and looked across rippling fog.

At the moon…

Cawing, and she looked up—to see leaves fall and what seemed a flurry of leaves; only it was the bird itself, momentarily at the proper angle for her to catch the wing’s green before ivory light leached all color. In a chatter of little stones and leaves, Pryn suddenly pushed to her feet. She stepped to the ledge.

Below rolled fog; below that, water. Pryn blinked. Wave rolled over wave. Taking a great breath, which made her stomach ill and her balance shaky, she shouted as loud as she could: ‘I am Pryn, and I have come to warn the Worm of the Sea of the Blue Heron’s…!’ She did not know where the words came from, nor their proper conclusion. But a sudden gout, breaking silver above the mist, made her push the heel of her hand up hard against her mouth and step back.

Through the ripplings at the slope’s foot something else…rippled. Now catching light and glimmering, it looked like water. Dark and heaving, it seemed a solider fog.

Out there…?

Something splashed and she looked off at it.

Somewhere else, a splash—Pryn looked over there. There was another, below her. She looked down: water broke like a metallic flower, falling open and dropping shattered petals into mist, beautiful and burning in the chill.

The ground’s shaking was almost too slight to feel. Then a whisper only as loud as the slightest breeze by her ear grew to a tremble, a roar.

She thought to sit again, lest she be thrown. But she saw, at three places, fog break from something solid and dark as power.

Not fog.

Stone.

Dripping and streaming, stone poured water into fog. The towers rose, two taller, one smaller, a bridge between the three, spurting out windows, spilling through newels.

Sea foamed. Buildings shrugged water into it. There and there were other roofs, a broken wall, more walls standing, two buildings: one nearly whole supported one nearly collapsed.

Driven from the sea, fog hung above her, before her, about her. She stood in an emptiness she knew was permeated with mist she could not see. Frothing, the water mixed jade and ivory. Enough buildings had risen to see streets. Where two crossed, water whirled, swirled, rushed out by the walls.

A wall fell…?

No, a mud bank broke from stone, to slosh off between the ruins.

Pryn saw them first as a row of regular eruptions in the rush.

Six, seven, eight, nine carvings cleared the flood, which, as the water lowered, were the capitals of nine columns, one of the line—the sixth or seventh—missing.

The columns rose. Weeds strung away. Water lowered more. Weeds dropped on algae-filmed stone. The column fallen across its base rose above the ripples. Some of the muddy streets were paved with patterned blue flags. Other buildings had broken columns before them…

That was when she saw it, glittering.

The earth rumbled; the water raged. Muddied and weed-streaked, it still gleamed, so much of it as had washed free of mud and refuse. Whatever desires she’d pushed away to give it up surged back, like foam, like wind. She didn’t want to take any—only to see it from closer…only perhaps a few coins.

There was so much of it!

It filled alleys. Glimmering, it spilled into wider avenues. There, that must have been a whole house, or even several small houses, piled over with it.

Half running, half falling down the embankment, Pryn only managed to get her feet under her when they plunged shin-deep in mud. She staggered on, arms wheeling, till she reached the first pavement. Weeds in windows hung on wet stone. Mud clung to the wall beside her. Fallen masonry, broken shells, and soaked branches made her progress by the dripping pillars as slow as it had been in the silt. Dirty-footed, wet-handed, scratches on her shoulders and legs, Pryn edged between cold rocks, pushed away a cool branch of driftwood, moved close along a broken wall, its carvings veiled in moss.

She could see gold at that alley’s end!

But the tiny street was too blocked and clotted with some half-fallen building to get through. Did it move…? In the heaps of nuggets, trinkets, coins, did some tremor in the risen seafloor cause that momentary cascade of wet metal?

That’s when she remembered the dragon.

Pryn looked up. Beyond the broken cornice, yellow fogs drifted, luminous before a moon she could no longer see. But I only want to see it…Pryn took hold of her astrolabe, as cold as if it, too, had lain in the waters. She moved to the building corner, looked around it…

Six wagon-loads…? Only six? More like six hundred…! Heaping the far side of the yard, most of it was yellow, but a lot was iron dark with tarnish or silver-green with algae. What part of the ruins were under that sloping glimmer?

The heaped treasure was mountainous!

Pryn looked the other way at the half-crumbled cistern, beyond which were more free-standing columns—and started! But the gleaming head, demonic, half on its side, was also gold…

Then the mountains moved!

A ripple passed over the glimmering slope—not the shimmer from high to low of tumbling coins, but sideways, over the whole of it; then another ripple, bottom to top. Gold unfolded over gold.

The building corner struck Pryn, buttock and shoulder blade. (She hadn’t realized she’d been backing away.) Rising, gold articulated along some glittering numismatic pleat, then along another fanning from it, then yet along another. Between, the loose and flashing folds billowed and rose, a wing scaled with coins, taut, spined, darkening a fifth the sky, dragged its shadow over the yard, opaque to all moonlight with its auric load, yet still glittering within its black, become beast, become Gauine herself.

Beyond the columns, the golden head rolled upright and—looked at her!

Mouth open, Pryn crouched, back against uneven stone. Somewhere, distant in the ruins, another gold wing rose above roofs.

The head slid. Some half-standing wall fell before the huge muzzle rose. Black puddles in pits of crumpled foil, the eyes, now one, now the other, lowered slow, brazen lids and lifted them. Hovering above the columns, above the smashed cistern, above Pryn, the long, ragged lip, clotted with gems, lifted from teeth not gold but stained bone, some whole, some split, all hiked in coral gum.

Pryn pushed back, slipped, almost went sprawling, but got her feet under her. Standing, she looked up. The great wings, first one, then the other, moved.

She heard wind.

She heard water.

She took another breath and called, loud enough to hurt her throat: ‘Oh great Gauine, I have come to give my treasure…!’ She stopped.

Because the golden head, staring down, that rose and rose above her, now descended!

Fear? Terror? What she felt was not terror, because the beast above her was terror itself, and to gaze up at it—all jaws and eyes—was to watch, as jaws opened and eyes blinked, terror’s articulations entirely from without. She felt herself in some reckless state where ecstasy and obliviousness, daring and distraction, were one.

The gesture came from the same place as the words, though—then—she could not have said where that was. She grasped the chain at her neck and pulled it over her head. First it caught under her ear, then in her hair, but she yanked it loose.

Pryn hurled the astrolabe as high and hard as she could.

Gauine roared.

Gauine beat her wings.

The sea and the winds leapt to answer.

And Pryn ran.

Gauine’s roaring didn’t stop.

Pryn’s feet splashed on streaming flags. She pushed from a slim pillar swaying on its pedestal, dodged shaking driftwood. Water rilled at her ankles, rushing. Pryn went off paving—into mud!

Mud shook.

Mud quivered.

Beating at her, splashing about her, the water wet her knees. She slogged, flailing. Water was at her waist. Pryn fell, grasping foam, but came up spluttering and this time grabbed the root sticking from the embankment, managed to pull herself up, now going crabwise on the slope, coughing and trying to spit the salt from her throat. (Her aunt had never told her the sea was salt!) She didn’t remember gaining the ledge. But she remembered backing through low bushes, her shift dripping down the backs of her thighs.

Water spilled together over the unbearable city.

She remembered coming out from trees again, and again, and then again to the edge of the rocks, with the inlet spread before her, a few sand bars interrupting the glitter that the night breeze unraveled over the whole of it.

The moon was high and small.

She remembered walking in moon-speckled forest.

She remembered sitting wide awake with her eyes closed.

She remembered walking a lot more.

She remembered blinking, with leaves blocking deep blue.

Leaning against tree bark, she realized that it was dew-wet, that the leaves against her shins were wet too, and that perhaps it had just rained in the faint dawn-light.

She squatted by some bare ground, where the sick feeling passed long enough for her to pick up a twig and scratch her name in the wet dirt. Something was wrong with it—it lacked both capital and diacritic! Again the nausea welled, but it was not as strong as it had been for hours now. She stood, temples throbbing, a stinging along the backs of her legs from squatting so long.

Pryn moved among trees.

She first realized she was on brewery grounds when, at the hillcrest, she saw Old Rorkar’s house. Up the nearer slope was the workers’ barracks, where she slept. Down there was the office shed. She remembered taking a momentary account: her name was Pryn—she did know how to write it. In the pockets of her dress were…no iron coins? Her blade—Ini’s blade…? But Tratsin’s carving tool—no, the earl’s carving knife; or some memory that doubled them both…at any rate, it had gone even before the city had risen. Pryn blinked, frowned, and remembered what had occurred. Almost like relief, the nausea welled again, driving it from her mind. She opened her mouth, taking shallow breaths. Her few coins and the Ini’s blade were under her straw in the barracks.

Pryn felt at her neck.

The chain and astrolabe were, yes, gone.

Her hand went to her hair, found a leaf, and pulled it away. I must look like someone who’s slept in the woods! she thought. The nausea passed again, leaving her still unsteady. Her mouth was very dry.

Standing with a hand on the tree beside her, Pryn felt two conflicting urges. One was to go to her barracks, take her knife, her coins, and strike out on the north road without a word. The other was to go down past the cooling caves, cross the road to the eating hall, take her morning bowl of soup—Rorkar always said, though Pryn had only heard it quoted, ‘A heavy meal in the morning slows the worker till noon’—and fall into her usual routine, again without a word.

‘…a kind of madness,’ she whispered. Someone had said that recently. But she was not sure who or why.

There was another urge, of course: to go into the barracks, lie down on her straw, and sleep; but because she was fifteen, and because this was a salaried job, and because the job carried a double title that separated her somehow from the others, she dismissed that one as childish—though in five or ten years it might well have been the one she would follow. As it was, while she decided between the first two, the hide-covered planks of the barracks door were set aside and one, then three, then five women came out. (The women usually managed to leave before the men.) A few more came—one waited for a friend who joined her.

Pryn stepped behind the tree.

Two barbarian men came out.

They were all headed for the eating hall.

Three more women left, two with their children behind and before them. One barbarian shooed the snoring eight-year-old out ahead of her with gestures for which Pryn could hear Tritty saying, ‘Now, Ardra…!’ Would Petal snore when she was older? Would Lavik make such gestures? But Tritty and Ardra, Pryn remembered, weren’t barbarians anyway, were from further north, or east, or west…What Pryn decided, because she was that kind of young woman, was to follow both her first two urges.

More women came out of the barracks—which meant her end of the dim sleeping hall would be almost deserted.

She walked forward.

One man, leaving, looked at her—which made her decide to pick over her hair for more leaves and make sure to wash in the stream behind the building where, each morning, one half or the other of the workers kneeled to splash their faces and arms.

She went and washed.

The money was still under the straw. She took it out. And the knife. She put on the green dress Madame Keyne had given her, because it had two sizable internal pockets, whereas the work-dress she’d gotten here had none. She put her money in one. She stuck the knife into the sash on her other hip, then bloused the green shift over it so that the knife was more or less covered, though no one would be surprised at her carrying a blade. Still…

She went outside—should she go back in and sleep?

Twice she’d thought she might throw up. She’d decided to forgo breakfast.

Pryn walked down to the office.

Pushing inside, passing piled barrel staves and nested pots, she realized what she didn’t remember—couldn’t remember—was waking. She had no memory of opening her eyes in the forest, of going from a nothing to a now that would let her locate a discontinuity with some previous thought or feeling, a discontinuity that could be read as containing sleep—a sleep that contained a dream. Equally lacking was any memory of the dream of the golden dragon ending…Had it ended? Could that giant bejeweled fact suddenly peer at her from behind some shack or tree or keg?

When she stepped into the office cubicle, Yrnik turned from the waxed board with the little erasing lamp flickering in his hand. ‘Pryn…?’ Did he look at her strangely? She wanted to feel her hair for more leaves. ‘Pryn, I think you’ve made a…’ His forehead wrinkled above ivory eyes whose irises looked like circles cut from dead leaves. ‘I’m sure you’ve made a mistake in these figures. The last ones here—only two barrels of fertilizer out of the auxiliary cooling cave for all of yesterday? You must have made an error. It just doesn’t tally with the numbers you’ve written down for the rest of the week.’ He read: ‘“Nine,” “eight,” “twelve,” “ten”…Now “two”? I mean you can’t just go writing down things like that about those people. That’s why I sent you to watch them. Carefully. And to write down—carefully—what you saw. Two? If I tell that to Rorkar, he’d turn all of the workers in there out on the road. And you must know, they’re the ones that can least afford it.’

‘Perhaps you shouldn’t tell him,’ Pryn said.

Yrnik frowned. He turned back to melt more figures to ghosts. ‘What…?’

Pryn took a breath. ‘I must have made a mistake. Yes. I meant to write “twelve.” Only the earl’s cart came for me just then and—’

‘Oh,’ Yrnik said. ‘Twelve. That sounds better, certainly. “Twelve”—and while we’re at it, “forty-nine” is a little high for the main cave. We’ll make that “forty” and start over again, all right? And no more mistakes.’

‘Yes,’ Pryn said.

Yrnik pursed his lips, setting the lamp on the shelf below the cleared board. ‘They were looking for you earlier, you know. When you weren’t in the barracks.’

Pryn’s eyes widened. She tried to relax her whole face. She opened her hands.

‘His Lordship and Old Rorkar, this morning. You must have had quite an evening at his Lordship’s. I said you’d probably gotten up early and gone walking.’

Pryn moved dry lip on dry lip. ‘Yes…I went walking—earlier.’ Had the dream, she wondered, begun at the earl’s? Suddenly she said: ‘I’m going to the eating hall to catch Tetya on his way up. For his writing session.’

‘Oh, I don’t think—’

But Pryn turned and sprinted away among staves, pots, leaning tools, hanging baskets and out flapping hide.

More workers stood in front of the eating hall than usual. Many were climbing into a large, open wagon. Ahead on the road, another wagon full of men and women was just rolling off north. Everybody was in a good mood. Half a dozen men stood at the road side, bending and hooting with laughter at a story from a heavy woman at the wagon’s edge. She gestured and grimaced, making strange growls and grunts—in the narrative, Pryn caught the passing nivu, the casual har’, but understood none of the barbaric comedy.

She crossed the cool, yellow dirt and turned from the door when a bunch of jabbering men came out followed by several silent women.

‘There you are!’ Juni ducked from the door-hanging, drying her hands on her work apron. She wore a dress that was very blue.

Juni hurried over to her. ‘What in the world happened to you last night?’ (Pryn thought it might be reassuring to take out her knife. But wouldn’t it look odd to Juni…?)’ His Lordship drove down here this morning, woke up Old Rorkar, and the two of them were in the hall soon as we opened, asking if anyone had seen you.’ Juni’s dress had none of the metallic glitter of the earl’s cloak, but it was definitely the same color.

Pryn put her palm against the knife and felt it through the doubled cloth.

‘The earl said you’d decided to come home by yourself…? He said he’d offered to have you driven back, but there was some misunderstanding…?’

Pryn blinked. ‘Yes.’ She thought: I’ll just say ‘yes’ to everything anyone asks until a dragon plucks me up and away and I’m gone…

‘It’s an awfully long walk back from his Lordship’s estate; Juni said. ‘But then, the moon was full last night. It was still out when I got up to come here this morning. I just wish it hadn’t rained, though…Well, when they went to the barracks, you weren’t there!’

Pryn nodded.

Juni took a large breath. ‘Finally they went and got Bruka anyway. And took her out back! It was awful! Afterwards, when his Lordship had driven off, Rorkar came in and sat in the empty hall and kept on saying this wasn’t the way he wanted to begin the Labor Festival. I felt so sorry for him…!’

‘Bruka?’ Pryn frowned.

‘They should have waited to find you,’ Juni said. ‘That’s what Rorkar told his Lordship. I mean, even a slave has some rights—and there’s supposed to be a witness. But his Lordship got very angry and said I’m sorry, my man, but for all he knew the silly girl—which was you—wouldn’t be back! He said they’d looked for you several hours before they decided you must have made your own way home. And besides, he said, when Bruka was confronted with it, she’d confess.’ Juni tossed her apron hem down. ‘They went and got her and took her out in the back…’ Her dark eyes widened. ‘They used to do it here in front, you know, for everybody to see. Two big logs, sticking out of the ground right there by the road, with manacles hanging on them! I remember, because when I was six or seven, my cousin drove me by and we saw them doing it. It bothered me for days, weeks—oh, it still bothers me…Where are you going?’

Pryn walked away along the wall.

She heard Juni come up behind her, stopped when Juni put her hand on her shoulder. ‘Don’t go back there…’

Pryn glanced over her shoulder.

‘There’s nothing you can do. I mean there was nothing you could have done, even if they’d found you—since they didn’t wait. They’ll cut her loose when everyone comes back this evening—’

Pryn walked again.

‘Well, don’t stay there too long, then!’ Juni called. ‘I’m going to get in the wagon…I wish you’d come, too; and tell me all the wonderful things that happened last night at his Lordship’s…’

Pryn turned the back corner of the hall.

There were some barrels on the eating hall’s back porch. That’s all. It didn’t feel particularly like morning. She looked across the stone benches stretching to the forest.

She’d expected a stake driven into the ground somewhere and the old woman dangling, chained to it.

She saw nothing.

Out in front she heard another wagon pull up. Someone was shouting for someone else to hurry, hurry up! Someone else was laughing very hard about it—or something else entirely.

Pryn walked out between the benches.

Reaching the aisle, she crossed over dandelions and sedge. Weeds tufted gravel and fallen leaves. She walked between the next seats. The tarred staples left rusted halos on the stone. In various chipped indentations, water had gathered. A third of the staples had broken off. Many were only nubs.

At the bench’s end, Pryn walked around the weedy dirt piled against it.

Five, or six, or seven benches away, a rope was tied round one of the staples. It went over the stone’s edge and down.

It was moving.

Pryn frowned.

She climbed up to stand on the bench nearest. With a long step and a jump, she got to the next; and the next; and the next—

The woman lay on her side, face against the rock. The vine was lashed half a dozen times around her bony forearms, from her wrists halfway up to her elbows, which were pressed together. The skin above the rope was red. Her dress had been stripped to her waist. She was breathing very quietly.

As Pryn stood looking down, Bruka opened her eyes. She didn’t look particularly surprised. But after a few moments, she closed her eyes again and shifted her bound arms. The vine rope slid an inch along the stone.

The first thing Pryn thought was that it wasn’t as horrible as she’d expected.

It was only rope, not chain; and only along two of the welts on her back had the skin broken enough to bleed—though as Pryn climbed down, she saw a splatter of red on the weeds. And there was a brown smear on the bench’s side.

Pryn squatted, looking about. There was no one—though later she told herself it wouldn’t have mattered if there were. She would have done the same. She took the knife from her sash under the fold, grabbed one of the lengths of vine rope tied to the staple, and began to saw at it. Getting through it took about two minutes—it was much better rope than she’d been able to make for her dragon bridle.

She was halfway through the second when Bruka opened her eyes again and said, ‘What are you doing?’

‘Cutting you free.’

‘Did he send you? Is the sun down?’

Pryn shook her head and kept sawing.

‘You’re freeing me…!’ Bruka struggled to sit up.

Pryn grunted; the rope was jerked from her hand. She pulled it back and kept sawing.

‘The indignity…!’ Bruka whispered. ‘They wouldn’t do it out front, where people could see. No. They hid me away here in the back—pretending it wasn’t happening! Why do it, then? But they know, now: people won’t tolerate it—not the free ones! Then why do it, I said. Who’s it to be an example to, I asked. Not an old woman like me, an old slave…there won’t be any more slaves, soon. They won’t put up with it…You’re freeing me? You’re mad!’ The old woman narrowed her eyes. ‘You’re mad, you know. You know what they’ll do to you—a lot worse than this! It’s a crime what you’re doing—’

Pryn stopped sawing. ‘Do you want me to leave you here?’

With her fingers on the bench edge, Bruka dragged herself up. ‘No…!’

Pryn grasped the rope and sawed at it some more.

‘But you’re mad—!’

‘Me and Queen Olin,’ Pryn said. ‘Since I got you into this mess with that useless astrolabe—it’s gone now, by the way, so don’t worry—this seems the least I can do.’ On least the rope parted. ‘Let me see your arms.’

Bruka thrust them forward.

Pryn pulled at the rope, but it was knotted at both ends of the lashing. Bruka’s fingers and hands were puffy.

‘Here…’ Pryn moved around beside her, so that she could get the bound arms under one of hers to steady them. ‘Hold still, or I might cut you…’ It was hard sawing; and Pryn still didn’t feel all that well. In the middle of picking and cutting at the knot, her forehead broke out in beaded water, and her sawing arm began to slip against her side. ‘What are you going to do when you get free?’ She cut more.

‘Oh, they think I don’t know, because I’m an old woman. But I do! There are ways for a slave to get north to Kolhari and not once step on the main road. There’re the little trails and paths the smugglers use. There’re the little roads. I know…’

‘You’re going to Kolhari?’ Pryn glanced back at her. ‘Me too. Perhaps I’ll see you there.’ She went back to her cutting.

‘They don’t have slaves in Kolhari,’ Bruka said. ‘Only free men and women.’

‘Mmm,’ Pryn said. She pushed away the image of an old woman alone in those crowded streets.

‘There’s a Court of Eagles,’ Bruka said. ‘Where everything is decided fairly. With real eagles, too. I talked to a man who went to Kolhari once, and he said he saw no eagles. But I said there must a real eagle there, someplace. Don’t you think?’

‘Oh, there is,’ Pryn said. ‘It’s huge. Its wingspan would block the sunlight away from this whole brewery. Its feathers are gold and iron. Its beak and claws are clotted with gems. And it guards the city and keeps its markets and businesses running quite smoothly, thank you. But they keep it hidden. You’ll be in Kolhari quite a while before you ever get a look at its glittering face. They’re vicious birds, you know—eagles. Mountain birds; and I come from the mountains. Dirty, too. Really, they’re just a kind of vulture—’

‘You’re mad,’ Bruka said.

The rope came free. ‘There…’

Pryn put the knife up on the stone and unwrapped Bruka’s bound arms. The grain of the vine had printed itself on the yellow flesh—and of course there was another place, Pryn saw as she unwrapped more lashing, where the rope was again knotted about her forearm. But that only took a half-minute to untie.

‘It happened to my father, too,’ Bruka said. ‘The same way. I wish I’d known him, at least long enough for him to tell me—but it wouldn’t have done any good. They always said I was a headstrong girl.’ The last of the rope came away, and Bruka suddenly grinned. ‘Like you, eh?’

Pryn waited for the old woman to flex her swollen hands. But she only stretched her arms out; sitting up tall, she looked over the bench tops.

Pryn looked too.

There was still no one.

‘You’re sure you can get north to Kolhari…?’ Pryn asked.

The swollen hands on the marked and raddled forearms came back to Bruka’s neck. The old slave grimaced, slipping two fingers of each hand under the iron collar at each side. She pulled.

The lock separated, and the collar came open on its hinge. Pryn had an impression of incredible strength, a strength that, if it could tear open such a collar, could easily have broken the ropes!

Bruka looked at her, then frowned at what was certainly an odd expression on Pryn’s face. ‘But I never wear it locked,’ she explained. ‘In the day it’s all right, I guess. But at night it chokes me…someone got a key here, years ago. Old Rorkar never knew. But I think the lock’s broken by now, anyway. The hinge is tight, so it holds…’ She took the collar from her neck and put it on the bench. Once more she frowned at Pryn. ‘I’m not too old, you know. I’ve always wanted to go. I can. I know how. I’ve always known. Thank you for freeing me.’ Bruka reached forward, touched Pryn’s knee. ‘Thank you, my Lady…’Then she scrambled awkwardly to her wide feet, pulled her dress up over her dark-aureoled breasts, stuck her yellow arms through the ragged holes, turned and hurried toward the trees. Bent nearly double, she was among them; was within them; was gone.

Pryn stood.

She wiped her forehead with her fingers and shook them. Drops darkened the stone. She picked up the knife, lifted the blousing, stuck it in her sash, and let green cloth fall.

She picked up the collar, holding an iron semi-circle in each fist. The metal loop to attach the neck-chain separated the second and third fingers of her right hand. She brought its double tenon into the groove: a click.

She pulled.

Another click—it came open again, though the hinge was indeed firm enough to hold it at whatever position, opened or closed.

Pryn raised it to her neck.

The iron was a neutral temperature against her skin. Holding it with both fists, though, she couldn’t close it all the way; so she took it off again and stuck it around her sash, closed there, pulling enough cloth through to cover it.

Pryn walked back among the benches toward the building corner. She felt as though she’d been here an hour—though, really, it was probably no more than ten minutes. When she came around the hall, they were only just starting the wagon. Horses clomped forward. Then, at the wagon’s edge, Juni hollered at the driver to stop, stop, please, stop, just once more, and everybody groaned or laughed as though this had happened two or three times already.

‘Come on, come on!’ Juni waved at Pryn.

Because the wagon was going north on the road, Pryn went over to it. Juni and someone else helped her climb up over the side. (One of the things they’d apparently had to stop for already was for Juni to take off her apron and bring it back into the hall. She wasn’t wearing it now.) ‘All right, all right!’ Juni called to the driver when Pryn was still half over the rail. ‘We can go!’

The wagon started.

Everyone cheered.

As Pryn settled on the straw, Juni leaned close to her. ‘I hope you’re satisfied! I told you not to go back there—oh, don’t look so sullen and suspicious!’ She slapped Pryn’s knee playfully. ‘Try to remember that it’s a holiday. I want to hear all about what it’s like to dine at his Lordship’s. What did you eat? Was it marvelous…? I know it was, because I’ve heard rumors among the slaves—’

‘Juni,’ Pryn said, ‘why would they do that to that poor woman? She’s all tied up back there. She’s been whipped. She’s just lying there, like she’s half dead. I mean, just because she read my—well, she didn’t read it. She only recognized it.’

Juni made a disgusted face as though she were not going to discuss it. Then her hands flopped together in her lap and she sat back. ‘It is sad. But slaves are not supposed to drink. Bruka knows that. And from the earl’s own mug…? It was just spiteful breaking of the rules. Even Rorkar agreed it was the kind of thing that couldn’t just be let pass…And Bruka’s half mad anyway. It’s the kind of thing she’d do!’

Pryn was frowning again.

‘Well, they said you saw it!’ Juni declared. ‘The earl was in the back, talking to you that day. He put his mug down on a bench—you know, the fancy one he carries whenever he comes to visit here? Bruka just picked it up and drained it. He said you were right there.’

‘Yes, but—’ Astonishment worked its way through the numbness that had enclosed the morning. ‘But her father had—’

‘—drunk out of the same mug?’ Juni closed her eyes and raised her chin. ‘That’s what she was shouting and screaming when they dragged her in the back.’ She looked at Pryn again. ‘Then his little Lordship boomed out—he’s got quite a voice when he’s riled—yes, her father had put his foul lips to that mug, and he too had been strung up and whipped for it. Then Bruka screamed she didn’t know about that part. Nobody had ever told her that part before—which I have to admit I didn’t believe, because slaves, you know, remember everything. But by then, of course, they’d got her tied up in the back. And Tetya had returned with the whip—’

‘Juni—’ Bewilderment joined astonishment—‘that can’t be the reason…I heard him tell her to—’ But she did not want to draw more of Juni’s thoughts to her real reasons for outrage. ‘I mean, why didn’t his Lordship say something about it yesterday—two days ago, when it happened?’

‘Cyka said it to me.’ Juni looked dour. ‘Rorkar said it to his Lordship. It’s what anyone would have thought. But his Lordship said that when it happened he’d thought to let it pass, because, after all, she was just a crazy old slavewoman who had belonged to his father and who still had a malicious streak. But he had forgotten about the Labor Festival. And in his father’s day, this was the holiday when good slaves were rewarded for their obediences and bad slaves punished for their defiances. Precisely because it was the morning of this particular day, he’d felt obliged to come by and say something. After all, rules are rules. And even Old Rorkar said, yes, that was true.’ She blinked at Pryn. The wagon jounced. The workers on the other side had started a song. ‘She didn’t deny it, you know. Still, after two days, and with a crazy old woman…’ Juni shook her head. ‘You know, it’s just like his Lordship to do something like that. Nobody around here trusts him.’ She gave a small humph. ‘Not know it was the Labor Festival, indeed! It happens every year, and always on the same day. Myself, I don’t believe it any more than I believe Bruka.’ She glanced up. ‘I hope it doesn’t rain again.’

Of course Pryn had not known it was the Labor Festival either. The why was simple. The area’s most important holiday of the summer and held on the longest day of the year, it was an occasion every local knew about and assumed everyone else knew, too. No one had thought to mention it directly to Pryn any more than anyone had thought to mention, ‘There’s sky overhead,’ or, ‘There’s earth underfoot.’ What references she’d overheard were all oblique enough so that, without knowing what they referred to, she’d had no way to interpret them and so hadn’t really heard them at all.

Pryn tried to reassess the morning in terms of what she’d seen and heard last night, what she’d seen behind the eating hall, what she’d just heard from Juni. No doubt you have put together a more or less coherent explanation for what occurred at the inlet under the moon. Because it was a long time ago, and because the fashions in such explanations change, Pryn had put together a possibly very different one—though no less coherent to her. No matter how different the explanations, however, she had reached some conclusions from it that should be understandable to you and me. Either the greater explanation she was seeking was too complex for what was merely simple and ugly; or that greater explanation which would encompass all these jumbled details was of a complexity beyond any she could presently conceive. In either case, she did not like it here. She was glad she’d freed the old woman, and hoped she got to Kolhari—though to think it was to doubt it.

She was glad to be leaving herself.

Which is when the wagon turned from the north highway onto a narrow road. Trees lowered over.

Pryn seized the wagon’s side.

‘What’s the matter with you?’ Juni said. ‘You look like you’re about to jump out!’

‘Where are we going—?’

‘To the Labor Festival. Down at the beach…?’

Will Rorkar and Tetya be there? And Yrnik?’ But she had seen Yrnik that morning; nothing had happened. ‘Will his Lordship and his family come?’

‘Oh, Tetya and Yrnik will wander by about two or three. Rorkar will arrive at four—though I wouldn’t be surprised if Tetya didn’t show up this year. When he left the hall this morning, he didn’t look like a young man ready for a party. I don’t think he has much of a stomach for slave whipping.’

‘Tetya did the actual whipping?’ Broken welts, smeared stone, splattered weeds…

‘Oh his Lordship was very insistent about that! The younger generation and all.’ Juni put on a pompous voice and a practically death’s-head leer. “If your nephew isn’t up to it, my man, I can always call in my son. Inige is waiting for me in the carriage…?” She brushed straw from her lap. ‘Drinking. It’s so stupid—for Bruka, I mean. Today she could have drunk herself silly if she’d wanted—on Festival day, everyone’s allowed. Oh, even some of these good people around us now will behave quite disgracefully before the day’s over. That’s why I go home early. I mean when everybody’s sick and falling all over the beach, I can tell you I’m ready to leave! I’ll stay for the first three fights. After that, I’m gone—though I’m always back an hour later!’ She giggled. ‘You asked when the earl will come? His Lordship and his lady will drive by for a bit, just at sunset—to gloat over the remains and watch the torches reflected in the water. That’s pretty, as long as it’s too dark to see what a mess everyone’s made on the sand. The earl’s children may come earlier—they like this sort of thing. Did you meet them last night?’

Pryn nodded.

‘I think Jenta’s as handsome as they make a man—though I hear he’s quite strange.’ Juni raised an eyebrow. ‘The daughter’s supposed to be a bit of a character, too. I heard something about her having a baby…?’ Sighing, she reached over to pat Pryn’s knee. ‘But don’t worry. It’ll be fine this morning. Oh! Stop the horses!’ And she was half up, waving at the driver. ‘Come on, stop! Stop, up there! Just once more? Please!’ Steadying herself first on this man’s shoulder, then on that woman’s, Juni made her way across to the other side of the wagon.

Pryn turned.

Trees fell back from the wagon’s far side.

Grinning over his shoulder and shaking his head, the driver pulled up before a thatched shack.

In the yard, beside some pots and baskets, an old woman had set up her loom. She pulled back on the tamper, thrust her shuttle through the strings, tamped again, then leaned forward in her threadbare shift and twisted the intricately ridged and ribbed stick that reversed the height of the alternates. The shuttle shot through shaking strings.

‘All right, Auntie!’ Juni called. ‘Will you come with us? I told you I’d stop by for you again. Here we are!’

‘Go on,’ the old woman said. ‘The Festival’s for young people. Not for me—nobody wants me there. Besides, I have too much to do.’ She bent down to turn over a handful of coarse yarn in one of the pots.

‘But it’s a holiday, Auntie,’ Juni said. ‘You’re not supposed to work today.’

’I’ll work if I want to. It’s the Labor Festival. I want to labor. You young people don’t know what work is. Go on, now. You don’t want me around. I don’t know how to have a good time—I hear you say it. And you’re right.’

‘Well, you might learn if you’d come!’

‘I don’t like jouncing in wagons. My bones are too brittle.’ She tamped, sent the shuttle back, leaned forward, and gave a sharp twist to the separator. ‘You won’t stay past three o’clock yourself—I know you. You’ll be back early; you always are. Who wants to watch a bunch of drunken men, impertinent slaves, and crude forest folk all pretend they like each other till they can’t keep it up any longer and fall to fighting—when they’re not getting sick all over themselves! There’s bound to be an accident. You know, there was a drowning down there three years ago. People get careless at these things, go drown themselves, if not each other.’

A man leaning on one knee said: ‘I was there three years ago. Nobody got drowned!’

‘It was seven years ago,’ a woman near him whispered. ‘No, eight—nine years now, I think! But she always says three. She doesn’t really remember. She says it every year.’

‘There was a drowning three years ago. I haven’t gone since, and I’m not going now. Thank you for your trouble. Now get on your way!’

‘Are you sure, Auntie?’

‘I said I wasn’t going.’ She leaned, she twisted. ‘How sure does a woman have to be…?’

Juni sighed loudly and sat back from the rail.

The driver had watched it all. Laughing, he turned to the horses and started the wagon.

The shuttle shot.

Juni turned from the rail on her knees. ‘Well, I tried.’ She crawled back between grinning workers across the straw to Pryn’s side. ‘Everybody saw me. She just won’t come.’

From the yard the old woman called: ‘You can tell me about it when you come back this afternoon!’

Juni closed her eyes. ‘Yes, Auntie! Goodbye, Auntie!’ She opened them and sat back. ‘Well, I did try. But there’s no changing her.’

With some assurance that she was not being pursued by omnipotent powers, Pryn let herself smile.

‘She’s not really my aunt, you know,’ Juni said. ‘She’s my older cousin—she’s really a good sort. You wouldn’t believe it, but she used to have a reputation as the girl who always danced till moon-down. But that was a long time ago, and such things change. I hope I don’t—though I suppose I will. It’s bound to be a family thing, don’t you think? But then, she’s only a cousin—.’

Pryn thought: I’ll stay a few hours at the beach, then head back for the north road. Maybe I’ll only stop a day or two at Kolhari, before I make my way further north…? No, Kolhari deserved at least a week. A few weeks, even; or months…She didn’t want to return to Ellamon. Somehow, though, it was easier now both to be here—and to leave.

Trees dropped back from Pryn’s side of the wagon. Beyond dense brambles, she saw the thatched roofs of several distant buildings.

Juni leaned toward her. ‘The dyeing houses…’ She nodded at the far structures. ‘I worked there for a summer, before I came to the brewery. It’s harder work—I suppose you make more money. But Nallet, who owns them, is much more of a stickler than Rorkar. I guess that’s because he’s younger and feels he has to show he won’t take any nonsense. Nallet’s workers will be at the Festival too, of course. But I didn’t really like it there. I’m glad I’ve got the job I have now. Still—’ She held up the hem of her dress for Pryn to see. Sun through the trees played over the night-dark blue. ‘They do nice stuffs, don’t you think?’

Pryn nodded.

Trees closed around; trees opened. The sun had burned off the overcast. They came in sight of the crowded wagon ahead. Soon they almost overtook it. Someone there started another song. Some people in Pryn’s wagon joined. Juni got into a conversation with some other women.

Pryn looked over the rail at passing pines.

Again trees fell back. On a rocky field where she thought there might easily be the same kind of caves as on Rorkar’s property, Pryn saw a number of long buildings. Beside one stood a dozen plows. Some were small and single-handled; others were large enough to need an animal or a person to haul through the ground.

‘Now that,’ Juni said, ‘used to be the site of our weapons manufactory. Armor, swords, helmets—everything for the soldier and the fighting lord. This whole area used to be known for it. But that was years back, when Auntie was a girl.’

‘Has it become a farm?’ Pryn asked.

Juni laughed. ‘No, silly! They make stone hammers and farm equipment now!’

The wagon rolled.

Someone told her this beach was called Neveryóna. Yes, there were a few old ruins off in the woods, and some ancient foundations out on the islands she could see from here, but nothing to speak of. Was there ever a city? she asked. No, No—true, some folks said as much. But it couldn’t have been more than a village. No, not a city. But the Festivals had always been held here. Pryn was told this out on the sand by a hefty, tow-headed sunburned man of about twenty-one, who had a barbarian accent so thick she could barely understand him. He worked in the dyeing houses and showed her his hands to prove it, if she didn’t believe him! Yes, this was where they’d had the Festivals in his parents’ time; and in his parents’ parents’.

Was it sacred to some god, perhaps, Pryn wanted to know.

No.

Well, had it ever been sacred to some god—perhaps a great dragon god, guardian of the ruins, who lived among the stars?

No. He knew of no such gods around here.

After that she stayed pretty much to herself, sitting at the edge of the grass with her feet on the sand, looking out across the inlet to the gray hills or off at the glittering sea. It wasn’t too hard to be alone. There were a lot more people than just the brewery folk—enough, indeed, to populate a small city!

She said that to herself several times.

The friendliness local people can extend to strangers is always, beyond a point, problematic, as Pryn’s stay at Enoch had reminded her. From time to time there had been strangers in Ellamon. From time to time Pryn had made friends with them. But you just couldn’t draw a friend of a week into the alliances, aversions, shared concerns, mutual suspicions, committed bonds and vague acquaintances of a lifetime—not at an affair like this, where any one of those relationships might change in an instant.

She said that to herself several times, too. (Off with this group, off with that, Juni had not spoken to her for forty minutes.) Pryn felt lonely and thought, really, she ought to go now. She wondered why she stayed.

Sitting on a rock beside some bushes out of sight of the road where the wagons pulled up, she listened to the neighing horses and pictured them nosing one another. She could hear them beyond the ridge. She also thought about her father, whom she had never seen—who, indeed, had been absent from her speculations almost as long as her aunt.

What would he have her do?

Then she thought: Really, her aunt, her mother, Old Rorkar, Yrnik, even Cyka in the eating hall, any real father she might have had, Madame Keyne, the Liberator—even the earl, however vindictive, however despicable. (Was it only power that allowed him to reinterpret reality like that? Pryn suddenly knew: if she’d known what Juni had later told her in the wagon, lost in an attempt to find the nature of the slave’s true guilt or the lord’s true reason, she would never have cut the old woman free!) Yes, all of them were authorities for her. She did what they seemed to ask when they confronted her. When they were not there, she found herself still doing what they might want, as though all of them only stood for that obsessive, absent father who was with her always. Oh, he listened to them and modified his concerns in the light of their demands, to be sure. But he was the real enforcer of any submission, overt or intuited. For what, she wondered, did he stand—

Among the youngsters playing in the shallows, in retaliation to a splashing, one skimmed her forearm over the water, sending up white gold into the sun. On her rock, Pryn started with a momentary image of a gold wing rising from the waters—till it shattered about the girl’s shrieking pursuers; and perspective, with the fixing of attention, returned.

It still set Pryn’s heart pounding.

She had a momentary intuition of all the conflicts between the north and south of all Nevèrÿon contoured by such jeweled eagles, such gilded dragons. But then, what could such fanciful beasts actually do, save finance a bit of the real power wielded by a Rorkar, a Madame Keyne, even a Gorgik, or a provincial earl more powerful than them all. Such power seemed rather paltry before her father not there…

A kind of madness…?

Pryn stood up from her rock, determined to leave that moment—and saw several real and solid reasons to stay.

Over a rock-walled furnace out on the sand, a man turned a triple spit, each tine set with several trussed fowl. In dull dresses too long for the heat, which had already grown notable, women carried shovels full of smoking coals to a shallow pit a few feet off, over which, on a crusted, blackened grill, two split kids barbecued. At the trees, people rolled out dripping barrels, from where they’d been stored the night in some stream, and set them on rough tables in the shade. A dozen people stood about with mugs, sampling what was clearly Rorkar’s contribution to the Festival. With a long journey ahead and little money, it might be wise to eat first and take a bag of food with her—if she could put one together unobtrusively.

At another fire lay several sacks of yams. Some children gingerly placed the red, rooty nodules about the flames.

A grizzled man came down the beach, a net sack over his shoulder filled with what looked like flat, gray stones. A youngster ran from the water to accompany him to a fire, where a large earthen pot had been set to boil. (Save her single afternoon at the Old Market, Pryn, who was after all a mountain girl, had never seen a clam. And despite all auxiliary roastings and grillings, the Labor Festival was essentially a clambake.) The net was dumped into the steaming pot; two women pushed a circular board cover over the top.

People applauded.

The net was thrown down on the sand. Pryn thought: Maybe I can get one of those, when they’re finished boiling their rocks…

Someone was lugging another off toward another pot.

As the morning went on, the beach became all cooking, all eating, all noise. People with instruments covered with leather heads pounded them. People plucked drawn strings over hollow gourds and shells, yodeling accompaniments.

Men drank beer, gossiped, and boasted about themselves.

Women drank beer, gossiped, and boasted about men and women not there.

Pryn drank beer, ate some roast chicken…and a clam. ‘If you don’t like it,’ Juni said, having turned up at the same fireplace, ‘you don’t have to eat them! Oh, what a face! Here, I’ll take your bucket! There’s lots of other things to try. Weka?’ who was about eleven, all black eyes and freckles. ‘Weka, take Pryn and make sure she gets some baked sweet potato! And don’t forget to let her dip it in the honey!’ So Pryn went with Weka and peeled back the flaking skin from a hot potato and dipped it in a large, messy honey pot with a few leaves and some sand in it, and ate a piece of barbecued goat…and three more steamed clams, which she decided were not that bad. Just…different. Besides, who knew what the fashion in foods might be when she got back to Kolhari.

The sun burned the fog from the hills. (Was that thing that seemed part of the mountain on the other side of the water his Lordship’s home? Yes, someone said.) It also burned away some of her fatigue.

She managed to find a discarded cloth sack, in which were some bread crumbs, which she carried about wadded up under her arm. For a while, she despaired of getting anything into it, without being obvious. Finally she managed to get in two roasted potatoes; then several cuts from a roasted goat’s leg; and three separate quarters from three roast ducks, from three different fires. It was too full to carry under her arm now; she just dangled it from one hand.

Ambling round a bend, Pryn now saw the beach was longer than she’d thought. There was as much activity down this stretch as there’d been on the former hundred or so yards. The ground here, she saw as she walked along the muddy sand by the water, split into an upper and lower level. A six-meter earthen slope widened between, its black dirt stuck about with roots, rocks, and small brush. She walked along the lower strip, swinging her sack and looking at the people strolling at the edge of the upper. There was music above, whose source she couldn’t see.

What stopped her were the tops of two rocks over the upper ledge. Both were chalky white. One was substantially taller than the other. They looked like two giant, aged fingers prodding at blue air…

Three little girls came barrelling down the slope, shrieking. Pryn began to scramble up. She grasped at roots with her free hand—now she climbed over a weedy tide-line; for a while she went crabwise.

People were cooking at the rim, right where she came over. Someone offered her a hand at the top, and Pryn thanked her, while the others stood laughing, and did she want a bucket of clams?

‘No, no thank you. No. Not right now…’

Between the two rocks a colorfully painted wagon had parked. One side had been let down into a platform. Drummers and musicians sat at either edge of a stage decorated with fantastic props. A very fat man was just finishing an energetic dance with a tall, supple woman. Breathing heavily, feathers shaking on his shoulders and gold paint in wings about his eyes, he walked to the front of the platform and bowed. ‘Thank you! Thank you, ladies and gentlemen!’ Then he said something in the barbarian language, which may have meant the same thing—but it made one group in the audience standing about laugh loudly. ‘This will be our last show for the day,’ the fat man went on. ‘Afterward, we’ll pack up to head off north. But you’ll see us again next summer, at your wonderful, joyous, generous Labor Festival! But we’re not finished! There’s more to come—so you can be generous with your gifts as our musicians pass among you. Please be generous! And now our show continues…!’ He turned sharply, clapped his hands over his head, and skipped ponderously from the stage.

People laughed.

Some of the musicians sitting on the stage’s edge jumped from the platform to move among the audience, collecting small iron coins, either in their cloaks or in the bodies of their actual instruments. Other musicians came out on the platform, already playing a rhythmic melody.

Now with her scarf and bells, diminutive, freckled Vatry rushed to the platform’s center and began to shake her hair and leap and smile and wink into the audience, now and again turning one of her astonishing flips!

People were generous!

Three times Pryn saw gold held up, to be thrust a moment later over the shoulder of another watcher and tossed into some musician’s basket or outstretched cloak.

To one side of the audience in a loose group stood a dozen or so slaves. Most wore their collars on naked shoulders. None was from the brewery. Pryn saw a few white collar-covers, but not many. Given her coming journey, she did not want to give the mummers any of her coins. But everyone else seemed to be, in laughing, clinking handfuls. The musicians were not asking from the slaves…

Pryn stood near a grove of pecan trees. Vatry did another flip, and all attention, including the musicians’, went forward. Pryn put down her sack, reached under her bloused-out shift, pulled the iron collar from her sash, and raised it to her neck. She pushed the iron semicircles closed—a small click.

Dropping her hands, Pryn looked about.

She felt a tingling over her entire body. No one seemed to be watching. It struck her for the first time, as she dropped her chin almost to hide it now she wore it, that the collar was not particularly comfortable. She picked up her sack and stepped out from the other side of the trees. She walked, leisurely (she hoped), toward the slaves at the clearing’s side.

A musician passed her with several different kinds of flutes tied top and bottom with thongs and strung about her shoulder. Her spread cloak sagged with iron coins—and at least as much gold as Pryn had once seen Madame Keyne thrust into the hands of a would-be assassin. With her oddly angled, wide-spaced eyes, the musician only glanced at Pryn. Pryn felt her body heat from ankles to ears. But the musician did not pause for any contribution.

The slaves she moved next to did not look at her either. While Vatry continued her dance, Pryn looked at them a lot, though—mostly for differences between herself and them which might betray her to some more-practiced eye. Were their hands, as they clapped at Vatry’s next flip, held differently from hers? Was there something special in the way this one beside her carried his sloping shoulders? Or in the way that heavy woman toward the front there kept rubbing her hand back and forth on the print skirt at her thigh? Or the way that one enfolded his cracked mug in both hands with the fingers interlocked at the front? What about the way the one with the collar-cover stood, one sharp hip thrust out? Certainly there must be something that marked them as different, marked them as belonging to the collar—which, now that she had become part of its meaning, was, after all, only a sign.

For a while Pryn found herself trying to imitate the gesture of one, the stance of another, seeking whatever might give her imposture more authority, till her attention was caught up by the skit that had replaced Vatry on the platform.

There was a beautiful princess, played by the leading lady, who somehow looked much younger than Pryn knew her to be from the time she’d eaten with the mummers back in the Kolhari market. There was the great and glittering monster, operated from offstage, who wanted to eat the princess. There were several dashing young men, some of whom had mothers and some of whom had girlfriends, and all of whom seemed to be in furious, comic competition; there was also a slave, who seemed, as far as Pryn could tell, to belong to everyone, since everyone gave him orders. He received many comic kicks and beatings, but nevertheless was always getting away with something—now a glass of wine from a fine supper that had erupted into a comic argument, now with a piece of gold from a stupidly mismanaged bargain. Both the slaves on one side and the workers on the other laughed. Indeed, two slaveboys, no older than she and both with brimming mugs, poked each other in the sides and made such loud comments, and seemed so generally tickled at seeing themselves represented on stage at all, it looked to Pryn as if it might grow into a real disturbance. Some of the workers were clearly annoyed; but none of the slaves seemed inclined to stop it. A few musicians still moved about, taking some last coins. In the excited state the collar produced, Pryn grew sweatingly uncomfortable at the rowdiness beside her. Finally she lifted her sack and moved toward the back. At the ledge, she just glanced down at the lower beach—

Along at the water’s edge, kicking bare feet at the wet sand, were Yrnik and big-eared, gawky-elbowed Tetya! They were laughing about something. Indeed, Tetya did not look like a boy who only that morning had beaten an old woman into insensibility. But then, Pryn thought as she stepped away, she probably did not look like a girl who’d just freed one.

Certainly they hadn’t seen her. Nor did they look as if they were headed up here.

The idea had been with her. But at a glimpse of someone from the brewery, idea became movement. Vatry was not in the skit. Two other mummers’ wagons—for props, scenery, and sleeping space—sat either side of the rocks. Pryn took her sack off beyond the wagon she’d recognized as the prop cart in which, when she’d last seen them in the city, Vatry had been housed.

The side wagons were angled back to the tree. Some musicians not in this skit stood at the wagon’s end near the horses. The musician who’d passed Pryn with her cloak of coins now cuddled the feedbag around one red muzzle. She stroked the bony forehead while the creature ate. Pryn felt something of the tingle again; she went further along beside the trees. She planned to work her way through the brush into the backstage area. But the further away she was when she started in, the less chance there’d be of someone shooing her off. Sack over one shoulder, she pushed in among saplings and undergrowth. If she’d gotten through her last night, certainly she could get through it today. When she reached the shadow of the larger trees, the undergrowth lessened. She worked her way to where the wagons must be, then started out.

She saw the rocks; she saw the wagon tops.

The center one had painted houses hanging on its back. Behind the wagon to the right, five mummers in their costumes hauled away a third of the monster, who’d apparently devoured the slave and just met defeat for it at the hands of the most sympathetic of the young men, who’d been played by a very tall, very beautiful, very black actor. On stage, the young man and some fishermen and the princess were singing about it now—

There was Vatry!

The little dancer stood in the door of the nearest wagon, talking to a man with a dark, muscular back. He wore a loin-rag wrapped around his hips and between his legs; a shaggy sheath hung at his belt.

Vatry’s hair was wild, unkempt, and there was no red in it.

The man’s was black and tied with a rag. He was handing Vatry a sack, not much larger than Pryn’s.

Vatry took it and thrust it inside behind the wagon’s door jamb.

The man turned to walk away—and became a woman!

Pryn caught her breath.

Of course it had been a woman all along—she’d only thought it was a man! The black rag that held in the thick hair did not go across her forehead, but across her eyes. In it were two eyeholes, though Pryn could not have been more surprised if there’d been three, or five, or seven!

She walked toward Pryn. Her breasts were not large, but they were definitely a woman’s, not just muscular pectorals, for all Pryn tried to read them as such.

She strode into the undergrowth, pushing back leaves. As she passed, she looked at Pryn with only mild surprise.

It was the first anyone had looked directly at her since she’d moved off with the slaves.

Between frayed slits, the eyes were intensely blue.

Pryn thought for an awkward moment: Her hair’s blue, too! But it was only sun-dappling slipping across the blue beads she wore chained in her hair. Sun flaked over terra-cotta shoulders. And she was off among trees; was only a shadow; was a sound in leaves; was—like Bruka—gone.

Pryn stood, astounded.

Beyond the leaves, Vatry lingered in the wagon door, still in her bells and scarfs. Slowly, she stepped back inside.

Pryn swallowed. Then, sack bouncing, she pushed from the undergrowth, crossed the clearing, was up the wagon’s single step, and through the colorful hanging. ‘Vatry…!’

Inside the wagon was a smell of incense and old varnish. Paintings of castles, of waves, of forests, of houses, of mountains leaned against the walls. Ornate armor hung from the ceiling. A trap in the roof let in sunlight. Sitting on a shelf-bed against the back, Vatry pushed away a hanging blanket and peered through dusty sun. ‘Yes? What do you—?’

‘Vatry, who was…’ Pryn lost her question to the strangeness of the wonder-cramped wagon.

Vatry frowned. Her eyes were winged with paint. ‘What do you…? You? Oh, that girl…from the city!’ She stood up, pushing the blanket further back on the rope over which it was strung. ‘It’s Pryn…?’

Excited, Pryn nodded. She’d really thought Vatry might not remember her at all.

‘What are you doing here at this…?’ Suddenly the freckled hand went back against Vatry’s breast. ‘But you’ve been captured!’ she cried in her odd accent. ‘Oh, you’ve been taken! That’s awful! Is there anything anyone can do?’ She leaned forward in complete sincerity.

Which bewildered Pryn—till she remembered the collar. ‘Oh, this…? No, it’s just a…it’s not real. I mean, it’s broken!’ She dropped her sack to the floor, raised her chin, slipped a finger into each side of the iron band, and tugged—of course this would be the moment when the broken lock held…

But the hinge gave.

Pryn took the iron from her neck. ‘I was only pretending—using it, as a disguise.’ Then she said: ‘It’s for you!’

Vatry frowned. ‘What?’

‘I mean for the skits. You do skits with slaves in them. I thought they might use it…for the show.’

Suspicion found its way into Vatry’s voice. ‘Oh…’

‘Vatry, I have to get away from here! I want to get back to Kolhari!’

‘Don’t we all!’

‘When you pull out this evening, could I ride along—?’

‘This evening? Oh, no!’ Vatry shook her head. ‘We don’t hang around these places till evening! These local shindigs get a little rough by sundown. Everyone’s gambled away all their money, or gotten too drunk to follow a skit anyway. Every local hooligan thinks the holiday isn’t complete unless he’s stolen something or other from our props as a souvenir. And any little tramp diddled behind the rocks, who decides she doesn’t like it, always finds it easier to blame it on one of our boys instead of the leering local lout who actually got to her. It makes less trouble for them later. Well, I did it myself once—but I’ve been paid back many times over! No, we don’t hang around these kinds of places. We should be packed up and rolling inside an hour.’

‘That’s even better!’ Pryn said. ‘Oh, please, can’t I come? You see, there’re some people looking for me—at any rate, they may be looking for me. I did something that they won’t like. Of course, I don’t know if they realize it was me, yet—’

‘What did you do? Steal some old geezer’s hard-won hoard?’ Vatry pointed toward Pryn’s sack.

‘Oh, that’s just food I got for the trip.’ Pryn took a breath. ‘What I did was free one of the old geezer’s slaves!’

‘That was noble,’ Vatry said, ‘I suppose—if foolhardy!’

The sack the masked woman had brought lay on rumpled cloth at the foot of Vatry’s bed. ‘What’s in that?’

‘What’s in what?’ Vatry said.

‘That bag the woman gave you?’

Vatry pulled in her small shoulders. Her forehead wrinkled. ‘What woman?’

‘Well, she looked like a man, but I’m sure—I know it was a woman. In that sack there.’

Vatry considered a moment. ‘There wasn’t any woman here—or man.’

‘Of course there was. With a black rag mask.’ Pryn was trying to remember the tale-teller’s tale. Blue Heron…? But that had been her name. ‘She passed right by me when—’

Vatry leaned over, reached into the sack, and pulled out something small and black. ‘What’s this?’ She held out her hand.

Pryn looked. ‘I don’t…know.’

Vatry closed her fingers, turned her hand over, threw the black pellet down on the wagon floor—thack! It bounced back into her hand. She turned her palm up to show Pryn.

‘It’s a ball…?’

‘Yes. A child’s playing ball, that you see the children tossing about on the streets all through Kolhari. It’s nothing special—absolutely not worth a mention.’ Her odd accent gave her a measured tone. ‘It’s not worth any kind of mention at all, is it, now?’

‘Oh, no.’ Pryn shook her head. ‘Of course it’s not!’

Vatry rolled the ball between thumb and forefinger. ‘These come from further south of here. I’ll bring this bag of them with me up to Kolhari. I’ll sell them for a few iron coins to some vendor in the market, who’ll sell them to the passing children for their end-of-summer games. It may keep me from having to break my back carrying sacks of onions for noisy barbarians in the eating halls for a day or two, when the troupe here lets me go. Certainly there’s nothing wrong with that, is there?’

Pryn shook her head again. ‘Of course not.’

‘Certainly it’s not worth any sort of a mention—to anyone. Do you understand?’

Pryn remembered the smugglers she’d come south with, and their cartload of contraband, against which this minuscule enterprise seemed laughable. ‘Vatry, there may be other people after me too. What ancient custom I violated or bit of intrigue I might have tripped over, I don’t begin to understand and don’t want to. But they tried to poison me last night! At least I think they did. They may try again—and maybe they won’t. But they’re bad people. They order slaves to be whipped for nothing. And I don’t want to stay to find out why—and no, I saw no woman here. Did she give you a sack? I certainly didn’t see it! What was in it? I wouldn’t have a clue!’

Vatry looked serious. She pulled the sack into her lap, put the ball back in it, then pushed it behind some bedding at the bed’s other end. ‘You say they tried to poison you because you freed one of their slaves…?’

It seemed hopelessly complicated to explain right then that it was the other way around. Pryn nodded.

‘Well,’ Vatry said. ‘I’ve heard of stranger things in this strange and terrible land.’ She looked at Pryn a little sideways. ‘I tell you what. We’ll go to the director. I’ll ask—just once, mind you—if you can come along. I won’t insist. I’m not going to make a nuisance of myself just for your sake. If he says yes, fine. But if he says no, you’ve got to promise me you’ll go on about your business as best you can and not make any fuss.’

‘If he’ll just let me ride along with you for fifty stades—’

‘We’ll ask,’ Vatry said. ‘He may say yes; he may say no. Now come on.’ She stood and stepped around Pryn.

On the rumpled bedding, where the sack had lain, was a very long knife. It wasn’t a full sword; but two inches beyond the hilt, the blade became…two blades! Both bore the file marks of sharpening on inner and outer edges.

‘Vatry—Oh, Please…one more question?’

‘What?’

‘That is the kind of blade they use in the west—in the Western Crevasse?’

Vatry looked put out. ‘How would I know such things?’

‘I just thought maybe, with your accent—I mean it isn’t southern, it certainly isn’t northern. And it doesn’t sound like island speech—you might be one of those women from…?’ Pryn suddenly wished she hadn’t spoken. She was overcome with the conviction Vatry would turn on her and accuse her of spying from the bushes. She felt herself start to deny it before the accusation was made, and thought desperately: By all the nameless gods, let me be silent! Let me keep still!

And the real Vatry before her, who after all was as good-hearted and sentimental as it was possible to be in such primitive times and still survive, said: ‘It’s just a prop. For the skits. Like this thing—!’ and she pulled the collar from Pryn’s hand, held it up, then tossed it back on the bed, where it clinked against the twinned sword. ‘Come on. And no more about this silliness or I’ll send you on your way right now!’

Cheeks still rouged, eyelids still gilded, the fat man had doffed his feathers for a cloak of coarse canvas and was directing the loading of the scenery being hauled down from the middle wagon, now the skit was over.

Vatry said: ‘My friend here’s in some trouble, it seems, and needs a ride north. She was wondering if you’d let her come along with us—at least for a while.’

‘I wouldn’t think so!’ the fat man said. ‘We can’t just take up strangers like that. There’s hardly enough room for us.’ He looked at Pryn through his fantastic make-up—then smiled! ‘Oh…the little girl from the Kolhari market! How in the world did you end up in this forsaken backwater?’

The recognition made hope leap. ‘Well, I—’

But the fat man went on: ‘I’m sorry, my puffy little partridge, but we can’t give a ride to every stray we run into—you understand.’

‘I’ll work,’ Pryn said. ‘I’ll do anything!’

The fat man paused, tongue filling one rouged cheek. ‘Well, as I remember, you don’t play the drum very well. You’re obviously not a dancer. Can you sing?’

‘I never—’

‘Then you’re not a singer.’ He turned to Vatry. ‘You know, we’re in enough trouble as it is, what with Alyx taking off like that last week. I’m trying to keep all the accounts in my head, as well as work up dialogue for the new skit, which nobody seems to be able to—or wants to—remember lines for. Once I make them up, I can’t remember them. I’ve got too many other things to think about if I want to keep this troupe together. Now if your friend here could write down words and keep accounts like Alyx—but she’s only an ignorant mountain girl who’s somehow gotten herself lost in the country. My heart goes out to her, but—’

‘But I—!’ Pryn interrupted.

‘But you what?’

This is how, after her days among the changeable mysteries of the barbaric south, Pryn came to be riding with the mummers on the north road at evening. (‘I think she’d better stay out of sight until we’re actually under way,’ Vatry said. The fat man said: ‘Ah, it’s one of those, is it? Well, it’s not the first time for us. I doubt it’ll be the last.’ Besides her dictation, accounting, and dialogue coaching duties, at their next performance stop, the director told her, Pryn would take a few gold coins into the audience. During the collection she would wave one, then another over her head and make a show of tossing them into the passing cloaks or baskets. Pryn said: ‘Oh…!’ And when they were actually rolling down the beach, staring out a chink in the wagon door, she passed as close to Ardra’s face as yours is to this book! He was turning to Lavik, who pulled him aside, laughing, and said, ‘Watch out for the baby—!’ He carried screeching Petal.) They didn’t put her in with Vatry. There were already too many other people sleeping in that wagon.

The bed she got was just above one of the musicians’; yes, the one she’d passed with the coins—who turned out to be as well the third wagon’s driver. When they were a goodly handful of stades along the north road, Pryn climbed up the ladder at the wagon’s end and out the roof-trap. She perched in the corner, dangling her feet inside.

The driver sat forward at the edge, holding the reins and not quite humming.

A wagon joggled ahead, beneath tall trees, toward the hillcrest. Behind fields there was just a sight of sea. Clouds banked before them, silver and iron, walls and pillars, towers and terraces, shape behind shape.

‘It looks like a city,’ Pryn said.

Topping the hill, they started down.

The driver glanced back. She had broad cheekbones under odd, foreign eyes. One of her flutes was strapped behind her shoulder. ‘We still have cities to go through before we reach Kolhari—little cities, to be sure. Towns, is more like it. Villages…’ The wagon joggled. She turned to the horses.

‘That’s the city you must learn to read,’ Pryn said. ‘That’s the city you must write your name on—before you can make progress in a real one; at least I think so!’

The driver laughed without looking back. ‘You’re a strange one.’

Pryn watched the clouds.

‘I hear that you can,’ the driver said. ‘Read and write, I mean.’

‘I do all sorts of thing: read, write, free slaves, ride dragons—kill, if I have to.’ Pryn guessed the driver was about twenty-five.

The foreign musician flipped her reins. ‘I wish someone would figure a way to write down music. That’d be something! Then I could be sure to remember my tunes.’

‘I don’t see why it can’t be done.’ Pryn thought: Now I’ve had all sorts of experiences that might be of use to the Liberator among his causes. (The astrolabe was gone, yes, but she had retrieved the iron collar from Vatry’s bed. Perhaps she could fix the lock.) Perhaps when I get to Kolhari…‘If you can write down words,’ she said, suddenly, ‘I don’t see why we can’t find a way to write down…’ And hadn’t some successful musician been pointed out to her in the Kolhari market? ‘I’ll work on it!’ At Kolhari, she might just stop by to see Madame Keyne—oh, if only for a while…

The driver laughed.

Pryn sat a long time staring at the sky.

Now, old city of dragons and dreams, of doubts and terrors and all wondrous expectation, despite your rule by the absent fathers, it’s between us two!

Montréal—New York

July 1980—November 1981



Appendix A: The Culhar’ Correspondence

[The Neveryón tales, of which Neveryóna (‘The Tale of Signs and Cities’) is the sixth, are based on an ancient text of approximately 900 words known as the Culhar’ Fragment or, sometimes, the Missolonghi Codex, which has been found translated into numerous ancient languages. Because of the Culhar’s incomplete nature as well as its geographical dissemination among so many cultures, it has been difficult to assign an even reasonably indisputable origin to it, either as to date, land, or language of composition. In 1974, however, a comparative retranslation of the text from the various languages in which various versions have been found was presented by a young, black, American scholar, K. Leslie Steiner, along with an extensive commentary. Steiner’s work is notable not only for its linguistic interest but also because of its mathematical side. The first collection of tales (Tales of Nevèrÿon, Samuel R. Delany, Bantam Books; New York, 1979) was clearly in dialogue with Steiner’s findings. That volume concluded with an Appendix, written by archeologist S. L Kermit, giving a general review of the Culhar’s history as well as the thrusts of both Steiner’s mathematical and interpretive work. Among the responses to both the tales and the appended monograph, one, addressed to Kermit, seems worth publishing (en appendice) along with the engendered correspondence, for the readers of the present (or indeed the absent) text.]

New Haven

February 1981

To S. L. Kermit:

I have just read your comments on the Culhar’, and Steiner’s translation of same, and I feel that some remarks are in order.

I have checked the literature, and the Appendix to Delany’s work seems to be your first foray into archeology or text redaction (unless you are the S. Kermit who wrote the annotations to the most recent edition of Dee’s Necronomicon, in which case my congratulations; it was a solid piece of work). I would suggest that before you make another attempt you learn something about the topics you discuss. Or rather, learn something more; you’re obviously not ignorant, but your knowledge fails you at a number of points. Some examples follow (page numbers from the current edition of Tales of Nevèrÿon, London and Hanover, 1993).

p. 247: ‘Proto-Latin.’ I haven’t any idea what you are referring to, unless it be archaic Latin. The prefix ‘proto’ is used to refer to reconstructions of early stages of languages, ‘early’ here being sometime before those languages were reduced to writing. Thus, you can’t have a text of a proto-language. If you do, it is an attested language, and no longer a construct. The proto-language which is the postulated ancestor of Latin is referred to either as proto-Italic or proto-Italo-Celtic, depending on your theoretical bias.

p. 247: ‘…4,500 B.C., or even 5,000 B.C., which put it [the Culhar’ Fragment] practically inside the muzzy boundaries of the neolithic revolution.’ The two scholars I asked agreed that the neolithic period was roughly 6500 B.C.,–3000 B.C. Thus your dates are about as solidly neolithic as is possible.

p. 248: You mention that Blegan found a Greek version [of the Culhar’] in the fourth level down at Hissarlik, i.e., at Troy VI. This is highly interesting, as it is the only evidence I know of that the Trojans spoke Greek. Given the location, an Anatolian language seems more likely. Nor is it possible that it was put there by the Greeks, since the numbering of the cities is done from the bottom up, and VI is older than VIIa, the historical Ilium. Any text in VI was in Troy before the Greeks got there.

p. 248: ‘The only ancient people who did not, apparently, know of the Culhar’ fragment were, oddly, the Attic Greeks…’ This is indeed odd, since it implies that the Ionic and Doric Greeks did, and if this is so, it is about the only thing the groups didn’t share. Greek culture of that period was a nearly seamless whole; we differentiate among them by the recorded dialect differences.

p. 251: ‘…the young engineer Michael Ventris…’ Ventris would probably be slightly wounded by this, as he was an architect.

251: ‘The parchment itself…most probably dates from the third century A.D., but it is also most probably a copy made from a much older source…’ You’re damned right it is! Linear B ceased to be used around 1200 B.C., with the fall of Pylos! This makes it just about dead certain that whoever copied it didn’t know the meaning of the characters. And by the way, Linear B didn’t have ‘letters.’ Letters are those graphic symbols used in an alphabetic system only. You can no more refer to syllabic characters as ‘letters’ than you could hieroglyphs.

251: ‘…written in the same ink…’ How can you tell?

p. 251: ‘…transcriptions of block-letter Greek inscriptions, that sculptural language written on stone in upper-case letters…’ First, I have no idea what ‘block-letter’ is supposed to mean. Are you implying the Greeks also made cursive inscriptions on stone? And what is a ‘sculptural language’? I can give a good metaphorical reading for the phrase, but that doesn’t seem to be what you intend. Do you mean that it was the script used on stone? One presumes that the same script was used on parchment; however, no parchment texts have survived, Greece’s climate being wetter than Egypt’s. And ‘upper-case letters’? The Greeks had no lower case. No one did. Minuscule letters are a Byzantine development. The phrase ‘upper-case’ is thus empty of content.

p. 251: ‘Indeed, it is the only fragment of Linear B ever to be found outside of Crete.’ Garbage. Linear B is found on Pylos, not to mention at several sites on the mainland.

p. 251: Transpoté. Is this a direct transliteration of the Linear B text? Are you sure? Trans- is Latin! If the ancient Greeks (or whoever) were calling something trans-anything, then we are witness to a considerable revolution in archeology. A Greek name with the meaning you want would be Peripoté or Parapoté. And poté does not mean ‘never.’ Never. To do so, it must take a negative particle. And ‘across when’ is not a possible Homeric meaning. Homer simply doesn’t use it in that sense.

p. 252: ‘…Linear B was in use only in the very early stages of the neolithic palaces at Cnossos, Phaistos, and Mallia.’ Hold it right there. The phrase ‘neolithic palace’ is oxymoronic. A culture which can build a palace isn’t neolithic. Further, Linear B is from the late period of the palaces.

p. 259: Steiner retranslates ‘The merchant trades four-legged pots for three-legged pots’ as ‘The merchant (female) ceases to deal in three-legged pots and now deals in four-legged pots.’ Something tickled just over my brow line when I read that reinterpretation. I went and dug out the Culhar’ Fragment in Inscriptiones Graecae, where it is referred to as Kolharé. In the passage Steiner cites, the verb translated as ‘trade’ is αλλασσειν. This does indeed mean ‘trade.’ I can find, however, no evidence of its ever being used in Steiner’s sense. She might be thinking of μεταλλασσειν. While it would suit Steiner’s translation, however, it wouldn’t suit the earlier one. In short, there is no Greek verb which carries the ambiguity which trade does in English. I am wondering if Steiner was simply looking at an English version, without bothering to cross-check.

But I have gone on long enough. Your effort is praiseworthy, and with some revision can become a useful commentary.

sincerely,

(signed:) Charles Hoequist, Jr

New York

4 August 1980

Dear Charles Hoequist, Jr

Back in February, when your letter arrived, I dutifully forwarded it to the address for S. L. Kermit that K. Leslie Steiner had left with me before going off to take a guest-teaching position at the University of Bologna.

Last week, when I got back from my vacation trip across the Canadian Rockies, I found—finally!—Professor Kermit’s reply, sent in care of me. Professor Kermit’s description of the state of your letter on its arrival in the desert (see below) does not even approach the state of his on its arrival here! Besides the indecipherable over-stampings, there was clearly a heel-print on it. At one point the letter had obviously been wetted, Lord knows with what. (Visions of incontinent camels are called up just by the smell!) As well, the whole had been ripped in half and the envelope badly taped together. The sheets inside were still in two pieces. Because of the wetting and the generally deteriorated state of the air-letter paper, I decided it might be best if I transcribed it for you. I just wouldn’t trust it to another trip through the mails. Also, Kermit does not exaggerate about his handwriting. With diligence one can make it out, though the transcription took me a full three days and about 25 consultations with various friends over this or that squiggle, masking a j, y, or g; over that or the other near-contourless line, ghosting an m, n, or u. (I recall Hyder Rollins’s labor over the hen-scratchings of the ‘Keats Circle’ and gain new respect!) I hope you don’t object. If you could see the state of the original, I’m sure you’d understand.

My best wishes,

(signed:) Samuel R. Delany

[Transcription follows:]

June

My dear Hoequist,

Your letter, dated February, reached me yesterday—and it is June! Though would you believe, not one of us here at the dig has been sure precisely what day of June it has been for two weeks now? Sometime when the next provision caravan passes through and I can start my answer to you off on its circuitous way back to New Haven (I just assume you are at Yale, in the shadow of that great, transparent library where writing is at once displayed, displaced, and entombed, like a gleaming metaphor of its own historical position), perhaps we here will be able to orient ourselves again. But since Professor Wellman, hauling that architrave from the cinder basin, smashed up his Seiko LED, we have truly dwelt in a land without time. My own watch has only its sturdy little Donald Duck hands, semaphoring about the day—and no date window.

Really, we could be living in the middle ages, here at the site, rather than in the last quarter of the 20th Century. (It is the 20th Century, isn’t it?) Unless you are familiar with the absurdly primitive techniques expediency makes traditional for the archeology of this region, I doubt you would believe the arrival of your letter: in the haversack of a pack camel, the envelope crumpled, soiled, opened at least three times (as is all the mail that reaches us here—a fraction of that which is sent, I’m sure), and re-sealed and over-stamped with the blurred colophons of Iraqi Government Security (why all our mail must go by way of Iraq, which does not even border on this country, to reach us here, is beyond me—unless it’s because the wealthy Kuba family of that nation, still out of favor, has footed part of the expedition’s costs), in runny blue and screech orange. In this half-excavated oasis, two hundred miles from any place with a pronounceable name, much less a post office, I feel I am sequestered in some parallel world of the sort Leslie used to make me smile over when we had our separate rooms in that shabby student house just outside Ann Arbor. (Field work delayed my doctorate until 1968, when I turned thirty-one, the same year that the then-nineteen-year-old Ms Steiner took her first advanced degree in math.) How many hundreds of years ago is that now? Communicating with what I’ve nostalgically taken to thinking of as civilization could not feel more exotic here than if I were sending up smoke signals to be seen from Mars.

Indeed, in terms of communication your letter brings me information that you apparently assume I have been apprised of long since, but which, alas, I simply had not known. For example, yours is the first indication that the ‘article’ I wrote at Leslie’s somewhat hysterical behest, two and a half years ago in a tent on the icy foothills of the Kapwani Mountains, has actually been published.

How bizarre. How unexpected.

There, as far away from anywhere as I am now, I drafted it in longhand at a single marathon sitting over the back of some foolscap sheets, on the other side of which was a mimeographed proposal for a UNICEF grant to study water-tables in the suburbs outside Leah-Sohl, that had somehow ended up among the paleontology journals I’d stuffed in the book-carrier on the side of my canvas suitcase. Leslie stood outside the while, puffing and pacing in the snow, waiting a good four hours for me to finish it—that is, when she was not spatting with Yavus, who’d come skulking up the blustery slope behind her, all the way from Ephesus, where she’d apparently picked him up again, a continent or so away. Research assistant indeed! The only pay Yavus ever received back at the museum was for unloading boxes from the rickety army trucks that occasionally carted in crates of artifacts, that summer we were all together in ‘Stamboul. That pay, incidentally, came directly out of my meagerly lined pocket! Oh, yes, he can be an entertaining, even an affectionate, companion from time to time, nor is he without a certain street-wise humor that, of an evening’s stroll together down Istiqlal, can be quite charming. But Leslie is a rather heavy young woman—whereas I am a thin, even gaunt, middle-aged man. And Yavus, our handsome black-marketeer, simply made his choices along the lines to be expected of his class and race. But really, I am just assuming you know our—how shall I say?—broad-beamed Hypatia? Is a better term ‘large-bottomed’? Perhaps ‘a generous-breasted, round, brown Venus of Willendorf’? How she gets to the places she does leaves me awestruck! Once she simply ‘dropped in’ to say hello at the bottom of an Afghani cave-complex I was excavating with old Pace and young Dr Kargowsky. The circles in which her work or mine—not to mention the overlap—is likely to attract attention are notoriously small. Though in print we feign an impersonal formality, really—everybody knows everybody! I wouldn’t be surprised if, at one time, I had actually met you, Hoequist, perhaps at some university conference or other (the arrival in blistering heat by commuter plane; Professor Rockeye’s archaic ‘52 MG taking us to our limply chenilled guest rooms) held in the Indian Artifact Museum: two adjoining classrooms in the upper corridors of Fopping-Twee Hall, converted into a display area by the over-enthusiastic anthropology elective of 1938, its wallhangings and glass cases dusted religiously, once a year, during Spring Intersession, ever since. What college would it have been…? There was the obligatory underripe Brie on the cheese board and sherry in plastic champagne glasses—with a stack of paper cups at the table corner, in case. If I recall rightly, Professor Widenose, in very dirty sneakers, kept apologizing for the failed air conditioning. Professor Parsnip yodeled out the conclusion of a story I’d heard her begin some years ago at another conference (with the same name, a different number, and the identical Brie and sherry) about her 1957 exploits among the Grungy-Grungy of the Lower Muddypigpuke. And sitting in the corner, working through her sixth champagne glass of Christian Brothers, bored out of her corn-rowed natural, was Leslie, the tedium relieved by (for her, and just a whit less for me as only about one out of three was launched—dazzlingly!—my way) the smiles of that shy, white-blond, six-foot-seven Adonis of Polish-Ukranian extraction, as at home on the gridiron as he was in the stone-quarries, where, since his fifteenth year, he had taken an annual summer job, but here, in this high and humid eyrie of abstraction, just the most engaging bit out of place. I found all this out by a gambit which began: ‘And what is your connection with our little group? Are you one of Leslie’s star students?’ Oh, no, he was just well, hell, thinking of giving Professor Steiner a hand, if she really did decide to go off and dig in that Peruvian pot-hole next September. Above that bronzed cheek, with its faint, ephebic scars from a boyish brush with acne, between those gray-gold lashes, his blue eyes were challenged by nothing else in that room save his own (size fourteen and a half! Later I had an opportunity to check) adidas.

Leslie, at five-foot-one-and-one-quarter, has a mind like a steel trap and usually one to six stunning creatures in tow, from—should one put this more delicately?—the less intellectual strata of the societies she goes careening through. How she does it, with that bottom and those teeth, I’d give my own last wisdom tooth to know…which was, incidentally, twinging again last night.

This desert is not the place for a toothache.

But we were talking of the Kapwanis, the snow. I remember Leslie said to me, ‘Kermi—’ She will call me after that ingratiating green absurdity that hops through those hopeless children’s puppet extravaganzas, while I, out of what in this day and age must be misguided chivalry, do not respond in kind—‘Kermi, just say that Yavus was the research assistant who brought the Codex to my attention.’

‘Leslie,’ I said, ‘we were all sweating together down in that basement storage room. Yavus was going to use the damned thing to roll one of his super-dooper Turkish knockout bombers, when you snatched it out of his hand!’

‘Oh, Kermi, please…!’

Anyway, I finished writing; and they made preparations to spirit it off down the mountainside, after leaving me a full ounce and a quarter of very fine hash, which she begged me not to consider payment for toning down any of the more risqué elements in the tale of her discoveries that I just might have been tempted to throw in for ‘human interest.’ They left then, the fur around her parka hood blowing in the snow-flurry, Yavus’s hood thrown bravely and idiotically back from his hawk-profiled, darkmaned head (it was cold that evening!), the two of them chattering on about bus schedules in Ha’bini—as if those people had any better grasp of time than we do here at our desert site today.

But that is the article’s genesis.

As to the informational points you raise in your letter, I feel a little foolish, Hoequist, claiming that I had no library or references at hand when I scrawled the piece for our brilliant but impetuous mathematician/cryptographer friend. But that is the case. Also, some of the errors you cite I’m sure are simply a matter of the decipherment of my none too limpid handwriting.

Transpoté indeed!

I know I wrote Telepoté, regardless of what ended up in print!

Others, I suspect (and regret), were just those little slips of a mind cut off for months from all civil converse. Yes, of course Ventris was an architect, not an engineer. Of course Linear B was found outside Crete at Pylos and Mycenae—why else would they call it Mycenaean Greek? I know, poté means ‘never’ in modern Greek, not Homeric (and usually, though not always, takes a negative particle). But that whole afternoon we had been speaking Demotike, in deference to Yavus, whose English, though brave, once it gets beyond ‘Change money!’ grows too surreal for comprehension. Leslie, as I’m sure you know, speaks everything, from Turkish to Aramaic to Ukrainian to conversational Coptic. Though I can read, somewhat haltingly, at it, I have no spoken Turkish to speak of. Where Yavus learned his very passable modern Greek, I don’t know, unless it was among the older merchants of the Grand Bazaar, with whom Greek is as common as Yiddish used to be in the open-air markets of New York’s Lower East Side, and among which, as a child, Yavus once carried tea and salep.

Some of your other points, however, strike me as the potshots of a sniper emboldened by two or three direct hits who would now try to raze the entire town. Over the past twenty-five years the upper edge of the ‘neolithic revolution’ has slid back and forth between 4,000 B.C. and 6,000 B.C. so frequently I’ve lost track. Such boundaries should be ‘muzzy’ enough for anyone. ‘Attic Greek’ is simply the school-boy term designating that period (not a geographical area) in the Greek language from which the best known (though, as we both know, not necessarily the best) Greek literature comes—Xenophon through Euripides. I simply used it to distinguish it from the earlier, dual- and digamma-plagued Homeric dialects and the later, impoverished patois of the New Testament. As far as ‘proto-Latin’ vs. ‘archaic Latin,’ your exegesis is interesting, and I am not unfamiliar with it; still, for most of us it is simply a preference in terms. (You are no doubt familiar with the ‘very, very old’ Latin pun: Eva est mala, which translates both as ‘Eve is evil,’ and ‘Eve eats apples’? Leslie likes apples too. Back in the snowy mountains, she brought a sack of them with her, along with the hash; I must have eaten three or four. And you know, that night, after they left, was the first time I ever had any trouble with this damned tooth!) Block-letter Greek? Well, that’s what we called it back at the Archeological Institute in Athens—to distinguish it from precisely those Byzantine inscriptions you cite. A Greek text found at ancient Ilium VI doesn’t seem too odd; certainly, there could have been interchanges between the Trojans and the Greeks in the centuries before Paris carted off Helen, especially since we have reason to believe that Greek was the trade language throughout Asia Minor for many, many hundreds of years before the poetic construct ‘Homer’ began to recite, regardless of what Anatolian dialect was in fashion at Ilium proper. Also, there have been enough archeology texts, guide books, and the like referring to the edifices at Cnossos, Phaistos, and Mallia as ‘neolithic palaces’ that I need not apologize for the term. As far as the similarity of the inks, which you question: well, Dr Yoshikami (her single eyepiece, her cotton swabs, the Exacto knife with which she took her scrapings…) did extensive chemical tests.

So there.

But to defend myself too heatedly is, I fear, to suggest there may be reason for your attack. There isn’t. And the truth is, we had sampled just a bit of the hash that afternoon over hard bread, apples, and yak butter—before I retired into my chilly tent to write the piece as we’d discussed it.

It was very good hash, too.

The only thought I ever really gave it, once it hurried off into the snow under the flap of Leslie’s red student knapsack, was whether or not she might take offense at my faint chidings in the article of her feminist sympathies. She already considers me the most depraved of racist Orientalists. (Probably right, too. I’ve found that blacks such as Leslie have a sense of these things. Goes along with their natural ability to sing and dance.) She didn’t have time to read it before she and her dark-eyed companion left. What we had discussed, of course, was how she would get the thing typed up, how she would of course get a copy of said typescript back to me for checking, to correct both the idiocies that invariably creep into any such transcription process as well as the inaccuracies I was bound to make under the twin pressures of Leslie’s entreaty and Yavus’s dope. (‘Kermi, I need it now. This evening. I won’t be here after six o’clock tomorrow morning!’) Of course I never saw it again. As I said, your letter was the first I’d heard of it in over two years.

I tell you, I know Ventris was an architect.

Believe me, so does Leslie. She could have changed it.

But it would be just like her, on reading my gentle joke anent her politics, to leave in both the joke and my little slips of the pen, the latter as a kind of comeuppance for the former, and with, no doubt, the same self-satisfied smile I had when I wrote it. (If she had cut out the jokes, I wouldn’t have minded, really…) Well, perhaps my comments were over the mark. I know she takes such things seriously. More to the point, when she has talked seriously to me about them, she has been able from time to time to make me take them almost as seriously. Thus it is the one part of the whole enterprise I’ve actually been able to feel guilty about all this time. But such lingering guilt as mine, I know, suggests its origins were there well before Leslie, with Yavus trailing, came up that snowy slope.

All this, of course, is in the realm of speculation—which is to say I know Leslie well enough to speculate on it. What absolutely baffles me, however: What is Nevèrÿon? What is Bantam Books? (Hopefully a more recherché line out of some small North English university press. But I doubt it.) And who is this Delany? Why must we angle our correspondence through him? Iraq is bad enough! Leslie used to be enamored of a bizarre species of anti-literature (more generously called ‘paraliterature’ in the Pop. Cult. journals where some of her more eccentric offerings have appeared), published under gaudy paper covers—‘scientifiction’ or some such. She would sit around the top floor of our student house, in jeans with frayed knees, and a foul sweatshirt, reading the stuff for hours, even writing reviews of it for benighted mimeographed publications its readers seemed to put out all over what I first thought limited to the civilized world but which, after I had seen a bit more, I soon realized included many places fairly uncivilized as well. It sounds like she’s gotten me involved, somehow, in this ‘SF,’ as she used to call it. (She actually would try to get me to read the stuff!) If that’s what she has gotten me involved with, I shall never be able to set boot in the mahogany-panelled halls of the Spade and Brush Club again. (Professor Loaffer will guffaw and bang me on the shoulder, and invite me for a pint, and ask rude questions about flying saucers until I have to say something rude in retort. Professor Cordovan, on the other hand, will not say anything at all!) Well, she’ll certainly have paid me back tenfold if that, indeed, is what she’s done with it!

She said ‘general readership.’ I thought she at least meant something on the order of The Atlantic, Harpers—a sketch for a more extensive coverage in, say, Scientific American.

I am appalled…!

I add these last paragraphs while the scar-faced gentleman in the very dusty jelabba, who sits stoically by the dirty white canvas tent in a strip of shade that does not quite extend to his brown, cracked toes, drinks slowly and steadily from a half-gallon canteen of Instant Country Time Lemonade, waiting for the evening to grow cool enough to resume his journey, taking with him the excavation team’s several letters (including this one, soon as I finish it), toward…is there really such a thing as civilization?

And, no, he’s not sure of the date either.

One of the things he brought, however, was a note from Abdullah Obtwana. Did you ever meet him? A lanky, large-handed, ebony-lipped youth—yes, another of Leslie’s acquisitions. His mother, who made a micro-fortune at some dubious profession in Nairobi, sent him to one or another of our insistently liberal universities on the Southern Rim to take a pre-med course. After three terms, his advisers asked him if he wouldn’t be happier moving to the agricultural college—and why didn’t he take remedial English on the side? Abdullah was amenable enough, but in the resultant student brouhaha, he came under Leslie’s…tutelage? More Brie. More sherry. (Was that the reception where I met you? You would remember, because Abdullah wore the adidas then—and raspberry red pants!) More luminous smiles—from a broad-cheeked face dark as the tenebricose pit. At any rate, through the desert grapevine (despite its wrinkled, desiccated fruits, its pale, tepid wines), news of my presence has reached him, less than a hundred miles away. He says he is coming to see us, here at the excavation site. He says he remembers our three evenings together with ‘an infinitude of pleasure.’ Don’t you find Africans delightfully formal? At the end of two of those evenings, neither one of us could stand! He’s bringing along a friend—from the details, not Leslie. The friend is male and probably young, since ‘he looks rather very good riding a camel.’ Rather very good indeed, I say! There will be pleasantry forthcoming in a day or ten, when Abdullah and friend ride up through the scrub—someone with whom to talk about my most recent discoveries and complain to of Leslie’s possible treacheries. Unless, of course, this tooth…but I dare not speculate!

All right, then, I’ll speculate: one of the books I am never without is my thin, green, India-paper edition of Layard’s Memoirs. Perhaps you, Hoequist, can say what character-masochism makes me return again and again to this account from 1840:


	I had slept little, as I was suffering greatly…The sheikh declared that there was a skillful dentist in the encampment, and as the pain was almost unbearable, I made up my mind to put myself in his hands rather than endure it any longer. After cutting away at the gums he applied the awl to the root of the tooth, and, striking the other end with all his might, expected to see the tooth fly into the air. The awl slipped and made a severe wound in my palate. He insisted upon a second trial, declaring that he could not but succeed. But the only result was that he broke off a large piece of tooth, and I had suffered sufficient agony to decline a third experiment…



Enough of these McTeaguean horrors! (Really, I must go borrow Wellman’s Doughty to drive such daymares off.) I close now—indeed, I have to if I want this letter to go out this week, as the barefoot Berber gentleman has just upended his canteen over the ground and shaken loose not one drop of Country Time for the thirsting sands.

My best regards,

(signed:) S. L. Kermit

[Some physical description of Hoequist’s following letter may be appropriate here. The first two pages are typed on Corrasable bond; page 3 is typed on the back of a Xerox of pages 8/9 of Winnie Ille Pooh—on which someone has marked the long vowels in red ballpoint. Page 4 is typed on the verso of a purple hectographed reading list, in over-sized Cyrillic characters. Thence to Corrasable for the closing page…]

New Haven

August 1981

Dear Kermit,

Your letter, despite several forwardings, still reached here before I did. And when I did see it, my first response was to put it into a box, where it might conceivably survive the moving that was going on.

Yes, I am at Yale, though not many are aware of it. I cultivate unobtrusiveness. That, and the ability to read upside-down print, will take you a considerable distance.

I find your description of my letter’s condition quite believable. A friend of mine spent some time recently doing excavation in Turkey, and attempts to get communication established have convinced me that the best thing to do is stitch one’s correspondence on some fairly tough animal hide.

Indeed, we may well have met somewhere, likely at one of the Ivy conferences—‘The Hero in Classical Literature,’ something like that. Or one of those where salted peanuts substitutes for Brie, due to budget problems. That was CUNY, I think.

Pardon the hiatus. Due to the unsettled nature of things, I must periodically leap up to answer the phone, so that I can tell increasingly insistent callers that no, he’s not here, and, what’s more, I never heard of him. There are also occasional trips to the hallway to help bring in another piece of furniture. And someone is celebrating something on the floor below, and if I don’t have some champagne, it will be a grave offense.

So it is now tomorrow. Or rather, up there is yesterday.

I have looked over my previous letter and noted your comments on the situation in which the Appendix was written, and I am inclined to think that my tone was a bit harsher than was warranted. (I think maybe I’d just gone through a set of oral exams—no, it was something to do with thesis topics.) I must have been in the mood for some innocent’s flesh.

I retract my comment on the ‘neolithic revolution’; I simply wanted to point out that you could make your own statement a stronger one.

I reaffirm, however, my stand on ‘proto-’ vs ‘archaic.’ It is not simply a preference in terms—not when discussing philology, which you were. And speaking of old Latin puns, how about mea mater mala sus est? It translates: ‘My mother is an evil pig,’ and ‘Come, mother, the pig is eating the apple.’ Which reminds me: it was CUNY that had the awful hors d’oeuvres. I was wincing, both at the taste and at their linguistic punblication (I assure you, that was an unintentional typo!) CUNYforms.

All right, so maybe there was interchange between Trojans and Greeks. Kate from the Classics Department is even willing to argue that the Trojans spoke a Greek dialect. Then again, this would not be Kate’s only peculiarity. If you could hear some of her off-the-cuff etymologies…

The fact that the phrase ‘neolithic palaces’ does exist does not justify perpetuating the silliness. No way. In fact, old Threadneedle turned utterly apoplectic when he saw that. I didn’t realize emeritus professors had that much steam. I wouldn’t have shown it to him if I’d suspected what he’d do. The worst part is not his anger, which is sometimes almost comic in its Continental excesses; he has unfortunately seized on Leslie’s name and is convinced that George Steiner has gone off and had an illegitimate daughter somewhere, and now wants to meet her.

Ms Steiner has done nothing to deserve this.

Thinking back, I may well have met her, and at a science fiction convention, of all places. (‘Scientifiction’? My dear colleague, one would think you’d been keeping company with C. S. Lewis; I am told he’s the last one who used the term consistently. They just call it ess-eff now.) Regrettably, your description of her doesn’t narrow the field enough. I met several very bright women of that physical type. In fact, I met several men of similar build and intellect, some of whom were named Leslie. Does she by any chance know Greek folk songs? In that case, I do remember her. She was the only other person who knew ‘O, Pnevmatikos.’ We were singing it while walking around Faneuil Hall, which would have made it Noreascon 1.

I’m sorry, I digress, and on a path which is probably opaque to you. I’m quite surprised that news of publication hadn’t reached you. Granted, you’ve been well off the normal paths, but science fiction fans have a way of leaking in everywhere; it seems odd that Ms Steiner herself didn’t drop you a line. I’ll keep an eye out for her, if for no other reason than to tell her so; as you point out, we’re more likely to have met than not.

Hiatus again. Hope I didn’t keep you waiting.

It is now considerably later, and I am considerably hungrier. A raid is being organized to find the most decadent food in the vicinity, and I intend to be in on it.

Until I hear from you again, I remain

Yours sincerely,

(signed:) Charles Hoequist, Jr



Appendix B: Acknowledgments

YOUNG WRITERS TAKE THAT most communal object, language, and perform on it that most individual act, creation. Years pass; and, doing much the same as they did when younger, older writers take an object now known to be, if not exactly private, certainly more idiosyncratic, individual to individual, than an empiricist philosophical tradition is comfortable with and perform on it an action now known to involve so many communal facts, from generic conventions and ideological reductions to just plain help, that the Romantic notion of ‘individual artistic creation’ becomes hugely shaky—if it has not, indeed, crumbled. The older writers have not necessarily learned “craft” any better than the younger; nor have they even—necessarily—learned more of the language itself. They simply have more interesting critical material in which to observe play.

For the communal aspects of both talent and tradition, then, I gratefully make these acknowledgments:

Frank Romeo’s film Bye Bye Love, about two small-town adolescents who journey to New York City and return, suggested a structure for the entire novel. But our almost daily conversations for four years, which covered the making of his second film, The Aunts (in which a present eye looks on a past moment), often touched on the encounters, the textures, the psychology, and the intimate details of life in upper New York State vis-à-vis life in New York City. They have left their imprint from first chapter to last.

Joanna Russ’s Kittatinny: a tale of magic (Daughters Publishing Co.; New York, 1978) supplied the image for Gauine. To anyone who sees any mystery or resonance in the closing image of that fabulous beast, I commend the tale from which—with permission—I stole it.

Ihab Hassan, preparing his paper ‘Cities of Mind, Urban Words,’ was generous enough to ask me a question. The ensuing correspondence helped me develop some of the conceits herein.

Walter Abish’s paper ‘On the Familiar’ (with its side glance at the unbearable) helped me contour much of the material in Chapter Nine.

Charles Hoequist, Jr, has entered into the spirit of Nevèrÿon scholarship so good-heartedly that his contribution must be grateful acknowledged.

Teresa de Lauretis introduced me, among her many generosities, to Umberto Eco’s work in semiotics; his essay ‘On the Possibility of Generating an Aesthetic Message in an Edenic Language’ (in The Role of the Reader, Umberto Eco, Indiana University Press; Bloomington, 1979) was directly stimulating.

Camilla Decarnin read, reread, and criticized the text in a detail for which any writer must be grateful.

Loren MacGregor added some mechanical corrections to Decarnin’s list for which I am most thankful.

Bernard Kay took time in his convalescence from a bout with lung cancer to make copious and useful marginal notes for which I thank him sincerely, and in light of which I have tried to make intelligent repairs.

Robert S. Bravard, of the Stevenson Library at Lock Haven State College, most graciously sent me two pages of cogent comments, which have been the occasion for much thought and—hopefully—some meaningful changes.

Marilyn Hacker read the manuscript and offered a number of useful suggestions. Once again, I am grateful.

My copy editor, David Harris, besides the usual haggling over commas and restrictive and non-restrictive modifiers, offered a number of suggestions for fine tuning to the content. I thank him for them.

Karen Haas, my Bantam editor, has been as supportive as an editor can be throughout the production of a long and often difficult book.

And Grafton Books’ Nick Austin is simply and wholly the hero of the corrected edition.

Thanks is also due to Frederic Reynolds, Pat Califia, Lavada June Roberts, Mischa Adams, Luise White, Sally Hassan, Gregory Renault, Catherine McClenahan, and, indeed, a number of others who escape memory this sitting, but all of whom, now and again, added a twist to the thread from which this text is woven.

Anne McCaffrey shares an April 1st birthday with me. For years I have wanted to write something touching on dragons that could serve as a kind of joint birthday present to us both. Happy birthday, Annie.

As the beautiful Hispanic pop song, ‘Eres tu’ borrows the opening notes of Mozart’s Zauberflöte, Act II, this text may be read, by some readers, as borrowing not only from those sources directly acknowledged but also from Albee, Bédier, Kafka, Balzac, or Baudrillard. If such readings initiate dialogue, so much the better; if they close dialogue off, so much the worse. With that in mind, I must add that any reader who normally skips footnotes may skip the headnotes with which the various chapters begin with—certainly—no greater loss. (‘While we sit discussing the word,’ quoted Christine Brooke-Rose at an MLA meeting some years back, ‘power works in silence…’) They only attempt to begin, by assertion, what Diderot attempted to begin by denial when he entitled a story Ceci n’est pas un conte, or what Magritte attempted when he entitled a picture of an upright brier Ceci n’est pas une pipe, or—indeed—what Guilden attempted when he made a colored poster in which scarlet letters proclaimed across a rose field (after having made one in jade and kelly portraying the same text) This is Not a Green Sign.
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Flight from Nevèrÿon



For

Frank Romeo,

and Robert Bravard, Camilla Decarnin,

Mike Elkins, Gregory Frux, Robert Morales, & Michael Peplow, and,

of course,

Iva,

who print up file ‘i’



Publisher’s Note

Publisher’s note: Ten years ago a young black American mathematician and cryptographer, K. Leslie Steiner, published a comparative translation from several ancient languages of a brief narrative text (c. 900 words) known both as the Culhar’ Fragment and the Missolonghi Codex. That work has prompted several archeological expeditions to find the historical location from which that ancient text most likely originated, most recently one headed by Wellman, Kargowsky, and Kermit. It sets out just as this volume goes to press. In the same ten years Steiner’s ingenious translation methods (highly speculative and mathematically based) have inspired several volumes of stories and novels by Samuel R. Delany about Nevèrÿon, of which this volume—now that the site grows less and less imaginary, more and more real—is the third.
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There is no such thing as an absolutely proper meaning of a word, which is not made possible by the very impropriety of metaphorical displacement it seeks to exclude. The impropriety of displaceability of meaning and of infinite openness of syntactic reference beyond that circumscribed by proper meaning is a material force. The imposition of a conclusive, self-identical meaning that transcends the seriality of displacement is therefore metaphysical or idealist. Its political equivalent is the absolute state (be it dictatorial or liberal) that imposes order on the displaceability of power through sedition. The political equivalent of displacement—that force deconstruction foregrounds against absolutist philosophies of identity—is continuous and plural revolutions, the openness of material forces which exceeds the imposition of power.

—MICHAEL RYAN

Marxism and Deconstruction



The Tale of Fog and Granite

It can hardly be an accident that the debate proliferates around a crime story—a robbery and its undoing. Somewhere in each of these texts the economy of justice cannot be avoided. For in spite of the absence of mastery, there is no lack of effects of power.

—BARBARA JOHNSON,

The Critical Difference



1

LATER, THE BIG MAN slept—peacefully for a dozen breaths. Then, under the moon, a drop, three drops, twenty drops broke on his face. Inside the nostrils loud air snagged. Lashes shook. His head rocked on stone. Dragging a heel back, he raised a hand, first to rub at his cheek, then to drop at his chest. ‘Get away! One-eyed beast! Get away, you little…’ His hand rose again—to beat at something. But the fingers caught in chain.

Curled with his back against the big man’s side, the little man—either because of the big one’s rocking or the neck chain’s rattle or the barkings out of sleep like shouts from a full-flooded cistern—rolled over and was on his knees.

Green eyes beat open.

The little man grabbed the great wrist, while heavy fingers, untangling from brass, caught the small shoulders.

‘Calm yourself, master!’ the little one whispered. ‘You are my breath, my light, my—’

‘I was dreaming, Noyeed—’

‘—my love, my lord, and my life!’

‘No, Noyeed! I was only dreaming—’

‘Of what, master? What dream?’

‘I was dreaming of…’

The little man’s skull blocked the moon, leaving only the lunar halo by which farmers predict rain in three days—though one out of five such predictions brings only overcast.

‘I was dreaming of you, Noyeed!’

‘Me, master?’

‘But I was where you are, now, leaning above me. And you—a much younger you, a boy, Noyeed, with your blind eye and your dirty hair—you lay on the ground where I am, like this, terrified. And, with the others, I…’

‘Master?’

‘Noyeed—’ Holding the man, no taller than a boy, up against the night, Gorgik’s arms relaxed; the small face fell—‘either you know something I can never understand and you will not tell me. Or I know something that, for all my struggles toward freedom, I’m still terrified to say.’

‘Master…’ Noyeed turned his forehead against Gorgik’s chest.

Gorgik’s fingers slid to the little man’s neck, touching iron. ‘Just a moment.’ He slipped his forefingers under the collar, centimeters too big for the one-eyed man against him. ‘You needn’t wear this any longer.’ He pulled open the hinge. ‘It’s time to give it back to me.’

Noyeed grappled the heavy wrists. ‘No!’ Through thin skin and thick, bone felt bone.

‘What is it?’ Gorgik moved his chin in Noyeed’s hair. It smelled of dogs and wet leaves.

‘Don’t take it from me!’

‘Why?’

‘You told me you or I must wear it…?’

‘Yes. Here, yes.’ The night was cool, dry. ‘But by day only I need to, as a sign of the oppression throughout Nevèrÿon—’

‘Don’t!’

Gorgik looked down, moving Noyeed to the side.

The single eye blinked.

A breeze crossed the moonlit roof, while a crisp leaf beat at the balustrade as if, after an immense delay, it would topple the stone onto someone below, who even now might be gazing up. ‘Don’t what?’

The little man thought: He looks at me as if he were hearing all the others who have begged him for his collar.

The big man thought: I could leap up, seize that leaf from the wind, and wrest it from its endless, minuscule damages.

Noyeed said: ‘Don’t encumber yourself with such ornaments, master.’ (The leaf turned, blew back, then up and over the wall.) ‘Let me wear your collar! Let me be your lieutenant and the bearer of your standard! And this…?’ Noyeed reached across Gorgik’s chest to rattle the chain on which hung a verdigrised astrolabe. ‘You go to meet with Lord Krodar tomorrow at the High Court. Why wear something like this?’ He reached down to touch the knife at Gorgik’s side. ‘Or this. Go naked, master. Your bare body will serve much better than armor or ornament to speak of who you are.’

‘Why do you say—?’

‘Look, master!’ The little man rolled to his belly. ‘Look!’

Turning to his side, Gorgik pushed up on an elbow.

Part of the crenellation near their heads had fallen. Between broken stones, by craning, they could see down into the yard. Near an outbuilding armed and unarmed figures stood at a small, flapping fire.

‘Here we are on the roof of your headquarters. There are your supporters. After today’s victory you are only a shadow away from being the most powerful man in all Nevèrÿon.’

‘No, Noyeed.’ Gorgik chuckled. ‘No. My power is nothing in Kolhari, in Nevèrÿon. It was a precarious victory, and I would be the most unfortunate of rebels if I let such delusion take hold.’

‘But you may become the most powerful man in Nevèrÿon. And if you would, to further your cause, someone—perhaps me—must think it possible. Go naked, master. Let your fearlessness be your protection. In the meantime, let me carry your—no, let me be your sign!’

‘Noyeed, I don’t understand.’

‘Look, master.’ The little man elbowed forward, staring through the break. ‘Just look!’ He pointed, not at the milling men and women below but at the horizon’s hills black under moon-dusted dark. ‘Already you can see fog gathering in the mountain peaks outside the city. By dawn it will roll down over all Kolhari, where it will lie till sunlight burns it off. Naked, you will ascend into that fog, meet it, become one with it. Abandon the signs by which men and women know you, and you will become invisible—or at least as insubstantial to them as that mist. Your power—now small, but growing—will, at whatever degree, be marked at no limit. Without clear site, it will seem everywhere at once. That’s what such invisibility can gain you. That’s what you can win if you shrug off all signs. You will be able to move into, out of, and through the cities of empire like fog, without hindrance, while I—’

‘What nonsense, Noyeed!’ Gorgik laughed. Has your harried childhood and hunted youth wounded you to where you can only babble—’

‘Not babble, master! Listen! Unencumbered, you can be as the all-pervasive fog. And if you need now or again to be at a specific place and time, use me! Wearing your collar as the mark of your anger and authority, I can stand on the city’s stones wherever you would place me, leaving you free for greater movement, while I serve you, visible to all, your incorporated will. Oh, among slaves the collar will make me invisible to their masters as it has already made you. Among nobles, it will make me at least as much a reminder of injustice as you were. And among the good men and women who do their daily work it will transform me into the oddity and outrage intruding on them the reality of evils they would rather forget. Though, master—’ and Noyeed laughed—‘with my missing eye and skulking ways have I ever been anything else? You wear the collar because you were once a slave. Well, so was I. You require the collar to motivate the engines of desire. Well, as you have seen, for me it’s much the same. We are much alike, master. Why not let me stand in your place? Why not move me as you would move a piece in the game of power and time, sending me here and there, your servant and marked spy? Let me be your manifestation in the granite streets of the cities, leaving you free for all unencumbered missions. I will be your mark. You will be my meaning. I will be your sign. You will be my signification. You will be the freer, relieved of the mark I carry, to move more fully, further, faster.’

‘Noyeed, I’m afraid to—because I know what I know, and you are in ignorance of it. Or because you know what you know—and I am the deceived.’

‘Oh, master, I will always be your finger and your foot, your belt and your blade, your word and your wisdom, made real in the open avenue and the closed courtyard. Only I beg you, let me do it wearing your sign—’

‘I say no, Noyeed! I say nonsense!’

‘As you have seen how I love your body, master, your hand, your mouth, your ear, your eye, your knee, your foot, what I speak is a bandit’s, a wanderer’s, a one-eyed murderer’s long-thought wisdom—’

‘You babble! And yet…as I visit the court tomorrow, perhaps there’s something in what you say about the way I should go. Perhaps for just a little I might…’

And still later, when the big man and the one-eyed man came from the dark mansion into the yard among the men and women at the fire, Noyeed still wore the collar, while Gorgik no longer wore either the chain with the astrolabe, nor any sword, nor clout, nor dagger—as if all had been discarded or given away during the descent through the empty building.
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SOME YEARS LATER, AT the ear of his ox, ahead of his half-empty provisions cart, a young smuggler walked through the outer streets of Kolhari.

A gibbous moon still shone.

Call him stocky rather than thin. At some angles he looked even loutish: there’d been little enough in his life to refine him since he’d first run away from the farm for the city. At others, however, he was passably handsome, if you ignored the healed-over pockmarks from an acne that, though now long finished with, had been more severe than most and whose traces still roughened his forehead and marred his cheeks above the thinner hairs edging his beard. Peasant or prince could have had that face as easily, but the hard hands, the cracked feet, and the cloth bound low on a belly already showing its beer were trustable signs, in those days, he was not the latter.

The cart wheels rumbled onto the road generally considered the division between Sallese, a neighborhood of wealthy merchants and successful importers, lucky businessmen and skillful entrepreneurs, and Neveryóna, a neighborhood of titled estates and hereditary nobles with settled connections—though lately the boundary had become blurred. Today there were any number of business families who’d dwelt in the same mansion for three generations, some of whom had even acquired a title or two by deft marriage of this youngest daughter to that eldest son; and more than one noble family had been forced by the times to involve itself in entrepreneurial speculation.

The young smuggler squinted.

Moonlight leached all green from the leaves, all brown from the trunks.

Was it two hours till dawn?

Something moved by an estate wall’s turning, way along the crossroad. Something pale, something slow, something huge as a dragon coiled the suburban avenue.

Overspilling the hills above the city, fog had crawled down through wide streets and narrow alleys, till, across the whole town, it kissed the sea with an autumn kiss.

The cart rolled; the smuggler looked left.

Certainly the last time he’d come to Neveryóna by moonlight, he’d been able to see three times as many mansion roofs, even to the High Court of Eagles. Ordinarily such a moon would light the black peaks, which till an hour ago had held back the mist. But now both mansions and mountains were over-pearled, moondusted, veiled.

The cart rolled; the smuggler looked right.

More fog had moved in, as if, rippling in from the waterfront to the road’s end there, a phantom ocean collapsed toward him.

He looked over his shoulder. The young smuggler had traveled many roads, you understand, and had often looked back at the way winding to the horizon, while he’d thought: Is it possible I’ve come so far? both fearful at, and proud with, his ignorance of the distance a moment before. Behind him, however, the pavement looked less like a road than like a yard—say one from the inner city with a neighborhood cistern sunk in it and closed round by haze. As fog cut away the distance ahead and behind, so it cut away pride and fear, or any other feeling of accomplishment in his journey. What was left him was dull, small, and isolate.

His bare foot squashed damp leaves.

He looked forward.

Visible above the wall, its crenelations irregular in moon-mist, the mansion he neared now slowed his gait. Not his destination, it was, he knew, deserted—as were several walled estates near here. But there was a story to this one, and he angled away to see better where tiles had fallen from the façade, and terra-cotta castings had dropped from the cornice to crash—how many years before?—onto the lawns, behind silent stone.

The mansion had once been a lesser town house of a southern baron, Lord Aldamir, who, as his power had eroded in the south, had leased this home in the north to a series of minor nobles. They had not treated it well, had finally abandoned it. Then the political upstart, Gorgik the Liberator, had rented the building as headquarters for his campaign to abolish slavery throughout Nevèrÿon. The Liberator’s armed men had patrolled its roof and stood guard at its deep-set gate. Horses had cantered to the studded entrance, their riders bawling messages for the leader within.

The Liberator was a giant of a man, so people said, and had once been a slave himself in the empress’s obsidian mines at the foot of the Faltha Mountains. Gaining his freedom, he’d continued to wear his slave collar, declaring it would stay round his neck till, whether by armed force or political mandate, slavery itself was obliterated from the land.

Later, people noted that it was not the radicalness of his program that had so upset the country, for, in truth, slavery as an economic reality had been falling away from Nevèrÿon ever since the Dragon had been expelled from the High Court twenty-five years before, when the Eagle—or her manifestation in the Child Empress Ynelgo—had commenced her just and generous reign. Rather it was the radicalness of his appearance that had bothered the nobles, merchants, and their conservative employees—not the Liberator’s practice so much as his potential; for appearances are signs of possibilities, at least when one remembers that what appears may be a sign by masking as easily as by manifesting.

Several armed and surprise attacks on the Liberator had been financed from various sources. Gorgik had repelled them. But once a rabble of unemployed and impoverished workers, supplemented by soldiers from the private guard of nobles close to the court (despite their aid, the contributors had managed to remain as nameless as the gods), gathered on a misty night in the month of the Weasel, when the fog lapped late over the mountains and rolled down through the moonlight to obscure the city’s corners and crevices.

They’d stormed the Liberator’s house.

Here, however, the story crumbled into conflicting versions. Some said that, on hearing the approaching horde, the Liberator had fled with his supporters to the hills around Kolhari and up into the Falthas. Others said, no, that was impossible. The gang had been too stealthy, too quick. It was far more likely that, in the fog, they had simply raided the wrong mansion and the Liberator, hearing of it a mansion or two away, had had time to escape. Still others claimed they’d got the proper house all right—the very building that rose behind the wall before the smuggler now—but the information that this was the Liberator’s headquarters had been, itself, misdirection. The home here had never belonged to the Liberator at all; the true headquarters were a close and careful secret.

But one thing all agreed on: the building they’d broken into that night was empty. No guards stood at the gate. No soldiers strolled the roof. No furniture stood in the rooms. No garbage moldered in the great pots, three broken, behind the kitchen midden. Oh, perhaps a vagrant now and again had climbed the wall to build a brief fire by one or another outbuilding—but the charred sticks in the makeshift rings of stone were as likely to be years as months or weeks old. How could a powerful political leader, and his secretaries, and his courtiers, and his armed garrisons, and his plans, and his records, and his recruiting forces, and his provisions, aides and officers vanish from a walled estate with, at most, an hour’s warning (more likely minutes’), leaving no certain sign?

Not that the story ended here. But now the various versions multiplied more. The Liberator was still at work throughout Nevèrÿon, now in the south, claimed some, now in the north. The Liberator was no more, claimed others—indeed had never been. Or at least had never been other than an eccentric freeman, wearing a slave collar for his own eccentric purposes, wandering the Old Market of the Spur and talking too much in the taverns about fanciful political schemes. Now some said not only was this the false headquarters of the Liberator, but, though all had thought him that fabled man, the collared giant himself was only a ruse or, indeed, a lieutenant, or one of many lieutenants to the true Liberator, who was actually a wiry, one-eyed man, once a cunning bandit (who may or may not have been a former slave) and who was, for perverse and powerful reasons (that is, sexual), the true wearer of the collar. No, said others, it was the giant who was the Liberator, and the one-eyed man was his lieutenant. Each wore the collar, declared others who said they’d seen them. Both wore the collar at different times for different reasons, reasoned others who claimed such reason was only common sense, given the confusion among those who ought to know. There was no one-eyed man, the smuggler heard from a drunken soldier who’d declared he’d fought under Gorgik when, collarless, the Liberator had spent time as an officer in the empress’s Imperial Army: ‘That was just a dream he sometimes had. I remember it as clearly as I remember my mother’s hearth. We’d be standing night guard outside his tent and hear him within, mumbling in his sleep over such a one-eyed apparition. It was only bad dreams.’ There was no scarred giant, he heard from a crippled cutpurse who swore he’d run with the one-eyed man when his gang had holed up in the Makalata Caves. ‘One time at night as we all squatted by the fire, he talked of a great foreman with a scar down his face who’d been kind to him when, for a few months as a boy, he told us, he’d been taken by slavers. But that was only campfire talk.’ Still, whatever the version, or whatever the various versions’ relation to the ineluctable truth they mirrored, masked, manifested, or distorted, all agreed, as they agreed the mansion ravaged that foggy night had been empty, that it was on such nights as this, when all boundary lines and limits were thrown into question, that the Liberator could be counted on to do his most pointed work—if, indeed, there was, or had ever been, such a man.

The oxcart halted beside the smuggler, who turned now to slap the beast’s red haunch.

Ox and man walked again through fog, the cart trundling.

The smuggler knew, yes, more of these conflicting stories than might be expected of someone with either his past history or present position. Had he been able to write and read of what he knew, we might even call him a student of such tales—though he was an illiterate in a largely illiterate age.

A youth quick to smile, easy of gesture, and slow in speech, his usual talk stayed with genial anecdotes dramatizing (exaggerations, to be sure) his comic incompetence at all callings. Passing acquaintances found him easy to enjoy and easier to forget, and few remembered the way his questions could grow quiet, intelligent, continuous, and committed. Fewer still would have marked him, thick-wristed, beer-bellied, and haft-fingered as he was, as a young man obsessed.

But many times, in the taverns and markets of Kolhari and other towns, in back-country inns and desert oases, he’d listened for mention of the Liberator; and when a story touching on Gorgik began at the counter of some winter’s mountain inn or around some summer’s seaside beach-fire, he was ready with measured, attentive questions, based on his own assessments, collations, and orderings of the tales he’d heard so far. On three occasions now, he’d found himself having to argue hotly that he was not a spy for the High Court, seeking to traduce an Imperial usurper. One night he’d actually had to run from a much louder and less rational argument that started at a forest resting place in the eastern Avila with a dough-bellied man, who, it turned out, had once sold slaves himself and had lost a brother and a friend to the swords of a huge, city-voiced bandit and his barbarian accomplice. (‘A yellow-haired dog of a boy with—I tell you, by all the gods of craft—both his eyes! They certainly called themselves Liberators—though they were nothing but the scum of all slave stealers!’) Another than our smuggler might have let such violences dissuade him from his research. His dubious profession led him, however, to expect trouble anyway, though time had proved him not prone to it: these inconveniences were not too great a price for information.

The situations that resulted in such troubles had only impressed on him, finally, that the object of his obsession was not some innocent and indifferent fable, but rather a system of hugely conflicting possibilities and immensely turbulent values. And whether the Liberator was actually that great a concern to the High Court itself, as some maintained, the smuggler had, by now, as much evidence to refute as to confirm.

The origin of his interest had been, at least as far as he could reconstruct it, the most innocent of happenstance. Perhaps that innocence was what justified the intensity of his pursuit.

There had been a girl.

A lively little partridge, she’d come on one of his early trips to the south, with him and a friend—a walleyed city boy, born in the gutters of the Spur, a raucous Kolhari twang in his crude and constant chatter the young smuggler had, at times, found comic in its licentiousness and, at others, comforting on those vastly still, ponderously deserted back forest trails, just for the noise. The two youths had been paid by a Kolhari market vendor to run a shipment of magical implements to a merchant in the Garth who knew of certain southerners who would pay handsomely for the marvelously empowered trinkets—but not as handsomely as the price you’d have to charge if you absorbed the exorbitant tax the Child Empress’s customs inspectors would impose.

By now he’d forgotten the girl’s name among the names of several such girls he’d taken on several such trips. (At what friend’s house had he met her? She’d been in some kind of trouble and had wanted to leave the city. But the details were gone from memory.) Once they’d begun, there’d been bad feelings between her and his foul-mouthed friend. Eventually one morning, somewhere south of Enoch, while he lay dozing in the blankets beside their burnt-out fire, she’d bent over him to tell him she was off for water. (Though he’d been half asleep, he remembered that.) His friend had found the empty water pot, a dozen steps from the campsite, set carefully on a stump. They’d looked for her a bit, waited a bit more, had speculated on accident, on passing slavers. But then, she’d run off from them once already, his friend had pointed out.

They’d do better with her gone.

They’d gone on.

He never saw her again.

Indeed, today, had he run into her on the streets of Able-ani or Ka’hesh, he might not have recognized her. What he remembered, however, was something she had said.

On the first day of their journey they’d halted the cart just beyond the Kolhari gates. Sitting on a fallen log, the girl had toyed with a chain around her neck from which hung some odd piece of jewelry, chased round its rim with barbaric markings. (Though he could not recall her face, he could bring back her brown fingers on the bronze pendant fixed to its neck chain. That was jaw-clenchingly clear.) And she had said:

‘I met a man, while I was in the city—a wonderful man! His friends called him the Liberator. He walked with me for an afternoon in the Old Market—he knew all about the market, all about Kolhari, all about the world! I mustn’t tell you too much of him. That would be dangerous. But I went to visit him again, in his headquarters—a big old mansion he’d rented out in Neveryóna. Oh, you’d think he was wonderful, too. I know you would. He was brave, gentle, and handsome—like you! Though he had a scar down one side of his face. He gave me…’

But here recollection blurred. Thinking about it since, he’d completed her statement many ways. Did she say he’d given her the knife she always wore in her sash, hidden under her bloused out shift? Or the shift itself? Or the necklace? Or the tiny cache of iron coins, which, like the parsimonious mountain girl she was, she’d always been so chary of spending? But she’d talked a lot, and he’d seldom listened, as she’d soon grown used to not getting back much in the line of answers. (His friend and the girl, both had loved to chatter. Silly to have expected them to get along. It took a quiet person, like himself, to go so easily with such. He hadn’t seen his friend in a year.) Months later, when the girl was gone and the storming of the Liberator’s mansion was discussed from Ellamon to Adami, the smuggler’s numberless encounters with the name Gorgik the Liberator had brought back the girl’s memory and made her words from that morning the core of an obsession. (‘…wonderful!…He was brave, gentle, and handsome—like you!…He gave me…’ But how could he have listened more when he’d been so surprised she’d felt that way about him at all?) And whenever, later, the Liberator was discussed, her chance mention seemed to have given him a tad more knowledge than the others had. (‘…He walked with me for an afternoon in the Old Market…his headquarters, a big old mansion he rented out in Neveryóna…’) Though he seldom spilled much of it into words, that extra knowledge was supremely pleasurable; and he cherished that pleasure, nourishing it with continued inquiry. Sometimes while considering less likely versions, he had to relegate the girl’s remarks temporarily to the same dubious order as other conflicting accounts. (‘…a scar down one side of his face…’ Well, some said he was scarred; some said he was one-eyed; some mentioned both. And some mentioned neither.) But because hers had come first, most of the time it was easy enough to let her statements stand as the fixed truth around which he organized the other narrative bits into their several narrative systems, thence to organize the systems themselves as to most probable likelihood—while another part of his mind, the acquisitive part, the part that went poking and prodding in other people’s memories for any and all fragments, no matter how preposterous (memories failing with time and boredom or inflated with imagination and self-aggrandizement), that part could claim, just as truthfully as the part that privileged a forgotten girl’s chance remark, to be equally interested, or as passionately disinterested, in them all.

There’d been other women in his life more recently, three of them actually (and not that recent—), one younger and two older than he. Only the youngest had been able to pretend any tolerance at all to his speculations on the Liberator; and even her pretense had lasted only a while. Could that be, finally, why it had been so easy to leave them?

Would that long-vanished mountain girl have been able to sustain her interest in the Liberator, he wondered, in the face of what his had become?

He turned by another wall.

Behind him the house that may or may not have once been the Liberator’s moved into mist.
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MINUTES LATER, OFF THROUGH fog, the smuggler made out a gate. Odd, he thought, as his cart rolled by mortared stones, for all these moonlight visits he was still not sure which lord’s estate he went to—but then, he was not working for the lord.

He squinted to see if he could make out guards, only decorative in any case here in the city. Ahead he saw what might be a spear leaning from a far niche—

‘Pssst!’ from the door beside him.

He halted his ox.

Through a view hole in the planks, a lamp glimmered with butter-colored light.

‘Well!’ came through muffling boards. ‘You’re here, then. Good!’

Wick flickering in its snout, the clay tub slid onto the small shelf, its base scraping sandy wood. The small moon, instead of holding a halo to the door, cleared the near air.

Metal scraped plank. Plank scraped stone. A board beside the one with the hole moved back in the rock.

He grunted at his stopped ox, as if to stop her again.

The old woman said: ‘Uhhh! This fog, I don’t like it one bit!’ She pulled away another board and set it back by the first. Tied up, the daytime leather hangings were bunched above. ‘Bad things happen in such weather. I’ve seen enough of this mist, and I know. Though it’s all the better for the likes of you, isn’t it? Well, I hope it follows you south and leaves some clear suns and moons with us here in the city. Boy!’ she called back by her hip. ‘You could at least lend a hand with these. No, never mind. I’ve moved them already. Bring that bag here. Be quiet! Do you want to wake the new kitchen girl we hired yesterday? She doesn’t need to know of our doings. Oh, no. Not her, yet.’ Someone behind her scrambled over something (‘Quiet!’ the woman hissed), picked it up, moved with it. She reached behind, then swung forward a cloth sack. ‘Here, take it, now. And go on. Go on, I say! You have your instructions. They’re the same as last time. You’ve done it before. Do the same again. Deliver it to the same place. You’ll get the same reward when you arrive. And the same when you return. Now be off—’

‘I go out now, grandma?’ a boy shrilled behind her in a heavy barbarian accent. ‘I go out?’

The servant woman swayed into the glow, her hood putting a shadow on her deeply seamed cheek, which, in the haze, was the darkest thing about. The accent meant there was no possibility of blood between them. The smuggler looked at her brown, creviced, northern face.

‘No one see me,’ the little barbarian went on behind her. ‘I hide in the fog and be back before—’

‘Not on your life!’ the woman shot back. ‘You think I’d let you go off in this miasma? Bad men are out in the city on nights like this, believe me: thieves, smugglers, murderers, and worse—like this one here!’ She gestured at the smuggler, and her face wrinkled more—yes, smiling, he realized now. ‘Here, I say. Take it.’

He took the bag from fingers almost as large-knuckled as his own. ‘Yes, ma’am.’ What she’d lugged in one hand was heavy enough for him to hold in two. ‘I’ve got it.’ He hefted the sack against his chest, turned to the cart, and dropped it, clanking and changing shape, as it slid over what was already there. He pushed it under a cluster of old-fashioned three-legged pots, bound together by their handles and only a month back declared, by official edict from the High Court, incapable of holding magic as long as they were unsealed, and therefore—when unsealed—untaxable. Behind him he heard one board and another scrape into place; then the bar.

‘Come away, now, boy.’ The voice was muffled again. ‘Give me your hand I say…’

He looked back to see the luminous hemisphere this side of the opening shrink, then vanish. The buttery flame wavered behind the hole, grew small, was gone.

Where the haloed moon had hung was a pearly smear. Holding the canvas cover in blunt fists, the young smuggler yanked its edge down more firmly. Stepping to the ox’s cheek, he grasped the harness, clicked his tongue against his mouth’s roof with an indrawn breath, and tugged the heavy-shouldered beast around on the return road.

Walking ahead of his loud cart, he smiled. Now, he thought, I’m a smuggler again. A bad man about in the streets. (Whatever was in the bag had been metal and in many flat pieces. He’d felt their round edges. Which was odd, though not remarkable.) Once again he was taking a contraband load to the south, carrying from people he didn’t know to other people he didn’t know. Nor, save for the metal makeup and disk-like shapes that had come to him over a few moments through the canvas, was he sure what he carried.

Years back when the smuggler had begun smuggling, at one point or another he’d look to find out what was in his sack: salt, silver, jewelry, magic fetishes, or sometimes even the sealed bullae in which clinked the mysterious contract tokens that signed, in those primitive times, a certain level of commerce. But it was common lore among smuggling men and women that the less one knew of what one carried, the better things were both for the client and, finally, for oneself. He’d accommodated such lore by putting off his look each trip till nearer and nearer its end. Finally, somehow, three, then seven, then numberless trips had passed when he’d forgotten to look at all. Now the thought only returned to him as the memory of a juvenile risk he’d used to take. (And am I really that young anymore? the smuggler wondered. Now and again it seemed to him he’d been smuggling an awfully long time.) Perhaps his meticulous inquisitiveness over anything and everything concerning the Liberator came from having to deflect natural curiosity from where, naturally, it was wanted. He’d thought that often. But this was the third time now he’d gone south at the behest of the old woman at the estate wall’s secondary door. He’d first gotten the commission from another thief (‘…Follow these turnings. Be there with your cart at this time…’) and could honestly say he did not know her name, nor the name of the family she was servant to, nor whether she worked for her own gain, her master’s, or someone else’s. I know nothing of you; but then (he spoke along to himself, on the road back into the city) you know nothing of me, old woman. You have no notion you’re talking to a man with a passion and a purpose. Only a small stone’s heave from here is the Liberator’s house, but you’ve no idea that I may know more tales of that fabled home and hero than any else save probably his one-eyed lieutenant—more, possibly, than anyone in Nevèrÿon, if some of my conjectures are true.

And why should that be anything to me? laughed the seamed servant of the mind he carried with him. (Her words were as clear as if she sat atop his cart.) Will that help you finish your job the faster? Will it make you braver, quicker, more cautious, more clever in carrying out your task?

To which the smuggler laughed back, answering: Ah, grandma, how much you and your kind miss, who judge the rest of us only by how well we can do your work. But you’re one of those who thinks there’s no more to life than that, aren’t you?

His lips moved in the mist.

As the old woman began to defend her position and denigrate his, he ambled along the damp avenue, now posing one argument, now posing another, now revising his own polemic, now revising hers, this time toward anger, that time toward submission, now with the barbarian boy adding his comment, now with the long-vanished mountain girl giving hers.

…a man with a passion and a purpose as great, in its way, I’d guess, as the Liberator’s, or perhaps even greater, for it covers all the Liberator does and has done, yet has none of the emotions that drive him to error, that trip him now in defeat, a passion and purpose that, for all its committed disinterest, has nothing to do with this scheming and scuffling, this cheating and wheedling that make up the daily lives of you and me.

But here he was, already turning onto the Sallese road.

Neveryóna was behind.

He looked back for the Liberator’s mansion. But while he’d been wrangling with his imaginary companions about the worth of his commitment to this bit of myth and history, he’d managed to wander, without noticing, past the myth’s major historical manifestation. Perhaps the fog had grown so thick it had swallowed the empty house?

No. He’d been too busy talking to himself.

Momentarily he considered going back to scale the wall and, tonight, exploring it, adding some firsthand knowledge to all his hearsay, seeing for himself the floors and windows and empty chambers that may (or may not) have been the Liberator’s.

…make you braver, quicker, more cautious, more clever in carrying out your task? (Believe it, she was still going on!) No, certainly this was not the night to trespass on fabled grounds, leaving a cart of contraband outside. What might he expect to find of the Liberator in such a place anyway, years after it had been ransacked by angry marauders? (He walked through vapor.) He’d be back in Kolhari in a few weeks.

There’d be more foggy mornings.



4

HE WALKED; AND THE city drew in to him.

Either side the street, sandstone walls and planked-over doorways closed out mist. Moon-glimmer on wet flags spoke of recent rain, though no drops had tickled his shoulders.

A large basket on his back, strapped with raffia rope to his forehead, an old man came from an alley, crossed before the ox, and trudged behind a cistern into more mist.

Later, down another street, he saw a door open and three people rush out, followed in a moment by two more. One held up a lamp filled with the cheap oil that burned red. Some moments’ mumbling, and they went back in—except one woman who ran away along the alley, while, from inside, with one hand high on the jamb, a man leaned out to call: ‘Yes! Yes! Tell him they sent me up here to get…’ He missed the object—probably medicinal and certainly magical. ‘I’ll be down with it in a minute! Now run!’ Fog and darkness obscured the hems and collars that might have placed them for him socially. The man’s voice sounded foreign, however, and better bred than might be expected in this neighborhood.

He passed the incident he would, no doubt, never know more of than this. Certainly it hinted at stories as complex as any he could tell of the Liberator. But he knew them only as inarticulate surmises; and would forget them, he knew too, in moments amidst the voices playing in his mind, would absorb them among the myriad forgettables that were the encounter, over any hour, dark or light, with the city.

Cart wheels wobbled on cobbles.

He turned his ox off Black Avenue onto the Pave, which sloped down to the Spur. Fog and moonlight grayed the building walls. Planning to leave Kolhari by one of the little southern roads, rather than the northern connection with the great north-south highway, he’d wanted to move out with the earliest market delivery carts so as to have, at least for the opening of the journey, the safety and anonymity of the more traveled backroads below the city.

An hour or so before sunup, the market porters set torches here at the bridge mouth for predawn traffic. This morning the flare at the far wall had already snuffed to a black brand touched with coals. Sickly and silver, the near flame limped and lazied under smoke.

As he crossed the quayside, firelight feeble on the pitted bridge wall showed only how much denser the mist had become—and a few incomprehensible graffiti. Something to be thankful to the fog for: it was harder to see the scrawls and scratches that, day by day, appeared—more and more of them—on the bridge’s walls and stanchions or on the houses nearby. The first writings he’d seen, more than a year ago, had been long and intricate. They had been put up (for writing was what they were) by the students who now and again came into town from their suburban schools out near Sallese. But as the old messages washed out or were rubbed off and new ones were written up, soon a few signs among them seemed to take predominance, till today they were about the only ones you saw. And he’d caught both barbarians and baronets—as well as students—marking them with a lump of red clay or a bit of burnt wood, believing, as they did so at dawn or sunset, that they were unobserved. The smuggler had it on the authority of his foulmouthed friend (who of course had mastered them immediately and had once spent an afternoon actually trying to teach them to the smuggler, who simply had not been able to remember a one, till both had become angry and frustrated; they’d seen each other a few times since, but that had really been the end of their friendship) that these particular signs transcribed the varied and eccentric curses of the city’s itinerant camel drivers, which combined in eccentric ways various terms for women’s genitalia, men’s excreta, and cooking implements.

Unable to read even as much of them as the scamps who wrote them and could read nothing more, the smuggler had finally trained himself to ignore them; they were marrings to be overlooked while the eye was out for other, more meaningful detail.

Usually when the moon lingered toward the day the torches were not set out, and he’d be able to see all the way across the bridge, into the market square, to the glimmer on the water that plashed in the fountain at the square’s center—as long as the stalls and vending stands were not yet up.

But tonight, to fight the fog that now and again closed out the moon completely, the torches had, indeed, been lit. As the cart rolled onto the bridge, waist-high walls at either side and clotted shallows beneath, the weak fire showed the crockery shapes under the lashed canvas; then firelight slid away, leaving them black. And the bridge thrust three meters into dim pearl—and vanished.

He cuffed the ox’s shoulder to hurry her, confident that the old structure was the same stone, bank to bank, as it had been by day or by other nights. Still, images of breaks and unexplained fallings drifted about him.

The cart rolled loudly forward.

The haze kept quiet distance.

Somewhere just beyond the flares, the Child Empress’s couriers came at noon to cry out news to the people crossing. Was it marked by a raised paving stone? He hadn’t caught a courier in months.

He walked.

Mist retreated.

Bridge flags floated out of it.

Ahead he saw a boy by the wall, head down, pulling and pulling at a lank lock. One sandal was missing; the broken straps were still bound around his muddy calf. The other was held by only one of its thongs, so that the sole dragged behind.

The boy pulled.

The fog rolled.

As his cart passed, the smuggler looked away from the mad youth—and into more mist.

During the afternoon and evening, the bridge served not only as entranceway into the Old Market of the Spur, but also as workplace for most of Kolhari’s prostitutes. Once the market that made it profitable to pursue such sexual enterprise shut down, however, the women and men and boys and girls listlessly or vigorously hawking their bodies lingered on the bridge only an hour or so past sunset, when the market’s mummers and bear-tamers and acrobats and street musicians also left for the night. (Were they not all, so said a mummer with whom the young smuggler had once been friends, merely purveyors of entertainments at different orders of intimacy?) When the last rowdy youngster ceased calling across the walkway after his or her friends, when the last middle-aged man, unsteady with too many mixed mugs of cider and beer, gave up his search for known, if not knowledgeable, flesh, when the last and oldest prostitutes fell in with one another, shoulder to shoulder, to walk tiredly back to the Spur, for a while the bridge might seem empty. But soon you noticed the sparse population remaining—there during the day, certainly, but absorbed, then, by the traffic coming and going. Now, made prominent by isolation and darkness, they became distressingly visible: the mad, the displaced, the sleepless, the disturbed.

At the bridge’s market terminus, people leaving the city could gather with their bundles before sunrise and pay a few iron coins to the wagon drivers in from the provinces for a return trip out to this or that near county. Certain wagoners carried more people than produce; the custom had become so established that, off the market end, the Child Empress had recently rebuilt the shelter, with awning, more flares, and split-log benches, where, wet mornings, passengers could wait for rides.

He glanced up for the moon. A quarter of the sky was blurrily bright, but that was its only sign.

The triple facts of sex, madness, and travel lent their certain intrigues here. Though each had its hours of the night or day when it was most in evidence, the young smuggler had crossed the bridge enough times, and at enough variety of times, to know that none was ever really absent if you looked. With his smuggling cart, he himself was now heir to the travel; in earlier years he’d first come as part of the sexual provender—and at least once he’d spent three whole weeks here, during which, if he had not been properly mad, he’d been near enough. As he walked, memories flickered: an argument he’d once had with the mummer before they’d gone to a fine supper on the waterfront; the taste of grit on a parsnip he’d picked up from the pavement here and eaten; a conversation he’d overheard near the wall years back about the kind of boys some lord or other used to proposition on these same flags; the memory of a girl he’d watched pull water from a cistern not far away, her red hair, her freckled arms.

Walking beside his cart, the smuggler thought clearly and firmly, as if his own inner voice could drown the others out:

I probably know details and incidents about the Liberator’s history that even he has forgotten. Yet who around me knows I have such knowledge? Not the madmen swaying in the night, nor the schemers behind their planked-up doors, nor the lazy whores and hustlers working here in daylight.

Nearing the market, he first heard, then made out, the naked barbarian boys by the steps that led down under. (Beyond, making minuscule moons in the fog, torches burned by the passenger shelter.) One was running up, then down the steps, leaning heavily on the rail.

The young smuggler slowed his cart to watch with suspended amusement. A young woman and an older man, who till now must have been walking somewhat behind him, moved ahead. The woman carried a bundle against her side. They were going toward the shelter.

A barbarian about fourteen ran across the bridge to squat beside them and, fists and buttocks bouncing above wet stone, cooed: Where you going? Now come on, tell me! Where you fine folks going?’ He cocked his head, blond hair gone silver in dim deceiving light. You won’t tell me where you heading? I won’t follow you! I won’t rob you! I won’t hurt you! You city folks don’t need to be afraid of me now!’ He laughed.

The dark couple trudged on.

The smuggler pulled his cart up to the stair and walked around his ox to pat the hard ridge between her stubby horns.

Blinking black eyes in blurred-over moonlight, the beast stepped back.

Traces creaked.

Leaving his cart among milling boys, the young smuggler started down the bowed steps. (Strange, thought the smuggler. No one but cutpurses steal in a crowd. And his cart was not a purse.) At their foot a rock shelf extended from the stanchion. Troughs had been cut in it, sloped to the running water. Here men came to relieve themselves. (Women used the stair at the other side, which led to a similar arrangement, visible along the shelf.) The smuggler reached the bottom with a memory of other moonlit nights, when the bridge above had laid sharp shadow on the grooved stone. Most nights when he’d stayed on the bridge, he’d sleep down here, his back against the graffiti-marred wall.

Tonight there was no shadow, and the gray light misted halfway under. Several women were busily doing something on the far side. More barbarians lounged here, most notably younger or older than those above. One of the oldest folded his arms and, as the smuggler stepped by, actually said to the shortest: ‘All right. Tell me: what’s a kid like you doing out at this hour?’

‘I told you already,’ the blond boy said, ‘I’m not a kid.’

‘Yeah,’ said another, probably younger. ‘He knows his way around!’

The smuggler stepped to one of the troughs, and, with the growing heat behind his groin at coming urine, moved his clout aside with one hand and with the other guided his heavy splatter over the rock.

Another barbarian stood a-straddle the trough three away, this one in a loincloth, pulled back now. He held himself, as though he’d either finished or not yet begun to make water. The smuggler noted that he wore his pale hair in a clublike braid over one ear. You saw such braids frequently enough in Kolhari, though usually not on barbarians, since it was a style left from the old Imperial Army, who, years ago, had devastated the lands from which, today, the blond southerners came, in greater and greater numbers.

Beyond the barbarian, just out of the diminished light, a shape moved slowly against the stanchion wall—likely two people in sexual embrace, though whether they were two women, two men, or one of each, was anybody’s guess. The smuggler hoped it was one combination, assumed it was another (from what he knew of the bridge) and, had anyone asked, would have stated the third—if only to appease the times’ prejudices; though quickly he’d add, with a self-deprecating laugh, that, given his luck, all three probably made out better than he.

Finishing, he shook himself, pinched and pulled his foreskin free of water, shook again with wet fingers, then tugged the cloth back between his legs. (Since he’d been a child, all bodily secretions had given him an odd comfort. Puberty had simply added another. Privately, he admitted, his heavy hands enjoyed them all.) Skirting naked loiterers, he started up.

At the top he heard: ‘Where you think you going, fine Kolhari man? Come on, tell me. Tell me, now! Afraid I’ll follow you? Afraid I’ll rob you? Afraid I’ll beat you? You don’t have to be afraid of me, city man!’

In a white tunic with dark ribbon woven round its sleeves, a tall man walked along the bridge toward the shelter, ignoring the boy cavorting by him. He was dressed like someone who should have had a private wagon. That he was here, sack on hip, to engage a public cart suggested to the smuggler he belonged to his toga no more than the boy below belonged to his braid.

‘Hey, barbarian,’ an older boy called from the wall, ‘why do you talk like such a fool? Hey—’ now the second barbarian strode into the central walkway—‘barbarian! Why—’

The first danced back, grinning. ‘I’m just asking these fine Kolhari men and women why they—’

‘—do you talk like such a fool?’ Suddenly the second grappled the first in a headlock.

‘Hey! Let go of me!’ His mouth muffled by a forearm, the first giggled. ‘Let me go…you crazy barbarian!’ He was dragged past the young smuggler and down the stairs.

The smuggler clicked his tongue. His cart began to roll.

From the far stairs at the women’s side, four girls, followed by a fifth, ran up, talking intently. Also barbarians, they struck the smuggler as youngsters who had been in the city a goodly time. Chattering in the sibilant southern tongue, they hurried off the bridge. ‘Hey, look at all the big boys, out so late!’ the one trailing called. She laughed and caught up to the group, while a boy shouted something in their own language after them. At which point—probably unrelated to the baiting—one of the girls remembered something forgotten below and turned back to the stairs, the others turning, running up, chattering after her.

Back against the bridge’s newel, another girl squatted beside a bundle corded with vine rope. She was fifteen or sixteen. Her shift’s shoulder was torn. In moon-blur the smuggler could see a smudge—or a bruise—on her jaw. She was just clean enough so he could not tell if she were a passenger or a derelict. If derelict, he thought, she’d probably struggled with her attire to bring it up to this ambiguous state.

Wandering by, a mumbling crone dragged her sack, which would contain (for several times on Kolhari streets the smuggler had seen such women’s bags tear open) bits of cloth, broken pots, a wooden hairpin, a cheap leather necklace from a province the woman herself had never visited.

The man in the toga passed, paying no more attention to her than he had to the barbarian taunts.

Spitting, whispering, the crone moved to the bridge’s rail, searching for something not there.

The seated girl looked away—the sight too painful, too predictive, or both.

The togaed man turned toward the flares at the passenger shelter.

The young smuggler guided his cart off the bridge and into the market.

Under an orange torch, people sat on split-log benches. Nearby, carts had already pulled up. Some of the drivers talked together. Others had wandered off to the warehouses in the adjoining alleys.

By the shelter’s wall, a man slept on the brick, head against the wood. One drawn up on the other’s soiled ankle, his feet were wrapped in the thong-bound skins a worker would wear laboring on the splintered rock at some city demolition site. By torch-glow and moon-mist, the smuggler could see, however, that the soles were hardly scuffed, as though they’d not yet been worn to work, while the cloth around his loins was threadbare, torn, and dirt-stiff. The thong that held it tight on a belly that creased above it was broken and retied many places.

Was he a derelict, the smuggler wondered, or a laborer passed out with drink?

The smuggler headed his cart toward a group of other wagons, as a morning porter tossed water from a ceramic bucket. Water sluiced near the sleeper’s head. The porter set down his pail, took up his wide broom, and, with shove after shove, sent rills across the brick.

If one rill wet the sleeper, the smuggler did not see. But suddenly the man pushed up, got his feet under him, and, one arm straight out, staggered to a bench to collapse on it. His head fell back, firelight showing a dirty neck below a neatly trimmed beard.

What, the smuggler wondered, were the stories that would hold the anomalous details of the togaed gentleman taking a public cart, the squatting girl, or the sleeping man to some lucid and coherent truth, rather than making everyone appear simply another counterfeit, barbarian, citizen, or bum?

Stalls and kiosks had not yet been dragged out.

Near the side alley below a flare, wheels crushing dung, cart followed ox in among parked wagons. Did his appear an ordinary delivery vehicle? So much the better. He would leave it with the others for an hour or so, then be off among the first carts returning to the provinces. (He should be neither the first nor the last to go.) There were enough wagons and drivers about so that, even with its contraband, his could stay unattended awhile.

He tied the reins to the peg on the side of the driver’s bench, pulled out the feed bag, put in more hay from the sack under the seat, then notched it to the bridle. The ox licked his fingers. Wiping his hand on the hip of his clout, while his beast munched and munched and munched, the young smuggler turned back to the square. He’d thought vaguely to sit in the shelter awhile among the passengers. But it might be better not to stay so long in one place, where he could be seen, observed, remembered.

Better to stroll back and forth a time or two over the water. From this end also, the bridge was still truncated by gray. He wandered onto it. Again he heard, then saw, the barbarians. Thirty steps on, and their argument and laughter (‘Barbarian, why you go on acting such a fool…?’) dissolved in fog behind.

Ahead, someone sat on the wall.
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FOR THE NEXT FEW steps the young smuggler was not sure if it were woman or man, adult or child.

The shoulders were narrow. The knees angled wide. The feet were back against the stone.

His next step, the young smuggler saw several things at once:

The gaunt face was looking at him. An eye in it blinked. Across the other was a rag. The cloth strip was tied at the side of the small head. Some hair had caught in the knot. Around the man’s neck—now the smuggler saw it was a man—was an iron collar.

‘Morning.’ The man nodded. ‘What are you doing out on the bridge at this hour?’

The smuggler slowed, shrugged, smiled. ‘Walking.’ He’d known men to wear such collars before. Slaves were, of course, almost unknown in Kolhari. If you saw a real one it was likely to be in the retinue of some visiting provincial family. But the sexual tastes of such men were assumed, on the bridge, to be odd and unpredictable. ‘What’s it to you?’ He stopped; he still smiled.

‘The market vendors aren’t out yet.’ The good eye glimmered as though full of tears. ‘You should be home in bed, cuddling your girl out of her dreams and into morning.’

‘My girl just got a job as a kitchen maid—in a big old mansion, out in Neveryóna.’ The lie came complete and natural; he’d often marveled at the way elements from life so easily joined to make falsehoods—the same way, he’d noticed, they sometimes fused to form dreams. ‘So I don’t see as much of her as I used to.’

On the stone either side of him, the man’s hands were wrapped with leather strips, recalling a custom in some province that, though the smuggler had passed through it once, he could no longer name. ‘Then what are you doing for sex?’ the man asked, bluntly.

The three female faces drifted before the smuggler, one younger than he by half and almost black, the other two a decade or more older and pleasingly brown. After a sexually bleak year, they had suddenly filled six weeks of his life (almost three months in the case of the eldest) with sensual riches and emotional complexity that had been, frankly, too much. (Oh, yes. For certain, rather a kitchen girl out in the suburbs.) But he hadn’t seen any of them for a month. He pushed them out of his mind.

‘Just about anyone—’ The young smuggler measured his admission—‘and everyone I can.’

The single eye questioned. ‘You want to come with me, then?’ The man’s insteps, back against the wall, were leather-bound too, which, yes, was the way they wore them in that province. He pushed from the rail to the ground.

Obvious thoughts often take longer to form in response to life than to letters. And the young smuggler had no letters. Also he was just now considering precisely that which would prevent the connection that has no doubt occurred to you and me. He’d encountered men before with the perversion of the collar; it was, after all, fairly common in Nevèrÿon—as all who’d ever worked the bridge soon learned. Indeed, he’d learned also in those early encounters, the collar was a sign for any number of sexual stances. Its only consistent meaning was that the most common two or three sexual exchanges were not likely to be among the most important for those who wore it. And even that was no more certain than a farmer’s prediction of rain at a haloed moon. Also, the young smuggler knew from his time on the bridge, the maimed, deformed, and blind had needs as strong as anyone’s, and a paraplegic’s or a deaf-mute’s desires could be as complex as a judge’s or a general’s. Those among them who could afford it—including the blind or half-blind—were as likely to buy here as anyone. There was nothing to keep a one-eyed bandit—for the little man surely looked a bandit—from the bridge.

Then he remembered:

The Liberator sometimes wore such a collar and was, some said, a one-eyed man, or at any rate was sometimes represented by one.

‘All right,’ the young smuggler said. ‘I’ll go with you, if you’ve got a place not too far from here. Even if you don’t, below the bridge we could—’

‘For coin or for free?’ The man cocked his head. ‘There’s a barbarian with a braid over his ear, standing at the pee-troughs. He’s been down there more than an hour. If I wanted to give away iron tonight, I’d take him with me.’ He snorted. ‘But I don’t.’

The smuggler felt his humor balance on a more distressed feeling, having to do with his own, recently much self-questioned age. But he grinned it down in the three-quarter dark. ‘You won’t give me anything? You know, last week I was hauling barrels over at the docks. The week before I was trying to make some money along here. And the week before that I was up in the mountains, cleaning out the cellar for some tavern keeper. I didn’t make much at any of them. Sometimes, you know, I wonder which job I’m the worst at.’ He chuckled; the three weeks’ work were as much invention as his Neveryóna kitchen girl. ‘Still there’re some who’ll give me a few coins, here on the bridge. But I haven’t spoken to many people lately.’ That happened to be true. ‘Kolhari is a lonely city. I’ll go with you for the company, and you can give me what you want. How’s that?’

The little man considered a moment. ‘If “what you want” means nothing—’ The unsymmetrical face looked grave, turning away—‘then come.’

‘Hey, now…!’ The young smuggler fell in beside the man, who’d started toward the market end. ‘Don’t be like that. You make up your mind later what I’m worth. I know it won’t be much. That’s not what I’m asking. But something. Say, where’ve you come from anyway, to be walking these wet stones?’

Striding his quicker stride on his shorter legs, the little man glanced up. ‘You ask questions like that on a night like this on such a bridge as we cross now?’ His single eye held amusement, also disbelief.

It was the kind of look, the smuggler thought, you might give a fifteen-year-old barbarian whore declaring drunkenly she was a noble virgin.

The smuggler rubbed his earlobe between thumb and thick forefinger, looking down at his naked feet hitting fog-wet rock. His grin mimed a shyness he did not feel. ‘Well, now, I suppose if you had a few extra pieces of gold—’

‘Gold? Ha!’ the man barked. ‘No, I’m afraid you’re just not that young!’

‘…a few iron coins,’ the smuggler said, as if repeating himself, ‘that you could help me out with, afterwards; well, I’d appreciate it. I’m not working now,’ he went on, ‘and my girl can’t see me so often anymore. There’re days, I guess, she doesn’t think I’m the best lover in the world. Maybe I do better with the men. At least I give it a try, hey?’ He raised his face a little, glancing at the one-eyed man, and thought: I may not be that young, little man, but then, neither are you that you can afford to haggle. ‘My girl, she doesn’t know I come down here and fool around on the bridge. But she doesn’t need to know of our doings. Oh, no. Not her.’ Yet he remembered that almost every woman he’d been to bed with since his sixteenth year he’d told about his homosexual adventurings; all had been fascinated. If anything, it seemed to smooth the sexual preliminaries. Only if some other male might overhear it would he hesitate to tell a woman he wanted to pleasure of these masculine explorations. The three so recent (yet so quickly receding) faces returned. He had told them: and hadn’t they all praised him for his gentleness and lovemaking virtuosity? Hadn’t all three wanted him to stay? As inducement, the youngest had offered him her body in what she took to be all sorts of wild and wonderful positions. The eldest (who did all that the youngest did sexually and with much less to-do about it) had also offered him money. At first he’d taken great offense. Then he’d taken the money. (Had that, he wondered now, put the bridge back into mind?) Then he’d taken his leave, anyway—when it had all become too complicated. The third, also older than he, he’d liked the most. But she’d had children and a great deal to do and, really, had considered him in every way—save sexually—a nuisance. No, though she’d been polite enough about it, she hadn’t really wanted him around. Well, the truth was, none of the three had freckles. And that, for him (as he’d found himself telling himself with the growing belligerence of the mightily deprived), left sex with women not much better than what he might do with animals or men.

Though the intensity of the women’s desires had allowed him to make his precipitate exit feeling (animally) well pleased with himself, still they were gone.

One had found out about the others, of course.

The shoutings! The tears! The accusations of crimes enough to make a provincial bailiff start to oil his whip! The youngest had been engagingly stupid. The one with the children had been distressingly sharp. And all three had been, well…He missed them. But here he was, running on with this old story about his sexual secrecy as though it displayed or hid some terribly important truth. ‘I’ll go with you,’ the smuggler repeated. ‘Now I don’t do this a lot. And I don’t claim to be much good at it. But as long as my girl don’t find out, it can’t hurt her. And she’s in Neveryóna, not here. You’ll see what you can do for me.’ He dropped both hands to his legs. ‘Afterwards.’

The little man, who wore leather about his loins, strode ahead, past the squabbling barbarians, as though abandoning the smuggler. (A woman passenger, herself a barbarian, was asking: ‘Well, where do I go…?’ A blond boy pointed to the stairs at the other side of the bridge.) The smuggler watched the little man move three steps, six steps, nine steps ahead.

Then he took a breath and hurried after him, off the bridge and onto brick. Fog had retreated enough to see the fountain, a rock in the square’s center, with a basin carved in it to catch what gushed from its top—before the spill ran over into the ring of drains. From a cart near it, several women in desert robes were taking down folded screens and awnings for their stall. One held up a torch for the others to see. As they helped each other open, unload, and unfold, firelight lit wet brick, flashed on the jewelry one wore at her neck.

‘You know—’ The smuggler caught up—‘a few years back, I met someone here. He wore a collar. Like yours. He was a southerner. A barbarian—no older than me. He liked me, you see. So I went with him. Like I’m going with you. He told me he’d been a prince in his own land, off to the south. We got to talking: and he told me he’d been taken a slave—a real slave, once. Before he came here. He said he’d been captured from his home in the south, taken north, and sold up in Ellamon. He told me that he’d been set free by the Liberator—you know, the one everyone talks about? Gorgik the Liberator? The one trying to end slavery? He said he and the Liberator had fought together against slavers in the west.’ Purposefully he did not look for the little man’s reaction. ‘So I told him, I said: “You must think the Liberator is a really fine man.” And you know what he said? He said: “I hate him!” He said: “The Liberator freed me from slavery, but he didn’t free me from this!” He meant the collar, you see? “And for doing only half the job, I’d kill him if I could!”’ Now the smuggler looked over. ‘That’s something, hey? What do you think of that?’

The man paid no more attention than a brown citizen to the blond barbarians’ jibing.

They crossed the square.

Over the years, the smuggler had indeed talked to a number of barbarians, also a number of men in collars, a handful of slaves, and several slavers. From these conversations, from hearsay, from observations, and from any number of story fragments about such men, such collars, such slaves—and the Liberator—the Liberator’s onetime barbarian friend-turned-enemy had come together for him along with the conviction that, given one tale and another, he was very close to some historical truth that he wanted to try out on someone who might confirm it—though, as they passed between the fountain and the women, it occurred to him that, after all, the construction of this barbarian adversary was not much different from that of any other lie or dream. I haven’t seen him here for a while,’ he added. ‘The barbarian in the collar, I mean.’ (Certainly, he reflected, he’d never met him.) ‘Maybe something happened to him. You know, they say: “Not to cross the Bridge of Lost Desire again is to die as soon as you leave it.” Well, maybe something happened to him. Maybe he got killed. I heard once that the Liberator killed a barbarian prince who led an attack against him, somewhere in the Spur. Though with all the tales and stories you hear, who could know which to believe.’

The little man remained silent.

So, still walking, the smuggler said once more: I haven’t seen him in a long time. Years. The barbarian.’ Then, on an impulse, he asked: ‘What do you think of the Liberator?’

With that same amusement, that same disbelief, the single eye glanced up. ‘What do you think of him?’

Dwelling on the ease of lies, the young smuggler found himself—surprisingly—a word from truth. Why not say it, he thought: and felt tightness take his throat. As he tried to swallow it away, his heart pounded, and, swinging dry against his sides, his arms felt his flanks grow slippery with a sweat as chill as if he’d splashed into a wet grave—what, he noted with amusement, he might feel the moment he made up his mind to speak to some dark and freckled summer girl, leaning with her bucket on a cistern wall, whose contempt, whose harsh word, whose rejection, he was sure, would strike him dead upon the yard’s paving as surely as the fiat of any nameless god. Yet in his trips to the bridge, in his trips from it, he’d learned that to turn from such a feeling was to declare oneself subservient to terror, to name terror itself one’s master. To shirk such inner challenge was to admit passion impossible in this world as the nameless gods had crafted it and purpose nonexistent. ‘I think the Liberator is—’ He drew a breath—‘is the greatest man in all Nevèrÿon. For me—and I know I am only one and certainly no representative—the Liberator, Gorgik, may be greater, even, than the Child Empress Ynelgo, whose reign is…’ He searched for something singular, but came up with only the most sedimented saw—‘is just and generous.’

‘You think, then, that if this Liberator were ruler of all Nevèrÿon, he would be more generous and more just than the empress?’ The little man snorted, then looked up sharply with his single eye beside the slant rag. ‘And do you think there’s a chance that I am he—that I am this Liberator of yours? Or his one-eyed accomplice?’

‘No—!’ the smuggler protested. But the man’s correctness gave him an odd relief.

‘You think, perhaps, if you say the Liberator is great and I happen to be your man’s lieutenant, then you’re more likely to get yourself a coin or two for the night? Well, you wouldn’t be the first to think such rot. But it won’t do you any good—not tonight, believe me.’ The man stopped walking.

The smuggler stopped too.

They’d reached some littered yard in the Spur, by a cistern’s low wall.

The smuggler thought: Which way did we come? How did we get here?

‘Other folk than you have mistaken me for your Liberator. We might pretend that I was him, and that you were only some miserable slave, waiting for his freedom.’ The one-eyed man chuckled hoarsely. ‘But that’s not my pleasure. Not tonight. Not with you. Me, a Liberator? No, tonight let us think of me as the slave—the lowest of the slaves in, say, the empress’s obsidian mines, north at the foot of the Falthas, where once, so they tell it, your Liberator himself toiled in the iron collar. Suppose I was the dirtiest, most miserable half-blind pit slave. What do you say to that?’ Sitting on the cistern wall, the little man leaned forward as mist tore apart under the moon.

The eye and one shoulder, above and below black iron, silvered. ‘What would you do with me, then? If I were the weakest, foulest, sickest of slaves, too frightened to resist any attack, any brutalization, any abuse visited on me by my guards, by my foreman, or by the other slaves about me? Think of me loaded with chains and irons, so that I couldn’t resist your assaults, even if I were strong enough.’ He reached up and put his hand on the smuggler’s arm. I know—they don’t use such chains in the mines now, except when they transport the workers from location to location. Such horrors still occur only with the slavers in the west. But you can imagine it, can’t you?’

No, it was not a response either to the man’s touch or his tale. What the young smuggler felt now he’d felt enough times before to know that, having a moment ago triumphed over a personal terror, having expressed one tiny inexpressible truth, the bodily sign of terror vanquished was a prickling like rain on the small of his back, his belly, his thighs. And because that terror’s object, the man before him, had, on its vanquishment, moved toward him rather than away, the focus somehow became sexual: his cock, rolling forward in its foreskin, dragged on cloth.

‘Follow me down!’ the one-eyed man whispered, dropping his hand to the smuggler’s chest. He turned and swung one leg over the stone. ‘Don’t worry. There’re staples along the wall, so you can make your way to the bottom.’

A year and a half back, the last legitimate work the smuggler’d done was three months with a filthy crew who’d drained cisterns and cleaned them of the potsherds and children’s balls and bits of waterlogged furniture and general muck that collected on their floors. He’d labored hard, done the job at first with energy and soon with skill; he’d liked the men he worked with, had often been praised by the crew boss: ‘Sure, you joke about what a clumsy lout you are all the time. But I say you’re a

good and honest laborer, if not the best of them.’ In his last week he’d even been promised more money—and a day later had not shown up. He’d never gone back. Now he never mentioned it. But he knew there were staples on the inner walls of all the city’s cisterns.

‘Come with me!’ The little man swung his other leg over, reached in, stood on the inside rung, and stepped down. ‘This one’s been empty for years.’

‘Sure. Go on.’ Leaning on the wet ledge, looking at the man’s head, with its knot of rag and hair lowering below him, the smuggler felt the pride any laborer in the sexual services knows when he or she realizes: I can show this one a good time! ‘I’m right behind you!’ He started over.

Climbing down the staples, the smuggler looked up at the moon. (Below him, a rung had broken; missing the step, he felt one end scrape his calf, but so lightly he didn’t look.) Would the banked fog collapse over the stained shield of bone the loud and unnamed god of war arts had hung on the sky? He did not fancy being at the bottom of an empty cistern in pitch dark with anyone—even a miserable pit slave.

His lower foot dropped into water—but as he swung out from the staple he was holding by one hand above his head, the other out and waving, he felt rock a quarter of an inch below it. He turned, both feet now on the water-filmed floor.

Yes, most of the water was out. But three-quarters of the cistern’s bottom was still under half an inch. Over it, the reflected wall cut across night, while rills rushed out and back, raddling mirrored fog.

By an irregular section of stone that had come away from the wall, the one-eyed man crouched on dry rock. His leather skirt was gone—there, it lay a meter from his hand, with which, squatting, he supported himself. ‘Look—’ and the single eye looked down from the young smuggler—‘you’re free now to do anything you want to your slave. Kick him, beat him, molest his body in any way…’ With the echo, the voice seemed not to come from the little man but rather from the drenched air, as if the city around them, and not the man before him, gave the permission, the instruction, the exhortation.

The smuggler splashed onto drier flooring. The sexual impulse that had begun moments before, instead of being lowered by the cold water and the cistern’s fetid smell, was, if anything, heightened. He tugged his cloth aside, felt it fall, so pulled it fully away and tossed it down. It’s the voice, he thought with the endless run of thinking that never ceased regardless. What had always damped his performance in his rare encounters with the collared before had been the chidings, the directions, the continuous corrections from the self-elected slave, till, after the delays and displays and hesitations that finally, more than anything, seemed to comprise the act, he’d usually packed his half-flaccid cock back in his clout and, unsatisfied, gone off to face the world, convinced once more that this perversion was just not his to pursue. But now, with this vocal displacement, the words carried no hectoring critique from a new and demanding lover, male or female, accusing him with ignorance of, and inadequacy at, his sexual task. Rather it was a pronouncement of license from the otherwise mute deity of lust’s intriguing and intricate craft, as enticing in its deistic dislocation as, in its too-human immediacy, it could be off-putting.

‘This is for you!’ He kicked the crouching man in the thigh (but not hard enough to hurt his own bare foot), raised his leg again and brought his heel down on the man’s buttocks so that he had to catch himself with his hand against the cistern wall. Then he dropped to a squat.’ And this is for me…!’ Momentarily awkward, he positioned himself, one hand on the knobby back, to push forward. His knee hit the cold rock as warmth bloomed about him. The pushings, proddings, and pokings, the bodily resistance only a step away from emotional rejection, had often sapped buggery of all pleasure. But, lubricated with whatever oils for the night or from whatever previous encounters, the body before the young smuggler received him easily within its astounding fire, and the discrepancy between the cold under foot and knee and the warmth inner flesh raised in friction with outer was, rather than an impediment to erotic amazement, amazement’s confirmation. The heat and vulnerability within the body of another, whether he felt it with finger or penis or tongue or toe was always new, always astonishing, always more intense than memory. And wasn’t the memory of that intensity when the sensation itself had been forgotten (the smuggler thought without a break in stroke), the desire all frequenters of the bridge, buyers or vendors or seekers after free fare, searched for—the desire, always lost when not alight, that named those stones? His implant in this humid flesh ran to depths in his own body that, as they were surprised into excitation, he knew were equally unrememberable. And wasn’t that, when desire was lost, why it troubled so profoundly, why it lay so deep?

The little man pushed back, not in a single thrust, but with a pulsing pressure timed to the smuggler’s thrusting, a rhythm that, when the smuggler slowed, slowed and, when the smuggler hurried, hurried, till the smuggler thought, with as much surprise as the always renewed surprise of pleasure itself: He wants me to enjoy it! While one enjoyed it nevertheless, it was a feeling rare in such encounters. And, yes, it excited him, so that when the man hissed, ‘What are you? The fifth? The ninth? The seventeenth to cover me since moonrise?’ the echoing question seemed so far outside their juncture that, like a god’s, the voice was devoid of all threat and comparison, all solace and praise.

‘…if not the best of them!’ The smuggler pushed back, with no idea whether his words or the man’s reported a fact or continued a fantasy. And for the moment he did not care. Among the five, or nine, or seventeen ghosts their echoing breaths filled the cistern with, the young smuggler was, despite his assertion, outside the hierarchy of recrimination and easy in a community of lust. He lay his beard on the little man’s cold shoulder. As he thrust, spit trickled his jaw.

The little man twisted around, becoming a face and, moments later, a voice—‘…you’re hot! Yes, you’re hot in me! It’s good! Yes, it’s…!’—as near and intimate now as before it had been distant and disembodied. One hand on the ground beside the man’s, the smuggler swung, hips and shoulders hunching and hunching at each end of his bent back to make a cave for the creature beneath him, as protected and safe and steady in its contractions as a heart.

Then the little man moved forward, disengaging. ‘Wait…!’ He spun on the rock.

For a moment the two crouched, facing, the little man, one-eyed and breathless, the smuggler, on knees and hands, surprised with the cold at belly, groin, and thigh as if, with the motion, rather than simply removing himself the little man had substituted a corpse in which, under his half-masked stare, the smuggler was now impaled.

‘Come…’ the man hissed, pushing to his feet. ‘This way. It’ll be better, you’ll see.’ He moved to the break in the stone. Hand, back, and elbow, momentarily in moonlight, disappeared within.

Wheeling to his feet, the young smuggler followed. He’d assumed the dark blot was simply a place where the stones had fallen or, at most, some shadowed niche. But, as he stumbled inside, a hand on either wall, he realized it was a tunnel—through which no doubt the water had run off.

‘Follow me…’ the smuggler heard, breathy in the distance.

As he moved awkwardly and uneasily in the dark, the narrow space grew crowded with breath. Breath echoed around him, echoed before him. He was a minute along the corridor before he realized the exhalations, with their loud halts and hastenings, were not from the little man meters ahead. They were his own. Missing a step down, he staggered, almost falling. Yet through it, his body was locked in its lust. He groped forward, persistently hard.

Wetting his hand with crumblings from the wall, stinging his heel on some sandy edge, and breathing, breathing about him, the tunnel thrust him through dark turns.

A sense of distance, yes; but little sense of time. For despite the five or seven kinesthetic memories he took from the passage, the truth was he ran through it very fast.

The light was dim and surprising. Something was piled before it.

Sacks?

Feeling his way by gritty cloth, he heard metal clink metal: links rattled. He stepped around knotted corners.

From two rock niches, torches spilled their glimmerings. The little man crouched by the wall, fastening chained iron at his ankle. He glanced up at the young smuggler. The rag across his eye suggested one color and another under bronze flicker: green, maroon, blue. The smuggler knew from moonlight it was grit gray.

Dragging links over the rock floor, the man stood, turned his back to the smuggler, spread his legs, and leaned his hands on the stone. Jangling against the wall, chain swung. A length lay across the buttocks. Another was wrapped around one leg. The man was breathing hard. His back rose and fell: shadows at knobby vertebrae shrank and lengthened.

The smuggler came forward, was on him, was in him. Fire caught between their cold bodies. But flesh, chill as it was, was still warmer than the metal pressed between thigh and thigh, buttock and belly.

Links swung against the smuggler’s leg as he pushed and recovered.

His chin was against his chest. A drop started on his cheek; another rolled down his shoulder. The one on his face, to his hunchings, moved along his cheekbone, through his moustache, stalled at his upper lip, quivered, then rolled over. Tasting it, he was almost surprised at its salt.

The heat between them built.

Then, once more, the little man twisted away, disengaging.

The young smuggler said, ‘Wait! No, I was just about to—’

The little man glanced back. ‘Follow me…!’ His hoarse entreaty stopped the smuggler. With the chains he’d just donned clattering about him, he made for the arch across from the stacked sacks and through its hangings. Hides swung. Beyond them, the clinking muffled and, after moments, quieted over greater distance.

Drying perspiration cooled the smuggler’s thighs and chest. Hairs tickled, lifting. Scratching at leg and shoulder, he walked forward. At the hide he hesitated, wondering at these pastimes, then pushed through.

The room beyond was bigger. One brand in its niche lit several benches and, as the young smuggler walked in, little else. Some of the benches, up on end, leaned against the wall. The smuggler stepped around them. The little man was not behind them. The hangings at the room’s far arch swayed.

He walked forward, thinking that this stroll across the ill-lit room was the opposite of his dash in the black tunnel: there darkness had held both his lust and any speculation on it in suspension, while the flickering in this tenantless space, where he’d expected, if not desire’s object, at least a quick relief from horniness, kept pushing him to think, remember, speculate on the fact that, after all, neither men nor this miming of submission and domination was his own pleasure. This was borrowed passion.

That was, indeed, his thinking.

But the feeling was that he’d loaned out something that had gone ahead with the little man; and he wanted it back—though he couldn’t have said what it was; or why.

With this uneasiness, lust ebbed, so that he lingered in the chamber perhaps a minute, breathing loudly, thinking clearly: Should I go on? What might I get from him? What does he want of me? What might I learn about the Liberator, and is it worth all this? He pushed the next hanging aside.

First he thought it was a slate slab inches ahead. Then, blinking away the moment’s disorientation, he saw wide steps down into vast darkness.

A dozen brands burned along a distant wall. And in such space, at such distance, a dozen brands gave little light. Somewhere, water gushed. Here and there he could make out balconies around the hall—and a flickering near one torch: water fell between squat pilasters, rushed along the wide conduit crossing the partially tiled floor, and swept under the two bridges that twice blocked the torrent’s glimmer.

A giant brazier stood beyond the water. Across its coals, flames scuttled.

At the hall’s far end, between leaning torches, a stone seat rose from a stepped pedestal, its ornate back carved into some beast—eagle? dragon?—which, in the play of shadow, he could not identify.

Approaching the throne in his chains, the little man stumbled to one knee, pushed back on his feet, and continued toward the vacant chair. He held most of the chains over one arm. Chain dragged behind him on the tiles. Steps restrained by the links between his shins, he moved awkwardly across mosaic, turned a moment to look over his shoulder, and went on.

Can he see me up here in the darkness? the young smuggler wondered. He let the hide fall behind him and started down the steps, glancing up at the roof, where ropes and grapples looped below beams. The stones under foot were bowed, worn at their centers. Fifty years’ footsteps? Five hundred? The odor recalled night on a winter beach down from the city; at the same time, the echoing water suggested high, summer valleys between widely separated peaks. Yet, overwhelmingly, he felt hugely underground. The conflicting senses of place, with dimnesses and distances, further dissolved the sexual surety that, moments back, had been so absolute.

Cool air moved in the high hall, though the fog had not come within.

What, he wondered, am I doing with this collared creature? But as his blood withdrew into its secret sinks and cisterns, its retreat left belly, back, and buttocks, shoulders, thighs, and arms a-tingle—with desire, yes; though, again, not for the man or his chains, but for the state the smuggler had, moments ago, slipped from. The feeling was both less localized and more intense than normal lust.

Reaching the steps’ bottom, he started over the dirt floor. It was darker here than at the stairs’ top. Like steam, the light seemed to have collected higher in the hall, leaving the floor pitchy. Twenty steps on, his bare foot went from earth to wood as he stepped onto the little bridge.

Froth whispered below.

Beyond the brazier’s black wall, he could see the little man in chains at the bottom step before the throne. There were heaps of something—hides? pelts?—one side of the chair.

And if he is the Liberator, or connected with him, the smuggler thought in a moment’s passing lucidity, what questions should I ask?

Which is the exact month of your birth? Some say the month of the Badger; some say the month of the Dog. Though a birth month you only knew by report anyway, and reports could always be wrong. (He remembered his mother and his aunt, arguing once under a plum tree, whether his own birth had come with the Badger or the Bat.) Well, then, which of the three versions of your departure from the obsidian mines for the army is right? And was that before or after you lost the eye? (He stepped from damp wood to dusty tile, trying to imagine the man in chains as an Imperial officer.) And if you’re only the Liberator’s lieutenant, which is it: You and the Liberator have been together half a dozen years? Or you’ve been together intimately since your time together in the mines?

Above him, the brazier’s rim was burnished with the small flames behind it. As he neared black metal, he felt heat through the darkness. The curved wall itself was, doubtless, hot enough to char flesh should you stumble against it. Ahead, chains dropped, then dragged, on stone.

He looked down.

Before the seat, the little man knelt at the steps’ foot. Hides hung over the chair’s arm.

After a moment, the young smuggler walked from the brazier’s wash of warmth. Cool retouched his shoulders.

Ahead, the man lay down before the bottom step, one fist near his cheek. In firelight, his callused heel was dirt black, with some cleaner skin before the leather under the instep; then more clean skin, before the cracked ball took up walking’s dirt. The foot dragged on the mosaic; the tiles’ colors were indistinguishable. A chain fell from one stair to the stair below.

The young smuggler walked up and stepped over the man’s leg with its ankle iron. (The leg moved; a loose confusion of links dragged out to become more chain.) The smuggler put one foot on the step and looked back down at the little man, who was…writhing!

Fingers opened and closed on the step’s lip. The spine arched; vertebrae were sharp, shifting knobs. An arm moved so that a shoulder blade rose, then fell, among small muscles. Cheek sliding on gritty stone, the man whispered, ‘Free me…’

The smuggler climbed the next step, a laugh in his throat struggling with his tongue. Then chills started behind his shoulders to cascade his back, pour over his buttocks, and trickle his thighs. ‘No…’ he whispered, trying to ignore both the laugh and the tingle: flat and emotionless, the word sounded like something mumbled by a new mummer on a market-wagon platform, its blandness and softness conveying only the new performer’s fear, alone before a hundred eyes. ‘No…!’ There, at least he could recognize his own voice in the echo. The tingling came on. He stepped up another step. ‘Me, free a foul, filthy, and wretched slave like you? Ha!’ All in a syllable, the laugh burst out with mummerly conviction. ‘No!’

‘Free me, master…You can do anything to me, lord. Abuse me, ravish me, keep me a slave forever or cast me loose. You have the power! For you it’s all the same…’

Was it the great brazier, the smuggler wondered as he stepped to the next step, that kept the fog from seeping within this crypt? ‘I know what you want, you low and lustful slave!’ (Declaring it with all the intensity he could muster, he still could not have said precisely what that was.) ‘You’ve done nothing to deserve anything from me! You’re low as the garbage tossed in the gutters of the Spur! You’re low as the refuse the muck crew picks up from the floors of polluted cisterns! You’re low as the deepest and darkest hole in the empress’s obsidian pits!’ Speaking, he took a huge step onto the seat itself, to stand on it, naked, moving one hand impersonally to his genitals at the return of impersonal lust, as if his body, even to his cock’s reengorgement, now began to mime desire as a last resort before the loss of what he’d felt before.

He turned on the stone seat and looked down at the man prone at the steps’ bottom.

The small shoulders flexed. The buttocks tightened and relaxed. A muscle defined itself, now in an arm, now in a leg. ‘Free me, master. You have the power. You’ve always had it. For all eternity. You stand above me. I lie below you. You only have to use it on my miserable, suffering, enchained body…’

Chains racketing, the little man rolled to his back.

The stomach muscles grew rigid in the firelight as he lifted his knees to his chest. Wrinkled, vegetative, half-embedded in black moss, the man’s penis was soft, which surprised the smuggler. Did the traditional mark of passion’s absence mean (centered in a body whose twitches and jerks spoke of all sane limits’ passionate transgression) age? Did it mean debauchery run beyond function? Perhaps it meant the transgression itself was somehow a mime, and those quiverings and shakings were actually centered about some invisible control. Did it mean that he had not gone beyond a limit but, rather, knew everything he was doing? He’s placed me here, the young smuggler thought. Then it struck: And he would do anything for me now! As if in some displacement of the inner dialogue, the little man raised his chin above his corded neck and whispered: ‘…anything, anything, master…you can do anything…’ Dragging chains around his raised thighs, the man reached through his legs to probe between his buttocks, with leather-bound hands. The single eye held both the smuggler’s, while the face twisted with the breathing, the reaching. The forehead creased above the slant rag hiding the wounded socket. Knees rocked. In his hand, the young smuggler became aware of the hardness, which, as his two forefingers lifted under his glans, thrust from its half-obliterated sleeve, became even harder, the skin along the side to which it curved hurting a little, which it sometimes did when he was very excited. Tearing and straining, the eye below would not blink. In the mouth the wet tongue twitched. The lips moved about a moist exhortation: ‘Master…?’

The smuggler came.

It was as surprising as that. During the fifteen or twenty seconds of it, a heat started below his knees as if some fire he stood near abruptly flared. The sensation mounted his thighs, his body’s trunk, till, within the flame he’d somehow become, a fist of muscle, contracting again, again, once more, and again, propelled his mucus forward. Unsteady between painful gasps, his heart blocking his ears with its thuds, his right leg quivered, near to buckling. A muscle in one flank strained to true pain. His first articulate thought was that, in the course of it, there had been none of the sub-vocal awareness (It’s beginning. Yes, it’s…Now, it’s beyond halting. This one’s not so good…? No, this one is really fine!) which usually made orgasm bearable.

The pleasure—if something so intense, so unconnected with words, could be pointed to with a word—rolled away like water off beveled sand, leaving the beach still saturated. (He took another breath. Pain caught again in his side. He looked about, to see how to climb down.) What lay beneath was fear. Was it simply the surprise of ejaculation coupled with his pounding heart, together miming terror? One hand unsteady on a gritty hide over the throne’s arm, he jumped.

His leg would not stop shaking!

As he came on down the steps, the little man grasped the smuggler’s ankle, which twisted in hard fingers, wet from one or the other of them. ‘Free me…!’

The young smuggler pulled loose, nearly fell, and rushed across the tile, the floor going from mosaic to dirt.

As he neared the brazier, he realized the hall was not empty.

Off by the wall a flame moved sideways, raised, and went on to ignite another. The twin fires lit what one had been too dim for: the head, arm, and shoulder of a yellow-haired barbarian, carrying his brand from niche to niche.

As the smuggler neared the brazier, he heard falling gravel. Someone had wheeled up a stilted ladder. At the top, her chin aflicker, a woman tossed in a pailful of coal.

She glanced down. The smuggler almost ran.

Still panting, he hurried over the bridge toward the wide stairs. By a fitful torch, two youngsters, boy and girl, shook out a hide with thudding snaps. Dust rose between the smuggler and the flame. The boy, who was black, coughed.

Had any of them seen him? Heard him? He looked back. Had they realized what he was doing as he stood atop the throne? (His back tingled.) At least the little man had been on the floor. But he, standing high in firelight…Why did that happen to me? he wondered. What is that supposed to mean about me? He pushed those thoughts out of his head with the immediate practicality: Return? Might the man need help to carry away his chains? Certainly he was some morning cleaner or porter, who, among these others, had thought to get here before the rest and avail himself of the empty space until his coworkers arrived.

He must have known what he was doing….

The young smuggler started up, leaving behind the subterranean matutinal preparations. (He could not imagine the hall’s use.) Possibly they had not been observed or, if observed, his action had not been recognized for what it was (Do you see something like that unless you’re looking for it?) He pushed through the hangings, thinking that though such sexual sensation was among the most intense he’d ever felt, easily he—

‘Excuse me,’ the woman in the middle of the room said. She lowered the bench from those stacked up. ‘Aren’t you supposed to be down helping them clean out the—’

‘No!’ He looked about sharply, stepping back. Swinging hide brushed his buttocks and shoulders. ‘Yes. No…! They sent me up here to get…’ He pointed beyond her to the hangings in the far arch. ‘In there! I’ll be down with it in just a minute.’ Then, without waiting for her to speak, he dashed by her through the far hangings into the next room.

And into blackness.

The torches that had burned in the niches before were out. As his hand found stone, his foot clinked some chain still on the floor. Feeling along the wall, he looked back, but the woman had not pushed aside the hangings to follow or spy. He stepped, reached out again, stepped, reached out: as his hand felt sackcloth, he thought:

I’m glad I’m not as young as all that! Such sensations as he’d just had, encountered early enough, could become the object of all sexual searching. No, for all its intensity, wonder, pleasure, he could easily live his life without experiencing that again.

Sacks were behind. Stone was under hand. A stubbed toe on a step up confirmed that he was, indeed, somewhere within the tunnel.

That’s the kind of feeling, he thought, stumbling in the dark, one could kill to regain. But he had known a truth. (He staggered on, surrounded by the echo of his breath.) The truth of the throne of power, the truth of the secret center, the truth of the hidden crypt, the lie of the limit to pleasure. Or had he? He stumbled again. He had told a truth before, to the one-eyed man: about his feelings for the Liberator. The Liberator was the greatest man in all Nevèrÿon. The Liberator—

He halted, as if he’d become aware of someone with him in the tunnel. But it was not the Liberator he imagined breathing beside him in blackness; nor the one-eyed man. It was the Liberator’s barbarian adversary of rumor, conjecture, and surmise.

For he knew, with the same certainty by which he knew his own name, that the barbarian who had died fighting the Liberator in some sexual crusade was a lie. The kind of pleasure one might kill to regain? Yes. But for just that reason—because, whatever pain accompanied it, it was pleasure, not pain—no one would kill to release himself from it. If there had been such a barbarian as rumor and fable told of, his situation had certainly been more complicated than that which the smuggler, with his care, study, and collation, had assembled from these rumors and fables to speak of so easily in the market. Again, as had happened so many times over the duration of his obsession, he realized he knew something about the Liberator, about the collar, if not his one-eyed lieutenant who also sometimes wore it. Indeed, the smuggler thought, the wonder is that I know.

Though how the known differed from the lies, distortions, and displacements that wove together language’s dream of meaning he could not, as he felt his way again through the dark, make clear.

And why, now, did his judgment of the Liberator’s greatness seem so trivial? (No, his thought did not halt just because it had crossed a certainty.) Could it be that, in the heat of lust’s extremity, the very concept of truth had come unstuck from his initial utterance to the one-eyed man and, in its molten state, fused now to this new notion, so that his new ‘truth’ was finally just as much an assemblage, a dream, a lie as all his other stories?

He staggered on, around one corner, around another, and was just wondering if perhaps he had missed a turnoff or, even more likely, had wandered into some side tunnel that would lead him on aimlessly and endlessly through the dark with only his own breath for company, when, ahead, he saw light glimmer on the wet wall.

Seconds later, he stepped onto the cistern’s sheeted floor.

He looked up.

Gray morning had wiped away night. Five long logs lay across the cistern top, some ropes still lashed to them—none of which he’d seen earlier.

He looked down.

The little man’s leather kilt lay on dry stone. Across it was the smuggler’s clout-cloth. He stepped over to it, squatted, and lifted it. ‘Ahh!’ He’d tried to toss it toward the drier rock; one end, of course, had fallen in the water. Leave it? (Above him, he heard female shouts, one over here, then, moments later, one over there.) No. Though he was not above going about the streets like a naked barbarian, cloth was not so common you abandoned a length of it, until it was soiled beyond washing and worn beyond patching. (‘Ayeee!’ and ‘Ya-ha!’ Then, ‘Ha!’ and, moments later, ‘Aye!’ above.) He picked it up: wet, it turned out, not only at the end but in half a dozen other spots along it. He wrung it, stood, doubled it over his shoulder, and walked to the staples. He fingered the edge of the broken one. Another sagged till it looked as if it might pull free with the next hand or foot set to it.

He climbed.

It didn’t under either.

As his head rose above the cistern wall, he looked around the yard.

His first thought was that both were about the age at which he’d first run away for Kolhari: two young women were throwing a child’s black ball back and forth from one corner to the other. Both wore the same sort of clout whose end clung so coldly now to the smuggler’s back.

With her yellow hair cropped for vanishing summer, the barbarian whipped the ball into the air with a snap of her arm—‘Aaiii!’—that shook her tanned breasts.

A dark Kolhari girl, her hair bound back in a puffy bush with a leather thong, the other ran across the yard, leapt with both hands high, caught it, and swung her arms down and around her till her fists almost brushed the pavement, then snapped it—‘Ya-hey!’—into the air, while the barbarian, staring up, ran a step in one direction, two in another, then raced off in a third to catch it, to cry out, to fling it high again.

Wondering if they saw him, the young smuggler climbed from the cistern. He watched for three breaths, walked a little way off, then turned back to look through four more shouts and tosses. The fog had left only a ghost of dampness in the air. Though the morning was clear and the yellow sun lit the wall across from an eastern alley, down a northern street mist still put the sheerest veil over the houses.

‘Ay-yahaaa!’ The barbarian stumbled on her throw: the ball shot almost straight up.

‘Oh! Hey…!’ Her companion ran across the yard, stopped a few steps from her friend, who sat now on the stone with her hands behind her, one of her shoulders and one of her breasts and one of her knees in sunlight. With delight, the smuggler saw the copper freckles speckling all three.

The dark girl put her fingers over her mouth, laughing, stepping about, shaking her head, moving from sunlight to shadow to sunlight. In an unexpected and astonishing gift, the smuggler saw her back, so much the darker, was freckled too—with those even rarer points of patinaed bronze that made him want to put his eye an inch away from one, then, suddenly, thrust out his tongue as if it might hold some marvelous taste other than the skin’s faint salt.

The barbarian rocked forward, swaying in a torrent of giggles.

Between her fingers the Kolhari one asked: ‘Are you hurt? I mean…’

The other managed: ‘Yes, yes, it’s all right. I mean, no. I’m all right!’ Finally she said: ‘The ball—did you see where it went?’

Catching her breath, the dark one pointed across the yard: ‘In there, I think.’

‘Oh, no…!’ The barbarian began to laugh again.

Both looked toward the cistern.

‘I heard it go in,’ the smuggler called. ‘It bounced on the back wall and splashed down on the bottom.’

He could not have said, later, if the feeling had come before he’d spoken and therefore had impelled him to speech, or if it were the detritus of speech, composed of the leftover heart pounding from his bravery in speaking at all. But he waited to see if their look, if their laugh, if some word from them would include him.

They looked.

They smiled.

One of them (‘You said you…heard it go in?’) spoke.

But through the intensity of his gaze, though he nodded, tried to smile, and realized he was only staring, he lost the specificity of the exchange in the dazzle of the sun-swath that tipped the standing one’s brown and spotted shoulder, that bronzed the dotted shin, breast, and cheek of the one sitting. The answer? The truth? For a moment everything reeled in a fiery gust (from the far sun? from the distant sea?), while the sky cracked.

Pieces of the day balanced, gray and yellow.

‘Well, there’s no water in it.’ The barbarian pulled her feet under her, reached about to push herself erect. ‘I can climb down and get—’

‘Don’t you dare!’ declared the other. ‘You’re going to go down into some old empty cistern? You don’t know what you’ll find in there—!’ They laughed again.

Across the yard, he tried, tried again, tried a third time to make some joke, to comment, to volunteer climbing down for them—but all three left no visible trace on the two youngsters, one a yellow-haired barbarian whore (really, he doubted it; but he hoped she was, like himself, a whore), one a brown and respectable Kolhari girl. His throat muscles had moved, but not his lips or tongue. Certainly, he thought, in the pursuit of such eccentric pleasure it could be no easier to whisper, ‘Master…!’ for the first time than to speak to a woman whose body and bearing moved you in desire’s more familiar paths. He started across the yard for the sunny alley from which, as best he could remember, he’d entered the yard in darkness.

Walking naked over dust, he glanced at them again: They are beautiful, he thought simply, bluntly, truthfully. Why use men’s bodies when there are such as these in the city? But as, from the alley’s end, their laughter swirled his nakedness, he knew what he’d learned of the Liberator as he’d stood on the throne, whether fog-blurred dream or granite truth, had only secondarily to do with bodies.
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CERTAINLY THESE WERE MORE primitive times than ours, when public nudity was a sign neither of madness, rebellion, nor art. Along with the ceramic-hard sole and the wood-rough palm, it meant rather, in both men and women, a certain level of income, a certain order of labor. Since the smuggler’s gains, when smuggling went well, were modestly above that level and the physical work needed to survive at it had been, of late, somewhat below it, he could take a certain joy in the deception as he wandered—naked—toward the market in the dawn’s near empty streets. The few he shared them with, women and men, were most of them naked too.

Several times he had to stop and go back a turning when some alley deposited him on a corso where, if the sun were really over there, meant the market was not in the direction he was walking.

Clout still over his shoulder, he finally came out in the old square; three-quarters of the stalls were already up on the worn brick. More were being set out. Vendors called to one another, and the earliest shoppers already wandered between counters and under awnings, carrying baskets and bags.

Certainly at this time crime was among those callings conducted more primitively than today: it did not seem overly imprudent to a smuggler of his age and experience to leave his cart unattended for an hour (the encounter in the crypt had taken somewhat less) among the others parked by the market’s side. At any time, the empress’s inspectors might be wandering here and there, observing, reporting, fining. But, because of the several new markets that had, in recent years, opened up closer to the waterfront, inspectors were becoming less and less efficient at their never very well defined tasks.

Across the square he could see other wagons rolling up. Having finished deliveries, a few were pulling out. An hour, yes, the smuggler thought. But much more than that was pushing even primitive prudence.

He walked by stalls of cheap jewelry, exotic vegetables, farm tools, and cooking implements, till he reached the donkeys and oxen and ponies standing before their various carts. His own red-flanked beast swung her head and blinked her eyes’ black marbles over her feed bag. Unhooking it, he glanced toward the shelter. Most of the passengers from before sunup had already gotten their rides. More recent arrivals sat, waiting. The drunken workman (if he were not a bum) still sprawled over half his bench.

A youngster, naked as the smuggler, walked toward him as he tugged the feed bag away. (The beast swung her head to follow it.) ‘Excuse me. You’ve finished your deliveries…?’ the boy asked. ‘If you’re going south, maybe I can get a ride with you for a few iron coins?’

‘Sure.’ The smuggler put the bag up under the driver’s bench. ‘For a few stades, that should be all right.’ He’s a student, the smuggler thought, and felt, behind his smile, oddly uncomfortable with his own nakedness before this younger, slimmer nudity. So, just as though it had nothing to do with the boy before him, he pulled his clout from his shoulder, bound it about his hips, ran it between his legs, and tucked it in at his waist: still damp. As he bound it, he thought: And how do I know he’s a student? For his morning’s adventures had left him feeling analytical.

Well, for one thing, he goes about naked like the poorest barbarian laborer when he clearly isn’t one. His black hair is in the side-braid that goes with the military, while equally clearly he is no more a soldier than the barbarian who’d stood below the bridge. At the same time, for all his nakedness, on his feet he wears the leather coverings of some working man who toils on broken stone. But it’s all for the potential rocks he might, as a student, tread, rather than for any daily encountered hardship. (The boy’s beard was much less neatly trimmed than that of the man sleeping it off over in the shelter.) And this one, the smuggler noted, wears the same bindings around his palms as the one-eyed man had earlier—though on this youth they’re probably not from his place of origin, but rather from some custom observed in passing and imitated for its quaintness. Probably the student would be able to tell more of their use and history than the one-eyed man, who, whatever his sexual eccentricity, most likely had been born to them. Making up his mind not to ask more about them, the smuggler put his thick hand between the ox’s horns to rub. ‘You study with one of the masters out near Sallese?’

No doubt having thought his nudity had stripped him of all identifying signs, the student grinned down at the brick. ‘I’m just an apprentice. Right now I run and fetch, wax boards, and make tablets for the older ones. I won’t take up my own field of study till spring, when my reading has gotten stronger.’

The smuggler looked past the student at the shelter; the student glanced too.

Still sleeping, the drunken man seemed moments from toppling off the bench.

‘You notice,’ the smuggler said with a considered sigh, ‘how there’re more people out around the bridge, drunk, mad, or just exhausted, who look like they might have been working three weeks ago?’

The student nodded. ‘That’s what my master says. Out at the school, everyone argues that these are hard times in Kolhari.’

And the young smuggler, who hadn’t heard any more people than usual say such a thing, laughed and clapped the student’s shoulder. ‘Up on the cart with you, and we’ll see if we can’t at least get you started on your trip!’ for basically he was a friendly fellow, and he did not want the student to think his remark somehow chided the student’s calling, for youths who took up formal studies were often the butt of jokes from the city’s laboring classes, if not of direct hostility. With no gods of their own, the saying ran about Kolhari, were the students not out to give names to everyone else’s? ‘I’m not the best driver. But if we break down—’ he gave the boy a grin—‘I’ll get you to help me push.’

Grinning back, the boy grasped the cart’s side and pulled himself up while the smuggler walked once around to see if everything was in place. (The booty sack was still wedged firmly under canvas behind the lashed pots.) Coming round to the other side of the bench, he climbed up and took the reins in his hands. ‘Hieee!’ he called, then clicked a bit, looking out over the moving heads and stationary awnings that filled the market. Half standing beside the student, the smuggler, as they started, sat down, hard, on the bench.

Three carts rolled ahead of them. Moving through the women and men with their baskets and barrows, the boys and girls with their sacks and sledges, he heard others—an elderly woman driver halloed shrilly for another cart to move—start behind.

His departure was exactly as he’d wished.

Reining the beast right, the smuggler saw the little man ambling between a stall of bladed tools and another of painted bowls. He still wore his collar, the bindings on his hands and feet, and the rag over his eye. He’s a tired man, the smuggler thought. Whatever had made him bolt the crypt had stilled in him now; and the little man seemed only a diminutive stranger, up the night and making (again, most probably) for the bridge to complete the debauch that had, no doubt, been nowhere near as surprising or satisfying or educational for him as for the young smuggler.

Suddenly the smuggler grinned. ‘Hey there, one-eye!’ he called above the market’s noise, for he had never been one to pretend next day that the night before had not happened, with either women or men. ‘You still don’t have a coin for me?’

The one-eyed man turned.

Then he did something quite as astonishing as anything the smuggler had seen since he’d first come to Kolhari: he reached up, pulled the rag from his head, yanked it from his hair, and stood blinking two perfectly fine eyes in the autumnal morning, while porters and shoppers and vendors stepped around him. There was recognition on his face but no particular humor.

‘You mean you’re not…!’ The smuggler sat back on the bench and laughed. ‘Well!’ he called, suddenly glad he was on a moving cart and the little man was not. ‘Maybe I’ll see you next time I cross the bridge! And maybe you’ll see me!’ Laughing, he shook the reins over his ox, who moved heavily on. The little man turned to walk away. ‘Now would you think—’ the smuggler elbowed the student beside him—‘I mean, I’d thought he might be—’ But what did this student know of the smuggler’s researches? ‘For someone who manages to get by, I can think some dumber things than anyone I know!’

‘You know him?’ the student asked.

Recovering from his laugh, the smuggler shrugged. ‘He…owes me a little money. Yeah, he’s someone I know.’

‘He’s a slave.’ The student nodded knowingly.

The smuggler chuckled. ‘Well—’ He shrugged again. ‘You know…’

‘Oh,’ the student said. ‘He’s one of those.’

The student didn’t say any more for a while, and the young smuggler soon found himself explaining silently to the student of the mind beside him: Ah, you study with your wise master out in Sallese, but you’ve no idea of some of the things I’ve learned right on the stones of the bridge back there. Those stones could probably teach even you a few things.

To which the student (of the mind) replied: You think you’re the only one who knows of such? Certainly, then, you know that more than one student, down on his luck, has come to the bridge to earn the odd coin or two and learn something of life in the process—though usually we disguise ourselves, for the buyers of Kolhari don’t like us when we come in our ordinary attire, as I wear now.

The smuggler glanced at the boy. Would he be that kind? (Tell me, are you that kind?) No, thought the smuggler. (No, said the student. No, I’d never do something like that. Look at me. I don’t look like that sort, do I? Of course I wouldn’t!) Though what the signs were that told him so were anybody’s guess.

Regarding this commercial bustle with an enthusiasm silent as the smuggler’s, the youth, whose nakedness did not sign barbarism, whose braid did not sign the military, whose bagged feet did not sign labor on dangerous stones, and whose bound hands did not sign distant origin, sat there, observing all with a student-like interest (freckles on his forearms, too, the smuggler now noticed: and freckles on a male were as physically repulsive to him as they were attractive on women), a collection of appropriated signs, as if he himself were a living lie, an embodied dream.

The silent dialogue ran on as the cart moved between the stalls and out of the market. Without speaking they rode through the wakening city, toward the southern gate.
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THOUGH HE’D TAKEN A passenger to make his wagon seem more like an honest delivery cart, the smuggler had only planned to keep the student till that night, when he would find some excuse to put him down and let him catch some other southbound wagoner. (The boy’s name was Kenton. But how long will I remember that? the smuggler wondered.) Out on a three-day journey south, however, the youth proved companionable and, that evening, laughed loudly at the smuggler’s story of how he’d been fired from a lumber crew when he’d been found sleeping beyond the lunch break, and how he’d been chased out of an abandoned barn he’d once decided to rest in by an irate farmer, even as he protested his willingness to work for his stay, and how he’d been cursed down a Kolhari alley by a potter for whom he’d been unpacking loads of imported clay because he’d dropped three of them in a row and they’d broken open on the street—all of which had occurred three to five years back, but which the smuggler related as if they’d happened only weeks ago.

Perhaps, he thought, I might take him on for two of his three days’ journey.

The next afternoon, when the smuggler’s tales of his own fallible labors began to run down, he found the student, so silent before, now full of his own talk. (Once the smuggler had asked him if he had any thoughts on the Liberator, Gorgik, to which the student frowned and said, ‘Gorgi? I’ve heard the word. It’s a foreign term, from the Ulvayn Islands, no?’ which, by now, was an answer the smuggler had gotten enough times so that, for him, it was the sign that more questions would be pointless about his chosen topic. Today, he never pursued his inquiries beyond such an answer.) And it became easy just to listen to the young man run on about this and that; now and again the smuggler grunted to sign that he was listening—precisely when his attention was the furthest away.

But the noise was a comfort.

The boy had not questioned any of the back trails they’d taken, and he’d happily gotten down several times, to pull loose a root that had stuck in the wheel, or to guide the cart over the round stones of a stream. Could it be, the smuggler wondered on the second evening when they made camp over a fire where the student had volunteered to cook a respectable pot of stew from some dried cod and roots the smuggler had brought along under the canvas (he did such things, he explained, for the others out at the school), that he’s so careful with his questions because he knows I carry contraband, and he thinks all this is a kind of adventure? Well, then, his reticence is to be valued as much as his chatter; he’s not such a bad sort after all.

So the student stayed with the smuggler’s wagon six hours into the third day’s ride, till he said: ‘This is where I was telling you about. Right here,’ and got down before a house which, he explained for the third time, was an inn run by an aunt of his. After a few moments, standing in the road, the student said: ‘You’re not like a lot of the others, you know?’ The boy looked up at the smuggler on the driver’s bench. ‘I’ve heard them—’ and he drew his shoulders up ‘“I wouldn’t be one of them students for anything. I’m glad I’m a good and honest laborer.”’

From the cart seat, the smuggler grinned down at the youngster, naked in the road and looking up in leaf-dappled light. He, of course, had heard it too. But this was the second time the student had said it. The first had been two days ago at the beginning of their trip, though no doubt the boy had thought the smuggler had misunderstood him or had been thinking of something else right then, for the smuggler had not said anything back. ‘Well,’ the smuggler said, ‘I’m not a good and honest laborer.’ He’d thought about saying that before, too. But as he’d remained silent, the student was repeating it now. The smuggler toyed with the words, I’m a good and honest smuggler. Should he add that? No, it would only be a stupid and witless thing to blurt now. So he just kept grinning at the youngster grinning up at him from the road.

‘Why don’t you come inside?’ the student asked, suddenly. ‘You can stay over for the night. My aunt’ll feed you, if I say you’re my friend. It won’t cost you anything—and we’ll call it an even exchange for the ride.’ The pale brown eyes blinked above the adolescent beard.

Remembering the ‘one-eyed’ man, so stingy with his coins, the smuggler said: ‘I didn’t carry your aunt down here. I carried you. So you pay me the three iron coins we agreed on; it’s less than half what anyone else would’ve charged you. But I’m that kind of a fool, and I know it. Pay me. Then, if you want to invite me in to a free meal just for friendship, that’s up to you.’

‘Oh, well. Yes,’ the student said. ‘Sure. I see.’ He dropped to one knee on the grassy ridge between the road ruts and untied one of his baggy shoes with his bound hands. ‘That’s fair enough. I mean, it’s what we agreed.’

The smuggler had already decided the loose boots were where the youth kept his meager moneys.

Handing up the three coins, the leather still a-flap about his foot, the student, standing, said: ‘Actually, you know, I have to walk on another stade to the west before I reach my mother’s house. It’s just my father’s sister who lives here. So, maybe it’d be better if you didn’t stop here at my aunt’s…I mean, I’m just going in to say hello, anyway, really, before I go on—’

‘Good journey to you, then, Kenton.’ The smuggler bent to put the coins in the shadow under the bench, sat up, and flicked the reins. The cart rolled forward.

Stepping awkwardly back, one shoe tied and one loose, the student called, ‘Thanks. And good journey!’

The smuggler’s cart rolled on among huts, by a pile of baskets, past a broken loom in an overgrown yard. (I’m a good and honest smuggler. Yes, I’m a very good and a very honest smuggler. Rehearsing it to himself, he smiled and shook his head. Someday, sometime, believe me, my young student, I’ll say it to someone. But, oh, he thought, what a decent, law-abiding boy like you won’t do to get away with a few coins from a good and honest criminal like me!) The road was empty; a chicken pecked lazily at his left, and, as his cart rounded a curve, to the right and curled under a bush, a sleeping dog swished its tail once, shivered below the leaves, and stilled. But the smuggler was beyond the enclave before he had any picture of its products or processes, the work of its quiet days or evenings.

Leaves pulled their shadow over the road to break up sunlight on the beast’s back, to shatter it on the smuggler’s knees and shoulders. An hour later, he paused in his dialogue, still rambling on with the imagined student: between the leaves the sky had confounded to one gray. The air was cooler, thicker, heavier. Glancing at a break left by a fallen tree, he saw that the sun-saturated blue had given over to tarnished cloud, like silver lapped about with hammer marks.

Out of sight, lightning flared. As his cart rolled under branches he heard drops batter leaves. Leaves shook, shivered, and—seconds later—splattered down on him. The ox moved her head left, right, looked up, then plodded on as the road became pocked mud about her hooves. The smuggler leaned forward to take the rain on his back. Water ran from his hair, dripped off his eyebrows.

All right, he admitted to the phantom Kenton (who, because of his incorporeality, could still sit tall on the bench despite the peppering), do you want me to say it, then, young student? There’re some things you do know better than I! (He jumped down from the cart to walk beside it along this sloppy stretch, laughing aloud in the rain.) Yes, and I’ll say this too: I’d give you your three coins back for your aunt’s roof, a bowl of hot soup, and a pallet to stretch out on for the night. Good and honest smuggler that I am, I must still be the kind of fool I’m always saying, for not taking up your offer. Well, then; I’ve said it.

Are you satisfied?

Apparently he was; for after that, pulling his bare feet from the mud beside the creaking wheel, the young smuggler walked his cart through the torrent more or less alone.

Once the rain stopped for twenty minutes.

Once it stopped for ten.

Once the smuggler (back on the driver’s bench, for here the road was irregularly paved, its slight slope keeping it moderately free of water) looked up to see the trees to the left had given way to rock. Here and there to the right he glimpsed a storm-lashed valley. But rain obscured distances, distorted boulders and pines—it was hard to look up long with the drops beating eyes and cheeks and lips. By now the smuggler was unsure if he were still on the right back road. Perhaps the last town had put him on a side path. He should be going due south, but there was no finding the sun for confirmation.

When the rain stopped again, the trees had closed him round. The smallest breeze splattered his arms and knees so that, by now, it was debatable whether rain really fell or the leaves only shed their leftovers (and an old woman, a young girl, and some elderly farmers whose names he had forgotten years ago debated it). You are lost on a side road that has detoured you into the unrectored chaos where anything may happen and any lie, falsehood, illusion, or reality is game, he said to himself. And a god, who, though she has no name as you have, is still as concerned with smuggling as you are, will find any play of yes and no prey to attach herself to all entire. He countered himself: You are on the right road, headed south, only wet, cold, and uncomfortable. How many times have you prayed, ‘All the dear gods, please make something happen?’ As he answered back, ‘Not many,’ lightning flashed again behind leaves.

It was raining.

The cart rolled.

Foot propped on a slant trunk, and sword drawn; that’s what he saw first, when the voice barked, harsher and louder than the falling water. ‘Hey, pretty man! Give a tired traveler a ride…?’

Looking up, he thought to ask for iron. But rain splattered his face. Looking down again, he called: ‘Come on! Climb up! You going far?’ Calling, it occurred to him the figure vaulting the log to slog up the sloppy shoulder might be a bandit. There’d been something odd about the blade—which slid back into its soaked scabbard. But water blurred all, made him blink. The figure came on with swinging arms, behind wet veils, which, as the smuggler turned away, thickened.

A rough hand grasped the seat beside him. The cart rocked. The other hand grasped his shoulder (which was how he knew the first was rough). The traveler (or bandit) rose with a snort and a chuckle. ‘Get your ox going! Curse this weather!’

Still hunching, he flicked the reins. A warm interruption in the streaming cold as he rocked forward, the hard hand stayed high on his arm; his new companion’s side hit his, swayed away, hit him again. ‘Where’re you traveling?’ The smuggler glanced over.

There was something tied across his seat companion’s face: a rag through whose two holes, even in this shadowed splatter, he saw blue eyes. A bandit? Behind the rag mask, affably enough she…well, grinned.

He’d been trying to see those breasts as the muscles developed over the chest of some swaggering country man, distorted by blown water; but here, with her sitting up close and leering against the torrent (still holding his shoulder), behind her mask she was, he realized once and for all as he blinked in falling water, a woman.

He started to speak, but an indrawn breath as a gust blew drops into his mouth made him cough—which only saved him embarrassment, he decided. He had nothing to say. Wiping his face with his wrist, he turned to his beast.

They rocked on through the rain.

Perhaps the seventh rock jarred her hand loose. He glanced up. With both, now, she grasped the bench by skirted hips, leaning forward to gaze through masking cloth, pelting drops, raging leaves. Half an hour later, when the rain stopped again, she was still silent.

Decisively (though the reasons for the decision he could not have spoken), he looked at the brush and rubble on both sides of the road before he said: You from around here?’

‘Do I look like a native of this wet and woebegone land?’ She snorted with an expression below her mask that, on a man, he would have known as a laugh. ‘And where do you come from? You look like you might be bringing your cart down from Kolhari. What are you hauling? No—’ She leaned away from him. Within the frayed holes, her lids dropped halfway down eyes of ceramic blue. ‘You don’t really want to tell me about what you carry, do you? I don’t blame you—though I could give you some advice on how to ease your load along its way. You’re probably in a profession I know more than a little about.’ She laughed again. ‘My name’s Raven.’ She put out her hand.

He dropped one rein and reached across to shake.

What are you called? But no…’ She held his in a hard grip, her small fingers more callused than his own, fleshy and thick-knuckled. ‘You pretty men of this country, the ones with enough meat on you to make it look as if you might be comfortable to cuddle after sunset, you’re too modest to tell every wandering woman your name. Well, that’s as it should be, even in a land like this, where the men act as odd as you do—and the women are too beaten down to be believable.’ She pulled her hand from his and looked around at streaming pines, at leaves all droplet struck.

A black-haired, blue-eyed, be-masked woman; as far as he could tell she didn’t have a freckle on her. Tell her my name…? And having committed himself to withholding it, he felt a sudden surge of camaraderie. ‘You’re a foreigner, yes? I couldn’t say for sure, and foreigners—I admit it—are nothing I know much about, but you look as if you find the most ordinary thing we do here in Nevèrÿon odd.’ He grinned. ‘Is that it?’

‘My home is in the Western Crevasse. Now, what I find odd the little woman said, all grave behind her mask, ‘is that the terribly odd things you do here all the time, most of you find so hard to laugh at.’

‘What do you find laughable here?’ He was prepared to chuckle at whatever serene normality she might cite under the salting drops.

‘Well,’ she said, serious as the rain, ‘now you surely look like a young man on his way to fight beside the Liberator, whose cause is noble and necessary. He’s assembled his forces just east of here. Well, myself, I’ve fought at the Liberator’s side three months now. And I’ve grown tired of his campaign—noble as it is—and have decided to rejoin the sane and sensible women of my homeland and to pursue our sane and sensible ends.’ She paused, drawing back. (He thought she was about to narrow her eyes again, but under and through her mask she gave him a great, sampaku grin.) Above, the trees roared. Rain redoubled. ‘Now you see, I would have expected a man of my own country to find a speculation such as that worthy of a chuckle at least. But you sit on your bench, staring at me with your eyes wide between wet lashes and your mouth hung half open, and not a giggle anywhere in your pretty beard. Of course—’ and here she assumed a lighter tone—‘in my country, sometimes it seems that the men can do nothing but giggle. They laugh at everything and anything, morning and night, as if they believed nothing in the world worth a true thought. Well, perhaps they’re right. Our philosophers are always saying so. People say men don’t have to think for the same reason they don’t have to have babies. But though one doesn’t want to insult you with the point, you have to admit it’s reasonable, yes? Still, lost in this strange and terrible land, sometimes a woman wants to see a man with a little flesh on him act just a bit silly, once in a while…? Say, I bet you’ve been driving that ox in this downpour all afternoon. You look tired to death. Here, give me the reins and rest.’ She leaned forward, reaching out as if he’d directly ordered her to take the ox’s leads.

The smuggler snatched them aside, so that she looked at him with the puzzlement she no doubt turned on all this gray-green country. ‘The Liberator…’ he said. ‘You mean the Liberator—Gorgik the Liberator—is fighting near here? To the east?’

‘I’ve been with his forces three months.’ She pursed her lips and nodded. ‘His troops are assembled on the Princess Elyne’s ancestral lands. She allows him to use her ancient halls for his headquarters. From it, sometimes with his one-eyed lieutenant, Noyeed, sometimes with his most trusted followers, and sometimes totally alone he scouts the land about here, making maps, marking out trails to forage against the earls and barons who still maintain their slave pens. He’s a very clever man, this Liberator. When the evil lords expect an attack from his massed troops, he sends in only a single spy to provoke internal upset. And when the lords have doubled and quadrupled their vigil on their own households and have sent their own spies among their own laborers and infiltrated their own enterprises with invisible ears and silent eyes, paid to report by whisper and writing any and all sedition, driving themselves and all who work for them mad under the anxiety that circles like a kite over the house where betrayal is hunted, then the Liberator’s troops descend on the demoralized estate. Oh, he is a very clever man. But—’ (Her frown, the smuggler saw, was actually a strained smile, showing small teeth behind dark lips.)’—I grow uneasy with your Liberator. Certainly he’s a moral and meritorious man. And his cause is reasonable and right. But I do not like fighting for a man among men.

‘You must understand—’ She laid a hand on the smuggler’s forearm, where his muscles moved as he moved the reins—‘this is not the misandry of some fledgling warrior whose breasts are no bigger than two handfuls of sand one teasing boy might spill on the chest of another asleep on his back at the beach. “No man can wield a blade; no man can be as strong, as agile, as honest, or as brave as a woman.”’ She laughed. ‘Well, when the little hawks have never flown further than the horizon of some fussy father’s eye, what more can you expect of them? I say, if a man can fight like a woman, respect him as a woman. And I admit: I’ve met more than one in this tortured and terrible country whose single blade I’d think twice about crossing my own honed twins with—though that admission would get me only laughter in the warrior barracks of my home.’ (Her accent, he began to hear, was not the slurred elisions and apocopations that, as he moved further and further south, became the barbarian tongue. Apparently, he had been imposing barbaric expectations on an accent that, as he listened to it, began to distinguish itself on his ear.) ‘No, that’s not what bothers me.’ She let her knees fall wide and ran her hands out on her wet thighs. ‘Once all that’s accepted—that a man can be the equal of a woman in war—you still find yourself uncomfortable fighting amidst a bunch of them, relying on them, knowing your life depends on their bravery, commitment, honor, and skill. And always in the off-hours around the cook-fire or in whatever quarters we can commandeer for ourselves on the march, there are the jealousies and minuscule hostilities, over which they laugh and try to mask under the warriors’ bluster they all wear so uneasily. But one can sense in them the same male sulks and uncertainties you find in the men of my own home—where, at least, those uncertainties and sulks can come out honestly and openly and speak their own names, and the men do not have to disguise them as displays of reason and rational right. Now you must know, I’ve fought alongside men in this country who were true fighters and soldiers, yes. But a woman among them always has the feeling that, for all the well-fitted skills they may have been practicing for months or even years, still they haven’t been real warriors for more than a week, so that one begins to realize their laughter and horseplay is to hide the fact that, under all, they remain true sons of Eih’f, still carrying Eih’f’s shame. Oh, the Liberator’s cause is joyous and just. I respect it (and I respect him!) as much as anyone’s (or anyone) I’ve found in this odd and eccentric country. ‘I first met him many years ago. It was on a clear spring night, with not a trace of halo about the moon. And his plans and ambition were clear and sharp as the moon-shot dark. I was sympathetic, certainly. Still, I only trust such clarity about such basically muddled matters just so far. But as the years went, and in my own travels I heard more and more of him, nothing contradicted what I thought was most valid in what he’d said that night. So, finally, some months back, I came to him to offer my fighting services.’ She grunted. ‘I don’t think he even remembered me. But that’s no matter. Still, it’s been rain and fog and mist for the whole time, I tell you!

‘Well, he’s still as fine a fighter as a woman. What’s more, he has something more than dragon droppings between his ears. And I fought my best for him when I was with him.

‘But rumor came by, three days ago, that women of my own country have been sighted traveling through this part of Nevèrÿon. And I grow tired of foreign foibles and failings, and long for familiar ones. I’ve decided to seek the rumor’s source and join them. They say that they were seen in Vinelet. That’s where I’m headed.’

The young smuggler heard this with a controlled and guarded bemusement not much different from yours and mine. It was much the feeling that a point was being put too bluntly, at too great a length—not at all in a ladylike way. But because, for all his disparagement of students, he was not really so far from a student himself, he said: ‘If you want to find your friends, better not go to Vinelet. Not if the rumor’s been about for three days. I’m no certain judge of these parts, and I’d think twice about anything the likes of me said; and I do. But would they likely be traveling north or south? Three days south of Vinelet is the Argini. Three days north is the port of Sarness,’ for in the past two years he’d delivered sacks in all those places.

The masked woman, who was not tall, leaned away from him with an appraising eye. (Just then the rain really stopped.) ‘For such a pretty man, you have a pretty mind. That’s as rare in your country as it is in mine.’ Below her mask, her lips’ set told him he should feel complimented. And because he was a friendly sort, the young smuggler smiled. Me? he thought. Pretty? Well, I wouldn’t go to bed with one like her if she paid me. Unless of course (and found himself wondering what in her unsettling presence he might be responding to) she really would pay. But it was hard enough to pry coin from the men on the bridge. How did one even ask it from such a manly woman, and a foreigner at that, on the road? Still, he pondered, it would be interesting, probably, and different, certainly.

Would that she had a speckle or five.

Raven said: ‘This time of year, they’d be coming north of course. And by now, you’re right, they’d be at the port of Sarness. That’s no more than three hours’ ride from here.’

‘Is it?’ He would have thought it a town for the next day’s stopover. But one always mistook distances in this geography whose organization, if not its very existence, invariably came from the hearsay of strangers. And this masked woman was certainly among the strangest. ‘But you know this part of Nevèrÿon,’ she said with certainty. ‘When we reach the high crossroad, we’ll point out the sights and wonders of Sarness to each other. With the boats set along its waterfront and its houses spread on both sides of the Dragon’s Way the town is beautiful from the hillcrest at sunset. It’s a sight to tell your granddaughters about.’ The woman grinned wickedly. ‘And I’ll find my landswomen there.’

Laughing, the smuggler shook his reins—though the red beast’s gait stayed the same.

They rolled on.

Thrice in the past five summers he’d looked down on Sarness’s collection of seaside huts and warehouses. Twice, he’d actually taken his cart into the sleepy port and driven along its somnolent waterfront, looking to buy beer. Under a shoreside canopy at a long wooden table with several landbound fishermen, he’d drunk up four or six or ten mugs of it, while the waters flickered brighter than lightning between the knocking dories. Then, with a light head and a bloated belly, he’d let his ox pull him and the cart back up across the main highway to the side-path, which then, as now, he’d been traveling.

No, it probably wasn’t far.

‘Well!’ the masked woman said, three hours later when the cart had halted on the ridge, and the two of them stood beside the wheel sunk in the soggy earth. ‘It really is a pretty town…But now, I’m afraid, between the fog and the twilight, you wouldn’t know a town was there, much less that the sea lay beyond it.’
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HAVING DRUNK IN THE rain, the rocks and scrub had, over the intervening ride, breathed out a palpable mist, and the crossway they’d halted at seemed some tiny, fallow garden, furrowed by cart wheels.

They stood by the wagon in the fog.

‘But I guess,’ Raven said, her hand up on the bench by her shoulder, ‘after you’ve looked down on Kolhari, Sarness isn’t much. Still, it’s a city with a history. Some of it might interest you.’

‘Oh?’ The smuggler moved one foot and then the other in the earth, which, once you stepped on it, was rather comfortable, if cold.

‘You’d been asking me about the Liberator…?’

The young smuggler looked up.

‘It’s too bad the weather has made it impossible to see the Dragon’s Way from here; it’s the easiest thing to orient yourself by. But then, you must remember it if you’ve been there before.’

What answered was the faintest memory of a wide, dusty road—the royal north-south highway that ran, here, near the coast and on which, so seldom, he’d traveled, with the city on one side, and, on the other, an astonishing drop below which you could see a few waterside warehouse roofs, fishermen’s homes, taverns; and the sea.

He stared into fog.

‘There was a time, you know, when dragons roamed wild over all Nevèrÿon,’ Raven went on. ‘Before Sarness was built, the ledge along which the main highway runs served the beasts as a perch from which to soar out over the ocean, where they would turn above the waves and glide back to land—or so at least the fables run. Myself, I think that’s just a story, for I’ve never found a dragon smart enough, once aloft, to find her way back to the ledge she left from. They’re stupid beasts. Nowadays, you only see wild dragons high in the Falthas.’

Fragments of half-attended tales about eagles, about dragons, and their supposed habitats returned to the smuggler. He’d only seen pottery stencils of either beast. Both, he thought, were probably imaginary.

‘When we last came through Sarness to requisition supplies the Liberator pointed out a warehouse toward the lower end of the Way, where, he told us, years ago when he’d made his living for a while by smuggling, the back window had been left loose, and he’d climbed in by moonlight to spend ten minutes in the shadowy storage room, hesitating between a load of metal-headed mallets destined for some shipyard in the Ulvayn Islands and a collection of magic figurines, supposed to go to the quarrymen of Enoch, to protect them from falls on the rock face.’ She snorted. ‘He told us that, today, he doesn’t remember which he actually chose to make off with. All he remembers is that he stood there, caught in indecision—and, of course, the warehouse’s location: between the bakery’s outdoor ovens and the hostelry’s side gate. Both were still there last month. Though he says that the hostelry used to be twice as big as now. They’ve torn down some of its outbuildings.’

‘If he was just an ordinary smuggler the smuggler said, ‘once he made his choice, he probably tried to put the whole thing from his mind. With his load in his wagon, he probably never looked at it again.’

‘If what I know of smuggling is true—’ Raven considered—‘you may be right. Just along the Way, where it rises high above the water, to reenter the rocky stretch, Mad Queen Olin, so local fables tell, once warned General Babàra, then leading a fleet of sailors from the Ulvayns, who’d come in their boats from the islands to hear her proclamation, to be on the lookout for some mysterious sign or other involving a tree and a bird.’ She dropped her hand from the cart and reached round to scratch an elbow. ‘Odd how fables are. I had a friend once: knew all the stories from the islands, she did.’ Raven recited loudly into fog:

‘And the eagle sighed and the serpent cried

For all Mad Olin’s warning!’

When nothing emerged from it in answer, she laughed. ‘Because of the rhyme that the children of Kolhari bounce their balls to, every child in that city’s streets knows something of that particular tale—whether they know they know it or not. But my friend assured me that this one never became part of the islands’ lore, though it involved so many of their sailors and boats. But what history remembers here, it forgets there.’

‘And what it forgets there,’ said the smuggler, who liked the roll of the phrase, ‘it remembers here.’

‘Only sometimes,’ said the masked woman, upsetting what had seemed as pleasant a symmetry of thought as of sound. ‘That’s if we’re lucky. Even further along the Way, at the far end of the town, where the road turns among the crags, so Gorgik’s one-eyed lieutenant told us, when he was a boy and the slavers who’d stolen him from his home only a hundred stades inland from here first brought him north, it was just over those rocks that they pushed his wounded brother to his death—or at any rate, he said, it was just after they’d passed through a town where the sea sounded the same on its shingle, as did the crying and laughing of its children, and the bickerings and braggings of its skilled artisans and lazy loafers. He’d been completely blind at the time, he explained, sight having not yet returned to his good eye. But though he’d asked the city’s name when they passed through, one day a few years back he woke up to realize he could no longer bring it to mind. But if Sarness were not it, he said, it was a town very like it, and somewhere on the Royal Road.’ She looked into the mist before them, as if it had just revealed some immense secret. ‘Fables…’

The young smuggler said: ‘You’re among those who say the Liberator is the one who carries the scar, while his lieutenant, Noyeed, bears the single eye…?’

Raven frowned. ‘The Liberator, Gorgik, is a giant of a man, scarred down his left cheek; and his lieutenant, the singular and subtle Noyeed, has only half his earthly sight—though I’d wager that what he sees by unearthly means more than makes up for the loss.’ She let the mist question him.

He answered it with his laughter. ‘I’ve known some before who’ve said it was the other way around.’

‘I’ve been with the Liberator for three months now.’ She frowned through her mask: that clearly was her answer. ‘I was among his most trusted scouts.’

‘And now you’ve left him.’ The smuggler shrugged. ‘Not that either means much. My own memory is often weak about details of things I just did yesterday. And you can’t expect someone to recall every word spoken or each bit of clothing worn by someone else, when they didn’t know anyone else would ever ask about it…’

She looked at him oddly. No, he thought. She’s not the kind to take such excuses. But he’d had conflicting tales from more ordinary people than she who’d made far stranger claims.

They stood, silent.

Then she laughed, harshly, shrilly. ‘So serious, all you pretty men! So serious!’ though he would have sworn he’d been speaking with a fair suggestion of levity. Her laugh went on, long and barking. She clapped him on the arm. ‘It’s the plump and pretty ones who always want to contradict an honest woman at any and every turn. Well, they say in my country, the wiles of wise men are an asset to their beauty.

‘So, Wise and Pretty, here’s some advice:

‘Thirty stades along, this back road joins the Dragon’s Way, which, as we both know, swarms with Imperial customs inspectors. Now I have no reason to think someone like yourself should have any wish to avoid those diverse and devious fellows, for you show not the smallest sign by which one might judge you other than an ordinary wagoner traveling from town market to town market—save that you travel on a road smugglers frequently travel, looking so much like an ordinary wagoner…’ (For a moment, the smuggler thought, her eyes in their frayed holes glittered.) ‘Yet if, and whyever, you’d as soon bypass those inconvenient men in the pay of the Child Empress, whose reign, all say, is both sane and sensible, you might cut across the lands of the Princess Elyne and, on the other side, pick up the little road that runs along the border of the Garth. A gaggle of those inspectors set out every evening in five directions from Sarness to catch those who chance the roads round here, hoping that night’s cover will protect them. If you were what you clearly are not, my warning might save you some bother—if not your pretty neck. Heed me, and you may have a better chance of ending up where you want to. No—!’ She pushed out her hand as if to halt him. ‘Don’t protest your innocence. Nothing I have said has put it in question. I speak with no more direction and intention than the fog blowing here and there about us. A mere stade from here, down from the left side of this road, is a good spot where a woman—or a man—might take a wagon over easy rocks and in among wide-spaced trees, till she came to a naturally protected clearing, where you could make camp. At least half a dozen times in the last three months, since I’ve been scouting the area, I have seen Her Majesty’s inspectors ride right by it. The Liberator himself first showed it to me: he used it as a stopping place back in his own smuggling days. You only have to turn your cart from the road after the grove of tall cypresses on the right and just before the rocky outcrop. But that’s assuming a wise and pretty man like yourself might need such protection—’ again her laugh barked in the mist—‘when of course that’s absurd!’

She started away from the wagon, taking wide steps in the soft dirt. Skirting a bush bobbing in the breeze, she grew vaguer, less distinct and, finally, vanished on the slope toward the hidden seaside town.

Frowning at her memory, the young smuggler turned back to his ox, clicked his tongue; again the beast lugged forward. He walked beside the racketing cart in the fog.

As man and cart made their way through twilight, the road seemed no longer than it was wide; they might as easily have been wandering some fogbound plain as traveling a strait path. Now and again, the mist smothered all sense of motion, and the smuggler felt he remained in one spot while the earth shifted under him, compensating his steps.

An inner voice chanted some children’s rhyme he’d used to hear in Kolhari. Why ponder that now? But, then, Raven had declaimed its closing couplet. Remembering that, he felt a moment’s temporal disorientation to match the spatial. Had he been running over those rhyming lines five minutes now? Or fifty—

The tall shadows to the right had to be cypresses. He paused. The cart kept moving; as the tailgate passed him, he started walking again. That was an outcrop of ribbed rock ahead.

‘Hiii…!’ He halted his ox and walked to the road’s edge.

Yes, the cart could turn off here. He looked about, wondering how the place might appear to someone who knew the area—not that Imperial customs inspectors were usually native to the lands they patrolled. Perhaps in such a fog an inspector would not be too thorough. He went back to his wagon, led the beast over and off. Some meters along, he halted his ox again, returned to the road—on the way he pulled loose a branch—and swept out cart and hoof tracks for ten meters. Then, backing up, he obliterated his footprints as they emerged under him, till they turned over the road’s edge. Tossing the branch away, he walked down to his wagon. Since he’d begun his sweep, the sky had gone from gray to purple.

The beast lowed.

They started walking.

The way went round rock and under more trees.

The smuggler saw the glow off between bushes, like ground-level moonlight. As he stepped through underbrush, it became pale orange. Leaves hung between it and him, sharply black as ashes. A boundary-less fire, the fog itself seemed to burn.

The young smuggler halted his cart with a hand heavy on the beast’s shoulder and a few clicks, took seven deep breaths, and walked on. Ten steps, and of course it was a campfire with stones around it. A man squatted by it, he and the fire misty.

The smuggler moved behind a damp trunk. A twig scraped his calf. Leaves tickled his shoulder.

The man was big, with a thick belly and a beard growing high on his cheeks. Rough hair thinned over his forehead. Shoulders, back, and buttocks were hairy. Behind him stood a cart, much like the smuggler’s. A siding of covered poles leaned against it, making a shelter.

Tethered to a tree, a donkey swished its tail—which is why the smuggler saw it; it munched in its bag.

A four-legged pot sat over the fire. Steam whipped from it, joining smoke and fog: unlike the ones in his own cart, the smuggler reflected, those could still hold magic.

The man held out a stick.

On both arms he wore bronze bands; around one ankle leaned carved and cast rings, wood and metal. About his neck hung chains and thongs. A carved peg pierced one ear.

Skewered on his stick’s fork, meat broiled.

Juice dripped, to bubble on the rock.

The young smuggler watched, trying to breathe softly, speculating, remembering.

Two men had shared possible paternity for the young smuggler. One had been generally loud, usually angry, and, during the smuggler’s childhood, had intermittently descended on his mother’s cottage, often drunk, demanding food, money, or a place to sleep—had disrupted his and his mother’s life till, by the time the smuggler was seven, he’d wholly hated the man. The other had lived a farm away but frequently rode his mule by the fields where his aunt and mother were employed. Now and again he’d stopped to play with the youngster who may or may not have been his son, to joke with him, to give him a ride or, when the boy was older, take him, with his mother’s permission, on short trips to a neighboring village—a genial and woods-wise fellow, whose only fault was that he always left unexpectedly, staying away for months. The smuggler had soon learned it was the existence of both that kept either from living permanently at his mother’s shack. But some of his strongest childhood memories (and childhood was a vague and misty time the smuggler did not usually ponder) were of standing at a distance and watching now one of them, working halfway across a field, now the other, sitting and eating beneath a tree, now one, standing in the sun by the farm wall, or the other, sleeping on a scatter of chaff by another farm’s barn. Watching, the young smuggler could feel both delight in the one and displeasure at the other leaving him, while the thought replacing the feeling (no matter which possible father he observed), the thought filling his head, the thought pouring from his eyes and nostrils and ears to flood the sun-drenched day was: He’s so big! And the bigness would grow bigger, and bigger, till it filled not just the day but all nights and days before and after it, till he was light-headed before such bigness and was sure he was smaller himself than a pissant struggling in the grass at his toes.

Half hidden by the tree and the cool fog, the smuggler felt moments of the same light-headedness as he watched the man at the fire. Ignoring the memories that came with it, he thought: Perhaps I’m hungry…his roast and his pot look good.

Just then, without glancing up, the man said: ‘Why are you standing off there in the dark? Come, into the firelight where I can see you.’

Chills started behind his shoulders to cascade down his back, pour over his buttocks…It’s only the surprise, he told himself. (His foot caught under some groundcreeper, so that, stepping out, he staggered.) Chills trickled his thighs. The earth was spongy under small plants. ‘That’s a good fire you’ve got there.’ He recovered his balance, recalling that when he’d thought of fire before, he’d decided not even to try one in this damp.

The man turned his stick one way, then back. ‘If you bring your cart on down, you can squat here a bit and share it with me.’ Reaching out, he gestured in a way the smuggler, moving forward, assumed meant ‘come here’—though it could as easily have meant ‘go on.’ The hand was missing most of its third finger, and the man’s lower lip looked as if it had been cut through and awkwardly healed. A scar slanted over one eyebrow; the ends of others gouged above his beard. Firelight gleamed on a milky blot over half his right iris. Firelight on his hairy side lit three ropy welts around from his back—which meant, as slave or criminal, one time or another he’d been flogged. The hand dropped. ‘Now bring that loud ox of yours along.’

The smuggler turned to hurry back into what, by now, had become true darkness. With damp leaves beating his cheek, with twigs hitting his hip, he thought:

Now could that possibly be…?

But, no.

Though she’d said he sometimes scouted alone…

The smuggler pushed back a branch—which scraped the cart’s side. By his wagon, he felt along for his animal, who, at his hand, stepped forward. He caught the bridle and pulled back.

The ox lowed again.

The cart rolled.

Leaves about him blotted flame-lit mist. Leading his beast back into the light, the smuggler grinned. ‘Now, I bet I’m wrong about you.’ The ox glanced at the fire, at the donkey. ‘But you look like you know the land about here well.’ Tugging the bridle, he felt his feet slip on wet ground.

‘Just because I know this clearing every smuggler between Enoch and the Avila has been telling every other about for twenty years now?’ The squatting man humphed—and pushed down a piece of meat on a second forked stick he’d prepared while the smuggler had been off in the trees.

The young smuggler laughed. ‘Now you see, I didn’t know it. At least not before a very odd traveling lady told me of it just a while back.’

Beside the squatting man sat a dish in which red meat, some pelt still on it, glistened at the rim. Across it leaned a broad knife as long as the man’s thigh.

The smuggler tied his ox’s reins to a thin tree growing from the same bole out of which grew the one the donkey’s sweat-blackened thongs were knotted to. ‘You look like a man who carries a bit of authority with him.’ He turned to walk back between the animals to the fire.

‘Because I have a few more years than you?’ The man held out the second stick. ‘Or do you think I’m some customs inspector, waiting here to feed any young thief or bandit who comes along in the night?’

The smuggler took the stick from the three knotted fingers and thick thumb grasping it. ‘No, you don’t look like a customs inspector.’ He squatted at the far side of the fire. Smoke rolled from between them to join the fog. He extended the loaded stick into the flame beside the other hanging roast. After a while he asked: ‘Do you see with that eye?’

The man grinned across the fire. Two teeth to the side of his mouth were gone and the one forward of the gap was badly rotted. He leaned his head to the side, as if he were not used to the question. ‘I see well enough. You want to stay on my good side, don’t try any sudden movements to the right. This eye can tell night from day, a shadow from a light, and—if you’re close enough—a smile from a frown. And the other, believe me, misses nothing.’ He gave another quick, gappy grin. Why do you need to know?’

The smuggler rotated the stick. ‘I’d just guess a lot of folks who meet you think that eye is blind. Do some call you “One-eye”?’

‘Yes. Sometimes.’ The man grunted. ‘I don’t mind it. I knew a dwarf once, in the K’haki: everyone called him Runt. Another fellow who rode the Venarra Canyon was half again my height, with arms and thighs thick as slop pails and a chest and belly like beer kegs sitting sideways on one another. We all called him the Hog. No one meant anything by it. They don’t mean any more by what they call me.’

‘What I meant was—’ the smuggler turned the stick back—‘you say you have some sight in that eye. So those who only knew you from afar might call you “One-eye.” But those who know you better might not.’ Then he said: ‘And there’s other kinds of authority besides the empress’s,’ and added: ‘whose reign is fulsome and fecund.’

‘And whose customs inspectors are a nuisance, at least to the likes of us, eh?’ The man took his stick from the fire, examined the meat, and sniffed at it with nostrils that sounded clogged. He looked up again. ‘Why these questions…? You must think I’m a customs inspector. Well, it’s wise to keep some doubt with offers of friendship from strangers on the road. But believe me, only smugglers come here. Anyone could tell you that. What do you say?’

‘That perhaps you were…once a smuggler?’ The young smuggler narrowed his eyes as a shift in the air made the smoke plume rise, then fall away, between them. ‘Did you wear the collar?’

The man frowned. ‘What collar?’

‘The one that went with those whip welts.’ The smuggler nodded toward the man’s flank. ‘The iron collar slaves wear by law.’

The man sunk his teeth, good and bad, into his meat, tore off a hunk, and chewed, loudly, with glistening chin hairs, his mouth open a good deal of the time. Finally he said: ‘You know Kolhari?’

The smuggler nodded.

‘I bet you do. You sound like you’ve spent some time there. You know that bridge that goes over into the old part of the city, the part they call the Spur?’ He spoke with his mouth half full. ‘With the market in it?’

The smuggler nodded again.

‘When I was as young as you—’ the man gestured with greasy knuckles—‘or even younger, and I’d just got to the city for the first time, I was already carrying six scars from a bailiff’s whip.’ He thumbed toward his side. ‘I was a wild boy in my hometown, even before I started to wander. And the whip is all they had to calm you down, whether you were slave or laboring peasant. But one day when I was crossing the bridge—now you know what goes on, back and forth, across the bridge, don’t you…?’

The smuggler nodded a third time.

‘I met a man there. He was probably as old as I am now. A fine looking man, too. To meet him and talk to him, you’d have thought he wasn’t any different from you and me, you know what I mean? But he wanted me to come home with him. Lived in a fine house, too, out near Sallese. Had his own cart and a couple of horses and a paid servant to drive him—though he didn’t use his driver to take him down to the bridge, you can be sure. Oh, no. He didn’t want anyone to know what it was he was up to there. He kept a collar, you see: a forged collar of iron, like they lock round the necks of slaves. And he would have me wear it—or sometimes he would put it on. And we…’ The man cocked his head the other way, as if considering whether to say more. ‘But you know what I mean. Otherwise, you wouldn’t have asked, right? I made good money off him, too. No less than a handful of iron coins—every time I saw him. Oh, and often a gold one! He said my welts for honest punishment made me look like a real slave.’ He grunted. ‘But that’s a long while back. It never meant anything to me. And I wouldn’t do it today. You ever meet anyone like that?’

‘A few,’ the young smuggler said.

‘Everyone does on that overground sewer.’ The man took another bite. ‘Oh, I bet you met them, too. Now, they say, since the Liberator’s been about, they walk back and forth across the bridge and all around the city, wearing their collars right out for the world to see, as if they had nothing to be ashamed of…’ The man bit again, chewed a long time, watching the smuggler. ‘The Liberator himself is one of them, they say. That’s something, ’ey?’

So the smuggler said: ‘But you yourself were never a real slave…?’

The man wiped his chin with his forefingers. ‘And if I was, what of it?’ He pointed to the smuggler’s stick. ‘Go on, eat it. Cook it too much, and the flavor goes.’

The smuggler raised his stick to examine the seared meat. Juice rolled down against the skin between his thumb and forefinger, making him angle it sharply away—not from heat so much as surprise.

The man chuckled. If a man’s a slave, then he’s not a man. If he was once a slave, well then, the better man he is for rising above it. Wouldn’t you say?’

‘A man that I believe is one of the greatest in Nevèrÿon was once a slave.’ Saying it this time did not have the same effect on him as it had when he’d last announced it. For a moment he wondered if it were no longer quite as true. ‘His soldiers are somewhere not too far from here. Over east, I heard.’

‘The Liberator…? Is he now?’ The man nodded. ‘Yes, well, some folks say he’s one-eyed. And some folks say he’s scarred. Like me. Is that right? Well, what’s it to you, if what they say is true?’ The man looked down at his meat, examining the wreckage from his uneven teeth. ‘You ever seen him? Would you know what he looked like if you ran into him?’

‘I’ve been told he’s brave, gentle, handsome—like you, eh?’ The smuggler chuckled. ‘Or like me—for all our scars and pockmarks and your single eye. At least that’s what some have said.’

‘And what do you say? Just that he’s a great hero, right?’ The man chuckled too; then, after a few more moments, he said: ‘I was once a slave. In the Imperial mines below the Faltha Mountains. That’s where I caught these lashes. Now I’m free.’ He glanced up at the smuggler. ‘And I fight to bring that freedom to all other slaves. That’s what I’m doing here.’ He hesitated a moment. ‘So now that you know who I am, what will you do for me?’

The pleasure the smuggler felt was like a heat rising through his body, as if he’d taken the flame from between them within himself. He felt a great smile battling out on his face, while a memory returned of a subterranean hall, where a little one-eyed man stood naked on a throne in flickering torchlight above an indistinct figure groveling on the steps. The young smuggler made some inner gesture to push away the image, for he knew that the one thing he had no desire to do was to serve or service anyone again on either side of such a sexual split. To his surprise, the image vanished, as the pleasure of recognition, strong as relief, rose, filling him, obscuring all doubt and discomfort. ‘They say you wear the collar—I mean, that you’ve worn it on the bridge in Kolhari. But you said you only—’

‘Well—’ the man pursed his lips—‘it’s not a thing you’re going to admit right off to any stranger is it?’ (The young smuggler shook his head quickly.) ‘Not that what I told you wasn’t true. Sometimes what you play with as a youngster returns to plague you as a man? How does that sound?’

The smuggler nodded. ‘And your forces. They’re housed in the Princess Elyne’s castle, not far off…?’

‘Oh, well, now.’ The man leaned back a moment. ‘Some of them are there. Some of them are here. I mean, all around us. A man like me doesn’t wander out in the countryside alone—it would be too risky, you see what I mean? I have some of my men up there—’ he pointed over the smuggler’s shoulder toward the rocks—‘and over there, and back there. Right now. They’re watching us. I want you to know that. Telling you is only fair. We’re watched, and watched carefully, you and me. That’s how I knew you were there. My men saw you and signaled. I only employ the best men, too. They’d lay down their lives for me at any moment. So don’t think there’s some trick you can try against me and get away with. If you were some spy, say, from one of the slave-holding barons, there wouldn’t be anything you could do to me now.’

‘Or if I was a customs inspector?’ The smuggler glanced about the foggy leaves, grinning.

The man frowned. ‘You’re too young to be a customs inspector. You think I believe the empress would send someone like you after…after a full-grown man?’ He shook his head. ‘No, you’re a smart-aleck hustler from up in Kolhari, running a wagon load of contraband down to the south.’ He still looked dubious. ‘That’s all.’

The smuggler blinked at the trees. He was thinking that those watching them could not be more than twenty meters off in any direction, or the fire would be invisible in this dense mist. ‘I’d like to join your soldiers and fight for you—of course, I could only do it for a while,’ the smuggler said. ‘I’m not much of a fighter, I don’t guess. And I have to be somewhere south of here pretty soon. Though, in this fog, for all I know, I could as easily be rolling north, west, or east. That’d be like me too. But I’d still like to fight for you a while—just to see what it was like. Though I’d be pretty surprised if you needed or wanted me. You want people as committed to the ending of slavery as you are, people who know its evils from the way its scarred their own lives, who’ll stand to the death against it. Myself, I’ve seen old barracks where slaves were once housed. I’ve seen rows of stone benches with the iron rings sunk along their tops, out in the sun at the edge of an overgrown field, where five hundred were once chained while they ate their gruel in the rain. But there were no slaves left when I went past, and even the manacles on the whipping post were rusted through. I’ve talked to some old men and women, come to the city with scars like yours, who remember slavery. And I’ve talked to a few young ones, too, more recently escaped from the west—and mad they were! If you told me slavery makes you mad, I’d believe it. And when I was a boy, on the farm where my aunt and mother worked, we’d see a line of fifteen or twenty scrawny wretches passing on the road, chained to a plank they carried on their shoulders by day, that they dropped between them to eat off at the evening meal, the bunch of them led along by some leather-aproned men, one with red eyes, one with a harelip, and one with a cough worse than any of his charges—and we’d tell tales of slavers for days, and the grown-ups would threaten us with stories of how, were any of us ever to leave the farm or the fields, we’d be taken by such men, prowling around the country, and put in chains within the hour. And the tales would go on for weeks, for months. And maybe a year later, we’d see another such gang pass.’ The smuggler began to eat his roast, which was hot and tastier than he’d expected. ‘But you see, I don’t know slavery the way you do. I’m committed to the idea of you—and, believe me, to eat with you, here, tonight, to be able to say I’ve seen you and sat with you, talked with you while you rested from your journey and I rested from mine—well, I’ll be able to boast of nothing better, sitting and nodding in the sun in front of some thatched shack, when and if I reach my dotage. But in the same way I’m committed to you, I’m not really committed to your ideas. I mean: I don’t know what you know of slavery to make it real. I only know…well, this little part of you.’

‘So for you—’ the man snorted—‘the slave pits of the Thane of Varhesh are not real—because twelve of them have been filled in, and three of them are empty? True, he doesn’t have the nine hundred slaves his father owned. But I’ll tell you: the one pit now open, in which he nightly locks eighty or ninety men and women, still smells so foul you’d puke if you got within thirty feet of it.’ He nodded. ‘I puked. And I didn’t think I would. You say slavers only came by your farm once a year? Then you’ve never ridden through some southern clutch of huts and yam fields, off in the forest where they only babble in the barbarian tongue and in that so badly even the fifty words you know of the language hardly make you understood; but the slavers have been by only a night before. And you watch the fathers wandering about, crying for their stolen sons and daughters, stopping now and again to beat their faces bloody against sharp-barked palms or on the slant rocks, while the women throw handfuls of sand into the evening’s cooking pot, tearful and silent, for the grieving meals they’ll eat for a week after such a raid. And I tell you, now: the last time I rode by such wasn’t a year, or five years, or fifteen years back. It was only four months by, not two hundred stades west of here. And it made me as sick to my heart as the stench of the Varhesh pit made me to my stomach when I worked on…when I rode by it, six years ago.’ The man ripped off another piece in teeth the smuggler was sure would soon come loose at such violence.

With the next bit of his own roast, juice tickled the smuggler’s chin; he turned to wipe it on his shoulder. ‘Oh, I know slavery’s real.’ He chewed, swallowed, bit again; wiped again. ‘It’s real when you tell me. Anything that was real to you, I would fight to know its reality! I don’t think slavery is good. I don’t support it. If anyone asked my opinion, I’d tell them what you said seven years ago, in your audience with Lord Krodar, that so outraged him: “Slavery is the evil that makes a mockery of any man or woman who stands in the sun, breathes in the air, and dares to think that freedom, love, or their right to will is untainted by it—or hopes, even for a moment, that bodily tortures, cuts, and brandings wait more than an hour or a week or a year ahead in some government dungeon because of the horror that would make any man or woman turn from its evil as soon as fight it.” They spoke of it through all the markets of Nevèrÿon; they repeated what you said, and many said it wrong. But I asked and inquired of many more, till I’d finally put the right version together—that’s what you must have said! And I haven’t forgotten it. How could anyone forget who’s seen real slaves, or even those in their real collars on the Bridge of Lost Desire—much less gone with them? I know about it. I only say I do not know it. Not as you once knew it. A few times I’ve helped exslaves that I didn’t have to, doddering women and doltish boys, hugely brave and hopelessly naïve, all confused by the city, come to Kolhari, lonely and lost. For that confusion and the city that creates it I do know. A few times I’ve avoided helping those men in rural parts who were seeking to profit from what remains of slavery. To say I know what I know—and, indeed, what I don’t know—is only to say that I’ve listened to all of them, and I know what I’ve done is not the same as bearing arms among your troops, as marching by your side, one of your most trusted scouts, as knocking the links loose from the hasp that held them. Well, the truth is, someone like you couldn’t trust the likes of me. And you’d be right not to.’

‘But you’ve helped some slaves and hindered some slavers? No doubt you have. It’s more than I’ve done…’ The man frowned again. ‘I mean it’s more than, at times in my life, I’ve felt I was…able to do.’ Suddenly he grinned again. Perhaps when the customs inspectors become as hard on smugglers as the lords of Nevèrÿon have been on their slaves, then you’ll start to fight, ’ey?’

The young smuggler laughed, bit, and nodded all at once. ‘And what I know you’ve done for the cause of slaves will brace me in every battle.’ Once more he looked up and about at the trees. Your men are watching us? Here we are, at the center, then—of five, fifty, a hundred-fifty eyes?’ He shrugged, still smiling, thinking that there could be no more than…seventeen men at most in the woods about them. ‘I’ve always wondered what I would say if I met you. I’d always figured my tongue would stall in my mouth like a cart whose axle tangles in some underwater root halfway over the stream, or the way it does when I want to tell some specially freckled girl who makes me want her more than I want the words to tell her so, and the fear of those words, as she says she doesn’t want me, becomes as large as the stone that, when the cart jounces across it, breaks the old axle. But here I am, talking to you. And believe me, what I say, now, it’s…well, it’s what I think. It’s what I feel. The truth? No, I wouldn’t call it that. But it’s as close as a thief, a liar, and a bad man out in the night is likely to get—now that was said of me by an old woman who knew me, really, no better than I know you. Yet she was right in her way. And if she can be on so little personal knowledge, then so can I!’

‘I bet you’re a real bad man too.’ The man laughed.

But the smuggler was going on. ‘You know that sign with the two lines that cut each other? It’s the only one I can recognize—a friend told me it was also the sign for illiterates like us. The students call it an “X” and use it to mark the maps on which they plot the stories they call history: I’ve seen them together, examining one, in the taverns they frequent down in the Spur—because they can’t afford the prices out in Sallese where they study. Sometimes I’ve seen it among the marks on the wall of the bridge stanchion down at the piss-trough, where the barbarians have gone and marked over it with their own meaningless scribble, like the ones you see carved all over the ruined walls and monuments in the south. Well, that’s the mark we make, you and I: my journey, your journey, here where they cross. And from our meeting you’ll go on in your fight for what you believe, and I will go on with my smuggling, hustling, and scheming. Neither one of us will have changed, really. Yet I can’t imagine a greater changing force in my own life than you, than such a meeting with you!’

‘You sound like some babbling student yourself!’ The man laughed again.

‘But it’s nothing to you,’ the smuggler went on. ‘And it shouldn’t be. Look, here: you’ve given me food, offered me a moment of safety, protection, and company in this fog-riddled night. I’ve never expected that from anyone, much less from you. That you’re the one who gave it to me is the only thing anyone could ever remember me for. There’re thirty, forty—or maybe fifteen, if I’m honest—men and women I remember because they’ve gotten even less from you than I have. Someone who fought for you told me you sometimes stopped here—and that’s why I came here; and that’s why I’ll remember her, above all her foreign ways! Her name was Raven—’

‘Sure, I remember him!’ the man declared.

‘It’s silly and foolish, but you can’t imagine the pleasure of it!’ Once more he looked about the flame-hollowed dark, wondering what the listeners might be thinking of his outpouring, which only made him laugh out loud. ‘The pleasure of it! That’s the most important thing. Meeting you, like this, knowing that at last I’ve encountered the person who’s meant more to me than anyone else, what greater pleasure could I possibly have? What more could I ever—’

‘Hold up there, now.’ Carefully, the man pushed his stick’s end into the ground, letting the wand bend over a near rock; the remaining meat hung above the lowered flame. Reaching toward the dish beside him, he grasped the knife handle. What are you carrying in your cart? Come on. Tell me.’

The young smuggler frowned. ‘Carrying? What do you mean…?’

‘I mean you’re a smuggler running contraband from Kolhari down into the Garth. What have you got in your cursed oxcart? I want to know, now!’

‘But what’s that to—?’

‘Look!’ The man lowered one knee to the ground and drew in a long breath. The knife handle lifted above the leaves. Firelight slid the blade. ‘You think running around and freeing slaves is cheap? I need all I can get for my campaign. All right, then. What have you got?’

The young smuggler pushed back on the wet ground with his fists and heels. Twigs and pebbles scraped his buttocks.

‘Come on. The way you feel, you should be proud to contribute to my cause. Tell me what you’re hauling!’

‘I don’t know!’ As much from the truth as from fear, the smuggler pushed back once more.

In the young smuggler’s wagon, under the canvas, along with the pots and the sack, there were blades both shorter and longer than the one the man across the fire held; there were two clubs, one with metal points inset on the end, one without, and a short bow and a quiver holding nine arrows, each fixed with chipped, sharpened, and weighted flints, then five more wrapped at their tips with wadding, which, soaked in expensive oil, would burn strong enough to speed through air without extinguishing; there were five slate knives, and three of various metals, only one of which, despite its regular oilings, had begun to rust; but he had long since taken to leaving them deep in his cart until some emergency grew, not over minutes, but over hours—at about the time he’d ceased looking in his sack.

The man went from one knee to both feet, solidly as an ox rising from its haunches.

The smuggler tried to push back again; his heels gouged ground.

Then the man sprang across the fire, his blade high. Anklets clattered. Smoke spun under his heels.

The smuggler went down on his back in wet leaves, as the man landed, one foot either side of him.

‘Come on! Get yourself up! Let’s see what you got!’ The man reached down and grabbed the smuggler’s arm, yanked it; and it hurt. ‘Go on! Get your cart!’ The flat of the knife blade slapped the smuggler’s chin, hard. It pressed his head back against the ground.

The smuggler dug his fingers into the earth.

‘Obey me, or I’ll cut your stupid throat!’

Above him, the man’s face was dark. Behind, mist glowed. In it, here and there, a pine branch bobbed. Light over the hairy shoulder under-lit the bearded jaw, so that one half of that lip gleamed—precisely to the cut.

The peg shook in the distended lobe.

‘Now—sure!’ the smuggler declared. ‘Whatever you want! You take it! You can have it!’ He tried to separate two images. But they muddled each other, neither clear enough for him to be certain what it was. ‘Why would I want to keep anything I had from you? I tell you, you’ve…been my hero for years! Here, let me up. Yes, I’m taking a sack from Kolhari down into the Garth!’ The blade jarred his chin: ‘…don’t do that!’ He forced a laugh. ‘You think I care if you get it? The kind of witless fool I am, I’m surprised I got this far!’ One image was some vague idea of what towns, neither his Garth destination nor Kolhari, he might go to for a year or so if he got out of this with his skin: betrayed clients could turn vicious in these pointed and primitive times. ‘I’m honored to give anything I can to your cause. Anything I have. Believe me!’ The other had to do with the Liberator, his men planted about the clearing, waiting for some smuggler to come by. The masked woman! She had suggested he come here! (No doubt, he thought on hopelessly, frantically, all she’d told him of the scar, the eye, the history had been lies!) Of course, she still worked for this ‘Liberator’—

‘Get up, now! Show me your booty sack! My men’ll be in here to skewer you six ways to seven if you try anything!’

‘Yes—’ But the blade joggled his jaw.

‘Up slow.’

It retreated an inch.

As the smuggler got his feet under him, the point stayed just out of sight below his chin, now and again touching his throat.

The man leaned forward and, grabbing the smuggler’s arm again—‘There!—’ spun him, pulling it up behind his back; at the same time the smuggler felt metal jab low beside his spine, hard enough to hurt if not cut. ‘Let’s get to your cart and see what you have.’ The man pushed him forward.

One of the smaller knives, the smuggler thought. Perhaps he could reach in and grab it; then, with a lunge…‘See,’ he said. ‘Right in there. I’ll get—’ He reached over the cart’s edge with his free hand, then snatched it back. The blade that had been behind him swung down before him to hack the wagon’s sideboard. His arm was jerked up painfully.

‘If you want to keep either of your hands, let them be still! You think you’ll pull out some sword or club? I’m already missing one finger from such a mistake. Don’t you think I know what you’ve got in there?’ He snorted. I’ve been doing what you’re doing, boy, more years than you’ve been alive. Let’s reach in slowly. No quick moves; no tricks; and…yes, go on now.’

One arm still pulled tight behind, the smuggler reached forward for the canvas cover, tugged it aside, and dragged the sack up from behind the pots. ‘Here it is! I told you I’d give it—Ow!’ His arm was yanked again. The man shoved him roughly away from the cart and, as the smuggler staggered off, grasped the sack himself in his free hand, strode around the donkey’s hind end (from inside the feed bag, the beast gave three braying honks), stepped toward the fire, and hacked at the cloth with his sword. ‘Let’s see what we’ve got!’

They fell from the slash, clashing and clattering. The disks were as big as the man’s palm. As they clanked to the ground by the fire, the smuggler saw that the rims were deeply embossed with barbaric markings, holding strange curls and curves within. Bolts fixed the centers as if, with each one, there might be several layers together.

Other images contending in the smuggler’s mind pulled clear of each other. The same way he could hold separate the conflicting tales of the Liberator, he now began to separate two tales of his own fate within the next moments.

The first ran quite simply: the man before him was, in fact, the Liberator, with or without his surrounding men, and what the smuggler had been told over the years by the most cynical of the Liberator’s detractors—that he was, indeed, little more than a bandit, an outlaw, and a self-serving villain, whatever his personal lusts or personal politics might be—was true. In which case most likely, the smuggler realized, he would be dead within minutes; because bandits did not rob you on the road, then let you live to seek recompense or revenge.

The second was almost as simple: the man before him was, in fact, no Liberator at all but only a smuggler too, who had gone along with the young smuggler’s own ravings—ravings whose preposterousness, no doubt, had decided him to try this bit of banditry in the first place, and which preposterousness, equally doubtless, was the only reason the smuggler was still alive. There were no accomplices off in the trees. But, for the same reasons as before, if not in moments then in minutes, the man would realize he must dispense with him.

What both tales had in common was the smuggler’s own imminent slaughter. Where they differed was that in one, there probably were men about them to help with it; in the other, there probably were not. The young smuggler was as unsure of which tale was correct as he was of any other conflicting facts he’d ever collected about his Liberator.

But it was neither bravery nor fear, therefore, that made him turn to flee; merely, rather, the realization that to stay meant certain, while to flee meant only probable, death. And even to be alive this long meant that he was very lucky or had found a very inexperienced bandit, whether the man was the true Liberator or not.

He turned and crouched in a motion, leg muscles bunched to hurl himself into gray that would be black ten steps on.

As he did so, a man stepped out of firelit fog with drawn sword: so now, halfway through his first step, with perfect knowledge of which tale was the ineluctable truth, the smuggler veered aside, seeing, here and there, still others coming from the trees—and slipped, and went down; and rolled, falling, to his back, because he wanted to see what came, even if it was only the blade that ended his life.

Behind him, the Liberator/bandit shouted: ‘No, you—’

And the stranger, who stepped over him now, became a woman and said, in a familiar voice: ‘That’s no way to treat a wise and pretty man!’ She merely lifted the point of her sword across the bandit’s Liberator’s face.

There was something about her blade…

The man didn’t scream. He made some great and horrid gasp, dropping the sack from one hand, the knife from the other, and grabbed for his eye. As he staggered back, blood rolled between his fingers, thickest where the one was missing.

Raven said to him, as he crouched, blind with blood and shaking, before her: ‘You see this blade I have? It’s doubled, not like yours at all. It’s as sharp on the inner sides as it is on the outer, all the way down to its fork. Oh, you wouldn’t believe the things I could catch in it and cut. Let me see. First I’m going to slip your balls between the tines and whack them off—snick, snick!—first one, then the other. Then I’ll cut your nose off with an upward swipe; perhaps after that an ear. And while you’re listening for it to fall, I’ll take your penis in my hand, slip my blade around it, and hack it loose below the hair. Then I’ll pinch your tiny nipples, tug them forward, and bring my forked blade up around them and cut them free—Oh, believe me, I’ll open up all the scars of Eih’f and make them run red again!

‘Or,’ she went on, ‘do you think you’d rather flee…? There’s six good women here.’ The others that had stepped out of the encircling mist were also women. ‘Six double blades, out and waiting, all around you. And believe me, my friends are much rougher and meaner than I. True beasts, each with her own twinned sword, and far more skilled with it than I am. That one there? Anything I cut off you, she’ll probably eat it—and none too neatly, either! And that one—ah…!’ Raven made a disgusted grimace. ‘I can’t bear to tell you the horrors I’ve seen her perpetrate on a man’s body, not even with her blade but with her dirty fingernails. And she’s got ten of those!’ Leaning forward, she hissed: ‘And she likes her men fat, weak, and conniving—like you!’ On his back, the smuggler looked around, blinking at the women who stood, in a ring, about the fire. Only five had swords, he saw. Hanging back a little, a sixth, with lighter hair, had no weapon out at all. Flames and blades flickered. ‘Do you want to run?’ the masked woman asked.

Raven was the only one in a mask—though they were all bare-breasted, hearty creatures; Raven, the smuggler also saw, was the shortest.

‘If I were you,’ she continued, ‘I’d run. You may get cut a little, as we follow you. But if you stay, the pain, not to mention the humiliation to your male honor, as we move you on your way to death (and death is surely yours if you stay, for we are not likely to let you go to seek recompense or revenge), is such that the notion of civilization as woman conceives it will be defiled beyond redemption. Believe me: a fate worse than death awaits you if you linger.’ Then she snarled: ‘Though you defile civilization yourself, with every breath you take! A finger first? Or a toe? Or a testicle? Or a nostril? Each is worth as little, on you!’ Here she reached out the blade, and only laid it against his hip, no more heavily than the bandit, moments ago, had laid his under the smuggler’s chin.

The smuggler was sure the man, hands over his face and reeling, had not even heard Raven’s excoriation. But at the touch of metal, he turned, still blind, and barreled toward the trees, passing between two of the women, who, here, uttered throat-ripping roars, leaped into the air with swords high, to swing them viciously down—clearly and intentionally missing him by a foot!

The fleeing man’s shoulder struck a tree. He stumbled to one knee, bloody hands coming away from his face to grab at the ground; he tried to get, and slipped, and tried again, and finally got, his feet under him.

First the two who’d swung at him, then—as he fell again, and was up again, lumbering off in fog and brush—the other women, began to laugh, covering his crashings away with their shrill barkings.

Raven walked back to the young smuggler, stepped across him with one foot and looked down. Her sword, which he finally saw was split into two parallel blades, its twin points only an inch or so apart, was aimed more or less at his ear. She extended her other hand. ‘Let me help you up, pretty man!’

Again he pushed at the ground with his heels. Again, they gained no purchase in the soil. He shook his head a little. ‘That was the Liberator…?’ He spoke with a despair that, as he heard it, he knew she could not understand. He lifted a hand, thinking to push hers or her blade away.

Raven seized his big fingers in her small, hard ones and, looking to her side, raised her sword to thrust its twin points into its hairy scabbard. ‘Him?’ She frowned again at the smuggler, giving his arm a small tug. ‘That evil, ugly bandit? Him? The Liberator? That cut bit of earthworm, wiggling here in the mud?’ She snorted. ‘Though I’ll wager that when and if his wound heals, he’ll look a bit more like the Liberator than he did before!’ and the smuggler, whose thoughts were leaping from moments of muddle to moments of lunar-bright precision, found himself wondering, still on his back: Is that because of the scar that will remain, or because her sword points had crushed his half-blind eye completely, like an egg? ‘Oh, my foreign friend,’ Raven declared, ‘it is truly said in my land, “Men must not trust other men!” They wait for one another, smiling face to face, supporting every lie and self-deceit one can offer the other, yet always ready to distract with flattery or falsehood—and the moment the innocent turns away, the other is ready to claw his back as soon as a back is offered…Him? The Liberator?’ She gave a disgusted grunt. ‘He was no more than any yellow-headed boy you’d find prostituting himself about the Old Market of Kolhari. A thief! Less than a thief! The vilest of highwaymen!’ Now she shrugged. ‘Perhaps even a smuggler…? No! No smuggler or prostitute could be that low!’ She smiled down with small teeth. ‘A smuggler, perhaps? We shall look in his cart and see! You might find something to take along with you! Come. Can you stand?’

His arm shook in her grip.

‘Come, pretty man. Up with you, now. Don’t you want to see what you’ve won from that old and ugly reprobate?’ She tugged again.

Again he tried to stand. Again he slipped—the heel of his hand, as he reached behind to push erect, no more successful in the muddy earth than the heel of his foot had been. ‘You should have killed him…!’ he got out, looking around at the others.

Half with blades sheathed, half with doubled tines still against their thighs, they grinned at him in firelight.

‘If he comes back—?’

‘Oh, don’t worry about him.’ Raven tugged once more, harder this time, and the young smuggler in her grip was so weak he nearly fell.

For some reason, he felt he was about to cry.

With an expression that, even in this quarter-light, he recognized as patient, desiring, and containing all he could know of tenderness and goodwill, Raven looked down at him. ‘Don’t worry. I have freed you. You are safe. Get up.’

Had she announced with rage and snarls that he would be tortured and humiliated as thoroughly as, minutes before, she had threatened his attacker, he could not have been more surprised by the moment’s terror that pulsed and, a second later, vanished.

Sitting on the ground, he shivered—and kept shivering, as moments became minutes—while, with the same solicitude, Raven tugged, really, so gently and urged, really, so fondly and, finally, lifted him to his feet with the patience of someone who must have done this (once? many times?) before with men who had acted, he was sure, just as he was acting now.

‘You’re all right,’ she insisted, supporting him, while he realized, clearly, that he wasn’t. ‘You’re safe. Don’t worry.’

The young smuggler looked about the circle of her friends. Raven seemed so small! Surely she hadn’t been that small when she’d first ridden in his cart.

‘Oh, yes,’ she went on, beaming at him. ‘You’ve been through quite an experience.’ Now and again she would say something to those around her in her own language. Sometimes they’d laugh. (At him? he wondered, and didn’t care.) Sometimes they just answered in their shrill, flat voices.

‘You should have killed him!’ he said again, when he felt steadier; because that was the long-thought wisdom of such situations in such primitive times, concerning men like his attacker, like himself. ‘You threatened to! Why didn’t you do it?’

One of the older women said something harsh. (About the natural viciousness of men, he was sure.) For a moment, he thought, she must have understood him.

Raven answered with something equally harsh, then said to him in her gentlest tone, ‘Do you think we are barbarians that we go around killing any man on the road we see? That’s not how civilized women act.’

Standing a little way from the fire, having picked up one of the sticks to examine the remainder of the roast meat, the lighter-haired one with no weapon said: ‘He won’t come back. Don’t worry. He’s too frightened. He’s too hurt. Besides, there’re more of us than there are of him.’

Her accent was not theirs. Certainly she was a woman from the Ulvayn Islands. Recognizing a more familiar foreigner, he took a deep breath and made himself stand straighter, fighting what in the last minutes had become a lassitude that, among these strange women, unsettling as it was, still had its blurrily sensuous comfort.

‘Why didn’t we kill him!’ Raven declared. ‘Kill him? What a strange man you are. Do you think women can go around killing just any and all men, like that? What monsters would do such a thing?’ she went on in a voice so preposterously secure in its right to be heard. ‘Though, truly, in this strange and terrible land where men aspire to woman’s place, sometimes you must make a pretense of knowing how it’s done by those spiders, mantises, and other vermin who, from time to time, do.’

‘But then…’ He stepped away from her, while she stood back herself and regarded him from her mask.’ But…why did you come here? For me…?’

Again her grin. ‘Why? You want to know? Well! You are just a very pretty man! When I met my friends—’ she gestured toward the others—‘in Sarness, I said to them: “Ah, you would not believe the one who, just moments ago, gave me a ride on the rain-lashed road. Come, come! Come, if you want to see beauty beyond that of all the sons of Eih’f!”’

The one whom, before, he’d thought might understand his language gave a loud humph and turned away, to survey the foggy dark, as if she expected something unpleasant to creep, tentatively and momentarily, out of it.

‘They’re all true women, the lot of them. What woman wouldn’t come with such an enticement?’

Another, who’d gone off in the dark, reappeared now and said something that carried anger.

Raven’s response was ribald. At least the others all grinned. ‘Of course when we found your cart tracks gave out just a few meters before the turnoff I’d mentioned to you,’ she went on, ‘immediately I knew where you must have gone. Here! To this lousy den where every thief and cutthroat highwayman, fearful of the Sarness inspectors, seeks respite from the road between Enoch and Varhesh. Well, I said to them: Let’s go in and take a look at where he’s made his camp.’ She glanced down, now, almost shyly. ‘Only, you were here with another man—pretty enough I suppose, in his way; though not so pretty as you. And we hung back in the darkness, like the lustful girls that linger, I suppose, within all women. We wanted to hear what you might say to one another when there was none of us about to intimidate you into silence. Who knows? Perhaps I even hoped to hear you mention me to your treacherous companion…But like all the men in this land, you had only words for the Liberator. Well, I suppose you’re not that much different from the rest—’

‘Raven,’ said the island woman, ‘perhaps we should go on. There’s no reason to stay here.’

But the masked woman made a dismissing gesture. ‘Soon, as we listened, we realized your new friend was not a good man. Not at all. Not like you, who would give a wet and tired woman a ride and a smile, out of no more than the sweet and natural goodness of a wise and pretty heart.’ Here, smiling herself, she reached out her small, hard fingers to touch his cheek. He looked at her eyes, in the frayed mask holes. In this light they might have been black.

One of the women dropped another log on the fire.

Sparks spun up into the dark.

In Raven’s hair, for a moment he saw a glint of blue.

Flames settled again.

Another, in her own language, most likely told the one who had dropped the log that it was a waste of time and that they should be on their way. That, at least, was what her gesture suggested.

The idea of moving off in the fog alone appalled him; but the prospect of staying here with these women drained him.

Hating both feelings, he turned from her to walk aimlessly about the campsite, unable to do anything to free himself of either.
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THE ACTUAL LEAVING, OF course, took quite a while—as if, he decided, darkness with a circle of trees about it confined more effectively than any wall or barred door.

They lingered there a good hour.

He wanted to be on his way, but he had no clear idea of the severity of the bandit’s wound and he did not want to run into the man again, alone on the foggy road, with whatever reinforcements, weapons, or friends he might have picked up in the nearby town.

So he waited with them.

The delay seemed to be some low-key altercation between a barrel-chested woman whose breasts hung flat, low, and far apart, and one, younger, gaunter, the staves of whose ribs bore high only the shallowest nippled cones.

Whatever the argument, from time to time Raven or one of the others would toss in a joke, which would be answered with a snap from one or the other agonists.

The island woman stood off from the others, near the tethered donkey, which now and again glanced over the feed bag’s rim; but it had made no sound since the bandit had approached the smuggler’s cart. Her lighter hair, he realized, was probably red. Redheads often had freckles. He walked over toward her, just to see.

He’d assumed she was his own age, but as he came closer he saw a certain roughness to the skin about her eyes, and a looseness in that at her shoulders. The firelight had confused two colors in her hair; one was red, yes, but the other was probably gray. She was at least a decade his senior. And if she had freckles, they were pale enough so that mist and flickerings lost them in the shadows playing on her breasts, her clavicles, or cheekbones. To say something, he asked, quietly and suddenly: ‘Who are they…?’

She looked at him, frowning.

‘Who are these women?’ He nodded toward the others.

‘They’re my friends,’ she said, shortly. ‘At least that one is.’ She inclined her head toward Raven, who stood at the other side of the fire, her back to them. She had taken out her double sword again and, with one foot on a stone, polished and polished it with a bit of chamois.

She’d been doing it now ten minutes.

‘She’s your friend…?’ His repetition sounded inane. But somehow he could not focus on anything he should be saying, should be doing.

‘Well, right through here—’ The redhead smiled—‘she’s only interested in you. Will be, no doubt, for a while. But we go back a long ways, Raven and I. I’ve been looking for her almost five years now. When I met her fellow landswomen a few weeks back, I thought that traveling with them for a while would be the best way to find her—or for her to find me. And it worked. Only since we met this evening, she’s been full of nothing but the wise and pretty man who gave her a ride on the back road.’ The wryness left her smile. ‘It’s good for you we came along with her!’

The young smuggler looked across the fire at the small, muscular back, at the head bent over the blade—yes, those were blue stone beads in her hair—at the twin tines turning and running on kidskin. He’d had no sense at all of any particular relationship between Raven and the redhead—no more than there seemed at this point (even though she had saved his life!) any relation between Raven and himself.

Is that, he wondered, a woman obsessed?

But with the notion that he himself might be the center of that obsession, the whole idea crumbled and became impossible to hold in his mind.

‘And the others…?’ he asked, turning back to the redhead.

‘Actually,’ she said, ‘they’re rather horrible. At least I find them so. I keep trying not to, telling myself they’re simply from another land, where things are done differently. But then, just when I’ve convinced myself they’re really good sorts underneath, one of them will turn around and do something that…well, I suppose they find me strange and terrible too.’ She gave a little shudder.

‘Then why don’t you leave them?’

She looked around at the damp night. ‘Certainly I’ve done enough traveling on my own in Nevèrÿon. Yet, somehow, when you have a bit of protection, you’re not so quick to give it up. With all this fog—’ She glanced around again—‘I think I’m afraid to. Besides, I’ve only just found my friend. She won’t stay with them too long.’ Again the redhead indicated Raven. ‘That I know. She never does. Oh, she gets lonely for them when they’re not here. But soon she’ll grow restless. And we’ll be off on our own once more, the two of us. At least we will if five years ago is any sign of today.’

The argument on the other side of the fire reerupted. Then the thick-set one he’d suspected might understand his own tongue said something loudly and angrily in hers and threw down a piece of branch from which she’d been restlessly stripping the bark. She stalked around the fireplace and came over to where the redhead and the smuggler stood.

The ox stepped back, hooves squishing and sucking in mud and moist leaves. The donkey turned his long face away and went on chewing.

Planting herself before the young smuggler, the big woman said, brokenly, her impatience edged with anger: ‘Please! You come now? Please? To the bandit’s cart. Take your share! Now! Quick! So we can take ours. You let us go? Now? Please?’ She took his arm and led him firmly forward, as the smuggler realized that, somehow, they’d been waiting for him. His own inaction had been the center of the women’s alien bickerings all along.

As she steered him across the clearing, twice he started to speak, to protest. Everything in him yearned to blurt some appeasing anecdote about how, the last time somebody had been talking about him, it had taken him even longer to realize they’d meant him—about how much trouble it had gotten him into. And that, even, had been in his own language. ‘You know, I remember once…’ But only Raven and the redhead seemed to understand his tongue enough for such a tale as he sought to invent now from bits and pieces of the real, the feigned. Also, the fact was, right now he could remember almost nothing. The story he wanted to tell would not coalesce. His companionable strategies had all shattered before these strangers from the mist.

The woman pulled the poles with their sagging cover away from the side of the bandit’s cart. For a moment they seemed to balance. Then they crashed over, revealing a fur blanket, another pot, a large knife stuck in the ground, and bits of cord—all with the sour smell the smuggler remembered from his own bedding after some particularly exhausting trip where the detours had extended things by weeks.

One sandal on the fur, she reached over the edge, grabbed the cart cover (of impressively tooled leather, full of shadowed, arcane designs), and yanked.

Two of the thongs holding it popped.

Three didn’t.

So she yanked again.

And broke two more.

She made a movement of tossing it away, but it only dropped, mostly rough-out, to hang, by the remaining tie, down over the back wheel.

The young smuggler had expected to see beneath the leather something much like what was under his own canvas. As he gazed into the shadowed wagon, however, a sudden memory struck:

The crone dragging her bag about the bridge.

The pots and furs and rope and—yes—the weapons he made out in the dark below him seemed the mad spillage from such a sack.

‘This!’ the woman demanded, reaching down and bringing it up—it was a pot. And badly chipped. ‘For you?’

The smuggler shook his head. ‘No…’ The word was flat and emotionless.

Disgustedly, she grunted—‘For nobody!’—and flung it over her shoulder. ‘Or this?’ (Behind her, the pot shattered on stone.) What she drew out now as an ornately worked blade, perhaps a foot-and-a-half long, the bone handle intricately carved and, here and there, banded with metal that might have been precious, with complex chasing. The woman grunted again. ‘Stupid,’ she declared. ‘A blade like this? Stupid. The swords of this country. All outside. No inside. No…’ She paused for a word. ‘No two blades. No good. Just stupid man sword. Unity. Like a silly penis. Nothing. Not even balls.’ She thrust it toward him. ‘You?’

‘No!’ He said that loud enough to hear his own voice somewhere in the denial.

She leaned over and began to rummage. ‘This junk. What you want? We see.’

‘No,’ he said again, turning from the cart. ‘No, I have to get…’ What, he wondered, was he trying to convince them of? He felt like some new mummer on a wagon platform in the town market, who, in the midst of the skit, had suddenly lost all sense of the part he was supposed to be playing.

Behind him, she said: ‘Or this, yes?’ He did not even look at what she held up now.

His sack lay just off the fireplace. Squatting to pick it up, he reached for one of the fallen metal disks.

He wanted to put it in the bag without looking at it. He wanted to see what it was.

The eyes of the woman at the cart—which, he realized as she went on taking out one thing after the other, would not look at him—generated in him all the anxiety of a disapproving parent.

He stuffed the metal through the tear and picked up two more.

As his clumsy hand carried them through the firelight, he saw each was actually several disks of metal, layered and bolted together, the top one just a rim with a crossbar, the one below that a strange cutout of curlicues with little prick-holes in the points; the disk below was scored with maplike markings that the other two turned over. The rim markings were the sort he’d seen in the barbarian lands. Yes, he remembered, as, with the memory of some young habit, he looked at it: sailors used these. It had something to do with the stars…the word astrolabe came back to him. That’s what they were called. Someone—perhaps his mummer friend—had pointed one out to him, hanging around the neck of some waterfront seaman. (It was one of these, he remembered, suddenly and with astonishing clarity, that the long-gone mountain girl had toyed with on her chain that day!) But their specific use was still mysterious to him, so that the meaning or magic they contained was unknown.

A shadow darkened the disk in his hand.

He looked up as Raven dropped to a squat before him, her face in shadow, firelit fog behind. ‘Here! I’ll help!’ She reached about for the fallen astrolabes and handed them to him. He took them from her, thrusting them through the tear.

Between his knees the sack grew heavier with each clank.

Picking them up here and there, Raven said: ‘So this is what you’re carrying to the south. It’s pretty work—barbarian craft. One wonders what it was doing in the north, yes? Well, that’s not our concern, is it. What will you be carrying with you when you return to Kolhari?’

He took more disks from her, put them in—clink!—and frowned.

‘Nothing.’

‘You mean you make the trip back empty-handed?’

‘They pay me well. For the trip I make south—’

‘But there’re things you could take north. Before you leave, ask around. It won’t be hard for you to find something profitable to return with. Your northern masters won’t punish you if you make a little extra.’

Another time, he would have explained: If I get stopped by an inspector on my way north and my cart is wholly innocent, I have a much better chance, on my next trip south, of being waved on if I meet the same inspector. But for now he only nodded. I’ll remember.’ He took the next handful.

‘And remember, too, what I told you about the lands of the Princess Elyne.’

He took another handful.

From the bandit’s cart, waving half a dozen implements in her grip, the woman barked something down.

Raven barked something back. Then she looked again at the young smuggler. ‘You don’t really want anything out of there, do you?’

What he wanted was the tooled cart cover. But even to say it seemed exhausting. ‘No.’ Oh, why do you go on acting such a fool! More clinks. ‘This is all…’

Raven looked up, speaking in her own language.

The woman at the cart said something gruff and, obviously, uncomplimentary. But it brought the other women over to the bandit’s wagon, laughing. They fell to pulling out this and that.

Looking about to see if any more of the astrolabes had rolled away beside or behind, he stood up with his torn bag.

‘Here. Let me help you,’ and, somehow, it was away from him and up in Raven’s arms. He followed her to his cart, protests weak under his tongue, while she dropped it, clattering, over the edge, and shoved it down, pulling up the cover, pushing it out of sight, stuffing back inside those that had fallen again through the tear. She turned to him, a great smile on her face that asked for nothing but complete gratitude and approval.

‘Thank you.’ He managed a smile. ‘Thank you. But I have to go. Really, we should be on our way.’

‘Come with us,’ Raven said, suddenly, brightly, ‘on our journey. We can offer you protection, companionship, even, perhaps, amusement…?’

‘Where are you going?’ he asked.

‘Oh, now said the masked woman. ‘That shouldn’t concern the likes of you. Such things are not the business of a wise and pretty man.’

‘What is your business?’

‘Now, there,’ said Raven, ‘you’re at it again; asking after things that are not your concern.’

‘But I can’t come!’ he blurted. ‘I mean…I can’t come with you!’ He blinked at her, while she questioned with masked eyes. ‘Thank you—for wanting me to. Certainly, for saving me. I mean, I’m pretty much of a loser; I can stumble into more trouble than any three men you’ll meet. I know it. It’s true, I’ve always been like that. I could be flogged for it, and it wouldn’t change, believe me. I could use your protection, I know. And I’m grateful to you for offering it—’

The masked woman beamed.

‘But I’ve got…my own task to do—’

At which Raven (and one of the others passing by) let a knowing chuckle.

‘I’ve got to go he said. I just don’t…well, I don’t feel safe here! Not with that bandit about in the bushes.’ But what was there to be frightened of, he thought with hopeless illogic (realizing the lack of coherence as he thought it), in another man? ‘Really, it’s dumb of me.’ (Ask her for the cart cover…!) ‘But I…well, I want to go! Please, you have to let me go. Now. I’m sorry. Please!’

‘Please?’ No longer smiling, the little woman dropped her eyes and bowed her head in a manner that spoke of total acquiescence. ‘Come with us…?’

The smuggler was suddenly frightened all over; and angry; and hurt. Because he would have to say, again, no. And because, with all three women he had been sleeping with back in Kolhari, he’d often felt the same, suddenly and naturally he did what he’d done with them when he felt this way, though he experienced less desire now for this hard little woman than he’d felt for any man who, from time to time, he’d indulged on the bridge:

He took her small face in his big hands (her eyes beat, in their mask, lifting, surprised) and pulled her to him. Only (as had the others, toward the angry, unhappy ends) she stiffened and would not come. So he came to her, with his heavy body, and let his hands go down her neck to her shoulders, then behind them, and across them; and he hugged her. Like them, it was like hugging some stone or tree that would not give. (He remembered the last woman he’d put his arms around—the little, stupid one.) And yes, just as rigid, just as stiff. (Are all the women in all the world, he wondered, really alike, no matter the seeming difference…?) Holding her, he tried again to remember her getting on to his cart bench in the rain. When he’d offered her the ride, the signs she’d displayed of aspiring to some masculine power had surely masked, at least for him, something unquestionably and quintessentially feminine, so that the signs of aspiration themselves had been eccentric, amusing, playful; and she’d seemed merely a playful and amusing, if eccentric, creature. But now, with the advent of her friends, it was clear that she no longer aspired to that power; it was—and had been all along—hers. Whatever had been quintessentially feminine was an illusion (in her? in all women?). Certainly he’d had enough experience with the women and men of his country to recognize that the signs she displayed toward him now all spoke of a certain masculine weakness. (He looked down, brushing her forehead, almost inadvertently, with his lips.) Yet they were all saturated with that same astonishing, displaced, and dispossessing power, so that, as he had not with the others, he released her more hurriedly than he had them and stepped back, his heart beating a bit more rapidly than he’d expected, his breath coming a bit faster than it had before. How many women of his own land, he wondered, had stepped too quickly back from their saviors, granting them only a half-measure of what they needed above all things to go on? Where, he wondered, had she, had they—he looked about the clearing at her friends—seized such power? But because there was nothing in the whole of his primitive life from which to construct the lie, from me (as there would have been with any who’d ever before questioned the sources of his own strength), he felt as uncomfortable, as unsettled, as discommoded as a girl.

As had all the others, she smiled.

‘I’m going…’ he whispered. ‘I have to—’

‘Hooop-ah!’ one woman cried as, having finished with the spoils, two others lifted the bandit’s cart, racketing loudly, to overturn it. Its remaining contents crashed out on leaves.

Startled, the smuggler looked back at the wrecked campsite. It wasn’t just the cart: stones about the fireplace had been kicked away. The cooking pot had overturned. And the dish from which the bandit had prepared the smuggler’s roast had been broken and the meat stepped on in the wanderings back and forth.

The others walked over. The barrel-chested woman who’d taken him before to the cart said, not to him: ‘We go now? Yes?’

The smuggler stepped to his ox’s shoulder; looking at the tree with the donkey’s and the ox’s reins, for a moment he was unsure which set went to which beast. ‘The donkey,’ he said, at last deciphering the twisted lines; he began to untie his ox. ‘What are we going to do with him?’

The barrel-chested woman said: ‘We leave it here, yes? For him. If he come back, he want it? He need it! It be good for him. Right?’ Then, in a movement, she turned, pulled out her twin blades, raised them high over her head, and hacked, breath-jarringly hard, at the donkey’s flat neck. It took her down into a crouch, as she tugged on through the broad neck muscles. The head didn’t sever at the blow, though the smuggler expected to see it fall free. The animal gave a breathless gargle, staggered to the side, went down on its forelegs, got up again—staggered into the ox, into the woman (who stood now, breathing hard), stumbled out to the end of its reins, spurting and splattering, its mouth working wildly inside the bag, lost its hind footing, lost its fore-footing again—and fell over. The ribs heaved for three loud, clotted roars, then stilled.

‘There.’ The woman put her sword away. ‘We leave it for him. He find it.’

In the canvas feed bag, the donkey suddenly snorted; it kicked, quivered, gasped again—then, over a few more seconds, died.

The ox stepped about.

Where he’d been splashed, blood dribbled the smuggler’s calf. He didn’t even reach down to wipe it.

His heart hammered; this surround of terror was as pervasive as the fog.

Raven had walked off again.

Looking about, he saw that the redhead was watching him. He blinked, questioning, confused—in the middle of it, he realized he wasn’t breathing, sucked in a great gasp (harsh enough to make Raven glance back over) and, with it, the sweetish smell of slaughter. His ox was lowing, steadily, loudly, and not looking at the carcass. Catching her bridle up short, the smuggler freed her reins and led her away. Her lowing and the creaking cart behind covered the mutterings with which he tried to quiet her.

The women, including Raven, were talking rapidly in their language.

The gaunt one took a long stick and plunged it in a pot they’d pulled from the bandit’s wagon, raised the dripping end, and thrust it in the fire. It spluttered, as flame contended between the damp wood and the easy oil she’d soaked it with.

Then it flared red.

With the bright brand high, she kicked apart the fireplace, damping coals with sandalfuls of earth.

As the woman stamped about in the ashes, the smuggler looked back at his ox. Its shoulder and flank were matted with donkey blood.

Still talking, the others moved off into the trees, the mist. The smuggler took his cart along behind. Leaves got between him and the flare the gaunt woman carried aloft. Then, at the spot he’d first left his cart, red flame caught in an equine eye, on a dappled shoulder; there was neighing and the sound of hooves in brush.

They’d left horses tethered in the darkness!

One and another of them mounted, while he stopped his cart again, wondering would they just ride off and leave him in the pitchy woods. Hooves smashed about in the undergrowth toward him; blackness blocked the brand; and Raven’s voice came down at him from what—since he could not see her at all, really—might have been some tree’s upper branches. ‘Don’t worry. We’ll go slowly. So you can follow.’

They did, for a while—long enough, anyway, for him to get the cart on the road. Two more flares had been lit from the first; there were three brands now. Among the half-dozen riders cantering before him in the black, red flames smoked from cheap oil.

Once alone and twice with a companion, once holding up one of the torches, then twice in the dark, Raven rode back to him.

‘Where will you go?’ he asked her the last time, walking along by his animal.

‘To the Crevasse!’ Some jollity had begun among the women ahead, and, stamping and cantering, Raven had carried it back with her. ‘The Western Crevasse! We are leaving Nevèrÿon at last!’

Ahead, one of her landswomen shouted something into the night, waving her brand—the one who’d slain the donkey.

‘There,’ Raven explained to him in her most reasonable tone, ‘all will be well. The lips of the Crevasse are shaped as the inner blades of a sword. Once we ride within them—’ and here she clapped her hands over her horse’s head—‘we will again be in a place where sanity and civilization reign. And the madness of this nation, with its slaves and liberators, this land that boasts an empress but is really governed by scheming men whom you can never find when you look for them, will be behind us for good! Will you come with me, wise and pretty man?’

‘I can’t…!’

Raven rode round his cart once, then, without acknowledging she’d heard him, galloped ahead, leaving him plodding in back.

He wondered if the judgment of the redhead (who rode her horse up with the others) about her friend, would turn out to be true.

A stade or two along, he stopped his cart to climb up on the bench, now feeling behind him for this, now checking under the seat for that. Should he take out one of his weapons, just to have it beside him? But the resolve ran from him even as he considered it. He let himself slouch forward, sucking in long, moist breaths from the cricketless night. The cart rattled on beneath him. When he looked up, the brands were only a pink, wobbling blur, through mist. Now and again he could hear the women’s shouts, their laughter.

As the distance between them increased he thought to call out. What wouldn’t I do, he wondered, to have them continue this frightening protection?

He felt truly abandoned.

Just to see what happened, the smuggler tried to imagine himself in the Kolhari crypt, standing on the throne in torchlight, with Raven in chains at the foot. Or perhaps the other way around…? Varying the pictures in his mind, he waited for desire’s stirring that might reveal to him where all the night’s anxiety had lain.

But the wells of his body remained silent, offering up not the faintest quiver of confirmation, so that, in the dark, he could believe for a moment that the wells themselves were not there.

No; that, he thought, considering the absurd and fading fancy, is just what we could never do. It’s too close to something real (and, like all unexamined reality, therefore truly unknown) for me to trust myself or her in such chains before the other.

Let them go ahead, he thought. Let her go….

With the wagon’s shaking in the darkness, did he drift off…? Because now, though the cart still jogged and the beat still followed whatever ruts, there was no light ahead. The women had finally ridden off, as if they’d never stepped from the fog.

He was surrounded by black.

The smuggler held the reins, which now and again shook over his knuckles—though, in truth, if they led to an actual ox or if she’d been replaced during some moment of inattention by a winged beast who now crawled with him across the sky or over the sea or through towering clouds, he could not have said for certain.

Should he stop?

Perhaps he should curl up in the cart itself, waiting for sunlight (or a scabbed and bleeding face…!) to peer over its edge?

Should he try to sit where he was, wakeful, while they wandered on the road or off the road, to what dark destination he could not possibly imagine, in wait for light?

For the moment, even to form the question in the rattling black was exhausting, so that all he could do was return to the dialogue that had been running on beside him. Yes, he repeated to the grizzled smuggler of the mind, you wouldn’t believe how much of my time, of my life I’ve spent following the Liberator, like some fool looking for a hero to give his life meaning. I went around as if he were my passion and my purpose! Then, one night, just like this, riding through the south in my cart, I finally ran into him. It was at a campsite, just down from the road. Him, a hero? He was only a bandit! As soon as he’d thrown me off my guard with a pretense of friendship, by offering me food, he turned around and tried to kill me! Even wanted to steal my wagon load—said it was for his cause! Oh, it was definitely him. I’d met one of his women—no, one of his men. She told me the place where I might find him. I mean, he told me. The man had his scars, all right. But it turns out the single eye they talk of is only a half-milky iris. I escaped with my life. Usually, you know, he has his men with him—if not right there, then stationed in the woods around him, waiting to come to his rescue at a call. I was just lucky that this time he’d chosen to go on a scouting mission alone. Not that he didn’t try to lie about it. But I figured he was bluffing. With one of the blades I keep in my cart, I gave him a cut across the face—perhaps I lost him his other eye! He didn’t stay to let me see, but ran off. I overturned his cart and killed his donkey. I should have gone through the cart for spoils, but I wouldn’t touch a thing in it—it had a handsome tooled-leather cart cover. I should have taken that, at least. But I wouldn’t touch it. Well, that’s the sort of fool I am! He must have been too scared or too hurt to follow me.

You just hope he doesn’t run into you again someday, opined his phantom companion. I know these highway murderers…And the young smuggler looked about in the blackness.

Oh, I managed to get my cart away, and struck out on the dark road in fog thick enough to blot all moon and stars, if not the sun itself! You’d think, wouldn’t you, a man like that with all the trust and faith people have in him throughout Nevèrÿon—and I know they do, for I’ve talked to many of them and, indeed, once had it myself—would feel some obligation to honesty and right behavior. Imagine such a man, sneaking up behind you in the dark, leaping on you from the back, trying to stab you like some thief in an old Kolhari alley—

Is that what he did to you…?

No. No, the young smuggler explained, taking a great breath and looking about again. But he would have if he’d had the chance. For now, since I met him, I know the kind of man he is. He only exploits for his own ends the faith that fools like me have in him. Believe me, I know that now, from firsthand experience. I mean: Can you imagine it, Gorgik the Liberator, the man everyone talks of, only a common cutthroat? Fool that I was, I thought he was a great man, committed to the relief of human suffering, when all he does is lurk about at every campsite and crossroad, at every—

With a shudder, the smuggler blinked, staring into black as if it were a slate wall inches ahead. The truth! he thought, desperate in the dark. The truth! Is that the kind of fool you are? The wise men and teachers of Nevèrÿon who talked of truth as if it were some glowing and generous light? The truth was a blackness into which anyone might be reasonably terrified to enter alone; any and every horror, he knew, could wait there.

And what is the truth? (He moved a little on the bench.) You are a frightened, ignorant man on a foggy, moonless night.

The young smuggler began to cry.

He did not make much sound doing it.

The companionable voice running on beside him certainly didn’t notice. I’ve heard many people, it confided, gruff and fatherly, who don’t approve of the Liberator at all. They say he’s out for himself like everyone else. And you must admit that in these harsh and hazardous times that’s a reasonable assumption for anyone to make.

Crying quietly, the young smuggler answered: Well, believe me, I can say from what I know: he’s a liar and a murderer and a self-serving thief, no better than you, no better than me. Believe it: if only because I know me, I now know him…

No, I’ll never tell that story, the smuggler thought. Tears still rolled his cheeks. I’ll never tell it to anyone!

First of all (he snuffled, then spat to the side in the black; a wheel jarred over a root or rock), it’s a stupid tale. Anyone who knows anything about the Liberator at all could catch me out in a minute. A fool I am, yes; but not that big a fool…

Taking another breath, he shivered. But, as his cart rolled through the black, he went on telling it to himself.



10

BAREFOOT, TWO CARRIED THE trunk across uneven stone, the tall one grunting more than the heavy one. A look, a word, a jerked chin to coordinate their toss: the wood crashed into the fireplace wider side to side than the length of both, laid head to foot.

Gorgik looked up from the goatskin map on the plank table as sparks rose before small flames.

In billowing smoke, the soldiers danced back, grinning and beating bark bits from their hands, one against hairy thighs, one against bald ones.

The heavy barbarian was a woman.

Gorgik nodded to them.

Saluting, backing away, then turning, they ambled off.

A year or a hundred years ago a roof beam had broken, one of its ends crashing down to the floor’s center, the other still lodged at the ceiling’s corner. The soldiers stepped around it to join the others.

Between the six beams remaining, the sooty inlay had not even sagged. But since the fall, torch holders had been bolted to the slant beam’s side, weapon hooks and woven hangings had been fixed to its bottom, so that, however awkwardly, as if awaiting some never begun repair, it was, today, part of the hall’s architecture.

Beyond it, a soldier stood up from among the others, to turn his sword, examining it in torchlight. Were there two blades rising from its hilt—

But that, Gorgik thought, would be a trick of the fire; or a trick of the beer he’d decided he would not drink and had anyway.

Squatting on the table’s end in his iron collar, arms locked round his knees, Noyeed stared, not at the flame, but at the joined stones beside it.

‘I dream…’ The little princess swayed on the split-log bench. ‘If you only knew my dreams, my one-eyed monkey, my great Liberator…’

In firelight, her face was lightly lined; her hair was thin enough so that, in full sun, you could see much of her scalp through it. Strands shone with dressing. The princess sat close to the fire, a position of her own choosing. Her face was bright with sweat, though the soldiers, seated before them, now mumbling, now laughing sharply, now falling into altercation hot enough to notice, yet too distant to detail, would soon be complaining of the chill on this damp night.

Leaning back in her stiff gown and blinking, the princess moved her hand—blemished, freckled, and liver-spotted—toward the heavy goblet of an estate cider hard as applejack: her fingers missed the stem. ‘I dream,’ crooned the Princess Elyne, ‘of the time when you and I, Gorgik, were children, lost together in the halls of the High Court of Eagles, trying to find our way about—like children following some trail of crumbs to the treasure, starving peasant children in some summer, country fable.’

‘We were never children together, my princess.’ Gorgik chuckled, feeling little humor. ‘Our childhoods were very different. Nor did you ever starve when you were at the High Court.’

The princess Elyne reached her goblet, got its edge to her lips, and drank. ‘But how do you know, my Liberator? Certainly—’ Cider dripped to the table as she leaned forward—‘certainly you did not starve, there or before. Real slaves don’t have the kind of muscle you carried so handsomely about the palace—which made it rather easy to question the whole slavery story. Noyeed is a bit more what I’d expect an exslave to look like.’

One end of the new log was wet, and the flames, already low at that side of the fireplace, began to hiss and sputter at it, as if castigating the wood for the sappy tears rolling its gleaming grain where the bark had come away.

Gorgik looked back at the map. His blunt forefinger had traced the route with only half his concentration; now it was following an irrelevant path, as if, during his inattention, it had wandered onto an improper turnoff like a traveler lost in the autumnal night. ‘Noyeed,’ he said, ‘what are you staring at?’

Noyeed jerked about, long hair dragging his shoulder. ‘The stones, master. You see the stones, beside the fireplace? I was thinking, master, I was wondering—’

‘He was thinking—’ cider splashed the rim to wet the princess’s spotty knuckles—‘he was planning, he was speculating, while I, you understand, was dreaming…’

‘Between the stones.’ Noyeed released his knees to point. On his arm, muscle and bone made knots of equal seeming hardness. ‘See—where the wall’s rocks are set together? A mist drifts from them, into the hall here. I was curious if that was moisture caught between them, heated to steam by the fire beside them; or if it was fog from the outside, leaking in from the night.’

‘Ask her. It’s her castle. Ah—!’ Some wrangling among the soldiers made him look up. ‘What are they arguing about now? These barbarians I have for soldiers. Is it the women among them or the men, I can’t tell. Well, they must learn to support one another, not turn on each other at every little failing.’

‘Support, you say?’ The princess chuckled. ‘Consider, my Liberator. It is only my being free not to support you that allows me to support you as I do. Yes, while you’ve been here, I’ve financed your cause, fed and paid your troops for you, welcomed them into my home. Proudly. Oh, so proudly! A man may learn a lot by losing the support of a woman. Ask any of your barbarians, and they will explain. But often I’m afraid that’s just what you, above all, will never learn. It is my castle, you know. This is the new wing, too. Look up! It has a roof! I lodge you—and me and your lieutenant—and your soldiers and scouts in the little chambers dug in the walls of the old, roofless great hall—’

‘But why not inside?’ Noyeed spun on thin buttocks. ‘If it rains, we need a roof. Don’t you think so, mistress?’

‘Rain?’ asked the little princess. ‘But it doesn’t rain. Not at this time of year, my monkey. Not in Nevèrÿon. Now there’s only fog.’ She waved the goblet, spilling more cider, her speech more unsteady. ‘Be still, or I shall order you roasted. On a spit! And I shall eat you up, as Mad Olin once ordered her own sons so served, when, indeed, it did rain with such torrential fury that—’

‘Master!’ Noyeed was up on his knees on the table. ‘Master, when we quit this castle to move on to some other—’

But the princess was chuckling to herself, over her drink. ‘I dream…’ she repeated. ‘I dream, here on the border of Nevèrÿon. In my old, cold castle, I dream of nobility and grandeur and truth. I dream of using my meager hoard to finance a great man in his humane and wondrous cause, which I know is benevolent and brave. His truth and commitment will reintroduce purpose, passion, excitement, and wonder among these ancient stones. I will love and revere him in his commitment to his truth. He will respect and cherish me in my commitment to him. Oh, I dream…’ As she smiled, firelight burnished her drab collar, her goblet. ‘If I escape this dream with my life—’ she sipped again—‘I will be satisfied. With less, and I won’t complain. If I escape with my life in any way enriched, well then, I shall count myself the luckiest of women. Oh, I’m old enough to know that dreams have their own beginnings, their own climaxes, their own ends—that, when a wandering taleteller imposes such orderings on her stories, it makes those chaotic compilations so much less like life, yet so much more exciting. No, when I began this dream, one of the things I was determined to do was dream it to its end, if only to see what such a dream might leave me with. Life, I sometimes think—like dreams, like stories, like plans, even like lies if you will—is to be pondered on, interpreted, interrogated: but you had best not try to change it too radically in the middle, or you risk never finding its secret. If you must leave my dream, my great Liberator, my one-eyed lieutenant, to follow yours, you must leave. I can stand being left again with mine.’

Beyond the beam, the soldiers’ noise rose, with clattering arms and laughter. An officer with a sheaf of parchments ducked in through the far hanging, now pausing to call something to one soldier, now making his way through several others in comradely converse.

Gorgik raised a bushy eyebrow.

On the table edge, Noyeed grasped his knees once more. ‘And how did you learn to dream such wise dreams, my mistress?’

But the little princess was gazing into her cider.

Reaching the table, the officer dropped his bunched parchments on the map. ‘You might look at these, my Liberator, if you’re still making plans to depart…?’

‘Leaving me,’ mumbled the princess. ‘Yes, here on the border of Nevèrÿon, you’re already making plans to leave, to go on. But where are you going?’

Noyeed turned toward her on the table. ‘My princess, the further we get from the center, the better the fighting. Haven’t you said so yourself? And so, we plan, we dream of going on, going further, going beyond…’

Gorgik picked up one and another parchment, putting this one aside, handing that one back, gazing at the next and nodding. ‘It’s going well.’ Most stayed on the table; Gorgik looked at Noyeed, at the princess. ‘Reinforcements for us have come from friends both to the east and the west. But the empress’s troops are still new here and unacquainted with the territory. When we started, I didn’t think it could be done. But we’re holding off the small forces that the local brewers and less powerful nobles have been able to muster. They have no trained fighters among them, other than those the Child Empress has been able to send them. How many of them can read a map, much less make one?’

The officer lingered. ‘My Liberator…?’

Gorgik looked up.

‘The guard told me to tell you he’s caught another smuggler. Outside the castle, he was trying to sneak his cart across the princess’s grounds.’

‘A smuggler?’ The princess put down her goblet. ‘A smuggler, you say? No! What would a smuggler be doing on my lands? I allow no smuggler on my grounds—’

‘He may be a spy, master…’ Noyeed remarked, softly and intensely. ‘Soon, they will be sending even more spies than they do already.’

Gorgik looked up. ‘We’ve had enough experience with spies by now to know how best to take precautions. Bring him up,’ Gorgik said to the officer and, turning, to the others, ‘so that we can ponder on, can interpret, can interrogate this smuggler, this spy…But first—’ Gorgik stood up behind the table—‘clear the hall!’ This was a bellowed order.

Soldiers began to stand, as if they were used to such directives.

‘Clear the hall, now!’ Gorgik looked down. ‘You too, little princess. Retire now, and leave the hall to me.’

‘But why, my Liberator…?’ She was clearly annoyed at having to move.

‘If he is a spy said Gorgik, ‘I would rather he not know who I am.’

She rose from the bench, taking her goblet. ‘I don’t understand all this secrecy. This is not the way my father or my uncle would have conducted such a campaign from these halls.’

‘I’m a public man, my princess. That means my only meaning is the web of signs I publicly inhabit. Thus, I would appear to our visitor as close to naked, unarmed, and without ornament as I can.’

‘But—’

‘We do not have many soldiers. Those we have are so few they can vanish easily among the corridors and chambers of your great castle here, or into the lands around them if they have to. I have few—and our smuggler will leave here thinking I have none. Or, at any rate, he will think I have no more than the guard who captured him. Later, if he meets someone who has fought against our brave handful, that one will say I have many—while he will declare I do not. And what will happen in the course of their altercation? Believe me, the number of fighters I have will double, treble, quadruple by the end of their argument on one side—while, on the other, even the guard who took this smuggler will, no doubt, vanish completely as this smuggler insists I carry on my campaign entirely alone. Princess, I have made a point never to be fully present within the central crypts of power where I’m reputed to reside—at least never in the full force, true complexity, and complete organization by which most hope to know me. It is a strategy I learned many years ago when I worked for Lord Aldamir in the south. Such subterfuge has laid about me a fog of confusion and misinformation that has often aided me—’

‘But then, master,’ stated Noyeed, ‘you are seldom fully absent either.’

The Liberator chuckled. ‘And that I learned simply from the exigencies of the times.’ The chuckle—‘Now go, my princess—’ as he looked about, again became a bellow: ‘And clear the hall! Quickly! Clear it!’ He glanced at the one-eyed man. ‘You stay, Noyeed.’

‘Yes, master!’

The dripping roof brushed his hair and made him crouch again, as he clutched the sack to his chest.

‘Get in, now!’ The guard shoved the small of his back, hard, so that, staggering, he reached out with one hand to steady himself against the wall that crumbled under his fingers like dried mud. Behind him: ‘Get in!’

He rushed toward the hanging, thinking to find blackness, pushed through, ducking under a sagging lintel, to hear the echo of his breath change timbre. He stopped and stood, slowly, in the flickering room. A beam slanted through it, ceiling to floor. Beyond, a plank table stood by a wide fire.

A man sat behind it.

Another squatted on the table itself among mugs, goblets, and parchments.

When the young smuggler had realized the guard who’d accosted him was taking him to the Liberator, he’d thought pretty much everything he’d thought before, felt pretty much everything he’d felt before, when he’d met the man on the bridge or, again, when he’d found the man in the clearing. There was curiosity and pleasure and wonder. There was fear and disbelief and—as the guard had shoved him through the corridor—outrage at betrayal.

Because of his two earlier encounters, for all he’d felt, for all he’d thought, he said none of the things he’d said before.

But as he stood in the flicker, however, he began to think and feel something new:

I have just become one of those people who, from now on, must say: There are two of them, not one. There’s a big one, with a scar down his cheek. And there’s a little one, with one blind eye, who goes about in a slave collar. And, for all my researches, that is not who I was only moments ago…

Or have I become that…? (The smuggler narrowed his eyes, for the feeling of disorientation was different from the other times: it was smaller, clearer, more precise.) In this ill light, have I really seen them? Or am I only putting those identities upon the shadowed faces before me, like a student come down to write his unreadable profanities on some wall in the Spur? Be clear. Be certain. Be careful with this truth. Because I am better equipped to see it than most, I above all must not let my equipment itself fool me.

The big man stood up at his bench, walked to the table’s end, and came around it.

The young smuggler edged forward, hugging his sack.

The big man was naked, with only some leather web pouching his genitals. At one ear, his hair was braided with a bit of thong.

On the table, the little man rested a sharp chin on his knees.

The smuggler squinted, trying to clear both faces in the flames’ light. But, looking back and forth between them, trying to hold on to the full and heavy features or the small and acute ones, the fire and his attention itself seemed to distort vision.

On the cheek of the big one standing—a veritable giant—that could have been a scar…

The little one squatting blinked one eye. His other was sunken; or sealed; or perhaps was only in shadow…

‘Are you…’ the young smuggler hazarded.

‘—the Liberator?’ The big man laughed. What do you think? What do you see around me?’

The young smuggler shook his head, bewildered, and hugged his sack higher.

‘Do you see here all the Liberator’s hundreds of troops?’ He gestured about the empty hall. ‘His dozens of secretaries, aides, and orderlies? his spies and provocateurs? the whole elaboration of the fighting forces with which, carrying on his campaign, he has freed thousands of slaves throughout the nation and has made even the Child Empress herself and all her ministers quake in the High Court? Or do you see, perhaps, a single man with a guard or two in an all but abandoned castle?’

The smuggler frowned at the man on the table, who laughed, sharply and shortly.

‘Or perhaps—’ The little man spoke in an accent very different from the big one’s clear, Kolhari diction—‘you think you see two men…?’ Pushing parchments with his hip, he moved to the table edge to drop one ankle over. ‘You don’t, you know.’ Yes, a metal collar, nearly black, hung on his scrawny neck. ‘You don’t even see one. No human forms stand or sit before you. You face only some illusion that mimics the form of men as, without names, the gods do. No real castle of granite and fitted stone stands around you. Think, rather, that as the night fog drifted and flowed about you, making one shape after another, as the night sounds rose and fell, twittered and cheeped, at some unfixable point in your journey they came together for a moment in the suggestion of the man and his shadow some have called the Liberator, as well as this castle about him, and the guard who your memory says brought you here. Realize that, there and here, those wisps and chitterings have played on your imagination to suggest even me and the words I speak, now, here. Wandering in the mists, you merely think you’ve come into the presence of the Liberator, when actually it’s the fog-filled night’s autumnal sorcery—’

The Liberator raised his hand. (The little man silenced.) ‘What questions do you have for me? Do you want to know who I am? Or where you are? Or what I intend to do with you now that I’ve had you brought here? Talk.’ The big man actually smiled. ‘You’ll find we autumnal night wisps are not that frightening.’

The young smuggler took a breath and, with one hand, released his sack and pointed to the table. ‘Those…?’ Because that was all he could think of now: they were the only thing that seemed solid.

Frowning, Gorgik glanced back; Noyeed looked down beside him.

‘Those skins,’ the smuggler said. ‘They have writing on them, don’t they…?’

Gorgik nodded.

(A scar? A shadow…?)

‘Can you read?’

Glancing back again, the big man frowned at the little one.

The little man hazarded: ‘I can’t. But he can. Can you?’

The young smuggler shook his head quickly. ‘Oh, no!’

‘You can’t? Not at all?’ The big man stepped closer, observing. ‘Oh, I bet you know the signs for…’ The green eyes narrowed in the flickering light—‘women’s genitals, men’s excreta, and cooking implements, in all their combinations, the curses that are forever scratched and scrawled on walls up in the city—you sound as if you’ve spent some time in Kolhari. Am I right?’

‘Oh, yes. Those writings, yes,’ the smuggler lied. ‘I can read those.’ Momentarily he was back in that hot afternoon when his Kolhari friend had labored with a stick over a stretch of mud down at the edge of the Khora, ineffectually trying to teach him the written forms of profanation.

‘Like everyone in this country the big man commented over his shoulder to the smaller, ‘slowly he is learning to read and write. Take a lesson there, Noyeed.’

‘But what do…you use it for?’ (Noyeed! Then that was the little one’s name! Then the big one must be…No, he must wait.) ‘The writing, I mean?’

‘I use it to remember. To remember, clearly and accurately, what I have, what I need, what I’ve done, what I must do, where I’ve been, where I must go, what I’ve seen, and what I must still look for. Memory often plays tricks on you even minutes after your thoughts have settled somewhere else.’

‘Oh, I know!’ The smuggler nodded.

‘With writing, you are free to use your thinking in other ways. I can observe clearly and carefully what I have to—but do not have to worry about recalling it later if it is written down. It’s an interesting system, the one that actually puts down words themselves. Myself, though, I use an older, commercial script, from before the current system made its way to Nevèrÿon from the Ulvayns. It’s one my father used back in Kolhari, when he worked on the waterfront.’

Kolhari, thought the smuggler. And his father (story fragments moved up in his mind. Other fragments receded), on the waterfront…?

‘Why do you ask all this?’ The big man frowned. ‘If you can’t read and write anything save wall scratchings, what difference does it make to you if I do? But tell me, what does someone like you think of this new writing?’

The smuggler blurted: ‘I hate it! The students, they use it all the time. They started all that scratch and scrawl. When I first saw it, I used to think they were putting up messages to each other—putting them right out there on the walls, too, just because the rest of us wouldn’t know what they meant! Because they can pass them out in the open like that, they think they’re better than we are. I hate students, and I hate their writing!’ What was the name of the boy he’d given the ride to, down from Kolhari? Many did feel that way about the students and their script. But why, he wondered, was he saying, here, when questioned, that he did? Still, once started, he could not stop. ‘I wouldn’t be a student for anything! I’m glad I’m a good and—’

‘—honest laborer?’ the Liberator finished for him.

The smuggler swallowed.

‘Or, perhaps,’ said the Liberator, uncannily, ‘you were about to say, smuggler…?’

The smuggler blinked.

‘My guard caught you trying to take your cart across the princess’s land here—to escape the Imperial customs inspectors of Sarness, no doubt. I know them well. They’re no friends of mine, either.’ He stepped forward. ‘Too bad you couldn’t admit you were a smuggler. We might have had more to say to each other, then. But we don’t. Cutpurse or potter’s boy, that’s still the kind of honesty I look for in the young of our nation—and so seldom find. But that you are like so many in Nevèrÿon is not anything I can hold against you.’

The smuggler thought: When I came in, this room seemed so big, its roof so high. But his head comes just beneath the ceiling beams he passes under.

‘You’re a youth of your times, like so many others. Who’d blame you for being the slave of those times? Who could chide you for trying, in whatever misguided way the times provide you with, to master them? What are you carrying there?’ He reached out a hand. ‘Here. Let me see.’

The young smuggler glanced left and right and, holding the sack still tighter, pulled back.

The Liberator snorted—yes, it was a chuckle. ‘Come. Show me now. Tell me, are you taking your contraband up to the north or are you traveling down to the south with it? Speak; now!’ The Liberator grasped the sack in the young smuggler’s arms with his great fingers at the same time as he stepped up, blocking the firelight.

The young smuggler blurted: ‘South! I’m going south—running contraband from Kolhari down into the Garth. I’m the most foolish, the clumsiest, the most incompetent of smugglers. But you know that! You saw it! I needn’t tell you. But I know running around and freeing slaves isn’t cheap. I know you need all you can get. All right, then—’

The great hand tugged; the sack fell away from the smuggler’s chest. As the Liberator turned to the fire, the light fell on his heavy features clearly enough to show the scar that dropped across one eye and down the broad cheek. The two green eyes looked over at the smuggler. The heavy lips thinned. ‘You think I want to steal your sack from you?’ He yanked at the cord binding it closed. A tear of some sort had been recently sewn with rough vine. The tie pulled loose. Holding the neck with one hand, the Liberator looked in and reached inside.

What he pulled out was a small, round ball. He frowned at it, frowned at the smuggler, reached in again. Now he drew out a whole handful of balls. ‘You’re taking these…south?’ One by one he dropped the black spheres back in the bag.

One caught on the neck, fell to the floor, and rolled. Noyeed was off the table to retrieve it. ‘Here!’ He thrust it over the man’s arm and in.

The scarred giant pushed the sack with its tie-cord at the smuggler. ‘Here, take it, now. And go on. Go on, I say!’

The smuggler grabbed up the sack, cradling the neck against his shoulder to keep the toy balls from spilling over the floor; he grasped at the cord, trying too quickly and too clumsily to bind the neck closed. ‘I’m only the poorest, most careless, most clumsy—’ He glanced up again; the little man in his iron collar waited beside the Liberator, like the big man’s foreshortened shadow. Yes, one eye was definitely missing. The flesh had sealed within the socket, leaving only the scar lid and lashes made within a depression deep and round as if it had been rolled into the sharp face by one of the balls.

The smuggler whispered:

‘Master…?’

‘I’ve freed you. Out of here, now,’ the big one said, ‘before I change my mind!’

The smuggler swallowed, turned, and rushed under the low beam, through the hangings, and into the hallway. He’d expected to find the guard who had led him up here. But the man had gone.

He hurried with the sack along the corridor. Under torchlight here and there, he tried to recall the brief interview with the Liberator and his one-eyed lieutenant—unless the great one speaking to him had been the lieutenant and little Noyeed was, indeed, the Liberator…?

And the scar?

And the single eye?

He’d seen them now, yes? Unless, of course, that had been a trick of firelight, or even the detritus of the terrors from out in the mist that, even now, drifted before the torches in their wall niches—the fog that seeped through the walls about him as if the stone itself were steam. Could he trust his memory? Or anything else. Why had he lied to the Liberator’s questions about his direction, about his ability to read? ‘Master,’ he’d called him! By all the nameless gods, had he uttered a word of truth? Could it be, he wondered, he’d only thought he’d seen what he’d seen because of his own desires, researches, expectations?

The Liberator was certainly no murdering highwayman.

One had certainly worn the collar.

But then, he’d known that since the night how long ago on the Kolhari bridge.

The real and solid meeting in this foggy night had left him the same entanglement of suppositions with which he’d begun his journey—oh, slightly adjusted, slightly shifted, but in ways almost too subtle to name. The illuminating and major change he might have hoped for in an encounter with the real, taking him from night to day, had, equally certainly, not occurred. Just as before, he still carried with him, unknown and untaxable, the intricate, frightening, many-times questioned and faulty certainties still called, at the behest of whatever unnamed gods, truth.

That was all.

Now pausing, now hurrying again, now making his way hesitantly, his sack mercifully safe in his arms, he rushed through castle corridors, down steps, and out the door where his cart waited for it in the fog.

At the turning of a corridor under a guttering torch in its iron cage, they encountered each other later.

Feeling along the cold wall, the little princess walked unsteadily in her stiff gown, humming to herself.

‘Well, master—’ Noyeed laughed, for, by now, both men thought that she would simply wander tipsily on without seeing them—‘it seems that my plan—’

‘Your dream, little monkey?’ The princess chuckled. She stopped. She swayed—but she did not look at them.

‘—my plan has worked, master!’ (It was well she did not look, for with the torchlight above, both the one-eyed man and the scarred giant looked truly demonic in the dark hall). ‘We’ve been able to move you and your forces out to a part of the nation where slavery is a reality and real force is needed to end it! Here, master, you and I—and you—’ The princess might have thought from their conversation they ignored her as she appeared to ignore them, but the little man reached out to seize her wrist, gaunter than his own—‘we’ve been able to turn revolution into reality!’

Gorgik nodded in the dark hallway.

The princess did not appear to realize her arm was in Noyeed’s grip.

‘Only sometimes,’ Gorgik said, ‘I wonder if my own dreamings—’

‘Your plans,’ said the princess, like a mother correcting a child’s diction.

‘—if my dreams are that real, after all. You and I have observed slavery as slaves and as free men, Noyeed. You have observed it as the daughter of a slaveholder, my princess. All three of us, together and apart, have debated and interrogated and argued about it through a thousand firelit nights and into the fatiguing glare of dawn. We all know what drives slavery from the land: a new farming technique, a more efficient yam stick, the spread of minted coin, some imperceptible warming of the very earth itself over fifty years, or an equally unpredictable increase in the rainfall, yielding the greater affluence that makes slavery impracticable and paid labor more profitable. Yet somewhere, through all this experience, observation, and speculation the object must remain intact: slavery. But where is it? Unless we can truly locate it, what can the likes of us do, really, to affect such a thing?’

She turned to peer at the shadowed faces, one above hers, one below. ‘Yet what are necessary to move a country from slavery to freedom are insight, energy, and commitment,’ declared the little woman, clearly and most undrunkenly, as though the conversation had strayed into an area with which she was totally familiar, totally at ease. ‘Men and women caught in one set of habits do not shift so easily into another merely because the sun shines and the rains fall, my Liberator. You have brought your passion and your purpose here to serve your nation, your times. Could anything be nobler?’

‘The idea that a man is a slave to the times may be just as much a dream as the idea that a man can be a master of them—or less than a dream, my princess. A lie, if we know ourselves to be dreaming.’ Gorgik turned to wander a few steps up the hall. ‘Perhaps, the times notwithstanding, I am only here because of a dream, just as much as the empress’s troops, which, true, would not fight me in Kolhari and its environs, but which her ministers send, with their dreams of victory, to fight me at the borderland.’

‘We must fight here, master!’ Noyeed released the princess’s wrist, to look at Gorgik, who’d wandered some steps by the stony wall. ‘And we must triumph here. Then we must move on, beyond Nevèrÿon. We are at the border now. And we must move even further. Do you think that the evils we fight to eradicate here end with the ill-defined boundary of this nation? What we fight is the nightmare of oppression and lies. Where we come, we wake men and women to the light of freedom and truth!’

‘Ah, yes,’ said the princess. ‘I still recognize it. That was, indeed, my dream. Yet just as I recognize it, am about to reach it, just listen to you, my one-eyed monkey; already you are dreaming of leaving!’

The one-eyed man turned back. ‘No, my mistress—!’

‘—leaving me, leaving Nevèrÿon itself, for whatever chaos no civilized person can say. No, do not protest. If that must be part of my dream too, then let it.

‘My mistress, I did not want to suggest that—’

But the princess was walking away again—was indeed beyond them in the dark. Once more they heard her, in the dark, humming.



11

THE TWO MEN WALKED together through corridors, up turning steps, and under narrow arches, to come out on the castle roof, just as the moon cleared through a tear in the fog, which, wider and wider, wavering and billowing, ripped across the night: for minutes, abutments and balustrades silvered.

Gorgik stepped to the edge to gaze between the crenelations. A sea of fog surrounded them, so that the castle seemed to float in it with, here and there, a treetop bobbing, nor many of those. ‘I dream…’ the Liberator whispered.

Behind him, chuckling, Noyeed dropped to a squat on the chill stones, forearms balanced on his knees, ‘What do you dream, master?’

‘My dreams? Sometimes I wonder how I can know for sure. When I was at the mines, Noyeed—when we were slaves together at the mines—I abused you like some master might abuse a slave; and, sated from that abuse, I lay my head down on my straw pallet, and I dreamed. I dreamed of freedom. I dreamed of struggling toward it. I dreamed of the ways to secure it. I dreamed of having the power to grant that freedom to the slaves around me, even you—even to you, Noyeed. They were dreams that, today, strike me as not far from the princess’s, however more intense mine might have been. And you were part of my dreams even then. Only none of the other slaves around me knew of them. I could not tell them to any of you. I could not even speak of them clearly to myself. I could only dream. The language had not yet been given to me. But then, soon, somehow, I was free; I was able to struggle for more freedom. I was able to secure it by that struggle. I was able to seize and nourish enough power to grant it to others. Thus I became a liberator. But all through my freedom, through its growth and coming to power, from the very moment that it began, I have been troubled with other dreams, with dark and violent dreams, dreams of that initial abuse that I and six others—four slaves, two guards, and I, a foreman among them—visited on you when you were a sick and helpless child. And that abuse, you tell me, now, you do not remember. It is as if, somehow, once again, I cannot make you know my dreams.’

‘And so, you sometimes think, we abuse each other only to make me remember whatever truth it is that I’ve forgotten? A truth, you call it, that I cannot believe is true if only from what I know, what I remember, of my time in the mine with you, master?’

Gorgik turned from the wall and stood with his back to the stone in moonlight. ‘You are not a forgiving man, Noyeed.’

‘I can be a very vengeful man, master.’

‘And you took no secret pleasure in the violation we miners—slaves, guards, and a foreman—visited on your body’

‘It was agony and terror beyond humiliation, master. Believe me.’

‘Then aren’t you a fool, Noyeed, to love and support someone who openly admits he was among their number—even more, to mime again and again, night after night, now as master, now as slave, the very abuse you suffered?’

‘Master, I cannot fight all the evils in the world. Therefore I must fight the ones I have known, the ones I can recall.’ Noyeed shook his head. ‘What occurred that night in the slave barracks below the Falthas so many years ago was not written down. No spy lurked there in the darkness, taking notes and noting names. What’s left today is dreams, memories—yours, mine. Well: that you have such dreams means only that you are human. But you are a fool, master, to be a slave to them.’ Noyeed cocked his head in the silver light. ‘I remember the abuse, master.’ He said it tiredly, as if he’d said this many times before in response to what he had, indeed, heard many times. ‘How could I forget it? But it was years ago. Many, many years. And I have no specific memory of you among my abusers. In truth, the more we talk, the more I wonder if I would recognize any of their faces if I encountered them again—even if time had not scrawled over their features with age the way you mark out some miswritten sign on one of your parchments. It was dark that night. And I was ill. Perhaps it was another boy, at another time, you fell on, master, and misremembered as little Noyeed. You say it was not the first time you committed such abuse. My memories of you at the mine, master, are only of your kindnesses to me, time after time after time. Now, perhaps the foreman with the scar, called Gorgik, whom I remember saving my life again and again was not really you but some other. Perhaps I misremember…? Oh, master, I let you have your memories! Let me have mine!’

Standing at the wall and squatting on the stone, the two watched one another, till finally Noyeed turned his single eye away.

‘I have not forgiven you your cruelty, master. I have forgotten it. And that, for you, has been a cruel forgetting.’

‘And suppose, Noyeed, someday you remember. Suppose, someday, it comes to you—the way the name of a street you once lived in for a month, which, a decade later, you cannot recall, suddenly returns in the night to wake you sharply from half-sleep. Suppose, some moonlit night like this, as you watch my face, laboring and sweating above yours, suddenly you recall my scar from years ago—’

‘Years ago,’ Noyeed said, ‘I was on my belly, not my back—’

‘But what if—’

‘It’s the game we play, master.’ Noyeed blinked his eye. ‘If I remember, then I may, indeed, forgive you. Or I may strike you dead. It’s an interesting game, master. But till that happens, what can I do? What can you?’ He leaned forward. ‘This forgetfulness of mine, it plagues you, doesn’t it?’

‘Yes, Noyeed.’

‘Then my forgetfulness is my revenge.’ Sitting back, Noyeed looked up in the moonlight. ‘You see, master, I am not a forgiving man. Even to one I love. If I were a forgiving man, I would lie, say I remember—and forgive you.’ Noyeed suddenly reached up to grasp the iron collar at his neck, pulled it, creaking, open, and placed it—open—on the stone before him. His hands came to his knees. ‘What we do together, you and I, we do very much awake. How you take it apart and put the fragments back together again to make those monstrous dreams, and your memories of those dreams, and your waking talk of those memories—master, that is your affair. I can listen. But I cannot forgive…because I cannot judge.’ At the wall, the Liberator was still, till after a time the one-eyed Noyeed said, ‘South…’

And Gorgik, as if released by the word, stepped forward across the roof, laughing.

‘He lied, didn’t he, master!’ Noyeed laughed too. ‘That smuggler we took? Oh, but you caught him out! You knew he could read a few signs. He was a smuggler, and yet, master, you forgave him! You let him go! But now, master, as he goes on his way through the land, he goes knowing your power!’

‘South?’ Grunting, Gorgik dropped to squat before Noyeed. ‘No one smuggles such trifles into south! Of course, he’s on his way back to Kolhari. But that kind has not a true word in him. I wouldn’t be surprised if everything he said were a lie. Such as he lies as he breathes. Truth is something he’s never even learned to speak.’

‘But you knew the truth about him, master! Didn’t you? You knew the truth of his lies. And the truth is the source of your power!’

‘Ah!’ The Liberator chuckled again. ‘What power, Noyeed? Believe me, I have no power with his sort. That’s why I sent him on his way. A better, more honest man, and I might have asked him to join us. But him…? The kind of fight we engage in here would mean nothing to him.’

‘But your fight means more and more!’ Noyeed declared. ‘And to more and more People! Master, the last time I was in Kolhari at your behest, I met one not so different. It was on the Bridge of Lost Desire—yes, it was! And as we talked, he spoke your name—I didn’t mention it. He spoke it first. But he thought with my one eye I might even be you, master! Imagine! But you were his hero. He had searched out all he could of you. For him, you were the greatest man in all Nevèrÿon! Greater, even, than the empress! Oh, I suppose he was not really a youth like this one. He was sharp and intelligent and talked like a student. But I would wager there are many such in Kolhari, in Sarness—all over Nevèrÿon! You do not hear of so many because, as they go about this fearful, fogbound land, they meet too many counterfeits, too many imposters, too many who only mimic the gestures of those with true purpose, true passion, true power—from whom they learn nothing about truth. But then, master, when they hear another fable of your exploits, when they hear something of the truth of your deeds and doings, their vision is cleared—’

‘Now is that the truth?’ From his squat, Gorgik made a dismissive gesture. ‘No, Noyeed, you only say this to please me. Nor is it necessary. Certainly when you were last in Kolhari, you met some boy. You probably met many. And one told you this, and one told you that, and one you didn’t meet but only heard of may have said something like it to another friend who, to flatter you, repeated some distorted version of it. And from them all, you’ve put together this little tale. But if I let such delusions take hold, believe it, I’d be the most unfortunate of…’ But here he stopped. ‘It’s too easy to put together such lies, Noyeed. I’ve put together too many myself. South…?’

They faced each other across the few feet of stone, on which the collar lay, both of them grinning as the light about them brightened and dimmed.

Fog blew across the moon.

‘Yes, you know his sort well, master.’

‘Sadly, I know him as well as I know myself, for once I was such—perhaps am only an accident or two away from being such now.’

‘Ah, master, you say that of all you meet. You say it of every thief and whore and smuggler. You say it of every merchant and princess and minister—then you tell me it is the source of all true power!’

Gorgik began to laugh.

‘What dreams you have, master! What a dream of power!’ The little man grinned. ‘Where do the pieces of such a dream come from? How do you put them together, master? Where does one learn to dream like that? No, master, we cannot stay here. Soon we must go. We must leave the princess, leave Nevèrÿon, and take your dream, your knowledge, your power beyond this ill-bounded land and truly right the wrongs of the world!’

But as fog closed out the chill moon, for a while the two men squatted together on the roof, with their dreams, laughing in darkness.
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The Mummer’s Tale

The limit and transgression depend on each other for whatever density of being they possess: a limit could not exist if it were absolutely uncrossable and, reciprocally, transgression would be pointless if it merely crossed a limit composed of illusions and shadows. But can the limit have a life of its own outside of the act that gloriously passes through it and negates it?…For its part, does transgression not exhaust its nature when it crosses the limit, knowing no life beyond this point in time?…Transgression, then, is not related to the limit as black to white, the prohibited to the lawful, the outside to the inside, or as the open area of a building to its enclosed spaces. Rather their relation takes the form of a spiral which no simple infraction can exhaust. Perhaps it is like a flash of lightning in the night which, from the beginning of time, gives a dense and black intensity to the night it denies, which lights up the night from the inside, from top to bottom, and yet owes to the dark the stark clarity of its manifestation, its harrowing and poised singularity…

—MICHEL FOUCAULT,

Preface to Transgression



1

SO, THAT’S DONE! COME in, come in. Myself, I thought I was brilliant. Step over that, my young friend. Oh, not so young anymore, you say? Well. You’ve still got twenty years on me. Always had. Always will. No, around this way! Don’t mind the clutter. A bit hot for you? Here, let me open the trap in the wagon’s roof. That will give us both air and light.

There!

Sit now, on that shelf with the pretty weave over it, just under the monster’s wing—yes, it’s the same beast the Hero slew out on the platform. But since that was at the very beginning of the skit, they just toss it in here during the second scene while the Baron and the Peasants are singing that awful song about the Unconquerable Sea, when everybody down in the audience—and up on the stage—feels so insufferably noble. If it creaks and crashes while we’re back here putting it away, you’re supposed to assume out front it’s just the wind on the rocks.

Now look at that sword, hanging on the wall. Split practically in two! In here it seems like nothing more than the painted wood it is. But I’ve seen our Leading Lady snatch it from the Hero’s scabbard to plunge it into her heart, and I’ve heard grown men off from the platform cry out, ‘No! No, don’t do it!’ till that great lummox dashes it from her hand and plants a kiss on her breast instead, begging her to forgive his unfaithfulness.

From the platform we always hear the market girls, crowded together down front, start to weep.

No, that’s true: they didn’t today. But Kolhari is a sophisticated city; the audience demands more. Really, I was speaking of the way they receive us in the provincial markets. Here, they’ve much more likely to appreciate my—

No!

I won’t endure either your praise or your carping. You took time off from running your school to come all the way in from Sallese and see our opening afternoon performance. What greater compliment could you pay me? Oh, it’s funny…

Now, lean close, because I don’t want any of the others loading things outside or scrambling over our roof to hear. But we’ve been friends for years, you and I. I know you were born a prince in Neveryóna; and I also know that well before you set up your school, you dropped your title so that people would deal with you as they would with any ordinary citizen. Believe me, it’s a gesture that, in the eyes of us who know you, makes you extraordinary indeed!

But about a season back, the oddest gentlemen joined our troop while we were off somewhere to the south. What talent our Director saw in him, I’ll never know, for he was older than I and had never acted before in his life. Wouldn’t you guess, after a few days the rumor went round among us that this odd old man was actually a great southern lord, out of favor with the ministers about our Child Empress, whose reign is proud and prudent. There he was, running about the countryside and cavorting on the platform with a drum and a lot of feathers, just like the rest of us. But that’s not the funny part. He left us very soon. Oh, off the platform, he was pleasant enough, and though I sometimes felt his onstage shenanigans rather overlapped my own, nevertheless, just as a fellow artist, I was sad to see him go.

Well, don’t you know a day later, the little flute player, whom you saw open our performance this afternoon and who doubles as a driver when we’re on the road, told everyone that she, too, was actually a deposed lady of some status. Then, the young man who plays the comic servant confessed, one night after much cider, that, though he didn’t really have a title himself, he had been brought up as the companion to a northern earl and could, indeed, ape all the manners of a lord if he so chose—perhaps the Director might consider spreading the rumor that another aristocrat was part of the troop…? And that otherwise sane and sensible man consented!

Within the month, I tell you, it all became too preposterous. Our horseboy became a duke. The three rather bosomy young things who play the witches in the morning skits and the lost peasant girls in the evening had all been, they assured us, ladies in waiting to various titled dames. And the Leading Lady herself was suddenly a distant relation of our empress—a duchess one week, a countess the next. She could never keep it straight. Oh, my friend, I tell you! Out there in the Nevèrÿon countryside, titles broke out among our company like sores among the plague-ridden. And the height of it was that, one night as I lay right on my pallet there—yes, you’re sitting on it—with all the false beasts and birds and weapons and armor you see around us now, just a-clattering as we jounced toward some tiny town on the coast, I actually thought of…you!

And of your discarded title, my friend!

I wondered: since he has no use for it, would he really mind if I took it up…for just a while.

Yes, I’m glad you think it’s funny!

I’m welcome to it, you say? Oh, you’re only humoring an old artist! You might not have felt so if it had gotten back to you I was using it, now. We must retain some sense of propriety about these things.

I came to my senses, you understand, even before the next performance. After all, I told myself, as I put the blue paint on my eyes and the gold about my lips: If my Neveryóna friend has cast it aside, why should I take it on? Let those who have never been within the walls of a lord’s estate dream and scheme to be something better than they are! I have the friendship and esteem of a true prince of Nevèrÿon. I have lunched with you in your gardens; I have performed my mimes for your family and friends. You have come to sit in my cluttered quarters, the two of us grinning at one another like tickled boys with mutual admiration. You have even lectured on the fine points of my art to the young men and women whose educations have been entrusted to you by the better-off merchants of Kolhari and its environs. Oh, how good you’ve been to me, from the beginning! It makes me weep. I have need of nothing more from you than your good opinion.

And I shall not keep that, I told myself out there in the boondocks, if I sink to this theatrical madness for appropriated nobility.

Now, tell me I was wonderful, thrilling, amazing this afternoon! No—

Let me stop!

Your good opinion, yes. I enjoy praise as much as anyone. But just as you don’t need my advice on how to educate the sons and daughters of your ambitious tradesmen and artisans, I don’t need your advice on how to move an audience to laughter, tears, and the recognitions supporting both—though I know you well and also know how anxious you are to give some.

But I saw you, out there among the others, only smile—yes, at the end of the third scene—when those around you roared. You and I both know the joke I’d just told was one of my most vulgar—merely a concession to what our Director thinks will please the most insensitive spectators, and worth no more than a smile, no matter how the other onlookers hooted and clutched their sides. Well, I also heard your laughter come, full, rich, and flowing, at that little business with my goblet in the penultimate part, while the Heroine’s Father is asking for more wine…? Even though half the audience missed it and the half who noticed gave it no more than a titter, you must still know: I have been working on that gesture for months! (Did you recognize the eastern count on whom my original observation was based? But no. My art lies in its universality, not in its specificity.) To appreciate that turn of my hand as I glanced down with that complex expression of befuddlement (which my makeup is, you can still see here if you examine my face, designed entirely to enhance) is to appreciate what I really do.

And you appreciated—I heard you.

And applauded loud as anyone, at least at the end.

So you see, I’ve already had your critique. For us to sit here, then, face to face, while I go on to beg you for more and more empty plaudits only demeans us both.

Yes, they all seemed to have liked it—the whole thing—pretty much.

Oh, you mean the one with the thinning hair and thickening belly who stood a little off from the others, laughing and clapping heatedly at everything I did? He liked it particularly, you say? Ah, then, you noticed him.

His is the kind of critique I prefer most?

Oh, you are unkind to an aging actor! But the truth is, he too is a friend. He comes to see all my performances in the city, when he’s here. And, yes: unlike you and the general audience, critical for your separate reasons, everything we do delights him. Once or twice, when there were new and inexperienced mummers recently joined with our cast, and everyone was badly rehearsed, and the audience, sensing it, hardly raised a smile, I’ve seen him applaud just as thunderously as he did today, even scowling at the others as he stalked off afterward—unnoticed, in most cases, by all but me. But those are the days when I think he is perhaps our most perfect spectator and that we need no other. Indeed, I’ve known him almost as long as I’ve known you. And that must be fifteen years now—or is it twenty? Why, I believe it is twenty, if not a little longer!

But the way I’ve been honored by your friendship, I fancy he’s been honored by mine. And though it doesn’t make me enjoy his applause one whit the less, you will understand: honor is the motivation for his delight far more than any critical capacity. And he honors himself by never having claimed otherwise. He’s known one of the actors personally—me—and for that he will clap the calluses off his hard hands. In a sense, he applauds himself for knowing me at all. Or, perhaps, more generously to us both, he applauds our friendship—more truthfully, he applauds what our friendship once was. And I will also say this (for it particularly pleases me to recall it on those days when he is the only one who claps): though I’ve often found him charmingly naïve, for a man of his class and caliber he is not stupid. And you yourself have said it within my hearing many times: Ignorance is never a sin; only stupidity. He was really just a year or two too old to be called a boy—as were you—when I met him.

How?

He was bora on a farm some stades to the west of the city. At seventeen or eighteen, he ran away, here to the great port. A few months later, I found him where one finds such boys, loitering on the Bridge of Lost Desire, beside the Old Market outside.

Yes, many—boys and girls both—get there much younger.

My supposition as to why he took so long? I don’t know if you got a close look at his face, but you can see by the roughness there that, as a child, the pimples, pustules, and angry pocks that so often mar the cheeks of the young must have been, on him, particularly severe. By the time he came to Kolhari, they were more or less healed over; but from observing their traces I’ve suspected since the day we met that in full flower they could not have been prepossessing. I’ve just assumed they had something to do with why he stayed at home as long as he did.

Traditionally handsome? No. Even as a boy, he was on the stocky side, though there’s always been a good bit of muscle in with it. Once in the city, he took to beer like a fly to honey—I use the many-times repeated phrase because nothing is new in his story there. Often during the first year of our friendship, I suspected that, like so many others, he would end a drunkard or a derelict. Not to mention all the petty illegalities that can catch the young and, in these variegated and violent times, kill. More than once, when, in later years, he would be some months away, I’d imagine that the next time I saw him he’d be carrying the welts of some Imperial bailiff’s whip and with them the story of his year or three at hard labor on some prison detail—that’s if I didn’t just learn that on some chill night he’d died in a doorway or in a back alley, too cold, too wet, too long exposed to the elements.

But, as you’ve seen, it didn’t happen thus.

I may have even had something to do with that—though life is hard for everyone, and we must not take credit ourselves for the little that others can do with theirs. Rather look instead to whom we can give credit, if not thanks, for what little we have been able to do with our own.

Certainly it would be more generous, if not more accurate, to say that he gave me quite a bit of pleasure, at least for a time. Truly, he was then and is now the most genial of men, if somewhat self-deprecating. And the goodwill he maintains to this day allows me to remember that pleasure and continue to call our relation friendship, if only as my memorial to the friendship it was.

What does he do?

Your interest makes me suspect you might like to meet him, in which case I’ll tell you only what he, certainly, would wish me to say, leaving him, in due time, to say more, if and when it pleases him.

Frankly, he doesn’t do much.

He lives as best he can, sometimes in Kolhari, sometimes away from it, now and again taking up menial work, though seldom steadily or for any length.

Oh, you don’t want to meet him?

Well, then: He’s a smuggler.

Has been for years.

Yes, that’s my friend, as you saw him there. Though after he quit the bridge—trading one dishonorable profession for another—our friendship reduced to smiles, nods, a few words exchanged on the street or in the market. They were warm and sincere enough words. But on the whole it’s been little else. Oh yes, by then he was coming regularly to see me perform. And he’d always stand a bit off—and clap and cheer the loudest. In that he did no differently then from what he does now.

That he still does it, I assume, is his own memorial—if not habit.

I’d say once a year or so—though, more recently, it’s been more like once every eighteen months (and believe me, sometimes more than two years have elapsed between)—he waits around after the show to meet me. It happens so infrequently, I always invite him in. He sits where you sit now, leaning forward with his heavy hands hung between his knees. We talk. He smiles. I tell him a little of my life. He tells me a little of his.

I say it’s been twenty years?

A thousand times we’ve waved and nodded when both of us have shared the city (and in his profession he is away from it as much as I), but within that same period we’ve actually sat together for serious conversation less than ten.

In the early days, when I still thought of him as a youngster, on a few of his visits he had his arm around some girl’s shoulder—on one occasion two at once. Beaming, he introduced them, showing them off to me, me off to them: his old friend, the wonderful, talented, much applauded, madly and marvelously magical mummer. I found it amusing; and, politely, he didn’t stay long, so that in the end it was harmless.

Was it five years ago? Ah, more, likely seven! Sitting where you sit now, he told me he’d been living with a widow, just outside Kolhari, by whom he’d had two children. It only made me realize how long it had been since I’d seen him.

I remember glimpsing him out in the audience a few times after that, once with some terribly young and frizzy-haired barbarian tucked under his arm, as freckled as a quail’s egg and who, I’m certain, was not his widow at all but the grubbiest of prostitutes from the bridge across the market.

They didn’t come in to see me.

I confess I was relieved.

Once, when he dropped by and we went down to the waterfront, where, rather uncharacteristically, he bought me a mug of cider while he had a few beers, I learned, in the course of our talk, that he’d collected a wealth of information about the Liberator—you remember, that political upstart everyone in the country was talking of ten years back or so, when his headquarters were raided out by your uncle’s? Well, he knew every battle and skirmish and story and rumor, every fact and surmise about the man. You wouldn’t have thought it to look at him, but he’d been collecting these tales for years, keeping them all in his head. And only once had he met him, he said. But it confirmed for me what I’d dreamily suspected from the beginning: there really had been something unusual about him—though no doubt it would never come to anything that brought him reward in the socially managed markets, old or new, of need and necessity. What makes a boy interesting does not make a man interesting. Yet the interesting boy had become an interesting man: it would be the rare student from your school who could give you so rich and so textured an account of his field of study as that man you saw today could give of his perfectly pointless and obsessive pursuit.

Oh? Fifteen years back, you say, was the raid on the Liberator’s mansion? Well, you should know. It was right out there in your neighborhood.

The last time he dropped in, when I asked after his family, he told me that, oh, he hadn’t seen the widow in almost a year—nor his children; nor hers.

I believe that was when it struck me: by no stretch could I think of him as a youngster anymore. What in his youth I’d been able to look on as a handsome solidity had, in the man, run simply and brutally to fat. You saw—and I think you’ll admit, though I’m twenty years his senior, too—I’ve kept my figure a bit better than he. Also, he’s losing his hair. Mine, miraculously has only thinned. Yes, he’s very much a man and is today as close to middle aged as I am to being simply and brutally old.

No, I don’t really think he’s been doing as well of late as he once did. It pains me to admit it of one who, for so long, I thought of as a child, but his decline is just another of those little shocks by which the nameless gods remind us of death.

Thank them all, whoever they are, that I can still mime, however clumsily, can still sing, however reedily, can still dance, however stiffly, and can skew each to the other in a parody of age’s failings artfully enough to make an audience laugh.

Why, yes. I suppose you could say that. In a sense, my friendship with him has gone more or less the way of my friendship with you. But whatever the cares and concerns in your various undertakings—not to mention my own—you are both doing well enough, in twenty-plus years, to come here to the market on the first day of our return from our triumphant provincial tour and catch our opening performance.

Which is only my too self-centered manner of saying, I suppose, that, in my different ways, I really do value you both and know you value me.

Yes, I suppose I too am surprised you haven’t seen him before. But then, your lives and concerns have really been quite different, don’t you think? After all, you are a prince, a teacher, a philosopher—while he’s little more than a thief.

Indeed, I’m sure you’re right: many people wouldn’t be surprised in the least.

Tell you more about him? Well, all right.
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NO DOUBT THAT STOLID man you saw today came to the city as a boy like many—to the bridge, where such boys come—with the dream of selling his sexual services to some fabulously connected countess, who would take him off to her private rooms at the High Court, where he’d be presented to various nobles at various intimate but elegant suppers. His rough, country charms would be made much of as he amused the lords and ladies with his anecdotes of common life, for he was seldom more than three beers away from being a good, comic raconteur: he had that fine sense of self-mockery that is the social point from which we begin all later self-criticism, without which none survives long on our very bumpy road. No doubt in the palace his rough, if scarred, good looks would cause (he dreamed) a few noble ladies to catch their breath; and perhaps even once, at some great party, into which he’d wandered only by accident, he’d exchange a few lines of banter with the Child Empress herself, whose reign is glittering and glorious, causing waves of jealousy and ire among the lords gathered at the affair, so that, after a month or six of such dalliance, his patroness (who, by this time, hopefully, would have taken up another lover, perhaps a young nobleman whose arrogant ways would make her fondly recall her nights and noons with him) would finally secure him an officer’s commission in the Imperial Army, at some fascinating outpost in some exotic hold, sending him on to who-knows-what great and gainful adventures…

But with what seemed then, even to him as he looked back on it after only a few months, idiot slowness, he soon accepted in practice if not in theory that such dreams were as insubstantial as moon-flicker on the shallows down below the bridge rail.

In his first days on the Bridge of Lost Desire, so he told me later with a laugh, one man took him home to make love to a perfumed, sultry woman he claimed was his new, young wife. As such work went, he liked that a lot. But it didn’t happen again for another three months: next time an older man picked him up, describing his handsome, noble-born mistress, who, he said, was forty—my age, incidentally, when I met him.

Well, he’d always been partial to older women. But when they arrived at the gentleman’s large and well-appointed mansion, the woman was out. They waited, sipping cider together and talking for several hours. Then the man apologized to him, paid him half the agreed-on fee, and sent him back.

These two incidents exhausted his professional contacts with women during those first months.

What he actually did when he looked up from the garbage-clotted shallows—what he’d done in the few days before the first of these encounters, what he did in the many days between them, and what he did daily after—was to sell his services, often for distressingly little money and more times than not simply for a meal and a place to sleep, to a succession of artisans and clerks and laborers and merchants and army officers and market vendors and wagon drivers and still others who did not want anyone to know what they did, all of them men.

Though very occasionally they passed across it, with their parasols and paramours, their secretaries and serving maids, in search of some rare item rumored by an acquaintance to have been sighted in the market beyond, titled ladies did not, as a rule, stop on the bridge to purchase pleasures—not in this part of Nevèrÿon.

I had been with the traveling troop here only a few years, and you probably recall that, in those days before my current comic eminence, mostly I played for the other dancers and actors who worked on our portable platform, coaching them in rehearsals and helping to devise the skits.

Our actual meeting?

No doubt as I passed across the bridge from the Spur to the more commercial neighborhoods of the city, I’d seen him among the loiterers of both sexes, now sharing beer with one of the other boys, now calling to one of the women: ‘—Hey, little gillyflower, I see how you’re looking at me!’

And I’d thought what a man, such as I was, would likely think (of him and, indeed, many others): One time I would find him rather attractive in a vulgar sort of way. (Should I approach him…) At another, I’d decided: No, he was not my type at all…It would be silly even to smile. And at least once I saw an elderly grain-seller stop to talk with him, and heard him call the man ‘Papa.’

Clearly he had gone with that mercantile gentleman before; though if ‘Papa’ were a nickname of his own devising or part of his client’s previous personal instruction, I never did have the temerity to ask—though at that moment I convinced myself I had really been about to speak, that given my preferences he was, certainly, the most attractive young man on the bridge. What a fool I’d been, my momentary jealousy told me, to hesitate this long in making my interest known!

Those who never browse in the commercial markets of sex assume that we, who do, shop there in order to escape the wounds, self-recriminations, and hurts to the soul associated with timidity, opportunities missed through hesitation, and the simple pains from rejection that plague those who limit sex purely to the results of social encounter. They feel a moral superiority through the sufferings that they have agreed to bear and which they are sure we avoid by barter, convinced their social courtship agonies chasten them in ways we can never know and—like youngsters’ plunges into cold mountain streams—harden them to life. They do not know commercial possibilities in no way abolish such pains and hurts, but rather add to them a certain sting that, if anything, makes them the more excruciating, the more gnawing. The commercial only multiplies the opportunities to risk such hurts again.

Oh, yes! A day after I saw him with his gray-haired old man, I passed him once more, only to realize that it was he when I was a step beyond—by now my mind was that deeply on other things!

But one evening when the clouds were high and yellow and the sun was like a copper gong half-hidden among them—for some reason, there were only a third as many people out on the bridge as usual—as I was crossing I saw him, naked, leaning back against the wall, an elbow either side of him on the ledge, a drinking skin on the stone beside him, one foot up on the wall below.

I looked.

He smiled.

I thought to look away and didn’t.

As I passed, still looking, suddenly he thrust out his hard farm laborer’s hand to me and said, simply:

—Hello! How you doing?

We shook.

I stayed to tell him; to ask him the same, while he took his skin down and offered me warm beer; and I, who markedly prefer cider, accepted.

Oh, first there was a bit of small talk as we leaned together against the wall. I know now he did not think himself handsome and took a boyish delight when anyone stopped for him at all. But the sexual worker who can evince sincere pleasure at the coming of a client seasons his or her fare with a rare spice. Five or ten sentences into our exchange, and I brought out some frank and specific questions as to money and positions. (If I were taken at all, I wanted to be taken as a serious customer.) About both he gave reasonable, frank, and specific answers.

That settled, I offered to refill his skin with drink.

About that he was grateful.

Since then I have known boys years younger, soliciting years longer, who merely wanted to do the deed, take their pay, and go. Today, I would not fault them. But the fact is, a mere five years before that warm afternoon, I would have sworn to anyone who asked that I would never pay for sex! In my own way I was as new to buying as he was to selling. Oh, we had both bought and sold before. That is not the level of innocence I am trying to establish. The surprise to me now, however, was that he was not so experienced that he took my offer of a little sociability mixed in with our transaction as a sign of what, eventually, we would both learn it was: in terms of any continuing monetary relation, I would be a rather poor-paying customer.

But perhaps another observer, knowledgeable in the ways of sexual commerce, might say that our friendship, if I can call it that, began with a little more promise than most. I’d recently gotten a small windfall; from what private party, where I’d performed brilliantly, I no longer remember—was it yours?

Now, at that point it would have to have been. Ah, you must be right! I’d completely forgotten.

I’m embarrassed to go on and let you know where the moneys your uncle so generously—

Oh, of course! Of course, I understand—after all this time, how could it mean anything to you?

Well, then! From your family’s most generous fees I not only brought him his few mugs of beer that evening and fed him, but I gave him some coins for himself and paid a week’s rent on a cheap room where I let him stay.

After I’d enjoyed him, I returned to pass the rest of the night in the wagon.

Mornings I would show up at his door and knock. Sleepily he would call me in. There, sitting on the bed, we would talk.

Or I would talk—for the morning hours were not his most communicative, though he was always certain to make me promise to come see him again the next day, as if the simple sound of my running on about this and that, if not the physical exchange between us, comforted him. He would listen to me or, at any rate, pretend to listen.

And the truth was, whatever he thought of our sex, he liked me: it was the first time in months he’d slept three nights running under the same roof.

I brought him to visit our wagons. To give you some idea how provincial he was: though he knew the bridge to twenty meters around it at each end, until he came to see us perform he’d never walked farther than the fountain at the middle of the market. He did not even know that on the other side of the square we have traditionally set up our wagons since we began to call at this city!

Once I let him watch our skits from the privacy of the prop cart.

Ah, and after that he talked!

At some point during the performance, he’d glanced aside to see one of our dragons leering at him from the clutter—like the one you’re sitting under…?

Oh, it startled him!

Well, with his great grin, if he told me about it once, he told me about it twenty times over the next week.

—What a fool I am, he’d say, to be scared by such a toy. But from his smile as he said it, you knew he’d never known a happier fright.

I often asked him about his sexual history—indeed, I told him tales of mine. Yes, he had his own sexual quirks. I believe it was summer women with—

But then I have my quirks too, about which he was always obliging. (—No, come on. You like it. You said so. Do it! You, see, I want you to have a good time! I did not know then just how rarely I might expect to hear that from such a young man, and so, in my way, I took him for granted quite as much as he took me.) Also there were several times when I was sure my particular peculiarities had become common knowledge from one end of the bridge to the other, thanks to his banter with the other boys—only to discover it had never even occurred to him to mention them, from nothing more than a natural reticence which would have done honor to someone far more nobly born. Therefore I see no need to detail the particularities of his tastes. Suffice it to say, they were harmless, even charming, and I was touched that he chose to confide them to me.

At the time, you understand, he’d only gone to bed with seven women in his life—the first six of whom were sundry country lasses and ladies, and the last of whom had been the wife of that early customer on the bridge. When we were talking of this in his room one morning, I declared:

—What a coincidence! That’s the same number of women I my self have bedded in my forty-odd years! And here I’m more than twice your age.

Like so many youths who drift from country to city, when not thinking of some titled lady (or lord) to keep him in lackadaisical luxury, he would daydream, now and again, of a son and a wife—in that order—and perhaps several adoring daughters with them. That, he would explain, is what he needed to settle down. All of them would live together on some small farm that he would manage to own, a miniature, I finally came to believe, of the one on which he’d lived and labored so thanklessly before he’d come to Kolhari. At which point I would quip:

—Add to that a job that will take you away from it at least eight months of the year; and all your problems’ll be solved.

He would laugh. But I wonder if, later, with his country widow, he remembered my advice; for certainly, those many years on, he seemed to have taken it.

Oh, in those days with me he had his bouts of homesickness. They troubled him greatly; I listened as sympathetically as a man with other concerns could, till finally I suggested:

Then why not simply go home? At least for a visit.

Oh, no. My home is much too far away. It took me four days of steady walking to come from there to the city.

How would he ever cross such a distance again?

I pointed out that what one can walk in four days, one can ride in an oxcart in a day and a half. Also, though I had never visited his village, I’d heard its name before and knew that it simply was not that far off. If it had taken him four days to walk, that was because he’d probably been lost at least a third of the time. But supporting him for a week, I was beginning to feel responsible for him, a feeling that, first, I did not enjoy and, second (not to slight your uncle’s occasional early munificence), I could not afford on my ordinary mummer’s earnings from spectators’ donations at our day-to-day fare.

On the night before his week’s rent was to run out, therefore, I proposed to call for him before sunup next day, take him to the market end of the Bridge of Lost Desire, find a wagoner finished with his morning deliveries who was returning west, and pay an iron coin or so for his day-and-a-half’s ride home. Just to show you how naïve he was, he hadn’t even known you could do that. Today, of course, it’s an established institution, but at the time I don’t believe the empress had yet set up the passenger shelter that’s been rebuilt twice in the last decade. You just had to go and ask around till you found a wagon going where you wanted—though enough folks did it, anyway.

Anyway.

The next dawn I got myself up from my cluttered bed, went to his room, rolled him sleepily out, and we walked to the market. The second driver I asked pointed us to a third, who hailed us heartily as we strolled up. A pleasant and blustery fellow, in my memory, he was then the spit of my erstwhile friend today. Sure, he’d take the young man to his village. His journey passed right by it.

Good, I said, as my friend climbed up into the cart to grip the back and sides, blinking about at the market square still dim in the summer dawn. You’ll be there by tomorrow afternoon, I called as I handed two coins to the driver.

Tomorrow? the driver demanded. We’ll be there by tonight! and returned me a coin. You’ve overpaid me, and I’m a good and honest laborer! It made me smile and I wondered how this further confirmation of the physical nearness of his home struck my young friend, who blinked, still red-eyed, in the back of the wagon, as they rolled off by the fountain where the first of the stalls was only then being set out.

His room, of course, was paid for till sundown and supper that day—a custom I miss in these times when innkeepers expect you out and off by noon. If I recall, I was back there an hour later with another…friend. This one was a little older, a little more experienced. At the time I thought myself far more attached to him than the young man I’d just sent off to the country. We carried on lubriciously till I realized I was late for my performance—a sin I have committed only three times in my life. And today, though I have tried many times, I cannot recall the name—much less the face—for whom, then, I committed it.
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HE WAS GONE SOME three or four weeks. However or whenever he came back I’m not sure, for he had the tact and good sense not to look me up immediately on his return. He had interpreted my sending him off, however friendly I’d been about it, in the terminal sense I’d intended it, a sensitivity, I confess, I admired him for, and which no doubt eventually influenced me to see him again. Was it a month later that I glimpsed with some surprise someone I thought was he turning onto the bridge? A day or two after that, as I was crossing, I nearly bumped into him—though he was deep in conversation with a barbarian youngster and an older man who, no doubt, wanted them both; he didn’t see me, or pretended he didn’t.

I thought it politic not to interrupt.

A few days later, I was on my way to join my fellow mummers at a street carnival in another neighborhood where we were to perform. Some had left with the wagons in the morning to set up. I was to join them that afternoon. I recall, I didn’t have to cross the Bridge of Lost Desire to get there; I could have gone the few streets north to the perfectly unexceptional overpass that leads to those ethnic enclaves in the city where, on carnival days, our theatrical talents are so in demand. It was just habit, sedimented no doubt by past pleasures, that took me over the bridge.

He was leaning there in what I’d come to think of as His Spot.

We smiled; and while I was wondering if I should stop to talk, I found myself slowing.

—Hello! How you doing?

For a moment I wondered if he actually remembered me:

—Fine. How did your trip go?

—Fine. Fine…! It was great! Fine!

He’d seen his aunt. Yes, he knew who I was. No, his mother hadn’t been as pleased to see him as he’d hoped. There’d been some problems before he’d left that, though he’d mentioned some of them to me before, he’d all but forgotten till, really, the cart had pulled up by those familiar fields. Still, he’d had a couple of good, or at least interesting, evenings with his village friends. But as he talked, every now and again he would glance at me curiously. Did we discuss it that afternoon, or did I only have the strong feeling that it was now known? Today I couldn’t say for sure. But from somewhere I gained the conviction that it was clear to him that the vast distance to his home over which he had tramped for four aimless days to reach Kolhari was not that of stade after stade; rather it was a distance of mind, of temperament, created by his urban education even in so vulgar a version as he had received it during his handful of months on the bridge. And that was far vaster than the one he’d imagined he’d crossed by foot or by wagon. In comparison, save by some machinations of the unnamed gods beyond both his powers and mine to conceive, the true distance could not be retraversed.

That was why he was back.

—Where you going, today? he asked as I was about to leave.

I explained about the street fair.

Take me with you? he asked. After all (and he stepped from the wall to look down at himself, naked on the bridge flags in the warm autumn evening), how long can I hang around here, shaking this old turkey neck, hoping some guy with bad breath and no teeth is hungry enough to buy my turkey milk.

I have work to do there.

Oh, come on, he said. Take me. I won’t be in the way.

Well, I suppose you can come. But I made it clear to him there would be nothing monetary in it. He made it equally clear; he’d heard of the various Kolhari festivals since before he’d come to the city, but he’d been afraid to go to any of them himself. If he went with a friend, like me, he wouldn’t be scared. And he couldn’t pass up a chance to go with someone actually part of the festivities.

As he fell in beside me, he called to a stranger a little way down from us: another young man, I realized, working the bridge.

—Hey, give us a swig of your beer?

At which the youngster pulled his drinking skin from the wall, beat it against his thigh, and (to my surprise) stalked angrily off! I raised an eyebrow to ask my friend what that was about. Grinning, he explained:

—Oh, I stole an old man of his this morning, who always comes around here looking for him. Only today, I was here first! When I came back, I told him about it—about how much money I’d been given. (He nudged my arm, his grin gone broader.) I lied…about the price, I mean. Nobody gives that much. But I tell a good story. And now he thinks anyone who walks by and talks to me was really going to talk to him first.

I began to protest, but he went on:

—It doesn’t matter. Last week, every time someone came near me, he was in my face, with his dumb smile and his stupid boasts about how much he can do and how long he can do it. I’m just getting him back.

He ended with a scalding insult to his rival’s breeding, homeland, and defecatory practices, which, in its country vulgarity, I actually found shocking here in the city—at any rate worrisome:

His rival just happened to have been—most visibly—of the same ethnic origins as the inhabitants of the neighborhood in which our festival was to take place.

When we reached the crowded streets with their colorful revelers, the grills set out on the corners with their spitted lambs, the drunken singers, the arguing parents, the racing children, the colored hangings roped below the windows, he stayed very close to me. The neighborhood (to him) was full of foreigners; and foreigners were what, at home, he’d been taught most to fear.

Once we reached our wagons, for the first minutes he simply stood by the back corner, blinking and staring a lot. Of course there was still more setting up to do, and I turned to lend a hand. Minutes later, I looked up to see him suddenly let go of the wheel whose rim he stood clutching and throw himself into our preparations as if he were one of our troop, now asking some groom, now one of the propmen, what he could carry here or there, what he might fetch, what he might hold, and even the Leading Lady if there was anything he might go bring her—with a blown kiss she sent him running off after something or other, which, in only a little longer than one might have assumed, he returned with.

I admit I was somewhat wary of all this, but the others seemed to take to him, and soon they were sending him there and here, with this load or that.

His labors clearly left him braver. Now, as the day wore on, he would actually go off by himself for a while, and an hour later I would see him, from the platform, as I played my gongs and cymbals, threading through the crowd, munching on this or that bit of carnival fare, given him by whom or pilfered from where, I would not presume to guess.

Eating, watching, grinning, he would wink at me.

And, indeed, I would grin down at him—and go on playing.

That night when the flares burned low and it was time to dismantle the platform and take down the lamps and lanterns, again he threw himself in with our work. Once I saw him nearly slip with a plank of wood balanced on his shoulder. A little later, I saw him unsteady with a load of masks in his arms. Somehow in the course of the evening he had managed to get satisfactorily drunk—but then, in such conviviality where strangers offer you drink practically at every corner, that was not surprising. And it certainly had not dampened his energy.

He stayed with me that night in my wagon, the two little dancers with whom I then shared it having found some sailors after the performance who wanted to take them to see their ship on the waterfront by the moon. (They didn’t get back till two days later and received quite a dressing down from the Director.) We had rather drunken sex in the littered dark. One or the other of us, I suspect, fell asleep in the midst of it.

Once, in the wagon, he woke up, somewhat disoriented, and made me lead him, unsteadily, outside into the surprising moonlight. He kept on repeating, still drunk, that he’d heard something. Then, with his head down, his feet wide, and his hand against the crumbling daub of some dilapidated wall, he began to urinate—in amazing quantities, with astonishing force—wetting his feet, my feet, splattering his knees, soaking his own hands, making almost as much of a mess of himself as if he had never left the bed.

The next morning he was up, however, standing out in the quiet morning, only a little squint-eyed.

We saw the wagons off, on their way back to the market. Then we walked together, the long way, toward the bridge. Halfway across I told him:

I must cut you loose here. It’s been fun. And I don’t have too much of a headache.

I do. He grinned at me, his young beard, unbrushed that morning, looking as grizzled below his rough cheeks as one of his elderly client’s. I’m going down under the bridge and sleep for a while in the shade, he told me. (I was planning to crawl right into bed as soon as I reached the wagons back in the market square.) Hey, how about letting me hold a couple of coins? Oh, I don’t mean for last night. I wouldn’t charge you for that. That’s free. But just for all the work I did? For you, and everybody?

What could I say?

—We get together soon? he called after me, as I left him, standing there with the iron in his hand. The bridge was quiet that morning, and I had the momentary feeling that his voice, with its all too expected proposition, echoed not only from end to end but throughout the entire city.

—Yes, of course!

I believe I also called back some tentative time for meeting him the next day (—I’ll see you at about…), an appointment that one or the other of us didn’t keep.

Of course.

And whose party was it a week later? No, not yours that time—because I recall distinctly I rehearsed with that marvelous, messy woman who composed the wonderful music that made me, finally, decide to give up tootling to become a serious mimic. And we never performed together in your gardens. Yes, that’s right. It was for your friend, the baronine. You were present at that elegant afternoon affair? Well, that’s certainly possible.

At any rate, it was probably that same evening, when I was returning from Neveryóna to the market, over the bridge:

—Hello! How you doing?

A few more beers. A few more coins. Another room. In another inn, which another boy had told me was somewhat cheaper. And as I sat at the edge of his bed over the next few days, our conversations ranged back over pretty much the same topics as they had the last time.

The son.

The wife.

The farm…

—I was married, I decided to tell him one evening. Once. For al most eight years, actually. Before I became a mummer. Or, at least be fore I permanently joined the troop. I had two sons and a daughter. Ah, what a good father I was! I’ve never worked harder at any role in my life. Well, that’s finished with now, and though it may be my finest performance, I wouldn’t give a minute more to it, that I tell you.

He laughed with me; but he was curious:

What about your fooling around? Did you do it back then? With men, I mean?

Certainly. Probably a good deal more than I do now. After all, I was young. About your age, actually. At least when I married her.

Did she know? I mean about you and…men?

Of course!

You told her?

Well before we were married. What sane man would ally himself with a woman and not let her know something about him as important as that?

How did she feel about it?

At first it rather excited her. (From the way he grinned, I knew that even with his seven women he’d already learned that anomalous truth about the complex engine of sexual interaction.) After the children came, I suspect the topic began to bore her.

Did the kids know?

Toward the unnecessarily ugly end, the two who were old enough must have suspected. A lot of things were yelled that had nothing to do with anything save how deeply they could wound. You know, my wife was quite talented herself. Still lives out in Yenla’h. At least I think she does; it’s not on our summer itinerary. Oh, she could make anything: houses, pots, stage sets. Also, she was rather an adventurous, if moody, woman. But I was fond of her; and most of the time I treated her as such. With me, that involves a certain amount of honesty. I suspect it does with most.

Then why aren’t you together?

The most difficult part to understand for him, I think, was that the reasons for our separation (Oh, final happiness!) were simply those that split any pair who each finds that the company and habits of the other reduces her or him to a sniveling, furious, pitiable, and paralyzed beast no longer capable of acting like anyone’s notion of a reasonable man or woman as the gods first formed and crafted us.

—How many women have you been to bed with? he asked.

And before I could answer, he began to tell me a clearly preposterous story about a sexual triumph he’d had with a beautiful woman he’d slipped off with for a while that night at the carnival. He hadn’t told me before, you see, for fear I might be jealous. But he hadn’t drunk that much, yet. So of course once he’d gotten her down in a pile of leaves behind some old shack away from the merry-makers, he’d come too fast and—In the middle of his tale, however, it was as if he suddenly remembered we too had entered into a certain arena of honesty, and he halted. Well, actually, he said, he’d seen a woman in passing, older than he, ordinary enough in other respects, but with a certain…Well, she was just against a wall and eating from a netted sack of fruit at one of the crowded corners. Standing across the busy way from her, he’d considered going up and trying to talk, hoping possibly to bring her to the wagon, where he’d intended to ask me to let them fuck while I stood guard outside!

That’s why he’d come back and worked so hard.

He had left her and returned to look at her several times. She’d apparently stood there quite a while, as though she were waiting for something. (—Almost as though she were listening for something, I believe is what he said with a moment of poetry to his pensive look that now and again would illuminate his most work-a-day accountings.) But still he had not been able to bring himself to speak. Eventually, on the fifth or sixth time he returned, she was gone—alone or off with someone else, he did not know.

—Like the fool I am, he told me, shaking his head, I couldn’t say anything.

For both of us, then, the answer was still seven.

I don’t remember which of us asked the next obvious question: Well, how many men have you slept with? (Oh, it must have been me!) We sat on his bed in the tiny room with the bare walls and sloping thatch, trying to figure. Twenty-five? Fifty? (Did I throw such absurdly low numbers out only to tease?) Well, he’d come to Kolhari with half a dozen from his childhood play on the farm, and he’d seen a hundred go by months ago: he remembered passing the twenty-five mark in his first week on the bridge.

Laughing, we agreed that for both of us it was certainly high in the hundreds. I was forty. He was not yet twenty. I wonder why I felt obliged to tease:

Well, then, you’re just like me. Obviously you like men’s bodies better than you like women’s. I certainly do! Always have. Always will.

No! he protested. I like women’s bodies far more than I like men’s. Men’s bodies? That’s only a kind of play. I don’t take them seriously. I only go with them when women aren’t around. And I want to get paid for it when I do.

Well! and I had to laugh. I thought such things once myself, though I never really felt them. When I sleep with a woman, it’s only thinking about a man that allows me to enjoy myself. Which thinking I did very well, thank you, twice a week for eight years. Of course, too often when one does go to bed with a man, one has to think of another man. Really, it does go on. What do you think about when you sleep with a woman? Or a man—me—for that matter?

Nothing, he said a little wonderingly.

To be sure, I said. He doesn’t think of anything.

Well, sometimes, he admitted at last, a man and a woman doing it together…but while you were married, you still did it with men?

Who do you think I was thinking about that let me enjoy my wife? My young friend, I say it, and I mean it: I like men’s bodies for the inspiration, stimulation, and relief of lust far more than I like women’s. And going through the proper nuptial rituals with a woman, as your village prescribes them, will not change that if that is, indeed, your case. Also (and here I frowned askance at him with one lowered brow), for two who feel so differently, don’t think it’s odd that what we’ve done is so much the same?

That only made him protest the more. Indeed, as he argued with me over the next quarter hour he got quite angry. Now and again he actually threatened me. I only pooh-poohed him the more. Finally, I declared:

—Well, whatever you do, and like, and feel, and think, you must learn to accept them all and live with whatever contradictions between them the nameless gods have overlooked in your making, like cracks in an imperfect bit of ceramic still pleasing in its overall shape. Certain strains, certain tasks, certain uses one does not impose upon such pieces. But everyone has them. Learning what they are is, no doubt, why we were put here.

Though by now I suppose I had a somewhat worried look, for he’d already overturned the bed during one outburst and had several times struck the wall with his fist.

—That’s the only thing that matters, I went on. Calm down, now. Our wagons leave the city tomorrow. Let me buy you a farewell meal tonight.

I took him to eat at a waterfront inn where tables were set on finely broken shells and lamps hung from the poles overhead and you could look down the docks at men walking through the evening, some holding up flares, some rolling barrows in from the side streets, some loading bales off the boats:

Have you ever been here before?

No…! His eyes were big with the waterside wonders, and he clutched his mug in both hands.

Then, it’s about time!

We ate a meal and drank a lot. It was the first in all his time here he’d even seen the docks—in our port so famous for its waterfront. The ships and the confusion around us scared him a bit, I think; and excited him; and made him grin.

The argument earlier, back at the inn, seemed forgotten. Everything here spoke of travel, with its commercial support not so vividly contaminated by lust and madness as it was in his own neighborhood. It gave the waterfront an excitement, a purity he’d never known in the infamous quarter that had been till now, for him, almost all of Kolhari. In some ways, however, I’m sure that realization of the greater vastness to this city, which had already educated him well beyond anything he’d even dreamed of knowing on his village farm, deeply unsettled him.

That night in his room he was as drunk as I’d ever seen him.

That, and perhaps something unsettling I felt myself, put all thoughts of any farewell intimacies from my mind; although, for a moment, I think, as he swayed in his dark chamber, demonic in the light from the clay lamp I had just set on the rickety corner table, blinking and bleary-eyed, he expected or even wanted them (do I flatter myself?)—before he closed his eyes, slowly, to collapse, half on the floor and half on the bed, where I gave him a few tugs to straighten him.

I blew out the lamp and left.

The next day, of course, our parti-colored wagons rattled away from the city. He was certainly not up to see us off. With the kind of hangover such a drunk leaves, I’m sure he spent that day sick in his room. The day after that, his rent ran out at the inn. So he must have returned to the bridge.

But somewhere between the time I left him and the time he was back on that walled stone walk above the water, so I learned later, my friend went mad.

Yes, just like that.

It was a quiet, inward sort of madness. Most of the first day he ambled from one end of the bridge to the other and back. The only way his actions differed from before was that, now, when the other boys spoke to him, to call hello, or to suggest they go there or here together on this or that mildly questionable pursuit, he walked by them, not speaking, sometimes with an angry, startled look. When men glanced at him, he did not grin and step up to begin talking with a hand on their shoulder, nor stop to lean beside them at the wall, with a comment about a passing whore. He walked to the end of the bridge.

He turned.

He walked back.

Mistaking him for a potential customer, some tired prostitute called:

—Come on, darling. We’ll go out tonight! (They always say ‘tonight,’ even when they accost you at ten in the morning.) But he did not fall into the usual banter, about how she should pay him since his services were clearly superior.

He walked on.

He walked the bridge most of the night.

Toward morning, he stopped for a minute, then, a few steps on, stopped some minutes more. Finally he sat down with his back against the stone wall, his mouth wide for breath, sometimes closing his eyes tightly, sometimes opening them in the dark.

He woke to the day’s traffic raging about him. Getting to his feet, aching and unsteady, he began to walk again. The usual bridge voices—wagoners cursing, pedestrians chattering, pimps and prostitutes shouting to one another—had been joined by tens, hundreds, thousands of others. It seemed he could now hear every voice in Kolhari reverberating along this stone strip. Angry voices, cooing voices, wheedling voices, greedy voices, bewildered voices, cajoling voices all knitted and nattered in argument and antiphon, a tangle of altercation and contention, haggling over commerce, lust, madness, travel, as if there were no other topics in the city, all of them centering on this bridge, all of them on him on it, as he walked from one end to the other.

He saw an apple an ox’s or a camel’s hoof had squashed a section of, before it had rolled or been kicked against the wall. He picked that up and ate it. Later a parsnip fell from the tailgate of a wagon as a wheel jarred on loose paving. When it was still on the ground at his fifth trip back and forth, he picked it up and, with the gutter dirt and all that had darkened one side, ate that too. He didn’t eat too much else because there was little else lying around, and because the sound of his own teeth and jaws and saliva and the food bits sloshing and grinding as he chewed and swallowed nearly obliterated the voices. And he was sure by now that at the core of this contestatory hubbub some secret was being discussed that, if he could only overhear it, would net him untold wealth, power, and fame—enough to make the empress and all her ministers at the High Court of Eagles grovel before him.

He ate little.

He slept little.

For much of the time he did not look very different from any other madman you might see ambling the Bridge of Lost Desire. Sometimes, in his effort to listen, to keep his step in rhythm with the voices, he would clench his jaw so tightly that his face and shoulders would shake. His steps became, then, staggers. When he bumped into someone, he turned and stared, astonished, bewildered, and furious at them for distracting him from his infinitely important task; sometimes he would curse them through gritted teeth—at least in the first days. Later, when he bumped someone (which happened more and more rarely, as people avoided him more and more widely), he did not notice.

What this madness was, or where it came from, or what lay at its center only the nameless gods can know. Certainly not I. Possibly it had no cause save the exhaustions of his life, myself a part of them, my former efforts at friendship and my various moments of selfishness all equal in that they had only helped to wear away whatever in him had till then been able to endure. What I can say, however, just as I can say it began: after fifteen, or twenty, or twenty-five days, the madness stopped.

Naked on the ground by the bridge rail, he woke for the fifth time in fifteen minutes—or five hours.

Three men stood talking beside him. One with a shaved head had dark wings of paint around his eyes and wore jewels at his ears. One could have been some tall, merchant’s clerk, with his short, drab tunic, his long, thin hands. The third was a squat workman, a hammer hanging from a noose on his belt the way a soldier might wear a sword. His brown hands and naked feet were gray with rock dust.

—Do you remember, cried the bald one with the makeup, how Vanar used to come to the bridge here, to pick up the boys?

—Sure, declared the workman. I used to see him all the time! People talked about him down here. Why didn’t he take me, I always wondered. But he never did.

—Oh, there’s the kind he liked. Like that. The bald one pointed at the young man sitting against the wall. I tell you, the filthier, the crazier they were, the more he wanted them, first let one of those wander, dirty and deranged, onto the bridge, and he’d be off with him in a minute—

—No! countered the workman. That wasn’t what he was after. His eyes were all for the yellow-headed barbarian scamps hustling down at the market end. (The workman’s own hair was black as raw oil, bubbling up from some swampy spill.) Oh, he might take a poor beggar like this one here for a meal or a drink, or maybe help him to a doorway out of the rain—I’ve seen him do that. But he only wanted the little yellow-haired southerners. I saw him with enough of them, going and coming.

—At least once I saw him take a plump little mountain girl off from here, said the clerk; though he didn’t look southern, his accent was, somewhat surprisingly, barbaric. (Still slumped against the wall, my friend glanced up—but only with his eyes.) He was a fine man, Vanar. A character, yes. But I’ve always thought that must be the real taste of such men. Perhaps he took a boy now and then. But I’m sure he only did it either to make people talk—or because he truly wanted to help. Everyone speaks of him as a good man. It’s a sad comment, I know. But he wouldn’t have the reputation he does, unless he liked his girls. And there’re more than enough of them out here. The boys are always about, but they’re a very small part of the business.

—Oh, no, my dears, declared the bald man in the eye makeup. I remember both of you, and you were only visitors to the bridge in those days. I was a daily denizen and a fully paid-up guild member in the sisterhood. I saw more of this overground sewer than either of you. And I know what he went after, believe me.

The workman chuckled and said:

—The way Vanar would carry on down here used to make me laugh. I knew he was rich, sure. But you could have sat me down and picked me up when I learned he was a count.

—A count, my dear? the made-up one declared. That man was in line to be a suzerain! ‘Count,’ you say? You must have heard people call her ‘The Countess.’ The way she went on here was a terror, as if there were no Neveryóna waiting for her back home!

—Well, observed the clerk, when you are as rich as Lord Vanar was, there are some things you don’t have to worry about.

This bridge has seen it all, declared the bald one, touching ringed fingers to both jeweled ears. And it has seen more than I’ll ever tell you. Do you remember…

But, walking again, they were out of earshot.

That was when my friend, sitting against the bridge wall, realized he had heard only the three of them. He had no idea, nor would he ever now, who this Vanar’ was. (Though it’s good to see you smile at his name. Indeed, it might have been Vanar they spoke of back then; but it could have been any number of others who would have made you smile as broadly.) They had made sense; he had heard them. Save a donkey cart, trundling by across the walkway, it was quiet. Whatever great secret he’d been listening for, it had been uttered.

Oh, it had turned out some profoundly trivial, self-evident homily like: You are only yourself, with your name, and nothing more. No…that wasn’t it. (When he tried to tell me later, he actually seemed surprised that he still couldn’t remember it, as if his whole reason for recounting the occurrence to me had been to prompt its full return.) It was much simpler. It was so simple that, once heard, even with having forgotten it, there was little pull to think about it any longer. But at its utterance, the extraneous babble had ceased.

He raised his hand from where his fingertips touched his shins. His knuckles were black with dirt. He turned his arm over. His palms were only slightly lighter, and their crevices bore black lines as if someone who could write had inked them.

He touched his cheek. Dry skin against dry skin—a foul dryness, too. It let him know his face was probably as dirty as his hands. In the filth over his calf he saw several small sores—and a larger one on his ankle where, he remembered vaguely, a day or so back someone had pushed him against a cart wheel, and he’d scraped himself to the bone.

He got slowly to his feet, hips aching, shoulders sore, knees stiff. One nostril was raw inside. As he gained his balance, loose mucus trickled into his hairs on his upper lip. Limping a little, he walked to the bridge’s end—and kept walking, into the loud market.
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MOST PEOPLE HURRYING AROUND him did not look. But now and again, one or another at a distance would stare till he looked back. By the nameless gods, he thought, what kind of half-beast, half-man have I become? And grinned; and walked on, making for the public fountain.

A man-high stone in the market’s center, the fountain spewed water, chattering from the natural cleft at the top, down into a carved basin—and how many times have you yourself, and how many others, stopped to drink there, if only on your way to, or on your return from, our performance?

He took his place in a line of five. In front of him a young woman with a green rag bound on her unevenly cropped hair glanced back and pulled forward, shrinking the distance between herself and the tarry-handed sewer-worker before her, while the fig vendor joining the line behind, his basket near empty and strung round his neck to rest on his hip, hung back, not actually staring.

He closed his eyes a moment, took a breath, and grinned again.

The woman in the head-rag drank hurriedly, left quickly.

He stepped up to the basin, plunged his hands into the spring water, and doused his hair and face. His naked flesh drew into bumps, as if feathers there had been plucked from pullet skin. He sloshed water under his armpits, rubbing the hair there with his fists. He sluiced freezing water over his arms, turning them this way and that, working at the black and wrinkled nut of his elbow, at the thick and scaly knob of his wrist. He splashed his neck, his chest, his chin. He rubbed his groin, his hips, his buttocks.

His legs were streaked with mud.

Brick swirled with dirty wash.

Once he glanced behind. The fig vendor, two more women, and another man still waited for him, nervously. Behind them, a fat market porter muttered something bitter, turned, and stalked off with his brooms over his shoulder, to disappear between the stalls of garden implements and spices on the left, cooking utensils and honeys to the right.

He went on washing.

Finally he leaned his buttocks against the rock and, with his wet forefinger, first on his left foot, then on his right, scrubbed between one toe and another, now and again scooping out another handful of water that ran down his leg as he cleaned off the ligaments of his feet. (The fig vendor gave up and went; one of the braver women behind moved in to take her drink and, when he’d started to reach in the bowl, gave him a harsh look so that he pulled his hand back and waited for her to finish.) Wet, shivering, he stood up and splashed through the muddy puddle he’d left before the fountain where the brick was worn down to gray-green stone around the inefficient drains. He walked to the market’s edge and loped twice about the whole square, sometimes flapping his elbows to let his flanks and underarms dry.

Then he walked onto the bridge.

Two youngsters, one a barbarian with whom he’d once traded tricks, called to him:

—Hey!

He nodded, waved back to them—struck by a sudden and ungainly sense of the community in this awkward spot, where all the city’s fragments jammed together without quite filling the space, so that a certain play in the engine of the port was apparent here, a shock, a shiver that was doubtless felt from the real and resounding waterfront to the elegant and unimaginable High Court.

—Hello, there! That was the grain-seller, who always took him to the warehouse five streets off, where the late sun fell through the roof chinks onto the loft’s scattered straw.

He swung around, grinning, went up to the old man, who regarded him strangely, and put his hand on the shoulder of the brown tunic:

—You’ll be around for a while? he asked. I’ll be back in a few minutes, Papa. You stay here, I’ll be back, now—

—Well, I don’t know…the grain-seller said. What was the matter with you last week, anyway? I came by here and I saw you—at least I think it was you…

—You wait for me, Papa! He pressed the grain-seller’s arm. You wait for me, now. I know I don’t look too good right through here. But I’ll be back. Papa let me hold a couple of coins—no, don’t give me anything! (The elderly man had started to move away.) You just wait for me. We’ll have a good time. Down where you used to take me. In the warehouse, right? I’ll be back! He turned and sprinted toward the bridge’s far end.

Where you hurrying, darling?

He looked around at the listless voice to see a thin woman, her eyes winged with paint and a colored scarf wound high on her ribs just under her darkly aureoled breasts.

—You want some fun tonight? she went on, not even looking.

—Sure, little gillyflower! He stepped up to her. How much do you want to give me for the best piece you’ll ever have?

You? The woman frowned nearsightedly at him. Me, give you anything? I’m not even talking to you! I’m not even thinking of you! I was addressing another gentleman entirely.

Think about me, little flower. Think about me and weep! I may not look like much, but I could give you a time to tell your grandchildren about. No, and he narrowed an eye at her, you couldn’t afford my prices.

The woman made a sound between a laugh and snuffle and turned to call to another man passing:

—Hello, darling? How you doing?

Shaking his head and pleased with himself, he hurried to the other end of the bridge.

A few streets down the Pave was a yard with a cistern, where, with ropes still attached, a few ceramic buckets were always left near the wall. Though he’d taken off the surface grime, the dirt felt as if it had somehow worked into, if not through, his whole body; as determined as he was to be rid of it, he was not sure if water could wash it away.

At the cistern’s wall, he chose a chipped pail, lowered it, felt it hit, then bob on the slack; he waved the rope wide till the lopsided container filled and sank. Then he hauled it, sloshing, up beside the iron staples, caught the bucket’s bottom with one hand, hefted it high, and dumped cold water over his head.

It seemed even colder than the fountain’s gush—because he was already half dry.

He hauled up another bucket.

And another.

Somewhere around the fifth, with his mouth wide and water running into it from his moustache, drops falling from his lashes to his cheeks, trickles from his beard running down his chest, he paused.

At the other side of the cistern, a heavy girl, with her wet jar dripping onto the cistern wall, was just looking away from him with a serious expression. She wore a rough robe. Her arms were lightly freckled. Shaking water from her fingertips, she pushed a wisp of hair aside, where it stayed, moist, against her temple.

In a house behind, an old woman pulled back a raffia curtain to call shrilly:

—Get in the house! Get in the house, now! You have work! Get in!

The girl turned from the cistern, her jar on her hip, to amble away, her arm out and waving, gently as some gull’s wing, for balance.

Women’s bodies?

He looked in the bucket, still half full, lifted it again, and dashed it over himself.

Men’s bodies?

No, he preferred women’s bodies. And however many men he went with, however few women, and whatever contradiction anyone might see in it, he had to accept that too. And if, in two years, or ten years, his preferences changed, that would simply be something more to accept—though if they hadn’t changed in these few months (he started to shiver in the faintest of breeze), he doubted they would!

He watched her go, her arm with its light speckling still waving, beckoning him on, beyond the cistern, beyond the yard, beyond the bridge, beyond Kolhari, till it seemed suddenly to indicate a border to the entire country that, truly, he had never even thought of before, a border that, simply because, however uncertainly, it must exist, he now realized, as the girl with her jar turned stolidly into another alley, if only because the city had taught him that such borders were not endings so much as transitions, he now knew he might someday flee across, down whatever street, across whatever bridge, along whatever road, through whatever tangled wilderness, into whenever and wherever, the possibilities vaster than the seeable, endless as the sayable.

To flee beyond Nevèrÿon itself was no more impossible than his flight across the unknown to Kolhari, his flight across whatever madness to this new sanity.

He went back to the bridge.

The grain-seller was gone—probably with some barbarian. But the warm weather, he could see as he stood there, looking now up, now down the walkway, had brought out other men.

Was it three weeks, or three months later? While he lay on his back in the warehouse loft with a chink of sunlight falling through the roof into his left eye, he glanced down at the gray head on his belly:

—Hey, Papa. You can give me something to do besides this, can’t you?

—What do you mean, the elderly man asked sleepily.

—Give me some work. Reaching down to rough the man’s sparse hair, he chuckled. I can’t spend my whole life on the bridge, Papa, waving this half-peeled goose gullet at hungry men who want to go off and tumble about as though we were boys behind a barn! I’m a good worker. I can work hard.

—You’re a good drinker. The man laughed.

The young man blinked up at the chink. No, Papa. I don’t drink that much anymore. You haven’t seen me drunk in a week.

—I can’t give you any work here, the sparse-haired grain-seller said. I have some drivers taking some carts for me down to the Vinelet market…but I couldn’t hire you. It wouldn’t look right. I mean if someone in town recognized you. No, I—

—I can handle oxen. The young man gazed up at the beams across the ceiling. You got oxen to pull your carts? Oxen don’t give me any trouble. I’ve been thinking of going south.

—Of course, said the man, who’d been doing his own thinking, there’s one cart I have to send along…it will carry grain, certainly. I have an ox for it. But there might be something else in it too, you see? Whoever drives it would have to take it mostly down the back roads. Certain customs inspectors—for this cart—I’d just as soon avoid.

—I could take it down any roads you want.

You’ve always struck me as pretty trustworthy; and anyone seeing you would just think you were some country farmhand.

—Me? asked the young man. But that’s what I am, Papa! Not too clever, not too wild, not too talkative, hey? A friendly fool, that’s me, isn’t it? Just look at me. What could be in a cart someone like me drove besides grain? Come on, let’s go have a beer. I could take an oxcart of grain down to…wherever you wanted me to, deliver it to whoever you wanted.

—Well, perhaps you could. I wouldn’t send any of my regular drivers. Some of them are family men, you see. If the gods do only their customary job as they work at the world, all should go well with the trip; nevertheless there might be some danger attached to it.

—I’ll take your cart down. Hey, and I’ll bring it back too! I need to get out of the city. I won’t go back to the farm. Don’t worry, Papa. Just tell me when you want me to leave.

And so he made the transition from hustler to smuggler as easily as he had made any of the others that had split his life into its various befores and afters. Possibly the last one has been violent enough so that the others in wait along the roads for him held little terror. I’ve often wondered who it was, in the intervening days—another hustler with a bit more experience than he, or perhaps a world-wise client—who told him some of the real dangers of his new undertaking. Did he ponder the fact that for the grain-seller to entrust such a mission to him was far more a sign that the elderly gentleman considered him particularly expendable rather than particularly dependable?

No matter. He did the task. And several more like it.

It was some weeks after our return from the provinces that, at the end of an afternoon’s skit, I saw him, at the edge of the audience, clapping and shouting so loudly, so enthusiastically, with that look of special knowledge, of intimate privilege, of personal connection with the wonder, the magic, if not the very madness of our performance. As we began to tear down the platform, I motioned him up, and, with a grin, he vaulted onto the stage and walked with me among the other actors and musicians and dancers still in our make-up and bright attire, nodding now to the Leading Lady, waving at the groom he’d helped back on carnival night, here to my wagon, where he told me…well, some of what I’ve told you.

No doubt I made much of him, aghast at the depths he’d fallen to, and as delighted at his newfound success as some merchant when his child brings home a particularly fine report from your own bright institution. His attitude both to the madness and to the fortune that had followed it was the sensible gratitude of the spared. Oh, I’m sure that the deeds of that dim period of unexplained derangement, while they seemed behind him, still were able to frighten him at those moments when the chaos of the city around him would momentarily join the inner voices with which, truly, all of us spend so much of our lives in antiphon. If he did not, here with me, seem racked by the fear of madness’s return, I suspect it was because he was, finally, very brave. In no way denying that bravery, I also felt, as he sat on my bed, telling me of all this, he truly saw himself as too insignificant to be visited by such an experience more than that once—as long as he kept his drinking down. His pleasure was to be part of the city, to know an actor in the play, to have an interesting tale of inner and outer adventure to tell, when he was called backstage as a sign of his privilege.

My own response to all this?

It was of the lowest. I kept wondering, while he sat there, what would happen if I enjoined him to stay with me a little longer, perhaps, than he’d planned—oh, certainly for his usual fee, while we did, oh, only some of the things we’d done before. Yet, I was also honored enough by his confidence to fear that he might be offended if I suggested it. I fancied that part of his reason for attending the performance, for clapping, for coming back to talk with me, was because he somehow felt I had had some part in the whole incomprehensible transition.

Unlike his scare from the prop dragon, however, after he told me once of his mad moment, the tale dropped from among his anecdotes. Yet, over our next few encounters, it lingered for me under the various comic mishaps he would recount, now in the spring, now in the fall, about his new nefarious activities. I even wondered if he didn’t see the glimmering and gaudy characters we gave voice to, as they untangled the mystery of each other’s plottings and schemings, out on our sunlit or lantern-lit platform, as some controlled image of his own many-voiced days of disorder: that, indeed, he saw me, us, our whole theatrical company as living constantly with and within the polylogue chaos he had traversed so surprisingly and unexpectedly, and that his applause acknowledged in us a certain bravery, which, he felt, we now shared. But whatever you say of them, finally I had to dismiss such notions as the ratiocinations desire can entangle about the most reasonable of us.

After he left that afternoon, I went walking across the market, to wander back and forth over the bridge, curious if his new success as a full-fledged petty criminal hadn’t been somewhat exaggerated; wondering if, indeed, he mightn’t have stopped to loiter, in his usual place, hoping for a coin or two, where, if I saw him, I would have no compunction asking from him what I had been too diffident to request in the wagon. On my third trip back and forth, after searching His Spot and many others, when I realized that, no, he was really no longer there, I told myself I was simply horny and, certainly, one of the other boys out could satisfy me.

Still, I came back to the genial and boisterous supper at the communal actors’ table behind our wagons, alone. And thus we both made another transition: to friend and friend. But, by the hem of your royal cousin, whose reign is enigmatic and eternal, that is really all I can tell you about him that I didn’t tell you before.



5

YES, WHAT A FINE idea to quit that stuffed and stuffy wagon for a stroll out here. Mind you, we must not stray too far from the market; I have to be back for the evening performance. Will you be staying?

Of course, I understand.

You have responsibilities waiting at the school. It is already beyond amazement that you’ve managed to get away to see our entertainment, or to talk with me, at all. It would be base ingratitude to demand, to expect, even to think of more.

But after all this discussion of my meeting with your erstwhile contemporary, I can’t help wonder: do you recall when we met, young man? And don’t protest that you’re now forty. It’s still the right of a sixty-year-old to call you young if he likes.

Yes, no doubt I was among the more interesting guests at the to-do your uncle threw for you, out in Neveryóna, in honor of your return from your youthful, year-long trip across our magnificent and mysterious land.

That’s where you think we met?

But how in the world would I have received my invitation?

I knew no one in your circle, then, to bring me along to the party.

Yes, it was from you. You yourself.

You really don’t remember inviting me?

Truly, I suspect the gods have crafted a different city for each of us, specified not only by our different points of view in it, but also by the random and irrational discontinuities into which our hopelessly faulty recalls endlessly cast and recast our diverse and separate lives.

It was on a little street, not far from here. For me it’s all quite clear and sharp. A harness mender used to have her shop there, oh, perhaps three alleys over from where we walk now. She was a firm-voiced, hard-armed little woman, with a look in her eyes not unlike my abandoned wife’s—though their personalities were quite distinct. (I always felt her laugh was larger than she was.) Those who patronized her business were fond of her, for she was an evenhanded worker and a fair-minded dealer with them all; but her life was harder than most women’s because she had an idiot son, whom, now that he was almost grown and her husband dead, she would sit outside her shop on a bench in good weather. Pear-shaped, soft-shouldered, bean-headed, and often drooling, he had a spindle, a piece of wood that hung on a cord, which he would hold in one stubby hand, spinning the weight with the other, hour after hour, examining it, cooing over it, batting it now one way, now batting it back.

Ah, you do remember the idiot.

Well, I used to go there mornings simply to observe him, her, her customers. For wagoners, harness makers, smugglers, idiots—all of them figured from time to time in our skits, and you know I have always liked to observe from life what I interpret up on the platform. One morning when the sky was limpid and sun-drenched but the clouds down at the seaside were piled like metal shavings, I came there, as I often did in those days, just to watch; and while I was watching, I noticed a young man standing a ways off, clearly doing much the same as I. His tunic was simple—but far too clean for anyone to think him native to any near neighborhood. Did that fine, dark face hold a full two decades behind its youthful beard?

I decided to include him in my observations, which have always been of the active sort. Approaching him, I asked what he was doing on that fair morning, and how did he like the weather of late? Do you recall what he said—for, in truth, he was you.

—Now, you say, you begin to have the faintest recollection? I can only wonder what my smuggling friend remembers of our first meeting, what words, images, impressions, or even misremembrances he retains from it, if any. Given his homeless state, the daily pressures of his life—the amount of beer he drank in those days!—I might expect such vagueness from him. But really, my friend! From you?

—What do you do? I asked. How odd. Followed by, ‘And how much do you charge to do it?’ that was my first frank and specific question to my friend on the bridge…(I won’t bother you with the particularities of his answer, generally liberal forward, admittedly limited behind.) You said to me:

—I am struggling to become a wise man, and some say I’ve even made a stride or two in that direction. But sometimes I’m afraid my knowledge is wholly dependent on my ability to watch for minutes at a time the quivering of a single leaf, deep green on its upper face, olive gray under, with yellow veins all through—and a bit of brown at one edge, scalloped by some caterpillar. It’s a quality, I’m afraid, I share with that creature drooling in front of the tackshop. So it probably doesn’t mean very much, whatever others make of it.

Oh, I see I have tickled you! Look at you laughing there!

Yes, that really is what you said.

Well, you were the kind of young man who went around saying things like that. Believe me, I was no less impressed with your answer than with his. People made much of you in those days, I was soon to learn—even as they do now. That you were able to keep any humility about you at all was an accomplishment.

The arrogance and presumption of it, you say?

The measured and honest insight of it, I would say rather. That’s certainly what struck me at the time. But I suppose that only means your liberalities and limitations fit comfortably with my own interest and needs. We talked for quite a while, there in the street. You had recently returned from your year-long trip, in which you had traveled all about Nevèrÿon, searching out this or that monument, looking for the site of that or the other fable. Because I, in the ordinary course of things, just happened to have visited many of those same places, and many more you hadn’t, and had heard a few of the fables myself, as well as some that were new to you—not very astonishing given that I had spent most of forty years doing what you had done in one—you decided I was clever. Also, I think you found the idea of an actor interesting.

That’s when you told me your uncle was throwing a party for you, out on his estate. It was to be the next day. Why didn’t I come…? And later that evening, much to my surprise, your servant came down to the market to present a formal invitation at my wagon door—which rather impressed my fellow mummers.

You say, now, you have the vaguest memory of something like it, but, really, you only assent to it because I have said it? Oddly that’s the way I recall the multi-voiced derangement of my smuggler friend. From his really very bare account, from my own observations of other madmen, and from the little flights and flirtations I’ve had—yes, I confess it—with madness on my own, I suppose I’ve decorated my tale.

The result is very like a memory of something that never really happened—at least not to me.

The party itself—that you’d thought was our meeting? For me that’s really quite vague. As I wasn’t performing, I suspect I found it a bore. A moment after I arrived, however, I recall you came by the gate—looking as though you didn’t remember me even then, I might add. But all at once you smiled, and we strolled in among the others, the two of us talking together, though of what I couldn’t tell you. Oh, you’d invited quite a collection, somewhat to your relatives’ dismay. It was not that I didn’t feel at home in such opulence, for a few times in my then forty years I’d been within comparable gates; but it was intriguing to observe the endless ways in which everyone—with the possible exception of you—seemed to feel equally uncomfortable with all those, well, oddballs you’d gathered about.

Ah, I’m glad accounts of your youthful manner can still amuse you. I found you amusing too. Also touching. For all the distance between us, I saw a bit of myself in you.

Several times we ended up in conversation. There was talk of my entertaining at some future gathering—a plan which, over the next few months, on several occasions blossomed. (You were, and still are I know, a generous man.) If it hadn’t I might have missed out my friend at the bridge. But the rest you certainly remember, at least in outline. And unlike my bridge-bound infatuation I recounted to you this afternoon, our friendship—yours and mine—without the sexual element, grew and deepened over a much longer period before it eased to its present amiable stasis.

But you must recall, in later days, going with me various places about the city to observe, if not the idiot and the world of wagoners and harness menders that moved about his oblivious head, then other denizens of Kolhari, now in one neighborhood, now in another.

Well, I’m glad you do!

You must also recall that wonderful, frustrating, endless argument we had back then, which I thought would occupy us as obsessively as money occupies the working men and women on the bridge or off it.

You claimed that the habits and mannerisms, which I collected in our travels to decorate the characters I played or coached in our platform skits to make them more real and recognizable to our audience, were ultimately invalid because I would embroil those same carefully and colorfully constructed barrow-pushers and counts and wagoners and cutpurses in perfectly preposterous actions, during the course of which each would declare with great eloquence things that no count or cutpurse would ever possibly say. And if any ever even thought that he or she felt such things, you maintained, it was only from having been taken in by our skits in the first place.

And this much was certainly true: I’d play the most eloquent of idiots, while both of us knew that, whatever leaf he observed, the poor creature slobbering on Netmenders’ Row had little to do with the carefully organized carryings-on with which I so delighted the market strollers, however accurately I let the spit spill down my chin or spun my bit of wood.

In the same way, I suppose, you could say that I informed the young man I told you of this afternoon with a voice, or voices, not his—that, indeed, however cleverly I decorated them from whatever experiences of my own, on any sort of reflection one of your perspicacity must see that, finally, they could not be his; even if, hearing me tell it, he himself thought he recognized those voices and applauded my performance, as heatedly as is his wont.

—It is as if, you would have said back then, you are presenting on your platform not people, but rather the nameless gods on whom all are modeled; then you sully them with human traits and names.

My argument to you, during our same observational forays, was that what you collected, studied, and catalogued—the same habits and mannerisms as did I—were only the various silences of these same poor slaves and masters, workers and wastrels; and until you pried some voice out of them, alone or in concert, whether the voice of their secret fears and desires as you suspected them or even some desire or fear of your own, unless you gave them a meaning that was significant to you, what you observed was only silence. It spoke to no one; even its meaning for yourself was muffled, and it could have no other for either gods or the faulty humans they model, regardless of what traits or names either humans or gods were or were not known by.

You remember our endless colloquy?

Well, I’m glad you nod your head to something.

In the interim between then and your present visit, I must tell you, however, I have thought of a much better answer for you: the voices I give, however decorated with observations and interpretations of the other, are, nevertheless and certainly, very much my own.

But they do not speak for the other—and therefore speak falsely.

They speak rather to the other: the other in me, the other in you, the other in my other friend—assuming he would not finally and for the first time turn at this particular outrage to the real we call ‘his story’ and laugh with undisguised derision at my preposterous fancy with no relation at all to his life, his madness, his city—instead of giving out with his usual applause. They speak against the other. They speak always in dialogue with, in contest to, in protest of the real. They are always calling out to the other across the bridge on whose wild span madness and desire endlessly trade places, creating a wilderness at their center as palpably dangerous as that observed at any ill-mapped border. The monologue of art must be reinterpreted as the many-voiced argument of the artist with life, with life’s images—indeed, as the wrangle between the articulate and everything else, with desire never fully possessed by any party, but endlessly at play between.

Oh, of course. I know, you must be on your way.

I have tried your patience much too long in the name of our eloquent friendship. And there I was, I see it now, daring to encroach on grounds that should be wholly yours. But you know how an old man—or even one not so old—can babble on. You must be off?

So must I. So must I. The evening performance is at hand.

What?

You plan soon to send your students again to see us, just as you did last spring? Oh, you are too kind to an aging artist! You say it is their most pleasurable assignment? Really, you say too much.

But let me repeat it: I’ve known you for a while, and you have done this before, so this is not a complete surprise. Thus, I have something of a—though not a complete—surprise for you! We’re preparing a new skit, back at the wagons, largely under my direction. Certainly it will be ready by the time your students troop down to join our common audience.

In it, they will see students like themselves, idiots, actors, barmaids, businessmen, teachers, tradesmen, harness menders, housewives, philosophers, philanderers, prostitutes, and princesses—all of them pursuing each other with mayhem and hilarity, song and dance, now through the halls of a school out in Sallese, now through the Old Market of the city. You can be sure that on our platform each of them will have more to say to, and more to do with, each other than any of them ever might be expected to in life. Oh, you have no idea how carefully I have been observing. Their eloquence will be unbelievable! Their significance will be overpowering! You have no notion what wonders I shall give voices to! The plot, I think, will turn on the theft of something magical, smuggled away before dawn—something, anyway, of incomparable worth. We know, of course, who is hired to carry it off at the bottom of his grain cart. But who was the original perpetrator of the crime?

Now that is the mystery!

It’s the part, of course, I haven’t figured out. But all my spectators, even you (deny it, now, I dare you), love to see a mystery solved, the hero applauded, the villain flogged—

To the bridge?

Oh, you can go the short way that turns onto the quay. It’s right through there. That will take you to it. But I’m going down here, as I want to get back to the other side of the market as quickly as I can. Oh, forgive me if I laugh a little now.

But was my tale this afternoon so powerful as that? Well, it’s good for an old reprobate like me to know that even a young man as high-minded as you can consider looking in that common lane for some loud and hearty wench just up from the country, some rude and boisterous boy just down from the hills—

But you frown more deeply. Oh, forgive me, young master! I certainly did not mean—

It was only a joke!

We are old friends!

But see, I have transgressed some limit of politeness I never dreamed would offend you.

When I was off in that provincial wilderness, beset with all temptation, would I appropriate your noble name? (The nameless gods alone can hear what voice in you I’ve momentarily called up to contest your usually most decorous behavior!) Could you then suspect—?

Might I even think that this afternoon’s performance would lead you to appropriate my own low practices and preferences, grown from an evil upbringing and a licentious existence on the periphery of all society, in the wilderness between far provinces, at the sordid center of our city?

Please, do not take offense at an aging actor’s jest!

I merely meant to say that it lies there, on the way from the Spur to Sallese—a bit of madness one must cross to get from here to there.

—New York

February 1984



The Tale of Plagues and Carnivals, or: Some Informal Remarks Towards the Modular Calculus, Part Five

Ours, too, is an age of allegoresis…

—ALLEN MANDELBAUM

Inferno, Introduction

‘If you believe that,’ the tutor remarked, ‘you’d believe anything! No, it wasn’t like that at all!…

—JOANNA RUSS,

Extra(ordinary) People

Does this amount to saying that the master’s place remains empty, it is not so much the result of his own passing as that of a growing obliteration of the meaning of his work? To convince ourselves of this we have only to ascertain what is going on in the place he vacated.

—JACQUES LACAN

The Function of Language in Psychoanalysis



1. On —th Street, just beyond Ninth Avenue, the bridge runs across sunken tracks. Really, it’s just an extension of the street. (In a car, you might not notice you’d crossed an overpass.) The stone walls are a little higher than my waist. Slouching comfortably, you can lean back against them, an elbow either side, or you can hoist yourself up to sit.

There’s no real walkways.

The paving is potholed.

The walls are cracked here, broken there. At least three places the concrete has crumbled from iron supports: rust has washed down over the pebbled exterior. Except for this twentieth-century detail, it has the air of a prehistoric structure.

At various times over the last half-dozen years, I’ve walked across it, now in the day, now at night. Somehow I never remember passing another person on it.

It’s the proper width.

You’d have to double its length, though.

Give it the pedestrians you get a few blocks over on Eighth Avenue, just above what a musician friend of mine used to call ‘Forty-Douche’ Street: kids selling their black beauties, their Valiums, their loose joints, the prostitutes and hustlers, the working men and women. Then put the market I saw on the Italian trip Ted and I took to L’Aquila at one end, and any East Side business district on the other, and you have a contemporary Bridge of Lost Desire.

It’s the bridge Joey told me he was under that sweltering night in July when, beside the towering garbage pile beneath it, he smelled the first of the corpses.

2.1 She pushed her old hands into the dough, which pulled away, still too moist, leaving yeasty bits inside the crock. Outside the high kitchen window, one of the maids was beating a rug. The thwacking echoed over some garden bird’s complaint.

Just then the new kitchen girl, whose name was Larla, swept down the steps and through the arch, wiping her hands on a brown cloth, moving toward the open fire on whose slate hearth the morning rolls, hot and gilded, waited on a brazen tray.

‘Should I take these up to Lord Vanar?’

‘He’s not going to eat them,’ the woman said. Her face was deeply seamed. ‘Bring some water with them. His stool’s too loose for milk, though he’ll ask you for it. Give it to him only if he insists. He won’t take much of that either.’

The rolls were up, out the arch, and gone.

The servant woman fell again to her kneading.

2.2 Diseases should not become social metaphors, Sontag informed us in Illness as Metaphor. (I’ve already seen her analysis of cancer-as-social-model quoted in a discussion of AIDS [Acquired Immune Deficiency Syndrome].) When diseases generate such metaphors, the host of misconceptions and downright superstitions that come from taking them literally (misconceptions that, indeed, often determine the metaphors themselves in a system of reciprocal stabilization) makes it impossible, both psychologically and socially—both in terms of how you feel and how others, with their feelings, treat you—to ‘have the disease’ in a ‘healthy’ manner.

‘Dis-ease.’ Non-easiness. Difficulty.

‘Health.’ Via the Old English ‘hælp,’ from the Old High German, ‘heilida’: whole, or complete.

Metaphors fight each other. They also adjust one another.

Can a person who is ‘whole’ also be ‘dis-eased?’

The answer, ‘Yes,’ would seem to be what modern medicine is all about.

But consider a variant of the same question: ‘Can a whole person be diseased?’

To answer, ‘Yes,’ is to give one answer to two questions with nearly diametric meanings. That the common form of the question can be deconstructed in this manner is the sign of our dis-ease before anything that might bear ‘disease’ as its proper designation.

2.3 Sitting in his ground-floor study at his school in Sallese, just back from seeing Toplin in the rooms set aside for the school infirmary, the Master looked at the dusty bars of light slanting through the shutters to put their evening grill on the pale stone. He fingered the wooden chair arm. There was no hope for it. The boy would have to be returned to his mother.

These things spread.

An interesting boy, he mused.

A troublesome boy upon occasion.

A bright boy and a fine athlete, also: Toplin, bosom friend of students, Quetti and Bozar, of teachers, Kenton and Gisnik. Always talking, Toplin, with those two shy, brilliant girls just up to study from the Avila, Larni and Callee.

Toplin had a spirit, the Master had said, which, when he bridles it and learns to ride, will take him far.

But now he was feverish, with swellings in his neck, groin, and armpits. Infirmities that announced themselves with such symptoms, the Master knew, could kill.

A handsome boy, the Master mused…

The previous term there had been that embarrassing incident. Someone had told someone who’d mentioned it to someone else who’d whispered it to the Master: Toplin had been seen selling himself to men in the city! The Master was not an unworldly man. He was aware of the sexual play that went with adolescence; he could even see its healthy side as long as it did not go too far. But this was not a rumor the school could tolerate.

He’d called Toplin in.

On presentation of the accusation—delicately enough, the Master felt—the youngster had been embarrassed, seemed confused, and denied such a thing had occurred; yet his distress spoke not only of embarrassment but of guilt. Thus it had gone till the Master said: ‘If you need money, you must talk to your mother. She’s a sensible woman, and I’m sure she will arrange an adequate allowance. But we cannot have our students running about the Bridge of Lost Desire like a bunch of barbarian ragamuffins, doing things even a barbarian would hesitate over!’

At that point, something had seemed to lift itself from the boy’s confusion. Standing red-faced before the Master’s chair, Toplin had drawn himself up and declared: ‘If I were going to sell myself, why would I go there? Look, I don’t sell myself! And don’t you know that there are other markets for such things in this licentious city?’

It was a brazen answer, and so out of keeping with what he’d expected, so at odds with the way the boy had been acting thus far into the interview, that, indeed, it was easier to ignore. (When he thought of it later, he would mutter: ‘…spirit.’) ‘This is only a rumor, Top. And rumors must not be confused with truth. That would demean me as well as you. Still, I must not hear anything like this again!’ he had declared. ‘Or you will be in serious trouble!’

‘Well, you won’t hear anything like it!’ Toplin had declared, surprisingly, back.

Thus it had ended.

The Master sat in the darkening room. There were student voices on the lawn, and little light. Laughter surged by in the hall. Pondering questions of magic, disease, and power, the Master sat alone.2.4 Without a virus, in a sense AIDS is not a disease. It’s a mysterious and so far (23 February 1984) microbically unagented failure to fight disease. It is connected with sex—‘perverted’ sex. It is connected with blood—‘blood products,’ as they say. Suddenly the body gives up, refuses to heal, will not become whole. This is the aspect of the ‘illness’ that is ravenous for metaphors to stifle its unsettled shift, its insistent uneasiness, its conceptual turbulence.

2.5 This past summer, when one of the aging street people was suspected of having AIDS (because he’d lost perhaps forty pounds in a month) and the hustlers and dope dealers rallied to get the man to the hospital, Joey, talking about it with me in the Fiesta, said: ‘AIDS, that’s where your body just stops healing, and even an infection from a little cut, or a cold, can kill you…?’ There was the faintest interrogation at the end of his pronouncement that a question mark distorts. Still, he seemed to be waiting for my confirmation.

How do I explain that this questioning is what we share—not what either of us can relieve for the other.

This is the absence that will be filled, one way or the other, by metaphors, his, mine, or someone else’s.

The man, of course, turned out not to have AIDS, but lung cancer.

3. Perhaps the job is to find a better metaphor and elaborate it well enough to help stabilize those thoughts, images, or patterns that, in the long run, are useful—useful to those with the disease, to those who care for them, or even to those who only know about them. (Needless to say, what is useful in the long run is not, necessarily, in the short.) What is most useful in the long run is what destabilizes short-run strategies, the quick glyphs, the clichés, the easy responses history has sedimented.

3.1 AIDS is like unto a flower in the sunlight, beautiful to all graced creatures, a glory and a wonder. (Most recently, I think it was: ‘We must consider AIDS an opportunity for consciousness raising, rather than a disease.’) ‘Bull,’ answers a person with AIDS. ‘Communication, fellow support, and shared insights may provide a little consciousness about AIDS. But AIDS itself provides you with shit. Expensive, painful, mortal shit!’

AIDS is like unto a Scourge of Satan, the Wrath of Khan, and the most awfullest thing that can happen not only to the sniveling faggot (whose unthinking phrase was that…?), who, doubtless, deserves it, but to the whole lax, doomed, and immoral nation, which, evil as it is, doesn’t deserve a fatal disease just yet! (Over how many radio talk shows have I heard that one?) A frustrated voice takes another breath and says in the levelest tone it can muster: ‘Since it obviously isn’t, why say it is?’

But that’s why metaphors stuck on his good-bad scale won’t do. What is needed is a metaphor or metaphor system in which restraint of judgment as well as a certain order of complexity are part of what is metaphorically suggested.

AIDS is the sparkplug in a social machine of which we are all—people with, and people without, AIDS—a part, including the metaphor maker.

A step in the right direction? It only turns out to be so if you’re willing to step much further.

The criticism of this one is harder but just as real: engines break down into their parts, basic and superfluous, central and peripheral, whole and diseased, good and bad. And in this kind of engine, the parts are simple metaphors, on that old scale; the ‘complexity’ of the metaphor masks a notion of structuralist simplicity. But I am truly interested to discover—and am as willing to accept no as I am yes for an answer—if there is anything among these fancies that might be useful in thinking about what was first dubbed ‘the gay plague.’3.2 A new illness, AIDS, began to infiltrate the larger cities. Some saw it as a metaphor for the license, corruption, and decay that is the general urban condition. (Well, after all, ‘metaphor’—a transfer, something that carries something else after it—is as much a metaphor as is ‘disease.’) More interesting to the more interested citizens were, however, the strategies people used to avoid thinking about the illness. Certainly the relation between the facts of the infirmity and these strategies—as many noticed and several said—was anything but metaphorical.

4. She fled between counters piled with leather, counters piled with cloth, sunlight striking between awnings at her, the news bubbling behind her eyes, bursting her ears from within as the vendors’ shouts and halloos battered them from without. Half a sentence squirmed on her tongue, fighting toward completion, as the words bumping one another between her running breaths awaited her voice.

He caught her shoulders before she saw him—‘Nari…!’—and swung her around in sun, not meaning to hurt her arms with his fingers, while he grinned at her with his bronze, barbaric grin, above his rough brown beard, below his rough yellow hair.

Shoulders drawn up between his hands, Nari blurted: ‘Oh, Zadyuk, he’s so sick! I didn’t know…We didn’t know…!’ And where was the rest of it? She watched Zadyuk’s smile fall apart, leaving bewilderment.

He said:

‘…Pheron?’

‘You asked about him this morning…? We hadn’t seen him this week, and the last time, he said he was feeling so tired, and looked so…awful? After you left today, I went by his workshop. It was all closed up, and the man in the shop next door said no one had seen him in Crescent Alley for days! So then I went to his room—he couldn’t even answer the door, Zadyuk!’

Bewilderment crumbled, leaving fragmentary expressions moving among Zadyuk’s features, impossible to say where, among hurt, anger, and fear, they would settle.

One hand dropped from her arm.

The other’s grip, in three stages, loosened, before it fell.

‘He’s so thin—he must weigh only half of what he did when we last saw him! His joints and his neck are all swollen. There’re terrible sores on his leg and his side! His eyes are red and runny. And he’s…sick! He can’t even put his arms down. Underneath hurts too much!’

‘But what’s wrong with—?’

Nari looked aside.

Zadyuk blinked, then looked too.

She’d been speaking excitedly, and the two men passing arm in arm watched with the curiosity one gives to any street encounter. The older man’s head was shaved. Both had dark wings of paint around their eyes, which emphasized astonishingly the pale lashes and gray irises of the younger. As they turned away, walked away, Nari looked back at Zadyuk, knowing he, too, remembered how Pheron would fasten on the colorful swatches he wove and dyed himself in his workshop and, in the same eyepaint, with a cider jar hooked on his forefinger, and already a bit tipsy, would visit their rooms after work. ‘Parading about the streets like that!’ Zadyuk would declare. ‘People will think you’re some prostitute from the Bridge of Lost Desire!’ and Pheron would mime a show of great surprise, and exclaim, ‘But, my dear, I never go anywhere near it! There’re too many other places in the city to get what I’m after!’ Then he would show Nari the hard, bright colors and the metallic threads he’d worked into his fabrics, while at the table Zadyuk would pry the cork from the jar with his sandal knife.

Nari shook her head a little, as if already answering a no or an unknown to what Zadyuk was about to say.

‘What’s…the matter with him?’ Zadyuk asked anyway.

‘The island woman who lives in the room next to his, she’s been in to take him water and things and help him clean himself—I met her outside, as I was leaving…’ Nari tried to compress her voice the way, moments back, Zadyuk had compressed her arms. What happened was that voicing itself dropped from her speech, leaving not even a true whisper, but a gesture at words, which Zadyuk, narrowing his eyes, read from the movement of her lips and tongue rather than heard:

‘She says it’s a plague. She says she’s seen it—’ Nari caught her breath, shivered once, and spoke out again: ‘She’s seen it before, she said, in the islands. When she was a girl. It killed so—!’

‘Nari…!’

They looked at each other.

But around them, complex and glittering like some choice weave Pheron might swirl above his head in Zadyuk’s and Nari’s small, second-floor, stone-walled room, lay the New Market, to its east the waterfront, down the side streets between the recently completed warehouses and storage buildings, to its south the artisans’ shops, their dull storefronts and colorful displays at the sides of badly paved alleys with names like Potters’ Lane and Netmenders’ Row, to its west Her Imperial Majesty’s Public Park, where mothers brought their children and students brought their studies and where Nari had often brought her fancies to tell Zadyuk (and sometimes Pheron) as they walked there after work on summer evenings, and to its north the vigorous business district about Black Avenue and the ethnic enclaves beyond it, the trade and traffic constant among them, the movement back and between them endless, from the Spur with its reeks and wailing barbarian babies to the palm-lined avenues of Neveryóna and Sallese, with their dark-skinned, dark-robed nobles and their anxious, amiable merchants, ambling by the falls and fountains in their walled estates.

4.1 Twenty-three years old, Nari was born in the autumnal month of the Badger, off in Adami. Both her parents came to Kolhari when she was two, a few years after the ascension of the Child Empress Ynelgo. Nari was an only child, rather a rarity in that time, that place.

When she was seventeen and beginning to ‘experiment with sex’ (as another epoch would put it), Nari’d wanted a son passionately—in that age with no birth control. But she knew with a definiteness that sometimes astonished her, she did not want a daughter. Indeed, her deepest and most secret desire was for a little, yellow-haired, barbarian boy—something of an impossibility, as she was a small, brown girl with thick, black hair, whom many people complimented by telling her she could easily be taken for some aristocratic daughter of the nobility.

‘If I got pregnant,’ she said once to a girlfriend (other young women her age were getting pregnant and having little girls and boys all around her), ‘and it turned out a girl, I think I’d kill myself!’ Her friend laughed, but Nari was worried by the strength of her own feelings. ‘I’d give her to another mother,’ she corrected herself,’ and then I’d…kill myself—’ which, as she said it, seemed neither wise nor probable, if, after all, the unwanted daughter had already been got rid of.

One could try again.

Her very best friend was an older barbarian named Meise, with three sons of her own, all by different men, who was now pregnant for the fourth time by some vanished yellow-haired ne’er-do-well and was anxious for a girl. Meise was one-third owner of the Kraken (where, as far as Nari could tell, Meise did all the work), just off the Alley of Gulls. Nari herself sometimes helped in the kitchen.

One evening, when rain pelted the street and chattered on the tavern roof, and the younger woman and the older woman leaned on opposite sides of the counter, each with a half-finished mug of beer, lazily wiping out one crock after another and moving them from the dripping ones on the left to the dry ones on the right, Nari got Meise to promise that if Meise’s new baby was a boy, and if Nari herself should get pregnant and have a girl within the year, they’d trade.

A day later, Nari was sure that Meise had forgotten the whole, giggling exchange. Or at least she pretended she had.

That bothered her, too.

Nari had several barbarian boyfriends in those years; and a good number of chances to get pregnant.

Yet she didn’t.

At nineteen, when she met, and again, at twenty, when she began to live with, Zadyuk, her parents, out of despair, and Meise, out of real delight at her nice young friend’s nice young man, decided they liked him. He was certainly an improvement on Tarig, Kudyuk, and Bedog—Nari’s last three barbarians. For one thing, Zadyuk looked a great deal more like what Nari thought a real barbarian ought to and acted a good deal less like what even she had begun to think must go with such looks in this age and epoch.

But though she had not talked about it with anyone, including Meise, she’d also begun to wonder if she were one of those women who just wasn’t going to have a child.

After the first year with Zadyuk, he suspected it too. They talked. Nari was not all that surprised when Zadyuk didn’t think it was so awful.

‘You know,’ she had said, speaking almost into his armpit in the room lit only by moonlight through the back window, ‘I’d always thought I wanted a nice, yellow-haired son. I mean, with the kind of life I was leading, I always thought, soon, I’d have a child, whether I wanted to or not. Since I had to, that’s the one I wanted.’ She snuggled into him; they were lying on the bed. (Pheron had visited earlier in the evening; they were happy.) ‘But I don’t really like children, Zadyuk. Boys or girls. Oh, they’re nice enough when you don’t have to take care of them. But Meise’s new brat, whom I used to think I’d even trade for, drives me crazy when I’m over there! And he’s the cutest looking little barbarian I know—besides you!’

Zadyuk chuckled into her dark hair.

‘I think the baby is why I stopped working there,’ she went on. ‘Just so I didn’t have to help.’

Nari had occasionally worked as a laundress among barbarian women in the Spur; but for the last year and a half now, she’d been managing her own group of washerwomen, with two young drivers (one girl, one boy) who went out to collect washing even as far as Sallese. (They did all the students’ laundry for at least one of the schools on the near edge of the city’s merchant neighborhood.) She was becoming rather successful in her business.

4.11 If a mid-twentieth-century orthodox Freudian could return to Kolhari and present Nari with the theory of ‘penis envy’ (to explain her girlish desire for a son) and ‘sublimation’ (to explain her new success in her work), though myself I think the analysis would be false, Nari, a primitive woman in a superstitious time, would probably find the notion intriguing, even plausible.

There were a number of such fables about in that land in those days—especially among the barbarians.

4.2 Twenty-five years old, Zadyuk was the middle of three brothers. (Kudyuk—a different Kudyuk from Nari’s former petty-thief boyfriend—two years older than Zadyuk, had been gone from Kolhari six years now and had more than likely come to a bad end; he was seldom mentioned in his family. Namyuk, a year younger, had had a string of not terribly good jobs and a few times actually had got himself in trouble. He lived in the Spur, was going from bad to worse, and didn’t seem to care.) All three boys had been born in Kolhari, Zadyuk in the month of the Finch. Their father was a barbarian from the south. Their mother, half barbarian, was herself actually born in the city. Zadyuk’s parents’ life in Kolhari predated the coming of the Child Empress to the High Court of Eagles, and they clearly had mixed feelings about the most recent influx of southerners.

Zadyuk worked as a sandal maker at one of the leather stalls in the New Market, where, last year, he’d had an interesting bit of luck. The sandals he made were popular with the students out in Sallese. One evening, when he’d taken a wagon load of laundry out to the school for Nari (she was between drivers), in the yard among the school’s three buildings he saw a student wearing not the usual sole-with-straps (or, more usual, going barefoot), but rather the full, somewhat baggy leather foot-coverings that workers on rough and stone-filled construction sites used around the city.

Just then another boy recognized him from town as a sandal maker and approached: ‘Do you make shoes like that?’ the boy asked.

Zadyuk said: ‘Sure. Do you like them?’ Then he grinned. ‘Come on down to our stall. In the New Market. You know where it is.’ The next morning he went into the leather stall early and made two pairs by opening: they took more leather but were simpler to make than the interweave of straps and buckles that were the stylish sandals of that day.

Toplin was in for his the hour the market opened.

Over the next three months Zadyuk sold over a hundred pairs of ‘work shoes’ to students. Zadyuk had begun that month as a worker at the stall of an aging boss who seldom came in. By the end of it, he was foreman of a stall of his own, employing three more leather-crafting artisans. And had been since.

But at Zadyuk’s counter, the youngsters did not have to put up with the teasing and, occasionally, outright hostility they met with when they purchased their work shoes from the usual workmen’s shoemaker.

4.21 Zadyuk carried a deep, if now settled, resentment toward his parents for giving him and, indeed, his two brothers the three most common male barbaric names in Nevèrÿon. Performing in their wagons in the city markets, the mummers, when they portrayed a barbarian character in their skits, always named him Kudyuk or Zadyuk. And at least once, when Zadyuk was sixteen, he’d actually seen a show in which there were three barbarian brothers named, yes, Kudyuk, Zadyuk, and Namyuk—big, brawling, brutal fellows, so stupid they could not even keep their own names straight; and there was a running joke about a nonexistent fourth brother, ‘Yuk-yuk.’ While the rest of the audience laughed and applauded, Zadyuk had watched with pursed-lipped fascination, his fists in sweaty knots that cooled when, suddenly, now and again, he would force them open. Indeed, he was never sure when people called him ‘Kudyuk’ if they were honestly mistaking him for his brother, or if they just felt one barbarian monicker was as good as any other.

Back when he’d been sixteen, he’d tried to change his name to something nice, northern, and innocuous. Yes, ‘Pheron’ was what he’d picked. What an impossible three weeks! His friends, yellow-haired barbarians and brown respectable folks alike, kidded him endlessly. Everybody seemed to realize immediately what his motivations were and teased him mercilessly. There was nothing but to give it up. Well, Zadyuk was a good barbarian name; and Nari, whenever he grumbled about it, said she wouldn’t want him called anything else.4.22 Six months after he and Nari began living together they met Pheron.

Nari started a conversation with the thin, black-eyed, brown-skinned youth one day in the market when he came in with an armful of his fabrics. She brought him to Zadyuk’s leather stall, where the three of them began to talk; then a woman buying a pair of sandals decided she also wanted to purchase one of Pheron’s pieces for a scarf. It was a great joke when they told her where, if she ever wanted to, she could have it laundered…

The three young people marveled at how little time it took them to become the closest of friends.

But, though he’d started to a couple of times with Nari, Zadyuk never told either Pheron or Nari directly about the attempted name change nine years before. Especially not after he decided that Pheron really was his closest friend in Kolhari.4.231 If a mid-twentieth-century orthodox Freudian could return to Kolhari and present Zadyuk with the theory of repressed homosexuality’ (as the basic force behind civilization)—though myself I think the analysis would be false—Zadyuk, a primitive man in a superstitious time, would probably find the notion intriguing and even plausible.

There were a number of such fables about in that land in those days, especially among the established classes of Kolhari.

4.3 Pheron? Where does he come from, with his nice, northern, innocuous name…?

His workshop was not far from the New Market. With a shifting string of young assistants, he worked harder than both Nari and Zadyuk over any given week, sold to a clientele slightly higher socially, to make somewhat less money than the laundress and shoemaker together.

Pheron’s father had worked on the New Market when it was being built. (It had been completed five years ago, after three years of labor.) Seven years back, Pheron would sometimes bring his father his dinner in the afternoon to the construction site.

Watching men dig and roll barrows about the site, Pheron had sometimes thought: ‘There is nothing, nothing, nothing I could do here—except, perhaps, carry a slop bucket for the workers.’

His mother, whom he’d always considered a terribly interesting woman, with her songs and jokes and eccentric opinions and furious energy, had died, after a brief illness, when he was fourteen. He’d missed her desperately. But two things soon grew clear.

His relationship with his father became much better than it had been—for his parents had always argued over him. As Pheron himself took over the cleaning and cooking and general household duties, rather as if he had been (and he and his father both joked about it) a daughter, a kind of friendship took over between father and son. At one point, as he recalled some of his parents’ wrangling, it suddenly struck him: it was not him they had disapproved of, but only of how each other had treated him.

And with one of them gone, unfair though it still seemed that it had taken his mother’s death to bring it about, the conflict had ceased.

4.31 If a mid-twentieth-century orthodox Freudian were to present Pheron with the theory of ‘penis envy’ and ‘sublimation,’ he would probably have said:

‘The only thing is, I envy them too. And I’ve got one. Nor is it small. And heaven knows, I don’t sublimate. I go right for it!’

And if the orthodox Freudian went on to present the theory of ‘repressed homosexuality’ as the basic force behind civilization, Pheron’s comment would most likely have been:

‘But what makes you think it’s repressed?’4.32 There is something incomplete about Pheron. (Since there is no Pheron, since he exists only as words, their sounds and associated meanings, be certain of it: I have left it out.) My job is, then, in the course of this experiment, to find this incompleteness, to fill it in, to make him whole.

But at this point, however, there’s a real question where to look for the material: in the past? in the future? on the roaring shore where imagination swells and breaks? in the pale, hot sands of intellection? in the evanescent construct of the here and now—that reality always gone in a blink that is nevertheless forever making history?

4.4 The lintel’s shadow pulled away, and he narrowed his eyes in the sun spilling on the grass between the buildings. A younger man, the Master wondered, did I squint as much, stepping out of doors? How odd one can close one’s eyes to such light but not one’s ears to such noise.

The students shouted and tossed their balls and roamed the lawn.

He stood with his lids near met, smiling. Because, walking out among his students, he smiled.

Toplin would have been in the thick of their ball tossing…

Can I hear his absence through their games? Eyes all but shut, the Master caught the shadow of three dashing by his left indoors and, a moment later, one sauntering out on his right. With a tiny joy, he (who claimed to know all his children by their footsteps, even around corners) recognized none of them. Then, as if in reaction to the joy, there was…

Nothing, he thought. An absence. But it’s an absence in me. What will I fill it with?

Work? Fear of the illness? Mistaken notions? Brilliant speculation? Care and concern for the ailing Toplin, whose distraught, angry mother had taken him away only an hour ago, back to her somewhat pretentious house in its somewhat unfashionable neighborhood?

That he truly did not know was the absence. He opened his eyes to the sun and stalked among the young women and young men laughing and loitering in the light—certainly—of his knowledge.

4.41 If a mid-twentieth-century theorist of any sort could return to Kolhari and present the Master with just about any modern notion, say Freud’s concepts of ‘the unconscious,’ ‘transference,’ ‘repression,’ or ‘infantile sexuality’ (I believe these theories to be basically correct), the Master would probably not put much stock by them—even though there were a number of such fables about in the land in those days.

The Master has too many carefully worked up theories of his own, however—and even a few small, but clear, hopes that they are coherent and rich enough to interest people into days well beyond ours, however foggily (powerfully?) he conceives ‘the future.’ But he is a primitive man in a superstitious time, and though he has a surprisingly sophisticated intuition of this, it is precisely when his theories turn to grapple this most important problem of his day that they became truly incomprehensible to those coming after him even by a generation, much less millennia.

4.5 The nameless old servant—the crevices broken into her cheeks and forehead are what medicine will eventually call Touraine-Solente-Golé syndrome—stopped beside the leather hanging over the scullery doorway, in the dawn’s cool and rustle. She’d not yet gone to wake the new kitchen girl. (That, indeed, Larla needed to be awakened quite so many mornings did not speak well for her first month at the estate. Still, she didn’t mind working on a house with a lord gone suddenly and so distressingly ill. There were some who wouldn’t stay for that.) She thought of Lord Vanar and, as an aged woman might at that time, pondered magic, disease, power, and felt…

An absence? She noted somehow it was hers. No. It’s not. It has been inflicted on you by…

That’s me, of course, protesting ineffectually across the ages. But my inability to reach her on that morning, millennia ago, only confronts me with my own failings, incompletions, absences.

I content myself with noting, then, that she does not much resemble our housekeeper when I was a child, Mrs Bembry. (Her face was round, brown, and lineless.) Mrs Bembry, who cooked, cleaned, and baby-sat for us, lived at home with Mr Bembry and was, indeed, Mrs Bembry from the first time my father introduced my sister and me to her when I was four and my sister just beyond two. But this was because we were a black family hiring a black maid in the forties:

My Father (while my mother looked on): What is your name?

Mrs Bembry: Cora.

My Father: What is your name?

Mrs Bembry: Cora…?

My Father: What is your full name?

Mrs Bembry: Cora. Mrs Cora Bembry.

My Father: Sam, Peggy, this is Mrs Bembry. She’ll be helping us in the house and sometimes taking care of you.

Mrs Bembry: Oh, you all can call me Cora…

My Father: We’ll call you Mrs Bembry.

And for a dozen years we did. I think Mrs Bembry and the nameless servant both believed in magic. But at this remove, I couldn’t say which believed in magic more.

4.51 I hesitate before any notion about the reception of theory for this prehistoric woman. (In both our urban and rural landscapes, so overwhelmingly based on service rather than production, the nineteenth-century ‘house servant’ or ‘body servant’ is a very weak model for modern maids and housekeepers, cooks and gardeners, mail carriers and delivery men and women, wait-persons and counter people, supers and maintenance folk, civil servants and secretaries, not to mention live-in babysitters. Still, what draws us to it and what makes us hesitate before it are both historical—that is, composed as much of nostalgia as of curiosity.) Only the most minor character in what is to follow, her minority masks an incompleteness (a dis-ease in the writer) clear and close to that which makes Pheron so uncomfortable.

4.6 Six-thirty in the morning, and I have been up since five-twenty-three, sitting in the living room, drinking coffee, reading desultorily at the Mandelstams—Osip and Nadezhda—Tsvetaeva, Pasternak, preparing for the big plunge, two weeks hence, into the Russian Yeats, Ana Ahkmatova: generally putting off the rewrite on ‘The Tale of Fog and Granite’ with an eye (and an urgency) to handing it in on Monday.

It’s Saturday, 14 January 1984, my daughter’s tenth birthday. (Through childhood she ran around with her sunny crew-cut till, three years ago, she put her foot down and, since, has developed Long Blond Hair.) She will be up in an hour, if not in minutes.

Last night she and I sat, where I sit now (writing this), watching a TV Charlie Brown special. Then, the shutters were open. Now they’ve closed against predawn black. Morning traffic is cut by a fire siren; I can hear the slush under the tires from the last days’ snow. The vacuum cleaner sits, where Ted as usual left it, by the jamb of the double doorway between the living room and the dining room, half on the red rug, half on the green.

Last night:

My arm around her, I joked: ‘This is the last time I can watch TV with my nine-year-old,’ and, a minute later, took another trip to my word processor in the office—checking for corrections, formatting this, that, and the other.

‘You know,’ she told me suddenly, when I came back and we sat again together, ‘I remember my seventh birthday!’

I raised an eyebrow and looked down.

It was after my party…? All the paper from the presents was lying on the floor, and I remember standing there and thinking: Finally! I’m seven! I didn’t think I was ever going to be seven!’

I smiled. ‘Was that here or at your mother’s?’ I just wanted a better picture of it.

‘I think it was here,’ she said. ‘But I’m not sure.’

And though I could write twenty pages detailing her fifth, I realize that I have no memory of her seventh birthday at all!

It gave me an astonishing sense that this marvelous micro-person, who has been so much a part of me for a decade, has her own inner life—a life which I’ve always known was there, wanted to be there, but, as a parent, I so rarely catch the signs of.

Hingley’s Nightingale Fever, some notebooks, Zhivago, Clarence Brown’s Mandelstam (among the volumes of translated poems) are scattered on the tweedy couch-cover. Soon she’ll be up and off to her horseback riding lesson, the day’s presents—the actual party will be a sleep-over with a handful of her friends. The great change marked by ten? Well, as I remember it:

No more writing down your age with one numeral!

Odd, after all these years, to be catching up on the Russians.

Odd, too, that this sort of moment (in its domestic, not its literary, aspect) is something I’ve decided to deny to Zadyuk and Nari by an offstage quirk of biology. (But then, offstage biological quirks are what this whole tale is about.) Odd also that, ten years ago, just before my daughter’s birth, when I began the Nevèrÿon series, I wouldn’t have thought it odd in the least.

5. ‘…including Lord Vanar?’ The minister lifted a palm, leaving his fingertips on stone. ‘That is a great many people in the city to have such a singular and serious illness. Already six others have died of it, you say; and none has recovered…?’ The small window of the council room was high and deeply beveled; a bird beat by outside, its shadow flicking the table. ‘It would not be a lot of people for headache, or stomach distress, or a cold. But certainly any number over fifty is an unconscionable amount for fevers, pains, incapacitations, and fatal swellings. We must observe this carefully and be prepared to act…’

5.1 Joey is a Boston-Irish hustler and heroin addict (when he can get it) who lives mainly on the street. Of his four brothers, one killed himself in a drug-induced depression when Joey was out at the store. At twenty-one or twenty-two, they were trying to kick together. His brother wasn’t doing very well. Joey came back from the grocery carrying a paper bag with a quart of milk and a pack of cigarettes in it to find his brother hanging by an old jumper cable from the kitchen light fixture above an overturned chair. A year later he watched another brother get pushed out of a third-story window to impale himself on a spike fence below. (Revenge for money owed on drugs: ‘Sometimes, afterwards, I’d see the fuckers who did it on the street. They’d say “Hi.” I’d say, “Hi.” That was all I could do.’) The two other brothers also died violently. So Joey left his mother in the hospital (‘What the hell she need with me—though I like to go see her, sometimes. She’s still there’) to come to New York.

The quality of street dope, he says, is better in New York than in Boston.

Joey says he used to lift weights. (‘I was up to a hundred and ninety-eight pounds, and all muscle! I was doing tournaments and getting third, second place. Can you imagine me that strong?’ Today he seldom weighs in at over a hundred-thirty.) At twelve he got a job washing dishes in a Boston diner, thanks to an affair with the twenty-five-year-old man who’d inherited the place: that lasted till he was eighteen—when his drug involvement and the owner’s interest in younger boys ended it. Briefly, when he was nineteen, a woman a few years older than he married him for a couple of years. (‘That’s when I was lifting weights. She thought I was cute.’) They had a daughter. Drugs again. Another male lover, this one another weight lifter. Joey drove an ice cream truck for a while—managed a fleet of trucks, he sometimes says. By the time he was twenty-five, it had all gone bust: marriage, lover, job. And someone had blown up the truck(s?), which he’d used to move drugs and illegal money around between whorehouses, anyway. At twenty-seven he came more or less permanently to New York. (Just before he made the change, someone hit him in the mouth with a baseball bat, knocking away most of his upper teeth; the broken ones have rotted out by now, helped by a couple of trips to the dentist, a year or so apart, to remove a few of the stubs.) Living on the street, he says, is easier in New York than in Boston.

Among the stories Joey has told me, he says he thinks about this one a lot. It’s from his first months here in the city.

A drug friend of his had taken over an abandoned apartment in some half-burned building in Hell’s Kitchen. No heat or electricity in the place. But as Joey was outside that winter, he considered his friend lucky and—compared to him—prosperous. Joey went to see him one cold morning, hoping he might get some dope. There was never any lock on the door. Joey just pushed in. With his works out beside him, the man sat shirtless on a mattress on the floor of the chilly tenement kitchen.

‘Hey!’ Joey said. ‘How you doin’?’

The man looked up and said, matter-of-factly: ‘Oh, you’re here? I was just gonna kill myself.’

‘Yeah: How?’ Joey squatted down before the mattress to watch.

You gotta understand, Joey told me, I thought he was joking. I was livin’ in my clothes and sleeping out, which means I wasn’t sleeping much. I was pretty sick, so I wasn’t too alert, and I was trying to act nice—you know what I mean? And this guy had a place to stay, sometimes drugs, and sometimes food—I never thought anything could be wrong with him!

The man jabbed an empty hypodermic in his arm. ‘Air,’ he told Joey.

If he’d said ‘bubble,’ Joey told me, I would’ve known what he meant and done something. (‘A bubble to the ticker’ is the usual drug slang for this.)

‘It ain’t supposed to hurt much.’ He pushed the plunger in.

Nothing happened.

Joey thought he’d just interrupted his friend’s shooting up.

‘Sometimes you need two or three,’ the man said, sliding the needle loose, pulling out of the plunger, and injecting himself again.

‘Hey…!’ Joey said, ‘That’s kind of dangerous—’

‘No,’ the man said. ‘It’s what I wanna do.’ He pulled the hypodermic free again, again filled it with air, stuck it back in his arm a third time, and thumbed down the plunger.

He didn’t even get the needle out, Joey said. Suddenly he sat up straight, like someone hit him with a hammer in the small of his back, and he falls over on the mattress.

I hadn’t been in there thirty-five seconds!

I stayed around for another five minutes, to see if I could do anything. I tried to give him mouth-to-mouth artificial respiration. (And doing that with somebody you know is a corpse already is weird!) There was no breath, no heartbeat, no nothing. So I left him there with the needle still hangin’ off his arm.

But he’d just decided it was time to go.

In the almost three years I’ve known him, I’ve seen Joey dragging through the retarded slough of pain that is his biweekly bout of heroine deprivation sickness. I’ve seen him with his arm in bandages, shoulder to wrist, because the night before he’d rushed into the parking lot to help a woman who was being mugged and got his arm and hand knifed open for the effort. And—most recently, after not running into him for three and a half months—I’ve seen him in clean clothes, with a fresh haircut and weighing thirty pounds more than I’d ever seen him before, showing off arms that have doubled their diameter from a vigorous exercise program. He’s been off the street three months, he says, and swears he’s touched no heroin since just after I last saw him.

‘I ain’t sayin’ I don’t take a snort of coke if somebody offers it. But you ain’t gonna get me near that other shit again. I mean, look at me. I’m the best lookin’ guy in here—’ and he grins about the Fiesta—‘long as I don’t smile at nobody.’

5.21 At nineteen, the Master explained, I took stock of my prospects (did some work to find out which of my titled relatives would get what) and realized, by the end, my title would get me little.

Well, not too long ago such things got you killed.

So I abandoned mine.

That simple act of unnaming started something of a fable, which still grows and moves and develops in the city and its suburbs, quite apart from me.

Oh, there’ve been moments when my reputation seemed a light rippling out into darkness, myself its central flame. More often, however, it’s some gnarled, preposterous monster, inhabiting my city with me, whom I’ve never met, but whom, for incomprehensible reasons, people who should know better still mistake for me. It goes about, parodying me with misquotation, mocking me with stupidities and homilies, giving my actions false motives—oh, doing things somewhat as I would do them, yet always for absurd reasons, and finally doing them differently enough that I don’t recognize them when the reports come back.

Of course the misunderstandings brought about by this malignant entity are all laid at my door. I wonder if it isn’t the main reason why, when I decided to open my school, it never occurred to me to settle it in any of the available Neveryóna estates (though I had enough connections there) but rather here, at the far edge of Sallese, where it becomes one with the District of Successful Artisans: here where, nearly ten years ago, in the three adjacent buildings with the yard between, I began to interview, house, and instruct the young people whose parents sent them from all over the city and beyond.

The monster often comes close, but it refuses to confront me personally: I must wait for people to tell me about it. Yet I’m astonished how boldly it trespasses on my personal circle. (Again and again, I meet those who find the monster acceptable—its most disconcerting aspect!) But the doorsteps of Neveryóna, my real home, I now suspect, were what I wanted to protect from the grotesquerie all knowledge becomes when it moves too far from the knower.

5.211 In ‘The Paris of the Second Empire in Baudelaire,’ Walter Benjamin quotes the first modern poet of the city: ‘The time is not distant when it will be understood that a literature which refuses to make its way in brotherly concord with science and philosophy is a murderous, suicidal literature.’ This notion was expressed, of course, by various other people besides Baudelaire at various times and places throughout the nineteenth century.

5.22 Youths of my titled class traditionally visit the High Court of Eagles between our fifteenth and twentieth year, the Master said, sponsored by one or another relative already in residence there. We stay between three months and—those of us destined for government work—three years.

There’s a story about me, though it was never told till after I gave up my meaningless honorific:

When my invitation from court arrived (I was seventeen, so runs the tale), I refused to go, declaring that I would seek my education from the land rather than in those gloomy and official chambers. So instead of my courtly visit, I took off on a trip from one end of Nevèrÿon to the other. That’s the story.

No, I never went to court.

Yes, I took a year-plus trip around the country, departing a few months before my eighteenth birthday and returning a few months after my nineteenth.

The distortion, then?

Let me say, rather, when I heard the tale’s first inkling.

I don’t recall how many months after I’d gotten back from my trip. But while I stood in a fountained garden of Sallese, filled with matrons and merchants congregating in honor of someone not me (a party, somehow, I’d felt obliged to attend), a tall, soft-voiced countess (suffering regally the same obligation) with green stones on a leather braid about her somewhat hairy forearm, to whom I’d been outlining some of my immediate plans and past adventures, bent her head to the side and exclaimed: ‘I see what you did now! In place of your traditional time at court, you sought out your education in the world! How wonderful! The empress herself, whose reign is luminous and lively, should encourage the same of all the bright and imaginative young people in Nevèrÿon!’

I thought: What an interesting—and complimentary!—way of stating what I’d done. Was it factual? That didn’t occur to me. Nor, I doubt, to her. Rather the words seemed much like those some traveling tale-teller sometimes tosses out: an extraordinary phrase for the most ordinary occurrence, which, from then on, makes both occurrence and phrase hold in memory. I smiled. We went on talking. And I had no idea of the story I’d just heard the beginning of.

Perhaps a year later, I first heard the tale complete, in its more or less final form: I’d been asked to speak at another party—a gathering of some of our interested citizens, back when I first had thoughts of running a series of exploratory programs for intelligent young people. (A decade more, and these programs would become the school I now head.) While the smoking brands kept away the insects, a gentleman introduced me to the people sitting on the benches or standing near the tables filled with drink and food about the lawn:

‘…and when he was presented with the traditional invitation to court in his seventeenth year, he declared to his parents that he would not accept it, and demanded that he be sent, instead, on a journey about the land, where he would learn many more things of interest and importance than he might ever glean within court walls. His wise parents consented, no doubt proud to have such an intelligent and resourceful son…’

But here, as it hadn’t that afternoon in the other garden, the pressure of fact assailed me:

No such interview ever took place between me and either my mother or my father. Mother died suddenly when I was nine, while she was away visiting relatives in the Avila. Father’s long and drawn-out illness through my sixteenth year, till at last in murmuring delirium he died, was no doubt one among many reasons that, in the confusions his terminal sickness wreaked on all his affairs, the topic of my official visit to court was indefinitely postponed. I’m sure when he saw me off in my caravan, my mother’s brother, who generously housed me in the months after my father’s death and who, indeed, sponsored my trip, was glad to see me go.

But when I was making plans to leave, I never thought of court. I don’t believe my uncle did either.

There on the lawn, however, as I heard this gentleman refer to that fabulous parental encounter, I remembered the countess: somehow, in my failure to nip the rumor, which had no doubt budded back in that other garden, I saw now that I’d indulged a dishonesty that had returned as this outright false fact. But as the man went on, I also heard his tone of voice: he was speaking not as someone informing strangers of new happenings and new ideas. Rather he was reminding his friends, many of whom were my friends also, of things they already knew.

In thanking him for his generous words, I made only the most modest correction of what still seemed the exaggerations of someone only over-anxious to speak well of me. The man considered himself my supporter—my friend. There was no need to make him out before his peers as either a liar or a fool. (Among those who knew me and my family, surely some recalled my age at my parents’ deaths.) But even the modesty of my corrections soon joined the tale itself: many times over the next years, I would hear that, though as a youth I had, indeed, confronted my parents with such an ultimatum, I was too self-effacing to admit it—another sign of my high character.

It was only the most minor annoyance.

But to repeat: my parents were dead by the time of my trip. And I received no invitation to court, nor was I really expecting one. Why? Well, I lived in Kolhari, in Neveryóna, not in the country: I have, and have had, many relatives at the court all my life. Even by my fifteenth year, I’d been through the great Eagle Gates many times, now to stay for a weekend with one earl, now for two weeks with another duchess, now to visit this young, provincial cousin in for his own official visit, now to attend a party honoring that one; I had gone riding and picnicking on the royal grounds more times than I and my two younger sisters had fingers and toes among us; and I’d already spent more time with, or at least within sight of, my third cousin twice removed (whose reign is awesome and adamantine) than many folk have who’ve lived at court for years. I’d already gained most of the experiences and benefits provincial nobles must travel to the city for. To skip my officially sponsored stay deprived me of very little. And by the time I was seventeen, everyone at court and pretty much everyone in my family simply assumed that, for all practical purposes, I had been.

Indeed, I’m sure that is what my uncle assumed.

As a practicing wise man, I’m concerned with mastering truth. To insist on such petty details, however, about what is, after all, only one’s own personality seems to discredit the enterprise. Isn’t it unseemly to dwell with such intensity on so minor a misprision of my personal history—especially one to my benefit?

Yet, annoy me it did.

A decade later, the school was becoming real; and various of the city’s finer men and women who supported me from time to time would come to consult with me about my plans. One day I found myself in conversation with an intelligent young man from a successful merchant family. My noble friends still had their reservations about these alliances of mine within the world of trade, and my friends among merchants and tradesmen were aware of the nobles’ misgiving. Yet I felt, finally, both sides respected me for trying to bridge the gap between the classes, whatever their personal reservations.

The young man and I had gotten down from his wagon to stroll a bit along the palm-lined avenue that runs between Neveryóna and Sallese. It was a warm spring evening. Behind the palms the wall of the old Aldamir Estate was topped with coppery light beneath a sky smeared over in the west with gray and violet clouds. A tall brown fellow, who’d done much traveling for his father, the young man wanted to identify his adult travels with my youthful ones; and I was happy to let him. As we ambled along the orange dust of the shoulder beside mud-mortared flags, he said to me with the pleasantest smile: ‘Years ago I heard a story from a friend of mine that, as a boy, when the time came for you to make the noble’s traditional visit to court, you told your parents that you refused, and proposed instead that you go traveling. Were they really as pleased with your decision as people say?’ He smiled at me, his green eyes in that earth-dark face suggesting relatives three or four generations back from the Ulvayn Islands, which he himself, no doubt, had never known by name. ‘There was no prospect of court in a childhood such as mine,’ he added. ‘Still, my father is such a stickler for tradition, I’m sure that if there had been, he would never have put up with such a suggestion from me!’

I looked at this intelligent, merchant’s son. I remember I had a very strong sense of what, I thought, he wanted to hear from me: some speculation on the contrasting personalities of the aristocrats and tradesmen of Nevèrÿon. Doubtless, he both romanticized the nobility some—and disdained us. But that particular evening he was ready for some aristocratic speculation about how, perhaps, we nobles were sometimes more liberal with our children than his own hardheaded and practical relatives. And I also thought, while I walked with him: What nonsense! He’s far too smart a boy really to want that kind of drivel!—even if, this evening, he thinks he does. I also thought: He’s not of my class. He’s encumbered with none of the fables that weigh down the Nevèrÿon nobility like sinkers on a fishnet. Speak the truth to him directly, simply, firmly. What better ears than his to hear it! ‘I’ve even heard the story myself,’ I told him, chuckling. ‘Alas, there’s nothing to it. There was never any talk of my going to court. With young nobles who actually live here in Kolhari, this is sometimes the case. My parents were dead by the time I was of age for my official court sojourn—and my uncle, who’d taken me in at my father’s death, had too many of his own problems to think about such things. When I proposed my trip about the country to him, I saw it as a chance to get me out of his way; and, though I’m sure he liked me well enough, I suspect that’s how he saw it too and was at least a little grateful to me for wanting to leave just then. I took my trip. And I did not officially visit court—though I’d visited it unofficially many times. But the story of that brave and intelligent youth who conscientiously replaced one with the other by a concerted declaration of intent to his parents—parents who were, after all, in my case, quite dead at the time—is only a fable. I simply do not deserve the praise usually heaped on that so astute, so well deserving, but finally nonexistent lad.’

There was no flicker in my young companion’s green-eyed smile—no sign he’d misunderstood, or disbelieved. We talked about the new school’s location (it was his father who’d just volunteered to sell me two of the Sallese buildings and to speak on my behalf to the owner of the third, as well as to supervise the necessary renovations); we discussed the benefits of travel to students, the nature of intellectual inquiry, the necessity of theoretical knowledge in practical matters.

And we returned to his cart, where he drove me back to my gate.

Some three days later, my secretary rushed in to halt before my chair. Light fell in slant lines through the shutters over his agitated face: ‘Master, people are saying the most appalling things about you! Now it’s been decided that the school buildings are definitely to be located not in Neveryóna but in the artisans’ district, it’s rumored you’ve been telling the merchants that you completely deny your noble connections. They even say you’ve been spreading falsehoods about your parentage, saying they were not really of the noble class! The other nobles who have been sponsoring you have heard of this and, of course, resent your pandering to the merchants’ prejudices; and the merchants themselves think you are trying to play them for fools!’

I was, of course, bewildered, and tried to figure what, indeed, could be the basis of such a tale. It took me three days of careful inquiry among both merchants and nobles to learn what had happened.

The tale had gone around that I’d told some merchant youth that, as a child, I had not been allowed to go to court because my parents were dead! This, I had explained to the trusting young man (according to the rumor), was some sort of tradition among local nobles! But the next person to whom this youth—clearly the merchant’s son with whom I’d been talking that evening on the avenue—recounted his version of my story happened to be a noble himself, who knew (quite rightly) there had never been any such tradition among noblemen of Nevèrÿon and that I was of no such disempowered class: in much consternation, he’d explained all this to the young man, while decrying my falsehoods. And the two of them had gone on to speculate on what my motives could possibly be for such outlandish prevarication!

Though among a few people with whom it mattered I was able to set things more or less aright, the incident still remains for me a sign of the pressure toward misunderstanding that haunts all social communion:

For in this city there is still a monster all expect me to speak of as ‘I.’

‘I’ was a youth who, at his invitation to court, refused to go and proposed to his parents (some say his uncle!) a trip across the country instead.

Sometimes, today, ‘I’ am too modest to talk of this essentially admirable act.

At others, however, ‘I’ simply deny it for my own exploitative ends.

And it is ‘I,’ they think, who lives in this city, runs this school, teaches these children, and is respected or criticized for it by the populace.

5.221 Placing Benjamin’s quotation from Baudelaire in a fantasy context produces a very different effect from placing the same quotation in an SF context. And both effects are distinct from that which would result from placing it within an example of the literary genre Todorov called ‘the Fantastic’—or, indeed, placing it in a piece of ‘scientific’ literary naturalism, e.g., Zola, or Sinclair Lewis.

In both paraliterary contexts, the Baudelaire dialogizes heatedly with the text. In both literary contexts, the Baudelaire merely approves or condemns the specific narrative tropes that evince what is usually called ‘the plot.’ To create true dialogue there, beyond this near-mute judgment, would require real critical violence.5.23 My detractors in Neveryóna (many, after all, my relatives) say that by situating the school where I have, I’ve made both the pursuit and dissemination of knowledge a craft or trade, the Master explained. They see this as debased and appalling in these so unaristocratic times. But suppose I had located the school in one of the available Neveryóna estates? Would it have been any better to have made the pursuit and dissemination of knowledge an aristocratic accomplishment?

5.3 ‘Now let me restate what you have said.’ The minister pulled his hands to the edge of the stone table. ‘First you tell me that of the hundred-thirty-seven persons who have so far been reported to have the disease, all are male…? Then you cast your eyes down, become nervous, and tell me, well, they are not all male…? Lord Vanar I am, of course, personally acquainted with. Should I assume, then, that this is a way of saying that those men with the disease are men who, in the eyes of many, might be considered less than male…? If that is the case, then it is a truly astonishing illness!’ Outside the small, high window, the sky was hot silver. ‘Our position does not, however, afford us such coyness. We must observe this carefully and be prepared to act…’

6. with a thumbnail, nudged and nipped the dark, beneath bark’s brown the yellow wood beneath   green, copper   under oil the ashy slate

stepped into hip-high troughs with hides floating, nudged them with poles while the gray gunk you waded in took the hairs off the leather   later on the sandy ledge examined his newly hairless thigh.

Zadyuk had never worked in the tanning troughs   but he had six months at seventeen.

Nari her hem hiked up and dripping among her tubs, the yard she worked her women in awash with lye   shrill shouts

something else to scrape away apparent color loved color because it appeared   wove wires in the warp   stretched thin, beat flat as foil

threw it away if they broke (once) put it up after that and sold it cheaper   this pain poled through and poked by his arm’s prod, his knee’s pole, under pain only more   would make it different from everything else and he didn’t believe that   comfortable positions when you’re sick as rare as beauty when you’re not working well   his workshop.

was it necessary to feel a little superior to friends to love them

that anxiety   he wished the workshop   hide hanging behind the planks in wait for summer   to be at the shop not opened wasn’t closed

nothing superior now

resting on his bed and not entirely there, he skidded about a circle of words surrounding a fire finger brushing its char on the side of some terra-cotta pot when he was six, skimmed years and alleys and facts that fell in a turbulence that was more its swing and rhythm than its settle) when he was seventeen (and stop watching the small furious woman who had been his mother die, as a fourteen-year-old he’d thought the happiest death would be one   like hers at the end   where you were too exhausted by the facts of dying, the hour by hour bargain with pain, the moment by moment barter for breath, bargains and barters you always came out on the short end of, to fear

fear of death was something you indulged if you were healthy, perceptive, alert   dying took up too much of your diminished strength

afraid before, among so many weeks of illness, what once had been fear now only rose to annoyance

sunlight wedged in the window corner lay on jamb and sill like a lock of hair from a certain lively afternoon hour pausing outside to catch her breath, where voices talked of traffic, boiled grain and pepper smell, of what was happening across the street he’d always thought cluttered, convenient, and picturesque

to lie here in his room was to be sick but not that sick

when he was that sick he was usually someplace else

6.01 ‘Shannon decided that English is about 50 percent redundant when we consider samples of eight letters at a time. If the length of the sample is increased, the redundancy is much greater. For sequences of up to 100 letters it rises to approximately 75 percent. The figure is even higher in the case of whole pages or chapters, where the reader is able to get an idea of the long-range statistics of a text, including its theme and literary style. This means, Shannon said, that much of what we write is dictated by the structure of the language and is more or less forced upon us. Only what little is left is of our own free choosing.’

—Jeremy Campbell

Grammatical Man

6.1 On the raised paving stone beyond the mouth of the Bridge of Lost Desire, on the speakers’ platform at both old and new markets, at corners in the business district along Black Avenue, on the waterfront and in the central squares of the ethnic neighborhoods, Imperial criers, wearing the sign of the Royal Eagle on breast and back, shouted:

‘There is danger in Kolhari of plague. To date there have been seventy-nine probable deaths—and of the several hundred who have contracted it, no one has yet recovered. We advise care, caution, and cleanliness, and Her Majesty, whose reign is brave and beneficent, discourages the indiscriminate gathering of crowds. This is not an emergency! No, this is not an emergency! But it is a situation Her Majesty feels might develop into one.’

And on the bridge and in the market and on the street corners and in the yards, people gathered, heard, glanced at their neighbors, and dispersed quickly.

6.11 ‘Once the plague is established in the city, the regular forms collapse. There is no maintenance of roads and sewers, no army, no police, no municipal administration. Pyres are lit at random to burn the dead, with whatever means are available. Each family wants to have its own. Then wood, space, and flame itself growing rare, there are family feuds around the pyres, soon followed by a general fight, for the corpses are too numerous. The dead already clog the streets in ragged pyramids gnawed at by animals around the edges. The stench rises in the air like a flame. Entire streets are clogged by the piles of dead. Then the houses open and the delirious victims, their minds crowded with hideous visions, spread howling through the streets. The disease that ferments in their viscera and circulates throughout their entire organism discharges itself in tremendous cerebral explosions. Other victims, without buboes, delirium, pain, or rash, examine themselves proudly in the mirror, in splendid health, as they think, and then fall dead with their shaving mugs in their hands, full of scorn for other victims.

‘Over the poisonous, thick, bloody streams (color of agony and opium) which gush out of the corpses, strange personages pass, dressed in wax, with noses long as sausages and eyes of glass, mounted on a kind of Japanese sandal made of double wooden tablets, one horizontal, in the form of a sole, the other vertical, to keep them from the contaminated fluids, chanting absurd litanies that cannot prevent them from sinking into the furnace in their turn. These ignorant doctors betray only their fear and their childishness.

‘The dregs of the population, apparently immunized by their frenzied greed, enter the open houses and pillage riches they know will serve no purpose or profit…The last of the living are in a frenzy: the obedient and virtuous son kills his father; the chaste man performs sodomy upon his neighbors. The lecher becomes pure. The miser throws his gold in handfuls out the window. The warrior-hero sets fire to the city he once risked his life to save. The dandy decks himself out in his finest clothes and promenades before the charnel house. Neither the idea of an absence of sanctions nor that of imminent death suffices to motivate acts so gratuitously absurd on the part of men who did not believe death could end anything. And how explain the surge of erotic fever among the recovered victims who, instead of fleeing the city, remain where they are, trying to wrench a criminal pleasure from the dying or even the dead, half crushed under the pile of corpses where chance has lodged them…’

6.12 Artaud’s bit of feuilletonage noire about the plague (above) is basically the image Ken Russell mounted so vividly in his film The Devils.

This ‘plague’ has the same politically reactionary relation to the reality of present-day urban epidemics that Elias Canetti’s description of the violent, hostile, mindless mob in Crowds and Power has to the two most common manifestations of the contemporary urban crowd: the Audience and the Protest.

6.2 ‘You mean to tell me—’ and the minister placed his hands on his brocaded lap beneath the stone table—‘that among the more than three-hundred-fifty persons with the disease so far reported by our inspectors, which till now we assumed were all males, and homosexual males at that, there are at least seven women? and five children under the age of four?’ Outside the high small window, the evening had fallen into a brilliant cobalt. ‘So far, there have been seventy-five deaths and, to date, no recoveries. I am afraid we are past the time of preparation and observation. We must act.’ The minister turned to the head of the table. ‘Your Highness, let me propose…’

6.3 ‘It’s interesting about its social patterns,’ Peter mused. ‘There I am, working at the Gay Men’s Health Crisis three days a week, interviewing people with AIDS every day, and yet I don’t know anyone in my personal circle who’s come down with it. On the other hand, I know of people who have eight, nine, ten friends who have it.’ White wine stood in three cut crystal glasses. A fringed cloth covered the round oak table. ‘The thing you have to remember with AIDS is that all these statistics about the average number of sexual contacts a year for the average person with AIDS—sixty a year, three hundred a year—are very skewed. And the range those averages are drawn from is immense. There’re guys with it who claim only one or two contacts for a lifetime, the last of which was a couple of years before they came down with it. And there’re some who claim truly astronomical numbers of contacts, three or four thousand per year. And with a subject as touchy as this, both could be exaggerating in either direction for any number of reasons.’ It’s July 1983. Peter has been doing volunteer work for AIDS in New York City for six months now.

‘Peter,’ I said, ‘you know what three hundred contacts a year can mean.’ I said: ‘You go out to the right movie theater with some action in the back balcony for an hour and a half on Tuesday night, and on your way home from work Friday you stop into the right public John for twenty minutes. You can easily have three contacts involving semen in each. With only two hours a week devoted to it, that’s six contacts a week; and that’s three hundred and twelve for the year. You know as well as I do, you can keep up an eight-hour-a-day job, an active social life, have your three hundred contacts, and not even be late for dinner. Thousands of men in this city live that way.’ (I pondered the dozen-plus years I did it myself, with a wife who was agreeable to it, which is how I managed to combine married life and a child with an active gay life that continues more than half a dozen years after our divorce.) ‘And that’s without ever going to the baths or a bar with a back room—where you can up that by a factor of two, three, or more without really trying. The fact is, the straight people who’re dealing with AIDS—say the ones in the media—simply have no notion of the amount of sexual activity that’s available to a gay male in this city!’ I said: ‘Most straights, Peter, don’t realize, when they’re putting together these statistics, that a moderately good looking gay man in his twenties or thirties can have too or three contacts while he’s in the subway on his way to the doctor’s to see if he has AIDS…’ I was surprised at my outburst. I think the two other people at the table were too.

Peter said: ‘We also know that there’re many, many gay people—probably many more thousands—who can count the number of sexual contacts they have a year on one or two hands, Chip.’ (That’s my nickname that replaced ‘Sam’ when I was ten.) ‘Still, the people with AIDS I’ve been working with—’ He speared a fried potato from his plate and held it a moment on his fork—‘have really been living life in the fast lane. But we still don’t have any reliable statistical prototype for sexual behavior. In my own experience, I see a leaning toward IV-needles and passive anal. But that’s what they’re calling anecdotal evidence, these days. And everyone’s got some, and it’s all different.’

Slightly pinkened, reflecting from the stained-glass window, open this July morning, sunlight gouged slivers in the stainless-steel-ware.

6.31 In Nevèrÿon there is, of course, a model for the outbreak of the disease: some years before, an epidemic struck the outlying Ulvayn Islands, during which the empress, whose reign has been, on occasion, both caring and compassionate, sent ships and physicians to help evacuate those who were still healthy and who wished to come to the mainland.

The leaders of Nevèrÿon’s capital and port, Kolhari—most modern, most sophisticated, most progressive of primitive cities—, have some sense of the conservative nature of the Artaudian plague, even if, without Artaud’s text, they carry that sense on a more primitive level than we do. Thanks to reports from the islands, they know that that is what their city must never come to look like.

6.4 Once, that night, Pheron, who was twenty-four (a fact that, several times in the midst of all this, had astonished him), woke in darkness, feeling better. Well, that had happened before; he did not consider miraculous cures.

Lying on soft straw and under a cover he had given its luminous oranges and ceruleans, he turned to his side (his lower back throbbed, distracting him from the queasiness pulsing in his throat), thought about his father, and smiled.

He had been seventeen, working out at the tanning troughs.

His father had been laboring at the construction site of the New Market.

One day in every twelve his father had off, coming home late that night and sleeping far into the next morning.

Pheron had two days off in every ten.

His third off-time coincided with one of his father’s, to both their surprise; the evening before, they sat in the dark room with the lamp on the table Pheron had lit from the cook-fire coals.

His father leaned his arm in front of his bowl. Lamplight doubled the number of hairs over the blocky forearm strung with high veins, putting a shadow hair beside each real one on the brown skin.

The lamp flame wavered.

Half the hairs moved.

With a wooden paddle in his other hand, his father ate noisily from the grain, peppers, and fat Pheron had stewed together. ‘Maybe then, tomorrow,’ his father said, ‘we’ll go someplace. You and me.’ He gestured with the paddle. ‘Together.’

‘Sure,’ Pheron said, unsure what he meant.

Then both went to bed, Pheron sleeping with his heel wedged back between the big toe and the toe over of his other foot, fists curled in straw by his face, fingers smelling of garlic and the new barbaric spice, cinnamon (one of his recent enthusiasms his father put up with), and the acid from the bark that soaked in the stone troughs, their tides and ripplings littoral to his day.

Lingering at the mouth of the Bridge of Lost Desire, his father pulled at his earlobe, where gray hairs grew, with heavy workman’s fingers and said in flat tones that signed a kind of nervousness (as a boy, Pheron had feared those tones because often they presaged punishment): ‘You ever come here before…?’

Certainly Pheron had crossed the bridge to the Old Market. As certainly, he knew that that was not what his father meant. But ‘No’ would be easy and appeasing.

Perhaps because the tanning work meant he was grown, or because being grown meant you stayed tired enough that the appeasements you’d once indulged you didn’t have the energy for now, he said, anyway: ‘No…’ Then, louder: ‘I mean, yes. I’ve been here. Yes. Before.’

His father smiled a little. ‘I thought it was about time I took you to get yourself a woman. After your mother died, I came here enough—more than I should have. I don’t too much now. But we may still meet some lady who remembers me.’ His father rubbed his ear again. ‘Only now you tell me you’ve already beat me. That means, I guess, I do neglect you—more than a father should. Well, then, you know how it’s done.’

With the veil of exhaustion that lay, these days, over both working and nonworking time, blatant confession seemed as out of keeping as blatant denial. ‘Why don’t you find yourself a woman,’ Pheron said, ‘and I’ll meet you back here in a few hours?’

‘No,’ his father said. ‘Come on. We’ll go together, you and me. Besides, if we both use the same room, it’ll be cheaper.’

They began to walk across.

‘Go on,’ his father said. ‘Tell me which ones you like the most.’

A strangeness in it all—it was his father—made him want to smile. And, very deeply, dark discomfort streamed through. The strangest thing, however, was how ordinary it all—humor and discomfort—seemed. Father and son? he thought. Two workmen, an older and a younger, come to the bridge for sex? It was a pattern someone must have fit in the very stones of the bridge itself. ‘I guess…’ Pheron shrugged. ‘Well, that one’s cute—’

‘Ah, you like them young!’ His father chuckled. ‘Not me! Even when I was your age. I always thought the older ones would give me a better time. And I’m right, too. Your mother was four years older than I was—and if she’d been fourteen years older, it wouldn’t have been so bad.’

‘Father,’ Pheron said, suddenly, recklessly: ‘I don’t want a woman.’ Then: ‘If I was going to buy anyone here, it would be a man. And besides: when I come here, men pay me!’ And added: ‘Sometimes.’ Because he’d only done that three times anyway, and that at the instigation of an outrageous friend he didn’t see much of now.

He walked with his father half a dozen more steps. He felt lightheaded, silly, brave. (He imagined some tangle of shuttle and warp quickly, aggressively, finally unknotted.) Yes, his heart was beating faster. But the tiredness was gone. The soles of his feet tingled in his sandals; so did his palms.

His father stopped.

The sky was clear. Under Pheron’s jaw and on the back of his arm, where sun did not touch, were cool. Across the walkway, a redheaded boy herded ahead half a dozen goats. They lifted bearded muzzles to glance about, yellow eyes slit with black, bleating and bleating. One raised a short tail, spilling black pellets from a puckered sphincter, only to get pushed on by three others. Two older women at the far wall laughed—though whether at the goats or the goatherd, Pheron couldn’t tell. A donkey cart passed in the opposite direction.

‘Then your mother was right,’ his father said, finally.

Pheron thought, He must be furious, and waited for the loud words, for the recriminations, for the distance glimmering between them to be struck away by anger.

‘I suppose I knew she was. But I always said it was something you’d grow out of. Now, there! See, maybe you will grow out of it.’

‘I’m seventeen, father. It’s just the way I am. I don’t…’ He shrugged. I don’t want to grow out of it!’

His father started walking again; so Pheron walked too.

His father said: ‘You should try a woman. You might be surprised. You can find nice ones, here. I don’t mean just pretty. I mean ones who’re fun, even kind. Someone like you, you see: you need one who’s kind, patient—that’s because you’re sensitive, young, unsure of yourself. I should have brought you here before. I know that, now.’

‘I’ve tried it,’ Pheron said. ‘Before. With a few women.’ Well, one, he thought. And there’d been another boy with them. ‘I didn’t like it that much. Not like with men. That’s better. For me, I mean…’ His father was getting ahead, so Pheron hurried. You like women. Suppose someone told you to grow out of that?’

‘Ha!’ his father said. ‘No. No, I guess there’s not much chance of that!’

Pheron laughed. ‘Then what do you want to do? You get a woman, I’ll get a man?’ (For some reason, that morning there were no male hustlers in sight, though there were many girls and women about.) ‘And we’ll both share a room? Maybe you should try a man!’ He laughed again, feeling nervous. Not his father’s nervousness, either. It was all his. ‘Men are cheaper than women, here. Did you know that? It’s true. Some people go with either. If you were one of those who could do that, you could save yourself some money—’

‘Oh, no!’ his father said, still a step ahead. He waved his hand behind. ‘No—’

Then he stopped again.

The sound he made was not a shout:

‘Ahhhii—!’

A grown man might make it at sudden pain: a sigh with much too much voice to it, perhaps a quarter of the sound a full shout might carry.

Pheron stopped too.

His father looked back. You don’t want this? With me? Go on then!’

‘Maybe—’

‘Go on home,’ his father said. ‘You don’t need to be here with me, for this. Go on, I say!’ He looked back. ‘What do I want you here with me for? Get out of here—now!’

Ahead, goats bleated.

Their arms around each other’s shoulders, two prostitutes walked by with a third chattering after them.

Pheron turned back toward the bridge mouth. By the time he came off, he was trembling and angry. Halfway home, wrestling the anger silently, he felt the tiredness again. He walked half a dozen streets he wouldn’t have ordinarily taken—a long route home. When he reached the door to their dark rooms, set back in the shoulderwide alley between the stable and the brickyard, he was mumbling: ‘I’m too tired to be angry. I’m too tired…’ It was something his mother had occasionally said. Usually she hadn’t meant it either.

Under his bed frame was a handloom. When he got inside he pulled it out and sat in front of it cross-legged on the earthen floor. The strip he’d been weaving was wide as the length of his forearm laid across it. The finished material was rolled in a bundle on the loom’s back bar. Currently he was in the midst of a ten shuttle pattern, at least for this part, for he’d varied his design along the three meters he’d done so far, now using yarns of different thicknesses, now of different colors, now varying the pattern itself, sometimes using a knotted weave, sometimes a plain one, the whole an endless experiment.

He wove furiously till the window dimmed.

Then he got out the jar of good oil and filled and lit three lamps from the banked coals under the ashes in the fireplace. He set two lamps on the corners of the table and one down on the floor at his side—waiting for the moon.

A running argument with his father went: ‘If you’re going to work after dark, Pheron, don’t waste expensive oil. Take it up on the roof and work by moonlight!’ which Pheron always said he would do, only—I’m just using the lamps till the moon comes out, anyway, father.’ But often, once started, he would weave by lamplight half the night, while the full moon came, went away again, and he, refilling the lamps half a dozen times, never even looked out the window to see. ‘Pheron, I told you—’

He wove again.

He got up and went to look out the window; for the moon should be full or near so. But it wasn’t out yet. So he sat back down on the floor.

He wove some more.

The hanging across the door whispered. He heard his father push through and didn’t look up.

His father moved around the room and, after a while, said:

‘Here. You like this stuff.’

So he glanced over.

‘I got you something.’

The yarn bundles dropped on the table. One rolled between the lamps and fell to the floor, spinning in the air on dark string.

By the lamplight, he could only make out the brighter hues.

‘Oh.’ He put the shuttles down. ‘Hey…!’ He pushed himself up to his knees.

‘In the Old Market,’ his father said. He stood by the table, beard all under-lit, his arms still bent with the ghost of their gift. ‘I don’t know whether they’re colors you want. But I figured, you could use them. For something.’ He reached up to pull his ear. ‘Some of that stuff is expensive, you know?’ Now he picked up one and another of the skeins, frowning. ‘I just thought…’

Pheron stood, his back stiff, his thighs aching from crouching so long on the floor. ‘Thanks…’ He tried to think of something else to say. ‘You want something to eat? I’ll stop and fix some—’

‘No,’ his father said. ‘No, I ate. You fix for yourself if you want. Not me. I got something while I was out.’

His father, Pheron realized, was slightly drunk.

‘Is this stuff something you can use? You like it?’

‘Yeah,’ Pheron said. ‘Yes. Thanks. Thanks a lot.’

‘You go on,’ his father said. ‘You go on working. I just thought you might like, might use…some of these.’

‘No,’ Pheron said. ‘I’ll stop for a little.’ Then he asked, because there just didn’t seem any way not to: ‘Did you find a woman?’

His father pretended not to have heard.

The two of them sat at the table together awhile.

Some of the skeins had come undone.

Several times his father buried the fingers of one hand in the yarns to lift a tangle from the table in the lamplight, blinking through the strands as if to determine the color in the inadequate glow.

His father said, finally: ‘I didn’t get a woman. I didn’t want one. I got you this. See? Instead.’

Pheron thought: This isn’t the kind of apology I wanted. I wanted him to have his woman and I wanted him to say, too, ‘I thought about it, Pheron, and I was wrong. I’m sorry. You’re my son. And I want you to be my son any way you are. Any way. You have your way. I have mine. But whoever you are, it’s fine with me. Do you forgive me?’ (How many times while he’d woven had he rehearsed what his father should tell him?) But, as he leaned his elbows on the table, he thought: That’s just not who he is. That’s just not what he can give. And I’m too tired to ask for it, or even—he realized after a while—to want it that much.

Through raised strands, his father blinked. ‘What’s the matter with you?’ He put his tangled hand down.

Sitting back on the bench, Pheron rubbed his wet eyes with two forefingers which were growing rougher with each day at the troughs. Nothing.’

‘The moon’s out,’ his father said. ‘You want to work, I know. Take it up to the roof. So you don’t waste good oil.’

‘No,’ he said. ‘I…Well—yeah. Maybe. All right.’ He stood up, looking at the dark yarn piled on the table. ‘Thanks for all this stuff. Thanks.’ He picked one of the skeins to take with him, though he wasn’t sure what color it was.

His father grunted.

Pheron turned and picked up his handloom. Shuttles swung and clicked. ‘You all right?’ he asked.

His father nodded. ‘Don’t stay up too long, though.’

‘I won’t,’ Pheron said.

Behind him, his father blew out first one, then the other lamp, so that the only light came from the one still on the floor, below the table.

Pheron lay in the dark (seven years later), not thinking of his father’s death three years before, but of this; and of squatting before his handloom on the roof, moonlight bleaching the colors from his design’s intricacies, while he wove on into night.

7. A woman writes from the Northwest:

‘What really angers me about the AIDS business is that women, we, find ourselves again in the position of helping men. Out of the goodness of our hearts…Where were they when we were fighting the health-care system because of what it routinely did to women? Nowhere, that’s where…It pisses me off to find myself in the Helpmeet Business again, especially since the whole situation is so bad—the right wing screeching, “God hates gays!”—so that, in all conscience, really, I can’t do anything but be appalled by the disease itself and the homophobic capital being made out of it.

‘What we must do, politically, is make it clear that the bigotry that sees AIDS as a sinner’s punishment (or merely assumes that gay men’s lives are expendable or trivial or not important) is the same bigotry that hates and fears women and wants to keep us in our place, i.e., squashed. This is the same ideology that allows most people, of both sexes and all sexual persuasions, to swallow a government that is spending more and more billions on war toys and lining somebody’s pockets thereby…I’m afraid that only the usual radicals are making this connection (but they always made it)…

‘Of course the epidemic is a terrible thing—and the satisfaction with which so many Americans regard it as God’s fulfillment of their own extremely disgusting system of values and fantasies is worse. I HATE the antisexual use of AIDS even more than its use against homosexuality per se. To be morally upset about how other people take their sexual pleasures is surely the weirdest human quirk ever. It is utterly silly, especially when one knows nothing but myth anyway. (Here the usual voices come in, ‘But violence—’ Of course I don’t approve of rape or murder!)

‘People are biologically so constituted that they not only like being sexually aroused and satisfied, but they tend to get antsy or cranky when none or far too little of this is happening. This seems to me quite simple and totally amoral.’

7.1 Conferments in the High Council Chamber; conferments before and after that in several lower ones.

Discussions in the throne room. (In still another room someone declared: ‘Oh, she will stamp her small foot, but Lord Kordar will have his way.’ No foot was stamped, however, and the conference with the Child Express Ynelgo lasted a third the time the most sanguine courtier had predicted. Later, however, the Empress called her aged vizerine to her to meet privately.) Details, pronouncements, instructions made their way through the High Court; messengers were dispatched—finally a messenger returned; so that on a balmy morning in the month of the Ferret, Imperial couriers shouted from every street corner—indeed, the announcement was first made at dawn but was repeated throughout the day and the city, both by proclamation and rumor, till, that evening, few did not know it:

‘Her Royal Highness, the Child Empress Ynelgo, in a reign both greathearted and gracious, has sent an Imperial deposition to the very borders of her empire to confer with the man known to the people as Gorgik the Liberator, with an invitation to come to the capital, Kolhari, and assume the post of minister at the High Court of Eagles, where he shall work with the empress and her other ministers and employ his talents for the betterment of the nation and the alleviation of the suffering of all classes, high and low, slave and freeman.

‘He has consented.

‘In honor of this joyous occasion, a week of Carnival will shortly be declared throughout Kolhari, at which time all employers must cut their work to half-time for five days, so that no one labors more than six hours consecutively, followed by an entire day of leisure and license. The city and the nation will officially celebrate with carnival the coming of the Liberator to the High Court of Eagles!’

7.11 And that, said the minister, should get their minds off this unbearable plague!

7.2 For several years she had traveled with her cart about the land, telling stories—now in the great houses scattered over the country, now in the markets of outlying cities, now to strangers who stopped by her evening camp. Her rewards had been as varied as her tales: sometimes food, lodging, and entertainment; sometimes money; sometimes the simple satisfaction of a grin from a young girl or a smile from an old man whom she had brought to some affective understanding of the taking of joy or sorrow or wonder. Sometimes it was introductions, verbal or written, to other great houses, other markets, where there would be more food, more money, more children and oldsters, and more introductions.

It is the rare society that does not abuse its artists, and Nevèrÿon was not rare. Norema had suffered its abuse, but she had come through it with a minimum of bitterness, a maximum of goodwill, and a little money saved—with which, on returning to Kolhari, she had rented a small room for a while, planning to relax, recuperate, think.

Recently a friend whom she’d found after long searching had gone off again—this time probably for good. But then, after she’d been in the city only three days, while walking in the Old Market of the Spur, she’d run into another friend she’d thought lost to her forever—a wealthy merchant woman who lived in her walled estate in Sallese and for whom Norema had once worked as secretary years before. The woman had welcomed her warmly and had been materially helpful to her several times since, so that, once more, for both better and worse, life had again gone against expectations.

But the man who lived in the room beside her—talking to him a few times when she’d first moved in, she’d decided she liked him—was very ill. When she went out for her own water to the cistern in the back, she had taken to filling one of the chipped jars to bring back for him. Now and again she went in to help him clean himself or to bring him food from the market.

As the evening put bright copper along the edge of her window, and the air outside fell into dark blue, in her room Norema sat on the bench by the clay wall and thought—

7.3 CMV, ASFV, HTLV, Hepatitis-B model, retro-viruses, LAV, the multiple agent theory, the ‘poppers’ theory, the double-virus theory, the genetic disposition theory (the eternal Government Plot theory!), the two-population theory; and I just learned today that the average person with AIDS is in his upper thirties, rather than in his mid-twenties, as I’d thought—that is, he’s much closer to my age than, say, to some of the more sexually active people I know. To date (March 1984) there are 19 cases under 20; 831 between 20 and 30; 1,762 between 30 and 40; 813 between 40 and 50; and 330 over 49, with another 19 cases where the age is unknown.

A hundred-fifty-eight of these are women; and because the women with AIDS are, so insistently, both socially (most are IV drug users and/or the sexual partners of men who are) and statistically marginal, you can bet dollars to doughnuts that they are getting the truly shitty end of an already inhumanly shitty stick. Should I change Toplin, Pheron, or Lord Vanar, then, to make them more characteristic…?

Should I modify them as to age, sex, or class to make them even less so…?

To tell any tale in such a situation is to have press in on you the hundreds, the thousands (the most recent headline: GUESS WHAT HITS FOUR THOUSAND?) you aren’t telling.

I could write a small pamphlet on every one of the above acronyms—as could, I guess, just about every nontechnophobe gay male in New York City at this time.

The CMV theory still makes good sense, but I put a lot of hope in the two-population theory (a comparatively small, vulnerable population, a comparatively large immune one) if only to preserve sanity—though I am highly interested in the LAV work (as is everyone this month—along with the ‘too good to be true’ Dapsone treatment for KS, with its entailed ‘variably acid-fast’ Mycobacterium theory), as we wait for the release of a report by the Atlanta CDC that’s expected later this month from the French Institute Pasteur—officially confirming LAV as the agent—in hopes that it will begin to consign this period to the past of historical nightmare, from which we can start to shake ourselves awake. It’s much the same sort of excitement, however, as we had about ASFV six months ago.

What was the old Chinese curse?

‘May you live in interesting times!’

This kind of entry, incidentally, is just what makes a great book like John Reed’s Ten Days That Shook the World all but unreadable to later generations.

Still, no one will understand this period who does not gain some insight into these acronyms and retrieve some understanding of how they must obsess us today, as possible keys to life, the possibility of living humanely, and death.

7.4 It is not that easy to flee, Norema thought. When I was younger, the world was a series of loud and foaming oceans. One after the other, I launched out into each, with as much excitement as fear. Today it is a sequence of badly tended fields, each to be struggled across, the waves and the cities as difficult as the woods. Someone ran by outside, banging a ceramic drum, shouting. The mention of Carnival, and they act as if, finally and at last, they’ve trapped their Liberator, hauled him back from what moment of flight, and fixed him in one of their empty halls, like a beast or a prisoner chained in some void cistern. Will he be strong enough to act from within court walls, to make himself heard through the granites that from now on, surrounds him? Will he be able to thrust his arm through the fog of protocol, tradition, habit, the very constitution of power with which he now becomes one? Will he be powerful? What is possible from within the paralyzing citadel? She looked about the darkening room, at wooden statues by the fire, at ornamental jars on the table, the parchments beside them on which she kept notes for her tales. Some were piled at the corner, some—the most recent—were spread on the table itself. What an array of aids to memory! There’s the small, glazed jar of rinds and spices given me by that old dear in Ka’hesh. Open it in a room where all real filth has been cleared away, and it will cleanse the remaining mustiness from the air inside an hour. Opening it here three months ago, pungently I recalled the giver. (Polished bone rings on her earth-stained fingers…) Sitting on high rocks by the sea, I inked my skins with notions for ‘The Game of Time and Pain’: Lean-masted ships sailed into the sun-shot harbor…among dark bushes children muttered magical rhymes…that morning the Queen ordered the captured slave-girl to dress herself as a count. That parchment’s on the table now. Looking at it this morning, what did I recall? (What do I recall I recalled…) Perhaps the question is: Who is the giver in such situations? Myself? The sea? The rocks I sat on? Time? Or the nameless god of language skills, who is at once so niggardly and so profligate with the blessings she holds back from living song to bestow on silent record?

Twice as I roamed this country, I’ve been set on by bandits. Both times I was lucky and escaped. (Both times they thought me a smuggler.) Both times, when they found my cart contained nothing of salable value, but rather the old marked-on skins where I work out my tales, they let me go with only the most prefunctory threats.

It happened once, and I moved on through the forest after it in a transport of self-congratulation and gratitude. Six months later, it happened again; this time when the scarred criminal who set upon me recognized what I carried was writing, he became furious as he pulled the vella out and threw them in the leaves, now ripping this, now crumpling that. Indeed, he ruined many of them, while I staunched all urge to plead with him that he cease, lest he think his ravages did me more harm than they did, leading him on to destroy systematically what he now ruined at random. When I finally got to go on my way through the dappled wood, I was nowhere near as joyful as before—and chose my routes more carefully.

Another parchment there on the table bears the sentence I wrote about the second of those two outrages, hoping at some point to use it in a tale: ‘The peg shook in the distended lobe.’ How long have I spent looking at it, rereading it, rewriting it now this way, now that. Should ‘distended’ be there, or not?…in the lobe’ hangs from the sentence’s end as the lobe of that rough man’s ear hung from the curvital cartilage, as he stood above me after he’d pushed me to the ground. ‘Distended,’ then, distends the phrase that gives the experience, miming it: two dancers make two identical gestures in one dance. That doubling bespeaks the art that belies the improvisatory quality of their practice. But we have all seen those carved pegs such men thrust through their ears; we know their forefinger thickness, their intricate scrimshaw. Perhaps, then, I want the words to move against the experience, to tug in tension with the reality, like a dancer moving away from himself in a mirror. (Drop ‘distended’ then…?) Certainly that’s no less artful. But which verbal gesture do I want? Support or opposition? And does Pheron ever weave and unweave at a single row as much?

What to think about, instead of that man’s pain?

Once, some weeks after his illness began, I sat in his room and watched him weave three hours. I drank a tea, chatting with him while he worked. Work, he says. Work is what makes him feel human, those days at a time he can do it. Now, I’ve watched women weave before. Did his slow, bright pattern bring it to mind, then. As his shuttles went in and out and under, carrying color over, dropping one hue beneath another, I thought: That is what I do when I make a tale! Whatever god oversees the making of webs and nets and fabrics must also oversee the construction of stories. Oh, putting them together is so very different from the assemblage of the words and phrases, the joining of hearsay to hoped-for by which common workers and wastrels make up the speeches they tell some laboring girl to aggrandize themselves in her blinking and distracted eyes, speeches in which truths and lies trip over each other the night long. More singing outside in the street broke up into laughter. One woman began to sing again. When I was younger, there was a plague in the islands. I will not rehearse what I lost there. They dare this merriment here only because the illness is so limited—to men, though I’ve heard otherwise, and, at least in the general mind, to men like Pheron.

But what must such laughter say when it rings beyond the windows of those, women or men, who are sick to their death?

When I was a child on my marginal island that I thought, then, was the world, inland tribes sometimes held festive navens, where everyone dressed up in everyone else’s clothes, the chief hunters and the head wives pretending they were beggars and outcasts, while the social pariahs were obeyed like queens and kings for the day. Women pretended to be men; men dressed as women. Parents made obeisance to their children, and children strutted like adults. It was a wonderfully healing practice. In the midst of it life itself became a wonder-studded tale with endless lessons for later use woven through with delight. I am truly pleased at this carnival time in Kolhari. Some go, rather, to a monstrous calling—not I. I will walk out in the streets, singing among the festival’s celebrants.

For the Liberator has come to Kolhari…

Still, when I think of what those songs, that laughter must mean to those who are excluded from it, I want to flee this city, this country, this land ready to think of anything but the pain within it. Only considering what lies on the other side of such flight stops me. And when I consider, I imagine in place of my personal exile, some text, a tale I might weave together, here, now, in this room at the end of this Kolhari alley, a luminous fabric that leaps from the loom of language for a monstrous, phthartic flight, soaring, habromanic, glorious as song and happy as summer, till finally it sinks into the savage and incicurable complexities of its own telling, to be torn apart by what impelled it: angry criminals fall to ravage a cartful of parchments.

This will be a fine celebration.

This will be a dark carnival.

7.5 Historically the official reaction to plague in Europe was the one described by Defoe in A Journal of the Plague Year (1722): ‘The government…appointed public prayers and days of fasting and humiliation, [and encouraged the more serious inhabitants] to make public confession of sin and implore the mercy of God to avert the dreadful judgment which hung over their heads…All the plays and interludes which, after the manner of the French Court, had been set up, and began to increase among us, were forbid to act; the gaming-tables, public dancing-rooms, and music-houses, which multiplied and began to debauch the manners of the people, were shut up and suppressed; and the jack-puddings, merry-andrews, puppet-shows, rope-dancers, and such like-doings, which had bewitched the people, shut up their shops, finding indeed no trade; for the minds of the people were agitated with other things, and a kind of sadness and horror at these things sat upon the countenance even of the common people. Death was before their eyes, and everybody began to think of their Grave, not of mirth and diversion.’

Defoe’s last few lines may betray that this is the official interpretation of the response as well as the official proscription: if there was, indeed, ‘no trade,’ why would these merry-makings need to be ‘forbid,’ ‘shut-up,’ and ‘suppressed’? At any rate, even in Artaud’s conservative schema, once ‘official theater’ is banished during the plague, the reemergence, here and there, of spontaneous theatrical gestures in the demoralized populace at large throughout the city represents, for him, the birth of true and valid art/theater/spectacle.

Though not burdened with a modern theory of germs—not obsessed with acronyms—Nevèrÿon certainly has some intuitive knowledge of contagion. And despite (or because of) the inhabitants’ suspicions of its officially sanctioned Carnival and its official invitation to the Liberator to take part in its cabinet, this unusual response has opened a marginal space for a certain radical gesture.

Do I, however, know what it is?

7.6 That morning Pheron sat at the table, sore at groin, back, and flank, not thinking as much as possible between moments of yearning after his workshop. But his walk to the end of the block and back, which he’d been forcing himself to take (almost) every morning, had again confirmed that he was not strong enough to go the three-quarters of a mile through the busy city and return.

Where was the scamp who’d helped him out at the workshop the week before the illness had forced him home? Not that he expected to see him again. Oh, definitely a girl next time. No more boys. Not in the shop at any rate. The girls appreciated his wit, were impressed with the stream of (impressive) clients in and out, fell in love with him a little, and worked dreadfully hard because of it. With the boys, however, even the ugly awkward ones he’d offered jobs only out of compassion, sure he could never feel anything but pity for them, it was always he who began to fall a little in love (or into too great a pity). He grew lax. They grew lazy. No, definitely a girl—

A chill moment caught him up as if a wind had come through the window; because he was not getting better, he knew. He was only teaching himself to live with the decayings, failings, breakdowns in the body that marked an inexorable deterioration.

Hung in a fringe across his window, yarns were black with the sunlit blaze beyond.

Somewhere outside a wagon stopped.

Two of the three planks still leaned in the door frame, but the leather curtain hung in front of them. When leather moved, he thought it was Norema come with more water.

Backed by sunlight, the figure swayed.

Pheron sat up—not as quickly as he might—and blinked.

The boy—it was a boy’s voice and a boy’s body outlined by the sun—put his hand on the side of the door and leaned.

Further out in the sunlight stood an older man. His brocaded robe suggested that he was a lord. There were others as well—

The boy said: ‘Excuse me. You’re Pheron, the dyer and weaver?’

Pheron nodded.

‘You are very sick…?’

Pheron squinted.

‘So am I,’ the boy said. ‘I…so are we. My name is Toplin. I’m a student from one of the academies near Sallese. At least I used to be before they sent me back to my mother’s. And this is Lord Vanar, with me. May we come in and talk with you?’

‘I’m not very…’ Pheron began. Then he said: ‘Yes. Please. Please, come inside! Sit on something—yes, there. Please…’

8. There was another hustler, twenty-four or twenty-five and maybe six-foot-three, very thin, very blond (very curly), who’d also had his top teeth knocked out at one time or another, so that when he smiled, his canine fangs hung either side of his grin. Like Joey, he lived on the street and used to sit on the stoop next to the drycleaners or hang out with his hands in his pockets in front of the comic-book store, sometimes asking you to go into some grocery and purchase something for him if he gave you the money—beer, a sandwich—as he was (like Joey) usually too dirty and too disheveled to get served.

Sometimes I used to tease Joey: ‘You have to work hard when you’re out here, man. You think you’re the only toothless junky hustling? Your competition’s right over there.’

Toward the end of last July, about ten o’clock one hot morning, as I was coming up Eighth Avenue I saw Joey wandering down the street. Fingertips under the waist of his shorts and wearing a grubby maroon tank-top, he came over to me: ‘Hey, Chip, is there any way you can get me a room somewhere? I really don’t wanna be sleepin’ on the street for a while!’

Occasionally I’d given Joey a few dollars. On his more presentable days, I’d take him into the Fiesta for a beer. In the first few months I’d known him, when a cold snap got me worried about him, I’d rented him a cheap room for a week. But such needs as his are endless, and to remain friends with him, I’d known from the first I would have to disentangle myself from his survival—which, for a couple of years now I had. ‘I can’t spend that kind of money,’ I told him.

‘Please,’ he said. ‘It’s really weird out here.’

‘What’s weird?’ I asked.

‘You remember that kid you always used to say was my “competition?” The other one with no teeth?’

‘Yeah, what about him?’

‘He got killed.’

I looked surprised.

‘Last night. And he’s the fifth!’

‘What in the world happened?’

‘Oh, man,’ Joey said, ‘it’s been crazy out here for the past few weeks. You ain’t been down here. But some guy’s running around the streets at night killin’ people. And it’s gruesome, too. When they’re asleep, in doorways and places. About three weeks back one night—’ we walked past the comic-book store and the boarded-up windows of the old Haymarket, along that stretch called by only a very few people, for reasons I’ve never learned, the Minnesota Strip; in this neighborhood, most of the stores and shops that are going to open up, are open by now. The others are permanently shut—‘I went over by the waterfront to shoot up, by the tracks under the bridge, where there’s this big garbage pile; and while I was going under there, I smelled something, man. You ever smell a dead body? I mean, after it’s been there a few days. In heat like we’ve been having too.’

‘Yes I said. ‘As a matter of fact, I have.’

‘Well, that’s what it was. I didn’t even take my works out. I mean over there. Then. I just got out. I didn’t want to even see it, you know?’

‘You didn’t report it?’

‘Naw. But two days later, I heard they found it. Some girl got cut up and dumped over the bridge, right on top of the garbage pile. But the same night I went under there, a guy got sliced open down on Thirty-eighth Street, sleepin’ in a doorway. We all heard about that one the next day. Then, a few nights later, two kids got killed, a boy and a girl together. They were sleepin’ with their knapsacks under some steps. He left a note on them: “Death to the Street People!” But he doesn’t just kill ’em, man! He really cuts ’em up! That why they think it’s all the same person doing it. The guy I told you about—my “competition”—that got killed last night? It was right around on Forty-sixth Street, over there. Right near to that restaurant where all them young actors go.’ He thumbed toward Restaurant Row. ‘Him and his partner went over there to sleep under the steps. About four o’clock in the morning, his partner woke up and said he was goin’ for some breakfast. The toothless kid said he was gonna stay there and sleep, you know? And an hour later, his partner come back—and the kid’s stabbed to death. And hacked up, too. His nuts were cut off. And his stomach was split open and his heart was pulled out! But that’s the kind of stuff this weirdo’s been doing. People all up and down here are scared to go to sleep!’

‘Jesus!’ I said.

‘The others were like that too Joey said. ‘Can you imagine, doing something like that to someone?’

‘That’s a pretty messy thing to do,’ I said. ‘How do you get home through the streets after you’ve done something like that?’

Joey shrugged. ‘Well, he’s done it five times now—if the first girl was done by the same person. She was cut up pretty bad, but not quite as bad as the others.’

A few minutes later, after Joey had wandered off somewhere else, I walked across Forty-sixth Street. A section had been roped off along the south side. A few policemen still stood around. The remains had been removed, but apparently the forensic crew hadn’t yet (or had just) finished.

8.1 The conversations were muted in the high council room:

‘…not what we were prepared for, with this Carnival…’

‘…I am afraid so, yes, that every sedition…’

‘…certainly in the streets, but I have heard that beneath them…’

People left the room, with sweeping robes. Others entered and swept by still others bending to clean and straighten up after the meeting.

Near the door to the antechamber, a minister approached a woman in a white dress, her dark hair cornrowed severely over her head. He moved his hand toward her arm, not quite touching her; it was only because she chose to glance at him that he actually spoke.

‘The Liberator is coming; yes, this we’ve all agreed to, Your Highness,’ the minister said softly in unaccustomed agitation. ‘But are you aware that certain elements come, not with him, but no doubt because of him? Certain subversive and dangerous elements have arrived to exploit the days of merry-making entirely in terms of this accursed plague that the Carnival you have declared and the man it honors was called precisely to distract them from. How does one say this to such a noble presence as yourself? But our customs inspectors have found a wealth of magic fetishes being smuggled into the city of late—and rumors of a terrible Wizard descend upon us; oh, and in one cart of contraband, when the tooled-leather cover was pulled back, what was there but a miniature model in exquisite detail of Kolhari herself, with all her avenues and alleys, her secret sinks and cisterns, from the Spur unto the High Court—like some hugely out-sized garden maintenance maquette! This is not right. There is rumor that a woman cooked a two-headed goat and sold it for barbeque from a cart in the Old Market, that bloodred ships have drawn up to the old docks along the port where the fog refuses to leave the streets, and that certain children with blue eyes and coppery hair have added strangely improvised nonsense names to their gaming chants as they play ball by the cisterns of the inner city: names that make even the wisest of our sages, who pass them in the sunlight, suddenly chill from their unspeakable implications. We do not talk of this in the council, Your Highness. But are you aware that these unmentionable things are all anyone mentions—and with grave trepidation—going to and from it?’

To which the Child Empress, who was soon to be forty-seven and had her own annual carnival in the month of the Rat, when her birthday was combined with the anniversary of her ascension for a similar week of celebration during the winter days of short-light, answered crisply: ‘Yes. I am aware of all things in my land,’ and started ahead to join her maids and servants, who turned to her now in a flurry of forehead knocking, with lowered faces and raised fists, ready to depart for the royal suite.

Before she joined them, however, she turned back. ‘Have you heard, as I have, that there are plans and plots afoot in the city to call up the old named gods and ancient powers: Hellwart, Gauine, The Thrine Sejcenning; Oning har’Jotheet, the Amnewor, and Ropig Crigsbeny; possibly even Dliaballoha, and Doonic Yenednis…?’

The minister’s silence went out to all corners of the room like cords from some tangled knot at the center; here and there a servant or another minister glanced over. Yet it did not rope in the entire space, for the conversations and motions that halted here and there began again at other places. The minister drew up his arms within the long sleeves of his robe, and said at last: ‘Your Highness is well aware that these names have not been spoken within the walls of court since—’

‘—since eternity’s dawn, when the nameless god of count and accounting sorted the night into her left hand and day into her right and began to juggle the two.’ The empress did not smile. ‘They have not been mentioned within these walls since I came to live among them, Lord Krodar. And as they were not gods local to this part of the country, they have never been mentioned much outside.’ She paused a moment, lifting her hand to touch her low collar. ‘Or were Dliaballoha, Gauine, or the Amnewor, some of the “nonsense names” that the children have been gaming with? You know, when I was a very little girl, before I came here, those names would terrify me. Then, when I arrived in the north, to be given a whole new gallery of nameless gods and the promise that they would protect us from those awful, ancient demons, I was terrified all over again. Do the old or the new gods terrify you now?’ Suddenly she smiled and took the minister’s arm. ‘Look about you, Lord Krodar. Suppose I had mentioned these same evil entities ten, fifteen, twenty years ago, toward the beginning of my reign. The whole room would have dropped into a stunned paralysis as palpable as the granite walls themselves. But look. Listen. Many of these around us now were born here. They live in precisely the world we once hoped to create: a world where such gods as once terrorized a third the nation now sound, indeed, as silly as the nonsense children babble in the streets in time to their ball bouncing. The nameless gods have created a barrier of silence that has imprisoned these malignant and alien deities and demons till their callings have been stripped of terror.’ She looked at the floor, considering. ‘We feel, Lord Krodar, that we can indulge a certain flexibility—indeed, must indulge it, if our reign is not to be fragile and friable. I have been conferring with my good vizerine. She reminded me that my grandfather’s mother—her own great-great-grandaunt, you no doubt recall—whose reputation is glorious in the south and somewhat…awkward in the north, nevertheless put the northern dragons under her Imperial protection, to the glory of Ellamon. I think that we in Kolhari can afford to have a similar attitude to these ancient and endangered monsters. Who knows. It may even win for us a similar glory. At least in carnival time.’

8.2 A friend since my high-school days, Queenie works the night shift as a registrar in the emergency room at a better New York hospital. She called me up for a breakfast date, and in a Columbus Avenue coffee shop with tile-top tables and aspiring actors for waiters, we ate overpriced fruit cup, toasted bagels, and drank cinnamon shot coffee: ‘Chip, I see one, two, sometimes three AIDS cases come in to the emergency room a night! I read somewhere that for the whole city they’re coming in at the rate of five or six a week, but we get more than that during the night shifts where I am. Maybe that means it’s going up—Right now, I’m about at that point where I can look at somebody across the desk and tell if he’s got it—I mean, you’re very sick, and you’re not pretty. Like I said, this is the night shift in the emergency room in a hospital that doesn’t have that big an emergency service. And someone who suspected that that’s what they had would probably go down to St. Vincent’s anyway, where they have that special AIDS clinic. It’s very scary. And I’m worried. About you.’ I reassured her I’d put some sharp curtailments on sex outside my main relationship. (When sex is as available as it is in New York, monogamous gay relationships tend to be the exception.) ‘The problem,’ I told her, as we went on looking for a waiter, which we’d both been doing almost ten minutes, ‘is that since they still haven’t discovered what virus it is yet, there’s no way to be sure of the incubation period. People are theorizing up to thirty-six months. I’ve been very careful since February of eighty-two.’ (This was spring of eighty-three.) ‘But how am I supposed to know what I was doing three years ago, if I should come down with it?’

8.21 Personal knowledge of deaths from AIDS? Well, I note that six months after Peter came to talk with us at my house, when he said he personally knew no one with AIDS, other than the men he worked with on a volunteer basis, he now reports that an ex-therapist of his has since gotten AIDS and died. (I saw the obituary myself a week later in the Native.) This is tax month—which is how he found out last week that his accountant had died from AIDS only a week before.

He, a solid African black, she, an East Indian brown, the couple who run the print shop where I get most of my manuscript copying done told me a few months ago of a recent death from AIDS in the neighborhood—the owner of a local boutique I often passed, also a regular customer of theirs. Then, in letters, a San Francisco friend tells me of her landlord with KS (Kaposi’s Sarcoma), an AIDS opportunistic disease.

The closest I get, I suppose, is George Harris, Jr., who, for some years, I knew only as ‘Hibiscus.’

In 1967, when WBAI’s ‘Mind’s Eye Theater’ produced my radio play, ‘The Star Pit,’ George’s then fifteen-year-old younger brother was in the cast, with the double role of Ratlit/An—though I didn’t make the connection till some years later.

Around the beginning of 1970, as I entered my second year in San Francisco, Link brought news that the new commune he was living in had a number of fascinating people, including Hibiscus and Scrumbley. Their interest was theatrical: flamboyant, colorful, energetic—eclectic? No, that suggests a careful and measured choosing here and there. They were inclusive and accepting, rather: it was not that they would take from anything. They would take everything, then transform it into rampant, lively theater.

The group was called the Cockettes.

Some of their shows I saw, between San Francisco and New York: ‘Dorothy and the Wizard of Oz,’ ‘Pearls over Shanghai,’ ‘Babes on Broadway.’ On the stage of the sprawling San Francisco movie house where they did their early shows, one night when the audience was still mumbling to itself and wandering about in the aisles, a scrawny young man dressed in a white slip, with a maroon stole about his shoulders and collapsing basketball sneakers showing beneath his hem, climbed unsteadily up on a gold drum, lit a Fourth of July sparkler, and held it aloft like the lady at the heads-out end of how many Columbia Pictures.

The audience went wild—and, from that moment on, so did the show, which flamed and flaunted itself over the next few hours, ribald and energetic as a gaggle of baby tigers.

‘Whose idea was that wonderful Columbia colophon?’ I asked Link, later.

‘Hibiscus’s.’

The only thing I know of that still remains of the Cockettes is a rather sickly, sixteen-millimeter color film, Trisha’s Wedding, a spoof on the nuptials of the daughter of our then president, with some heavy-handed commentary on the Vietnam War. (In it, Link makes a brief appearance as the reactionary Madame Nhu of South Vietnam, who, through a barrage of pointed political questions, has ‘Nothing to say.’) The Cockettes were a mad and marvelously integrated improvisatory ensemble, full of beards and bangles. Their aftertaste was, oddly, somewhat similar to that of the far more austere and low-key, khaki and denim dancers of the Grand Union Construction Company, that sublime collection of serious artists who did so much to make New York livable, if not lovable, a few years later. Trisha’s Wedding is a series of talking heads in drag; and is, as such, in its basic effect, almost the opposite of the company’s hot, noisy—now and again stalling on long, hysterically awkward silences and stases panache. Hacker’s poem, ‘Imaginary Translation III’ (Presentation Piece, Viking, 1974, p. 73) gives a somewhat stylized account of a Cockettes’ performance. Rex Reed, who came to one San Francisco show with—at least it was rumored that night through the audience—Truman Capote, published an article on the evening that did a surprisingly good job of capturing the flavor, if not the intensity, of their carnivalesque shenanigans.

I met Hibiscus once (on some North Beach street?), with Link and Scrumbley, who introduced me: a hefty, blond, bearded St Sebastian in his mid-twenties, he wore a blue robe, a gold collar, and half a dozen daisies in his hair. His voice, when he spoke, was just a little higher than I expected it to be.

But by the time I’d decided that Hibiscus, one of the originary masterminds behind the group, was a true theatrical genius, he had abandoned the Cockettes as too commercial and, frankly, no longer fun.

I came back to New York and moved into the Albert Hotel on West Tenth Street. A year or so later, so did the Cockettes—taking over most of the eighth floor, so that now the whole hotel, always colorful, for years a haven for rock groups, ragamuffins, and the generally outrageous, stumbled up new crags of chaos, with invasions of Hell’s Angels and admiring cross-dressers from several states—Divine’s and Holly Woodlawn’s visits were the talk of a month—and student leaders of Gay Liberation university groups from Jersey trooping through all day. I came down from my tenth floor room to visit Link (now playing Madame Gin Sling in ‘Pearls over Shanghai’) in their suite a few times, said hello to Scrumbley, took Link and his visiting brother out to dinner at the Cedar Tavern across University Place from the hotel.

Over Rose Marie’s Hand Laundry within the high walls of the Albert (where Abraham Lincoln had slept the night before he delivered his Cooper Union Address), again and again I found myself sharing the elevator with one and another six-foot-two, football shouldered, teak-black prostitutes in miniskirts, with mouths red as a Christmas ornament, some of whom, an operation or so ago, had been men; and some of who had not. During that period I lost what till then I’d often suspected was genetically ineradicable in the human brain (after all, it might have been a species survival factor…): I stopped wondering what the sex of the person standing next to me had once been. Saturday and Sunday mornings—after Friday and Saturday nights—the same elevator’s floor would be awash in urine, on which floated handfuls of glitter. And once, on the elevator wall, someone wrote in lipstick:


	For Good HEAD

	Do NOT call Patti:

	515-4136

	I Am TIRED!



The feel in the theatrical suite was colorful but, usually (like Patti), tired after the energy output of their performances.

For nightly, over at the old Anderson Theater on Second Avenue, in a series of spectacularly uneven shows, the Cockettes galvanized all in the city who could be galvanized. (I must have seen them four times and dragged by how many friends…?) The Voice started by panning them and returned, a week later, for a measured rave.

Yes, it was a strenuous, aleatory art that required an education.

But for years, deep among my inner organs, I was certain you couldn’t really know what art was unless you’d seen frail, tone-deaf Johnny, the eponymous hero of ‘Babes,’ with his blond beard, green eye-shadow, and silver lame gown, belt out ‘Lullaby of Broadway one and a quarter tones off-key and an inconstant beat and a half ahead of, or behind, the accompaniment, while the audience cheered and stomped and applauded, till, crying real tears, he would call out, ‘Oh, I didn’t know it was going to be like this! Thank you! Thank you, New York. Thank you all!’ blowing kisses and throwing glitter at the front rows, while the rest of the cast pell-melled from the wings for a thunderous finale: ‘I’ll Build a Stairway to Paradise,’ inspired, no doubt, by the closing of Part One of Camp Concentration—certainly through Link (writer of a good bit of the material), always a great Disch enthusiast.

The Jewel Box Review—while it had its own magic—was never like this!

It was an aesthetic experience that gave the illusion, at least for a night, of being all form, yet devoid of content—specifically all the forms of seduction, while wholly and refreshingly empty of seduction’s matter, i.e., those moments or minutes of aesthetic production that manage to maintain, through practiced skill or artless intensity, the illusion that form and content are, indeed, one.

Content, of course, must have some form. And form, of course, creates its content/commentary. This is why their chimeras have chased each other through moment after moment of history, the intense perception of one or the other producing the overwhelming effect: Art.

But by now, no longer with them, Hibiscus was starting another, equally innovative, group here in New York, The Angels of Light.

If Robert Wilson and Richard Foreman are heirs to Wagner’s Gesamtkunstweik, with its high seriousness and darkened auditoria, then Hibiscus and his communal theaters represent all that stood against the Wagnerian—all that was truly Dionysiac in the modern that leads to the postmodern. (There were a couple of early San Francisco performances where the houselights never did go down—presumably because no one was sure how to work them. But Hibiscus’s backstage, ‘Go on, anyway. Now!’ transformed that from a technical disaster into a field of light where art could be observed the more carefully.) With Charles Ludlum before him and Ethyl Eichelberger after, certainly he was not alone. But then, community is what that kind of classical self-assurance and dispassion is always about, anyway. We all have our personal pantheons—there are no canons anymore. Well, along with Maria Irene Fomes and Judith Malina, Hibiscus was a resident director in the Great Delany Utopia Ltd Theater of the Mind.

Two years ago, the death from AIDS of the man whose hand I shook once on a San Francisco street—George Harris, Jr./Hibiscus—was reported in the Village Voice. Indeed, till that particular article, all I’d read of was KS, the ‘gay cancer,’ and it was only with the report of Harris’s death that I saw for the first time mention of the more general problem of opportunistic infections (Harris died of Pneumocystis carinii pneumonia) and the Acquired Immune Deficiency Syndrome of which they all were revealed to be a part.

8.3 ‘…said that the Liberator had almost reached—’

Nari heard him stop and felt the clay wall’s evening chill under her palm. She looked from the black window to her fingers on the wall in dim red. ‘Zadyuk…?’ She glanced back.’ Are we going to go?’

He sat on the edge of the bed frame, leaning on his knees, fists hung between. ‘You don’t mean the Carnival, do you?’

‘You’ve heard them talking.’ She turned from the wall. ‘You have heard them, haven’t you?’

‘Who hasn’t.’ He looked up. ‘Nari, it sounds…I don’t think it’s right—’

‘It’s supposed to be for anyone with a loved one or a relative who’s sick.’

‘Pheron’s not a relative.’

‘Oh, Zadyuk…!’

He turned on the bed, drawing both feet up to face away, his back curved toward her, flat and detailless before the lamp’s red fire from the table corner. She looked for the mole just below his right shoulder blade and the three small freckles scattered high on his left. (They were so familiar to her. But did he know they were even there?) Vertebrae, blades, muscle, and the troughs between were all flattened under a blood-colored glow. Zadyuk said: ‘I don’t even know where it’s supposed to be.’

‘I heard from two of the old women who work in the yard next to mine that,’ and she stepped around the table, ‘it’s somewhere in the Spur—’

‘Well, I’d heard that. I meant where in the Spur.’

‘They said there’s a tavern.’ Standing before the lamp, her shadow darkened Zadyuk’s back and the bed he sat on. ‘Under it, an old cellar’s been dug out. Some ancient crypt, I think, that used to be used for…well, I didn’t really understand that part. But so many people are going—so many people are sick—we’ll find out how to get there by the time the Carnival starts tomorrow. Someone will tell us. And I want to go, Zadyuk.’

A man shrieked outside, followed by laughter—with four or five other laughs joining. Clear light moved below their window. (Zadyuk and Nari both looked back.) Yellow swung under the ceiling’s thatch. Someone was passing below, holding high an expensive brand whose butter-white flame bleached the red about them to pink, before the deeper maroon refilled the room.

When Nari looked back, Zadyuk had gotten up to stand beside her. He blinked down at her with eyes a little too close-set for his heavy features (but, she always said, she liked it), then turned to lift the lamp. ‘We’ll go. If we can find out where.’ He blew it out. ‘And we will.’

She reached for him in the dark, again, to be, as she had been for years now, surprised by his body’s sheer size. She felt him set the clay lamp back on the table. His arms went round her.

8.4 A few weeks back, before going off to the laundry, Nari had put out some apricots, pears, plums, and peaches on the stone slab up on the roof, which the sun had already shriveled to a tart, chewy sweetness. With the skin behind his ears still chill from the cold water he’d splashed on his face at the roof trough, and gnawing around a pit, Zadyuk stepped out on a street the color of drab pear and, where the sun between the buildings across from him hit the wall, dusty apricot.

The little girl wandering down the dawnward alley was fat, no more than seven, and naked. She carried a stick like a staff. Someone had taken a cat’s skull, run the shaft in the neck hole and out one eye, whipping the yellowed bone to the upper end with half a dozen loops of leather.

At first he thought she was wearing a mask over her eyes, but it was only a smear of charcoal or makeup.

She looked odd and infinitely cute. As he grinned at her, the notion seized him. ‘You’re going to the Carnival today?’ he called. Wait a minute. I have something for you. Just a moment—’ He ducked back in the door, noticing that she hadn’t stopped at his call, though her morning amble had no particular dispatch.

Less than a minute later, he was back out the door, more dried fruit in one hand and holding a piece of cloth in the other.

She was still there. As he came across the street, she planted her cat-skull staff in the dust and stopped, looking up at him with dark and dark-banded eyes.

‘Here.’ Zadyuk squatted before her. ‘These are for you. You can take them to the Carnival.’ His hands was full of prunes and dried peaches.

From a thong around her neck, an astrolabe hung against her round, brown chest. She was holding three toy balls against her stomach with her other hand. She and Zadyuk looked back and forth between the fruit he held out and the toys she clutched, both realizing that she couldn’t possibly take them without abandoning the balls or the staff. She said at last, nodding toward the fruit: ‘Well, I don’t like those anyway. I’m not going to the Carnival.’

‘Oh,’ Zadyuk said. ‘And…what about this?’ He held out the cloth.

It was a black-and-orange remnant Pheron had decided he was going to throw away, when Nari had rescued it—only to decide herself that she thoroughly disliked it and could think of no use for it.

‘I’ll tie it around your shoulders, like a cape. Would you like that?’ He stuffed the fruit into the leather sack at his own waist. ‘For Carnival. Really, it’s very you,’ which was what Pheron always said when he brought him or Nari some little bit of this and that.

After sucking her lower lip through half a minute’s deliberation (while Zadyuk wondered if he should be squatting so long), she said: ‘All right. But I’m not going to the Carnival. I’m going to the Calling of the Amnewor.’

Half a dozen loose cords hung off the swatch. Zadyuk flipped it over her head while she ducked, blinking made-up eyes. Reaching beside her staff, he caught up one cord, pulled it loosely around her shoulder, and knotted it to another. ‘There.’ He stood—

And a surprising cramp knotted his right calf. Pain pulsed hard enough to make him blink. He grunted but kept his smile. (How, he wondered wildly, do you explain to a strange child you’ve just given a present to that, inexplicably, you are now in crippling agony…?) With it came a sudden fancy: whatever entity she’d named was actually an ancient demon from before the reign of the nameless gods, and her pronouncement of it had brought this cramp down on him. (How idiotic! Zadyuk thought.) The air flickered before his eyes.

The little girl said: ‘You’re a barbarian, aren’t you?’

‘Yes…’ The pain peaked, then slipped away. Zadyuk stepped uneasily from one foot to the other.

‘Are you Kudyuk?’

‘Kudyuk’s my brother,’ he said. ‘No, I’m not.’

‘You’re going to like the Carnival,’ the girl said, nodding. ‘My father says the barbarians like Carnivals more than anything.’

‘Oh,’ Zadyuk said, ‘well, I’m not—’ at which point the sunlight falling on the back of his neck made him sneeze, obliterating his: going to the Carnival either. Still sore, his leg throbbed again.

The little girl blinked.

‘—you’ll like it too,’ he managed to say.

Then he turned and walked off along the street, feeling extraordinary silly. Overwhelmingly he wanted to turn back and ask her, where it was she’d said she was going? (Surely that was not to risk another cramp, or sneeze…?) But he had to check his stall, then stop by Crescent Alley to see if Pheron’s workshop were tightly secured. Carnival time always created more than enough mischief.

On his way back he would stop by Pheron’s room, see how he was, if he needed anything, talk with him a bit if he was up for it. (Pheron had had one of his looms brought to his room. Sitting with him, watching him thrust the shuttle through quivering strings from shadow into sunlight, Zadyuk had thought: it’s as if his thinned arms and narrow back have become, for me, work itself. What has been pared away by the illness is all that’s in excess of labor. Why do I have this feeling so much less when I watch Nari lug wet cloth to lob it over the cart rail, or when I see my own stall porter drag in hide bales by the twisted yellow vines? Why does it vanish when I put knife or needle to leather?) He would leave Pheron the dried fruit.

But he was not going to tell him about the Calling of the…whatever-it-was.

8.5 ‘…You do not read Nabokov as a document of the times,’ writes Dillard on page 31 of Living by Fiction. I just wonder how she read the first third of Lohta, Pnin, or the ‘Introduction’ in Pale Fire. The Nevèrÿon series is, from first tale to last, a document of our times, thank you very much. And a carefully prepared one, too.

So.

Some documentation on Joey:

8.51 Last summer while we stood together talking, leaning against the wall of McHale’s, next to the Fiesta, a heavy black woman came past in a black coat with sequins. She held the hand of a six or seven-year-old girl in a pink dress, her rough hair pigtailed and beribboned all over her head. They looked like a mother and daughter going to church in Harlem thirty years before. (I wondered if they had anything to do with any of the Broadway theaters down the block.) The little girl pointed at Joey and looked at her mother: ‘Momma, that’s Jesus Christ…?’

The woman smiled, embarrassed. They passed on.

Joey turned to me and gave me a big, disgusted grin. ‘Man, that happens to me a lot! What is it, they all think Jesus Christ looked like some toothless junky?’

Once Joey volunteered to help put a roof on a church nearby that aided local indigents; in Joey’s case, they paid him with food and let him sleep on a cot in the basement. For much of that summer, every time I’d see him, he would complain about the money he’d have made if he’d done the work at standard carpenter’s wages. ‘That was a two-thousand-dollar roofing job. Two thousand dollars I could’ve got. But not me, man! Not fuckin’ Jesus Christ!’

8.52 Another time he told me: ‘This guy takes me home with him—he’s forty-one. After we make it together, he brings me in the bath room with him and tells me to look in the mirror with him. “Look at yourself,” he says. “You’re thirty, and you look older than I do. You look sixty.” I don’t look like no fuckin’ sixty, do I?’

Joey was thirty in July of ’83. (I was forty-one that April!) Whether he looks older than I do has never really struck me before. But there is certainly an ageless quality to his bony face that doesn’t fix itself easily to any year.

8.53 This happened, as far as I can figure, about thirteen hundred cases of AIDS ago (when the total was just under three thousand): I was sitting in the Fiesta with Luis.

Joey’s white-and-black checked wool hunting shirt lay over the bar beside us. Joey had just ducked out to run after somebody for something and was supposed to be back in a minute.

Luis is twenty-three, thin, hard, and rough looking. He’s half Irish and half Puerto Rican, with a story enough like Joey’s not to have to repeat it in detail: hustling, drugs, a wife a couple of years older than he is, somewhere in Brooklyn, who kicked him out permanently about a year and a half back, and a kid. Luis is also missing a handful of teeth, but he has a bridge, which, from time to time, he flips loose with his tongue and plays with in his mouth. Over the couple of years I’ve known him, he’s been Joey’s ‘partner’ about half that time. They trade Johns, share drugs, hang out with each other. I once asked him: ‘You two ever make it together?’ Luis shrugged: ‘I wouldn’t mind. But Joey don’t wanna. He’s got rules or something about that.’ They’re still fairly protective of each other. Of course the other half of the time they’re on the outs, speaking guardedly to one another, with tales to me and everyone else about how one or the other of them tried to do the other one in. To an outsider these changes, which may start from either one, seem eccentric and unpredictable. While we sat there, waiting for Joey to get back, I asked Luis: ‘Are you two worried about AIDS? I mean, after all, both of you guys are working men.’ (‘Working men’ and ‘working women’—interestingly, not ‘working girls’—are euphemisms on the strip for hustlers and hookers.) ‘And I know you been working pretty hard, here, recently, too.’

‘AIDS,’ Luis says. ‘What’s that, now…? That’s where you get real sick…?’

‘You really haven’t heard of it?’ I asked.

‘Sure, I’ve heard of it. But I don’t know nobody who’s got it.’

‘You should ask Joey about it,’ I said. Joey and I have talked about it a couple of times in the bar.

Luis ran his tongue under his upper lip, securing his bridge. ‘Yeah, well…you know, Joey’s got a lot of other things to worry about, right through here. I don’t think he’s eatin’ too well, you know. Does he look too skinny to you?’ He shrugged. ‘Maybe he’s got it?’ Then he grins at me. ‘Naw, he just don’t eat enough.’

‘Probably.’ I nodded.

‘Hey, have you heard about all the murders…?’

There seems, indeed, to be a whole level of gay activity in New York that goes on as if nothing has happened. (Anecdotal evidence: AIDS is an almost exclusively middle-class disease…Yeah, sure.) And yet, on this same level, it’s certainly thought about. You get odd examples of it here and there. In a pornographic movie house about a block from the bar, there used to be a very active Hispanic midget, who, when he came up for air, would walk down from the back balcony to sit on the steps and chat with the queens who hung out there. We always used to say hello. A few months ago he disappeared, and somehow I got it into my head that he’d probably gotten AIDS. I made up my mind to ask, and finally inquired of a slender black Dominican with whom I’d often seen him talking and whose nickname, as far as I’d been able to make it out from overheard conversations, was Panama: ‘Say, whatever happened to Shorty?’ Adjusting a knitted skullcap above a gold-toothed smile, Panama had told me in a heavy accent: ‘He in Peru, now. Shorty get scared of all this AIDS shit, and take off, man!’

Luis and I looked up as, in his tank top and shabby jeans, Joey came back into the bar. ‘Okay, man,’ Joey said to Luis. ‘You’re on my shit list again…’

‘Huh?’ Luis says. What do you mean? Aw, come on!’ He looked at me, shaking his head. ‘Twenty minutes ago, I’m his best friend! Now I ain’t no more.’ Luis got off the barstool and, still muttering, still shaking, wandered toward the door.

Joey sat down and put his tattooed forearms over white-and-black wool. ‘You know what I just found out that little bastard done…?’ And he began to tell me.

8.54 ‘I may be a junky, but I ain’t no thief,’ Joey says frequently. ‘I ain’t been arrested for nothin’ since I was thirteen!’ this may be the single line I have heard from him more than any other.

He’s certainly never stolen or pilfered anything from me—sometimes there may have been loose change lying around on a table or the bar counter: whenever there is, he always says: ‘Come on, put that away now. Later, when you can’t find it, I don’t want you thinkin’ I run off with it!’ and once, when my passport fell out of my pocket (the most resalable of commodities on the strip), he came running up to return it to me.

For part of the first winter I knew him, he managed to get down to Florida for a month. I hung out with him the day he did his pretravel laundry and saw him off on the bus; when, a few months later, I ran into him after he got back, he told me that while he was down there he’d been arrested for ‘prostitution’: ‘I’m in a peep show in Miami, and this guy comes over to me and says, “I’ll give you twenty dollars to suck your dick.” And I say, “Fuck, yeah!” And his partner, right next to us, arrests me!’ He laughs. ‘I wished the fuck he had sucked on it. I can’t get a hard-on no more anyway, you know? I even come soft—when I come at all. It’s the fuckin’ dope, man! Anyway, I thought: imagine, this fuckin’ cop’s gonna suck on a soft dick for twenty bucks? He really should have! Served him right!’ He scratched his head as we walked together up the street. ‘I knew he wasn’t no cock-sucker when he asked me, you know? I knew it! He didn’t look like no cocksucker. Shit! He looked like a cop is what he looked like!’ But, since recounting the happening (over which he spent thirty days in jail), he’s gone back to his ‘ain’t been arrested since I was thirteen’ line.

8.55 How can one make a recognizable pattern that isn’t a document of its times? Take the limiting case of, say, Kostelanetz’s visual fiction Modulations (Assembling Press: Brooklyn, 1975): without any words, pictures, or even numbers, a geometrical configuration of black hairlines and circles shifts by an element or two from small yellow page to small yellow page. Even if you don’t take from it the strong suggestion of, if not reference to, an urban sensibility as clear as in any Mondrian painting, isn’t it a document?

At a certain time a certain artist was interested in a certain pattern. Knowing the certainty, the specificity, the complex meanings associated with any of the three (the time, the artist, the pattern), or the associations between them, is only a matter of reading.

That a moderately sophisticated reader of current experimental work, not specifically familiar with Kostelanetz, would nevertheless recognize Modulations as a product of the ’seventies (and would be generally sure it was not a Dadaist work of the ’twenties, say, when similar aesthetic questions were being asked) only confirms that the pattern is overcoded, recognizable, readable, historical.

If all human production (aesthetic or otherwise) has its documentary aspect (i.e., it can be associated, by a knowledgeable reader, with a time and place), does this endanger its aesthetic aspects per se? It is the richness of the pattern that is aesthetically at stake. How many art histories does it take to make us understand that reference (a use context) and historicity are not the same?

8.56 To the direct question, ‘Do you think of yourself as gay?’ Luis answered:

‘I don’t know. I like women…at least I used to. I ain’t been to bed with one in about two years, though. And I’ll tell you, I don’t miss it. But I like men too. I mean, in the last few years I been to bed with a whole lotta you guys, and I sure as hell like what I’m doin’. There’s some people I wouldn’t want to find out about it, though. I mean even people down here, some of ’em. You out sellin’ Valiums and j’s and pills and stuff around the corner on Forty-second, and they don’t wanna hear about no cocksucker down there. But, shit, man, it’s nice to suck a dick—especially when you’re high! I mean, even if you don’t get off on it, sometimes it just makes you feel better. Know what I mean?’ (I nodded.) ‘I bet you do!’ Luis chuckled. ‘And it’s real nice to get sucked, huh?’ He nudged me with his arm. I laughed. He snorted and looked forward again, shrugging. ‘So, I don’t know. Maybe I am. But I don’t even think about it, you know…?’

To the same question at another time, Joey answered: ‘Sure I’m gay! I been gay since I was fuckin’ twelve years ago. I told you that, before!’

8.61 I don’t even feel like writing out the ugly incident from a couple of days ago, the model for the opening of the section below. It began in a movie theater, when some effeminate Puerto Ricans sat down a few seats away from a (presumably) straight guy, a little man with the muscles of a laborer, a beer belly, thinning hair, and glasses (a down jacket over his lap), who suddenly decided to get abusive—well, since I don’t feel like it, I’m not: other than to say that when it was over, I felt pretty proud of Our Guys.

8.62 The first morning of Carnival, some dozen tanners were walking together out through the half torn-up Avenue of Refuse Carters for their first six-hour day (rather than the usual ten) at the troughs. One was singing in a high, falsetto voice, making exaggerated mummerly movements to his friends. In an early gesture to the festivities, two—one a barbarian, for there were several tan and sandy southerners among the slim dark men—had tied long colored cords around their heads whose ends, now and again, they tossed back to catch a breeze (and whip at those behind). The women of Able-Ani traditionally wore such cords about their heads in festival times. Two at the back of the group were talking intensely about that—or something else—as they made their way around the heaps of dirt piled at the edges of the excavations that obstacled the avenue.

Ahead, a sudden scuffle: a little man with the muscles of a laborer, a beer belly, thinning hair and weak eyes had brushed by one of the tanners as he came along in the opposite direction. ‘You!’ He stepped away, swinging an angry arm. ‘Don’t touch me, I say! Get away! I don’t want your lousy diseases! I don’t want one of you gettin’ anywhere near me. You’re sick. You’re all sick. I don’t want to catch any of your sicknesses. Don’t touch me!’

Two of the tanners grunted and barked and mimed his hostile gestures back; and two more stepped up when he stepped forward; so, finally, he went on.

The high voice took up its song again. But the laughter and chatter that had turned around it all along the warm morning avenue was gone.

A dozen steps behind them, on her way to her yard (for everyone in Kolhari it seemed had a double load of linen in preparation for the festivities), Nari watched the little man lope away. She felt the heat of embarrassment momentarily bloom in her cheeks for the young men making their way ahead. As she turned off the avenue down the alley toward the Khora’s bank, she remembered something Pheron had told them one afternoon when she and Zadyuk had gone to visit him with cheeses and pickled eggs and spiced meats.

‘Now you know,’ Pheron had said, leaning on the wall at the edge of his roof, where sometimes he wove in the evening and where today they had all brought their lunch, ‘how certain professions have more than—how shall I put it—their share of high voices and happy hands? Mummers, tanners, and those big, hearty wagon drivers that roll into the markets from the country at dawn—’

‘Now that’s not true!’ Zadyuk had said, turning from the cider jar, where he’d been deviling the cork at knife-point. ‘You’re not going to tell me that all those great, burly men I see each morning rolling and rattling by my stall are—’

But Pheron closed his eyes and fluttered his hands above his ears (making them look their ‘happiest’), dismissing protest. ‘Anyhow—’ He slid his fingers under the sash around his waist, settling his weight on his other foot—‘when I was a kid and I first went to work at the tannery, my father took to saying to his friends, to my friends, to me: “Now don’t think that every tanner you see is like that. People shouldn’t just go around thinking that because someone works at the troughs, he has to be one of those.” And you know I didn’t think anything about it at first. That was just my old man: it was the best he could do. After all, he was right. There were, indeed, two fellows out there, working with us in all that stench, who I’m perfectly sure had never been to bed with a man in their lives, who were quite mad after the women, and just as nice as they could be to the rest of us. (Frankly I used to wonder what they were doing there!) Well, after my father and I had our little set-to on the bridge, and it was all out, at some point I heard him say it to someone again: “Just because some guy’s a tanner doesn’t mean he has to be like that.” So I said—oh, I was a dreadful snot back then; I’m sure he just thought he was protecting me—but I said: “Look. There are, indeed, two guys out there with us who are (probably) not “like that.” But why are you always defending them? You haven’t even met them. What about me?”’ Pheron raised a hand to slap his chest with widespread fingers. ‘And you know, he didn’t say it any more.’ He paused a moment under a sky as blue as any he could weave. ‘I do miss him. And, yes, I will have some of that, when you get the cork out.’ He stepped from the wall. ‘Want some help, Zad?’

Along the alley a heavy young woman raised her hand and grinned, somewhat deferentially, toward Nari: the most recently hired among her barbarian washerwomen—no doubt why she was the first at work this morning. Nari nodded back. Employer and worker made their way together toward the unusual wooden door in the gate of the laundry yard.

8.7 With a shaved head and an ornate turquoise ring, somewhat gaunt Ronald runs a somewhat sprawling, somewhat foundering antique emporium with his rotund partner, Roy. On summer evenings, if the Closed sign is out but there’re still people inside, you can come in for a vodka martini and find various neighborhood characters sitting around, talking, drinking. ‘Well, I had to do something!’ Ronald said to the gathering some time ago: ‘something’ turned out to be going for weekends to do volunteer work at a hospital with an AIDS clinic. Now, sitting beside a bit of Bayreuth kitsch mounted on an easel (a framed color print of Wagner at his piano in an elegant music room, pausing a moment with one hand on the keys, while a grayish cloud emerges from under the raised lid, among whose billows the artist has suggested swans, knights, ravens, gnomes, dragons, armed goddesses in winged helmets, an undraped Venus in the pose of the de Milo, a one-eyed wanderer, and the odd stormtossed ship), Ronald reared back in his rocker ($290.00 on a white gummed label stuck to the arm): ‘Now I work with almost seventy-five AIDS patients.’ (He has not switched to the more cumbersome ‘people with AIDS.’) ‘And every single one of them has mainlined regularly! Now have you ever seen anything like that in print, in either Time or the New York Native?’

More anecdotal evidence.

8.8 ‘You’re not going to the Carnival,’ Larla said, suddenly and accusingly. ‘You’re going to that awful thing they’re holding down in the Spur, aren’t you? I’ve heard you mumbling about it all week.’ She turned to snatch up a mug, a bowl, a cloth, all clutched clumsily in her heavy arms.’ You’re going to that—that Calling of the…oh, I can’t even pronounce it!’

The old woman stood in the middle of the kitchen, wrapped in dark brown, while the kitchen girl bustled unhappily about her. She said: ‘The Amnewor. Yes, I’m going.’

‘That’s just terrible,’ Larla said, moving here, there, picking up that, putting down this. ‘That’s horrible. That’s no decent sort of religion. Gods don’t have names. I’ve known that since I was a child. And you know it too. What does someone like you know about the Amnewor, anyway?’

‘I remember…’ said the old woman. ‘A long time ago—a very long time. Something about death. And time. Lots of time. Real death, too. Human beings. You can’t appease it with dogs, cats, and chickens, either. It has to be real, violent—’

‘Oh, don’t go on! Please. Not for my benefit. I don’t want to hear about such things!’ She reached awkwardly out with one hand for a bowl (a knee up to keep held things from falling) to scratch at its inside in case the spot were dirt. ‘Is that what they’re talking about…?’ She looked up at the ceiling. ‘All those poor, sick men Lord Vanar brought back here to talk? He must have twenty-five of them in there with him! And the two women. Are they really ill with it too? Women aren’t supposed to get it. That’s what I heard, anyway. That would be just horrible, if everybody could get it…’

‘Oh, no,’ said the old woman. ‘They’re not concerned with the Calling. Nor should they be. But there’re a few of us who think that, perhaps, if we work very hard, we can concern the Amnewor with them.’ She released a breath and began to walk across the kitchen, while Larla stood very still, hugging the things she’d gathered as if she were afraid; then she blurted: ‘How did you find out where it was going to be?’ Everything clattered to the counter.

The old woman stopped at the door. ‘When His Lordship sent me to ask around the city for the homes of the other folks ill like himself, I had to talk to lots of people. I learned many things in those afternoons.’

Larla looked up again. ‘Has he carried back every sick person in the city here, then?’

‘Oh, no,’ the old woman repeated. ‘There’re many more of them than that. The ones here now are just a few of those still well enough to travel when a comfortable wagon is sent.’

‘They must be talking about that monster who roams through the city now, corrupting our Carnival in honor of the Liberator. Oh, it must come. Otherwise, you couldn’t call it. The one who’s Calling you’re going to. Why else would they be here? I’ve heard it said that a wizard is soon to—’

‘Oh, no,’ said the old woman a third time. ‘They have their own deaths to deal with. And the lives they’ve got to live till then. The Calling of the Amnewor is for us.’ She did not look back at the kitchen girl as she went out the scullery door. ‘At least I think it is…’

8.9 Saw Joey again last night. He says there’ve been four more hack-jobs on the street-sleepers, and the most recent victim bought it the night before last. ‘I’m talkin’ to this guy, two o’clock in the morning, over on Ninth Avenue?’ he told me as we sat at the bar of the almost deserted Fiesta, with its orange lights, old jukebox (‘I Am What I Am’ silent for the first time that evening), and the neon beer sign in its front window making the night beyond the open blinds completely black. ‘And three hours later, the word comes down he’s had his heart cut out in the gooddamn park! That’s five more in three weeks! Nine all together this summer. Every single one of them hacked up like fuckin’ watermelons! And that ain’t counting one derelict four Puerto Ricans came by, one night, when he was sleepin’ on a park bench, and slit his throat. For the fun of it, you know? They caught them right away—for a while they thought maybe it was them, or some crazy kids gang that was out to kill us all. But it ain’t, I guess. Man, I don’t sleep during the night anymore. I sleep in the park in the daytime. I wake up now at five, six o’clock in the evening, and the office girls sittin’ around talking to each other after work all applaud when I get up.’ Joey clapped his wide hands at the end of his tattooed arms. ‘Yay! Yay! The fucker’s up!’

9. The first evening of Carnival, Toplin’s mother sat on the side of his bed, supporting Top’s forehead with one hand, while he vomited and vomited into a broad crock on the bed’s edge: thin, frothy bile strung from his mouth. At the fifteenth or twentieth spasm, nothing much came. Still, every thirty or forty-five seconds, Toplin’s stomach clenched hard enough that she felt the shaking in his whole body. She did not say, ‘I knew you shouldn’t have gone out to the man’s estate today. You weren’t well enough. You’re very sick. You have to stay in.’ Actually she had said it before, just after the wagon brought him home (though she’d forgotten that) and there didn’t seem any point to it now. He’d begun to shiver between spasms, and his sight had gone in a welter of darknesses and little burning spots each time his stomach clutched on the wet emptiness inside it.

The barbarian woman who helped his mother with the house stopped at the door. She’d come up to tell them that, out in the street, the Liberator had reached the city and was momentarily expected to ride by with his entourage. Maybe Toplin would like to go to the window and watch? She would bring in a bench and get a pillow for him…Just then, outside, the noise of gathering people broke out in a cheer, usurping her news. So she just stood in the door a few moments, looking at Toplin with the blanket twisted up between his ankles, hunching and hunching as his mother held him over the bile crock. Finally, she took a breath and went back down to the kitchen.

9.1 One afternoon Sarena dropped over, terribly upset. ‘I just came from seeing Herb in the hospital. He has that AIDS…? He looked just godawful, Chip. Like he’s already a corpse, or a ghost, or something. I hadn’t seen him in three months. I didn’t know it was so bad! You just don’t know how shaken I am!’ Sarena is from the South and uses words like ‘shaken’ in conversation. ‘I mean, I’m just not myself.’ I’d never met Herb, though Sarena had mentioned him to me before. A day later, she phoned in tears.

Herb had died that morning.

The next time Sarena came over, she said in passing: ‘It’s awful. But I’m afraid to hug you, or even shake hands with you! I really am! After Herb, it’s just…! Oh, I know it’s not supposed to be that contagious. But suppose you had it…’

And, for the next three weeks, she doesn’t—while I read article after article about nurses in hospitals afraid to touch or serve people with AIDS, about perfectly healthy gay men coming to their friends’ houses for dinner to be served on paper plates, or reporting to work to find themselves fired (along with Haitians) from their jobs on the possibility that they might be ill, while the governor general of the United States, after pointedly shaking hands with several persons with AIDS on The Phil Donahue Show, declares: ‘From what we know already, AIDS must be one of the least communicable diseases we have ever had to deal with. There is no evidence of AIDS being spread by casual contact, food, or water. So far, the only method of infection we can speculate on is repeated sexual contact or an exchange of blood products.’ And the conscientious New York Native reports that in cases of one of a pair of lovers contracting AIDS, in only 10 percent of the cases has the other lover come down with it.9.21 You understand, Pryn, I don’t believe in any of it: magic, miracles, religion, the calling of the gods, named or unnamed. I make my music; sometimes my music makes people happy—though more often, I suspect, it only makes people remember some moment when music or something else gave them a fine feeling, and they’re pleased for the reminder. Oh, when I was a girl much younger than you, sometimes of an afternoon down in Potters’ Lane I would see some unglazed amphora, set among others to dry, whose curves and clean flares seemed, in the late sun leaking into the alley, more magnificent than the lean or lounge of any tree; or I would hear some particularly wondrous tale from a teller that revealed in the pattern of its narration a fine and fundamental organization in the real world it mimicked; or I would see some mummer’s skit whose songs, dances, and the speeches that came between modeled the entire active and lively flow of living at an intensity, I swear, greater than life’s. These moments of vision, prompted by some crafted work, people sometimes speak of as ‘supernatural.’ Yet, why should they be less natural than those the nameless gods provide us at a child’s laugh, at a sunset seen over great canyons, or at an oceanic storm watched from the shore?

Well, we must get ready, my beliefs notwithstanding. The pudgy barbarian just leaving as you came in—he smiled at you when he went out? Well, that’s the Wizard who’s hired the underground hall in which to hold the Calling. What did he want? Why for us to make music at his subterranean ceremony. It won’t be so bad, Pryn. I’ve known him ever so long, and he’s a good sort, really. You have more credence in these things than I, I know. I think it’s because you’ve traveled so much. (In a sense, my provinciality protects me.) But it should be fun to watch him perform his charlatanry from the inside, as it were. Come, gather up our cymbals, drums, harps, and flutes. It’s time to go. We should be there to set up, at least a few hours early.

True, I don’t believe in it at all. But how could I refuse him? He says my work is magic.

9.22 At the bottom of the steps, Pryn set the bag down on the dusty stone with a most unmusical clanking and looked at the beamed ceiling immensely distant in smoky half-light.

‘Ah, my little partridge!’ The Wizard who came up to her was something of a partridge himself, with a blond beard and a blue robe with a gold collar. The stems of three or four limp daisies were stuck through his hair. ‘Where’s your mistress?’

‘She’ll be along.’ Pryn glanced back at the wide steps. ‘She wanted to get some rolls and sausage in the Old Market before she came. She said she thought it would probably be a long rehearsal.’

‘She knows me, doesn’t she?’ The Wizard pulled his robes around over the dusty floor. ‘Well, it’s wonderful of you both to participate. It’s going to be just wonderful, I know. Come, then. I’ll show you where to set up. Isn’t this a fabulous space?’ He gestured around at the hall. ‘What in the world do you suppose it was used for?’ He started walking as Pryn picked up the sack and hurried along after. ‘Have you ever been here before?’

‘Once,’ Pryn nodded. ‘Yes. A long time ago. When I first came to the city…’

Raising an eyebrow, the Wizard glanced at her. ‘Were you, now?’

Water fell from between high pilasters to stream across the floor between stone banks. The Wizard led Pryn across the wooden bridge with the loud waters beneath.

Most of the people were on the far side. Some wheeled by great frames, stretched over with dark skins, dim paintings on them. Others carried poles wrapped around with rolls of cloth. Ropes hung down overhead; two women were hauling up a great sheet of something on which something was pictured, though Pryn was not sure what, as the material flapped and wavered up out of the light.

At the end of the hall, the throne was in shadow. Not far away, a few torches had been set up about the spot where some men were digging, sunk to their shoulders, among piles of dirt.

Perhaps because she was looking at it, the Wizard veered near it, till he and Pryn stood at the pit’s lip, watching three naked diggers toiling in the excavation. Pryn was about to ask what they were doing, when one of the men saw something, tossed away his pick, and dropped to his knees to scrape away at the loose dirt wall with his hands.

‘What have you got?’ the Wizard called down.

The digger was scraping dirt and gravel loose with his fingers, tugging with his other hand.

Pryn ventured: ‘I wonder what it could—’

It came out in a shower of small stones, leaving a dark niche. Pryn saw them fall across the digger’s knee, saw him move a knee on the earth. He stood, beating at it with his hand, and turned to come to the pit’s rim holding up his find in the flickering torchlight.

It was a metal cylinder, uncommonly silvery and free of tarnish for its time in the earth. It was somewhat tapered—an arm gauntlet, she realized.

The Wizard took it. Damascened with intricate symbols, there were rings about it that, now, the Wizard tried to turn—and which, astonishingly, did. ‘That’s it!’ he called down. ‘We’ve got it!’ Turning left and right, he beat about in his robes.

Pryn had been watching the diggers, one of whom was heavily scarred on his back with welts that must have come from a flogging as a criminal or slave. When she looked back at the Wizard, he had already slipped the gauntlet over his rather thin arm—at least under the play of his blue sleeves she thought she glimpsed it—and was feeling around in folds and slashes and pockets for…

What he pulled out was a disk of metal, perhaps the size of his palm. It had been on some leather thong, bits of which hung from it in two uneven lengths. ‘Here!’

In the torchlight, as another digger reached up for it, Pryn saw the barbaric markings around the edge, the cutouts on the upper layer (for really, it was several disks pinioned together) and the central bolt that held them.

The digger—the scarred one—turned with the astrolabe, crossed the basin, dropped with it to his knees, and thrust it into the niche from which the gauntlet had been taken, packing it with one and another handful of dirt.

‘I bet you’ve never seen one of those before,’ the Wizard said, looking about and not at her as his robes settled.

‘Oh, yes, I—’

But the Wizard was calling: ‘All right now! Fill it in! Let’s get on with it. Fill it in, I say.’

The two other diggers had vaulted to the lip and were already shoving piles of dirt back inside with their hands. Scattered clods hit the shoulder of the man inside still packing the wall. He looked up, startled, saw falling earth and dodged away, to leap out and join in the refilling.

Just then a commotion began around them; Pryn saw people looking up, and—just as a shovel and one of the pick axes went into the hole to be half covered by the next dirt load—she looked up herself.

A rumbling sounded from the roof of the underground hall. It was, Pryn realized, horses’ hooves, echoing and reechoing overhead through the crypt.

‘What…?’ she whispered.

‘No doubt it’s the Liberator’s party, passing. If you’d like, you can go upstairs, out through the tavern, and watch at street level.’ And, indeed, small clusters of people were disappearing off into a shadowed niche that certainly contained some stairwell leading upward.

‘Will he be coming down here…?’

‘Oh, I don’t think so!’ The Wizard blinked at the ceiling. ‘I doubt he even knows this place exists. This is one of the most secret and well-preserved centers of Nevèrÿon. No, he’s just riding by, in the street—in perfect ignorance, I’m sure, of all we do down here. For we are preparing for the Calling of the Great and Ancient Amnewor. That’s not the kind of thing he’d be concerned with, you can be sure.’

‘And this…?’ Pryn looked at the hole, which, in seconds, had been filled by almost a third.

‘Ah…!’ The Wizard bent toward her to speak in a near whisper. ‘That’s the grave where we found the prince! I paid dearly for the information, believe me! We started digging over there, you see,’ and he gestured off into the darkness. ‘Oh, only a foot or so down, we were coming upon bones and weapons and bits of ancient leather armor—but before too long, it was perfectly clear that all we’d unearthed was some kind of mass grave. Nothing but ordinary soldiers, or less. Perhaps there’d been a fracas here at some ancient time, and the victims had simply been tossed into a common pit. But that wouldn’t do for our purposes, so we chose the second most likely spot, according to the fable—and only a few feet down we found him!’ Here, he nodded toward the piles.

Beyond the lowering dirt mounds, Pryn saw the shape beneath the rough cloth.

‘Clearly, from his sword, his scant costume, and his meager jewelry, you could tell: he was a real barbarian prince! The clean parting of his ribs suggests some blade was thrust into his heart to sever the gristle there. He couldn’t have been very old, either. Doubtless he was murdered—how many centuries ago, now—not more than a few feet from the foot of that throne…and buried where he fell: or not far from it. It’s quite a portent, believe me. It bodes extraordinary success for our Calling, tonight. Real death, you know.’ He shook his head and chuckled. ‘His corpse will be among our most prestigious spectators this evening. It’s grisly, yes. But it’s necessary if the kind of thing we’re engaged in is to have the proper tone. The Amnewor concerns real death, not some silly substitute.’

There was a muffled cheer, sounding from the overhead street, and more horses’ hooves.

But the Wizard was going on: ‘The corpse will occupy the throne, of course. I was thinking of sitting you and your mistress on the steps below him. There’re some hides to make your seat more comfortable. But everything considered, it might be distracting. So I’ve decided to put you behind a screen instead—where the sight of your playing won’t confuse the congregation. Come along, now. Bring your bag of instruments. I’ll show you where you can wait till the rehearsal gets under way. Where was your mistress, again?’ He turned from the lip of the fast-filling grave. ‘I hope she gets back soon. We’ve got pretty much all the preliminary rituals over with, and—if only so all the primary participants can know what to expect—we really must get started.’

9.23 Have a bit of sausage, Pryn, and hand me that flute. What? You don’t want any? Why, dear girl, you’re trembling! Don’t tell me all his mumbo jumbo, his bits of carved bone and ancient mummies’ fingers—buried for no more than a year, I can assure you—have got you into a state. Honestly, Pryn, it astonishes me. Here you are, a grown woman, who’s traveled on her own from Ellamon to the depths of the Garth and back, with adventures under your sash that, when you recount them, cause me to quiver in my sandals: you’ve flown wild dragons, freed slaves, can read and write and kill, I gather, when you have to—an almost perfectly civilized woman, by my own city-bound account! While here am I, fat, forty, and hardly ever been outside the city gates, and I’m still more or less comfortable amidst these arcane goings-on. That you came to me, seeking to assist me with my art, well…I take that to be simply another step in your self-education and a confirmation of the success you’ve had with it to date. But sometimes I think that the range of your experiences allows every little thing about you to take on resonances and vibrations—to become some endlessly shimmering sign, whose clear and concise meaning in the weave and play of meanings is merely terrifying rather than illuminative. I’ve always felt your sensitivity made you the perfect audience for my playing; has it made you, also, the perfect audience for his? Could it be ignorance that protects me from such terror? Really, Pryn, the magic we do here is harmless, and possibly deeply consoling to those too troubled or too cynical to respond to the political positivism celebrating above in the streets. There, dear girl, stay your trembling and hold the drum thus, so that I may rattle on it after I pull an ecstatic glissando from the harp strings. And lay out the flutes for me from high to low as you always have, so that, in this half-light, I may know which one I am picking up to play on, just by feel and habit—those greatest aids to art, which those without them call taste, whether good or bad.

9.3 Ran into Joey a few days ago. Basically the police’s response to this maniac has been to start a sweep of their own over the whole area, arresting as many of the street people as possible on drug charges or whatever. (If you put them all in jail, they’re less likely to be murdered…?) Some two hundred people have been arrested in the neighborhood in the last week. The kids on the street are really going crazy. Lots of them are pooling their dope money to get rooms, and crashing eight, nine, ten together inside on the floor. Between the maniac at night and the police during the day, they don’t know where to shit. Sitting around in the kitchen of one of these ersatz crash-pads one afternoon, while Joey was out ‘taking care of business,’ on the permanently out-of-focus black-and-white TV I watched some bizarre rerun of Ironside, in which a policeman, who’d been mugged, robbed, and dumped by a road, decides to let himself be treated as an ordinary citizen without identification.

In the midst of all of it, various junkies came running in and out, looking for each other now a guy with a chain through a hole pierced through one pectoral (a big hole too; no tit-ring, this) under his tattoos; now a gaunt couple, he named Mike (thin and sunken chested), she named Karen (with a waist-length hank of black hair), who darted into the bathroom to shoot up, then came out, giving me an enthusiastic disquisition, the two of them, on the size of Mike’s equipment and the pornographic modeling session he was to have later that afternoon. (Karen had gotten him the work, and was anxious to be known as someone who could get you that kind of job if you had the Right Stuff.) When Joey came back, he showed me an article cut from the Times with a large picture of the cops involved in the sweep—the forty or fifty plainclothesmen and plainclotheswomen—who had been masquerading as street people themselves, pretending to be asleep in doorways at night with portable radios or suitcases nearby to tempt the kids to snatch them; at which point other officers, staked out to observe, would move in and arrest whoever fell victim to the temptation. In the picture, the faces of the disguised policemen were particularly clear, and the street people were passing copies around in hope that they might recognize them when they came across them.

Clear, but not that clear. It struck me as kind of quixotic.

There was no mention of the maniac in the paper (there were a few brief page-two and page-three accounts of ‘nighttime stabbings’), but perhaps the police thought that, in the process of sweeping the area, they’d catch him too…?

So far not.9.4 They’d set out flares all along the Bridge of Lost Desire, though the sky was still a deepening blue. Some brands burned red. Some burned white. Their light fell on the colorful groups who surged one way laughing, then broke up to run back the other, as still others hurried around them.

Rumors of the approach of the Liberator’s entourage—someone had just seen them in the Spur, making their way toward the Old Market—swept new crowds toward the bridge mouth, some of whom jumped up to see over the heads of those crowded in front; other men and women turned to the person next to them: Now, who was it exactly supposed to come by?

One man moved distractedly at the crowd’s edges. Haft held short in his hand, he carried a stoneworker’s hammer. The hair had gone from the top of his head, with the rest in the stubby side-braid of a veteran from the Imperial Army—though his legs were badly bowed. (He could not have put up with those many-day marches.) The muscles on his long arms and bent thighs, however, said he’d worked some years with his mallet. His expression was dazed, drunken, even deranged. He walked by the wall, stopped, turned back a few steps, turned unsteadily again, walked again—bumping more people than most in the boisterous crowd.

As mounted figures rode out into the market square, people cheered. People ran off the bridge to gather at the fountain. The man with the hammer stopped to face the waist-high wall that was the bridge’s railing. Taking the handle in both hands, he swung the hammer back over his shoulder, then struck the stone.

He reared back, then struck again.

On the third strike a crack shot through the wall.

At the fourth and fifth, rock splinters fell to the walk.

Some running toward the crowd truly did not see him. A few others saw and sensed in his violence some unmentionable rage and passed on as if they did not see.

The first to take active notice was a sixty-year-old mummer with gold paint still on his eyelids and blue dye darkening his lips. Though a spry old man, he did not look overly strong. He had just finished his skits in the market and was off to join the mummers’ wagon, gone by another route to another neighborhood where their performance was wanted to enrich the revelry.

‘…excuse me he said, not terribly loudly. (The white flame set nearest shook at the blow.) Then, perhaps, because he saw something in the unsteadiness between the hammer strikes that, with his years, he recognized and that reassured him, he spoke out in a resonant tone that stopped even some of the passersby. ‘Come now, you can’t do that!’ He stepped up and took the man’s shoulder.

The man shook the actor’s hand away with a convulsion of his whole body—but he stopped hammering; and looked at the old, made-up face.

‘What do you think you’re doing?’ the mummer said. ‘That’s not right, battering like that at public property.’

Blinking, the man looked angry and confused. ‘I’m tearing it down, breaking it up—this overground cesspool! This is where you all come! You can be sure, here is where you give it to one another, like a deadly secret you whisper in the dark from this one to that. Can’t you see it? This is where it comes from—!’

The mummer’s lips tightened. ‘Look, friend.’ He took the hard shoulder in his hand again. ‘You—simply—have no right. It’s not for you to take it upon yourself to do this.’

‘No right?’ Again the man tried to shrug away the actor’s hand; the hammer swung between them. ‘To protect myself and the other good people of this city from this sickness that kills all who catch it? What rights do I need! What rights must I have? Aren’t I doing you fools a favor in the bargain, those too stupid and indifferent to take up a mallet beside me?’ He tried to pull away.

‘Listen to me.’ The actor pulled him back. ‘Rights, you say? You’re not going to get the plague. You know that as well as I do! Me and my kind, we’re the ones in danger. And do you think for a minute if I thought there was any right, reason, or efficacy to be gained by tearing down this bridge, I wouldn’t have been here days ago with a hammer myself? But that’s for us to decide. Not you—’ The actor paused, because, from the bandy-legged worker’s eyes, two very fat tears, first as glimmerings along his lower lids, then as irregular spills in the torchlight, moved down his dark cheeks toward his beard. ‘You can’t take that on yourself,’ the mummer went on, ‘to protect us from whatever foolishness you think we indulge, no matter how deadly.’ Seeing the tears, the actor spoke more gently. ‘Now what is it? You have some happy-handed acquaintance who’s ill, dying, or dead of the plague? And now you want to destroy the bridge, to assuage your own fears of a most unlikely contagion?’ Behind the mummer the mounted entourage clattered by. People shouted and cheered. More ran about them now. The actor’s articulated voice cut through: ‘Is that what it is? Or perhaps a cousin, a brother. Even a son…?’

More cheers rose at the horses behind them. People stumbling into them pushed the two men closer, the crowd’s noise covering the stoneworker’s answer. But it was easy enough for the mummer to read his lips. The man blinked; he shook his head. He said:’…I have a lover. Not much more than a boy—a student, out at the school. And he’s…!’

Two or three people trying to see the passing Liberator jarred against one or the other of them, so that they were thrown to hold each other, supporting one another in mutual surprise—till the stoneworker pulled away, flinging his hammer a last time against the wall (that it did not strike someone or fall on someone’s foot was a wonder), and reeled away in the crowd.

9.41 Two men had observed the encounter. Indeed, both heard the exchange as we have written it, up until the actor’s final question—even as they had missed the stoneworker’s final answer.

On his way from the Spur after seeking out Namyuk to ask him if he knew anything about where this Calling of the Amnewor would be held (it was the kind of shady thing his brother would certainly know), crossing the Bridge of Lost Desire, Zadyuk had halted to watch the madman with his hammer banging at the bridge wall and the old queen trying to stop him.

With a single eye, a strip of rag tied around his head to slant across the sunken socket and a metal slave collar around his neck, a short, lank-haired man had been pushed from the crowd and, on recovering his balance, had paused to watch the hammering vandal and the old man in makeup. The one-eyed man had entered Kolhari with the Liberator’s party—indeed, had been associated with that great man for some time. But today he’d chosen to walk beside his master’s horse rather than to ride. Several times the crowd’s pushings and peerings and jumpings about the Liberator’s mount had jostled Noyeed away. In the surge of people at the bridge, it had happened again. Once more he had been left behind as the Liberator rode on through the city.

9.42 Not only did Noyeed and Zadyuk both see the incident, they saw each other—were, indeed, left looking at one another when the mummer and the stoneworker had finally moved off from between them in their different directions.

9.43 Zadyuk thought: He’s one of those in the collars who roams the bridge looking for violent sex—so, though he’s not like my friend, Pheron, he’s one of them. No doubt the way he watches me with his good eye, he thinks I’m one too. I wish he didn’t. I don’t mean there’s anything wrong with it…after all, I want to help them. Still, I want to be known for who I am. Not mistaken for…well, for anything! That, I suppose, is the worst part: to be among them at all means that, to any man or woman who looks at you, you must be one. Otherwise, why would you be there at all? It’s like some appalling contagion that dwarfs the plague itself. I love Pheron, and would help him any way I could. Yet, I cannot shake off this sense of contamination. I want to get back soon and tell Nari where we go to find the Calling of this new-named monster.

9.44 Noyeed thought…well, it’s hard to say what Noyeed thought. To wear the iron collar, even for the Liberator, was to masquerade as a certain kind of monster, a masquerade whose rules Noyeed had chosen to live by long enough so that we would be ill-advised to specify which were merely theater and which were really him, which he had profoundly changed himself to accommodate, and which he only nodded to in their indifferent observance. He looked at Zadyuk. (Zadyuk saw that.) He looked at the hammer fallen among the stone chips by the cracked wall. He looked after the Liberator, riding away by the torches—the fabled figure was almost invisible now for the crowds about.

9.441 Zadyuk started again through the Carnival throng.

9.442 Noyeed, even disliking the torchlight, lingered on the bridge.

9.45 Some of the things Ted told me:

He met an old trick in a movie house, a tall black guy he’d done some S/M with half a dozen years ago. They were talking vaguely about getting together again, when the black guy mentioned his lover had died about a year or so back.

‘Did he die of AIDS?’ Ted had asked. You hear about anybody our age who’s gay, dying (Ted said), and it’s just the first thing I think of, whatever it turns out to be.

The guy looked very surprised. ‘Well, actually, yes. I was—’ Ted was freaked. ‘Look, you’ve got to tell people that before you set something up with them!’ he said. And cut out. He was making it on and off with some concert pianist, who let drop that his lover had made it with someone who’d had AIDS and who’d recently appeared on a TV special about the disease—a day before he’d died. Ted had seen the special. He cut out once more. And in still another movie house, where he’d been going to cruise regularly, he found written in red paint on the John wall:

AIDS PATIENTS CRUISE HERE!

That one, on top of all the others (he told me), just made me crazy! I kept turning it over in my mind—like one of those three-sided rulers. It could have been someone who knew something and was trying to warn people. It could have been somebody who just wanted to stop the cruising. Or it could have been somebody who didn’t get what he wanted there sexually and was just bitching. But any way you read it, I didn’t want to be there.9.46 And so, Ted explained, that evening I went walking up somewhere around —th Street, just beyond Ninth Avenue. I was crossing the bridge…? There was some kind of carnival going on, maybe one of the Italian street festivals. Only the costumes people were wearing, I’d never seen anything like them before! And there were a whole lot of people running around, men and women, with not too much on at all! They’d set up torches all along the bridge walls. I was looking around and feeling strange, when I noticed this guy cruising me, hard, too. A little guy. Our age. He didn’t have a shirt on or anything, and he was wearing this slave collar. When I looked at him directly, I realized he only had one eye! That was really weird. When he finally came over, I just had to ask him: ‘Aren’t you worried about the plague? I mean, this is very serious.’ (I know you’re supposed to call it an epidemic. But I swear, almost every time I ask anybody what they think about AIDS, they look at me and say: ‘Age? What do you mean, “age”?’ That’s happened to me three times now!) He just watched me. ‘Look,’ I said. ‘I mean, I’m horny too, but there’re too many people around here, now. We’ll never find a place. Why don’t you come with me? I’m going to this…well, it’s like a ceremony. Or a program. For people who’re concerned about it. The Calling,’ I told him. ‘It’s the Calling of the Amnewor…’

Now is that the weirdest thing? I don’t even know where the words came from. You tell me I was dreaming, and I won’t even argue. But that’s what I said. It sounds like something out of one of your stories, Chip. It isn’t, is it? (Nope, I said. Not yet.) I couldn’t tell you what I thought I was talking about when I said it. But I asked him, ‘You want to go there with me?’

He nodded.

I started across the bridge.

And he followed me. We pushed through the crowd—only, somehow, I must have lost him. Or he changed his mind. Or maybe he knew what I was talking about, and I didn’t. I remember I got free of the people, crossed the street, and looked back—and, Chip, you know? There wasn’t anybody on the bridge at all! No torches. No Carnival. It was just one of those walled overpasses that runs across the train tracks, with the tall, bright streetlights at either end. And empty.

Do you know what I mean?

(Yeah, I told him.)

And nobody on it.

I’ll tell you, Chip. I’m not doing anything with anybody anymore. This AIDS has got me really upset!



9.5 Last February I came down with flu. Two days after I got it, I was in bed with a 102° fever. I stayed in bed for four days, got up—still with a fever—and nearly collapsed when I tried to go to the store. I went back to bed for another week. (I haven’t been in bed for two weeks with anything since I had pneumonia when I was twenty-one.) At the end of that time, I felt much stronger, but my fever was still between a hundred and a hundred one. I put my clothes on, took it easy, but I felt I had to do some work around the house, or make the odd trip out. Slowly, I got back to a more or less normal schedule. But a week later, my temperature was still over a hundred. Now and again there would be periods of persistent aching in one or both my armpits, though no apparent swelling. Once, coming home from downtown, I realized my groin was so sore that walking was painful. I went back to bed for two days. Some people get swollen lymph nodes if they go near someone with a cold. Save for the swollen glands under my jaw I’ve gotten every spring since I was seven, I don’t. Next morning, I was up—still with a temperature; I decided I was long overdue to see a doctor.

Had I thought about AIDS?

Hour by hour, since I’d first gotten sick.

From a handbook specializing in gay services (The Gay Yellow Pages), I got the name of a doctor, himself gay, who specialized in sexually related diseases usually transmitted by homosexual contact. I called. Apparently he was very busy, but I got an appointment for some six days later.

I did not have any sexual contacts in the subway on my way to his office—though I could have had, twice.

That office? Neat, well-equipped, efficient, and reassuring. There was a pile of pamphlets concerning AIDS on the white formica-covered table in the waiting room. (I took one, and its very sensible suggestions have been my sexual guidelines since.) In a small examining room, a nurse took my temperature. It was still over a hundred—five weeks and three days after the onset of whatever.

A tall, peasant man in his late thirties, the doctor came in. I detailed my symptoms and history. (‘How many sexual contacts would you say you have in a year? I mean with different people, of course.’ ‘Till now,’ I said, ‘maybe three hundred on the average. That’s not counting my steady relationship, which can vary from three times a week to once every two weeks. We’re not monogamous.’ He said: ‘Mmmm.’) My underarms and neck and groin were prodded to the point of pain in a (happily, futile) search for swellings.

After the more usual examination procedure, as well as a set of blood tests, the doctor said, ‘Well. You don’t have either syndromal or prodromal AIDS.’ (That’s the formal way of saying you don’t appear to have AIDS or a pre-AIDS condition that should be watched.) ‘So I wouldn’t worry. What it seems like is a very tenacious bout of this year’s flu. A number of people have been hanging on to this one for a month or more. Now I have a number of patients who do have AIDS; something to remember about AIDS, if you’re worried about it, is this: it isn’t a disease you wonder whether you have. If you get it, you will be very sick. Did you take one of our folders there in the waiting room…?’

Three days later my fever went.

9.6 An entertaining man, the Mummer said, I’ve made a few wise men smile, and more than my share of fools howl with laughter. I’ve fancied that to do it I must know something both of wisdom and folly—not that I claim much of either. Really, aside from my mimic talents and my ability to declaim a line or time a fall, I’m a very ordinary man.

Wise men and fools?

Aristocrats and cutpurses?

Well, I’ve counted all sorts among my friends. I’ve always seen myself as able to speak to high and low, and to not a few whom others would simply dismiss as mad—like that poor man on the bridge. Certainly Carnival encourages unlikely interchanges. But in my profession, the air of Carnival hangs over even the ordinary work-a-day happenings. Certainly among my most interesting and oldest acquaintances is the Master of the academy near the edge of Sallese.

(Odd, that at this particular moment, when, one might think, the general populace joins in the atmosphere I strive to create the year round, my own thoughts wander to such things as they do…)

At his school, you know, he promulgates a doctrine of transformation, change, endless impermanence, the evanescence of the visible. Oh, I don’t denigrate the precariousness of the intellectual adventure he has undertaken. One most be truly brave to dare such uneasy waters, never stepping in the same stream twice, going with the flow, and all that. Still, he was born into one of the most solid families in the nation—economic rocks, every one!

Fire, flood, earthquake? (With constant reports from my friends of the sickness, I fear to mention plague.) Oh, he’s got to worry about those as much as any of us.

But somehow we don’t, very much.

I doubt he does either.

I think he got tired of my producing skits about him in the marketplace during which I poked fun at all I took to be his little failings. Oh, he observed my efforts with great good grace, diligently sending his students down to see the enchantments I mounted at his expense, at theirs, indeed at everybody else’s. Then, back at the school, he would dutifully draw out the wisdom of it all, even from places I thought they were only clever. (I have never been able to resist a good line. I suspect he has the same failing.) But the truth is, he can afford a sense of humor. Mine is won by labor.

About a year back, however, he began writing a series of dialogues, with ratty old me as the main character. He has his students read the various parts—often playing characters with their own names, when they’re not taking turns at being yours truly.

Exercises in argument, he calls them.

Recently he invited me out to a day-long performance. (They do go on!) I went. Good manners said I could do nothing else. Some of his students, who have grown fond of my market fare, had with great glee given me some warning of what was to come. I expected to see a few well-intentioned gibes, now at my eccentric clothing, now at my manner of speech, perhaps a few cuts at the sexual eccentricities of my youth (or, indeed, of my age), or at the general infirmities time gives to one of my years—the sort I myself mock out on the wagon platform. But what I saw performed in this untitled prince’s merchant’s imitation of an aristocrat’s countryard (his uncle, I know, still deplores that a lord of Nevèrÿon should gain his living in such a neighborhood) was truly insidious.

With her false beard and scruffy tunic the little girl supposed to be me spouted one and another brilliantly reasoned and beautifully rational diatribes, devastating the callow boys loitering about her and asking one dumb question after the next, egged along in their eager absurdities by her/my eloquence.

But were they my arguments?

You must understand, when I was young and the Master younger, we argued, argued, argued! We would wander back and forth across the Old Market often fifty times a day, one of us always talking.

Yet somehow I never assumed he was arguing for anything. (By all the nameless gods, in those days he was too young to have opinions!) I assumed he was arguing against me for the fun of it—because I was a man and he was a boy—and I gloried in our altercations as a chance to exercise my own rational faculties.

Exercises, yes. That’s even what I called them. And from his brightened eyes and quickened breath at their end, I would assume that, as exercises go, they’d been as exhilarating for him as for me.

What I saw his students perform, however, out on his lawn between the smart buildings, was, yes, very much a version of our arguments from twenty years before, but with the imaginative fancy added that he had somehow won them all—when I had considered them a draw! It was as if he had come to believe in the interim that, somehow, he had, actually, back then, convinced me, so that there I was, in travesty, spouting the exact opposite of what I believed to various interlocutors—and spouting it far more eloquently than he had as a youth.

And do you think there was one character in the lot with his name? (I’ve never failed to put actors playing actors—and playing bad actors at that—on my stage!) Not on your life.

A day of it, and, believe me, the effect was quite disturbing.

But there we were at the end, with all these girls and boys standing about and waiting for my compliments, sure they had all performed quite wonderfully.

And they had! They had!

I hugged them and praised them and clapped like a madman—all the while trying to figure some strategy to counter what, yes, I saw it coming to.

Later, with the clay lamps glimmering on their tripods in the room’s four corners as we dined alone in his study—and, yes, no doubt I had been just as equivocal about his production as he can be about mine—I finally chose my tack. (To mime direction by indirection is one of my most successful aesthetic ploys.) I said:

—Now, look. I’m absolutely in accord with what I take, or mistake (for we both know both are possible), to be your basic aim. Still, I see some problems. For one thing, you never bring out that I am a theatrical personage. I am the one who puts on shows and spectacles for the general public. I think it’s a fact that, if it were presented early and clearly, would illuminate your entire effect in a far more subtle light.

—But the point is (we sipped pale cider from old crystal; and he always serves the best), save for the odd note a hired scribe can make, you never write your speeches down. Now my dialogues are transcribed, word for word, in the Ulvayn Island system. By comparison, your performances are spontaneous, free, improvised. They’re not fixed forever like some unreadable barbaric script incised on stone. They have the play of interpretation built into them! If, in my texts, I were to give you more authority than I already have, that lifelike quality to your utterances, which I can only catch by pinning exact wordings to parchment, would be lost. As it is, I think it comes across.

What could I say?

I said:

—And another thing. Half your students are girls—more than half, actually. Why are all the people you have me talking to, played indiscriminately by maidens and ephebes, boys?

—But you like boys! he protested, with that wide-eyed surprise that betokens true bemusement. You’ve never made a secret of it.

—Oh, really! I said. Of course I like boys. But three-quarters of my friends are women. Always have been. Always will be. You know that. And besides, I don’t—as a rule—like the kind of boys you have here; and that, in your plays, you have me going on to, endlessly. I haven’t made a secret of that either. You know as well as I do, my tastes are far more, well…trashy.

—You liked me, he declared, almost petulantly. Besides, not everybody is an expert in the particular set of nastinesses you indulge in down at the bridge. I’m certainly not!

—All right, I said. Why, for instance, do you have a girl play me?

—Your voice, he said, is rather high.

—I am an actor, an artist, I declared. A high voice carries, clear and comprehensible, half again as far across the market as some fuzzy, booming basso. I have trained my voice to be thus, through many years of practice. And unlike some who are born with it naturally, mine did not start off that way. Tenors and sopranos will be our heroes for a long, long time, my friend. Get used to it!

And this very wise man gave me a surprised look that declared he’d never considered before this basic fact that has fixed the careers of generals, admirals, and politicians as well as actors and singers since time’s dawn—a fact I must explain to three out of five aspiring hopefuls of either sex who come to our wagons for work.

—Oh, come on! he said placatingly. What’s to the point isn’t that I’m not an expert in your wild and marginal ways, but that the young people whose educations have been entrusted to me, and for whom these pieces are written, are not. I dare say some of them will be. No doubt they’ll go on to point out all my failings as sharply and as cruelly as you have—no, not cruelly. I can say that. You are, and always have been, a very kind man. That’s why I love you. But what I’m trying to tell you is…these productions of mine are not expressions of the real. They are in dialogue with it. ‘What if?’ That’s the game’s name! You told me yourself, that’s what all speculation is about. What if you hadn’t abandoned your wife years ago? I’m sure she’d be just as I portrayed her—like the wives of all thinking men: shrill, resentful, obsessively there, and awful. I admit it, in those parts I’m talking about why I’m not married, not about why or how you once were. (That aspect of it had, I confess, struck me as so ‘off the wall,’ as the young people say, I had not even retained it in memory to critique!) Suppose you did lavish all your wit, wisdom, and affection on the best young men of Nevèrÿon instead of the half-wits, hustlers, and ne’er-do-wells, the silly actresses, simpering market girls, and sly old countesses that you do—

—You are not a half-wit, I said. But you even admit it: all you have presented, in my name, are your fancies.

—The voice, he said (with the naïveté, incomprehension, and sense of total Tightness at any and every appropriation that always terrifies me from one of his class and caliber), is, nevertheless and certainly, my own.

I returned to our wagons here in the market the next morning—of course, he wouldn’t hear of my walking back that night. I shouldn’t worry about all this, you know, but his dialogues are written down. He’s quite proud of them—justly too. For they are beautiful compositions. And he has been having copies made and distributing them to people who can read and write, among both the aristocracy and tradesmen, and even to a few workers, I hear, who’ve mastered the skill—for in practice he’s very egalitarian. The details and mannerisms he had taken from me to decorate, as it were, ‘his’ voices are clear enough so that, in a city as diminished in size by writing as Kolhari, I am clearly recognizable. After all, I am something of a public figure, with my minimal dollop of fame.

Yesterday, in the Old Market, during our performance, when I was in the midst of what I’ve always considered my most innocent depiction of the failings and foibles of our most aged and mindless minister of state, some young man in the audience suddenly shouted:

—Fools! You fools—the lot of you! Every single one of you—duped fools! Don’t you know that he is the one who has been out with the teachers of Sallese, corrupting our best young men with his disrespect and insidious argumentation—which, here in its vulgar form, you go on to laugh at? Haven’t you read the accounts of his lectures to the young, taken down by the Master? Do not laugh and applaud. Drive him off the stage, rather! Stone him! Kill him!

It brought the performance to a halt. And it left an old actor almost too shaken to go on. The audience itself was discommoded and, finally, reduced by a third. My performance was not at its best for the rest of the day. When the show was over, only an old friend who happened to be there, an unremarkable and even disreputable man in many ways, applauded with any vigor—and, I fancy, some real anger at the interruption. I was grateful to him, but still disheartened. And even he did not come back to see me afterward.

But the fact is, and it takes an old man to say it:

The reign of our empress is violent and vigilant.

It is too easy in our day to see such tendencies getting out of hand, leading, who knows, even to my death—about which, no doubt, my young Master will write a moving and eloquent account, where my screams and protests, my nose thumbings, farts, and insults—and the curses and violences against me they elicit from violent men—will be reduced to, if not replaced by, some cascade of calm and reasoned rhetoric.

Perhaps a carnival will be in progress outside the prison, where the children and lovers (in all combinations) wandering through the market will be asking: Where is the old mummer who used to make us laugh and cry so? Will the shouts and music in the streets drown out my screams? But you can be sure, that’s another thing he will simply omit. (This Calling of the Amnewor? No, I do not intend to go anywhere near it, I tell you. I have seen it all before, and besides: I have more than enough work of my own to do!) No doubt, I will have my calm moments during it all.

Still, it is not his style to be as flamboyant, or, indeed, as outrageous, as I. But, then, it is not my style to be as persistently rational as he in the face of unjust madness—a human failing I am now old enough to have seen in all too great amounts.

Oh, there will be bits and pieces of me in his dialogues that I or anyone else would recognize—the details with which he will decorate his text. But there will also be much that only I could give the lie to. And over everything, what his account will not encompass in any way is my real death at their hands.

(His writing has made of me a monster!)

Though he is a prince, and I am an old actor, he will have me die in his dialogues as he would die himself, could he, by any jest of the nameless gods, be calumniated, accused, apprehended, and executed in the same mode and manner as he may so innocently cause me to be. I think on some terribly personal level he sincerely feels his writings have cured me of all my abhorrent opinions, while I fear that, with them, he has put me in as grave a danger as if, instead of cider that evening, he had offered me a goblet of bitter, vegetative poisons.

9.7 Got a flyer from Temple University about a symposium, ‘Post Barthes/Post Bakhtin.’ I was familiar with—and greatly admired—the work of over half the participants: Michael Holquist, Caryl Emerson, Barbara Johnson, Samuel Weber. I had a layman’s familiarity with Barthes and had read Bakhtin’s The Dialogic Imagination in the Holquist and Emerson translation. Two years before, at the ‘Innovation/Renovation’ conference at Wingspread, I’d first sketched out a Nevèrÿon story, ‘The Tale of Plagues and Carnivals,’ after a presentation on Bakhtin’s notion of ‘the carnivalesque’ as an initiator of critical dialogue. I decided to treat myself to a trip down to Philadelphia, then, and attend.

The conference began at nine on Saturday morning, so at four, I was up and, by four-thirty, on my way through the foggy November black, darkness—and the glimmer of not-quite-rain—struck through by New York’s streetlights, to the Port Authority Bus Terminal.

The terminal has a strange kind of life at that hour.

Joey, Jimmy, Johnny, Jamal, and José among the street people have all mentioned to me using the station to sleep in, and I was on the lookout for somebody I knew. But I didn’t see anyone.

All the concessions were still closed, but as I walked through the broad glass doors and across the deserted concourse, I passed a shutdown news kiosk, beside which stood a boy about sixteen or seventeen. His jeans were baggy, dirt-blackened, and torn. One of his sneakers had come off and lay on the floor about ten inches from a very dirty foot. He had no coat and just a T-shirt on that was too big, ripped at the neck and yellow from wear. Head bent forward, with a very dirty hand he pulled and pulled and pulled at a lock of black, longish hair.

I went on downstairs to the Greyhound gates. As I came down the steps, half a dozen black kids, boys about fourteen or fifteen, were horsing around on the stairs. One leaned heavily on the banister, running now up, now down. A few standing at the foot watched him—one smoking—laughing at his antics.

As I turned to sit on a waiting room chair, I looked back up the steps. A middle-aged white couple, who must have been walking only steps behind me, but whom I hadn’t seen till then, came down. The woman carried their bags. The man looked possibly infirm.

The kid on the steps let go of the banister and turned: ‘Hey, white folks!’ he called. ‘Where you goin’?’

The couple ignored him and continued down.

‘Don’t worry, I ain’t gonna hurt you!’ The kid continued beside them, squatting on each step. ‘You don’t have to be afraid of me.’

The couple looked like they might have been exhausted at that hour. They didn’t look very frightened.

‘What’s the matter? You afraid I’m gonna rob you? I’m gonna mug you?’ At the stairs’ bottom, he laughed and bounced in a squat, looking at the couple, then at the other boys, some of whom were giggling, some not.

The couple just walked over to the seats as if they hadn’t heard.

Leaving my briefcase on the black plastic chair between some passengers, I went into the men’s room. There were half a dozen other black kids inside, and a few Puerto Ricans, most of them older or younger than the ones fooling around on the steps.

Just as I came in, a tall black guy with glasses, who may have even been twenty, folded his arms, reared back, and actually said to a boy who couldn’t have been more than thirteen: ‘Hey, what’s a kid like you doin’ up this late?’

The boy folded his arms indignantly and declared: ‘I told you before, I ain’t no kid!’

Yeah,’ declared his even younger companion: ‘He knows his way around!’

Stifling a laugh, I went to the urinals.

At the far end stood a particularly good looking black guy in a gray Confederate cap; he seemed to be there pretty permanently.

A minute later, I came out to see the kid who’d been horsing around outside look up the steps again, where a tall, rather refined looking white man, with silver hair and an expensive gray suit, his overcoat over one arm and carrying an attaché case, was starting down.

The kid dashed up the steps. ‘Hey, white man!’ he demanded. ‘Where you goin’? You afraid of me? You afraid I’m gonna follow you where you goin’, I’m gonna beat you up, I’m gonna rob you? Now, you don’t have to be afraid of that!’ As the boy came on down the steps beside him, calling out his taunts, the man paid as little attention to him as had the couple.

At the bottom of the steps, among the other boys, an older black kid, maybe seventeen, suddenly called up: ‘Nigger, why you acting like such a fool!’

The boy clowning on the steps didn’t even glance back: ‘Now you don’t have to be afraid of me. I ain’t gonna hurt you, white man!’

As the first kid reached the bottom the second kid stepped up on the stair: ‘Hey, nigger! Why—’

The first boy danced back, grinning. ‘I’m just askin’ these white folks where’re they—’

Suddenly the second grappled the first boy in a headlock. ‘—do you talk like such a fool!’

‘Hey! Let go of me!’ The first, his mouth muffled by a forearm, giggled—‘Let me go, you…crazy nigger!—’ while others, who’d been watching and chuckling themselves, turned away as the kid was dragged off.

I was still standing almost inside the men’s room door. As I stepped away, a nondescript, middle-class black woman in a brown coat and hat absently wandered in. ‘Excuse me, ma’am,’ I said, turning back. ‘That’s the men’s room.’

‘Oh, it is?’ she said. ‘Well, where is the ladies’ room?’

‘About three yards down the hall, ma’am,’ said a Puerto Rican boy from inside, loitering by the basins.

I got my briefcase again and for a while strolled about the Greyhound departure area.

Wearing a ratty thermal vest and looking disheveled and unwashed enough so that it was moot if she were a passenger waiting on a bus or a bum in to keep warm, one teenaged white girl sat by the wall near her knapsack, bound closed with dirty twine. (If she were a derelict, she’d probably taken pains to achieve the ambiguity.) In a cloth coat and a knitted cap, a shopping-bag lady wandered along the far gates with her bundled sacks of paper and cloth, muttering to herself, occasionally spitting, now and again snapping out some curse.

At one point, as the woman passed almost directly in front of her, the girl looked sharply away.

A man perhaps thirty slept on the floor, wedged into the corner by the transparent plastic wall of the north-end waiting area. New black work shoes. Stained and ancient workman’s grays. A middling old pea-jacket fallen open over a shirt with some name stitched in yellow thread, soiled and worn to unreadability, across the torn pocket. His black beard was more or less neatly shaven; his hair was fairly short. When the great cleaning machine, pushed by a black attendant, sudsed over the floor, its spinning brush dangerously close to his face, he sat up suddenly, lurched to his feet, and, one hand out before him, staggered into the waiting area and collapsed on a row of black plastic seats without—as far as I could tell—even opening his eyes.

A bunch of tough Puerto Rican girls in very thick makeup and blue down coats, none over sixteen, kept moving in and out of the ladies’ room, sometimes razzing and sometimes being razzed by the black and Puerto Rican boys lounging about, but more often just in their own, harsh, serious little world.

I hadn’t been in a bus station at that hour for over a year. A clear difference from the last time, however, was the increased number of people sleeping on the seats, floor, or benches who looked as if, three weeks or three months ago, they might have been working—a very different population from the eternal indigents (still there of course) who wander about such places year in and year out.

On line behind me for the Philadelphia bus was a bearded college student on his way to visit friends and family at home. His calculated casualness and studied disarray strangely reflected what ambled and stumbled all round us: his beard and long hair worn that way because he liked it, not because he couldn’t afford to cut it; the clean, pink shirt left out of his old, white corduroy pants because it felt comfortable that way, not because he’d forgotten it was possible to affect your appearance by the exertion of such small energies; the old sneakers worn because they were comfortable, not because he’d found them in a trash can after spending four days with no shoes at all. His wire-framed glasses were clean. His watch was on time—at one point I asked him what time it was, and the next thing you know we were having an astute enough conversation about economic conditions in the country and how they were reflected in what passed around us.

He sat in the seat ahead of me on the bus, listening to the earphones of his silent Walkman, while we rolled through breaking dawn, down to Philadelphia.

Another journal entry, based on notes made that morning in November and written out more fully a day or so later.

Another (very minor) reason the Nevèrÿon series is a document.

9.81 How did I find out where it was? It was rather easy, the Master explained. In every group, no matter how carefully you select them, one or two are always more disreputable than the rest. Even in this school, we have ours. So I went to one and told him: ‘Look, I want to know where they’re holding the Calling of the Amnewor.’ My voice let him know that, while I was serious, I wasn’t accusing him of anything. When he told me, of course, I knew I’d had my suspicions all along.

Where else in Kolhari could they have held it?

By late afternoon, most of the students had gone off for Carnival. At five o’clock, I went out, pausing on the lawn while a cricket, who’d somehow found her way into town, chirrupped in urban isolation and despair. I looked at the infirmary. Another student was laid up, all sadfaced at not being able to attend the merry-making, but—bless her—she’d only sprained an ankle. (Earlier, when I’d visited, she’d made noises about using the time to study.) Walking out toward the Pave, I turned down the slope between the sycamores, some of which I’d replanted and some of which my neighbors had brought in, after my example.

Well, I asked myself, why are you going to this uncivilized affair? Is it for Toplin? Is it for the ill, the harried, the worried, the ground down? But with only the silent street about me, I could not answer a strict yes. Pure curiosity? But I’m of an age to know that little if nothing in this strange and terrible land is pure.

The problem with these practices—and I’ve attended enough, both inside the city and out—is that I frequently know more about them than the benighted jungle bunny hopping up and down performing them.

Doughty old servants when I was a child—with the family how many generations and forbidden to talk of such things—oh, they delighted in terrifying spoiled aristocratic brats, whining for an hour before bedtime, with the very tales and tenors aristocratic parents had fled long ago and wherever.

In the south, of course, it’s Gauine: a great dragon of jewels and gold, long as the land, with a wingspread wide as the sky. She’s supposed to guard some town that doesn’t exist anymore—though I looked for it long enough when I visited the area.

Up north it’s Ropig Crigsbeny: a boar the size of a mountain, who gobbles whole tribes at a mouthful and shits man-high piles of skulls. But there’ve been enough wars around there—and enough hacked-off heads—to understand why nobody wants to talk about him much.

I confess, the Amnewor is new to me. Yes, I’ve heard the name—as a minor fact in some other god’s story. Precisely what it did, though, I can’t remember. That, of course, makes it more intriguing. Death. It was associated with endless, mindless, pointless death. But which of them isn’t? I recall—

9.811 The problem with the ‘suspension of disbelief’ theory of fiction in general and of F&SF in particular is that it makes art (however willingly) a kind of cheat. People who want to preserve art’s privilege of subversion (and of, yes, shock) have said: ‘Fine, let it be a cheat!’ e.g., Picasso: ‘Art is the lie that makes the truth bearable.’ But certainly this is not an enterprise where I want to cheat at all.

As did writers from Flaubert and Baudelaire (who vacillated) to Pater and Wilde, I believe art is wholly a formal enterprise, encompassing almost all the tenets that the nineteenth century spoke of as l’art pour l’art, tenets that have made the twentieth century’s experimentation possible. (What postmodern doesn’t?) How, then, to reconcile that belief with all this topicality?

I think the answer lies in that the writer is always generating meanings (and not organizing references), even the most topical meanings. Reference, after all, is only a particularly limited sort (or better, use) of meaning in a particularly limited context: and that is neither the subject-dominated literary text nor the object-dominated paraliterary text.

(To refer to reference always requires a frame, and is always therefore an act of meaning…)

9.82 Journeying through the city, what I recall (and I always do, whenever I go anyplace where the street noise lowers enough for me to hear myself think, the Master said) is my journey through Nevèrÿon when I was seventeen.

For that was when truly I first learned of monsters.

Nevèrÿon.

Officially, I was crossing it.

What I wanted to do, of course, was flee it—though I couldn’t tell my uncle that.

I could hardly tell myself. But that was my secret plan.

My overt object and itinerary as I presented it to my uncle was, however, of the highest moral and intellectual order. I wanted—I told him—to seek out all the works, monuments, and remaining memorials of the barbarian inventor, Belham. There were enough traces of his handiwork here in Kolhari to excite any boy with a like penchant for invention. Born in southern lands, he’d come up to lay out some of our city’s finest avenues and estates; then he went north…

But his architectural innovations preserve the High Court and make it livable to this day.

Coinpress? Corridor?

He was responsible for both.

And there are a dozen gardens, both in Sallese and Neveryóna, where his fountains still plash among the greenery and flowers. Moving about the city, you think of his as a wholly urban sensibility. But the traditions are clear. He was not born here; he did not die here.

He came from somewhere else.

He left for somewhere else.

And at seventeen, my adolescent obsession, my first mission, my purpose and passion was to reconstruct that journey, that life, from origin to end; for the wonders left in Kolhari alone suggested the most marvelous and misty cross-section among complex endeavors that covered the country.

In preparation for the journey, for almost eight months—a long time for sustained effort from someone seventeen—besides visiting every architectural structure in Kolhari that boasted Belham’s hand, I’d met with every relative I could, resident in the city or visiting, to get information about him as well as a list of locations for whatever of his projects might remain in our nation. (Some, of course, had vanished in small time, but an impressive number endured.) In this wise, I’d constructed a map and with it, made notes, from which I seriously considered writing a detailed account of Belham’s life and works, like those that various councilors were forever proposing to put together about some of our queens and kings, to have them carved on certain walls at the court—and never getting round to it. You must understand that this was before the writing system from the Ulvayns came to the mainland: that fixes specific words to parchment, stone, or papyrus. But in those days, we had only the various commercial scripts, with their signs for amounts, products, ideas, names, and injunctions, and it was in the two of these languages I’d mastered that I intended to write this work.

The ease with which you could write it today makes my adolescent ambition seem a grandiose dream verging on the preposterous. Contemplating it in the light of the newer writing, I am only more impressed than ever with that early and ambitious foolishness.

What do you take on a journey if you are a seventeen-year-old prince who expects to be gone a year? Money, of course. And tents. And provisions; and tools to set them up. Of course a chest of sumptuous gifts for the noble houses at which, from time to time, you will be a guest. And another of bright trinkets for commoners who aid you and require recompense. And two closed carriages to carry it all in. And six armed soldiers, skilled with spear, sword, and bow, to protect you from bandits. And three men to rotate as drivers and general grooms (though they, too, should have weapon experience). And a body servant—some soft souls say two, three, or more. And a caravan steward to coordinate it all. My uncle assured me I would need a companion of my own class and interests, as well. I made noises about stopping off to pick up a young cousin of mine from some castle or other in the west—a move, once we started, I had no intention of making. Very few of my class have my interests; and among those who do, that cousin was not one.

The night before we left, my uncle held a party for me—to which I arrived late: I’d finally gotten a chance to visit a merchant woman in Sallese whose gardens boasted a set of Belham’s finest fountains. The spewing jets played at the four corners of a bridge across the stream at the bottom of the falls foaming behind her house. As I recall, she was quite anxious to show me something else, kept up in a maintenance shack at the top of the garden rise. She said it held Belham’s own garden maquette—but I had seen many like it before—as well as something created by another inventor, a contemporary of, or an assistant to, Belham, when he’d worked there for her father.

She wouldn’t tell me what it was.

But Belham alone was my Great Man, my Hero, and my only Passion—also I was late.

So I thanked her, declined her invitation, examined her handsome fountains and their ingenious tributary pools on the gardens’ upper level; and left for home.

Next morning our caravan pulled out of my uncle’s gates, while the gatekeeper, up later than I at the night’s revels, planted the end of the crossbeam in the dust to lean on it, yawning, as the sky’s deep blue lightened moment by moment toward a gray that threatened rain.

It didn’t break, as I recall, till our third day out from the city.

The outlines of Belham’s story are widely known: born in the south and distinguishing himself there by his mathematical and architectural ability, he soon came to the attention of local nobles, who encouraged him to work at various holds about the land. Finally he was summoned by Queen Olin to Kolhari, and later worked here for various lords and wealthy merchant families. But he was a drinker, a womanizer, and a commoner to boot, as well as a ranging and restless spirit. After Olin was deposed, he traveled even further north, where he finally died from falling down a cliff, while drunk, one cold and rainy evening, near a village just beyond Ellamon.

The map I’d made indicated forts, temples, bridges, roads, and fountains all over Nevèrÿon that Belham’s name was connected with. How did I intend to reconstruct the journey from south to north that was his life? I joined each point on my map by a single line to the point nearest. Certainly that was the most logical path he would have traveled. And one drizzly afternoon, perhaps a week beyond our departure, I sat under a tarpaulin that had been put up for me at our camp. A hickory fire burned near me, from logs that my caravan steward, suspecting rain, had put by in our wagon the day before. I unrolled the map from arm to arm of my lounging chair, now and again sipping a berry drink through a brass straw. The liqueur was local to the town just above which we’d stopped, and my man, Cadmir, born there and boasting of it half the day before, had run down and back to purchase a jar and bring it up for my enjoyment.

Three of my soldiers squatted by a wagon wheel, tossing bones with one of my drivers—for the sprinkle was not so fierce as to distract them from their gambling.

Suddenly they laughed.

The driver had told them, I realized, the perfectly foul joke that, after some deliberation as to whether or not it was meet for one of my station, I’d told to him that morning as we’d sat together on the carriage’s rocking bench. (‘And make sure you tell it to Terek,’ I’d suggested, for the dark, lanky soldier had already struck me as the most sullen among my men, though sometimes he could give out with a startling smile.) I glanced up, to see first Terek (of the dark skin and broken nose), then the others, grin in my direction. I grinned back: of course, the driver had told them what I’d said about Terek as well. But none seemed to have taken offense. Feeling supremely well liked, I went on looking at my map. I still recall the pride I felt, that cool afternoon, as I moved a forefinger over the vellum. Clearly this was the opening of my Great Work. The logic, the order, the sheer reasonableness of it, in the lines that crossed the geographical signs for mountains and rivers and forests, were as beautiful as—I thought then—truth must always be.

There was Belham’s life!

I sat gazing on the totality out of which all Belham’s creations had grown.

Had it occurred to me that perhaps one or two of his marvels had missed my notation? Yes, I knew for a fact I had left out at least two, because though I had their descriptions from several people, no one knew exactly what towns they were in. Did I suspect that perhaps he had not gone quite so directly, now and again, between proximate locations? From stories I’d already gotten from various noble cousins, I was sure there were three places from which he’d gone on to some far place to build before returning to a nearer town to build again. Had it occurred to me that a few of the works bearing his name had probably not been built by him at all, but were imitations by others in his style? I had down three such for certain, since, despite the name, others remembered the true builder. But these bits of special knowledge were what gave me the expert’s sense that spiced my general pleasure.

What did I think, then, of all these mistakes and exceptions? What did they mean for my serpentine pattern winding Nevèrÿon?

I was convinced, as only youth can be, that if new wonders by Belham were reported to me that day, that if new forgeries were at that very moment unmasked, the revisions would surely lie so close to the line I already had down—that any corrections to be made in such an astute picture as mine must be so minuscule—that, were he looking over my shoulder, Belham himself would praise my method and take it for his own, astonished at how precisely any addition he might make already lay within the general curve and contour of his life as I had sketched it.

Somewhat eccentrically, my quest’s first goal was the town, in the Faltha Mountains, of Belham’s death. I wanted to stand atop the ledge where he had stood, had staggered…and had, drunkenly, slipped down. Indeed, I wanted to climb to that ledge’s bottom and stand at—even lie upon—the place where he had lain, with his broken legs, to die. I wanted to see if, in my youth, gazing on the rocks and trees he’d gazed on, I could intuit from them the final thoughts of the aged and injured genius. And I was determined not to stop off at any of the other monuments on my map until I’d had this moment of terminal empathy.

From his dying place I’d planned to move back, then, along the line I’d laid out, to his last accomplishments at Ellamon—the landscaping and fountains of my cousin’s gardens at the Vanara Hold. Then, wonder by wonder, I would follow that line (skirting only Kolhari), till, sinking into the south, I reached his place of birth. Thus at each station, I could contemplate the marvels there in terms of all that had lain ahead for him, which I would now know, though it was unknown to him. What more reasonable way, I thought, was there to comprehend the great and sweeping pattern of a great man’s sweeping life?

As we drew deeper into the Falthas, of course it rained—rained as though the gods’ own cistern had cracked open to spill endlessly over the woody, rocky slopes we rode: it rained for the whole three days we approached Ellamon.

The road grew treacherous.

Soon my balding and heavy-lipped caravan steward climbed into my wagon to confer with me, his robes drenched, his bushy eyebrows water-jeweled, and an edge in his voice betraying his impatience with my impractical notion of bypassing the fabled High Hold: Could the young master see his way to stopping first at Ellamon proper and importuning some hospitality from his fabled relatives—enough to wait out this bad weather?

I was, of course, as wet and as cold as any of my men, for several times I’d had to leave my wagon when we crossed a particularly narrow stretch. As we rolled, with the steward sitting beside me, I looked through the wagon’s forward window, between the driver’s legs: our horses went unsteadily on the branch-strewn, runneled path. While we joggled, damp and cold, the wagon slid about.

‘Of course,’ I told him; ‘we’ll stop at Ellamon first,’ and saw my orderly dream, like an overloaded wagon slipping from muddy mountain ruts, go smashing over the rocks at the roadway’s edge.

At Ellamon an aged cousin—whom I’d never met till then—took us into his great house with much goodwill and solicitousness, putting my servant with his in the scullery and placing my soldiers first in his empty barracks, then bringing them in to dine with us—at my egalitarian suggestion. For when I learned they would be served the same food as we, prepared in the same kitchen, there seemed no need for such a lonely meal with only the two of us in that long, echoing chamber.

My cousin was honestly pleased with the suggestion and seemed to enjoy the resultant jokes, laughter, battle tales, and pleasantries, while we ate his parsnips and roast mutton and the windows, flaring with lightning, dripped on the western wall.

The next morning the rain had stopped. Once there, however, I had to stay the day. I’d told my cousin of my interest in Belham. He was a well of information. As he took me out to show me Belham’s fountains in his own gardens he gave me instructions on how to get to the town nearest Belham’s demise, down to the specific landmarks and the turns I would have to take at them to reach, first, the town, then the ledge outside it, where the Great Man had fallen. (Could we have gotten there without him?) He told me of the inn, long since come down, where Belham had drunk his last mugs of hard cider before wandering off into the evening; he told of a half-witted, fourteen-year-old goatherd, who’d glimpsed the Great Man, still alive, struggling at the cliff’s bottom on two consecutive days, but who later confessed she’d been too frightened to help him or tell anyone, since someone had told her that the barbarian stranger was a wizard who could move great rocks at will. And he told me of the quarrymen, who, a day later, came upon him and brought him up—barely breathing by the time they found him and dead when they got him back to the inn. In short, he made the whole harrowing and horrid incident live.

After his tale, I said I planned to locate the inn by its foundations and follow Belham’s path straight from it to the fatal ledge.

‘Well,’ he said, ‘that might be difficult, as the whole town has moved over at least two stades to the east, even since my childhood. Also, one must remember, Belham was very drunk.’ My cousin smiled. ‘And a drunken man does not necessarily walk the straightest line.’

I think my laughter surprised him. ‘Of course!’ I declared. ‘And Belham was not only drunk with cider, he was drunk with genius!’ Did he suspect how sure I was that my own cleverness could untangle any and all mysteries about Belham or his life? ‘Well,’ he said, ‘not only has the town itself moved, it’s perhaps half its former size—really, it’s just some houses going by the same name. But did you know,’ he went on, ‘that there’s a peasant woman today, who lives not very far off, on the outskirts of Ellamon itself, with whom Belham lived awhile, here in the High Hold? Why not visit her? She’s in her sixties now—possibly even her seventies—and is supposed to be quite a character in her own right. Certainly she’ll share her memories of the transient architect and inventor.’

But didn’t he stay here, at the Vanara Castle, when he was working on the gardens…?

‘Well—’ my cousin smiled again—‘the story has it that Belham was a rather difficult man. I believe my uncle, for whom the fountains were actually built, then Suzerain of Vanar, put him out at one point!’

I was appalled—at my late uncle!

But my cousin seemed impressed with my commitment to the memory of the Great Man, and wished me luck. The next morning my carriages rolled off for that tiny, mountain hold.

An hour on, again it poured.

Early that evening, drops still hammering the carriage roofs, we rolled in among some hovels of sopping thatch, all brown and hide patched, which were—probably—the village my cousin had told me of. But at least once, when I’d been up with my driver on the bench, I’d inadvertently had him go right when we’d been supposed to go left—and probably, at another point, had gone left instead of right.

In the downpour, no one seemed about; no workhardened hands pushed back a leather hanging to let creased eyes blink out at us through the rain as we rode past. (One hut had fallen half in and was obviously abandoned.) As I looked out the carriage’s dripping window, we clattered and splashed over what may or may not have been a road between them.

Beside me, Cadmir wanted to know: ‘Should we stop to ask if this is—’

‘No!’ I declared. ‘No. We have our directions. Drive on!’

Looking out, I tried to imagine among the ancestors of those impoverished dwellings—two stades to the east—one that might have once served as an inn, or even as a drinking establishment where a man such as Belham could have entered, seated himself, and found enough conviviality to reach the necessary drunkenness to bring about his evening’s wandering—and death.

It was very hard.

Fifteen minutes or so beyond the enclave, we rolled out onto a long ledge from which—along parts of it—a man might have fallen. I leaned out the window in the rain to look down on the uneven ground at what, scattered among the rocks and leaves, my driver called back to assure me was wild dragon spore. But by then, I was sneezing regularly, and so told myself that the two mistakes (if, indeed, we’d made two) surely canceled each other out.

At last I climbed from the carriage, hunching in the downpour, to walk along the precipice in the peppering drops and gaze off at other mountains, wrapped half-round with mists. Going on a little further, staring over into the dripping undergrowth, I realized there would be no climbing down. Indeed, minutes later at a less steep place, clambering over those wet stones, my scandal missed its footing and I slipped and slid some six feet to an outcrop below, landing in leaves and twigs, scraping my thigh and wrenching one arm. Breath knocked out of me, I lay there with my face full of leaf dirt, a speck of something in one eye, gasping and astonished, while a branch jabbed at my leg.

I blinked and grunted in the rain.

My first thought was that, in moments, someone would be running up to help.

But do you know, not one of my servants, soldiers, or drivers saw me go over? They were all inside the carriages to keep dry, no doubt convinced that their young master, off slogging about in the wet, was quite out of his mind.

I climbed back up on my own.

But as I stood once more atop the ledge, sore, scraped, and still sneezing in the torrent, I knew that, in such weather, there was also no possibility of ‘quiet contemplation’ of the last thoughts and hours of the Great Man.

It was raining too hard.

Minutes later, back at the carriage, I did not even mention my fall, though Cadmir asked as I climbed up inside if there were something wrong. No. No, I said. No, I was just wet and leaf-stained. As we jarred and joggled back through the town—if town you could call it—I told myself that, whether or not I’d stood on the ledge from which the drunken genius had fallen, whether or not I’d gazed down at where he’d lain three days until he died, I’d surely been close enough to it, if not in space, then in kind, so that I should be satisfied. Besides, even if I had fallen upon the spot itself (for couldn’t an older man, landing just so, have broken his legs in such a tumble?), in the time since, new trees would have grown up and old ones must have come down, so that the actual site would appear different, anyway, in just those details I’d hoped, till then, to recapture by my presence: I had looked from a ledge on a view near enough to the last Belham must have seen for me to be content. And didn’t fable hold that the night of his fall had been cold and wet? Belham had been drunk with cider and genius? I’d been drunk with Belham! He’d fallen. And I…? Well, as I sat sneezing in the carriage with Cadmir now and again pushing more blankets up around me, I decided my experience of the ledge—the severity of the fall excepted—was probably more like Belham’s than I had bargained for!

My revised plan had been, of course, to return to my cousin’s at Ellamon. But an hour later, Cadmir took his hand away from my forehead with a worried look to state that I felt feverish. The caravan steward was called in from the other wagon (where he rode with the soldiers). And I surprised everyone, including myself, by suddenly ordering that we bypass the High Hold of fabled Ellamon and continue to the next spot on my map.

‘But my young master must know that,’ said the steward, ‘in his condition and this weather, such action isn’t wise…’

Cadmir even brought up that my cousin had promised to take me out on my return to see the flying beasts from the corrals above the High Hold that so many people talk of. Certainly Belham had gone out to watch them up on the hillside, as did all tourists who came through fabled Ellamon.

Cadmir, of course, knew me better than the balding, bushy-browed steward. At another time it might have worked.

But I was persistent.

(I was feverish and, in a word, unreasonable.)

I’d not come to be a tourist, I declared. I’d come with a purpose and a passion. I’d already seen Belham’s fountains in my cousin’s garden. Now I’d seen his place of death. Thus my purpose, in these parts, had been fulfilled. Also, I hadn’t seen them in the order I’d intended. Now I wanted to go on—to repair my injured plan by continuing with it as though nothing had gone amiss. And that did not allow for going back!

So that is more or less what we did.

But, bundled in furs lest my indisposition turn into some serious catarrh, as the wagon jounced through the evening along the soaked mountainside, I knew why I did not want to return to my cousin’s.

I have never actually told anyone this, though it is simple enough to say.

Cadmir no doubt thought that it was because I did not want my cousin to confirm as fact that we had, indeed, found the wrong turning, the wrong town, and the wrong ledge. Had he dared say that in the jostling carriage, sullenly I would have agreed.

My real reason, however, was the same one that had prevented me from dismounting to ask directions among those poor, crumbling huts to verify the town, make sure of the ledge, or even to help me find the old inn’s site.

It was that peasant woman.

A city lad, I had not spoken with many peasants before—and certainly none who didn’t at least work for someone related to me. I’d only just managed to quell, through dint of almost forcible companionship on my part, an even then occasionally resurgent, if unmotivated, embarrassment before my own soldiers and drivers. And they, at least, I paid. Certainly I could demand of myself, in those days, no more! The notion of speaking to such a person, an ancient, dense, impoverished, and imperceptive crone, no doubt half-senile in the bargain, seemed by turns preposterous, impossible, and, even more so, terrifying. A peasant woman, I kept repeating. A simple, stupid peasant. A seventy-year-old peasant. And a ‘character’ too, whatever that meant. Certainly I knew Belham was, by birth, a peasant himself. But that he had been ejected from a royal hall to go and live with a stupid, dirty peasant…

That I should be expected—for whether or not my cousin expected it of me, I certainly expected it of myself—to confront this aged wall of belligerent, senile dementia, to sit in some drafty shack, trying to pry out from that unyielding common blankness a few pebbles of truth, fact, and firsthand information, when the earth and air itself already seemed to conspire around me to yield only approximations of what I wanted, was simply too frightening for someone so newly loose in our strange and terrible land.

Later that night we made camp—

But let me skip ten months, or eleven, or possibly even thirteen, for I have calculated the time differently on several occasions by several methods. Suffice it to say it was in the last weeks of my trip.

It was night.

We made camp.

Deep in the southern forests, our fire burned within the makeshift ring of stones we’d pushed together earlier. Supper was done. The three of us sat around the flame—

Who—? you ask. What three—?

Certainly the tired young man scraping charcoal away from the burnt end of his empty roasting stick with his thumbnail was a leaner, browner, and, I would guess, a more levelheaded fellow than I’d been the night we pulled away from the Ellamon road. My hands were harder, too.

It had begun with that brazen and much sweated over decision to eat among my own soldiers at my cousin’s court. But between then and now many distinctions of class—at least, I like to think so—had fallen away.

My fear of peasants?

Well, by now I had slept in my share of chill, smelly peasants’ huts, and, in several more, had eaten my share of oddly spiced meals (as well as some spectacularly tasteless ones). Here and there three or four commoners, come to my rescue out of the simplest kindness and without a suspicion I was a prince (and most I never told), I’d even called friends. In that time I’d managed properly to bed my first woman, a peasant widow, four or five years older than I. She, I confess, I told about my lineage in what I’d call exaggerated detail. But though I don’t know whether, a day later, she believed me, she seemed fascinated during the account—though possibly only by the complexity of what she may have taken to be some imaginative merchant’s son’s preposterous dreaming. She smelled of cows, I remember, and knew all about country remedies for ailments I’d never even heard of before, though I was sure, after a few hours’ talk with her, that the country witch could have cured my poor father, without a doubt. And not quite two weeks later, at a royal relative’s great granite home, I snuck through some lightless stone corridor behind a frizzy-haired princess, three years younger, and far more highly born, than I. She was the orphaned ward of another noble cousin and wore a black gown, bronze jewels, and carried a smoky brand high ahead. Finally, on the dirt floor of the castle storage room I showed her some of what I’d learned not a full fortnight back in a common woman’s arms…

I had no other woman for over a year—though the very range of my encounters was enough to make me think myself at least as much an expert on sex as I was on Belham, if not the final authority on womankind itself.

I’d also managed to learn the lesson easy for rural nobles but hard for the heads of our urban upper classes to absorb: in the right situation, peasant wisdom can outshine all others. In my case, one of our carriages put a wheel over the road edge and, after we’d all gotten out, in our effort to right it the whole wagon suddenly toppled over the side, overturning at the bottom of a five-foot slope with a great crash—just as five dirty, silent, and absolutely unprepossessing bumpkins came wandering along, two women among them, only to gape and giggle at us, I was sure. But I had the good sense to be polite, and after five or six grunts with a minute or two between and many, many, many shakes of their heads, suddenly they went to hauling at limbs and uncoiling ropes, barking brief and incomprehensible instructions, now to one another, now to my wary soldiers, till, with this and that, they managed to lever the carriage up, a bit at a time, propping it now with this rock, now with that log, till it was again on the road with only a snapped trace. And as I stood about in embarrassed gratitude (no, they would take no money, but were happy for the worked-metal jars and plates I gave them as gifts), I found myself thinking that their method must be very near to one Belham himself might have devised to move the incredibly heavy stones from quarry to building site, how many decades ago.

But my material losses in those months must be mentioned along with my intellectual gains, or this is no true account.

Cadmir was the first to go. My fever and sneezing had vanished with a week’s cough and a somewhat raspy throat. But soon it was Cadmir himself who was feverish, with a constant hacking that alternated between painful dryness and bouts when he would bring up phlegms, green and yellow—and sometimes even blood.

When we met another caravan, this one commercial, returning to Kolhari, I paid them to take him back to my uncle’s in the city where he might be better cared for in familiar surroundings.

The soldiers? Well one, for instance, came to me to say we were within stades of his home hamlet. Could he stop off for a day’s visit? He knew our itinerary and promised he would catch up to us within the week. Against my steward’s advice, I let the man go—and have not seen him since. But a week after that, two more soldiers took off, just on their own.

‘Comes of being lenient with the first one,’ some said to me with sympathy, some with censure.

The two closed carriages were eventually lost: The first went one hot morning when the carriage tongue snapped, and two of my drivers simply walked away in disgust. But by then I’d had two more caravan stewards since the first (whom I’d never really gotten along with) had abandoned us to take on, I can only assume, a more profitable and, certainly, more sensible job with yet another commercial venture heading toward the desert; which he’d heard of, so Terek later informed me, at our stopover in Varhesh. Since we were low on soldiers, drivers, and provisions, we decided to consolidate with the remaining carriage.

Then, wouldn’t you know, we were attacked by bandits somewhere in the western woods. I say bandits, but truly I think they were two mounted guards from a noble house where only hours before we’d been—oh, politely enough—refused any hospitality at all and sent on our way:

The master, they said, was not in.

The three soldiers left had been inside the carriage with me when we stopped outside the castle gate, and I think the guards who decided to follow us wrongly assumed my single carriage caravan had no soldiers at all. When they stopped us on the road with a shout and an arrow through my driver’s arm, before I was even sure what was happening, Terek took up his spear beside me and thrust it mightily from the carriage window through the flank of one of the bandit’s horses, felling her on top of her rider—I almost lost a tooth when the spear’s end hit my jaw. Then we were all out of the carriage, fighting the remaining rider. I really only looked on as they ran down the second on his horse, cutting at his legs, at the horse’s legs, until both went over, all bloody, and they killed them. Then they came back and Terek put his sword through the neck of the bandit who’d fallen first. His leg broken and pinned under his horse, the man screamed horribly when, for the fifteen seconds before it, he realized what the tall dark soldier with the broken nose ambling leisurely toward him with his sword out was about to do.

We now had a wounded driver, and there was speculation among the men as to whether we would have avoided the fray if they had been walking along outside, visible, as was usual, where the sight of them might have discouraged attack. Terek commented, sensibly I thought, that if three soldiers and a steward had been outside, the bandits, before pouncing, would simply have picked them off from the cover of the trees with bows and arrows, just as they’d shot the driver—who listened to it all leaning against the wagon, a pained expression on his face and his arm now bandaged in a piece of old cloth and a leather sling. We left him off at the next city—where there was a particularly fine, circular grain-sellers’ guild building, built by Belham.

While I was out looking at it, two more of my soldiers made up their minds to leave my employ, but they at least had the courtesy to stay long enough to tell me, and even to help me sell off the last carriage and horses to a merchant family there and replace it with a sizable two-mule provisions cart with a canopy over its back half that could be taken down if needed; Terek and I could manage it alone.

‘You know,’ Terek told me as we were taking stores out of the carriage and hoisting them up over the cart’s edge to pack them under the cart cover, ‘we’ll have less trouble with bandits in this thing than we would with that. A closed carriage on these roads just looks like nobility, and if there’s not a sizable number of guards in evidence, it cries out to be attacked.’ That made sense, too.

I became the driver.

Sitting there, reining my mules before me, I was, in just about equal measure, proud of my maturity and of my actual, physical control of our destiny; I was also, yes, frightened lest some arrow strike me from the trees.

The morning after, my last, diminutive, redheaded steward left me—with reasonable warning the night before: ‘This isn’t really a caravan anymore, little master.’ (I was more than a head taller than he, and, though he was fifteen years my senior, this had been his joke from the beginning.) ‘I’m a good caravan manager, but there’s no one here for me to manage, now. By the same token, I’m not a soldier. Why should you pay me a steward’s wages to tag along behind your cart beside your young guard, there?’ A little later I called the lanky, still somewhat sullen Terek to me and sat him down on a log across from me for a serious talk.

‘The truth is,’ I told him, ‘you too should probably quit my company. Certainly you’ll be better off making your way alone than weighted down with worry about me. I’ll soon find another relative in some great house, whom I intend to implore to get me back to Kolhari—but this has been the most reckless and costly of trips. And I must think of remedying it.’

Terek was twenty-three then. Born somewhere off in the country—precisely where, I never did learn—he’d managed to join the army a year or two younger than was permissible. By sixteen or seventeen, he’d seen combat and killed several men; by twenty he’d been the last pupil of the great strategist Master Nabu, and had been made a minor officer in the Imperial Army—where he’d gotten his nose smashed and a scar down his thigh from a young noble-born officer who’d grown jealous of him and, in an argument, had slashed his leg. (He’d slashed back, I’d heard him boast to the other soldiers; then, suddenly, he’d glanced at me, realizing I was listening. I’d just nodded, as approvingly as I could.) After that, he become a private mercenary, hiring out as a caravan guard.

Yet, while I was impressed with his bravery and fighting skills, I was somewhat afraid of this dark, tall man, with the broken nose, the slightly turned-in feet, and the wide hands on which the nails were gnawed down almost to nothing—bitten worse, indeed, than I’ve seen on anyone else in my life.

As I talked to him, telling him he was free to leave me, Terek sat on his log, sword, spear, and bow on the ground between us, clutching his knees and listening as intently as (I imagined) he might to some superior officer explaining a particularly complex battle strategy. ‘You go too, Terek. It’s just not fair. I can manage the wagon alone. There’ve been no bandits in this part of the forest. And even if I eventually have to abandon the cart, well…’ He was growing, I could see, more and more uncomfortable, till he blurted:

‘Where should I go? You want to get rid of me, now? Where do I go, then? What do I do without your damned wagon and your damned mules? And what will you do without me? You’re a boy and a fool! No!’ He shook his head, violently. ‘No, you shouldn’t send me off. It’s no good! What will happen? To me? To you? I won’t go! No!’

My till then controlled fear became simple surprise. But at last, as I had given, somewhat reluctantly, that first soldier permission to leave, I gave this last one permission to stay. My discomfort? It was simply the realization that, from then on, we were not Master and man any longer. We were simply a somewhat quiet, though well-trained, twenty-three-year-old soldier and a somewhat precocious, if slightly pigheaded, seventeen-year-old prince. We were traveling together with the same mule wagon; whether I liked it or not, I had a companion.

Indeed, it was not long after, nor many villages away, that we met crippled Arly. A barbarian outcast in his own village, Arly had one leg gone high at the thigh in a snarl of scarred, hard flesh from some appalling fall as a five-year-old from the front of a runaway stone cart beneath its loud and murderous wheels. Older than I, younger than Terek, and certainly not long on intelligence, he nevertheless had a good imagination, as well as that high humor you sometimes find among the deeply injured; and he was willing to do almost anything in order to come with us—then, indeed, to stay with us. His arms were thicker than Terek’s—though he was shorter than I was. And his remaining leg was strong. He spoke three languages barbarically, where I could converse only in two. (Terek had only one.) Bound round its length with hairy, mint-scented barks, his single crutch was as nimble on rocks and roots as any of the four feet Terek and I had between us; and, on his back, holding it over his shoulder with one hand, he could carry a heavier sack than I could with two. Nothing tied him to his village, where he was usually just tolerated—and sometimes tormented—as a drunkard and an idiot. (He behaved only intermittently like either—and then, usually, with reason.) I suppose the fear and ignorance he shared with his fellow villagers had kept him from running away till now, though he told us he’d thought of little else in the last few years. For his ignorance wasn’t so great that he didn’t realize his own fear could probably be overcome simply by staying close to someone, like myself, with less than he.

Yes, please, he wanted to come!

The reason I took him, however, was that he amused Terek—for through all my good soldier’s sullenness, I could still get a grin from him now and then with a dirty story. And to that end I’m afraid I’d used up not only my peasant widow and dark-robed princess, but their sisters and their serving maids, their cousins and their mothers, all in a perfectly shamless manner. Arly’s accounts of his one-legged exploits among the village women (as much exaggerated, I’m sure, as my own) gave me at least some respite as we made our way.

With Arly I could become audience to the strings of lascivious tales instead of actor.

Terek’s weapon skills were joined with fair hunting ability. Often he speared us rabbits, small pigs, and turkeys. Arly’s infirmity seemed to have lent him a mania for physical accomplishment. Already a decent shot with rock and sling, he badgered Terek for spear-throwing lessons, which the young soldier was happy enough to give; and through the weeks the one-legged barbarian, with his crutch under one shoulder and Terek’s spear held over the other, made a committed and purposeful headway that often left me hot-cheeked as I watched, real respect for him contending with real jealousy. Arly had an extraordinary knowledge of edible leaves, roots, pods, nuts, and fungi—passed to him by the same old woman who’d staunched his severed leg and with whom he’d lived till she’d died, when he was fourteen or so and from which time his pariah status in his village dated. Oddly, then, as well as our driver, I became our company cook with what the other two provided. And with only a few culinary disasters (Arly sneezing at some over-peppered stew; Terek frowning at some particularly pasty pudding I’d prepared from Arly’s vague recipe, with what I’d thought were only some simple, sensible corrections), it worked fairly well. Since then, I’ve several times noticed that in such small groups as ours, whoever prepares the food becomes the leader—or stops cooking.

Despite my youth, you see, I still felt in charge of our movements.

And what had happened to my quest for Belham in all this? Well, somehow, aside from these transformations in materials, men, and methods, I’d still managed, before and after, to visit more than half the locations on my map. Whether the true authority lay in me, or in the piece of vellum, now rolled up and stuffed down inside the wagon, I couldn’t say. Perhaps I only retained my leadership because from time to time I could take our wagon into the yard of some lowering castle and, after five minutes’ conversation with an upper servant, secure an audience with the resident lord, and from there usually gain an offer of hospitality—food, company, and more or less comfortable sleeping accommodations for the three of us—for a day or three’s relief from travel.

Another interesting transformation:

On the road, I really felt the three of us were simply friends.

But as soon as we entered one stone gateway or another, Arly would wordlessly become my most attentive, if preposterously clumsy, servant. (His comic confusion in our first such visit, getting lost here and there in the low-ceilinged halls, as he sprinted off to get me water, washing cloths, a bowl of fruit, till I had to go find him, is a tale in itself!) But, do you know, till after he’d taken on the role three times during three such stops, we never discussed it?

At the same time as Arly became my comic man, Terek would transform into my silent, loyal bodyguard.

I don’t think they particularly relished being subservient, or even—particularly—felt it. Yet somehow, without question, the pressure of some noble’s (or even some noble’s servant’s) gaze would force the three of us into this hierarchical order, me as well as them—a hierarchy that would vanish minutes after we’d pulled outside the gates. But these visits were rests, as well as social adventures. (Though of a different order for me: in them I learned more than I wanted to about the vulgarities, pretensions, and sheer madness of the provincial rich.) Really, there was no other way for us to negotiate them, and Arly and Terek could not have had them without me. Perhaps, then, that was why, on our days in the forest, mountain, or desert, when I took out my vellum, squinted up at the sun, then pointed now here, now there on the much marked map, unquestioningly we went where I said.

Indeed, without more than the most passing mentions from me, they even began to develop a kind of respect for Belham and my quest—at least after they’d seen a few of his works, or sat in the corner of some sooty-ceilinged hall, while I discussed him with this heavy-robed duchess or that potbellied duke with the same round eyes and broad cheekbones as I.

But despite my own commitment and my companions’ growing respect, the map itself had undergone as many changes as I had; and while, my losses notwithstanding, I’d changed (I think) for the better, the map, for practical purposes, was a mess. Oh, I don’t mean that the parchment itself was in tatters. That was safe enough—only worn a little at the edges where, from time to time, I’d gripped it too tightly. But the stability of the object only fixed the chaos that had come upon it. For though I had visited more than half the locations marked, by no means had I visited them in order. The confusion in my initial trip to Ellamon and the tiny town beyond only hinted at the confusion my quest had met with throughout the rest of Nevèrÿon:

Buildings and bridges built by Belham and said to be at one town or city had several times turned out to be at others, two or three days away. The map itself had contained its own errors, with villages supposedly situated on one side of a river turning out to be a day or two’s ride from the other. What had been marked as a stream turned out to be a wide river. And a goodly number of wide and rocky streams—known as rivers locally—turned out not to have been marked at all. On several occasions, when two of my carefully noted cities were, indeed, physically close, some unscalable mountain ridge or unclimbable chasm or unfordable river—at least at that spot—lay between them, so that direct travel from one to the other was all but impossible.

At first I made myself the excuse that Belham, unlike me, as a Great Man, would have been undaunted by the unclimbable, the unfordable. But soon I had to admit that, to the extent he had been a great traveler as well, he must have been an efficient one, and, in Nevèrÿon’s varied and variegated landscape, the shortest distance on the map was not always the most practical one to pass across. There were simply too many places where it was easier to go a greater distance over easier terrain than a shorter one across the impassable.

Of course I’d tried to revise my map in the light of this new geographical information. For hadn’t I learned from an elderly woman of Able-Ani, who recalled working as a youngster for an older Belham, hauling water for his workers building the stone temple for which the town today is famous, that there was a bridge in the town, already years old when she was a girl, which Belham had also built across the river that divided it? For a fact, she knew that he had architected the bridge years before when he was in his twenties, and that he’d not been in Able-Ani for twenty years since (he’d told her these things himself), and had now come back, in his early fifties, to construct the temple at the local lord’s request. Now Belham’s time and work in Kolhari had clearly been done after both: the woman recalled his great excitement at receiving a messenger from the High Court. That, she was sure, was the first time he’d been summoned to the court by the queen, not only from Belham’s own words to her as she’d poured out water for him at the temple site, but from everyone else’s excitement over the commission. And she was sure he’d left from Able-Ani to travel direct to the High Court at the queen’s command the very week the temple was finished.

All of this seemed proper from what I knew.

But there was no line direct from Able-Ani to Kolhari on my map; nor were there two lines to that small, elegant city marking two separate monuments (one stone bridge, one rock temple), twenty years apart. Sitting by my camp’s burnt-out fireplace one chill morning, before anyone else was up, I’d tried to draw in these revisions along with the dozens of other geographical corrections I’d learned about, only to realize that, as I worked with my brush at my bit of pumice-rubbed goatskin, that where, before, I’d had supreme order, now I had incompleteness and imprecision superimposed on inaccuracy and error.

Another problem: many times by then I’d heard the name that plagues any researcher into the late works of Belham: Venn. (How I’d avoided it till now, I’ve often wondered since.) Here and there—and almost always in tiny, provincial holds where the inhabitants had forgotten all facts concerning Belham the man, so that I clearly knew more than anyone there about the stretch of road cut through impassable rocks, or the great stones of some archway balanced impressively together—along with Belham’s bridge or building, I’d find ‘Venn’s Stair’ or ‘Venn’s Rock’ or ‘Venn’s Cut.’ Someone, I don’t know who, said he thought Venn was a woman Belham had…

Lived with, like the old peasant at Ellamon I’d been afraid to see?

Been in love with?

Been furious at?

Both?

Neither?

Logic suggests the aging inventor, infatuated with some young, pretty, scatterbrained thing, had begun to name some of his minor works after her. But was she a superstitious peasant he’d diddled behind a barn when she’d offered the old man a cup of beer, or was she some prattling princess with whom, groping after her in some castle chamber where he’d pursued her in the dark, he’d managed (once more?) to disgrace himself? I did not know then, and I do not know now. Perhaps it was some merchant who’d financed him. Perhaps it was some noble friend he’d chosen to honor. No one I happened to meet seemed to know—though at Narnis I found an obviously manmade promenade, with great rock steps cut down to the river; and at Aldanangx, near Makalata, we were directed out to an immense cave that had clearly been cut artificially into the mountain, huge and echoing, with carved columns along its sides. Both bore only Venn’s name—both, truly, greater than any work by Belham I’d seen.

As we stood in the cave’s cool hollow, with his crutch end tapping about on the stone floor and his eyes gazing at the distant ceiling, Arly made the most preposterous suggestion yet: perhaps she—if it was a she—was an inventor and architect herself, comparable to, if not greater than, my Belham. In the columned, echoing space, Terek and I howled and threw our arms around our bellies and doubled over at that one. But the truth is, as we walked out onto sunlit sand (teasing each other with japes about the bandits we’d heard occasionally used the place for a stopover), as we reached our wagon beside the scruffy desert bushes, I realized I simply didn’t know. And in such a situation, the joking logic of a one-legged barbarian counts no less, certainly, than the considered reason of a Nevèrÿon prince. But I’d begun to learn how suspicious were all products of logic. So that now, whenever I encountered Venn’s name, it was not as a bit of revealing information but only a frayed thread pulled loose from the weave and fallen from time’s crowded and confused worktable.

We had recently swung down and around into the lush and forested south, till we were not far from the spot on my old and marked-up map where Belham was supposed to have been born. Certainly I’d given up on the pristine order of my early plan—advice I’m sure, that, had I asked for it, my first and long-gone caravan steward would have given me directly, that feverish night in the Falthas.

But as we’d come closer to what my map had fixed as Belham’s point of origin, benefactors both high and low, on hearing of my goal, had told me that, while, yes, Belham was indeed rumored to have been born in that particular little town, he also was rumored to have been born in another as well—also in several others. And each smiling prince or grinning peasant gave us his (or, in two cases, her) own perfectly logical reason why, of course, this one, that one, or another was, indeed, the most logical choice.

By the morning we started out for the place itself, I had five villages down, each with its claim to be the birthplace of Belham. The five were not, indeed, far apart—or at least, after the traveling we’d been doing, they did not seem so. The three of us were able to get our wagon from one to the other, with a few hours to explore at each, within four days. Nor were we bothered by inclement weather. And by now, trotting in after them among the chickens and the dogs, I could stop any wizened old man or woman, any big-eyed, bandy-legged boy or girl, give them a smile and a nod, and, after the necessary moment of suspicion, usually get a smile back and at least a gesture toward further information, if only the name and whereabouts of someone else in town who might know more about my question.

Yet what I’d found in my five villages of his birth was in its way as disconcerting as my experience of his dying place.

For the first of the towns simply and wholly no longer existed: we found its foundations, yes, some fallen walls—but not one building still stood. There were signs of fire. We left our mule wagon to tramp about the wreckage. While I speculated aloud as to how many years ago this was likely to have occurred, with his spear Terek turned up a bit of burnt board from the body of a cat, whose wet loins, as he prodded it, spilled out a slough of maggots!

The destruction was only days—no more than weeks—old, or the carcass would have been all bone…

But for all we looked about that afternoon, the three of us whispering quietly, or searching about stealthily, skittish as to lurking marauders or even, perhaps, slavers (none of whom materialized), we could learn no more.

The second barbarian enclave we found was normal enough—though, for all of us, the destruction we’d seen the day before returned and returned to mind, the way sun, flashing on a stream, repeats and repeats in the eye after you’ve moved off into the woods. Yes, the yellow-headed, sun-browned inhabitants knew that Belham had been born there. (They pronounced his name just differently enough to leave a suspicion that we were not talking about the same man, but I’d already learned to put such doubts straight out of mind.) Well, then, did anyone know precisely where? Did his parents’ house, perhaps, still stand? Did relatives still live here who could tell stories that might have come down through the family about what was supposed to be, after all, a most prodigious childhood?

That drew great laughter from the barbarians who’d gathered to gape at Arly’s crutch, dropping to the dust in place of his leg, or to poke and point at the spear Terek, in his kilt and stained leather chest-guard, leaned on like a staff, or simply to blink at me (at my dark, noble, northern features, I presumed), or our wagon, or our mules. From their lapping chatter I learned that this forest village, like the mountain town he’d died near, had also moved about a bit over the years.

Well, where had it moved from?

Astonished, I watched this one point in that direction, while another contradicted him, explaining that the other was thinking of a much more recent time, while an aged woman on a stick pushed ahead of them all to tell us that, no, most of the houses used to be down there, drowning out a gap-toothed boy who had just been saying earnestly, a moment back, how his old grandfather had clearly told him, years before, that over there…

Terek, Arly, and I looked at each other.

None of the barbarians truly knew.

Or, if one did, none of us three could learn from listening—or from any of our further questions through the day—who was right.

The third town we came to, larger and far more settled looking (perhaps it was the odd stone building, or the wooden fence along one side of a small, partially paved, market area), produced just as many barbarians claiming just as surely that Belham had been born here (part of his family had come from another town, you see; but that emigrant relative had been enough to make the other village—not among my five—try to appropriate his birth). This time my question as to where, then, specifically, young Belham’s home or hut had been led us, after much barbaric chatter, to an elderly man with a cloth wrapped in a kind of turban around his head, who volunteered to walk with us awhile. He would explain.

He walked.

We walked with him.

Other barbarians kept a respectful distance.

For distressing minutes our man was silent, and I thought either Arly or Terek would soon grow bored and start some jest, for though they had developed a certain respect, neither—when the other was there to clown about with—had developed much patience.

But finally he spoke.

‘You understand,’ he told us, in a shrill, measured voice, as we walked among the huts and houses, ‘none of what you see, stone cabin or thatched hovel, has been here more than twenty-five years. Is that your age, boy?’ he asked Terek, who nodded, even though he was less. ‘Sometimes it’s been slavers who’ve devastated the land. Other times, it’s been soldiers who’ve marched through, killing, burning, destroying. Villages don’t survive that sort of thing. When I was a child, I can remember even earlier slavers, worse than the Imperial soldiers—indeed, in the early days I used to think they were one and the same. They came with the same metal swords, the same leather armor—’ He glanced toward tall Terek’s spear and gear—‘and dealt out much the same destruction. The only difference was that one took prisoners and the other left all as corpses. But I was only six or seven back then. Belham? I’ve heard of him. I’ve heard that he was born here. But I’ve heard that he was born in practically every village in the south—even in some I know for a fact have existed less years than the youngest of you has been alive.’ He glanced at Arly; and I felt proud that I looked so mature. ‘But we have little left to boast of here, my noble visitor.’ He nodded toward me. ‘So you mustn’t be surprised if our various villages share the little we have.’

Somehow the next two towns we stopped in, looking for the birth of Belham, seemed to offer even less than the first three in terms of certainty. But among them all, at the last of the five, though I did not say it to either Terek or Arly, what I was most struck by was that, in their limited, brutish, and impoverished life, just as I had not been able to imagine a proper inn in the town of his dying, I could not imagine what, here, some hundred years ago, might have inspired a barbarian boy to the discoveries about numbers, circles, triangles, rock cutting, levers, pulleys, and the motions of water and wind that had been attributed to him by the time he left it at the behest of some local noble not much more advanced, I suspected by now (judging by the few who had recently given us shelter), in anything save their brutish power over these common folk who had been their subjects, than the commoners themselves. Yet somehow between then and now, I’d become humble enough to see this lack of imagination as my failure, my want of a comparable genius, the uncrossable distance at which I stood from the accomplishments of the Great Man.

Despite the failings I’d learned existed in me, however, along with what strengths I’d found as well, I’d learned that Belham’s birth, only a little lifetime before his dying, had somehow become even less specific, even more generalized, than the tenuous fact of his death. Yet now I knew also that, while at (or near) his dying spot I’d seen one town and been able to tell myself, wrong or not, it was probably characteristic of the right one, here at these several places of his birth and better trained to observe by my travels, I’d taken from these five possibilities—though all were southern, barbaric, and small—only a set of extreme and fascinating differences; differences which overturned all certainty that, how long ago now, some haphazard huts I’d stumbled on in the mountains (or in the desert or the forest for that matter) could be truly ‘characteristic’ of any others. All towns were individual. Each was unique. And Belham’s ability to create wonders of abstraction and stone design from what he’d seen in them was just not the same as my little ability to re-create what even then I was becoming more and more wary of calling his ‘life.’

It was only days after we had left the last of these villages—

But I have already said:

We made camp.

The three of us sat by the fire, in our shell of leafy dark, my most recent meal (rabbit and small wild tubers) not much in the past, sleep not far in the future. Terek had just declined a game of bones with Arly, who sat now, both hands holding his knee, looking about us for (I suspect) the demons of darkness ceded him, along with her knowledge of edible plants, by the crone who’d staunched his stump. Suppose either one of them, I thought, my ‘servant’ or my ‘soldier,’ were asked to reconstruct even this little hour of our history, even as the three of us were enmeshed in it, here and now (there and then)? Suppose they were asked to recall what we’d eaten, to guess at the order of our bedding down? Would either of their accounts be accurate? Would two tales from any of three of us be recognizably the same? How then could I presume to retrieve the true tale of Belham, as my own story was congruent with his neither in time nor in space?

For in those old commercial scripts I had to work with, one could write: ‘I saw…’ or ‘She was…’ or ‘He did…’ But those useful and efficient marks gave us little or no way to write: ‘I might have seen something somewhat like…’ or ‘Maybe somebody had been near someplace more or less similar to…’ or ‘It’s conceivable that perhaps somebody who was almost the same as…’ But as far as Belham’s life was concerned, that was the only tale I had. In general, writing is precise and speech is imprecise. But what the unknown genius of the Ulvayns has given us is a tool to render precisely speech’s imprecision. To be a boy in Nevèrÿon before that genius sent his system abroad to us, however, was to have no such tool, and thus to experience precision and imprecision as separated by some un-crossable chasm which Belham could not bridge from his side nor I, I’d finally come to admit, from mine. What came to mind, then, with that firelit realization?

Do you remember my secret plan?

As I sat by the fireplace that night, contemplating all the ways that time and the land had smeared my vision of order, the articulation of my wish to move beyond everything about me that confined me silently returned.

Contemplating what I took to be the wreckage of my quest, I realized I could not make that wreck clear to my two friends—which made them now seem less than friends, but rather some overpowering responsibility I could no longer carry. For while Terek had once called me a boy and a fool, he’d nevertheless assumed from the beginning that I was at least master of the information I’d sought, found, and sifted. And each bit of contradictory confusion Arly had watched me arrive at, he’d simply assumed was what I’d been looking for all along.

Well, I’d found nothing save a bunch of buildings, roads, and rocks, some of which were where they were supposed to be and some of which weren’t.

And because I could not tell them I had found nothing, for fear I would lose the little authority I had, I only wished to be free of them.

As my thoughts came back from the hard peaks, the tangled forests, and the glaring deserts of my own ignorance, this was the fact I returned to. Yet, oddly enough, right here, at this place, on this evening, I felt as if I might also be face to face with something new, something in no way involved with Belham, something not called Nevèrÿon, something wondrous I might see or feel if only I was free, of them, of it. For here was also the possibility of leaving behind all the tangles of humanity and history Nevèrÿon herself seemed to have made hopelessly problematic in these last months:

Our country is not, you understand, mapped to a precise edge the way some of our central counties have recently been marked out by Imperial surveyors. Still, we were at the southernmost edge of what is called Nevèrÿon.

I knew it:

We were at the southernmost edge of my map.

And that map was Nevèrÿon.

I had come as close to the points of Belham’s birth and death as I was able. It was not that I had seen all, or so much, or even enough of the life between to abandon my quest. Rather I knew now, that ‘life’ was no longer there to be known, so that my quest was not so much over, or sufficiently completed, or even reasonably begun. Rather, it had been revealed as an impracticality and an impossibility at once.

On the map a rocky river, which we’d been following for a day between the last two villages, ran off the bottom. If I followed its watery murmur, soon and somewhere, I would be beyond Nevèrÿon.

The most logical way to go on was, of course, simply to wait till next morning. Then, once we were all up, I could take out my map and announce we would now travel even further south. But somehow I had begun to have suspicions that the authority did not really lie with me, but in the quest itself; and though, with the fiasco of Belham’s ‘birth,’ I knew something terribly important in that quest had irreparably fallen to pieces, my companions didn’t. I wanted to shake myself free of the whole thing the way, I fancied, any of my soldiers who had so long ago deserted me must have felt when they, for whatever reasons, suspected things were not going well with my long-lost caravan.

Suddenly I stood up, walked away from the fire—at the edge of the bushes I looked to see, sitting back by the provision cart’s wide wheel, Terek glance up at me with only the slightest questioning, then look again at the flame. Certainly he thought I was going off into the woods to relieve myself, or masturbate—as more than once I caught him off doing. Arly yawned at the fire and did not even look. I pushed into the darkening underbrush, stepping slowly, feeling beside and ahead of me. After ten steps it was black enough so that I might have been moving through the trees in a blindfold. Now a branch hit my face, my chest. Now I nearly walked into a tree. I felt my way around a rough trunk. Now my shin came up against a fallen log, and I climbed slowly over, reaching for the ground with my foot and wondering if I weren’t about to go over some slope as steep as the cliff where Belham—or I—had fallen.

Thirty steps, forty steps, fifty steps on I came out into some bushy clearing.

There was no moon. But the wide and lucid night was salted with stars as thickly as I’d ever seen. The dusty river of the Milky Way slanted through those cold sparks. I looked down to see that I was at the edge of some fieldwide clearing, scattered with brush and near the river. To my right, I could make out rocks and the foam breaking round them. The air was hugely still. The water whispered like wind.

Because the nameless gods of craft we nod to in Nevèrÿon are so much like ourselves, no one ever pictures them. It would be redundant. Still, not only servants, but barbarians and even the odd nobleman had, by now, mentioned to me some of the names of those other, older entities—and a few had even taken me out, on the odd evening, to explain how some of their ancestors had pictured this one or that one among those stellar points. That night, standing there, I had a sudden fancy that, so many stars were out, there were now, hanging above me, pictures of all the gods there’d ever been, as well as all the gods there ever would be, named and unnamed, alike and overlapping, all looking down at me, as I made my way across that little meadow, seeking to flee—my gait slow for the night—beyond our odd and undefinable border.

I tried to mark in the river’s foam-shot black the current’s thrust, to aid my direction when I’d once more entered the woods.

Another thirty steps, and tickling leaves and prodding twigs received me. I would keep the river’s sound constant by me, I decided, as I moved, slow step by slow step. I wondered whether exhaustion or sunlight would find me first. I felt at once idiotically foolish and amazingly brave. My body seemed to glitter blackly in the midst of this transgression of a boundary all but inarticulable. But not for a second did I think of turning back.

Now I have told you of the monster I live with, today, here in Kolhari—my ‘reputation’ as a teacher and a wise man. Well, at that time, I had little sense of the reality of the process by which such monsters form, at least as one was to form about me. But in my search for Belham, I had already begun to learn something of the process in the abstract: for all men—famous, infamous, or most extraordinarily ordinary—have such monsters. Didn’t Arly and I sometimes speak of Terek when he was off hunting? Didn’t Terek and I sometimes joke over Arly’s antics when he was not there? No doubt the two of them were talking of me now: making monsters! But as soon as any of us dies, there is only the monster left. What I had been pursuing was not Belham but the monster called Belham. And what my whole journey had taught me was precisely what sort of monster it was: it was made, as all such monsters are, of contradiction, supposition, miscalculation, impossibility, and ignorance. Well, for nearly a year—a long time for sustained effort from one of eighteen—like some fabled hero the mummers might mime on their wagon stage, I had not only pursued this ‘Belham’ monster, but I had fought it and hacked at it, and cut it apart, and pulled it to pieces, and, finally, had tossed away its disparate limbs, till, on that very night, it was truly dispersed, vanquished, gone—all, that is, except the ineluctable force that had first held it together. All that was left was whatever had sought and sucked and gathered and contorted all the fragmentary ‘facts’—whatever had bound them into that monumentally resistant coherence I had begun my journey with, that coherence which, indeed, I had begun by seeking to confirm.

That force still traveled with me as I stepped into the darkness that night—a force which, now naked, was doubtless even more powerful for what had been yanked apart from it, stripped free, and hurled away.

As I inched forward, moving among black trees, I heard it, I think, on my left—high up too—like the smallest change in the river’s susurrus. A night bird, perhaps? But almost immediately, I heard it again, not so much as something that had moved closer, but as though another part or limb of it had moved, which was closer.

I halted.

Save the river’s whisper, it was very still.

I started walking once more, hoping my own movement through the brush would be more frightening than attractive to whatever it was.

Three steps on, again I heard it—now near the ground.

Had it dropped from the branches?

Then, while I definitely wasn’t moving, it moved. I swallowed and pulled back, hitting my shoulder against a trunk. Part of it was high, and part of it was on the ground. Whatever it was was simply very large.

At first I didn’t hear it, but above me a handful of stars between two branches went out as something moved in front of them. Then, slowly, it bent down in the dark and…touched me!

Reaching for me, it brushed against my arm, wet and crumbling as some rain-soaked mountain slope. At the same time some change in the night breeze came about, so that I smelled something rotten as a week-old cat carcass, its immense body no doubt starred with the same white, wriggling grubs.

Whatever it was was huge, moving, and dead as Belham himself!

I didn’t scream, but I gasped in a fetid stench, pulled away, and ran. With ten steps my foot caught something, and I fell, rolling in leaves—and heard its foot fall on the earth behind me, loud and large as my whole body. Pushing to my knees, I hurled myself on in the dark, while it breathed, hoarsely, wetly, above me.

I ran, stumbling, scraping myself, hitting myself, hurting my ankle on a rock, my hand on a tree; somehow I tore into that starlit meadow. But with five running steps among the ghostly brush, I heard a thundering behind me loud as a tree crashing down through leaves and branches. Then, over the length of an indrawn breath, the starlight on the bushes and ground wiped away, as something huge and cold moved above me and under the night—as I crashed into the trees.

I tripped. I fell on some small slope that would never have felled me in daylight. I practically crawled over some large log. Then, again, I ran. My eyes, blinking and tearing open, filled with firelight as I crashed through more leaves—

Terek looked up from the flame, frowned at me—then scrambled to his feet in a crouch, snatching his spear up over his shoulder with one hand, pulling loose his sword with the other. Arly looked around, then levered up on his crutch in a motion, beginning to take small, hopping steps back.

I looked over my shoulder at the branches quivering in firelight. A breeze had come from somewhere. The forest shook, and the camp-fire burned high within it. Turning around before the fireplace, I backed away from the trees.

My own shadow grew huge on the shaking leaves.

Still crouching, Terek asked: ‘Is it bandits…?’

Arly whispered: ‘Some animal…?’

Terek stepped forward now, hefting his spear threateningly. Without looking at me, he said: ‘Is it slavers out there…?’

I could only gasp for breath and shake my head. But as they glanced over at my scraped and dirty face, my bleeding hands and legs, they too began to realize it was no natural thing I’d come on in the leaf-canopied and star-prickled night. For I had met some monster god who roamed our borders, preventing such defections as I had foolishly hoped for. Nameless? Certainly not. But I suspect from what I’ve learned in my travels since that I was fortunate not to have previously encountered some local witch or shaman who might have told me the entity’s name. For had I called it to me by its proper appellation as it stalked the forest night, hearing me it simply would have devoured me in its immense, rotten mouth.

I wouldn’t let Terek put out the fire that night—not that he really wanted to after I blurted my first protest. Soon we were all sitting practically with our buttocks against the hot stones and our shoulders by one another’s. Now and again one or the other of us would get up for a new piece of wood, till the wood within sight was pretty much gone. Once Terek proposed arranging an organized watch, but somehow we never got to it. (There would have been no point against that deity.) Later, I suddenly came awake when one or the other of them fell, asleep at last, against me, and I blinked, surprised, with stifled breath and only the coals’ glow behind me for light. Then, morning sun was flaking among the branches, falling on my scratched knees, as first Terek, then I, and at last Arly pushed to our feet, stiff, chill, and all of us feeling as though we’d had no sleep at all.

The cart cover was undisturbed over the provisions wagon. Save for a few more fallen leaves, our camp was as it had been before darkness.

We had been spared.

And so, as I had done many mornings before, I reached over the cart’s side, slipped my hand, despite its scratches, down between the wood and the money sack, till I could finger up the scroll of goatskin. I unrolled it—the edges were truly frayed now—to examine the confusion of lines and marks and corrections.

A lapwing called shrilly through the morning twitter and warble, over the nearby river’s hiss and whisper.

‘I guess,’ I said, as Arly turned on his crutch to listen and Terek paused in wiping his sword blade free of speckling dew, ‘we’ve seen just about everything we can of Belham. I’ve visited the place he died. We’ve been to the place he was born. And I’ve looked at just about every spot he worked at in between. I have more than enough information for anything I might want to do with it. And I’ve been traveling a long time now. What’s proper at this point would be to return to Kolhari.’

So we swung the cart to the north, riding or walking through the morning, till, by mutual consent, we stopped beneath a protective overhang hard by a cliff wall, took out blankets, and slept a few hours to make up for the sleep in the night we’d missed.

After that we fed the mules and ate.

Then we walked on beside the wagon several hours through the rest of the day till, toward sundown, we made camp once more.

Monsters are real.

9.821 What are the SF (or fantasy) models for this enterprise—which is, after all, not SF but sword-and-sorcery? Sturgeon’s Venus Plus X, Russ’s Female Man, Malzberg’s Galaxies, Disch’s ‘334,’ Ellison’s ‘Death-bird’…

In what sense are their problems the same as mine?

More important, in what specific ways are they different?

And how much, right at this moment, do I believe in the monstrous specificity of my own solutions…?

9.83 The Bridge of Lost Desire is not my favorite city passage, the Master explained. It’s libidinous atmosphere does not make me comfortable. Several libidinous friends have suggested that what disturbs me about it is its too-great sense of life, its suggestion of control always a breath away from animal abandon.

That’s nonsense.

I feel life when man and woman, together or apart, labor and ponder to nurture, console, or entertain a child, a friend, or some aged body. But there’s no particular vital excess where a vicious, bored, fifteen-year-old and undernourished barbarian sells herself for a quarter of an hour to some forty-year-old warehouse loader with enough beer in his belly so that he will remember neither her face nor her name when he ambles by on his next day off—the girl having rushed away moments after their over-quick exchange to swab between her legs with volatile, noxious liquids, while fear of conception nags nevertheless over the twenty-eight days between moons.

Still, at carnival time that feeling of distress, so intense on the bridge (life? Isn’t it, rather, high frustration? It’s certainly not rampant satisfaction that gives the place its air), is dispersed throughout the several celebrant neighborhoods. At the same time, the bridge becomes more populous with people who never go there normally, so that the air of life, frustration, or whatever (why not call it lust?) is somewhat mitigated, and its crowded flags seem like any other city thoroughfare, for all the high spirits passing across it.

I passed across.

Flares burned along both sides. Now and again, I overheard in this conversation or that: the Liberator and his entourage had ridden over only a bit before I came by.

As I made my way between raucous revelers still thronging the Old Market of the Spur, I thought about that boyhood trip, and I wondered, as I had, many times since (and many times upon the trip itself): suppose, in the same way as I had sought Belham, someone else came along, seeking me—oh, not the whole of my life, certainly, pieced out some impossible hundred years hence. But suppose somebody, today, hearing of my journey with all the inaccuracies entailed—the interview with my parents, and such—decided to reconstruct only that year’s wandering, setting out to find only what that journey had meant for me. What traces of it would be left?

Suppose they did not ask me, but—however honestly—only researched the monster?

Suppose they asked my uncle?

He could tell approximately when I left and when I returned—though several times of late I note he’s mistaken the year.

What would some of my relatives say at whose great houses we stopped? What of my visit would they remember?

What would some of the peasants who aided us recall of my passing?

What of my big, bald steward?

What of my little redheaded one?

What tale would the soldiers who deserted me tell?

What about Arly and Terek?

What of the princess or the peasant widow?

Ten years ago I got a partial chance to find out.

The school, you see, had finished its first year successfully. At the beginning of the second, I declared a six-week spring recess so that the students could return home awhile. And I took the same time to visit a friend in a town a day’s cart-ride west of Kolhari, which had recently made much economic progress; as well, it had begun to support its own barbarian community as some of those southern-born workers grew disgruntled with the big port city and moved on.

I had been at my friend’s house three days and, on the first truly hot afternoon of the year, had tried to take a nap as the rest of the family did; but a restlessness came over me, and so I went out to walk in the warm streets and explore a little.

Ambling along a sun-filled alley, I suddenly saw a powerfully built barbarian with one leg, helping himself along with a single crutch.

Such severe and singular infirmities are rare in Nevèrÿon; I thought of Arly immediately. I stopped, but he didn’t seem to notice me and went into a daubed building through a crooked door frame with no hanging. On impulse I hurried after him, stepping into a shadowed storeroom. From chinks and outright holes in the roof a dozen beams of sunlight lanced through floating dust.

‘Excuse me,’ I said, ‘but you’re not…?’

In one of these beams, the man on the crutch turned, frowning. (Wasn’t he both too short and too thick to be my old barbarian friend?) What I first saw were all the differences in that barbaric face from Arly’s: the broader cheeks, the slacker lips, the receding hair at the forehead—while the hair on the chest was far heavier than I remembered, with half of it grizzled white. Then, suddenly, the frown became a grin. And the face simply…transformed into Arly’s! ‘You…!’ he said. ‘You? No! What are you doing here? Is it my young nobleman? No…! But why have you come? After all these years! What has happened with you? Why in the world do you come to see me like this? Here? Now? No! But it’s really you!’ Arly came forward, grinning, to clap a broad hand to my shoulder while, with a grin as large, I shook him happily by both of his, so that he swayed on his barkbound stick; and I thought, after all, if I’d changed as little as he, the more than twice-seven years since we’d seen each other had indeed been generous to us both.

Arly now worked swabbing resin over the insides of barrels, he told me. His hands were foul with the stuff all the way to his elbows, and his bare foot was stained with it to the knee. Oh, he’d been in this town for years, he explained. He’d just stopped off in the storage building here to pick up a sack of something he had to take to someone else. But come along with him. Yes, come along! I must visit his home and sit with him—if I would so honor him—and we would drink and talk of the old days. That is, if I could spare the time for an old friend…? If I could pass an hour with a cripple such as he…? If I could see my way to talk with a poor, one-legged barbarian…?

He got his sack, hoisted it around over his shoulder—the bag still twice as heavy, I’m sure, as any I could carry—and I followed him out into the street. He bent a little more and went a little slower than I remember, under such burdens. But three streets away he left his load with an old, taciturn oil-seller, and we started off through the town in a direction I’d never been, till we were among some thatched shacks that brought back to me nothing so much as that clutch of mountain hovels where Belham (may have) died.

These, at least, were sunlit and dry.

Before one a woman with dark, sweaty hair worked at a stone washtub, with two near-grown girls helping her and three or four youngsters crawling naked in the spilled water that made mud about the trough.

Arty went up to her, calling out: ‘Hey, you must see who I’ve brought!’ As he put his arm around her shoulder, the woman looked up, surprised and shy—she had a harelip, wouldn’t you know. Hopping on his crutch, Arly herded her toward me while the big children blinked and the little ones ignored all, and the woman looked down at her dripping arms and shriveled hands. I smiled, spoke to her, thinking she must be Arly’s woman. Certainly some of the children looked as though they might have been his. But she knew who I was, Arly prompted. She knew all about me! Hadn’t Arly told her the story of our travels together, years ago? Didn’t she remember? Of course she did! I was the nobleman who had given him the money to come here! He’d told her that. Yes, of course she knew of me.

Whether she did or not, I don’t know. But I was struck with a memory absent for years. When we’d reached Kolhari, I’d paid Arly a servant’s wages for the three or four months he’d traveled with me—no great amount, but more than the young barbarian had ever held at one time before. Three days later, he’d disappeared from the servants’ quarters of my uncle’s home. For a few weeks, I recall, I’d wondered if he had come to harm in the city, for he’d never turned up again. Could he have caught some market wagon directly here and settled down, to live all those intervening years?

But now he released her to lead me on further among the huts. His woman? No, she was only a good friend. A fine figure in the neighborhood. She’d helped him many times—as she’d helped many others here; he’d wanted her to meet his noble visitor. For, he explained, she was as good and fine a person of her class as I was of mine.

Several huts away, he pointed out his. It was smaller and in worse repair than most of those around it, and on the very edge of the enclave, with scattered branches and bits of refuse lying about: a split-log bench with two legs broken off so no one could sit on it, the wheel from some sort of wagon, its rim cracked.

We didn’t even go inside.

I was thankful, for the whole neighborhood had that smell I’ve always assumed comes from continually cooking in pots never thoroughly washed. What that would become within the shack I didn’t want to imagine.

Arly sat me on a firm, overturned basket near his door, ducked within the ragged hanging, then came out, the handles of two un-glazed clay cups hooked on the stained fingers of one hand and a jar in the crook of his arm. He lowered himself by his crutch to a rock to sit before me, then let the crutch fall to the worn grass. Leaning forward he poured out a liquid clear as water. Then he sat back, the jar held up at his right shoulder in both hands, waiting for me to taste mine before he poured his own—the way, indeed, I’d instructed him to pour at table so many years before!

As we grinned at each other, I picked the cup up from the ground and sipped: it was not water. It was sharp and went along the throat with all the aspects of fire save heat. At the same time, there was a strong feeling that, had it gone at only a slightly different angle, it would have slid in as coolly as a mountain ice chip. What he’d served me, I realized, was one of the strong Avila rums.

I said once that Arly had the unearned reputation of a drunkard in the tiny barbarian village where we’d found him. Well, I began to realize, over the years he’d hobbled a few steps along toward earning it.

There are many who claim the drink is poisonous.

But I will say, after he had poured his own, and I had taken several sips more, it lent a warmth of spirit to the already hot day. And I was not about to judge my old traveling companion in what was after all only his hospitality toward me.

As we talked of this and that, his life, mine, then, now, and the time between, I asked him: ‘Tell me, Arly, what did you think of that whole trip? What’s the part you remember best?’

He look at me slyly. ‘You know which part I remember.’ He jabbed a stained finger at me with a complicitous grin.

‘I know which parts I remember,’ I told him. ‘But you must tell me for yourself.’

‘That time,’ he prompted me, ‘you know. In the castle. Of one of your cousins.’

I smiled, nodding, thinking he meant his first visit to a royal house with me, when he’d gotten lost and I’d had to go searching for him. Indeed, I’d told that story with numerous embellishments, many times since. But Arly went on:

‘You know. The one where your noble cousin had killed himself.’

I frowned, suddenly lost.

‘You remember,’ Arly insisted. ‘We took the wagon through all those broad, endless orchards of fruit trees. And finally, when we came up to the stone gate, the woman you told me later was a slave, though she wore her iron collar under a jeweled neck-piece, said to us that the baron was dead—they had found him only that morning in the gardens, where he had eaten many, many of the small, poisonous petals of the white ini flower…?’

I must have still frowned, though a memory was beginning to flicker; because Arly frowned a moment at me, before he went on:

‘When we went inside, the whole castle was in confusion. They could only give us a single room to stay in for the night—’

‘Of course!’ I exclaimed. ‘The Baron Inige!’ I didn’t remember the orchards. But now I began to picture a servant (slave?) standing at a half-opened gateway between two high, stone newels, telling me that we could not be received within because there had been a great tragedy in the house. The baron was dead, and by his own hand. ‘But we didn’t go in,’ I protested. ‘Did we?’ The whole incident would never have come up in any spontaneous account from me. As it was, I could only recall that moment at the entrance. ‘Certainly we went on somewhere else. Arly. We wouldn’t have gone inside after that.’

‘Oh, yes!’ Arly nodded. ‘We did! I was very frightened, and I didn’t want to. That soldier with us—what was his name?’

‘Terek.’

‘Yes, that soldier stood by me, while we waited behind the wagon. He knew I was frightened, too. He nudged me with his arm. I was so frightened—and he thought it was funny! You were at the gate, talking with the slave. Oh, so gently and persuasively, with such smiles, you went on—you told her just how you and the dead man were related, and how terrible it must be for all in the castle, and that perhaps we could be of some help, and that you understood how upset everyone must be, and, no, you wouldn’t think of intruding, but we had traveled so far, your guard and your servant were so tired, and we would not be any trouble, so that perhaps if they could find rooms for us simply for a night and—’

‘Arly—’ I laughed—‘I have no memory of any of this!’

‘—finally they let us in,’ he finished. ‘We brought the wagon right inside, through the gates of the dead man’s house. You knew I was scared too!’ he added, accusingly. ‘You looked at me when the mules went by the big stone posts and grinned!’ Then, smiling down into his cup, he shifted on his rock. His scarred stump moved in a kind of sweeping motion that would have placed the missing limb at no particular position, save possibly kicking into the air. And I thought, how many hundreds of times had I seen it do that? Yet, I’d never thought of it once in all these years. ‘They told us to take a single little room on the castle’s top floor, up some old, steep, stone stairs. And you got very angry afterwards, because it meant all three of us would have to sleep in the same chamber, and you said you didn’t want to have to sleep in the same room with a smelly barbarian and a dirty soldier—’

I started to protest. ‘Surely I’d only meant it wouldn’t look proper to the great house’s remaining servants…’ My picture of myself for that period was (and still is) wholly egalitarian—more, perhaps, than was even wise. But the truth is, once within the baron’s gates, I had no memory at all. Till that moment, had you asked me if I’d ever been inside the home of my tragic relative, the Baron Inige, I’d have answered, ‘No,’ convinced I spoke the truth.

I said: ‘Terek could let himself get rather dirty, couldn’t he?’

I wanted to stay in the room, because I was scared to walk around in the halls and corridors where the dead man had walked. But when it got dark, you and the soldier—Terek? Was that his name?—decided to play a trick on me and took me up on the castle’s roof. I didn’t want to go. But you made me!’

‘Now how did we get you to go anywhere that you didn’t want to?’ For I had a few solid memories of Arly’s stubbornness—an all too fabled barbarian trait.

‘You went,’ Arly said. ‘I wasn’t going to stay in there alone!’ He drank more rum. ‘There wasn’t any wall around the roof, either. And there were lots of stone things—like stone huts and places where windows stuck up and things. Part of the roof was sloped, too, right down to the edge.’ Certainly I knew the kind of castle roof he meant. But equally certainly I had no memory of ever being out on one with Arly. ‘It had been raining, and the roof slates were still wet. And you know this—’ he bent to slap his hand against the flattened and frayed end of his crutch—‘doesn’t hold so well on wet stone as this—’ and he swung his soiled hand back against the cracked and blackened sole of his foot. ‘The clouds were blowing fast, now over the moon, now free of it. One minute it was dark as pitch. The next it was light. The two of you ran away and hid from me, and began to make strange noises, and pretend to be demons and monsters and strange beasts, and chase me around and hide from me again.’

‘But you must have known it was only us…?

‘Ahhh!’ Arly’s voice rose, with his chin, in dismissal of my protest. ‘I knew it was you. But in such a house, perhaps the demons that haunted the place actually now possessed you. That’s why you played such pranks. That’s why I was so afraid. In such a house, with such a death only that morning, it was a reasonable fear—at least from the way you carried on! Once, when I was running from you, the soldier stuck the end of his spear out from behind some stone abutment and tripped me, so that I fell.’

‘Arly—!’ Though even as I spoke, memories returned of moments when Terek’s teasing (if not my own) of the one-legged youth had probably gone too far. What came back even more strongly, however, were those chases and games of tag where all of us contended that Arly on his crutch was as fast and agile as either of us—which was, indeed, almost true. Some of those chases were at night, even in the moonlight—but surely not on the roof of my dead cousin’s house. ‘Arly, I just don’t think we—’

‘Then you ran right out into me.’ He put his cup down and clapped his blackened hands together. ‘And knocked me over. Then you laughed, while I rolled down the slope toward the edge of the roof. Oh, I knew, then, that monsters chased me, and that I would now fall to my death!’

I swallowed another mouthful of rum. ‘But didn’t we catch you…?’

‘No!’ Arly declared, an astonished questioning to it even greater than the exclamation, as if there was no reason in the world to think we might have. He said: ‘I just didn’t roll that far. I hurt my leg real bad, too, when you pushed me down.’ He reached forward to rub his calf, as if memory brought back the pain. ‘Then the soldier came out and stood there and laughed at me because I was such a frightened fool. But I was afraid to say how much it hurt, because I thought you might start in again and say you would leave me behind to be a slave in that haunted and frightening castle.’

‘But—’ As I started to protest again, the faintest memory returned, however: Terek standing with his spear, in light dim enough to have come from a beclouded moon, laughing over a seated, unhappy Arly, who had just slipped or fallen across his crutch, while I looked on. Could that have been atop the castle roof? Could my purposeful push have been the cause of the fall? The memory was no clearer than that of the servant woman at the gate. And even had I recalled the two faint recollections on my own, I never would have remembered that they were from the morning and evening of the same day, or what Arly claimed lay between.

Arly sat, rubbed, smiled. ‘We had some good times, then, didn’t we? I went a lot of places with you, saw a lot of things.’

‘Yes,’ I said. I was still trying to think: Could I have been a partner in torment of that lame, ignorant youth—and forgotten it? We did.’ But the topic itself seemed too complicated to pursue through the warmth of the day and the glow of the rum. ‘Well, tell me: did you ever learn any more of Belham or Venn, after our trip? I’ve often wondered how all that struck you.’

Arly looked at me and frowned. ‘Belham?’ he said. ‘And that other name? Were they some peasants we let ride in the wagon once?’

‘No, Arly!’ I was both astonished and amused—happily so, as it drove away some of my discomfort. ‘Don’t you remember—?’

But he had reached out for the jar to pour himself another cupful. ‘Belham, that’s a barbarian name. But not the other. “Venn,” it was? It sounds like a name from far away. Maybe from the islands or someplace…’

Somewhere a crutch tapped on the rock floor; barbaric eyes lifted toward the cave ceiling…

We talked about many other things that day. Oh, I mustn’t suggest that we had no memories in common. We talked a lot of Terek, and even though Arly had not remembered his name, we were still soon mustering new opinions about him, as if our friend were only off for a walk in the woods and was expected back in minutes—though neither of us had seen him in more than a decade.

I supposed we helped to elaborate his monster.

Although with each cup of rum he drank, Arly would again declare how fine a time we’d had together, in general his memories were not so pleasant as mine. But then, neither had his life been as pleasant, before or since. Also, I thought later, he had the recollections one might expect from a man who, with great bravery, had traveled only once—and that in order to get from the village where he’d been born to the town where, in all probability, he would die. Through the afternoon, somehow I never brought up my own (nor questioned Arly’s) reminiscences of the border god who’d terrified us the night I’d tried my futile flight. It just did not seem the proper time to speak much more of monsters.

Soon Arly hobbled with me back through the dreary huts to point me toward my hosts’ home at the other side of the village. We parted in a convivial glow of rum and late afternoon sun caught among leaves immobile in a breezeless spring. I walked through that little city, rehearsing the tale I would make of it to my friends when they arose from their afternoon naps: You’ll never guess who I…or perhaps better, While I was out walking this afternoon, of all the people in the world I met…But in this way I went on trying to tell myself what had just happened, for the whole of the forty-minute walk back. Yet as I came in sight of my hosts’ garden wall, their two-story home showed above it, with its facing tiles and terra-cotta cornices, any anecdotes contoured to the good feeling of the encounter so intimately and intricately worked through with its troubling revelations seemed more and more impossible—till, I confess, once I actually entered the gate, I could not bring myself to mention the meeting with Arly at all, for all my slightly tipsy rehearsals of it on my way home; though, indeed, I feel sometimes I have been rehearsing it ever since, now one way and now another—this only the most recent, though by no means the final, run-through.

Yes, I met Terek once, too—a little over a year after my afternoon with Arly. It was high summer in Kolhari; a day off from the school, and I’d gone to visit a merchant friend, a man of some travel himself. I was to meet him not at his home but at one of the caravan yards among the store buildings adjoining the New Market. Indeed, I’d known he’d been awaiting the arrival of a large commercial caravan for some weeks now: it had been gone seven months and was expected any day.

The half-dozen closed carriages and several high-piled wagons must just have pulled into the yard minutes before I strolled up. The drivers and grooms were joking with one another around the horses. The loaders had not been given their instructions yet and lounged by the warehouse wall. And the caravan soldiers sat about the yard in little clusters, playing bones, or stood leaning on their spears and watching.

My first thought was that my merchant friend would probably not be able to go to lunch with me now as we had planned. I did not see him in the yard. No doubt he was within, conferring with Her Majesty’s inspectors. But as I made my way toward the lashed-back hanging over the wide door, I saw a soldier standing by the wall, leaning on his spear before him, rubbing his chin on his forearm.

I frowned.

Could it possibly…?

I walked toward him. Tall, dark, lanky, yes, the man had a once-broken nose. As I neared, he let go his spear with one hand to reach up and rub his cheek. The same gnawed pits of broken and scabby horn were sunk on his fingertips, well back from the crowns. I glanced below his leather kilt, for the scar on his leg.

It was there.

‘Terek…?’ I said.

He didn’t turn.

‘Terek…!’ I stepped before him.

His eyes blinked in a gaunt, weathered face that, save the nose, I must say did not seem overly familiar, now that I was closer.

‘Your name’s Terek, isn’t it?’

The soldier gave the smallest nod—and waited. Clearly, he did not recognize me.

I smiled. ‘Do you remember me? You were a guard on a caravan of mine, oh—more than ten years ago now!’

Among his sullen features, a smile only threatened his mouth and eyes—but not of recognition; it was the one you give a stranger who’s made some well-intentioned mistake. For all his identifying marks, he looked less and less familiar, so that, again, I asked: ‘Your name is Terek…?’

‘Yes…?’ He waited for some explanation.

‘Well, you were a guard. On a caravan of mine. It was a rough one too. It wasn’t as big as this. But we lost both our carriages. We traveled most of the last months with just a wagon, and only the three of us—you, me, and a barbarian called Arly. He had only one—’

‘You mean—’ shifting position, he said suddenly—‘when we went through the Menyat? Where the stores ran out and half the guards mutinied? I had to stick my blade in the gut of three of my best friends on that one! Then we were stuck down in the canyon, and all there were was berries and cactus pith, for four months, caught down in those rocks!’ (The sudden outburst in the sullen demeanor was Terek—the Terek I remembered. It made me smile—and perhaps he thought, from that, I recognized his account.) ‘We didn’t dare come up, because of the bandits…’

While I smiled, at first I wondered if this were simply another incident he recalled that I’d forgotten. But no; neither my carriages nor my cart had gone as far west as the Menyat Canyon. ‘How long ago was that?’ I asked.

(What my own memories brought back as I had struggled a moment with his was a young, broken-nosed man on a leafy road thrusting his blade through the neck of a shrieking brigand.)

‘Four years.’ Terek considered. ‘Maybe five years back. I was out almost two whole years on that one.’

‘No,’ I said. ‘What I was talking about was over ten years ago. And I don’t think it was that rough.’

He reached up to rub his neck again. ‘More than ten years,’ he said. ‘That’s a long time ago. Were you the steward?’ He sounded doubtful.

‘No.’ Still smiling, I shook my head. ‘We knew each other. You told me all about how you got that scar. The young officer in the army—’ I pointed to his leg. (He glanced down then looked up with a raised eyebrow like someone who’d forgotten a scar was there.) ‘We were friends, you and I. I was practically a boy. You stayed on when the others left me. In the end, it was just three of us and a wagon: you, me, and a crippled barbarian—he lives off to the west of the city, now. I saw him just last year. It was…my caravan.’ I really felt odd saying that, for I truly treasured the memory of what I’d still thought was a three-way friendship among equals, even with Arly’s additions. ‘You don’t remember?’

He gave a shrug I want to think was so small because he might have been embarrassed. ‘Maybe,’ he said. He pursed his lips a moment. ‘I don’t think so.’

‘Well, ten, twelve years, or more…’ I shrugged too. ‘That is a long time. But it was you.’

‘Maybe,’ he repeated.

I watched him, remembering the strange transformations of recognition in those moments meeting Arly. This lack of recognition was, in its way, almost as interesting. Terek had not grown particularly bald or fat, nor had he gone through any other great bodily change. Where before he’d been a young soldier, now he was a middle-aged one. He’d guarded caravans before mine; clearly he’d guarded them since. The trip with me had simply not been that memorable. I thought of trying to identify it further for him—tripping Arly on the castle roof? The terror at the border? Perhaps with a drink or two he might have been prompted to recall….

But many men simply do not set much store in memory. They are just not interested in what happened more than three months back, and then they only retain the incidents about those who are currently their friends.

I put my hand on his shoulder. ‘Well, it’s good to see you again, Terek. Good luck.’

He looked at my hand (rather as though it didn’t belong there), looked back at me with narrowed eyes, still wondering, perhaps, if he had known me.

I nodded to him, dropped my hand, and left to go look for my merchant friend. Indeed, I had to go in and out of the warehouse several times to find him. Each time, I glanced at the soldier standing by the wall.

He looked at me only once—and I had the sudden notion that he did not even remember our conversation from minutes before, or, at any rate, was by now quite convinced that I had been mistaken.

I found my merchant friend. Yes, he could slip off for a quick bite at a tavern close by. I remember all through our meal I was on the verge of telling him about my encounter with his caravan guard. And didn’t.

I crossed the Old Market square that Carnival night remembering memories of Arly and Terek—my memories, theirs…From that play of the recalled and the forgotten (my forgetfulness, theirs), with whatever distortions lie between, monsters are formed, whether they be gods or great men, or even ordinary boys, sick unto death with a plague that has much of the monstrous about it.

Yes, I learned about monsters that trip. And I learned about them in these encounters after:

Yes, monsters are real.

And, they are us.

I turned down one street where only a few people held up torches.

I cut across a yard to skirt a cistern wall as the half-moon edged its light above a roof.

A few turnings down a few more streets: I crossed some filled with revelers and some near empty. I went with shoulders hunched through a narrow alley, an arch at its end, and breathed deeply along another street, with only the usual rare night-strollers.

Through the shutters of the old inn, I saw the flicker of lamps. I waited a minute across from the door, to see if anyone entered. Certainly I’d found the proper building. I could have been late or early, of course. Waiting seems to be a part of such disreputable activity. From down the street came voices; red torches moved out from the corner. Someone in the group was playing a reedy flute. So I crossed, pushed back the creaking leather, and slipped inside.

Once within the low-ceilinged tavern, I knew I’d found the place. The way people stood or sat was just not the way people ordinarily stood or sat in a tavern at Carnival time. For one thing, no one spoke. There was an air of expectation. In the light of the lamps hanging by chains from the ceiling beams, I recognized a dark-haired woman at a table with a big barbarian—both looked up at me. It was the woman who handled the school laundry and the barbarian shoemaker she lived with, who sometimes used to drive her laundry cart.

I nodded.

They did the same, looking quickly away.

And I felt as much as they that further talk would be out of place, right here, right now.

I wondered should I go purchase a drink, or simply take a seat, as some had done, or—as had some others—go stand by the wall and wait. As I walked among the benches and tables I heard the hide creak again behind me. I glanced back as an old woman with a brown hood pulled forward about a deeply seamed face stepped tentatively in, peered about, obviously nervous and feeling out of place.

Outside, boisterous revelers passed, singing and laughing.

Through a door near the side of the counter, a yellow-haired man with some limp flowers in his hair, a gold collar, and a blue robe suddenly stepped forward, surveyed the room, clapped his hands before his chest and announced: ‘Well, there’re enough of us to start. You’re all concerned about the plague, I know. No one is more concerned about it than we are, here, believe me. We’re so happy you could come. We’ll take contributions only on your way out. I’m your Wizard for the—’ someone coughed, and he turned with a raised eyebrow. ‘You’re here, of course, for the Calling…?’

Someone said: ‘…of the Amnewor.’

Some looked at one another as though that had been a dangerous name to speak.

Nobody answered with an audible ‘Yes.’ But a few nodded. A few others pushed back from their tables, ready to rise.

‘Very good. Very good,’ the man said. ‘If you’ll all just follow me, right through this way. There’re steps down. It’s narrow and rather steep. So please don’t crowd. Just go carefully.’

People began to follow him through the door.

Somehow, in a motion that suggested she was afraid she might be left behind, the hooded old woman slipped ahead of me. She glanced back at me. I smiled. She looked embarrassed and turned away. We followed the crowd.

Over the heads of those before me, I could see that the walls beyond the doorway were rough rock. From somewhere below, I heard an ethereal music. The voice of the Amnewor, I said to myself, and wondered, indeed, what monster the night would bring.

As I went through the low doorway, ahead I saw the yellow hair of the big shoemaker. He paused, looked down, then, from the way his head lowered, he must have begun to descend the steps.


	I moved forward, with the others.



9.84 People who did not attend the Calling of the Amnewor: Arly, Gorgik, Joey, Larla, Meise, the old mummer, Norema, Pheron, Radiant Jade, Samuel Delany (Chip), Terek, Toplin, Toplin’s mother, Toplin’s lover, and, in general, many, many more, of course, than who did.

9.85 ‘Failure signs our beginning,’ the Wizard began in the dark, ‘for where else can we start, save from weakness, fear, and a crushing incapacity before a purity so rich it sometimes seduces us into thinking our own consciousness is at one with it? Failure will sign our end. Our first step into the darkness here is a realization of that failure—if only the failure to remember what must be remembered if civilization is to persist, our failure to forget what must be forgotten if, personally, we are to endure in it. Harps and cymbals tinkle with rising anticipation. Bring the first brand.

‘There!

‘Gasp, if you will. But seated on the throne, ribs thrust through the chest’s tattered leather, long teeth loose in that nude jaw, it leans, lopsided in firelight, a trace of the life now negated in its brown bones and dried gristle, imbued not with life but with meaning by what passes in positive glory over our heads: the Liberator who is subsumed on this day of Carnival by the true seat of power—which is not here.

‘Look!

‘Was it righter in life than the master it fell before? Not likely, in the larger scheme. But it lived once; and, dead, it lingers beneath our unholy torches.

‘How can we start from anyplace else before this monstrous and murderous dying, dying, dying which plagues us?

‘Amnewor!

‘Amnewor!

‘Amnewor!

‘Drums and reeds echo us. But the Calling is not one we make to the monster, through the medium of this desiccated corpse. The Calling of the Amnewor is, rather, the call that the barely believable monster herself will make to this symbol of our mortality that we have enthroned for the night—a Calling that animates it, however marginally.

‘Do not look behind!

‘Her several eyes, from the size of a minnow’s to the size of the full moon low on the horizon and clustered only in odd numbers, open, now here, now there, at your back, across her vast flesh slimed with oceanic slough and filth. The heat of her warms your nape, the joints of your knees. Above you, her many mouths erupt in the loose, liquescent skin, some so small you could not push one finger into their tiny, sucking slits, some so huge and slobbering that the tongue within is sliced to bloody strips by broken teeth (more than a hundred, ragged in the several rows of gum, and each as large as your hand), while others are all soft cheek and uvula and lip—spitting, hissing, sucking—some supported by internal bone, however distorted from traditional jaw and beak, others dangling in immense and flaccid flaps, fluttering and flatulent with the fetid airs, rumbling out here, gushing in there.

‘Listen!

‘Above the tambourine and sistrum, you can hear her, huge as a merchant’s three-story house on fire, breathing behind you…Do not look, I say! Do not! High in the suppurating and pulsing meat of her brow, a single jewel, blood red, with ninety-seven flat and glimmering surfaces across it and the size of a baby’s head, is sunk in a circlet of iron and gold, bolted to the bone beneath. Once you see it, you cannot look away. (I know! I watch it now!) What does an Amnewor eat?

‘Human eyes!

‘Human tongues!

‘And the hot jelly of human brains! She sucks them through the ear, after piercing the drum and small bones within, using her knobby fingers, all narrow as sapling twigs, from which thin claws grow, six and seven inches. Oh, once you look, once you are hypnotized by the red jewel, she will hold you rigid in her muscular tentacles, while, with her tiny hands, she tears you to pieces…

‘Why else have we chosen a decayed corpse for a champion? (Little bells tinkle. The flute flutters eerily.) Eyeless, tongueless, earless, it alone can face the Amnewor from vanquishing distance. It alone can answer her call.

‘Do you hear it, now? The music has momentarily halted. Look at the throne!

‘Bring another brand!

‘And another!

‘There, did you see?

‘The dead hand moved!

‘It slid an inch on the stone beside the skewed boat of bone. Now, yes, the slack jaw pulls shut, rattling its remaining teeth, and the knee swings wide as the foot slips dry tarsal and metatarsal over the hide on the top step.

‘See how weakly it tries to stand! What strength it takes to vanquish the little bit of death that, so long ago, killed it! Blind, deaf, dumb, yet it hears the call. We must give it a guide.

‘There, rush to it, little girl!

‘She takes up her cat-skull staff to run and stand before the steps. Someone has drawn a mask across her face, though it’s only makeup, and her clear eyes blink above her full, healthy cheeks. That health, that innocence (that mask) will protect her from the gaze of the Amnewor waiting in the shadow behind you, looking over your heads, as terrible as the gods who, were they there in your place, might be mistaken for you yourselves.

‘Someone has tied a bit of black and orange cloth in a cunning cape around the girl’s shoulders.

‘Beneath it the two ends of a leather thong hang on her chest, their raddled tips telling of some fetish snatched violently free. What doom or victory might it have guided her to? It’s gone. We’ll never know. She has become merely the guide to our victory, who—stiffly, unsteadily—manages to rise, now, from the throne.

‘Gongs echo through the crypt.

‘It stands on the top stair, as the fat little girl, holding her staff high, steps back.

‘The skeletal foot falls to the step below, and the whole frame shakes and shivers, dropping dried skin and cartilage crumbs; a rib falls loose, to click on the stone, rocking. One toe bone is left on the step above. One finger remains behind on the seat. Will our champion crumble entirely before true confrontation?

‘But the immense, glimmering monster behind you has already begun to quiver, heave, and show signs that, certainly, were you to see them, you’d take for anger and fear, as the mortal remains of our prince skitter and clatter to the step’s bottom. For haven’t we all suspected, all along, that human beings are sometimes more godlike than the gods; certainly their deaths are more absolute than the death of any god, named or unnamed, we’ve ever storied. And as certainly, decay, which is what the Amnewor after all is, cannot feed on the already and absolutely dead. Is that small distinction between the dying and the dead where hope for victory lies?

‘The Amnewor is, you know, a god of edges, borders, and boundaries. You may even have encountered her, reeking and putrid on some overhung night, as you tried to get from here to there, all at once too intensely aware of what the separation between them meant. But we have called her, to serve us now—though by this displacement to the center she has not so much changed her nature; for no matter how Nevèrÿon expands, even as it reaches out to encompass death and the stars, she’ll still prowl and linger along its rim.

‘“She?” I already hear some of you repeat it, with a note of ironic censure, a moment before turning from me in a positive distinction that will lose you all hope with the return of what we call the real. Stay! Again I say: do not avert your eyes, for many of us know of, and some of us here have even visited, a land that is not Neverjton, but where a similar ritual must be held with a male monster, the corpse of a princess, and a little boy for guide. Though the names might be different, the same, or absent, can’t we recognize one monster here, common to us all, prowling the border between one and another, or even between us and a land more different still from ours? I assure you, these are as real as the monster that guards what is, after all, the other’s boundary as much as it is ours. For she does not care what distinctions she guards, or how we sex her in a homage to the concept of distinction itself. She only cares that distinctions exist.

‘Once more the little girl raises her staff.

‘Suddenly there’s a sound—

‘Keep calm!

‘No, please, keep calm!

‘Whatever happens, don’t look away!

‘On the canvas sheet that just unrolled at our little guide’s sign, flapping and roaring from the darkness above, like a wind from the edge of forever, you can see a mammoth beast so grossly painted it is difficult to tell whether it is a dragon or an eagle; it wavers there, ambiguous as the stone carving over the gates to the grounds of the High Court. What gazes out through its hollow eyes? Lust? Pride? Avarice? Ignorance? Want? The guide leads the skeleton past, and though he quivers, shakes, and seems fit to fall completely to pieces, he vanquishes all representations of the enemy by that technique I would urge on you, at least tonight with regards to the monster behind you: not looking at it.

‘There, another canvas falls open, roaring like pain itself, among whose folds and shadows a raging landscape glimmers. Wave or mountain, forest or desert, what is important here is that the lack of a human figure pictured upon it signs the whole range of human desolations living men and women can endure, at least a moment, before they die. And he? He vanquishes those wastes simply by moving, with his clumsy and awkward step, across it, appearing—just managing to appear at all—a human form against it, for all his death and desecration, an irreducibly social trace.

‘Somewhere in that part of our city most separated, most distant, and, indeed, most protected from the general populace, the Liberator, already beyond the ambiguous gates, approaches the castle, a gray wall coming toward him, towering over him, about to fall on him in some infinitely delayed topple…till a door swallows him, and he moves forward through wide corridors, cheering behind him, well-wishers on both sides, as he strolls closer and closer to the seat of power that has summoned him here…

‘But here? In this oldest, central section of our city, the corpse moves on, limping and staggering, shedding flesh and mold, till, only inches before you, its dead fingers reach to your left while its skull drops hugely right, its dry hands stretch to the right while its skull lolls left, as if it would determine which way it must go to continue toward the power that has called.

‘The music resounds and pounds with military insistence.

‘He reels…for you are the border he must pass, transgress, obliterate with some terminal motion to become one with what animates him.

‘Oh, again I tell you: do not look away from the empty eyes backed with black bone. For if you are seduced into turning for a moment by the monster that breathes and hisses at your back, that heats your shoulders to sweat—that, indeed, guards you—he will slip past.

‘You will be defeated.

‘But see: still making your nostrils pinch with the expectation of a putrefaction he’s too long dead to reek of, his scentless joints falter, and he falls, slips, at last clatters to the dusty floor as lifeless as—finally—we always knew him to be, vanquished at our feet.

‘That he fails (again, and again, and again) to transgress the boundary you represent, between the possible and the probable, the imprecise and the precise, the dying and the dead, the surmised and the certain, that (once more) he does not join with the absolute outside which, you are sure though you have never seen her, controls you unto life and death, means, somehow, at the High Court, the Liberator may, at least in part, succeed; that our champion may not have been thoroughly subsumed by the power that called him back from the border.

‘It means there is some hope that we need not close forever and absolutely with the power of our own despair, that some informative contradiction remains to be untangled, which may define the distance between our lives and the plague. And both those of us with, and those of us without, the disease can at least believe we understand the same fact, no matter how monstrous further contradiction proves that belief, that boundary between us, actually to have been.

‘The little girl with her cat-skull staff? Ah, while our gaze dispersed the apparition as any group disperses the information that falls into it, she slipped by our legs and passed us—to be caught and devoured by the Amnewor? An innocent, awful sacrifice? So fast and absolute we did not hear her scream? Who can tell.

‘We certainly can suspect, though.

‘That is very likely the reality of the monster, still invisible behind, as well as the meaning of what lies before, crumbled to dust on dirty tile.

‘Only we must admit this final contradiction over the absence at our feet: the skeleton has not really moved from its throne at all, in the course of all this glorious music.

‘It leans there, silent, accusing us with void sockets of this last self-deception. Harps and drums! Flutes and cymbals! Friends, when you return to the full, confusing, and fallible world above, speak to others of how you saw, at least, a bony finger twitch, a dry foot slide across the cowhide, how certainly you perceived that little motion in death that must be what life means; for only by that response can you affirm that the Amnewor has called.

‘Some of you will even say, as truthfully, that you saw the skeleton sit up, stand, stagger down the steps, reel across the tile and dirt as far, or farther, than I have described.

‘But remember, as you speak, it is the discrepancy, the contradiction, the gap between what you recall and what you can say (even as you strive for accuracy and articulation) that vouchsafes our hope, that indicates the possibility of something more, just as, at this end, its total articulation (the complete knowledge that one lies) signs, again, our failure.’

9.86 People who attended the Calling of the Amnewor: the barbarian woman who helped Toplin’s mother, Madame Keyne, Kentog, the Master, Nari, Namyuk (Zadyuk’s younger brother), Noyeed, the old servant woman, Lord Vanar, a once young smuggler, Zadyuk, and many, many others, though less, of course, than attended the celebration at the High Court in honor of the Liberator.

10 ‘I’m sorry, Leslie, but that’s precisely what he doesn’t do!’ Kermit sat with his knees wide and his arms over them, dangling the paperback from one hand. ‘He doesn’t capture—or “document,” to use his word—the feel of the gay community between ’82 and ’84, when he was apparently writing his story and the AIDS coverage was at its height. And he certainly doesn’t document the feel of…well, of the day-to-day life of the ancient people who once lived here, in this city—’ He gestured at the chopped up landscape. A few tents stood about among the diggings and, in a few places, a palm—‘or in the towns and villages that we’ll presumably find around it. He’s just playing at their lives, anachronisms all over the place; and his rituals and gods are obviously phony to the core! I mean, even in terms of his own allegory, just look at what he’s done. He starts off promising us a story about various and sundry little people, trying to deal with a medical catastrophe, but slowly and inexorably the Discourse of the Master displaces everyone else’s, until, finally, it completely takes over. Soon, it’s even speaking or the little people—at least those the Master himself wants to consider. In this case that’s the military, a soldier who moves from loyalty to forgetfulness (if not total muteness!) in a very suspicious way, and a lumpen laborer, whom he just chooses to present, here, as a comic and a cripple! But at the same time, the Master’s Discourse is seducing us with its rhetoric, its insight, its professions of honesty, fallibility, and personal doubt, while he ignores whomever he chooses. In this case (as I can’t believe you, a mathematician and linguist, as well as a self-professed feminist, didn’t notice), that’s women and homosexuals—until, Leslie, in a move that dates back to the time the first Mesopotamian warlord financed the first temple in honor of Marduk or whomever, the worldly Discourse of the Master is replaced by the transcendental rhetoric of the Priest—our barbarian Wizard with the daisies—saying more or less the same thing the Master said, only in absolute terms, lest we dare question it. But it’s precisely what we heard before, a little muffled, from the mouth of the Master himself: in our failure lies our salvation! And there’s even a never-never land, where the low shall be made high and the high made low, off in the Western Crevasse. Well, whose failure, I’d like to ask. The Master’s? Oh, yes. Do tell me another one! You can be sure anywhere he’s failed, he doesn’t have an inkling. Failure, failure, wonderful failure…? Just suppose the people who isolated the virus and who’re developing the vaccine took that tack? For God’s sake, Leslie, he’s even published a roster of who did and didn’t attend services! No, I’m afraid Delany’s Kolhari is very smalltown. It’s an old, old, old, old story. And for all his marginal numbers, his Benjaminesque montage, or his Bakhtinian polylogue, or whatever, there’s not a new—much less radical—thing in it! And I don’t like it one bit. (Who is this ‘Joey’? A hustler and a hophead? He’s certainly not my significant other.) Nor can I see why you do. Only for some reason you’ve traveled many, many thousands of miles to bring me a copy (with an enthusiasm that, I assure you, is wholly unwarranted) to ask me what I think. Well, there! I’ve read it—or skimmed it, at any rate. Certainly I’ve read as much as I need to. And I’ve told you!’

‘Kermi—’ Leslie looked around to brush at the dust beside her that they sat on—‘six months ago, you had no idea you’d be working here. No one knew for sure that there was a here here. In the Culhar’, there’s mention of a sickness, and there is clearly something odd about it. But Delany certainly couldn’t have known, when he wrote it, that a real city would turn up with the same name, so to speak—not to mention a similar epidemic—as the one in his stories. He was going by the same things you folks were: a few suggestions in my book on the translation of the Culhar’. And as far as the allegory, well…you have to read the textual shape as just the kind of conservative reification you do, but at the same time opposing it with a vigorous deconstruction of—’

‘Leslie, I don’t understand a word you’re saying. What’s more I don’t believe you do either. And even if the kind of reading you’re talking about did exist, somewhere or other, I don’t think any…text—’ Kermit turned up the paperback and squinted at its cover in the late sunlight blazing copper from under a cord of blue-black cloud—‘that goes out into the world with an initial printing of—what? Seventy-five thousand copies?—can really look forward to it, assuming it is possible.’

‘Certainly not if you skim, Kermi.’ Leslie sighed. ‘You know, sometimes when you make pronouncements like that, you sound like you’re the one who’s appropriated the Master’s Discourse, and in its most authoritarian and conservative mode too—you know: good, old-fashioned, never-to-be-argued-with common sense! That’s the language the Masters speak most of the time, you know. That’s the most effective one for keeping things as they are. Though I suppose maybe that’s the point: that we all close with that masterly discourse, from time to time, in pursuit of our “liberation,” whether we like it or not.’

‘What do you mean, “we,” white man?’

‘Kermit,’ Leslie said, ‘you are the white man. I am a black woman—and your friend for a good many years too. Also I’m a thirty-six-year-old, substantially overweight black woman, with an awful over bite. And you piss me off. I mean, Kermi—’ she turned suddenly on the dusty slope—‘if the masses knew what you were really saying about them when you come out with something like that—’

‘—they’d absorb it, disperse it, and live with it as they do every other piece of real information or horrendous abuse our cultural masters, at whatever level, inflict on them. No doubt that’s the way they—we, if you prefer—survive. I’m not a liberal, Leslie. And you know it.’

Leslie sighed again.

Kermit sighed louder and threw up his hands—though the book did not go flying over the dug up earth. He held it, looking out across it. ‘Of course, it couldn’t have turned out better for him. I mean, really—here we discover an ancient city, which, if it wasn’t the capital port of a land some Mycenean Greek called “Telepote,” it might as well have been. And they had some sort of epidemic that—at least when we apply your translation techniques to the texts we found here at the site—seems to have been sexually linked. Though I gather these things have turned up on and off for some time now. Somewhere in Romans doesn’t it talk about one of these sexually linked diseases?’

‘Also between homosexual men. The Moral Majority quotes it all the time.’

‘Oh Kermit shook his head. ‘Well that’s what comes of spending so much time off the beaten paths. One loses touch with these things. Still, it’s the sexual linkage I think is awful.’

‘Of course Leslie said, ‘I have no way of knowing whether the epidemic here was limited to men or to women—much less if it was limited to homosexual men. We just know it’s associated with a gender particle, but it’s fifty-fifty whether it’s the masculine or feminine one.’

‘That’s what I think is awful.’ Kermit looked over where two or three workers were moving among the excavations. ‘But that’s the game your Delany seems to think he’s playing. Ten years ago, Leslie, in that initial paper (and no matter what I’ve said, I think it was a very good paper, too), you wrote, quite accurately, “We have not found the names of any gods in the Culhar’ Fragment, nor in any of the texts related to it by the most ancient of these fragmentary scripts.” And three pages later, you noted, “There seems to be a high concern with craft among these people.” And what does Delany do with this in his stories? He invents a whole gallery of nameless gods—all craftsmen, to be sure—who’ve replaced a deposed set of named ones! Then he puts them all in the service of a worldview so modern I just assume he’s kidding. Leslie, that’s just not responsible historical fiction. I mean, how can you, who did the original work, countenance that sort of thing? Your translation of the Culhar’ Fragment was quite ingenious, when all was said and done. But your friend—’

‘He’s not my friend, Kermi.’ Across the wide, wide sky the gibbous moon, a mottled ivory disk, had risen, huge at the horizon, over the ruins opposite the sunset spectacle. ‘I’ve never met him. We’ve only corresponded a few times. I just like some of what he writes. But you’ve got to be the first person I’ve ever met to think sword-and-sorcery was supposed to be “responsible historical fiction!” It’s just fun—to sort of play with, in your mind.’

‘Your privilege.’ Kermit reached up to scratch an ear. ‘At any rate, your—metaphorically speaking—friend here writes a book ostensibly based on your findings…writes three books, actually. Of which this is, I gather—’ he closed the raddled pages—‘the third. And I’ve actually spent an afternoon reading it. Well, he can’t capture the feel of the material lives these people lead in zitz-thousand b.c. (Really, all his medical details are opportunistic infection symptoms with an advanced medical technology busily at work to waylay almost immediate death—the only way you live with AIDS even for six months is because we do have advanced medicine!) But I suppose I can forgive him that. I don’t know all that much about what people’s life here was like either.’ Kermit looked at the book again, then out at the excavation. ‘At this point in our research, nobody does. But why does he insist on calling the place Kolhari? That wasn’t even one of your preferred guesses. That was a real outside shot, if I remember—’

‘I assume that’s because his whole series is an outside shot.’ Leslie moved one heavy hip then the other back on the sandy slope. ‘Kermi, you and Wellman have only been digging here six months—thanks to an appendix in my book; and you’ve been lucky enough actually to find your city, in about the right place, from about the right time. When Delany wrote that last story I showed you, there was no way he could have known that there was a city on this shore, much less that, for a while, it suffered under an epidemic that, at least in some of its aspects, may have resembled AIDS. As far as I can figure out from the dates, you were just leaving to come here back when he was nearing the end of his tale. That’s what makes the whole thing uncanny. That’s why I brought—’

‘Leslie, you’ve come all the way out here to try to win me over to something. And I don’t think I want to be won.’

‘I came because I was less than three hundred miles away and I wanted to say hello, and see what you guys were turning up. And since, however inadvertently, you’ve written an appendix to two of his books now, I thought you might find this third one interesting.’

‘Someone’s paying attention to you, Leslie.’ Kermit lifted the book again. ‘And that’s flattering. Enjoy it. If it was good for you, it’s good for me; I’m happy if it makes you happy. But we’ve been friends for a long time. And you mustn’t ask me for more than that.’

‘We are friends, Kermi. Angry as you make me. So you may call it what it is: power. Ten years ago, I wrote some papers, which eventually became a book. I worked on them—my translations and the mathematics they were sunk in—very hard. And because of it, someone I’ve never met but some of whose writing I kind of like has written some stories of his own, three whole books of them now. Also, because of it, you are now third man down on the totem pole of a hundred-fifty-thousand-dollar excavation that’s actually finding some interesting correspondences between what’s here and what till recently was considered a minor fictive text—not Delany’s, of course. The Culhar.’ No doubt you and Wellman will get a book or two out of it yourselves. Yes, I enjoy knowing my hard work was initially responsible for all of that, for all of this. Oh, and please, don’t you forget it when you write your book. But if I did run into Delany, I’d certainly ask him what he thought of your findings here. I assume he’d answer that they’re interesting, but that since all his stories were written before your excavations began, “interesting” is, finally, about all he could say. Well, that’s pretty much all I’m asking you. What do you think about his work? But I’m just surprised your answer is so different from the one I’d expect from him.’

‘Oh, are you?’ Kermit put the book down on the ground. ‘Well, we might both surprise you. You say you want to know what I think, but I really wonder if you do want to know.’

‘But I do!’

‘Are you sure?’

‘Very.’

‘Well, unlike Wellman, who, when you showed the book to him this morning, went on so about the publicity value for the dig these stories would produce (and didn’t read a word!), I am gay. I’ve never made any particular secret of it, at least from you. What Delany is talking about strikes very close to home…Look, I was in New York that summer, at the height of the media coverage of AIDS. I was in my hotel room, waiting to get on a plane to start on my way here, when I watched a Twenty/Twenty coverage of AIDS where they interviewed a “living skeleton,” who, like Delany’s “Herb” the day after “Sarena’s” visit, died one day after the film was finished. Over a few afternoons, I had to make a couple of trips up to Washington Heights to check on some equipment that was due in; so while I was on the subway, I decided just to drop in on a public John at the Seventy-ninth Street subway stop—a rather active New York sexual congregating spot in those days—just to see how all this was affecting things. Mind you, the Johns are not my usual stomping grounds, you understand. (Three hundred contacts a year? Good Lord, if I’ve had three in the last five years, I’d consider myself drowned in a surfeit of orgiastic pleasure!) But with all the brouhaha, the scientist in me was curious. Well, would you believe that, between the first and the second day I looked into that shabby hole with its peeling walls and asbestos covered pipes, the blue and ivory paint soiled almost to one hue, the filthy incandescent bulbs in their wire cages from another era, and only metal partitions between the stalls, someone came in and filled both the commodes and the urinals with plaster of parts, which hardened and bulged up over the porcelain rims, making the facilities wholly unusable—except for the industrial-sized sink in the corner, which, a day later, was fouled with urine, feces, and soggy paper by the desperate.

‘Irate straights attempting to render inoperable a well-known cruising spot? Social-minded gays trying to put the place out of operation, assuming they were lowering the chances of AIDS contact?

‘No, there’s no way to be sure. But from the men who still stood around in it, it didn’t stop the cruising—nor, from the condition of the floor and the sink, people using it for a toilet.

‘But a few days later, the inoperable bathroom was permanently locked. Don’t tell me about mass murders. That’s what New York felt like back then, to me. And that’s what I want to see in his “carnivalesque” portrait. And also—no, don’t stop me. You’ve got me started, now!

‘Also: Why hasn’t he talked about the attempts to close the gay bathhouses and the harassment of gay-owned businesses, not to mention straight-owned gay bars? How many clients did this dead therapist or gay accountant have during the six months or six weeks or six days in which he could still work before he died, but after it was known that he had AIDS? Not to mention Pheron’s customers. That’s what I want to know. That’s the political question. Certainly that little homily on the Bridge of Lost Desire—what was it? “…I have a lover…”—wasn’t supposed to cover that, now, was it? Well, I’m sorry. I have a lover, won’t do! Not while I, and seven out of eight of the gay men I know, don’t have one. I mean do you realize what was involved in the policing of the baths in San Francisco, or the raiding of the Mine Shaft in New York? There were all things in the gay press the same weeks I was there. It was a complex political situation, with feelings running high among thousands on thousands, if not millions, of gay men—not to mention nongays—in both directions, with people writing articles and letters debating both sides passionately, with most of the gay papers—including some writers with lovers with AIDS—vehemently against closing the baths, with the official institutions using the confusion once again to step in and tell gay men how we should and shouldn’t live. “Allegoresis,” my ass! If he wanted to allegorize what was actually going on, he should have had a platoon of Imperial storm troopers arrive at the bridge and just start tearing it down because of course it was the source of the epidemic. Then watch the reactions of everyone else, from the market vendors and shoppers with no way to get to their precious Old Market, to the people who, yes, indeed wanted to be free to choose whatever sexual style they—’

‘Kermi,’ Leslie said, ‘maybe he wasn’t trying to allegorize a political situation. Maybe he was trying to allegorize a feeling, a feeling probably everybody has had about it at one time or another, no matter what side they finally chose—politically, that is.’

Kermit shook his head. ‘And I’m still sorry, Leslie. I don’t know about this SF or this “sword-and-sorcery” of yours; but I do know a little about art, literature, and history. Flaubert said it: “All I require from an artist is that he have the proper sensation.” Well, that goes particularly for political art. And in this case, the proper sensation means having some intuition for what needs to be written about. I don’t really care what he has to say about it. Or, at any rate, I don’t care a lot. But if he’s going to present this “tale” of his as some sort of political meditation and he doesn’t talk about the proper things, then it doesn’t cut the mustard!’

Behind them were dark mountains.

‘Well, perhaps—’ Leslie shrugged—‘he doesn’t go to the baths.’

Before them was the sea.

‘Well, at least one of my most wonderful encounters, for winter—1979, it was—was at the baths; in Cincinnati. (Three hundred? Oh, I hate him! I hate him!) And believe me—’ Kermit sighed—‘I wouldn’t give that up for anything! But it’s true. I don’t go to Johns. Or movie houses. And there, I suppose, you have it.’

Between, on the scarred and interrupted land, lay a kind of partial map of what had once been a city.

11.1 A single lamp burned in the tavern. The celebrants came quietly from the doorway, a glow on their shoulders as they stepped into the street. With Zadyuk’s arm around her, Nari pushed aside the hanging. (Where his arm wasn’t seemed so very chill.) Just then, from around the corner, half a dozen youngsters ran, torches held high among them. As light swept the tavern wall, Zadyuk looked aside to see the little girl who’d taken part in the Calling, leaning there, quite like an adult, talking to an older, broad-hipped woman. The girl still wore Pheron’s black and orange remnant around her shoulders, although, as he turned to look at the passing children, he also saw that the mask makeup had been washed from her small, round face.

Nari glanced up to see Zadyuk looking and looked too. The torches swept by, dragging the light away and pulling darkness behind it.

11.2 The artist’s performance is always more or less aleatory.

This image of Joey:

He wore dark-blue dress slacks, in which he’d slept for a week in the park. From his bare chest, minutes before, he’d shrugged a beige T-shirt with ballooning, metallic letters across it proclaiming, “How can you be Humble when you’re as Great as I am?” It hung over the back of the kitchen chair he sat in. Toes reddened from a summer of ill-fitting shoes given him by another derelict, instep and ankles peppered with needle marks, his bare feet were a good yard apart on the linoleum. Earlier that day, waking sick on some park bench, he’d shit himself, but as the pants were all he owned, he still wore them, ten hours later. Rolling up one leg to the thigh, he bent way over. Brass-colored hair fell forward in matted hanks. I watched him stick what looked like a toy hypodermic from a Let’s-Play-Doctor kit again and again into his kneecap, his shin, his thigh, trying for a hit, where, at a functioning vein, the black-red blood would blip into the already pale-pink solute at the hypodermic’s bottom. Blood drooled his arms and hands from two-odd-dozen failed attempts in the minutes before, now in his forearm, now between his knuckles, now on the inside of his biceps, now on his wrist, three or four obliquely angled stabs at each location, each time joggling the needle to try and break into his body’s more and more well-guarded circulatory system. A dribble over his elbow was thick and long as an earthworm; others looked like red yarn down his arms, over his wrists, stringing his infection-swollen hand.

Among the bottle caps and folded bits of wax paper on the kitchen table were two blood-blotched paper towels from where he’d twice wiped away the scarlet drool from his impalings.

Drops of blood trickled his leg. He went on prodding a white, inner thigh with his thick thumb, sliding the inch-long needle to its hilt, out, and in again, lifting thin, inch-high tents of flesh…

Under his hair, strained from his bent-over position, he muttered: ‘Damned if I’m gonna blow this hit…!’ (That’s missing the vein and injecting under the skin, so that the liquid blows up a dime-sized bubble, absorbed into the body too gradually for the user to feel any effect.) But most of his accessible veins have collapsed.

Later, he stood up, wiping his arms off with another paper towel, his pants’ leg still rolled up. ‘I look like a fuckin’ dartboard, don’t I?’ Forehead sweating with the first rush after his delayed success, he grinned, showing long under teeth and naked upper gum. ‘I was at the hospital a couple of months ago, and they’re trying to do this blood test…? And I tell ’em, please, please! Lemme do it! Please! You gonna be pokin’ around in my arm for an hour and you ain’t gonna get no blood.’

Joey’s daughter, from his marriage when he was nineteen, is one month younger than mine. In the occasional comparisons of the dog-eared photo he had of her for a while and the school picture I carry, it isn’t just projection: the two girls look uncannily alike. Three times now, I’ve known him to get it together enough to make a trip up to Boston to see her. ‘I only spend a couple of hours with her,’ he explained on his return. ‘I don’t want to be no trouble for my old lady. Besides, I don’t want the kid to know her old man is a fuckin’ junky, sleepin’ on the street and sellin’ his ass.’ It occurs to me that for anyone—even a ten-year old—to spend more than a few minutes with Joey is probably to suspect that his situation can’t be too much else.

The audience’s performance is always more or less stochastic.

My accounts of Joey are only somewhat tightened up from my journals for ’82 and ’83, about a hustler (whose name does not begin with ‘J’ nor was he born in Boston), some murders (complete with the inaccuracies from ‘Joey’s’ account), and a police operation. While that may make them more historical, it does not make them less fictive.

11.3 Earlier tonight, on a cold, rainy Easter Monday, twenty degrees below normal for the time of year (23 April 1984), after two days of hints in the papers and on TV, the six o’clock news announced an AIDS breakthrough. On the same news program were a few more details of Great Britain’s cutting off of diplomatic relations with Libya over the embassy murder of a policewoman in London; there was a minute and a half photographic retrospective for the death of eighty-two-year-old landscape photographer, Ansel Adams; judges called for harsher sentences for New York criminals, despite the fact that our jails are holding 116 percent of their capacity; Harlem dance teacher, Mary Bruce, is determined to fight eviction from the second-floor dance studio she has run at 125th Street since the thirties.

And Dr. Robert Gallo of the National Cancer Institute has isolated a virus (HTLV-3—very similar to ordinary HTLV and possibly much like, or even identical to, LAV, the virus the Institute Pasteur has been studying), which, by reasonable assessment, is possibly the causative agent of AIDS. Secretary of Health and Human Services Margaret Heckler at a press conference in Washington, with hair piled high, pale-framed glasses, and a high-collared red dress, announced across a forest of microphones that we are reasonably six months away from a general test for the antibodies for the virus and two years away from a vaccine—which will then be ready for another year of testing, before it can be used.

That is, of course, if this is the actual virus.

Shortly, amidst the peeling walls of the office of the Gay Men’s Health Crisis, a gaunt, huge-eyed man with AIDS explained calmly to an interviewer that, while it is hopeful news, it doesn’t do much good for the two-thousand-odd people still alive with AIDS today, none of whom, in a word, are likely to survive that long. It’s only his work and his will, he tells us, that have kept him alive. (And there have been c. 880 new cases reported in the first three months of this year, 1984.) Later, on Channel 2 there was a remarkably responsible report about AIDS in the Navy, Air Force, and Army. Basically the report says that there must be more cases than the five the armed forces have admitted to so far; the news commentator suggests that there are probably somewhat over thirty.

But our microbically unagented terror has, after four years now and a toll of more than four thousand—possibly—developed its microbe.

11.4 Expand this scene to some six/eight pp.:

While the last of the night’s Carnival celebration goes on outside in the street, Nari and Zadyuk get home from the Calling of the Am-newor to their dark house, to find Pheron. (Wording: Squatting in the dark before the firebox, Zadyuk swung back the metal door. Coals glowed in the ashes. He picked out one of the hardwood sticks and blew on it. Its end flared above his fingers. With his other hand he reached for the lamp on top, first accidentally pushing it over a little, then getting it: he brought down the warm clay, touched the stick’s end to the wick, which, after a moment, flamed red. In the doorway, Nari breathed in sharply. Zadyuk looked at her, then at where she looked. A very, very thin man sat at the bench alongside their table, head forward on his arms. Zadyuk stood up; the lamp flame flickered wildly; red wavered and wobbled in the room. And the man at the table moved a long foot, then a thin hand, and finally lifted his head to blink at them with large, dark eyes, whites showing all the way around. Nari whispered: ‘Pheron…?’ Clean up some. Work on the red light over the—stone? wood? Omit or change: ‘accidentally,’ ‘alongside,’ ‘the way,’ ‘over a little,’ ‘after a moment’ Possibly okay. But clean and clarify: how Pheron got in, etc.) Pheron looked like a skeleton. (Wording: The elbows seemed large interruptions along the thinnesses of his arms. Okay? Maybe.) He told them that he’d spent the evening with some of the other people with the disease. (Where? At Lord Vanar’s? At his own house?) The boy who’d first brought him to the group, Toplin, had died earlier that day at his mother’s home. Top’s lover, a stoneworker who lived out in the district of Successful Artisans near the school, had come in to tell them, and had broken down in the group. Everyone had been shaken. And Pheron had realized that, besides the support of the group, he wanted to talk to his friends. So he’d had the wagon drop him off here—‘Look, I don’t want to be any trouble. I don’t, but I just needed to—please, you don’t mind…?’

No, of course not. He was their friend; they were his. (Nari went to sit beside him on the bench. Zadyuk put the lamp down and sat on the other side of the table.) Really, they were glad he’d come. Clearly, though, they feel discomfort. ‘Are you all right?’ Zadyuk asked. ‘I mean, do you want us to take you back home…?’

‘No…No, please. I just wanted to talk. Let me stay, awhile. I’m so…I’m frightened, Nari. I want somebody to do something for me! But what can I ask them for?’

Nari started to say that they’d gone to the Calling of the Amnewor for him; but Zadyuk stopped her with a look. Confronted with the reality of their friend, that, they both realized, had been for them.

‘I’ve always tried to do things for other people,’ Pheron went on. (Wording: His voice was breathy, as though he spoke behind cloth.) ‘I’ve always tried to help them—you, anybody I thought needed it. Haven’t I? Isn’t that true? That’s not bragging, is it? And now, I just want somebody to do something for me—only there’s nothing anybody can do, is there? And that’s not fair. And it’s so frightening. I can’t work anymore, Zad. I’m too weak; and I hurt too much. And when I can’t work I get frightened. I’m not afraid of dying. Not now. Not anymore. But I’m terrified of the next five days, or five weeks, or fifteen months—with their last minutes—I’ve still got to live through. Help me! Please, help me. Somebody, Nari, Zad…Please, I’m so frightened…!’

They went on talking, for a long while; then, sensing his exhaustion and his illness as well, they helped him to lie down on their bed, where, after a little, he fell asleep. Zadyuk sat for a while on the bed’s edge; Nari stretched out beside Pheron. Finally Zadyuk lay down too, till all of them were in the uneasy slumber of three exhausted children, cowering in a forest, waiting for morning or a monster. No. Can’t write it out. Not now. Partly because it touches too many emotional things in me. And partly because, seven weeks beyond my forty-second year, I’m cynical enough to wonder seriously if a young, heterosexual, working couple would give up, for a gay friend (even if he were dying), what amounts, after all, to a night’s sleep on the last day of Carnival before returning next morning to a full work schedule: ten, twelve hours for them both. (They probably would have gotten him home, whether he wanted to go or not, and left him there, feeling vaguely put out.) They cannot bear to think about it directly anymore than can the Master. The relation of those two feelings in me is, of course, the bottom-line political question for this particular scene. Is the cynical response to protect myself from the emotions? Or: Does my knowledge of a cynical truth make the emotions as painful as they are? Or: Are the emotions and the cynicism two valid responses to the world as I’ve known it at painful play within me, in no particularly contingent hierarchy? Certainly this last is what I suspect. Question: If the whole scene above took place not in the red glow of that particular oil, but in a brighter, butter-colored (i.e., more expensive) light, would that suggest the necessary differences in Zadyuk’s and Nari’s personalities/situation for me to believe the scene as outlined? At any rate, to sketch out what I hope would happen seems fair. To write out fully what I still can’t fully believe seems, however, to be cheating in just the way I wrote in §9.811. Well, for all those reasons, maybe in a while…

11.4 By now I’m willing to admit that perhaps narrative fiction, in neither its literary nor its paraliterary mode, can propose the radically successful metaphor. At best, what both modes can do is break up, analyze, and dialogize the conservative, the historically sedimented, letting the fragments argue with one another, letting each display its own obsolescence, suggesting (not stating) where still another retains the possibility of vivid, radical development. But responding to those suggestions is, of course, the job of the radical reader. (The ‘radical metaphor’ is, after all, only an interpretation of preextant words.) Creators, whatever their politics, only provide raw material—documents, if you will. In terms of AIDS itself, there are all sorts of social practicalities one can endorse: better research, better information, support groups for people with AIDS, support groups for those around them. Yes, I feel the urge to fictionalize these last two, more than the first. (Pheron’s incompleteness, we now can be sure, is an incompleteness of the text, not of a person.) I also feel, as I don’t (yet) have AIDS myself, and have visited no such AIDS groups, I wouldn’t know precisely how to—though my own experience with the Gay Fathers’ support group certainly urges me to it, and even suggests what to look for: the first hopes that the group will solve all problems, then the disappointment when they don’t, finally the real and solid help such groups give apart from both expectations and disappointments, and, even, perhaps a measured realization that this particular group may not be for you (while, indeed, another may)—having nothing to do with expectations, disappointments, or benefits. (One could make Pheron far more ‘whole’ by thinking in fictional terms precisely where he was among all these possibilities that night with his particular support group, what precisely had happened, and how. Go on, then, mon semblable,—mon frère!)

12.1 When I was kid, my family had a country house. Down the road from us a second or third cousin of mine used to come up sometimes to visit his grandfather. He was about my age, he had a younger brother, a dog, and played the saxophone.

He’d been blind from birth.

We were all very fond of him and his family. I was in and out of his house and he was in and out of ours all the time.

One afternoon when I was about twelve and upstairs in our attic, working on the design for some electrical circuit in my notebook and listening to the radio (the unfinished attic of our country house was basically my room), some medical program came on talking about eye injuries and blindness. Thinking of my cousin, I perked up. The thing I’ve remembered from the program ever since was one small part of the discussion: ‘…he lost one eye through an injury in a car accident, and, two years later through sympathetic ophthalmia, he lost the sight in the other…’

Sympathetic ophthalmia?

Always a lover of big words, I’d encountered both before, but this was the first I’d heard them together. And the idea that, just because you’d lost one eye, through a weakening of the muscles and a failure of the nerves you risked losing the sight in the other seemed the grossest biological injustice! In the thirty years since, without really trying, I’ve had a couple of single-eyed friends or acquaintances. I’ve always thought of them as people who’ve managed to beat sympathetic ophthalmia. I don’t believe I’ve ever mentioned it to any of them; still, their triumph seemed important to me.

12.2 Anecdotal evidence at work last week: In 108 cases of AIDS tested, all 108 exhibited a certain intestinal amoeba. (Sarena says that for three years before he came down with AIDS, Herb spent a losing battle trying to shake these same intestinal parasites.) Perhaps the parasite coupled with excessive use of drugs (particularly amyl nitrite) weakens the system so that…

Of course, what happens to the blood products theory?

And for all the hope that the Easter Monday announcement brings, we’re still two years away from a vaccine only ready for testing.

12.3 Here’s the ending as I got it to that ‘Jack the Ripper’ account. While walking up Eighth Avenue, I ran into Joey. He was wearing a new set of clothes, including a new leather (more probably plastic) jacket, and clearly feeling very chipper. He grinned and greeted me happily. Obviously, at least for a couple of days, things had been going well for him. I asked him if he was staying anywhere.

He shrugged a little shyly: ‘I was stayin’ with this guy for a couple of weeks. But I’m back on the street now. Been in the Port Authority bus station for the last three nights.’ He examined the sleeves of his jacket. ‘I don’t look in too bad shape, do I?’

‘You look pretty good,’ I said, with the same phatic content as the usual, I’m fine/how are you? ‘Did they ever catch that guy who was going around killing the people?’ I asked.

‘Oh, yeah. Caught him two weeks ago.’ In the midst of his good humor, my question seemed to bother him.

‘Tell me what happened,’ I urged. ‘Who was it?’

‘Just some guy. Some crazy guy who was goin’ around killing people. They said he killed five people. But they caught him.’

‘I thought you said he killed nine…?’

‘Naw. Somebody else killed the other four.’

‘Does that mean somebody else was running around, doing the others—’

Joey put one hand on my shoulder. ‘Man, I’m on the street again. I’m doin’ pretty well, too. For a while, anyway. They caught him. It’s over with. He killed five guys; and I just got to the place where I don’t have to think about it all the time. So let’s talk about something pleasant, okay? Like cancer, or AIDS, or people starvin’ in China…? Now wouldn’t you think ‘I’d be dead of AIDS by now?’ He laughed. ‘Heroin, homosexuals, hemophiliacs, and Haitians. Well, I suppose I could be a hemophiliac Haitian too. Naw, if I had any kind of hemophilia, I’d be dead years ago, huh? Hey, when you gonna break down and help me get another room? I get some place to bring people and I can make a lot more money…?’ But grins to let me know he’s not (as) serious.

12.4 Ted’s been reading the Nevèrÿon tales practically since they began coming out of my notebook. Once, last spring, when he came in, he told me: ‘I made it with Gorgik today.’

‘What?’ I asked, as we walked back into the living room. ‘What do you mean?’

‘I was down at that movie on Third Avenue—you know. The one where I first met you? And I saw your character, Gorgik. The Liberator. Actually, I’ve seen him a few times. As far as I can make out, he’s one of the Saturday afternoon regulars. It was all I could do not to tell him: “Did you know you’re the exact image of a character in some stories a friend of mine’s been writing?” Really, Chip, if you want to see one of your own characters come to life, you should go down there! Christ, he was sensational!’

Yes, the temptation was too great. Next Saturday, sitting in the darkened balcony of what is reputedly the second-oldest theater building in New York City, while for the afternoon its screen was shared between a piece of commercial straight pornography and an espionage rerun, I saw a man some rows to my right and in front of me, pretty clearly the man Ted had gone on to describe: large, hulking, blond(!?), most likely Polish. But no, it would never have occurred to me to think he resembled my character. As I went down the narrow stairs into the sunlit lobby, to leave the movie house, I thought (and smiled): Well, to each his own Liberator.

12.5 I was feeling rather down. In entry §5.1, I wrote that the most recent time I’d seen Joey he was doing pretty well: off the street, off drugs? I jotted that down in my notebook at five o’clock the morning after I saw him.

Two nights later, crossing Ninth Avenue at Forty-third, on my way to an editorial meeting of the poetry magazine I’ve been working on since October, I saw a bunch of young men surging toward me, one of whom, as they broke around me, grinned—and for a moment I thought something was terribly wrong with his teeth. They were moving. And not all in the same direction.

Then I remembered his bridge, just as he tongued it back up into place.

‘Luis,’ I said. ‘How you doing?’

‘Okay.’ He shrugged, still smiling. ‘You seen your friend, Joey?’

‘Yeah,’ I said. ‘As a matter of fact, I saw him a couple of nights back. He was looking pretty good.’

Luis shook his head. (The guys with him had wandered on.) ‘He got beat up last night. They caught him, man, and wiped up the street with him!’ He started forward again.

With a raised eyebrow, I turned to ask for more details. But Luis smiled apologetically, nodded after the others, who were already at the far corner, shrugged, grinned good-bye, and loped on.

Over the next couple of days, in the Fiesta and around it, I asked a couple of people if they’d seen Joey. I was just curious. Something had happened—though no one was sure what. And he’d hitchhiked out of town. Some said he’d fled to Boston. Some said to Washington.

He showed up about a month later. Once I passed him on the street when he didn’t see me. The next day I ran into him, angry, sick, and strung out, running after some black guy down Tenth Avenue as I was walking up, trying to get the guy to trust him ‘…for the other ten bucks, man! Come on! Please!’

In an ancient, funereal suit, the black guy tried to move away.

‘Come on, Chip! Tell this guy he can trust me on anything! You know that! Tell him!’

‘Yeah,’ I said. ‘He’s a good guy. You can trust him and walked on, as Joey ran off after his recalcitrant connection. I doubt it did much good.

Still a couple of weeks later, while I was riding the M-104 bus on Eighth Avenue, I glanced out the window to see him sitting on the steps beside the comic-book store, with another friend, the two of them laughing over something as if they were having the time of their lives.

What’s hardest, in the end, for me to accept is that none of these emblematic images fixes Joey’s life. Rather, it’s the movement between them that the text does not capture—or document—a movement that may, at least in part, be as bewildering to him as it is to me.

13. That night I walked home through our unaccountably cold wet spring. (The day of the Breakthrough announcement three weeks ago, the windchill factor was twenty-three degrees.) Now and again the weather had given way for a half a day or so to something warmer, but always with a nip at either end.

Somehow I found myself walking an almost deserted Riverside Drive, on face-sized hexagonal pavings. Beside me over the waist-high wall, Riverside Park was a shadowy darkness, fronting the river. Above me, trees shattered the mercury-vapor lamps under a theatrically black sky.

Muggers? They’re too scared to wander in this part of the city after sundown.

Almost a block ahead, beyond the park wall, I could see a fire flickering in among the bushes. I turned between the stone newels and into the park itself, strolled past the brilliantly lit water fountain and moved away from the playground. As I climbed the brush and tree grown slope, the river cleared to my right and a canyon face of apartment lights—many out now—rose with me at my left above the trees.

He’d built his fire up on the rocks, using some old crates, fallen branches, and newspapers. Sitting on the log beside it, he was waiting, I guess, for the police to come and make him put it out. But the cops are almost as scared of this section of the park as the muggers. He had on a thermal vest, torn over the stuffing at one side, and no shirt under. The muscles on his arms and shoulders were hard and defined. The fire burnished his small, sharp face, much browner than I’d thought it would be.

Around his upper arm he wore a studded leather strap, of the sort that, five years ago, you’d have to buy in some specialty leather shop but which, these days, you could find in any record store with a reasonable punk selection; like his vest, it had probably come from a trash basket. There was something dark around his neck. A leather collar? But from what I could see of it under the vest, it was the wrong color, the wrong texture. In the firelight I would have sworn it was blackened iron.

One eye gazed at the flame. Where the other should have been was shadow. He was small enough so that, looking at him, I thought about midgets, and tall enough so that after a moment I forgot them. His hands hung over his knees—one pants’ leg was torn from calf to cuff. He had the rough, thickened fingers of someone who’d done mostly physical labor. Looking at them, you kind of suspected maybe, with another life and another diet, he might have been big; but as it was, his hands were all that had reached full growth. The pants were a lot too large and rolled up so they didn’t hang all over his shoes. At first, I thought they (somebody’s discarded size twelve runners) were too large too, till I saw his toes coming out a rip in the front. No, like his hands, his feet were just big. He’d knotted a belt with no buckle around the bunched material at his waist.

Standing across the fire from him I finally asked, ‘How you doing?’

He looked up at me and, after a while, nodded a little.

‘You been here long?’ I asked.

He shook his head, with a gesture just as small. ‘No…No. I just come, see? Not long.’ (I’d been thinking Puerto Rican, or Caribbean. But the accent recalled something Middle Eastern.) ‘Couple of days.’

I dropped down in a squat.

He blinked at me with his single eye, curious, as fire flickered between us. Raising one hand, he scrubbed the heel on his mouth.

‘Why did you…leave?’ I asked.

‘I can’t stay there.’ He shook his head, frowning. ‘He don’t need me now, no more. Why I stay? I go away, I run—far. Very far. Here, you see?’ He looked down, considering a moment. Once he moved his head to the side, reached for some rock or pebble and flipped it away. ‘Naw, he don’t need me, now. He big man. He all in there with those big…I can’t go in there, be like that. With him. There. Now.’ Hair, black, stringy, hung in greasy cords at the side of his head. It would smell of dogs and wet leaves. ‘So I stay, see? On the bridge. Have me some fun.’ He glanced up, with a quick, gappy grin. ‘You understand?’

I nodded.

‘Then, on the bridge, somebody tell me about…and I go to that…’ Lost for the word, he gave a little shudder. ‘They try to scare me there at…’ Frowning again, he took his hand and mimed pushing something down. He said: ‘Down. Under the ground, see? When they make the…the bones. They walk around. And they try to scare me.’ Suddenly his hand came back against his chest. ‘I’m a murderer, you know? I’m a bad man! I’m no good! The bones, they move—like he still alive or something! I’m down there in the dark! The bones, they go here, there, you know, comin’ at you, and you can’t look back or turn, see? I’m gonna piss all over myself in a minute, you know? I’m that scared! Only I think, shit!’ He grinned again, over an assortment of rottings and holes. ‘But I move, real quiet, to the side. And I see, there, behind this…’ He ran his hand, flat, up and down.

‘Screen…?’ I offered.

‘Yeah! Behind this…’ He made the gesture again—‘I see this woman. This woman, you know? She real big—here.’ With both hands he made curving gestures out from his hips—‘and she playin’ this drum, and this harp, and these…’ With hands before his face he mimed some fingered wind. ‘And this other one, younger, she giving them to her, first this one, then that. So I think: she’s there, playing’—nothin’ too bad gonna come.’ He pursed his lips tightly, then said: ‘Not to me. Though I still don’t look back, you know?’

I nodded again. ‘Then what happened?’

He bent his head to the side. ‘I come here. Later. After it finished with, see? I leave the…’ He threw his hand out. ‘I leave, I run away. From the…’

‘City?’

‘I leave the city. North. The next day. I go north, on a wagon. And I…’

After a few moments, I decided his thoughts had lost themselves among memories. ‘But how did you get here?’ I asked. ‘From there?’

‘Here?’ Grinning now, he jabbed at me with his forefinger across the fire. ‘You wanna know? No, you don’t believe me. But it’s true. I…’ The grin dropped away. His little shoulders went back. He looked up. ‘I fly! Yes. Flying, on a…’ The eye came down, the white stained and bloodshot, the rim of the iris not so definite on the ivory. ‘You believe that? That hard, I know. For you. But I fly.’

I waited. The fire flapped.

‘I go to the north, and I fly on a…’

This time when he stopped, I said: ‘Tell me in your own language. Go on. I’ll understand.’

He bent his head the other way, so that the blank skin, sealed and sunken in the socket, filled with light.

Three moist and silvery days I waited in the mountains for a wild one, he explained over the fire in the softly singsong syllables of that long-ago distant tongue, but the single beast I saw through overcast summer green had wings as tattered on the spines as all the leaves around, a ground-bound belly bloated with small deer, eyes rheumy as smashed clams; it was a fair decade beyond flight. I climbed to the corral, then, wedged my nose and eye in the finger width between the boards, and—phew! they grow musty when they muster in groups of more than three, fetid in fives, noxious in nines. There, they were a gaggle to gag on. But one: I saw it spread, rear on its hind haunches. Sweeping away its fellows with a scaly tail and swaying, he hawed like a mule, as beautiful as the sky we both lusted after. Him! I said to myself, or her—for I could see the egg troughs ranged beyond another fence (such little fruits, with shells like wrinkled leather, to hatch them!)—I’ll have it! I climbed inside that night. It’s rumored in the Makalata holes that some men long for the small-breasted grooms that care for and curry the beasts, dormed now down the slope. Some have broken in. Seldom have they come out. Monsters, say the good and decent men, hearing of such horrors, meaning the men. Or the girls. Believe it, they deserve whatever they get. But my own desires start at the monstrous: I’m a little man and do not lust after what’s little. As I haltered that green neck, jaded with the moon, however, as I beat that scaled side into motion with the flat of my hand, as claws scrabbled on the moonlit dust and the dragon craned to see who’d roped it, I felt, I confess, desire tumble among my body’s centers. ‘Move, you winged worm!’ I hissed. ‘Come on, you four-footed serpent!’ And smacked it again, as one might urge on the right sort of lover. It was easy enough to lift the locking beam from its hook. I stuck a stick between the boards and lifted—though when it fell loudly to the rock outside, I started, waiting for guards to fall from all around. (They, no doubt, were elsewhere, busy protecting their glorious store of delinquent virginity that could not have interested me less.) Not even in a shed, but merely under a long, thatched awning on wooden rails, the light, leather gear was ranged and racked. I stood some time in the moonlight, my mount beside me, worrying how I might saddle her for the night. But I’ve had a hand with horses. And after some moments I simply stalked forward, pulled one set of stirrups free, returned with the saddle and flung it over the sharp, high back, cinched the creature, pinched its cheeks to get the bit back in its beaky gums—while it near hauled me off the ground, tossing its head on a neck half again as long as a taller man than I. A ledge? Where was a ledge to launch from? But it had already started forward, as if, with its gear, it had put on the whole of its habitual flight pattern. Holding on, I had to run after it, trying to haul myself up that heaving side, my feet dragging on the rocks and ruts it made its way along. Yes, finally I got myself on, my leg over, when, reaching forward for the reins, I saw the edge of the world. And moonlit mountains beyond, thrust among clouds. For the whole corral, you see, was built along a ledge! We moved toward that precipice with a motion as inexorable as that with which time takes us toward our death. ‘Halt!’ some distant woman cried—a guard, certainly, strolling between barracks on her midnight, moonlight watch. ‘Halt, I say!’ Down wherever she was, there was more confusion. Then something whizzed by, behind my shoulders. A spear? An arrow? I only know that, inexorable as that lumbering gait had seemed a moment back, it seemed now just as unchangeably slow, as we made for the stony rim. I kicked, I clucked, I rattled its reins, and, without hastening or hesitating, the maddening monster craned its head around to see what I was up to! I looked aside at the incensed women running toward us: the corral guards. Another spear hurtled before me. Something hit my dragon’s leg, but at such an angle—fortunately—that the arrow bounced free of the hide lapped with its little armors. I looked ahead again—and realized that the rock we moved across was, now, the last between us and the sky.

We went over!

The broad wings gathered and opened beside me, and in a roar of air we were caught up on the night. The force of it nearly jarred me loose! I glanced behind, to see the harridans, dancing and shouting on the brink, hurling spears and shooting arrows, some of which I saw fall under us.

Below dark Ellamon lay in moonlight.

But now I turned forward. For with the night roaring at my ears and rushing up my arms to beat my chest, with the beast’s wings laboring behind my knees, I put my mind to my journey. How long, I wondered, could I glide here aloft? The rumor was that the animals could fly only a stade or so, and that in an upward draft. But I’ve never been a man to believe in limits, borders, boundaries. I’ve lived beyond them all my life, and I swore I’d get us off now, even if I had to throw the reins and beat my arms in air.

The dragon labored.

The night roared.

I hardly dared breathe.

And we rose awhile under the moon.

Was it minutes? Was it hours? The beast’s head began to jerk. Fables all over the land tell how such a motion signals the height of the glide. Well, then you know, I truly began to urge us on. ‘Up, you low-bellied lizard! Up, I say! Fly for the sun and morning! Don’t you dare go down on me yet!’ I howled out every curse I knew and then some. I kicked my heels against the wing joints, again and again, to keep them flapping. I knuckled the neck and jockeyed us on through cold air. And for a while, at least, we seemed to move ahead. ‘You fly, I say! And keep on flying!’ Did you know a man with one eye can weep tears hot as a woman with two? Did we cross a desert? Did we cross a seal? I wept and cursed and kicked. ‘Go on! Go on! Keep flying!’ And, believe me, we flew! Somewhere below, I know, we crossed a river. And there were many little lights on both its shores: hundreds of lights, thousands of lights, in orderly rows and lines. At first I thought there must be two vast armies camped, with myriad fires each, on the opposing banks. We swooped, and moonlight sheeted wide water. I pulled on the reins to make her head for some dark among those little flames, where I thought there’d be trees and we might hide from that immense, encircling war—for that is all I could think such lights might mean. But I was exhausted, and once I’d fixed our course I could only fall against the neck and hug it. We fell. I heard the upper twigs tear at the wings. I remember it flapped and trumpeted, banking, back-beating like a bird, attempting to break her flight. Then something struck me, struck at me again, and finally knocked me, numb, from her.

When I came to, in leaves and dirt, I had cuts and abrasions all along one side…

He sat up to hold back the vest’s torn edge, so that fire lit the scratches and scabs on his ridged, brown flank. ‘The animal…? I not find,’ he said, again taking up infantile English. ‘I look. But she gone, now.’ He shrugged. ‘It not fly, now, anyway, no more.’ Shaking his head, he let the vest fall to and leaned again on his knees. ‘The wings, now, be all…’ He made a few tearing motions.’ But I…am here now. You see? Flying. All the way here. All the way. I come from a far when…’ He paused, lifting one hand to indicate something vast and inexpressible. ‘A distant once…across never…’ Frowning, first he, then I looked toward the Hudson, at Jersey’s massed, Imperial lights. ‘Across the river,’ he said, then looked back at me. ‘You believe that?’

I smiled, shrugged, and shifted in my squat.

We stayed a little longer, while the flames lowered among bits of old board. He blinked his eye and joined his hands, waiting for me to suggest we go somewhere, that I buy him something to eat, perhaps, or that we stay, or whatever.

‘Tell me,’ I said at last, ‘since you’ve only been here a little while, how do you find our strange and terrible land? Have you heard that we have plagues of our own?’

Curious, he looked at me across the fire, turned to the river, glanced at the city about us, then looked at me again.

And I would have sworn, on that chill spring night, he no longer understood me.

—New York

May 1984



Appendix A: Postscript

1. I BEG MY READERS not to misread fiction as fact. The Tale of Plagues and Carnivals is, of course, a work of imagination; and to the extent it is a document, largely what it documents is misinformation, rumor and wholly untested guesses at play through a limited social section of New York City during 1982 and 1983, mostly before the 23 April 1984 announcement of the discovery of a virus (human t-cell lymphotropic virus [HTLV-3]) as the overwhelmingly probable cause of AIDS.

AIDS (Acquired Immune Deficiency Syndrome) is a disease in which the body’s immune system ceases to function, and the body becomes prey to many opportunistic infections, including, among the most common, Pneumocystis carinii pneumonia, an otherwise rare form of pneumonia, and Kaposi’s Sarcoma (KS), an otherwise rare form of cancer of the capillary linings that often manifests itself as purple skin lesions, frequently on the legs. In the last five years, over six and a half thousand cases of AIDS have been reported. There have been no recoveries, and forty-five percent of those to contract the syndrome in these five years are now dead as a result.

There is no evidence that AIDS is transmitted by casual contact (that is, it is not spread by air, food, water, skin contact, sneezes, or the handling of exposed clothing, bedding, or objects). The evidence is overwhelming, however, that it can be spread by sexual contact in which bodily fluids or secretions (semen, saliva, urine, feces, or blood) pass from partner to partner—though it has not been determined how these secretions must enter the partner’s body for infection to take place (that is, it is not known if lesions, tears, or small cuts must be present in the mouth, body skin, rectum, or vagina for infection to occur). To date, approximately seventy-two percent of those to get the disease have been homosexual men. The great majority of the men to get it live in, or frequently visit, large urban centers, with New York, San Francisco, Los Angeles, and Chicago far in the lead. The next highest-risk group is intravenous drug abusers: unsterilized and infected needles going directly into the bloodstream are apparently an indisputable point of contagion. Approximately four hundred women have gotten AIDS, the vast majority of whom are either I-V drug abusers, or the sexual partners of men who are I-V drug abusers. AIDS symptoms include unexplained loss of weight, unexplained bruises or lesions on the body (particularly on the legs), swollen lymph nodes (particularly in the neck), along with malaise and general weakness. At the onset of any these symptoms, singly or in combination, especially in someone in one of the high-risk groups, medical attention should be sought immediately. To date, no adults who have contracted the disease have lived with AIDS beyond three years; and death may come as quickly as six weeks after the onset of symptoms, depending on what opportunistic infections settle in and how they are treated.

The above is some of what is known about AIDS to date (October 1984), though what is known has been changing month to month for more than a year and will no doubt continue to change until after a vaccine is developed. (All these statistics will be tragically outdated by the time this book is published.) What follows is generally considered reasonable speculation by the informed, or is based on it.

Various gay men’s groups have advised gay men to put a sharp curtailment on their number of sexual contacts outside of monogamous relationships, or to confine them within known circles, closed if possible. Given the situation, total abstinence is a reasonable choice. Whatever adjustment one makes, one must bear in mind that the social path of the disease is difficult to trace, as the incubation period has been generally estimated at seven months; and, in some cases, three years or more may have passed between infection and the outbreak of symptoms. There is no hard-edged evidence as to when—or for what length of time—someone can transmit the disease during incubation. The possibility of carriers with no symptoms is, therefore, highly likely*

Those wishing further facts and guidelines should send their questions, stated briefly, too:

Gay Men’s Health Crisis

446 W. 33rd Street

New York, NY 10001

AIDS Hotline: (800) 243-2437

2. September 1987 Up-date: Since October ’84 when I wrote the above, the number of reported AIDS cases in the US has passed forty-two thousand. Fifty-seven percent of these are dead. There are probably as many unreported cases as there are reported ones. Some three million carriers with no symptoms are estimated. (HTLV-3 is now usually abbreviated HIV.) And both The Tale of Plagues and Carnivals and the note are documents of a more naïve time. The abstinence suggested above is unworkable. And information in any but the most clear, common, and comprehensible language is immoral.

Ass-fucking is your biggest risk. Don’t take it or give it, to men or women, without a condom—ever! French kissing has been declared low risk. But don’t do it if you have sores in the mouth or bleeding gums. Use condoms for all penetration, mouth, ass, or cunt. Though it’s been declared medium risk, don’t get cum, piss, or shit in the mouth or swallow it. The three best slogans for safe sex are:

1: On you, not in you.

2: Lots of physical affection is our best protection.

3: [This one’s the hardest and, in the long run, the most important]: Talk about what we’re going to do for three minutes first.

With such guidelines and a wide education program, San Francisco was able to stop the increase in the percent of cases each year. And New York City was able to curtail it sharply.

Learn them. Live with them. Teach them.

The address and phone number remain the same.

—SRD

3. As I finish the proof corrections for the Grafton edition of Flight from Nevèrÿon (July 1988), there have been over seventy-five thousand cases of AIDS reported in the United States, about half of whom are dead. In spring of ’84 I could write that personally I knew no one with the disease. Today it is the single largest slayer among my friends and acquaintances.

The Lancet medical journal published a study (by Kingsley, et al., 14 Feb. 1987, pp. 345-9), in which twenty-five hundred homosexual men, who at the beginning of the study tested negative for antibodies to HIV, were monitored as to their sexual activity for six months. The paper states: ‘On multivariate analysis receptive anal intercourse was the only significant risk factor for seroconversion to HIV…’ in the 95 men who, in the course of the study, developed HIV antibodies (i.e., who seroconverted). It also states: ‘The absence of detectable risk for seroconversion due to receptive oral-genital intercourse is striking. That there were no seroconversions detected among 147 men engaging in receptive oral intercourse, accords with other data suggesting a low risk of infection from oral-genital (receptive semen) exposure. It must be mentioned that we were unable to determine the infection status of the sexual partners to whom these men were exposed. Perhaps these 147 men who practiced receptive oral intercourse were never or rarely exposed to HIV seropositive men. However this explanation seems improbable.’ In brief, this means that in the gay community, ass-fucking is still the killer.

I would still follow the guidelines in the previous note. But if, from time to time, you don’t, the Kingsley study suggests which ones you should worry about most.

Of the three people invited to brunch with me in §6.3 of ‘The Tale of Plagues and Carnivals,’ that July morning in 1983, one has since died of AIDS. But a few months ago I ran into ‘Joey’ on 8th Avenue. Walking on a single crutch, he had some story about how a quart bottle had come out an upper window to land on his work boot. He squatted to show me where the leather’d been cut. He had a job, he went on to tell me, as a carpenter’s assistant up in Boston but was down in New York for the weekend. He was hitchhiking back up the next day—

‘Joey,’ I said, ‘don’t take this wrong.’ We stood together under the grey sky. ‘But how come you’re still alive?’

He didn’t even ask me what I meant. ‘Cause,’ he said, ‘I don’t share needles with no one, no how, no way. And I don’t take it up the ass without a condom.’ He looked at me askance. ‘You?’

I shrugged. ‘I don’t use needles. And I don’t take it up the ass, period.’

‘Brag, brag, brag,’ he said. ‘Let’s go have a beer—you seen how the Fiesta’s been closed down?’

‘Yeah,’ I said. ‘We’ll buy some and go back to my place.’

So we did.

—SRD

4. When I completed correcting page proofs for this Wesleyan University Press edition of The Tale of Plagues and Carnivals, I phoned the CDC (August 1993; 1-800 342-2437) for the following cumulative statistics, reflecting information collected up to June 1993: Since June 1st, 1981, the CDC reports 315,390 AIDS cases, 194,354 of whom are now dead. Of those cases, 36,690 are listed as women; 4,710 are listed as “Pediatric Cases” (i.e., children under thirteen); 172,085 are listed as “Men Who Have Sex With Men”; 73,610 are listed as “Injecting Drug Use”; 2,760 cases are listed as “Hemophilia and blood clotting disorders” (i.e., from blood transfusions or unscreened blood products); 19,557 are listed as “Men Who Have Sex with Men and Inject Drugs”; 21,873 are listed as “Heterosexual Contact.”

The number of monitored studies of sexual behavior and its relation to AIDS (i.e., studies in which people who begin the study seronegative keep written accounts of their sexual behavior, which are then statistically correlated with the written accounts of those in the study who convert to sero-positive) remains appallingly low. Specifically, besides the Kingsley et al. study of homosexual men reported in postscript §3, I know of only one other, The Gay Men’s Health Study, conducted in San Francisco a year before Kingsley et al. Its conclusions were the same as the later Kingsley et al. study. Since the conclusions of these studies often go against popular prejudice, however, their information, if not their very existence, is often all but buried—even though they represent the only scientific information about sexual transmission realities.

Though I hope in the next decade it will be very, very different, still, since 1984 when The Tale of Plagues and Carnivals was written, the despair of the sexually active about AIDS has, in general, not taken the form: “It is so prevalent, how can I avoid catching it?” Rather, that despair has almost always had the form: “Surely I must already have it. What does it matter what I do? Or what I say I do?” As a sexually active gay man in New York City, I have known that despair—for years at a time!

Though, in these very postscripts I have advocated them, personally I have never followed the “safe sex” tenets: I’ve had no anal encounters at all. At age fifty-one my oral-receptive encounters (with swallowing and the tenderest of bleeding gums) still number more than 50 a year in the New York City area (and, up to 1990, numbered between 150 and 300 a year), among which only a single partner of mine has used a condom—and then, only once. Still, according to the most recent of my annual HIV antibody tests this past September, I remain HIV-. And Magic Johnson, so famously and publicly HIV+, claims no male encounters and no needle use at all. But such “anomalies” are why monitored studies must be done—and why speculation on “possibilities of transmission” must be banished from our talk of AIDS.

We need hard-edged information about probabilities.

In a number of more recent reports, people have been asked, after HIV antibodies manifested themselves, “How did you pick it up?” These reports have produced statistics from “16 percent through oral transmission” through all the “Heterosexual Contact” cases reported, male and female (7 percent of the total). But such reports can a priori reflect only what is generally already believed; they can offer no revision of that general belief toward actual knowledge. And while such statements as mine (or Magic Johnson’s) can be useful in suggesting which monitored studies must be set up and performed, in no way can either take the place of such a study itself. And such studies are useless if their results are not made widely known.

The fact is, the majority of AIDS educators are unaware of the studies that have been done, their form (i.e., whether a given study involved after-the-fact speculations or not), or their results. That, for example, a baker’s dozen years into the age of AIDS, there have been no such monitored studies of women (or, indeed, of heterosexual men) is a murderous crime.

At this point in time, any talk of “possibilities of AIDS transmission” is talk of superstition. (Anal receptive sex is no longer a “possible route of sexual transmission”; it is the overwhelmingly probable route of sexual transmission, homosexual and heterosexual.) Superstitions sometimes turn out to have a basis in fact. But again, we need hard-edged and repeatedly supported information about probabilities. It is probability that allows air travel—with its fatal crashes killing hundreds—to remain a viable mode of transportation for you and me, rather than to be corporate mass murder. Information on probabilities alone can make a range of satisfying and fulfilling sexual acts viable again in our society, for all of us, gay and straight. Without such information, talk of “AIDS education” is absurd: there is no information to educate with. And the 315,390 cases these baker’s dozen years have netted trumpets the murderous inadequacy of the discourse of “possibilities” on which till now people have had to base their life decisions.

—SRD* My warmest thanks go to Dr. Marc Rubenstein for helping me with this medical note.



Appendix B: Buffon’s Needle


	from:

	Robert Wentworth,

	September 21, 1984



DEAR MR DELANY,

I thoroughly enjoyed your novel, Neveryóna, which I just finished reading. I wonder, however, if you would forgive my pointing out a few mathematical inaccuracies in your discussion of Venn’s solution to ‘Belham’s Problem.’

My interest was piqued when I read about Venn’s proposed method in Chapter 12 for determining π. I was sure that I had heard of the method before, but I never understood why it worked. So, I sat down and did some mathematical analysis to convince myself that one can estimate π by tossing a stick onto a sheet of paper ruled with parallel lines spaced a stick-length apart. The mathematics told me that, yes, the results of this experiment can be used to estimate π but that the correct method is not quite as you have described.

In particular, if you divide the number of times that the stick crosses a line (Nc) by the number of times that the stick lies free (NF),

	you find that the results get nearer and nearer 2/π-2, the more times you toss:

[image: image]

	(The arrow means ‘approaches’ and the wavey equals sign means ‘approximately equals.’) Thus Nc/NF does not directly give an estimate of π. You could of course estimate π from 2 + 2/(Nc/NF) but it is simpler to estimate π by multiplying the total number of tosses (N) by two and dividing this by Nc. This ratio does approach n as the number of tosses gets larger and larger;

[image: image]

On page 356 of the first, mass market edition of Neveryóna, Venn says: ‘If you throw down the stick repeatedly, and if you keep count of the times it falls touching or crossing a line, and if you keep count as well of the times it lands between lines, touching or crossing none of them, and if you then divide the number of times it touches or crosses a line by the number of times it lies free, the successive numbers that you express, as you make more and more tosses, will move nearer and nearer the number you seek.’ From what I’ve been saying, this is, of course, wrong. Venn should have said (and I assume from the rest of your novel that in some ideal reprint you would like her statement correct): ‘If you throw down the stick repeatedly, and if you keep count of the times it falls touching or crossing a line, as well of the total number of times you toss the stick at all, and if you then divide twice the number of tosses by the number of times the stick touches or crosses a line, the successive numbers you express, as you make more and more tosses, will move nearer and nearer the number you seek.’

There is also a more subtle error present in your discussion of the method. Belham later says that with five hundred tosses he is able to get an estimate of π more accurate than 22/7. Moreover, he claims that with another five hundred tosses the estimate will be ‘a good deal more accurate.’ While this level of accuracy is possible, it is not mathematically probable. If we use 2N/Nc to estimate π, then the expected fractional error in the estimate is given by:

[image: image]

(The symbol ~ means “is equivalent to.”) For N = 500, we can expect on the average the estimate will be accurate to within roughly plus-or-minus 3.4%. In contrast, 22/7 differs from π by only .0040%. For N = 1,000, the expected error is plus-or-minus 2.4%, which is only smaller than the error for N = 500 by a factor of [image: image] Because the error decreases only as N gets larger in the expression [image: image] that is, because with large numbers the reciprocals of square roots decrease rather slowly as the base number increases), it is hard to obtain very accurate estimates. To achieve an expected accuracy of plus-or-minus 0.0040%, you would need to toss the stick approximately three-and-a-half million times! And even if you had the persistence to toss the stick that often, the accuracy of the estimate would potentially fall short of prediction, unless the apparatus used in the experiment was made with great care:

If the stick is ten centimeters long, the spacing of the lines must be controlled to within four one-hundredths of a millimeter if you want an accuracy of 0.04%. So ‘Venn’ method does not provide a very efficient means for determining π—although it does provide an image that resonates nicely with the rest of your story.

The conclusions above are based on an analysis of the method which I will enclose with this letter.

[Here is the opening of Wentworth’s Analysis of an Experiment for Determining Pi:]

[image: image]

Consider an experiment in which a stylus is tossed onto a sheet of paper ruled with parallel lines spaced one stylus-length apart. The stylus is assumed to land at a random position on the paper and with a random orientation. Once the stylus lands, we observe whether it crosses (or touches) a ruled line, or whether it lies free.

The situation that applies in a single trial is illustrated in the sketch above. The stylus lands so that it is oriented at some angle with respect to the ruled lines. Assume for the moment that θ is known.

Let us project the ruled lines and the image of the stylus onto a line perpendicular to the ruled lines. (See illustration.) The ruled lines become points one stylus-length apart. The stylus is projected to become a length of | sin θ | stylus lengths, where the bars denote absolute value or magnitude.

Given θ , what is the probability that the projection of the stylus covers one of the points associated with the ruled lines? Since the stylus projection has length |sin θ | and the points are separated by a distance 1, it is intuitively true that this probability must be given by:

	P(cross| θ) = | sin θ |

Here P(cross| θ) denotes ‘the probability that the stylus crosses a ruled lined, given θ.’

Now we must take into account the fact that in general θ is not known. θ is in fact random. Since all stylus orientations are equally likely, θ may take on any value between zero and 2π radians, and the probability that θ lies between, say, θ0 and θ0 + dθ is given by dθ/27r. Thus the probability that the stylus crosses a line and has an orientation such that θ is between θ0 and θ0 + dθ is given by:

[image: image]

But of course this is not really the probability in which we are interested: we would like to know the probability that the stylus crosses a line independent of any consideration involving θ. To obtain this, we integrate the above probability over all possible values of θ, thus adding up the probability contributions associated with all possible orientations:

[image: image]

	The probability that the stylus crosses a line is 2/π. Since the stylus either crosses a line or lies free—and since all probabilities must add up to one—the probability that the stylus lies free is given by:

[image: image]

Given the above results, how can the experiment be used to determine π? Well, suppose one tries the experiment N times. On average, the number of times, Nc, that the stylus crosses a ruled line and the number of times, NF, that the stylus lies free will be given respectively by:

[image: image]

where the overbars denote ‘average’ or ‘expected value.’ If N is large, we expect that N̄c will be close to Nc and N̄F will be close to NF. Given the above formulas for Nc and NF, we see that π may be estimated from the formula:

[image: image]

	Note that if we take the ratio of Nc/NF we find:

[image: image]

This does not directly provide an estimate of π…

	[Wentworth’s analysis goes on to ask, ‘Suppose we use 2N/NC to estimate π. How good an estimate can we expect this to provide? Or, equivalently, how close can we expect Nc to be to (2/π)N? The answer is worked out; and, with the aid of the formula for the mean square deviation from the mean, the answer already expressed in the letter is arrived at. Wentworth’s letter itself goes on:]

I am a great believer in the infallibility of mathematics—but mathematicians are fallible, so I performed an experiment to check my conclusions. I tossed a stick onto a page with ruled lines one stick-length apart 125 times. The stick landed across a line 84 times and between lines 41 times. Thus 2N/Nc is approximately equal to 2.98. This, as an estimate of π, is off by about minus 5%. For 125 tosses, my formula predicts an accuracy on the order of plus-or-minus 6.8%. Thus the experimental results are consistent with the theoretical ones.

End of nitpicking, I do enjoy your work, and I wish you the best of luck with future endeavors.


	Sincerely yours,

	Robert Wentworth



P.S.—Since writing this letter, I’ve stumbled across a description of the π-determining experiment in a probability text (Papoulis: Probability, Random Variables, and Stochastic Processes, p. 185); the answer for the probability of crossing a ruled line agrees with the result I calculated. Papoulis calls the experiment ‘Buffon’s Needle.’

Also, a friend who is usually right tells me that, my argument about its improbability not withstanding, some historical figure (whose name he didn’t remember) really did use the stick-tossing experiment to determine π to a high degree of accuracy. Very strange. Perhaps you already know all about this…

from:

Samuel R. Delany,

November 7, 1984

Dear Robert Wentworth,

Thanks so much for your letter of 21 September on the mathematics of Venn’s solution to Belham’s problem. It was extremely kind of you to forward me your analysis.

‘Buffon’s Needle,’ hey? I assume that’s the same Buffon who once said: ‘Le style, c’est l’homme même.’—His style, that’s the man himself. Well, Professor Kermit’s protestations to Charles Hoequist aside, I don’t want to fall into the style of those who go on perpetuating misinformation once they have the facts.

A science writer and friend named Monte Davis (co-author of Catastrophe Theory, Davis & Woodcock, Avon Books: New York, 1980) leveled some criticism at the other example of Venn’s ingenuity from Neveryóna’s Chapter 8, i.e., Venn’s machine model for demonstrating fluid-containment replication:

Though in principle (Monte explained one pleasant afternoon when I was signing books down at New York’s Science Fiction Shop) Venn’s demonstration is correct, for the real ‘demonstration machine’ to operate as I described it, water just won’t do for the communicating fluid between the upper and lower basins. Nor will ordinary sand—even very fine sand—suffice as the imprint material in the lower tub. Rather, the upper container would require flooding with some ideally non-turbulent liquid, possibly a very light but very dense polymer oil (if there were such a thing). With most real liquids, however, the entrance into the pipe, the trip down, and the exit from the spigot at the bottom would add so much ‘noise’ to the ‘message’ that, in practical terms, little or none of that ‘message’ would enter the bottom basin intact. Similarly, the imprint medium in the bottom tub would have to be almost weightless. Nor could it mix with the incoming liquid. Rather, it would have to be immediately and ideally displaced. It seems I was led astray by some impressive photographs in Rene Thorn’s Structural Stability and Morphogenesis (i.e., illustration ten following page 167) that were, indeed, photographs of prepared models—not of real experiments. The captions to the pictures, however (printed several pages later), left it very unclear; and to learn that they were, indeed, models, rather than actual experiments, you had to negotiate a particularly daunting stretch of text. And I, I’m afraid, blew it.

In the forth-coming Grafton edition I shall try to make whatever minuscule repairs I can.

But to claim Nevèrÿon is fantasy and try to excuse my blunders on such grounds is a kind of fudging I don’t think I should even flirt with. Thank you, rather, for taking the time to set me straight; and, along with Davis’s conversational comments about the fluid-replication model, I want to lay out these facts before my readers. Ideally, I should like to print some of this correspondence as an appendix, if you agree to it. At any rate, let me acknowledge, and apologize for, my errors. Thanks also for your kind words on my tale.



	All best wishes,

	Samuel R. Delany
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Return to Nevèrÿon




	For

	John P. Mueller,

	with thanks to

	Susan Palwick,

	Robert S. Bravard, &

	R. Keith Courtney.





Publisher’s Note

A NOTE: The book-bound order of these stories reverses the chronology of many of their internal events, so that someone more concerned with plot than structure might be more comfortable reading the three tales here from last to first. Also there’s an appendix that might do as an introduction for those only intermittently acquainted with some of the series’ other stories. Then again one can simply open the book and start at the beginning … 

But it’s my hope that Nevèrÿon can be explored from many directions.

—Samuel R. Delany, New York, 1987
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The Game of Time and Pain

It is at this point, Lacan writes, that the analyst will do his work not by responding sympathetically, nor by failing to respond (the apathetic listener). He has to replace the mode of the voice and the ear with the image, becoming, as he puts it, a ‘pure unruffled mirror’. Coupled with his description of the ego as ‘opaque to reflection’, the use of the term ‘mirror’ cannot be overlooked. It is in the mirror that the ego is first born as an idea, and it is in the echo of the symbolic voice that it gains its identity: the analytic mirror must displace—‘subduce’—these ‘archaic imagos’.

JULIET FLOWER McCANNELL, Figuring Lacan
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‘NO ONE IS IN the castle.’ Barefoot, the old woman squatted before her loom. (Someone had told the pig girl the pattern the woman wove was magic—though she didn’t remember who or when. Perhaps it was just a tale that went from yard to yard in the afternoon.) ‘Never has been. Never will be.’

‘I saw him,’ repeated the tall woman. With one hand she propped a full water jar on her shoulder. (Swinging by her knee, the jar hooked to her forefinger had to be empty.) ‘He was a big man. He rode a wonderfully high-stepping horse with trappings of beaten brass and braided leather. His armor was more elaborate than that of any soldier you’ve ever seen pass through this part of Nevèrÿon. He was no ordinary Imperial officer. His cloak was embroidered like the richest of lords’. He rode into the overgrown courtyard, dismounted, and went inside. I watched him from the trees.’ The jar’s shadow moved from the grass to the crumbled earth around the loom’s foot to the half-finished fabric and back. ‘You can be sure, he’s a great personage, who’ll stay up there overnight so that he can join Lord Krodar’s funeral cortege that passes here tomorrow. Why he’s not with a whole retinue, I don’t know. Someone who rides such a horse and dresses in such armor and stops at the local castle shouldn’t be traveling alone. He should have servants and guards and fine-fringed wagons—don’t you think? That’s what I’d expect—at least of someone like him, stopping there for the night.’

‘There’s no one in the castle.’ The old woman pulled up swinging shuttles, pushed one down among the threads, hooked another through with her forefinger, completing one line to start in on the next. ‘You played among those walls and corridors when you were a girl. It was empty then. I played there when I was a child, too. No one was there. Those rooms, those halls, those stairs, those towers …’ She wrapped two threads around each other and thrust one through the warp, then tamped it with the tamping stick. ‘And you say there’s someone living in the castle …  Ridiculous!’

‘Not living there, just stopping there. For the night, no more. Why do I stand here arguing with you, old lady!’ (The pig girl saw the shuttles’ shadows dance off on the grass far faster than the swinging jar’s.) ‘There’s a man in the castle this evening—a strong, great, powerful man, who rides a fine horse and sports rich armor and wears a wonderfully worked cloak. Lord Krodar’s funeral procession will pass along the north-south highway before midday tomorrow. You just watch. The man will stay in the castle tonight, and in the morning he’ll ride down to join the procession and pay his respects to that greatest minister of Nevèrÿon. He’ll travel with them all the way to the High Court of Eagles at Kolhari. And when he rides down to meet them, he’ll pass along here. If you can look up from your work for a moment, you’ll see him!’

‘I played in the castle,’ the pig girl said. She was eleven, very serious, somewhat gawky, and held a cat in her dirty arms. ‘Castles are full of wonderful women in beautiful clothes who dance and dance with wonderful men. You give orders for impossible things to be done; and, in the castle, people run right off to do them. That’s what everybody plays in the castle. I bet that’s what he’ll play. When you play in the castle like that, it doesn’t feel empty.’ She looked at the old woman, then at the tall one. She wanted them to approve of her, but they seemed unaware she was there.

‘The castle’s empty.’ The old woman shifted her squat. ‘There’s never been anyone in it. There wasn’t anyone before. And there isn’t now.’

‘This is silly!’ The tall woman raised her chin beside the jar on her shoulder. I only came to tell you a bit of gossip—’ the one by her knee swung faster—‘and here you sit, arguing with me about something you didn’t see and I did. I mean it’s just too—’

‘The castle’s not empty!’ the pig girl blurted. ‘It’s full of lords and ladies and wet, dark dungeons where they lock their enemies up in chains and beat them and torture them and kill them horribly and they come back as monsters who run hooting through the upper halls, so that the children who followed you in all turn around and chase each other out, shrieking and scared to death!’ She giggled. ‘Look down over the banister, watch them run outside, and you can laugh yourself sick—then sneak around and hoot some more! The castle’s full of beautiful queens and handsome warriors and monsters and sorcerers—’ Here she must have squeezed the cat, for she was a strong, friendly, clumsy girl. It meowed hideously, twisting in her arms, dropped to the grass, ran from the yard and up the slope, stopped to stare back, then fled.

‘Of course it’s empty! That’s not what I mean.’ The tall woman frowned at the pig girl. ‘Really, you’re as bad as she is. I only said there’s a man there this evening. And I’m sure he’ll stay till the funeral procession passes the village tomorrow.’

‘And I say there’s no one.’ The old woman pushed her shuttles through the strings. ‘You know it as well as I do. I think it’s always been empty. Who would ever live in those drafty halls? Who would ever stay in those cramped little rooms? Think of the cleaning. Think of the furniture. Think of the work!’

‘And I have work to do!’ The tall woman shook her head. ‘I certainly haven’t time to stand here arguing with someone who can’t follow two words in a row (how do you keep your weaving straight!) and a dirty creature—’ this last was to the pig girl—‘who dreams of queens, when she has work to do too!’ But there was a smile in with it.

The old woman, however, looked up crossly. ‘I’m doing my work!’ she declared. Strings quivered. Shuttles swung. ‘You’re the ones standing about, with your silly lies and your chatter!’

The tall woman shook her head again and, with her full and her empty pitchers, started across the yard.

The pig girl wondered if she should go after the cat, who, for all its meowing and occasional scratches, was better company than grownups. But she lingered by the loom for minutes, watching the pattern, with its greens, its beiges, its blues, extend itself, fixed and stable, line after line, behind quivering strings, aged fingers, shaking shuttles … 
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HIS BREATH LOCKED ON what burned in his throat: the air he dragged in through the heat, past whatever scalding constriction, woke him, rasping, choking, roaring. He opened his eyes on blackness, while a clutch in his stomach muscles jerked him to sit—which hurt! He thrust a hand down, grasped wet fur. Astonishingly warm, the air slid so slowly into his loud lungs. Water dribbled his cheek, his back, his forearm.

It was incredibly hot in the dark. At his breath’s painful height, he tried to push the air out; it leaked loudly from his gaping mouth, only a little faster than it had come in; only a little quieter.

Seconds later (it seemed minutes), he began to drag in the next chestful, dreading it even as he felt the constriction loosen. In his sleep, he’d urped some little stomach juices that, rolling into the wrong pipe, had stung his throat to spasm.

He tasted the acids at the back of his tongue, felt them burning deep down.

What ran on him was sweat.

And the small stone room in which he’d chosen to sleep (there’d been a bed, for one thing) had grown hugely hot.

He moved one leg over the fur throw he’d spread on the boards: the fur was drenched. Momentarily he wondered whether, in his infernal sleep, he’d spilled his urine. But no. It was only perspiration. As he stood up, bare feet on stone, it trickled his flank, his buttock. He rasped out one more breath, got in another, loud as a dying man’s gargle: the air came a little more easily … 

He took a lurching step in darkness toward where he remembered the window. Pushing out, he felt rock. He moved over, pushed again, felt rock again; moved and pushed once more; wood swung—

The sliver of moonlight at the plank’s edge became a slab of silver: the shutter banged back.

He blinked.

(When he’d gone to sleep, it had been open, the moon down. Some breeze at moonrise must have blown it to.)

The air—from what was probably the warmest summer night—hit like springwater. It made him cough. For moments, he thought he would choke again. But in another minute his breath, though still labored, made only the normal roar between his lips, the usual whisper in his nasal cave.

Leaning naked on beveled rock, he looked down.

From its greenery (olive under the moon) a tree thrust out a dead branch. Below it lay a pool, rimmed with bricks whose pattern had been obscured here and warped there by grass tufts and roots. Above scummed water, a single owl (or bat) darted down and up and down, so that ripples rilled among the leaves and algae. Sweat on his lashes tickled into his eyes: he blinked. And twigs, ripples, and the lines between bricks seemed a tangled loom, with the mad shuttle of a bat (or owl) swooping through.

He turned to the sweltering room. Either side of his shadow, moonlight dusted the stone. Heat again was against his face. Air from the window chilled his back. How had the room gotten so hot?

In the corner lay his pack (from which he’d taken the fur), open, spilling the funeral gifts. His sword in its sheath lay on the floor. There was his helmet, his gauntlets, his grieves.

On the rumpled fur was a black blotch where his sweat, neck to knee, had soaked it.

Another drop trickled his calf.

Taking one more breath of stifling air, he crossed the chamber, stopping to feel the fur. To lie on that again would be like crawling into wet rags. Besides, though he was a vital man, he was no longer a young one: he was of an age when to interrupt a night’s sleep was to end it.

At the door, he lifted the locking plank and leaned it on the wall. The rock was hot—almost too hot to touch! As he pulled one and another doorplank free, again he wondered how the little tower room he’d picked to sleep in could, on a summer night, become such a furnace.

As the third came loose, a cross breeze started. He shivered, naked, leaning the board against the wall; the heat warmed his knuckles. Taking another long breath, he stepped into the hall.

Not cold, he tried to tell his body. Just a summer’s night in an abandoned ruin. He rubbed the heel of his hand down his temple: sweat came away oily on his palm. He ran his other hand over his head: his rough hair, thin on top, was usually braided in the club-like military manner at the side of his head. But it had come largely loose. His fingers, catching in it, pulled the rest free.

Starting down the steps, he put his fingers against the rock. Yes, the wall even here was warm, despite the stairwell’s cool.

He descended in darkness. Beneath his bare feet the steps were dusty and irregularly spaced. Under his hand the stones were gritty. Once he crossed a landing he vaguely remembered, before doubling around on more stairs. For the third, the fifth, the seventh time he wondered if he should return to the little room for a weapon—just a knife. Then he saw the flicker.

Something crackled.

He moved to the arch and looked around the wall.

Across the hall, in the long fireplace, flames lapped the logs. On the floor, ten feet from the hearth, a young man lay, stomach down, head on his bent arm. The hair was yellow. The face was hidden in sleep and shadow.

The big man frowned.

Again he thought of returning for a knife—though this youngster, some barbarian who’d made his way into the castle much as he had, was as naked as he. The man looked around. Why, he wondered, build such a fire in high summer? Could the night outside have grown that chill? Along the balcony the arches were dark caves. Staring as far into the corners as the firelight reached, he could see no pack.

But certainly these summer flames had started some convection in the castle’s flues, vents, and conduits that, with the rising heat, had turned the room above into an oven.

No, he decided, he did not need a weapon with this naked barbarian—unless the boy slept with a dagger beneath his belly. But, while desert men sometimes did that, it was not the barbarians’ style. As if answering the man’s thoughts, the boy snorted and rocked to his side, trying to turn on his back. (No, there was nothing under his stomach but stone.) In his sleep he scrubbed at his sparse beard, then settled on his belly again, one leg drawn up.

Among the fire’s crackles, the man heard the boy’s breath. If I had my blade, he thought, I’d only frighten him if he woke. Stepping out into the hall, he walked toward the barbarian, dropped to a squat to watch—

The hooting began high in the dark and soared up under the ceiling, to warble out within its own echo.

The man twisted to look, lost balance, and went down on one knee, catching himself on the rock floor with a fist. And the boy came awake, pushing himself up, blinking about, staring at the ceiling, at the man.

Man and boy—for the barbarian, despite his scraggly beard, was no more than sixteen—looked at each other, then at the dark.

The boy said: ‘What was that? Who are you? What are you doing here?’ and kept looking up and back; when his face came down, the fire lit one blond cheek, one blinking eye, leaving one side of his face near black.

For the length of three of the man’s slow breaths (and seven of the boy’s quick ones), flames snapped.

‘I suppose,’ the man said, after a while, ‘it was one of the local gods, ghosts, or demons that haunt these old piles.’ He regained his squat. ‘My name is Gorgik.’ (At that the boy looked over sharply.) ‘What am I doing here?’ Gorgik shrugged in the flicker. ‘Much the same as you, I’d guess. I stopped to spend the night because it was more protected than the forest; these villages are not that friendly to strangers. There’s a funeral procession due by the town tomorrow. I must ride out and join them, to go with them on to Kolhari. Since you asked, I’ve been a state minister ten years, now at the Court of Eagles, now abroad in the land. You look like you’ve heard my name …? Many have, especially among the barbarians: because many barbarians have been slaves. And I lead the council on the Child Empress Ynelgo (whose reign is just and generous) to end slavery in Nevèrÿon.’ Gorgik chuckled. ‘Some even consider me a hero for it. In parts of the land, I am known as Gorgik the Liberator.’

‘Are you?’ The boy frowned even harder.

The big man shrugged. ‘It’s a clumsy title—not one an evening’s companion should use. I thought I’d come in where I could enjoy your fire a bit more than I could back up there.’ He reached out, took the boy’s chin in his rough hand, and turned the face full to the light.

Both the boy’s eyes blinked now, close set, brown, and long-lashed. (On the man’s face, the fire lit a scar that wormed down the brown cheek into the rough beard, salted here and there.) Gorgik let the boy’s jaw go. His hand dropped back to his knee. ‘Now, you tell me who you are.’

‘Why do you look at me like that?’

The man shrugged again. ‘I was having dreams, I think. That’s what woke me. I wanted to see …  But I’ve told you enough about me. Who are you? What’s your name?’

‘I’m Udrog,’ the boy said. ‘Udrog, the barbarian. Why did you build a fire here?’ He sat up now. ‘The summer night’s warm. Did it turn cold outside?’

‘I didn’t build it’ Gorgik said. ‘You built it, Udrog—before you went to sleep. Didn’t you?’

‘No …’ Again the boy looked around the hall, then back at the flames. ‘Didn’t you light this fire, while I slept …’

Gorgik shook his head. ‘When I came in and settled down to watch you, it was already burning.’ He narrowed green eyes.

‘I have no flint for making fire,’ Udrog said. ‘Besides, it’s summer.’ The boy drew his legs under him. ‘What kind of castle is this? It has strange sounds, strange fires …’

‘There’re many strange things in the world.’ Gorgik shrugged. ‘You learn to live with them.’

The boy looked at the dark-skinned man. ‘You’re not scared?’

‘Nothing has hurt us yet. If someone wanted to harm us, it would have been easier when we both slept alone than now, when we’re both awake together.’

There was a long, long silence. Some might have called it embarrassed. During it, the man watched the boy; and the boy began to watch the way in which the man watched him. (The man saw him see.) At last, after having looked around the hall, grinned at a few things, growled at a few others, dug in his ear with his little finger, scratched at his belly with his thumb, stood up, sat down, stood up, and sat down again, Udrog let his eyes return to the man’s …  and stay. ‘You just came to crouch here,’ he asked, ‘and look at me …? You’re strong.’ He let his head fall to the side. ‘Do you like to watch me …  when I sleep, maybe?’

Gorgik pursed his lips a moment. ‘Yes.’

The boy blinked. Then, with the smallest smile, he said: ‘You like to do anything besides watch, now I’m awake?’

After a moment, Gorgik asked: ‘Such as?’

‘You know,’ the boy said. ‘Things together, you and me. Like we could have some fun with each other.’

‘Sometimes.’ Gorgik chuckled. ‘What things do you like?’

‘Anything. Anything you want. To have a good time, together. The two of us. You’re a big man. You’re not afraid. If we were together, you’d protect me from any monsters. Or ghosts. Or gods. I don’t mind old men, if they’re still strong and masterful. Perhaps, afterwards, you might give me a coin?’

Gorgik snorted. ‘Perhaps.’

‘And you’re not that old. I like to do it with strong men, big men. You ever fuck real rough?’

‘I have …’ Gorgik paused. Then he said: ‘Sometimes I do it so rough most men and women wouldn’t think of it as fucking.’ He smiled; and the smile became a laugh. ‘Is that what you want?’

‘Sure!’ The barbarian grinned broadly.

‘All right.’

‘In these old castles—’ Udrog leaned forward—‘you look around; sometimes, in the cellars, you find old, broken collars that they used to chain the slaves in. I always look for them when I come to these places. Sometimes I put them on, you know? The broken ones, that you can take off again. But I didn’t find any here.’

‘Do you want to be my slave?’ Gorgik asked. ‘Would you like me to be your master?’

‘Yes!’ Udrog grinned hugely in the firelight. ‘That’s what I like to do!’

Once more Gorgik hesitated. Then, in a motion, he stood. ‘Wait here.’ He turned and started for the arch. ‘I’ll be back.’

‘Where are you going?’

‘Just wait.’

‘Don’t go away too long!’ Udrog called. ‘It’s scary here!’

But Gorgik was out into the corridor and, a moment later, climbing the black stair. Again in the dark, he wondered at this encounter. He’d had them before. But this barbaric directness was both uncommon and intriguing. Besides, such meetings were rare with someone this young; when they happened, they both surprised and pleased.

Now and again his hand touched the wall—yes, and here, where he was almost certainly just behind the fireplace, the stones were hot. It must have been the oddly unauthored fire, working through the castle’s conduits (set up to warm the room in winter …?) that, now it was summer, had caused the overheating.

When he reached the door, the warmth came out to brush his belly, his chin, his knees.

Moonlight still lay on the floor. But the moon itself had moved so that it took him a minute to be sure nothing had been touched. Though the shadows had all shifted, helmet, grieves, sword, and sack were where he’d left them.

He stepped into the hot chamber, went to squat before his pack, reached in, pulled back this, moved aside that. Yes, his own flint was still wedged toward the bag’s bottom, wrapped in oily wadding. Gorgik drew out the hinged metal semicircles—the slave collar Udrog had described. Holding it in one hand, he stood, turned, and, with his free hand, pulled the fur throw from the bed—yes, the intense heat had almost dried it.

The rug over his shoulder, he started for the door, then glanced at his sword.

No. What he had was enough. But, when he was outside (he’d begun to sweat; already the corridor that, before, had been warm seemed chill), he put the fur and the slave collar down to pull one plank, then the other, into the doorframe—not evenly and tightly: he lay one diagonally across the entrance and another loosely the other way. A third he barely balanced against them so that, if any but the most careful person moved it, all would topple loudly.

He picked up the fur and the collar and went back down the steps.

‘You were gone so long.’ Udrog sat on the hearth’s edge at the side where the flames were lowest, holding one foot and rubbing the other. ‘I was frightened. Where did you—?’

‘There.’ Gorgik tossed the rug down. ‘We can lie on that. You are my slave now. Come here.’

The boy gazed at the iron Gorgik held out. The boy’s lips parted slightly; his eyelids closed—slightly. He came forward, on his knees, raised his chin, and rested one hand on Gorgik’s naked thigh. ‘Yes, master …!’

Gorgik closed the collar around his neck.

‘Tie me up if you want,’ Udrog said. ‘I like that, too. Maybe if you go looking again, you can find some rope. Sometimes they even have chains in these places—’

‘You’re my slave,’ Gorgik said. ‘You do what I say now. At least for a while.’ He sat down on the rug and put his arm around the boy’s shoulder, pulling him, first gently, then roughly over. ‘What I want you to do is be quiet.’

‘What are you going to do?’ the boy asked.

‘Tell you a story.’

Udrog frowned. ‘I think it would be good if you tied me up. Then you could beat me. Hard. I don’t mind if it’s hard …  I’ll let you know if it hurts too much. Though sometimes I even pretend it’s too hard when it’s not. So you don’t even have to stop then …’ When Gorgik was silent, the boy suddenly pushed away over the rug. He put his hand up to feel the iron. ‘This is really bad, isn’t it? This stuff we do.’ He sucked his teeth, shook his head, looked around. ‘I don’t know why I do it. But you like it too, don’t you? I just wish it wasn’t so scary, here. But maybe that will make it better? This fur, it smells like you sweated in it a lot.’ He lowered his face to plow his chin through, then sat up again. ‘I like that. You didn’t build the fire—?’

‘Be quiet, slave!’ Gorgik’s voice was loud enough to make the boy start. ‘Come here. And listen! I want to tell you something. So lie against me here and be still.’
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WE PAUSE BEFORE THIS tale within a tale within a tale—to tell another tale.

We’ll talk awhile of Udrog.

The young barbarian was confused, you see, about certain things—although he was clear enough about certain others.

Economic upheavals in Nevèrÿon, of which the abolition of slavery by proclamation of the Child Empress Ynelgo half a dozen years before was only the most recent, had commenced much movement in the land.

Once fear of slavers was gone from the highways and backroads of Nevèrÿon, more and more folk from the southern forests and the northern mountains and the western deserts had begun to make their way to the cities. And those in the cities with money, imagination, and industry had begun to take their primitive industrial knowledge out into the country to see what profit and speculation were to be had. Motion from margin to center, from center to margin was constant—till, in a handful of years, it had altered Nevèrÿon’s whole notion of margin and center. New margins had been created, which, today, like cracks between the more stable parts of the social engine, worked from the back alleys of the great port cities, such as Vinelet and Kolhari, to the waterfront refuse pits of fishing villages on the coast and quarrying towns off the river, such as Enoch and Ka’hesh. Now and again a margin passed right through some ancient castle abandoned to its demons, ghosts, and gods by an aristocracy who had moved on to be absorbed by the more lively, more energetic, and finally more profitable middle classes.

These margins were often left to those like Udrog.

Udrog’s personal history was common enough for such a boy. When he was six, his father had died in a hunting accident. Always sickly, his mother had passed away a year later from a fever. For most of the next year he was a ward of his small barbarian tribe—a possible but not a pleasant life for a child.

The man who’d provided most of Udrog’s (very irregular) material care had beat the boy and cuffed him and had generally abused him far too much and been far too sparing with the affections which are all that, at last, can heal such abuse. The man had been ailing and, himself, finally died. The woman who next took Udrog into her family was kind and caring enough, even if she’d had too many brats from various relatives already foisted off on her. There were two older children who liked to take Udrog off into the woods, where the three of them would play games in which they tied each other up and pretended to beat each other and cuffed each other, games that now and again had an overtly sexual side—perhaps the older children’s early lives had been similar to Udrog’s. But reducing to play what once had been true torture gave them—the two girls and the younger boy—a power over the mists of pain that was all memory had left (at least to Udrog) of childhood. After the first time, he never objected—indeed, now and again he nagged the girls to go off with him and do it again. Perhaps they could even bring some of the older boys …? By the time he was ten, the tribe was only a third the size it had been four years before—because a village fifty stades to the east had grown, with northern monies, into a sizable town. The woman was living with another man now, kind enough in his way, but who had brought with him children of his own.

Too many children altogether, certainly.

Some of them must go out to work.

Some must go off to one town.

Some must go off to another.

There was still another, where a friend of a friend had said there was at least a promise of a job.

Could the boy travel the way alone? Well, whether he could or not, there was nothing else for it.

By the time he was twelve, spending more time between towns than in them, Udrog had entered those margins along which he was to travel for, really, the rest of his life.

In many ways they provided quite an adventure; they spanned far more of Nevèrÿon than most of his people ever saw.

They took him from country to city. They took him from desert to forest. They took him from great breweries to share-cropping combines to tanning troughs to construction sites—seldom as a worker, at least for more than a day or so, but as someone who lived off what spilled into the marginal track—now in the fields and woods, now in the cities and villages.

Among the sexual encounters with adults (almost all of them men) that plague, pleasure, and—perhaps—heal as many such lost children as they harm (for it is not hard to be kind to those who provide pleasure; and kindness must often do for those who lack all love), there were, now and again, those who wanted to collar and chain him.

‘No way!’ Udrog had protested.

And was surprised when his protests were, generally, heeded.

Then, of course, there was the man who suggested as an alternative: ‘Well, will you chain and collar me!’

That was certainly more feasible.

Only thirteen, Udrog had done it—and had recognized in the shaking, moaning body beneath his juvenile assault a naked pleasure, which made the boy (as he hit and cursed and labored) pant, sweat, burn toward an astonishing release that left him, in dazed identification, as drained as his adult ‘slave.’ For three days Udrog tried to tell himself what he’d experienced was the pleasure of the born, sexual master.

But desire, looked on that closely, even by a child, shows too clearly its obsessive outlines.

He had recognized what he’d seen.

When men asked to abuse him, he still said no—sometimes.

But when he met some man who, to his sexual interest, projected a certain calm and ease, a certain reassurance, a certain solidity and common sense, it was Udrog who now asked, more and more frequently, more and more quickly, to be bound and beaten.

Often they said yes.

Often Udrog enjoyed it.

It was only a game, he told himself. But in his limited lane of petty thefts and minor pillagings, of irregular hunger and regular isolation, of surprising kindnesses from a woman hoeing an orchard or a man driving a chicken cart (kindnesses he quickly learned he must always demand from everyone he met, yet never expect from anyone he asked of—because as easily he might receive a blow, or a hurled stone, or shouts and curses from people who wished to drive him away), it was the only game that gave him intense, if inconstant, pleasure, over which, by asking, he had at least some power.

A young person who lives his or her life within such margins soon seems astonishingly, even tragically—or (depending how much we value, or desire, innocence) immorally—precocious to the more socially central of us. Yet the children who have amazed us with their precocity often turn out, at the same time, to be wholly incapable of taking advantage of the simplest social forms or institutions—at least if those institutions lie or lead anywhere outside the marginal.

We need no more detail how, by age fourteen, Udrog had learned that the root of his passions thrust directly through what was, after all, one of the more common perversions in a Nevèrÿon so recently awakened from a troubling dream of slaves. We need not specify all the encounters over the next year that familiarized him with acts and activities that remain incomprehensible to many of us much older.

But standing among cool trees with his mouth wide so that nothing might hear him breathing and his body bent along the same curve as the trunk he leaned on so that few would even see him if they passed, or ambling diagonally across a foul alley near some city market, with a bumptious lope that, as much as his light skin and yellow hair, marked him an outsider, country bred and uncivilized, a true, common, and most ordinary barbarian of the most socially unacceptable sort, the boy achieved a certain invisibility, both sylvan and urban, that protected him from the reprisals of just such people as his preferred sexual activities, now in the country, now in the town, might most have shocked.

What, most specifically and most recently, had confused Udrog was, however, this:

Days before, wandering west in the vicinity of the High Hold of fabled Ellamon, the boy had come across a campfire off the road where he’d found himself in the bushes watching, then sitting across from, finally talking to, and at last eating with, a big-bellied bandit. The man’s flank was scarred like a criminal’s or slave’s, he wore a carved peg through one ear, and one hand was missing a finger. One blind eye was a red ruin between half-closed lids, wrecked by a double scar that rose over his cheek and went on to split his brow as if the point of some uncanny blade had once lifted through his features, marking him not only with ropy lines of flesh but also with a bewildered amazement that, even as the ruptured ball had sunk away in the healing, had still not quit his face. The bandit’s talk had been distracted, full of violences that both frightened Udrog and entertained him, even as the man offered him more food, jokes, and tales of derring-do. Then, in the middle of it, the one-eyed man had begun to call himself Gorgik the Liberator, the Greatest of Her Majesty’s Ministers, and the Savior of the People.

And did the boy have anything he might wish to spare for the Liberator’s great and noble cause of helping ex-slaves establish themselves in the land?

Udrog had certainly heard of that fabled Minister, who, some years before at the time of the empress’s proclamation, had been for a while the most famous man in Nevèrÿon. Indeed, there’d even been some tale connected with Gorgik the Liberator, that the boy only half remembered, about someone with a scar—or was it a single eye?

Not that Udrog was particularly disposed to believe the bandit: he had the distinct feeling that, after only a sentence or two, the man might even set on him …  or would have, had Udrog been traveling with any pouch or purse or cart. (The young barbarian, like so many of Nevèrÿon’s marginals, went naked and without possessions: it was the best protection against someone’s wanting to rob you.) Nor was he disposed to contradict the one-eyed man: there was something about this bandit/Liberator’s distracted tale of soldiers spying on them from off in the woods, or troops which with a single call could be marshaled from over the hill, that spoke of madness as much as villainy.

While he finished up the piece of meat on the roasting stick the bandit had given him, Udrog thought about propositioning the gruff, ugly fellow—but decided he was too crazy.

So, suddenly, Udrog was up and off into the woods, tossing the stick behind him (‘Where are you going? to leak in the trees, ’ey? Well, then, hurry back. I have more to say to you, boy …!), swiping a jar from beside the bandit’s cart that, perhaps because it was on the man’s blind side, the bandit didn’t see.

In the woods he cracked open the seal.

The jar contained some highly fermented beer. Udrog drank as much as he could, threw the rest away, then, on a pleasingly drunken whim, snuck back to crouch in the shadows, to see what the bandit was doing: perhaps there was something more he could steal.

While, from behind leaves, twigs, and darkness, Udrog watched the scruffy madman mumbling by his fire, another cart pulled up to the clearing; some men walked along with it. They hailed the bandit and (they looked like bandits themselves) asked if they could use his flame. In the course of the monosyllabic exchanges, somehow an argument broke out.

Then the one-eyed man was up and rushing for his mule cart, doubtless for some weapon—whereupon he was stabbed and stabbed and stabbed again by one of the quietest men waiting just behind him, knife already drawn.

A real murder! thought Udrog with great gravity and some fear. Occasionally he’d come across the traces of one, so that he might say he’d seen it, boasting to other youngsters he met later in the city. But the act itself? That was rare to catch!

The murderers began to rifle the bandit’s cart, while Udrog, his drunkenness gone and a sickishness left, was torn, in his hiding place, between waiting for them to finish so he might pick over the leavings and getting out of there—when he heard another wagon!

The murderers stopped their search and fled.

From their clothes, their manners, and the caravan guards with them, the new arrivals seemed merchants or traveling businessmen. They climbed down to look at the corpse sprawled on bloody leaves in the firelight. They expressed grave shock at the heinous slaughter. They walked around and around the fire. They stared off anxiously into the trees. (One stood for a while with his worried face, unblinking and unseeing, not much farther from Udrog’s, unbreathing and unmoving, only a few leaves hanging between them, than your nose is now from your knee.) They talked with their guards and one another of the violence lingering in all the margins of Nevèrÿon today. Finally, they ordered the guards to lift the body and strap it to their wagon’s back.

But they did not kick the corpse; or beat it with a stick a few times to see if it was really dead; or immediately search the cart for anything salable; or try to flee the place as fast as possible—in short, they seemed to Udrog madder than the one-eyed man.

One merchant, who finally went to look through the bandit’s wagon, found, first, some well-wrought weapons and, a moment later, an embroidered belt. ‘I guess we have a thief here, murdered by more of the same for his booty. It must have been the men we heard moving so quickly away.’

‘Or,’ said another, stepping over to see, ‘we could have a man more important than he looks, but with the good sense not to travel these back roads wearing such ostentatious finery—much good the deception did him.’ (The next remark stayed with Udrog:) ‘For all we know, he might be some minister of state in disguise. It would be just our luck, too, to fall in on an assassination. We’ll take his body back to Ellamon and see if anyone there can identify him.’

They took the corpse, the mule, and much of what was in the cart away, to leave Udrog, still in the bushes (the moon had just come up), staring at the fireplace, while silver smoke rippled and raddled over the ashes.

Now, unknown to Udrog (or, indeed, to the merchants), within the walls of the High Hold of fabled Ellamon that same day, Lord Krodar, minister to the Child Empress, come to the mountain hold on the most delicate of Imperial missions, finally succumbed to a fever, which had come on the aging archon three days before. When, by nightfall, that most powerful lord was declared by his distraught doctors to be at last and truly dead, riders galloped out from the Vanar Hold toward all points of empire with the news, while, through the dark hours, servants and hired men and women worked by lamp and candle to ready six black carriages for the funeral cortege, which, with twenty-four drummers, twelve either side, would return the body first to Kolhari and the High Court of Eagles, where the Child Empress Ynelgo would join the procession, then go on to the south and Lord Krodar’s birthplace in the Garth Peninsula for the interment.

Before sunrise, the drums began to pound.

The six wagons pulled out of the Vanar Hold.

Half an hour later they rolled from the High Hold of fabled Ellamon itself.

About an hour after Udrog woke next day, he was walking at the edge of the north-south highway, hitting at the weeds leaning from the shoulder with a bit of branch and feeling very hungry, when he heard an ominous beating, growing louder and louder, like the heart of a giant about to burst from its own strength. Minutes later, the wagons and the drummers and the attendant guards moved slowly and thunderously into the slant light that, here and there, cut the violet shadows under the branches. Dawnlight caught on beaten brass ornaments set in black-lacquered wood, still showing green in the crevices from the night’s over-quick polishing.

Clearly this was the funeral procession of a great lord of state!

Thunderously, it rolled away.

Half an hour later, after taking some plums from an orchard and eating them, Udrog came back to the same orchard to ask the farmer he’d sneaked past (down at the other end of the field, fifteen minutes before) what recent news there’d been. He’d picked the poorest looking and most destitute of the three farms he’d passed from which to get both his breakfast and his information. The farmer was a man almost as marginal as Udrog: but it was the only farm at which the barbarian felt at ease.

‘Some state minister,’ the skinny man said. ‘Did you hear his funeral wagons go by? I don’t know much about it, save that he died up near Ellamon. Probably murdered by assassins on the road—that’s how they always did it in my youth. They’re taking him south to Kolhari, I guess. Now get off from here. I don’t have anything for you, boy!’

A richer farmer might have known more, might have said more, might have been more generous with food and facts. But that was the margin Udrog traveled in, felt most comfortable in.

Remembering the merchant’s remark last night about the corpse’s possible identity, what Udrog thought about it all was: the one-eyed man he’d met had not been lying! He had been a minister to the empress! The murderers had been assassins! What Udrog had taken as signs of grandiose madness in the one-eyed man had been signs of the grand itself.

And Gorgik the Liberator, Minister to Her Majesty and Savior of the People, was dead.

Last night Udrog had seen him slaughtered beside his campfire.

Today he’d seen his funeral procession pass by on the road.

Oh, certainly, Udrog was not so stupid as to tell anyone he’d seen Gorgik the Liberator (traveling in his bandit’s disguise) killed—or that he could probably identify the killers if it came to that. In times like these, such information could get you thrown into a dungeon somewhere. Still, the whole incident rather pleased him, as if he’d had a private and privileged experience that allied him to the larger world’s controlling scheme.

Later that morning Udrog was lucky enough to beg a ride on a fast horse at the back of the saddle of a private messenger, galloping along certain back roads with information a wealthy Ellamon importer needed to send hurriedly to one of his suppliers in the south. A good-hearted, hard-riding fellow, the messenger might have dispelled Udrog’s confusion. But it never occurred to the boy to ask. And the man did not offer much in the way of conversation to the scruffy, itinerant barbarian. Still, the day’s gallop was fun, if tiring. The messenger gave him an iron coin at the end of it (with which the boy bought a meal one village over) and sent him on. And they’d passed ahead of the funeral procession, anyway—though they hadn’t actually seen it, for they were not taking the main highway. And the funeral caravan went slowly, stopping at each small town for a respectful hour or two while the more curious inhabitants came out to stare at the milling soldiers, at the sweating drummers, at the entourage of red-robed aristocrats who traveled with them, while whatever lingering aristocracy (or just the very rich) who wished to join them came down on their horses or in their closed funeral wagons to ride on with the procession to Kolhari and into the Garth.

These mangled facts, then, were what the naked Udrog had carried with him into the ruined castle that evening when he decided to rest.

When he awoke in the ancient hall, it was not only the sounds and the fire and the naked man, squatting by him, watching, that were strange. The strangest thing was that the naked man claimed to be someone Udrog himself had seen murdered beside a campfire a night back; and, that morning, the boy had seen his drumming funeral cortege roll past. Udrog was sure the big man was lying to him. Everyone lied in sexual situations. (Certainly Udrog did, whenever possible.) But, so far, the lie, if strange, seemed harmless—since Udrog knew the truth.

This more or less marks the extent of Udrog’s confusion. But there are still things to say of that about which the boy was clear.

When, by the roadside campfire, the one-eyed bandit had claimed to be Gorgik the Liberator, from the first exchanges between them Udrog had observed signs of madness, deceit, and danger numerous enough to make him wary and watchful for the rest of the night—however he’d later re-read them beside the loud procession of the dead as signs of greatness, nobility, and power. Those signs, indeed, were why he had not propositioned the bandit. And the night’s violence had only confirmed the rightness of his intuition.

When, by the castle fire, this man claimed to be Gorgik the Liberator, from the first exchanges between them Udrog had observed no such signs at all. He’d heard no halts, over-excitements, and sudden uncertainties. The strangenesses, the oddities, the blatant contradictions with what Udrog believed to be the case all seemed, somehow, within the firelit summer stones, too abstract to act on—although Udrog was quite ready to dismiss the entire ruling class of Nevèrÿon as mad, or at least very different from himself. These oddities puzzled him, yes, as, finally, so much in the world puzzled; but they were not decipherable signs with clear warnings of danger he could read, comprehend, and respond to with proper care and precaution.

So, in the way a child will accept a judgment of the unknown from an adult who at least seems sane, Udrog tried to accept these.

In the same way that, had something about this man caused Udrog to feel wary and suspicious, no abstract reassurance or intellectual explanation could have swayed the boy’s action and observation from what he felt was the right concern for such a case, so, as this man’s manner and bearing made Udrog feel safe and protected despite all contradictions with the world around, nothing moved the boy toward the poise-for-flight, the suspension of desire that might have seemed, given his confusion, more appropriate.

Udrog had already followed his sexual whims through many situations that would have been more than strange enough to deter, with our greater age and wisdom, you and me.

Thus he followed them here.

The desired collar had been produced.

But with the impatience of a child before his own lusts, he wished the deed begun and done quickly. The prospect of more talk introduced only another contradiction.

Udrog lay beside the big man, listening impatiently, quiet through the tale, but only because Gorgik was bigger and stronger than he, if not, for the moment, his master.
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THEY LAY ON THE fur rug, the boy in the slave collar, the man beside him, watching the ceiling beams, which the fire, flickering lower and lower, lit less and less.

‘Odd, even tonight: the man whose corpse comes toward this town, whose funeral I go tomorrow to join with full honor and respect, was once my greatest enemy. How many times, in the early years, when I was abroad in the land, not much better than a bandit, when my tactics and campaigns and strategies were about to fall before the impossibility of my enterprise, was it his face I dreamed of striking, his heart I hoped to hack out, his body I tingled to torture, till, mewling and weeping, he went down, down, down into death! For he was already a minister, with all the weight of birth and tradition behind him, in support of Nevèrÿon’s most conservative policy as regards the institution I’d sworn to destroy. By the time I was called to court as a minister myself, we’d already had a dozen encounters, some of them cool and reasoned—some of them near mortal. But now, as I came within the walls of the council room with a voice and a vote and at last the title of equal, my enemy was suddenly my teacher, my critic, my exemplar. He was the mirror I had to look into to learn what I was to do. Only by searching among his could I find what had to become my strategies; for he was a man—I admit it—far more skilled in the ways of state, diplomacy, and government than I. It was he I had to imitate if I would win the day. I was now a minister, a man sworn to end, by political means, what I had not been able to end by military might:

‘I would make the Court of Eagles, with the Child Empress speaking for it, end slavery in Nevèrÿon. I knew it could be done. But doing it? In the real world of hunger and thirst, sorrow and joy, labor and leisure, it’s hard to imagine the intricacies of power that make the law move, that make its enforcement possible, that make a mandate from the empress—“Slavery is now ended in Nevèrÿon!”—more than words muttered by a madwoman on a foggy field.

‘To learn, then, I had to turn to a man, a minister, and a politician, dead today, who, for all his skill, was then still nameless to half the country—whose anonymity, in fact, was half his might.

‘He hated me.

‘I hated him … 

It’s strange, Udrog, to feel the clear and cloven boundary between you and all you’ve ever stood against break away. But to win what I wanted from him, I had to become more and more like him.

‘Maybe you know it, Udrog. I was once a slave. When the Child Empress Ynelgo seized power, my parents were slaughtered; I was taken captive and sold to the empress’s obsidian mines at the foot of the Faltha Mountains. I was not far from your age now when I was left there—when the collar you wear willingly tonight was clapped and locked around my most unwilling neck. Certainly I can tell you: my first sexual interests in the collar were fixed years before that when I was perhaps—oh, five or six. In the back room of a warehouse where my father worked, once, as a child I’d come upon some two dozen slaves in their collars toward whom I’m sure I felt …? But the pause holds desire as much as it holds all my uncertainties about it. Yes, I have such memories. You have, too. We both return to them, now and again, to weave, unweave, and reweave the stories that make our lives comprehensible to us. But whatever fascination, or even partial truth, such memories hold, how useful can they be to someone who wishes to understand how his or her freedom works? How can you define the self from a time when the self was too young to understand definition? Let me speak instead of the stunned, wary, and very frightened boy who, a decade later, was a slave.

‘Who was he?

‘How did he become something other?

‘My father began as a common sailor on the Nevèrÿon coast and ended as an importer’s dispatcher at the Kolhari docks. My mother began as a porter in a market of the Spur and ended as a woman in her own house with no other work than caring for her family and supervising the barbarian girl she paid to help with cooking and cleaning. Both of them, in affluent times, took their lives far beyond childhood expectations. And since they had, they expected me to. As they had done better than their parents, they wished me to do better than they. Believe me, little man from whom, I suspect, no one has ever expected anything, such expectations—like such suspicions—are a burden.

‘I didn’t carry it. Better say I set it down each day I crossed our dockside doorstep to saunter the city’s alleys or run the Kolhari waterfront; say that I kept as far from it as I could: I befriended bad company, became a sneak thief one day and a daredevil the next. Say I hid it behind every smiling lie I told whenever a lie would suit me. Youth hurled me through a life never set, in its greater form, by anything other than laziness. Oh, I was friendly and good-natured enough; but only because friendliness and good nature were the easiest way to win the worthless goals that were all I’d set myself as I tried to avoid everything that might be called responsibility. I was only a grin and a joke and a gratuitous kindness (the only sort I’d let myself indulge) from becoming a scoundrel who, in another decade, would have inserted his scurrilities into some business venture, likely with success, but only through the adult form of the laziness that had formed the boy. Yet, by one of those chances that, searching out the inevitabilities they call history, Nevèrÿon’s masters mull over and explore for years afterward, till the exploration becomes a distortion we who lived through it can no longer recognize at all, when I was fifteen my life swerved.

‘The Dragon was struck down.

‘The Eagle was raised up.

‘My parents were slain. My father’s death I saw. My mother’s, in the other room, I heard.

‘And I was taken as a slave to those dripping, noxious pits at the Falthas’ foot, beyond all expectations now.

‘My first weeks at the mines I was shattered, numbed, even a little mad. As far as I could think at all, all I thought of was escape. But the only escapes I could imagine were magical, mystical—impractical and impossible: while we sat outside, hunched over our suppers by the barracks, one of the fabled dragons supposed to live wild on the Falthas’ upper ledges would swoop down; and, as the rest screamed and fell in terror, I’d leap on the beast’s green neck to be carried off and up to new heights of light and glory. Or, one morning when I got up from our dirty straw, everyone I looked at, slave, guard, or free farmer in the neighboring field, would cringe and crumple, unable to bear my eyes, which, in the night, had grown fatal with power, so that, simply and suddenly, I would walk away to an inanely volcanic and sunlit leisure and delight. Or, again, while I toiled in the mud and slippery rock, the air fouled by the red flares set in iron on the walls, I would start to crawl forward, down some dank, hip-high passageway, into the dark, while the space narrowed and narrowed; yet somehow it never ended or became too low to wriggle forward; and, after hours, days, weeks of inching through sweaty black, I’d emerge in a wide and wondershot meadow where the sun was cool as autumn and the stars as warm as summer, a land of wholly inverted values where the very sign of my servitude, the iron at my neck, would be taken by all I met as a symbol of transcendent freedom.

‘But the extravagance of these fancies was balanced—overweighted, bowed, and bound down—by what had been numbed, deadened, all but killed in me by capture. Everything that allowed thought to become word, idea to become act, or plan to become practice had been shocked, stunned, petrified. I was no more capable of fixing a real plan toward freedom, or of making a move to implement it, than I was of flying into the sky, killing with a glance, or crawling under a mountain. All possibility of praxis had, thanks to that random seizure, died. What did those around me see, guards, foremen, and my fellow slaves, when they looked over? After the first months, when the shock of my circumstances had settled, what they saw was a good-natured fellow just sixteen, moving on toward seventeen, who now or again would lie or steal to better some side of his indenture, who now and again might indulge a gratuitous kindness equally to slave or guard. (One such—food I swiped from an overfat foreman to give to a boy only months newer to the mines than I and harassed by the guards for his jokes and high spirits—precipitated a riot and gained me this scar. In the confusion, a guard flung a pickax at me; the point caught my forehead and tore on down my cheek. I’d wanted to help the boy because he amused me in a place where very little made you grin. I was mauled because the guards had already decided such spirit as his might be a point around which rebellion could gather; and all who took to him were marked. The lesson was that, when you are oppressed, your acts, even if gratuitous, must not only be, but must seem, aimless, random, purposeless—so that reprisals don’t fall on whomever you’d help: afterward the boy was transferred to the worst and most murderous mining division.) But all my actions, however they were interpreted, were only done to alleviate the tension and discomfort of the moment; I was to cowed even to consider the linkage moment makes with moment to create the history that, despite our masters, is never inevitable, only more or less negotiable. Through it all, though now and then I had hours of equally gratuitous anger, there was no bit of rebellion. What rebels had been all but slain in me; and all my labor, all my jokes, all my banter with those around me, in the pits, at the barracks, or in the journey between, were simple—even mechanical—habit, left over from my life before; habit that only aped a certain liveliness, while the self which gives life meaning had been banished from my body. What they saw, I’m telling you, Udrog, was the perfect slave. They saw it because, during the height of my freedom, loose among Kolhari’s docks and at large among her side streets, I had been already so near the debased creation all political power yearns to turn its subjects into that my new condition made (my masters wanted me to believe in order to control me; and I wanted to believe in order to survive their control) no difference.

‘What did I think at the time?

‘I was intact. Only circumstances had changed.

‘Ha!

‘I think it was three months above a year after my capture that the lords came to the mines. But it could have been six months more—or six months less.

‘What I remember, at any rate, is this:

‘One afternoon rain brought us back from the flooded pits an hour early. Ivory clouds were piled around the ragged Falthas. The piney escarpments in the late light were black as the heaped chips we hauled from the obsidian tunnels after we cut the larger blocks and slabs. Copper smeared the west with red, as evening scratched the sky to blood. Crossing the leaf-strewn barracks yard, I’d stopped to look down at myself in one of the puddles that joined another with a silver ribbon across black earth while the water threw back the burning day—when the foreman bawled: “You there! I want you over at the south barracks! And you too—yes, and you!”

‘Confused, I started toward where I’d been directed, along with half a dozen others who’d been picked from among the tired men returning from the pit to our quarters.

‘Beside the south barracks, the seven of us milled: two wore leather clouts; the rest were naked. All were filthy—dirt to the hair and eyebrows. All of us were in our iron collars. But it was clear we’d been chosen, from among the hundred fifty miners, because we were the biggest, the strongest, the most strapping fellows in the place. And it should tell you something about the others of us that so many of the seven were as young as we were. A guard came, cursing, in among us; and, a moment later, four strange soldiers with spears and shields stepped up. (We glanced at them, then stared into other puddles and did not whisper.) One gave the order forward, and—with the soldiers at the corners of our group—we started through trees and brush to turn down a slope of tall grass, which beat wet whips against our thighs to make the dirt there mud.

‘We’d gone half a mile when I saw, beside a grove ahead, horses tethered among several wagons, while more soldiers led four or five others, stepping high at the end of their lead lines. With spears and shields another dozen Imperial guards ambled about. By one closed carriage men were raising a blue pavilion with braided fringe. Once I glimpsed some rich red cloak (passing between the common leather ones) set with so much metal and so many glittering stones my first thought was that at the center of this military show must be some mummers’ troupe, like those I’d sometimes watched as they mimicked the doings of earls and baronines back in the Kolhari market.

‘Someone shouted for us to halt.

‘Standing there on grass already muddied and worn down, I’d forgotten the guard with us, nor did I see the tall man who’d stepped up on the other side, till one called to the other, voice carrying over us as if we were not there: “All right. We can handle them from here. We don’t need you. Leave them and go back to your barracks.” The man who spoke was tall, brown, and stood easily on the wet slope. I looked at his sandals, his worked metal belt, and the half-dozen neck chains from various government orders hanging, bronze and copper, over his blouse. Edged with fur, his cloak had fallen forward over one shoulder. This was no mummer miming with theatrical exaggeration the image our debased populace carries of Nevèrÿon’s nobility. Here was a noble himself! “Thank you, my man—in the name of the empress, whose reign is grand and gracious.” The lord raised his hand to touch the back of his fist to his forehead in that traditional gesture of respect, which, as he performed it, became the merest relief of the tiniest irritation, practically unfelt—he brushed it away that quickly!

‘“Yes, sir!” The guard looked astonished and uncomfortable and dumb at once. He was squat and strong, with a heavy lower lip, a leather clout sewn up with thongs, and a club hanging at his hip. He had stolen my supper three times, had nearly broken that club across my calves twice, and had stood laughing over me when I’d lain bleeding from that pickax flung by another guard he counted as his friend. He was almost as dirty as we were. “Of course—yes. You’ll be all right with them, My Lord? Well, sure, if you say so, sir. Right, sir. Right.” Then, as if struck by gross memory, he smashed the back of his fist against his forehead. “The empress …!” bowing, backing, barefoot, up the slope, he beat his head again. “Yes, the empress, whose reign—” He almost tripped. And fisted his forehead once more. “Whose reign is just and generous …!”

‘The tall lord smiled. “Come on, men. I’ll put you to work in a moment. You’ll be serving me, also Lord Anuron, and Count Jeu-Forsi—Anuron, is the big one running around in the red. You see him, down there? And the Lesser Lady Esulla rides with us. I doubt you’ll see too much of her. But she’s the reason you’re here. If she tells you to do something, jump to it. You hear me, now?” He laughed and led us into the encampment to turn us over to the caravan steward, who put some of us to work hauling tent ropes and staking down the pavilion, while others of us were told to unload the provision wagons, and still others sent to help with the horses—though they had quite enough soldiers and servants for the work. But we did as we were instructed and tried to stay as unnoticed as possible among those around us who knew so much better what they were doing than we. Bewildered by our momentary transition, we had no way to question it.

‘Not till years later did I begin to learn the mix of guilt and fascination with which Nevèrÿon’s lords regarded their slaves—though it manifested itself about me for the whole of the afternoon and evening. What I did learn that day, however, was a myriad of separate facts about the nobility, whom, during the time of my freedom, I’d never seen from so close.

‘That day was the first I heard the preposterous nicknames they call one another, in parody or denial of their power, the red-cloaked Lord Anuron was Piffles to his face—and Acorn Head behind his back, even when his fellow lords were addressing his own servants. Count Jeu-Forsi was called Toad by his companions. And Fluffy, a name I overheard from time to time, now as I carried someone’s trunk across the yard, now as I came back with an armload of rope (the three young lords had stopped to talk beside two soldiers staking down the last pavilion guy), I assumed was the unseen Lesser Lady.

‘In ten minutes, I was treated to one or those tantrums all too frequent among the very, very rich: within some group of his own guards and servants Lord Anuron began to turn about, left and right, his red cloak waving, shouting in a shriller and shriller voice: “All right! You think you can dominate me? You think you run everything? Well, you don’t, you know! It’s uncivilized! I could have every one of you replaced by real slaves! Oh, and don’t you think I wouldn’t for one second! You see, I’ve already called seven of them here! So you all just better watch yourselves! I should have every single one of you whipped, whipped, whipped within an inch of your shitty little lives! No, I will not tolerate it! I will not, I tell you!” Then, quivering—between the shoulders of two soldiers, I could see the thick, strapping young man was on the verge of tears!—he turned and stalked from the encampment.

‘“I’m afraid Piffles—” the tall lord who’d met us spoke right at my ear; it startled me—“is under quite a bit of strain through here. You mustn’t mind him when he gets like that. You’ll get all too used to it in a while. Sorry.” Then, while I blinked after him, he walked away. I don’t know if I was more surprised by Lord Anuron’s outburst or by my being spoken to by another lord as if I were someone whose judgment of it mattered!

‘Over the next hour, now overhearing the guards, now the servants, now daring to exchange a quick grin and some whispers with another miner, now through some chance comment from the lords themselves, I pieced together a story as romantic as any mummers’ skit.

‘The three lords had been traveling from the western desert to the eastern shore. Stopping at a baron’s estate a few days back, they’d learned that the baron’s daughter, the Lesser Lady Esulla, was to journey in the same direction. In these days of bandits and the general dangers of travel, the baron wished to know, would the lords consent to let her wagon join their caravan? Lady Esulla had been recently widowed. The purpose of her trip was to seek a new husband. Indeed, either Lord Anuron or Count Jeu-Forsi might find an alliance with her family both honorable and profitable.

‘Most certainly they would. They’d be honored, they said. It was their privilege to ride with and offer their protection to the baron’s daughter.

‘The first three days of travel had seen a rising competitiveness between the two lords whose family connections made them acceptable husbands—Jeu-Forsi and Anuron—with more and more daring deeds of a more and more outrageous sort, now perpetrated by one, now by the other. That, in fact, was why seven strong slaves had been ordered up from the mines, as part of some entertainment for her ladyship, though the day before, when it had become clear to the lady that this stranger and stranger behavior on the part of her traveling companions was really some manic courtship rite, her response had simply been to remain within her traveling wagon throughout the day. Though that wagon, the one at the side of the clearing with the woven curtains drawn tightly across its windows, had stopped with theirs, and one or two of her servants had been in and out of it briefly (“Yes, her ladyship was well …  no, she did not wish to be disturbed”), the Lesser Lady herself had not appeared—which only made the young blades that much more irritable.

‘I was wholly unclear about what entertainment we had been called to provide. But as we were set now to this job, now to that, I just assumed, whatever it was, it had been put by because of the lady’s lack of cooperation. I became as curious as anybody in the camp (as curious as I might have been had I been observing it all in a skit of countesses and thanes on the mummers’ market platform): what was going on within that silent wagon, with its drawn curtains, its red and orange designs, its closed carriage door?

‘Yet now and again, something or other would bend that interest:

‘First, I happened to step behind one of the other wagons and saw Count Jeu-Forsi, sitting on an overturned chest, knee to knee with a miner called Namyuk, who’d been captured three years before by slavers on some back road in the south. The count was drinking from a cider jug and was already drunk. “You must let me touch it. Let me. Let me, I say. There! No, no, you can’t protest. If you do, I shall order it cut off. I can do that, you know. I just don’t understand why all of you have such big ones—even those of you who weren’t born to servitude. When the slavers go out on capturing raids, is that the first thing they look for? Now tell me, doesn’t that feel good? You must say yes. Say ‘Yes’ to me. It feels good enough when I do it to my own. ‘Yes.’ Now.” The irony is that, I’d long ago noted back at the mines, Namyuk was completely repelled by, and uninterested in, the various sexual adjustments any large group of men denied women make among themselves almost immediately. Perhaps because he was such a strong boy, he’d managed to keep almost wholly away from them. (As soon as I’d realized they were flourishing about me, I was at their center.) Often that takes a show of violence. But there was no violence possible here. Namyuk glanced up at me with a dull, opened-mouth look neither of surprise nor horror nor outrage nor disgust. (He was missing some teeth.) It was simply the blank stare of the stunned. The drunken count did not see me. I’m afraid I grinned—before I stepped back out of sight. Did I have a moment of sympathy? Sadly and savagely I think I found Namyuk’s plight funny. And my real thoughts were all of the lord: so, this was the noble sot who was wooing the mysterious Lesser Lady. It seemed a bit of comic relief to heighten the drama going on in the clearing.

‘The second incident was only minutes later, when I paused to overhear the tall lord in the fur-edged cloak, leaning against one of the pavilion poles and talking to his body servant, who squatted before him, busy searching for something in a small casket open on the ground. “Frankly, I find it disgusting the way they’re carrying on—both Piffles and Toad competing to see who can act the perfect mule turd. And all for that skinny twit shut up in her wagon—though, really, with the two of them acting the way they are, I don’t blame her. If I were in Fluffy’s position, I’d probably do the same.” I listened, sure I was as unnoticed here as I’d been behind the carriage. But the lord turned to gesture at me, though his eyes swept by me as his fist had swept his forehead when he’d saluted the empress. “Now, of course, we’ve got these loathsome fools to deal with. It’s disgusting—disgusting! Not Her Majesty’s policy at all; and both of them know it. Come here, my man.”

‘I stepped up, surprised all over again.

‘“You seem to have finished the last thing you had to do. Let me give you another job, before Toad gets his moist little fingers on you. Really, though, with that wound on your face—” for the pickax injury, if from time to time I forgot it, had not yet settled to this single scar, but was still a ravine of red flesh and dried scab that cascaded my brow and cheek—“if the dirt doesn’t stop him, that, at least, should keep you safe from his sloppy attentions. Now you go on and …”

‘He gave me another job.

‘And I, who’d been telling myself how I would have exploited the interest of that most noble besotted lord, went off to perform it—with the same stunned expression Namyuk had worn: a man who’d welcomed us so cordially, whose natural nobility had so flustered my guard, and who had passed a comment to me like an equal, had just dismissed me, on some whim that was the incomprehensibly random itself, as a disgusting ugly fool.

‘In the middle of my work, I heard a call for the slaves to come to the clearing. Were we to be sent back to the mines now? Confused, I trotted out, into the space among the wagons.

‘“That’s right. Come here, the lot of you!” Lord Anuron had taken off his cloak. In his red tunic, he waved an arm about in its long, loose sleeve. He was a great, brown, bear of a man, with nappy black hair, thick arms, and furry thighs showing below his red hem. “We’re going to have a little contest, now. We’re going to see what you’re made of. We called for the seven strongest slaves in the mine—though they seem to have sent us the seven youngest, instead.” All those standing around laughed. “But no matter. We’ve been watching you, you see. Now you.” He beckoned me to step forward. “You look like a strong boy. Though not quite so strong as”—here he turned to survey the line of us—“you there!” The one he pointed to was a miner called Vrach. “What’s your name, my man?”

‘“Eh …  Vrach, sir.” Looking about warily, Vrach stepped out. “My name’s Vrach.”

‘“Are you ready to wrestle for your freedom, Vrach?”

‘“My Lord …?”

‘“You heard me. A fair fight to a single fall—yes, between you and me. How do you like that? If you win, I’ll buy you from the mines, take that collar from your neck, and give it to you as a present in honor of your new-won liberty. That is, if you can beat me …?”

Vrach was one of some half-dozen miners whom I’d already decided that, because of their strength (or because they were simply half-mad), I would never fight. He was about twenty-four and had been in the mines a decade—though before that he’d been born into servitude somewhere in the west and had only been sold here when the estate he’d worked on was broken up. His hip-heavy body was all knots and blocks and angles, balanced on big, cracked feet. Some of his beard was already white; though, with the dirt, it looked mostly no color at all. He’d always been quiet. I’d tried a few times to befriend him. It hadn’t particularly worked. As I stood in the clearing, watching Vrach blink his wrinkled lids over reddened eyes, Namyuk came from behind the wagon. (I guess because he was clearly not the strongest of us, nobody did more than glance.) Moments later, Count Jeu-Forsi came out, too. He folded his arms and stood on the sidelines.

‘“And …  if I lose, sir?”

‘Who, I wondered, in these last hours had stunned Vrach?

‘“Oh, why then—” Anuron turned up his large hands and laughed. He was taller than Vrach, darker, and broader; but though Anuron was strong, foot to forehead Vrach was clearly harder—“it’s back to the mines with you. That’s all. Nothing to lose, certainly. What do you say?”

‘“Then why must I fight you sir? Why not just send me back now?”

‘“But my man, we want some sport here!” The lord laughed, broadly, nervously. “A little entertainment. A fair fight, one fall, with freedom as the prize. Now don’t tell me you’re frightened?”

‘“Yes, sir!”

‘“But of what?” demanded Lord Anuron; the others around us, guards and servants, were starting to smile.

‘“You’ll kill me if I raise a hand to you!” Vrach blurted. “You’re the lord. I’m only a slave, sir. I’m not allowed to fight with you; and you’ll kill me if I dare!” Vrach, I realized, was terrified. And so, it struck me, was I! In his iron collar, Vrach went on: “You want to fight me to show off to the Lady inside.” The clearing we stood in was directly before the closed wagon; posts had been set at the four corners of a wide space and an attempt had been made to clear the ground of stones and fallen branches, though it was just as puddled and ribboned as our barracks yard. “You want her to see you win. Then why should you let yourself lose? If I come near to hurting you, or even to getting the upper hand, you or one of your guards will strike me dead! I know it, sir!”

‘“No, no, no!” The lord was becoming flustered. Still wearing his sword, he reached down to unstrap it. “There—” He flung it, with its belt and scabbard, to the sidelines, then hauled his red tunic over his head, to toss it off to the other side of the clearing. “Now, you see, my man? We’re equals. I’m as naked as you are!”

‘And though Vrach was a slave who went naked, the iron was still at his neck. “No, sir. Please, sir! Don’t make me fight you! Don’t—”

‘Crouching a little, Lord Anuron stepped forward and swung his hand against Vrach’s beard. “Come, now, my man! Fight, I say! A coward?” He slapped Vrach’s other cheek. “Protect yourself. Come on. I thought our slaves were made of better stuff!”

‘Vrach put a hand up to his face, turning almost wholly away. He mumbled back over his shoulder “Please, sir—!”

‘“I say fight!” and here Lord Anuron closed with Vrach.

‘Vrach tried to twist away and almost fell, so that he had to turn back to catch the bigger man; and held him—only to keep from slipping. And, after a fashion, they fought: I’d seen Vrach level any number of miners in the brawls that had broken out in our barracks. But here the slave fought the way, two or three times in Kolhari, I’d seen well-bred merchants fight when set on by a street vandal: since fighting was something they simply never did, and thus the encounter was, for them, outside all known law, and since they were also completely ignorant of what hidden weapons their assailant had (usually none—though, of course, not always) or what levels of violence the battle might, in a moment, rise to (again, usually none—though, yet again, not always), they fought not to injure the assailant or even to defend themselves. All their effort went into immobilizing the attacker, trying only to hold him still, hoping vaguely that, if they could only go on holding him long enough, he would come to his senses and cease his rowdiness. And since, thus, they fought in a dream, they always lost—usually sustaining injuries as well as theft. Vrach tried to hold on to the bear-like Anuron, just to keep the nobleman from hitting him.

‘Standing beside me, the tall lord began to cheer. The circle of servants and caravan guards (how many swords and spears and shields could I see among them!) took it up. I didn’t.

‘Neither did Namyuk.

‘Nor did the other slaves at the sidelines. Though some servants and soldiers were shouting for Vrach and some were shouting for Anuron, I believe that, even if the promised prize had been freedom for all seven of us, I could not have cheered Vrach on. Rather, I—and I think it was true for the rest of us—was with him, slipping and struggling in the mud; we were as terrified as he that, at the least display of strength, someone—a soldier if not the lord he fought—would just step out and slay him.

‘With a great grin, Lord Anuron shoved staggering Vrach away, and the two stood panting, Vrach looking around, perhaps for somewhere to run—when Anuron barreled into him, toppling with him in a puddle. The mirror broke. The two flailed, splattering first water, then mud, now this one rolling on top, now the other. But, through the whole thing, Vrach only tried to hold the lord off or to pull himself away, while the muddy Anuron pummeled and struck with fist, elbow, or knee.

‘The soldiers and servants went on shouting. (What, I wondered, constituted a single fall? Anuron was still fighting.) Though I had begun the day observing as if this were some mummer’s skit of the lives and loves of hereditary nobility, what I saw here was something no mummer would ever show on the platform: these nobles were free, free to do anything, anything to us. They were free to summon us or send us away. They were free to speak to us as equals one moment, and free to call us disgusting fools the next. They were free to caress us in any way they wished, and free to strike or maim us in any other. They were free to promise us freedom, and free to thrust a blade in our livers as we looked up in joy. That’s what had stunned Vrach; and it stunned the six of us as we watched Vrach get his feet under him, as we watched Lord Anuron grab Vrach’s leg and yank him back down for a second fall. And I knew that whether the tale was that of a slave’s winning his freedom in a single fall or of the lord’s proving his manliness to a noble lesser lady, neither story was for my benefit nor the benefit of anyone else in the collar.

‘The two struggled.

‘And for all the ripples around them in that muddied mirror, I could no longer make out in it any turn of cloud, nor any branch of tree.

‘Then the door to the Lady Esulla’s wagon opened. Crouching down, a servant woman looked out, ducked back in, then pushed something forward: an elaborate box splatted onto the mud. She disappeared. (The cheers and cries increased at the contest, but I was watching the wagon.) A thin, dark woman with short black hair, wide-spaced eyes, and wearing a white ankle-length shift stepped carefully out to stand on the pedestal.

‘She looked at the fighters.

‘Lord Anuron must have seen her. Perhaps he relaxed his grip, because Vrach pulled away from him, splashing on all fours, and, three yards off, staggered to his feet. Vrach turned to her too, mud from sole to crown. Blinking, he took a step back.

‘Lord Anuron reeled upright, made a clumsy bow to the Lady, and grinned through the slop. He turned in the torn-up clearing to face Vrach, who stood, looking between the lady and the lord. Anuron took a breath. Then, again, he barreled forward. What he did next was to bring his knee up, hard, between Vrach’s legs and, at the same time, bring both fists down, like dropped rocks, on Vrach’s shoulders. The miner rose enough for his feet to suck clear from the mud, gave out an “Uggggggg …” and fell, splattering, both hands thrust between his legs. He lay there, the “Uggggggggggggg …” going on. And on.

‘Guards and servants applauded.

‘“ … ggggggggggg …”

‘And on.’
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‘PANTING, GRINNING, LORD ANURON looked around at his audience. That must have been the fall he was waiting for: he gave another small bow, then turned to Lady Esulla. “See?” he called, over the applause, between gasped breaths. “I won, Fluffy …! That last was a trick my father taught me …  Does it every time! I could even teach it to you too, if you’d like …? I tell you, it’s not a bad idea for women to know how to fight in these strange and terrible times!”

‘As guards and servants moved off, Count Jeu-Forsi came forward to stand over Vrach. Slowly, he stooped, took the miner’s shoulder, and peered at him.

‘The Lesser Lady stepped from her pedestal, to make her way across the mud and squat, beside them, the hem of her shift in seconds soaked and soiled.

‘In his fur-edged cloak, the tall lord walked out to join them. Vrach’s moan came from among them. I couldn’t hear what they were saying, but from their whispers and consultations, they were talking about the fallen miner.

‘I was surprised.

‘So was Lord Anuron.

‘Still buoyed by his victory, he went over to see what they were doing and said genially: “I knew if we got started, Fluffy, that would bring you out. Come on, now. You must tell me: what did you think of that last one—the one I dropped him with?”

‘Lady Esulla looked up from where she knelt on the muddy ground. “Piffles—” her voice was both breathy and chill—“will you, if only for my sake and the honor you bear my father, put some effort into being a little less tiresome? Otherwise, I don’t know what I’m going to do!”

‘“Tiresome …?” Lord Anuron stepped back. “Tiresome …!” His face contorted toward the same flustered petulance with which he’d raged at his servants. But he turned and, with the mud still on him (some blood in with it, too, on his shoulder and his thigh), once more stalked, this time naked, from the encampment toward the far pines.

‘The three nobles turned again to Vrach. Now they called the six of us over—what, they wanted to know, did we think of his condition? I have no idea what we mumbled. Lady Esulla sent for towels and a basin, and stooped there, washing mud from Vrach’s face and chest. Now over his drunkenness (perhaps that had only been for Namyuk), Count Jeu-Forsi called someone to run to his tent and fetch the stoppered bronze pitcher—it was a powerful, even dangerous, potion; but he never traveled without it. At least it would ease the miner’s pain. (Though it took almost half an hour to take effect, it did.) They had a stretcher brought. Count Jeu-Forsi took one end and ordered a soldier to carry the other. (I didn’t think the little lord was strong enough for it and stepped up to take it from him. But, though he still smelled of drink, he waved me back; and managed very well.) As the stretcher went past us, the tall lord stood with his hand on Lady Esulla’s shoulder, the two talking softly, now with concern for Vrach, now with barely controlled outrage at Acorn Head.

‘Lady Esulla sent three servants to set up a bed of benches for Vrach by the side entrance to the pavilion. We kept glancing over where they were bringing out mats and pillows and rugs—none of us, you understand, slept on anything but straw and earth in our barracks. Yes, it was best for the others to go back to the mines this evening. Really, the lords could not apologize enough—to all of us! Namyuk and I were chosen to stay over at the caravan site and help Vrach back in the morning, since he was in no condition to return that night. A soldier would go with the other miners and explain our absence. We two mustn’t worry. It would all be taken care of. The others went off, while Namyuk and I were told to make ourselves as comfortable as we could, there beside the pavilion, where Vrach was stretched, dazed from the drug. Supper hour had arrived at the caravan, and servants began to come out to Namyuk and me with a dozen (it seemed) astonishing dishes, more than half of which we were afraid to eat because we didn’t know what they were. Still, the remainder made a meal more sumptuous than anything I’d ever known, not only at the mines but, indeed, at my home in Kolhari. Vrach’s occasional moan behind us joined the sound of our eating and the soldiers’ and servants’ chatter coming and going inside.

‘As the sky’s blue deepened, the tall lord came out to us.

‘He’d come to look at Vrach.

‘He’d also brought out his own plate and, after once more examining the injured slave (who now at least was conscious and able to mutter a few words), sat down to finish his meal with us. He called for a small bowl of broth to be brought and held Vrach’s head in his lap to spoon a few sips past the miner’s beard. For the first time since the fight Vrach managed a smile—then threw up all over the lord’s lap and leg.

‘Always squeamish, Namyuk bolted from the bed’s edge at that one. But the lord only called for more towels to clean Vrach and himself. Then, when he’d made the miner as comfortable as possible with more pillows and rugs, he sat down beside me again on the bed to continue his supper. (Namyuk finished his, squatting on the ground, his plate between his toes.) My mother’s care for me during some childhood sickness played at my memory. In the mines, no one received such treatment. There, a sick or injured slave was simply put to work on a less demanding job. If his ailment was such that he would be indisposed for more than two or three days, he was often taken off somewhere and left to starve—that is, if a guard didn’t grow tired of his calls for food and kill him in the night with a knife across the throat.

‘The tall lord—I didn’t know his name nor can I remember what Toad or Fluffy had called him—stayed on to talk to us, to ask about our lives at the mines, about our lives before. He told us that, while his own parents had once owned many, many slaves, though he remembered seeing them in the fields when he was ten or twelve, the empress did not relish the institution, and, though buying or owning slaves was still legal, when his family had moved to the north their slaves had been freed or sold. For all four of the nobles together in the caravan, including Lord Anuron, mastery such as we had seen abused today was a childhood memory, not an adult reality. (That night I first learned, while the empress still owned various slave-worked institutions such as the mines there in the north and the quarries off in the south, no slaves were used at court.) His curiosity about us and our lives was as sincere as his concern for Vrach, and as we talked there, through the evening, all of us, despite our discomfort, despite our distrust, became more and more open, more and more honest—no doubt he as much as we. That evening, I learned things of Namyuk and Vrach (who was, after a while, able to talk a little) I’d never have learned at the mines—if only because I’d never have thought to ask such questions as that tall lord asked. Doubtless they learned similar things of me. And all three slaves learned things about the life of a Nevèrÿon noble that bewildered, that astonished, that seemed as unbelievable to us as any night dream reconsidered in the day. Oh, not all we learned was pleasant. When Vrach fell silent awhile, Namyuk and I were soon talking of our freedom, our capture, our life before the mines. The tall lord listened. The tall lord smiled. But now from a momentarily noble frown, now from a lordly blink of incomprehension, now from a look of truly imperial blankness, soon Namyuk, Vrach, and I—and, finally, the lord himself—began to suspect that the life we were describing to him was so far below his in comfort, privilege, and power, that both Namyuk’s forest village and my dockside home were so chained about in what for him was just pettiness and poverty …  well, as he finally admitted to us, leaning forward on his knees with a small smile of apology, he was just not sure he could see the difference between such freedom and actual slavery; nor was he clear why one state was really preferable to the other and accepted it (if indeed he did) only on our say-so.

‘And so we talked of that awhile.

‘There’s a tale newly freed, or presently rebelling, slaves often tell, of how, when speaking with a master, there is always something held back, always an inner core kept in reserve no master ever sees, a secret self no slave will ever show to any lord. Yes, there’re many moments of conflict, rebellion, hostility, of injurious or insulting ignorance where such reserve is real. But as a universal, I suspect, like almost any other, that is just another mummer’s tale, however and whomever it aids. True, in the course of the day these nobles had violated me and Naymuk and Vrach in just about every way they could. Yet now, when one turned to offer his humanity, grown generous and complex in a field of privilege we could not even conceive of, you must tell me, Udrog: what did we have to hold back? I cannot speak for Vrach or Namyuk. But certainly I had nothing; it had all been taken from me with my capture. So the four of us, three slaves and a lord, talked on, innocently and honestly, out of our ignorance of the chains that held us together, of the chains that held us apart, while the sky blackened and the night’s chill came on.

‘We’d been speaking there over an hour, when Lord Anuron stepped from the pavilion, holding up a smoking brand. He was clean now. (Under his torch’s light his new tunic was blue. So was his cloak.) “You know,” he said, “it’s not right, your spending all this time out here with them. It really isn’t. Fluffy and I have had a long conversation, and we’ve come to an understanding; I must say, it’s lifted quite a burden. All three of you have been acting beastly. Believe me, it hasn’t been fun at all. But since my discussion with Fluffy I understand a little of the ‘Why,’ now. Well, you must try to understand me, too. I’ve only done any of the things that have put you all so out of sorts with me in the last three days because I thought they would amuse you. I just didn’t know you felt that way about it. Really, it’s that simple. Fluffy doesn’t approve of slaves, either; and, I confess, I finally see her point. But for just the reasons she’s been outlining to me for the past hour, I don’t see how you can spend your whole night sitting out here, talking to people in …  collars! You’re only doing it to make me feel guilty, anyway. (There now, you do look a little better, don’t you? Yes, my man: I’m glad you’re feeling more on top of things. Really, even if you didn’t win, I thought you put up quite a fight. And you did give me one or two good ones. You should be proud of yourself! You really should. There? See? You’re smiling!) But on that front, at any rate, Fluffy’s been a little more human about the whole thing than you have. She, at least, has spent her hour this evening trying to talk some sense—as she sees it—about the whole matter with me. But to think someone I’ve always respected, someone who was a childhood friend, someone I’ve always looked up to would just throw over all social responsibility to come out here and chatter on with these poor collared creatures only to slight me …  well, it’s childish and small-minded. It really is. You’ve done what you can for them. (Toad has said it right out, three times now: he thinks at this point you’re just being silly!) Why don’t you come inside and let us all tell you what a real prince we think you are for it. I’m not fooling. I want you to leave them alone and come back in and join the rest of us. Honestly, your sitting out here like this with these …  well, I just can’t countenance it. And I don’t think, if you came out and asked her, Fluffy would either.”

‘I sat there, my cheeks heating, grateful for the darkness, for the scabs on my face, for anything that would conceal me: I could not tell you if I were embarrassed for myself or for the lord.

‘He listened through Anuron’s speech. Then he reached around into his cloak, brought out something that, in the torchlight, I didn’t recognize—I had not seen one in over a year. He turned to Vrach, reached down for the blinking miner’s neck, and inserted the metal bar into the locking mechanism that held the collar closed, twisted, then pulled open the hinged iron. With one hand again under Vrach’s head, he pulled away the metal, turned forward again and, with a gesture of astonishing violence, hurled the collar in among the hangings over the pavilion’s entrance. It disappeared inside with such a billowing of cloth I expected all sounds inside to cease. When they didn’t, I imagined the collar itself, somehow, vanishing from the world before such power!

‘He reached for me, took my scarred face in his hand to lift my chin. He shook a little as he touched me. I felt the iron at my neck pulled free. Again he hurled the collar within the hangings. Now he reached for open-mouthed Namyuk and, in a moment, hurled his collar after the other two. The key still in one, both hands again on his knees, he looked up at Anuron. When he spoke, a tremor touched his voice that made my flesh glitter, as the tingles already about my neck, free of iron for the first time in a year, went on down my body.

‘“Now I am no longer speaking to men in collars. When I’m ready, Piffles, I shall come in. But not before!”

‘Lord Anuron batted his shallow eyes below the torch. “Oh, inside, when I tell them this, they’re just not going to believe …!” He breathed. He blinked. He searched for more to say. What he finally came out with, a nervous halt in it, had all the chill the Lesser Lady Esulla had summoned with him hours earlier. “I wish you’d just …  try to be …  well a little less tiresome!” Then he dashed the torch to the ground, where the yellow flame joined its rising reflection in a puddle and, after it rolled over and the fires for moments flickered with the oil that spread the surface, went out. He stalked back into the pavilion.

‘Perhaps what the mummer’s tale of the reticent slave speaks of is what now we all found ourselves withholding from one another. Though the lord made his attempt to continue from where we’d been interrupted, he was clearly upset. But it was Vrach, now, who made the greatest effort to “save the evening” (as one of the nobles themselves might have put it). He wanted to tell of the cruel behavior of a guard no longer at the barracks; and he wanted to speak of something a sister of his had never gotten a chance to say to him because she was sold away too soon; and he wanted to tell us of the riotously comic revenge he’d once gotten on an overseer, years before Namyuk or I had come to the mines, who’d tried to arrange a fight between two other miners, which the match today had put him in mind of.

‘Really, Vrach went on there like a man arguing for his life. But it may have been the potion.

‘The tall lord listened, nodded, smiled when it was appropriate. (Namyuk and I listened but were too uncomfortable to smile.) And when at last his lordship stood up, excusing himself—really, it was time for him to go back inside; he hoped we understood …?

‘He was back out only a few minutes later, of course, with more pillows and rugs. Namyuk and I must bed down and make ourselves comfortable under the stars. It was higher and drier over here. Why not use this spot? The night was clear. Rain, for now, was over. He stood for a while looking down at Vrach, who’d drifted off immediately and was snoring irregularly.

‘We must come wake him, he told us, if there was any change in the miner’s condition.

‘He pointed off toward a tent through whose corner lacings we could see lamplight. That was where he would be sleeping. If there was any change at all, we must not hesitate to come.

‘All the lamps in the pavilion were out. The sky was starry. Namyuk and I bedded down in our rugs and furs beside the snoring Vrach, glancing at the tall man, who strolled toward his light-stitched tent. (Did either of us think that because we were to spend a night without collars, we might bolt for freedom? Perhaps it was because we had been entrusted with Vrach’s care, but I don’t believe we did.) I remember I slept.

‘And, I remember, when hours later I woke in the starry dark, for moments I was not sure if I’d only been dozing a few breaths’ time.

‘Up on his bed, Vrach was moaning. The covers had fallen off, and it was chilly. Vrach was making the dull, insistent groan I’d heard when Lord Anuron had first felled him. I listened for minutes. The sound halted only at the end of the breath, then began all over again:

‘“Uggggggggggg …”

‘Then he would thrash some. But when I asked him—three times—if he were all right, he didn’t answer.

‘“Ugggggggggggggggggg …”

‘And Namyuk was snoring.

‘I sat up.

‘Across the dark clearing, lamplight still prickled the tent seams. He had told us to come …  Wondering if I should disturb him, I pushed from my covering, stood, and put a rug back over Vrach (who, without waking, immediately twisted so it fell off), and stepped onto cold ground. I started, naked, across the grass. Should I say something outside, first? Should I look in, to see if he was asleep? Since a lamp still burned, he was still awake …  Unless he’d drifted off without extinguishing it. Would he really want me to disturb him? Certainly there was nothing he could do that hadn’t been done already. But he’d said … 

‘At the tent’s front hanging, I pulled the flap a little aside to peer in.

‘What I saw within that drab canvas, lit by the lamp on its low table, stays with a vividness I doubt I can convey to you, Udrog. The tall lord stood beside his rumpled bed; he was turned a bit away, so that he did not see me. He was naked—as naked as you, Udrog, or as I. He held something, which he stared down at with a fascination that, over the seconds I watched, was clear as much from his stillness as from the fragment of his expression I could see in the shadowy light. He held one of the iron collars, a semicircle of it in each fist. Did I watch there a full minute? (It could have been longer!) What I learned over the course of it was how long he must have been standing there when I looked. Then—and when he began the gesture I felt my body overcome with an excitement that meant I had already realized, had already recognized, had already known what you, certainly, would have seen as clearly had you stood in my place—he raised the collar to his neck and closed the semicircles on it, without taking his hands away, as if afraid, once having donned it, he might not be able to doff it again. I recognized it as a sexual gesture with an intensity enough to stun me and make all my joints go weak. I have already told you, Udrog, my own sexual interest in the collar was as precocious, in its way, as yours; have I already spoken of the pause …? Which, I suppose, is all we can cite of desire.

‘I was wholly at, if not within, it.

‘Tale tellers talk of lust as a fire that makes the body shiver as though cased in ice. But it’s not the fire or the ice that characterizes desire, but the contradiction between them. Perhaps, then, we should go on calling it a pause, a split, a gap—a silence that, on either side, though it seems impassable, is one that, while we are in it and it threatens to shake us apart, it seems we will never escape.

‘Suddenly he turned (perhaps my breath became hoarse), saw me (perhaps my hand on the tent flap shook the canvas), and started. “What are you—why are you …?”

‘Shocked at his shock, I started as much as he. (Now I did shake the tent. I’m only surprised it didn’t fall down about the two of us!) “The miner …” I blurted, letting the canvas drop behind me. “Vrach—he’s making that sound …  and I didn’t know what was wrong with—”

‘“Well, what am I supposed to do about it!” he blurted back, pulling the collar from his neck. “Oh yes—of course. I told you to come and …” That’s when, first, I guess, he really saw me.

‘We were both naked.

‘We were both male.

I had seen him; and he knew I had seen him. Now he saw; and from what he saw he knew of me just what I knew of him.

‘He looked a moment longer. I could not have denied my reaction to him any more than he could have denied his to the iron.

‘After a while, I said, again: “Vrach, he’s making that sound. Again. You said …  Perhaps you should come and look at him.”

‘He took a breath. “Very well. Perhaps I should.” He took another. And looked down at the collar in his hand. “But I think it’s time to have these on again—for tomorrow. So they’ll let you back in the mines.” He gave a small laugh. It was a poor joke, but though I very much wanted to laugh with him, I didn’t. He came over to me, raised the iron, and closed it about my throat. The lock snapped to. And just as I had recognized the sexual in his placing of it about his own neck, I knew that, though lust still reeled in his body and still staggered in mine, this gesture was as empty of the sexual as it is possible for a human gesture to be. He was only a frightened man, recollaring a slave whom he had let, briefly and unwisely, pretend awhile to be free.

‘I have called the conversation between the four of us earlier “honest.” I believe it was. Still, there’d been no words about any of this, while we were among the others, from either him or me. But though I’d snickered to myself over Jeu-Forsi’s violation of Namyuk, I was wholly surprised at the sudden knowledge of this shared perversion that, tonight, we would not share.

‘“Now,” he said, “let’s go see how our man is doing.” He picked up the lamp. Both the other collars were on the bed. He picked them up, too. Then without cloak, clout, or tunic, he stepped by me to the flap.

‘I followed him from the tent over the cold ground.

‘Beside the pavilion, under the raised light, I saw Vrach had curled up, uncovered, in a kind of ball, forearms thrust down between knees drawn almost to his chest. His eyes were closed. His breaths were short and sharp.

‘“Here, hold the lamp.”

‘While I took it, the naked lord bent over to secure Vrach’s collar. The miner made a choking sound—again I started. But, as if answering my thoughts, the tall lord said: “He’s …  still breathing.” He stood up. “Put a cover over him, will you?” And while, again, I covered Vrach with one of the rugs, he went to where Namyuk snored, stooped down, and fastened the third collar on the sleeping boy—who uttered three incomprehensible words, turned in his blankets, and snored on.

‘Again he came to me. For a moment he hesitated; and while he looked at me, I felt us slip again toward the sexual. We stood, naked, before each other, the way Anuron, naked, had stood before naked Vrach. But I knew then that if he had said something, even collared I would have said yes. I suspect, now, that had I spoken, despite my dirt, despite my scar, despite anything and everything that made him think me hideous, he would have said, however hesitantly and with whatever downcast eyes, the same.

‘I did not speak.

‘He did not speak.

‘What we saw—what we had recognized—was still outside of language.

‘He took the lamp from me, glanced again at Vrach—“We’ll see how he’s doing in the morning. Good night, now.”—and turned back to his tent. But I must tell you this: it was a very different boy who bedded down now to sleep from the boy who had bedded down on the same rugs hours back. Now I was full of schemes, plans, ideas. Should I go back when he slept and steal his key? But then, I didn’t know where he kept it. Should I get up and start out on my own, the collar still on me? But there were both soldiers and slaves on the road. How indeed, once I was back, could I escape the mines? If I acted on none of those thoughts that night, or even in the days or months afterward, it was only because of the fear of real reprisals—as real as the plans themselves. But somehow, in that moment when the two of us, slave and master, looked on each other, I was given back my self. Oh, not, certainly, by that poor, frightened man. What had returned it to me was no more than a chance configuration of fog on a morning meadow that lets us recognize, momentarily, the shape of some imagined dragon, so that, ever afterwards in imagination, we can ride her where we wish.

‘But I had now seen one further aspect to the play of freedom and power that allowed me, in a way I had not been able to for a year, to want, to wish, to dream. I had known that the masters of Nevèrÿon could unlock the collar from my neck or lock it on again. What I had not known was that they could place it on their own necks and remove it. Now I coveted that future freedom, that further power I had witnessed in the master’s tent: however vaguely, however foggily, as I drifted off to sleep, I knew I would not be content till I had seized that freedom and power for myself, even though I knew I had to seize the former for every slave in Nevèrÿon—before I could truly hold the latter.

‘The next morning when we woke, all four nobles, with their servants, were up to see to us.

‘How was Vrach doing today?

‘By the morning light, it was evident: his testicles were bruised black and purple and hugely swollen—as was his whole lower abdomen. Anuron’s torch lay on the grass, burned wadding at its end. Though Vrach could support himself on one leg, the other could bear almost no weight at all. He hurt, and was obviously concerned about it, however well he bore it.

‘It was Fluffy’s suggestion: perhaps another dose of Toad’s painkiller? So they let Vrach swig down a good bit. Then there was nothing to do but send us back. The caravan had to move on. With Vrach’s arms around our shoulders, Namyuk and I supported him between us. Lord Anuron sent a soldier along.

‘The tall lord wished us well.

‘In the course of our concern, none of us even mentioned that, once more, our collars were in place.

‘To go even half a mile with a man who can only use one leg is not easy. A few times the soldier switched off with us, when Namyuk or I needed a rest. Three times Vrach asked us to leave him alone awhile in the bushes. The third time, when he called us in to get him, he was breathing hard and looked up at us with a worried smile, grimacing as we got his arms again around us. “You see it feels in the worst way like I’ve got to piss.” He grunted as he came up between us. “But I can hardly get it to trickle.”

‘At the barracks, Namyuk and I were sent straight off to the pit for our dirty work, while guards took over Vrach. Because he’d been there ten years, I guess, and because he’d always been a good miner, he was allowed to lie in sick.

‘That evening, through supper and into the night, we heard his groans—shouts, some of them, finally—coming from the next barracks over.

‘Even the trickle had stopped.

‘They didn’t have to kill him.

‘Two nights later he died.

‘In the morning I saw them carry him out. Though he’d only been dead those hours, gut and belly were big as a corpse’s left to bloat a month.

‘I’ve thought about it often. It might even make a better story—another mummer’s tale—to say it was my anger, my rage at Vrach’s murder that spurred me to freedom, to my own liberation, to the liberation of all Nevèrÿon’s slaves. It’s a tale I’ve sometimes told, sometimes to others, sometimes to myself. Like any slave, I’ve many more than this one. I’ve told some often enough to know the truth that’s in them. There’s certainly lots of reality. But a tale I’ve told much more rarely, though I’ve found myself thinking of it again and again, is the story of the night when none of us knew (or, at least, I didn’t) Vrach would die; when, through my chance observation at the flap of that lamp-lit tent, I gained my self, the self that seeks the truth, the self that, now and again in seeking it, becomes entangled in falsehood, error, and delusion, as well as outrage and pride—the self that tells the tales.

‘But more and more, now that my purpose is so largely won, I reflect on the paradox that one cannot reach for something till one has something to reach with. That night at the tent, when I recognized my own lusts in the lord, I knew that I was different from other slaves: and with that knowledge it began to flood upon me the endless ways in which I and all the slaves I knew were, for all our differences, subject to one oppression. That night at the tent, when I recognized that I, a slave, and he, a lord, could see in each other one form to desire, it began to flood upon me, as I rehearsed the night’s talk on which I’d grounded the oneness of master and slave, the endless ways in which that lord and I were different in every aspect of our class, history, condition—and every other social category imposed to form us.

‘I wanted his power, Udrog. I wanted it desperately. And by recognizing that want, I woke to my self: what I wanted was the power to remove the collar from the necks of the oppressed, including my own. But I knew, at least for me, that the power to remove the collar was wholly involved with the freedom to place it there when I wished. And, wanting it, I knew, for the first time since I’d been brought to the mines—indeed, for the first time in my life—the self that want defined.’

The fire crackled awhile.

Udrog, who’d attended this tale with stretches of interest and stretches of boredom, had again become alert when addressed by his name. Still and silent for so long, now he ventured a comment: ‘That lord, when he put the collar on his own neck, he freed you to put it around your own—’

‘In no way did he, or his gesture, free me!’ Gorgik glanced sharply at the boy, who wriggled against him, sighed, and lay back, though from a twitch in his shoulder here or a movement of his mouth there, it was possible the boy was going on with some other story to himself, even as Gorgik declared: ‘How could he have freed me?

‘That man was not free to put the collar on and wear the sign of his desire openly among both intimates and strangers. When he started at my presence that night, what I saw was a man as terrified of discovery as, no doubt, I’d have been had I been in his place.

‘That man was not free to give me my freedom: even as we recognized our own lusts in each other—even if the notion to buy and free a slave had suddenly struck him—because of our mutual recognition I was now the last slave he would have chosen to free. (Wasn’t I the first he chose to recollar?) With my recognition, which, believe me, he recognized as well, I’d already gained too much power for him to tolerate in me any equality.

‘I’m talking, understand, Udrog, of an incident almost wholly outside the chain of language that holds us to the social world, as far outside those chains as a true, observed, and social incident can be. But real as the incident was, had someone chosen to question me about it, I certainly would have lied—with full knowledge I was lying—to protect my lord, to protect myself. And I suspect he would have lied, too, to protect himself, to protect his slave. But the reason I’d have lied, far more than for the protection, is because, at that moment, I had no notion of how the truth might be articulated. And I’m willing to grant him the same.

‘But he, free me?

‘How could you, Udrog—or I—even think it, once he relocked my collar? Say rather the gesture with which he placed the collar on his own neck, when he thought himself unseen, was a mirror in which I saw—or in which I could anticipate—the form of my own freedom. Say rather that when he placed the collar again on me and locked it, he broke that mirror—but without in any way obscuring what I’d already seen in it.

‘Well, all that was a long time back. I’m telling you of things that took place in another world, Udrog. There’re no slaves now. There haven’t been since you were a child. And some like us, at least in the larger cities, wear their collars openly—which is why you, here, can be as forward as you are. Can you, with your freedom, understand that? But now you have heard the beginning, understanding what you have, lie here a little longer and let me tell the end. It’ll only take a bit more time. For many years later, when I—’

But Udrog, about to protest that this was not the particular type of torture he’d had in mind for the evening, pushed suddenly to his knees, pointed off from the rug, and cried out: ‘What’s that?’

The big man frowned, raised up on one elbow, and looked behind them. ‘What, Udrog?’

‘There, look! Do you see it?’

‘See what …? Oh, there, you mean?’

‘But what is it?’

Frowning, Gorgik turned over on the rug. ‘A cat—at least that’s what it looks like.’

The animal had run from the shadow to pass silently within inches, and now stood, some feet off, looking back, firelight luminous in one eye and moving in and out of the other as its head moved left, then right.

‘What’s it doing here?’ Udrog demanded.

‘Whatever cats do when they wander around empty castles at night.’ Gorgik shrugged. ‘Come, boy. Lie back down while I finish my tale.’

But Udrog reached up, pulled his collar open, and turned to Gorgik. ‘Maybe it would be better if you were the slave. For a while. Here—’ He pushed the collar about Gorgik’s neck. ‘This way I can show you, first, how I like it done. You’d like that, too; I know it. I’ll show you—’

‘Be still, boy!’ Though he wore the collar now, Gorgik spoke in the same commanding voice as before: but there was a smile in with it. And Udrog, caught among fear, lust, impatience, and, yes, interest, looked around again—the cat had gone—then settled himself on the rug against the big man, who’d already started speaking.
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‘FREEDOM FELL TO ME at twenty-one as much by chance as servitude had fallen to me at fifteen. Another caravan stopped at the fields near the mines. This one belonged to the empress’s Vizerine. She bought me on a whim as capricious as that of any noble’s I’ve talked of. When she tired of me, she gave me my freedom—and a three-year officer’s commission in the Imperial guards. But, because of that night when I was seventeen, freedom came to a man who could want, who could wish, who could dream. Under the reality of freedom, I learned to act.

‘Once, during the last year of my Imperial service, when I was returning with my cart to rejoin my troops at Ka’hesh, as I passed through some southern market in the daytime heat, suddenly I halted my ox, turned to the slaver who’d parked there by the tomato stall with his six charges—both he and his wares were scrawny and slow-moving—and purchased them all from him.

‘I ran my forefinger over their gums (bony here, spongy there), blinked at their wide-spaced teeth (this one broken, that one rotten), stared into their pimply ears (full of flakes and discharges), an examination the slaver insisted I make, coughing the while as he urged me to it. Even as I did it, I tried to tell him I did not need it, but my voice, hoarse, snagged and snared on my outrage, so that the five or nine words I muttered came out as incomprehensible grunts or whispers. Finally, silently, I thumbed iron and gold from my palm into his grimy, crisscrossed fingers, re-roped their arms behind them at his instructions, and at last secreted the iron key in the leather military purse on one of my belts. The man must have thought me mad or near mute. Was my partial paralysis—not only of voice but of hand and foot, for stepping up to bind one old woman, I stumbled, and in paying I dropped three coins in the dirt—desire for some barbarian boy, like you, among the six, Udrog, his hair thinned out by ringworm? Was it fury at the institution that had smashed my childhood out of existence and had strewn these half-dozen broken, sunburned creatures at the shore of what was left me of my life? Or was it just fear that something—huge, unnamable, and incomprehensibly greater than I—would, for my transgression, crack the clouds, reach down, and crush me on the dust?

‘All three were there to mute me, to halt my hands, to shake my feet. Yet, mumbling, halt, shaking, I did it. Then I took my six slaves, behind my cart, outside the town, removed their collars, and, with embarrassed curtness, told them: “You’re free, now. All of you. So go on.” Two thanked me effusively. One just stared. And, after faint smiles at me, guarded frowns at one another, and a great deal of blinking in the sun, three more—including the barbarian with the scabby scalp—turned with the same so-human persistence that had, doubtless, let them walk to that town in chains and, free, walked away from it, as inarticulate as I.

‘When I rolled on to rejoin my men, the collars were deep in my provision cart.

‘Another time, Udrog, perhaps a year beyond my Imperial service, I walked down a road where only occasional moonlight through this or that tear in the clouds let me identify in the dirt the dozens of lapping prints of what had to be a band of chained and collared chattel. Then I saw a campfire off to the side of the road and heard, not a tired, drunken slaver haranguing his property to move, to get their crusty bodies here or there, to let this one or that one have his share of food, but, rather, I swear it, an exaggerated and comic parody of the slaver you used to see in the mummers’ skits that mocked those same overseers: he was shouting, blustering, shrieking, beating at them with some kind of club, now at this crippled woman, now at that old man, while some were crying, and some, afraid to cry, only whimpered …  the part the mummers so judiciously leave out.

‘I had a sword. I had a knife. And the expression on my face, there in the darkness, was the same grin I’d given so readily both to guard or slave back at the mines.

‘One weapon in each hand, I crept through the brush, like a bandit sneaking up for a roadside murder. Did I hesitate, watching him beating and screaming, as long as I did at the edge of the firelight to observe exactly the nature of his crime? Was it fear—even as I grinned—that held me? Did I wait as long as I did so that I could see how many men he had with him? Did I tarry those ten, fifteen, twenty seconds to judge my chances better, better to plan my one-man attack in the dark? No, Udrog: for one second after the other, I kept wondering if the man were, somehow, in the midst of some ill-conceived joke—that this was some foolishness I was watching that had just gotten out of hand.

‘After all, standing a little way off, one of the three armed overseers with him was laughing as hard as he could, even as blood splattered from the slaver’s stick.

‘Did I finally start from desire, rage, fear? What I felt, Udrog, was the same tingling that had rolled through my body the night the tall lord had removed my neck iron. Why not call it freedom? I pushed to my feet, sprinted forward, swung my sword—in one hack, I think I severed his arm, and, in another, cut through his slaver’s apron to slice open both his thighs. As he fell, I turned on one of the other men, who was not laughing. It was quick and bloody and very noisy. Everyone shouted, including me. Once I yanked a chain free from its peg links and cried, “Run! Run! you’re free …!” though only two slaves ran. (I’m sure they thought their liberator quite as crazed as their overseers—two of whom, by now, I’d killed and one more of whom I’d badly wounded.) As I was opening the locks, one slave blundered into my knife and cut an arm—how deeply I never learned—because she fled shrieking.

‘I whirled, and the remaining guard danced back, whispering, “No, no—! All right! No …!” then turned and barreled into the forest as if he too were a fleeing slave.

‘There were twenty-seven captives. I stalked through firelight with salt in my mouth (once, when I’d turned to swing at someone, I’d bitten my inner cheek to blood), unlocking collar after collar after collar.

‘“Go on, now …! Go on …! Get out of here!”

‘Those two incidents tell you of the day and night of my struggle, Udrog; but let me talk of its evenings and dawns. For, more than a year later, in the late afternoon, while gold light glittered in the higher leaves and, to the east, fragments of blue between branches began to deepen, I was talking and laughing with some dozen of us who had stopped to enjoy the belonging, the protection, the temporary community around some forest campsite, when it somehow came out that, among this particular group of travelers who’d happened to come together at the camp, almost half of us had, at one time or another, been slaves. First one had told his story; then another had told hers. Oh, believe me, they were no less incensed at the injustice of servitude than I was. When it came my turn to talk, I made one joke and another about my clumsiness, my haltness, my inarticulateness while I had stumbled through that mute manumission in the market sunlight; now I derided the tingling procrastination I’d felt before that grinning night attack—a delay that had only allowed a dozen more of the slaver’s blows to fall.

‘A heavy woman standing at the group’s edge sipped from a water mug she held in both hands and said: “I remember you, Gorgik. I was a slave you freed.” And while all were silent, two men, one cross-legged and close to the fire with flames a-glimmer on his brown knees and one squatting off in blue-black shadow from a wide branch fanning to within inches of his balding head, now explained, first one, then the other, that they were slaves the woman had freed—though, for all she chewed her mug rim and twisted at her coarse green sleeve, she remembered them individually no better than I remembered her.

‘I’ve often tried to recall whether it was an ex-slave or merely a free barbarian at the evening fire, appalled at what the rest of us had been saying of slavery, who first made the suggestion: “Even if only ten of us banded together to work for the end of slavery in Nevèrÿon, we could accomplish a hundred times what the same ten, working in isolated anger, could do. Lead us, Gorgik.”

‘“How can I lead you?” And I laughed. “I cannot tell rage, fear, or desire from the love of freedom itself. Nor am I at all sure they aren’t, finally, the same.”

‘A black man with a shaved head and whip marks on both flanks said from the group’s middle: “But you can grin at the confusions; you can dismiss the distinctions—they do not stop you. You can act. Lead us, Gorgik.”

‘And, yes, I wondered whether he were slave, criminal, or both. But I bent to my pack, wedged below my knee against the log I sat on, tugged it apart, and pawed through to pull out a metal collar—the two hinged semicircles of iron. I sat up, lifted it, and closed it on my neck. “What does this mean to you?” I asked, putting my hands back on my knees. Yes, I felt fear. Yes, I felt desire. Both had roughened my voice—though, perhaps, to them, it only made me sound the more authoritative. But I knew I had to give them a sign—to perform an act—that would show them who I was.

‘Someone who’d drunk a bit too much said: “Is that the sign you take to tell us you were once a slave, that you are now a leader of slaves, that you are the liberator come to set men and women free? Yes, I like it, Gorgik. Lead us.”

‘Now I laughed again. And got some drink myself. And as the fire grew brighter against the coming dark, conversation drifted to the more violent matters of darkness. But at dawn—not the next dawn, but a dawn maybe eight months later—I remember how I stood, checking my weapons, conferring with my aides, going over my plans with this cell leader and that one, under the larch trees in the wet grass. There were twenty with me that morning; we had come to a suburb just outside Kolhari and had slept just beyond a village wall. There were only two with me who had been among our company that former evening. My lieutenant was a barbarian not much older than you, Udrog, whom I had purchased as a slave in Ellamon and who was now my lover; and who had already learned with me the crises of the night.

‘We were going to meet that morning with a slave-holding baron, to talk through the sunlit hours. But we were ready to fight if, when darkness came, our peaceful negotiations had not made suitable progress. As I readied myself, I felt the same tingling about me—the fear, the desire, the rage. But somehow we had started a kind of revolution. Dream had become deed—indeed, private act had become an entire system of public actions.

‘A day, a night, an evening, a morning … 

‘But we are talking of actions that were to go on for years, Udrog, through many days, many nights, many mornings and evenings.

‘Many were gloriously successful.

‘Many were shot with defeat.

‘And for those actions I was beaten down and raised up again; I suffered private joys and public failure, personal loss and social glory. Commitments are odd, Udrog. You have them. You live by them. And live for them. But most of us who’ve given our lives to them don’t relish talking of them a lot. You do what you have to do to maintain them. When asked about them, you grin a little. Sometimes you grunt. For the most part, you look stony and let others figure it out.

‘Rage, fear, desire—and the love of freedom?

‘None of them encourages articulateness. Sometimes I wondered at this as I rehearsed for the hundredth time, alone in my tent by lamplight, what I would have to say the following day, now to a delegation of merchants, now to a meeting of farmers, now to a council of lords—or sometimes when, come through some fence in the night, I caught my breath to begin whispering to a gang of slowly waking quarry slaves. Sometimes I wondered at it even when, my throat raw with shouting, blood running from my shoulders to my fingers, I swayed in the light of some torched chateau, amidst the screams and guts, daring to hope, with my teeth tight, I might see another dawn.

‘Sometimes there were hundreds of us fighting together. And often, Udrog, I looked around, breathless and blinking, to find I fought alone. But as often, when I thought despair would swallow up my more and more isolate struggle, I found friends, slave and free, men and women, willing to fight with me and for me, who wielded a hot, bright energy I’d thought lost from the land.

‘Oh, it was quite a revolution we led, Udrog. And fucking? I can’t imagine anyone doing it more, or more imaginatively, than we did. Some revolutions are cold, bloody, celibate businesses. Others are violent and hot. And some others, like this one, fixed within the system by the innocence of full belief, take lust’s heat and raise it to levels of day-to-day excitement most good citizens simply cannot imagine—or, if they imagine it, can’t remember their imaginings more than a masturbatory minute. There were boys. There were men. And, yes, there were women. You! Come to me like a dog on all fours! And you? Crawl on your belly like a worm! Bind me, beat me; and I’ll piss all over your thigh! All through my life I’ve reached as best I could for my freedoms, my powers, and my pleasures. When I was a slave, sometimes I reached for them prematurely, sometimes cruelly, sometimes with great pain, if not bodily harm, to myself and others. When I was free, I learned that the power, the freedom, the pleasures you and I would indulge here tonight take place within the laws of a marginal society and an eccentric civility that allows us to grasp them, one and the other, with a stunning force and joy that whoever skulks after them like a slave cannot imagine. Ah, I see that perks your interest. You reach again for my collar—there! You want it back now? But I knock your hand away. You smile, waiting: for me to confirm the pleasure you, too, know can be excited by carefully planned delay to truly terrifying heights. You’d have liked our revolution, Udrog, if you’d had the heart to join it or the luck to live through it. The only problem with such excess was that I had no way to know if a new fellow passing through my bed on the way to my cause was going to debate with me till sunrise—or fuck and suck my brains out. Still, I got enough of both debate and sex so that I never wanted for either more than half a day. Oh, yes, I had my bad dreams. I had my good ones, too. Both required critique.

‘That was evening work.

‘Yes, I worried over the right and wrong of them, with my fellows and friends, long into many nights, through the darkness and into the next new, brilliant day. But while I let those worries guide me, I would not let them stop me. And I was lucky enough, through them all, first to have a lover who loved me but did not believe in me. Though, for all he fought by my side in the early years, his love finally turned to hate. Then he was replaced by a lover who believed in me but did not love me. And when, after a handful of years, he realized what held him to me was only enthusiasm for a dream, his belief turned to indifference. He drifted away. Though I’ve searched for him, in my fashion, I’ve never seen him since I came to power. But I’m grateful to them both for the criticisms that, in their different ways, they offered. But I’ve often thought that had I been cursed with one who both believed and loved, I’d have likely turned out the tyrant and monster the first always feared I was, and the second, half blind though he was, always saw I might become.

‘But at last I was called to the High Court of Eagles by the empress, whose reign is long and leisurely, to conduct my work from within its walls. My ministry first fell on me, I tell you, Udrog, like a plague. I thought, from then on, I would be restricted to a daytime revolution. In those first months at the court, there were hours when I sat in my new offices, feeling as if I were starving amidst the splendor. But once two hundred newly freed slaves began a revolt in the Avila: I had to ride out of Kolhari by moonlight, as I was the only one they would allow to negotiate between them and the lords. Another time the report came in the middle of the night that some western earl, grown madder and madder as his holdings were whittled down by time and economics, had begun indiscriminately murdering freemen and slaves, claiming his carnage for the elder gods who’d once ruled in the south. I had to lead troops against him—and it was I, with my own sword, who, after a day’s battle in the raging rain, hacked his head free so that it hung from his neck by a single sinew, and the quarts of his blood slurred the sopping sands. Oh, there was enough of the night left in my work to satisfy any adventurer. And soon I’d learned that the license at court was no different from the licentiousness outside it, at the same time as I learned that the lord I’d hated through it all was now the most specific reality I had to deal with, morning and evening, in the council chamber—if the day were to be mine. These were brave and brutal times in a brave and brutal land. I’d been called to the High Court not just as a man, but as a man with a purpose and a passion. How I carried them out was my own affair. And so, a slave at seventeen, I was a respected minister at forty-seven, in pursuit of my political goals with all the energy and commitment I could muster (one with those I began to conceive that long-ago night)—till finally, by this and that, I managed to triumph over the man whom death has just brought down: the council finally agreed officially to abolish slavery from Nevèrÿon—to lend the task not only silent tolerance, but Imperial edict, might, and organization.

‘His protests were marked only by silences and dark looks from his corner of the council table.

‘But the High Court was at last prepared to enforce emancipation to the extent of empire.

‘The decree would go out from Her Majesty, the Child Empress.

‘Six years ago, when that happened, Udrog, though you might not remember it so well, there was quite a celebration. Among all my memories of the man whose funeral journey I go to join with tomorrow, the one that returns most often is from that morning in the Council room, when, the decisive meeting done, the others came up to laugh and clap me on the shoulder.

‘The old man walked over, smiling.

‘Many grew silent before him; they knew my success was his defeat. “Congratulations to you,” he said. “I know how hard you’ve fought for this. And I respect you for it, Gorgik. It’s only a notion,” he went on, “but such a decision as you’ve led us to today requires a certain …  sign. It’s well known, nor have you ever made a secret of it: you spent some years as a slave in the empress’s obsidian mines at the foot of the Faltha Mountains. Through you as much as anyone, slavery is hardly a shadow of what it once was. The mines are all but closed down. My researches tell me only three slaves are left there, among a dozen guards and paid maintenance men, to oversee the property in the empress’s name. To think, once more than three hundred of my—” he dropped his eyes in a moment’s self-correction—“three hundred men once labored there. But what better way to celebrate your achievement? Why not return to the site of your youthful indenture and, with your own hands, take the collars from the necks of the last slaves there, while, here in the capital, on the same day, the empress will make her proclamation? We will celebrate your victory both here and in the new, thriving towns that have grown up between Kolhari and Ellamon, between the Argini and Kolhari. They’ll all send delegates to see you perform your terminal manumission. I can think of no better way to make a gesture to the people more in keeping with this day and decision, both of which are yours.”

‘When your opponent speaks smilingly, you listen warily. But if this were capitulation, I wanted to receive it graciously. The intricacies of bringing the council around had made me aware that neither my life nor his nor both of ours together were over in the hive-like halls of the High Court. My feelings about his suggestion? Though I can be fascinated by ritual and repetition, I’ve never sought out pomp and ceremony—though as much as anyone I know the value of a successful public sign. I thought his notion childish, presumptuous, and stupid. But if the only price I were asked for my success was this, then for the time ahead we still would have to work together I thought I’d best pay it.

‘I looked at him.

‘I mulled this over with the speed he’d managed to teach me.

‘I said: “In a week then, My Lord, I’ll ride to the foot of the Falthas, where I shall carry out your wish as you have expressed it.” And, fist to my forehead, I bowed.

‘Three or four observing read my obeisance as a mark of my triumph. But that is the way with the exchange of signs among the suggestions and suspicions, the implication and innuendoes surrounding the play of power in the halls of the High Court.

‘There at the capital, a caravan of closed wagons was made ready; I oversaw some of the preparation and cursed that I had to take time from important matters to do it; then managed to delegate the rest to others. Messengers were dispatched north and south to prepare the day. Somehow by the night I was to leave for the mines, I and my secretaries and my assistants and my aides had actually done all we had to in order for the ceremony itself (including the empress’s proclamation in Kolhari) to be more than words.

‘The ceremony?

‘Because I had done the work around it, because messages had been sent, alliances secured, commitments confirmed, promises elicited, and pressures put to see that certain other promises were quickly carried out, the celebration can be dismissed as the empty sign it was. The bored musicians, the official delegates, the curious locals, the interminable speeches, the lateness that began it, the rain that interrupted it, the banquet that concluded it all made it the mirror image of any number of like provincial functions. But what I want to tell of tonight, Udrog, the incidents that complete my story, happened in the margins of that ritual vacuousness.

‘Because I’d done my work well, I’d brought no significant worries with me. What would it be like, I wondered as I rode in my closed wagon, to return to the barracks, the mines, the fields about them I had not seen, save to ride by when traveling hastily between north and south with my mind on other things, after twenty-six years? I threw my thoughts ahead to the pit.

‘I am a man who, where his thoughts go, his body follows.

‘During a morning stop, I climbed from the wagon and told my caravan steward I would take an extra horse and ride ahead: I wanted to spend some time, if only a little hour, along among the scenes of my servitude.

‘I’m glad I did.

‘As my horse finally trotted through what a farmer and two women carrying some calves in a high-sided cart had assured me, under the overcast sky, were the grounds of the old obsidian mines, I found roads where no roads had been; I found trees and underbrush in places that had been open fields; I found both a hill and a pond I had no memory of at all; I saw huts and houses off where there should have been empty bogs. And the single mine tunnel I came on was one that, back when I’d been there, surely had already been shut down, while the ones in which I and my companions once sweated had either been filled in or swallowed up by the encroaching forest—I certainly couldn’t find them! When I rode out from among the trees and saw the long wall of a slave barracks, nothing about it looked familiar. A caretaker was just coming out, an old barbarian woman in a collar—one of the slaves, I realized, I’d come to free.

‘When I rode up to speak, though I tried to be friendly, she was taciturn. But once I told her who I was, she became all welcome and solicitude. Gorgik the Liberator? Yes, she knew all about the ceremony to take place later that day. There’d been talk of nothing else here for a week. She grew terribly excited, knocking the back of her fist against her forehead, with a slew of praises for our empress, whose reign partook of every alliteration she could call up. And would I come inside? Did I wish to meet the others? She would take my horse, would find refreshments for me, would indeed, serve me in any way she could.

‘No, I told her. I’d only come to look at the place where (yes, she knew of it) I’d spent five years as a slave.

‘“A lot must have changed,” she said.

‘I nodded. “Yes. I can see.” I asked her to tell me what she could. Of course she would. Yes, these were the slave quarters of the old Imperial obsidian mines. She’d been here fifteen years. There was a man, another of the three slaves in residence whom I’d be freeing along with her that day, who’d been here for twenty. He’d even worked as a miner in the last years of obsidian production. But he was off right now on an errand. The third slave, she said, was a youngster of twenty-two, who hadn’t been here a full ten years yet. A good-for-nothing, she assured me. But, really, when the older man came back I should speak to him. The guards and free caretakers who had the actual responsibility for overseeing the Imperial property? Well, these days they came and went every two or three years. None of them had any firsthand knowledge of the place. But she would tell me everything, anything I wanted to know, if, indeed, she knew it. As best I could make out from what she said, the barrack buildings I had lived in—as well as the one Vrach had died in—had been pulled down long ago. Ill-built, slat-walled structures, today there was not a mark on the earth to show where they’d stood. No, she’d never seen them. The demolition had occurred before she’d come: she pointed where she thought she remembered hearing they’d once been—amidst the briars and waving sumac on the slant there. (If she were right or wrong, I could not say. But I didn’t remember the clearing our barracks had been ranged around as particularly slanted.) The long building she’d just stepped from, she assured me, was, however, the oldest barracks at the mines. True, it was about barracks size, as I remembered them. Certainly it must have been here when I was a boy, she declared to my frown, for though some work had been done on it ten years back (and she led me over to point out the newer planks), as clearly the rest of it dated from fifty, if not sixty, years before that. Looking at the walls with her, I had to agree.

‘Along the foundation (and none of the barracks I remembered had had foundations at all), every few inches a stub of metal was sunk into the stone. In two places an iron staple remained: once staples had been driven in at equal intervals all along it. Only those two were whole. The rest had rusted away or broken off so that only nubs were left. “When I first got here,” the woman said, as she watched me stare down at them from my horse, “there were at least ten whole ones. We still tarred them over each season.” She was wondering, I could tell, if I’d ever been chained there. “But they let that go, with so much else to do and fewer and fewer to do it, three or four years after I came. And by three or four years after that, they were down to what you see. In a way, it’s a shame. Oh, I wouldn’t want them used, any more than you would, sir. Still, I’ve always thought they should be preserved. Just so people won’t forget. I mean, the way it used to be. When you were here.” Some of the studs had come completely out, leaving only holes. Rusted stubs (or holes) extended all the way down the stone base of the fifteen-yard building. In the years since my freedom came, I’d seen many such foundations (or sometimes stone benches, or sometimes stone walls) where numberless rows of staples spoke of the hundreds of slaves once chained there, slaves who had worked the quarries or the mines or the fields in the generations before mine. The staples were signs of the oldest slave quarters, going back a century or more, of which this building was easily an example: I’d first seen them when I spent time as a soldier in the south and in the west. When they were first explained to me, I remember how I’d noted to myself that there’d been none at the mines. There we’d been chained together only when we were moved in groups from place to place, as happened when some of us were pulled out to help with a forest fire, or to pile rocks, logs, and mud against a flooding stream. Looking at this stapled stone, I wondered if I’d actually come to a wholly different mine in a wholly different place from the one I’d lived at and labored in, for though I’d presumably spent five years only a dozen yards away in what was now brush and sumac (if the woman spoke rightly), I had no memory at all of this building, these stones, or its nubs!

‘My horse stepped about restlessly. I patted her neck. “Tell me.” I frowned down at the woman in her brown shift. “There was an open field where caravans used to stop, behind the …  well, behind what we then called the south barracks. Once you left the living quarters here, it was about half a mile away.”

‘“You mean the place where they’re going to have the ceremony …?” She was a barbarian, like you, Udrog. But her skin was burned so brown she already looked like a freeman, and the overcast seemed to leave it and the iron at her neck one hue below straw-colored hair. “Where you’re to take off our collars.”

‘“Yes,” I said. “I imagine so.”

‘“It’s right through there. You take your horse around the bend, and you’ll find the road swinging off to the left.” (Road, I thought. There’d only been a footpath in my time, which, here and there, had been overgrown enough so that in parts you couldn’t even call it that.) “Ride along for ten minutes at the gentlest walk—or gallop hard for two—and you’ll come to it. It’s right within sight of town.”

‘A town? I thanked her and reined about, starting in the direction she’d pointed. Could there have grown up a town? Still, the traveling time sounded right. I rode along, following her directions, not recognizing any tree, nor remembering any boulder; right where she’d said, I took up a double-rutted wagon path, wide enough to let two horses canter abreast. For all I knew, I could have been going in the opposite direction from the one I wanted, at a mine in a hundred stades away from the one I’d actually worked in. Riding along, I worried through possible explanations. Perhaps the building I’d just seen had been there when I was, but had been abandoned somewhere back in the woods, years before, as the spaces I had lived and labored in had been swallowed up since. Because the structure had stood ten or twenty (or thirty or forty) meters off in the forest, I’d simply never known it was there. Time passed, and as other buildings were torn down, the space around this one was cleared away to bring it back into use … 

‘Or perhaps it had actually been among the six, seven, eight slat-walled barrack buildings I recalled. I just didn’t remember it: having not known at the time what those studs and staples were, I simply had not seen them. Still, for the staples to stay—and the woman had said there had been at least ten whole ones, when she’d arrived fifteen years ago—they had to be tarred every season or so. I’d been a miner there five years, first a common pit slave and finally a foreman. Who would wander off in the undergrowth to tar staples on an abandoned building swallowed by the brush? Wouldn’t I have remembered someone in the barracks sent to do such work?

‘Then it struck. There’d been one building, off from our barracks, I’d never entered through all my five years. I’d never stood directly before it; I’d only glimpsed its roof, now and again, over the tops of trees—many of them sumac bushes. At the same time I suddenly recalled, on those exhausted evenings when I and the others had come back from the pit, maybe three times noticing some guard making his way through our tired group with a bucket of tar. I’d never thought to ask about it. But now I knew what the building was.

‘Once it might have been a slave barracks, years before I’d come there. What it had been when I’d labored at the mines was the guards’ quarters.

‘Slaves were not allowed near it.

‘That was why I had never seen its stapled foundation. And if that was the guard building, then the road my horse walked along must be running toward the caravan site. Then, as I looked at the trees and greenery around me, the clarity vanished. Because if that was the guard building and this wagon road actually lay more or less along the old path, that would have put my barracks themselves in an entirely different direction from the one in which the old woman had pointed … 

‘I sighed and looked around. How close did this road, I wondered, lie to the path along which Namyuk, the caravan soldier, and I had helped Vrach? As I looked off at the bushes, I wondered where along it we might have paused to let Vrach try to spill his ruptured bladder. I looked up through the branches at the gray sky. How had the clouds lain on the blue that day?

‘A thought returned I’d mulled on many times in past years: I had no idea where Vrach was buried. As pit slave and foreman, I could count thirty slaves who’d died here by violent or natural means. But I did not know where any of their bodies lay.

‘In Kolhari, if you follow Netmenders’ Row up from the waterfront past the pottery shops that cluster near the docks, all the way to where it crosses the Avenue of Refuse Carters, then on another half mile, till, after passing through the quarter of desert folks, it all but loses its name, you come to a potter’s field, where, with numberless victims of that night-long massacre in the Month of the Rat, my parents, I’d been told, were interred. I’d visited it occasionally over the years, sometimes to see other surviving children of that night walking by the spare trees, pausing to stare at the unevenly sunken ground, or gazing toward a dirt mound beside which another communal pit had been opened for the beggars whose corpses had been picked up on a cold dawn from under the Bridge of Lost Desire. But at the mines, where hundreds of men had toiled for a century or more, confined the length of their lives till they died (often before age thirty), I simply did not know what field or swamp or hillside held a one of their bodies—where, indeed, my own would have been tossed had I fought with Piffles.

‘As I rode, looking for a break in the clouds, I thought—not for the first time, but with an intensity that made the thought seem new—that what we’d been most denied as slaves here was our history. Oh, we’d had our jokes and tales, our accounts of heroics and glories, whispered of now and again during the day, now and again before we fell into our exhausted sleep in our weevily straw. But, as I rode, I also remembered how, no longer in the mines but abroad in the army, I’d heard soldiers tell tales they swore had happened to a friend that were identical to tales fellow slaves, a few years before, had sworn to me had happened to friends of theirs: I was young when I first learned that, while the incidents that can befall a man or a woman are as numberless as sunlit flashes flickering on the sea, what the same man or woman can say of them is as limited as the repertoire on the platform of some particularly uninventive mummers’ troupe. Indeed, it is that repertoire. Our history had been denied us as systematically as we had been denied the knowledge of our burial place, or as we had been denied sight of the guards’ house or any hint that, whatever its apparatus of oppression, that house had once been ours.

‘What I had begun to do that night at the caravan site, in the pathetic, impoverished way allowed a single youth, without help or communal language or public tradition, was to construct the start of a personal history. What I had learned is that such a personal history must, just like impersonal ones, be founded as richly on desire as on memory.

‘Would I recognize the caravan site at all? I had been in the barracks every day. The field, in my five years, I’d only visited half a dozen times. And yet, if only from what had happened there, I felt I must know it. Among some trees, I came out on a slope.

‘Was this it …?

‘Across the grass and under dark pines, mountains rose into morning mist—though the trees didn’t come as far down as I remembered.

‘And there were dwellings off at the foot. They hadn’t been there thirty years ago. The wagon path I rode on continued down and across some two hundred yards of grass to disappear among the huts and hovels—more than a path, really, but not yet a road. Along its middle ran a rib of small stones, weeds thrusting up among them. On either side of its dusty ruts (gray rather than tan beneath the overcast), tall grasses swayed like ship masts along an endless, double dockside.

‘I don’t think I can explain how uncomfortable that new track across the field made me. But looking along it, I found myself thinking: that path, clearly grown up in the last few years, could sink back into the grass in just about the same time it had taken to wear its way in, so that no one might ever know it had been there. Indeed, the clustered huts at its far end looked no more permanent. But, if it proved particularly useful, and if the huts thrived, some bunch of farmers and fieldhands might eventually cart out loads of sand and gravel, to scatter along it, to even out the low points that yearly sank beneath summer puddles, and finally to pave it with large flags, mud, and tar—so that it might hold contour for a hundred years. But now it lay poised before some moment of material choice that I would have nothing to do with, however meaningful or meaningless the ceremony I conducted beside it should be. Mine was simply another set of feet to walk on it, contributing only their minuscule amount to its usefulness, an amount no greater for a minister than for a slave. But neither it nor, really, the tiny town it led to was more fixed than my own evanescent memories—though thirty families might now consider the village at its end their home and twice that many children, born here since I’d left, might believe their field the whole human universe, and that this path was the ultimate lane connecting here to there. But my analysis only made them—village and road—in their newness and their ephemerality, that much more annoying.

‘No, this couldn’t be the meadow I remembered … 

‘But if it was, just over the rise to my left should lie the north-south highway, along which respectable travelers and footsore wanderers and farmers in their carts and many-wagoned caravans moved back and forth from the High Hold of fabled Ellamon to Kolhari. (From that highway, in minutes or hours, my own caravan should turn in to make camp—and raise its ceremonial pavilion.) Turning from the town, I trotted my horse off to see. What should I do if, when I topped the ridge, there was only more grass? Could the highway have been in a wholly other direction? Could I have misremembered things as completely as now and again I suspected I had—?

‘But there it was:

‘The north-south road, the Royal Highway, the Dragon’s Way!

‘I wheeled my horse back and forth and around in breathless joy. Yes, if one blotted out that excuse for a town struggling on over there, this had to be it—the place where, one night thirty years ago, I became myself.

‘I walked my horse back to the wagon path, looking at the field, the slope, the jagged Falthas. I jumped down to tie my mare to a tree and looked up the slant. I was standing within yards of the spot where, thirty years before, I’d stood with half a dozen other slaves, our guard on one side, the tall lord on the other, the two of them talking across us.

‘Since then I’d known as friends name-bearing relatives to the Lesser Lady Esulla. No, she, I knew, had never married Lord Anuron. And only two years back I’d dined at a heavily piled table with the aging Count Jeu-Forsi—across from me and half a dozen guests to my left—white-haired and plump now, but still called Toad.

‘No, I didn’t make myself known.

‘I looked across the field, trying not to see the cart track that scarred it, trying not to see the village, like a new bunion on the mountains’ foot. Instead I tried to reconstruct precisely where Fluffy’s wagon had been parked, where the clearing had been in which Lord Anuron had wrestled Vrach, exactly where the fringed pavilion had risen, or where the lamplit tent had stood—grinning, as I foundered among these dim speculations, because, within hours, my own wagons, tents, and pavilion would rise there, destroying any hope of an accurate image of the past with their own insistent presence.

‘I would walk to the new village, I decided suddenly. This nostalgia was absurd. I must see what lay here now. I started out—directly along the road, first on one side of the weedy mound down its middle, then on the other. Although I tried to fix my thoughts on the here and now before me, still, while I walked, I pondered: Did these ruts carry me over the spot where I’d stood at the tent flap in the dark, gazing in the lamplight at the naked lord? Did they perhaps lead me along the line I’d walked between the lighted tent and the sleeping Vrach?

‘To think too long on such things is to feel the gut twist, the throat constrict, and the emptiness behind all mirrors swell. And it was a long walk to that town. But I almost managed to dismiss the ache by telling myself: You have come here as a man victorious at the termination of a great battle. This must be your celebration … 

‘At which point again I saw the face of that mighty minister, my enemy, dead tonight but that day at the side of the empress in Kolhari, and at whose behest I’d come here. For a moment, like some ghost or god of the field, it seemed much like the face of the tall lord …  Could either have known of this pain, I wondered? Could either have possibly and purposefully placed me here, like a piece moved on some gaming board, to make me feel precisely this? But the preposterousness of the thought finally released me from it all. Again, as I walked, I grew certain of the celebratory present I was moving toward. To gain it, the past was what I must not think of anymore today. Yet when I was ten meters from the first thatched and hide-walled hovel, I stopped. I watched a few folk amble between the huts. One glanced at me. I wondered if she knew who I was.

‘Then I turned and walked back toward the part of the field with which—how else can I put it?—I was more familiar.

‘I’d almost recrossed the whole of it when I saw, up beyond where my horse was tied, the four on foot coming down the cart track.

‘In front was the old slave woman, in her brown shift and iron collar.

‘Three men were with her. One was a rangy, elderly man, also in brown, also in iron. He must be the long-term slave she’d told of. She and he were smiling broadly. And there was a younger one, a muscular, well-knit fellow, with matted hair, a leather clout around his hips, and iron at his neck. He was not smiling: but he walked with his mouth half open.

‘He was missing some teeth.

‘Have I mentioned it, Udrog? Namyuk had also had that dull habit of wandering about with his lips apart. A moment’s confusion: the young slave was Namyuk. The old woman and the old man were bringing him to me! Illusion, yes; but it was strong enough so that I waved my hand, quickened my step, and grinned like a madman. It lasted only seconds, but when the thought shook clear from my mind, what replaced it was: no, it wasn’t the young slave who was my old friend, but the older one! How long had the woman said he’d been here? She’d only kept it from me as a surprise—

‘That illusion cleared too, of course. And I felt myself an ass. (She’d said the older slave had been here twenty years, which would mean he had come six years after I’d left. For a moment though, I’d thought it had been only two, rather than three, decades!) And I was standing before the old, leather-necked fellow, who, there in his collar, was smiling as broadly as I had been, his long teeth yellow and sound, while I tried to salvage the fragments of my own smile.

‘The youngster watched me with his gray-eyed, gap-toothed gaze.

‘But neither the young man nor the old was any more Namyuk than I.

‘The woman stepped forward, gesturing at her companions. The man was Mirmid, she said. Her own name was Har’Ortrin. The youngster here was Feyev. (Feyev’s dull face only let the faintest of smiles pass around his dark, dark lashes, his light, light eyes.) But she’d told me of them before …? I looked at the fourth, a man with no collar, standing back and to the side. He was dressed in a leather clout sewn up with thongs, the same sort as Feyev. A simple and brutish fellow, he looked wary, uncomfortable, squat, strong—and as dirty as Feyev, too. With surprise, I realized he was a guard, as he blurted: “And I’m Iryg, sir.” He threw his hand up to knock the back of his fist on his forehead. “A free servant of the empress—the empress …  whose reign is loose and liberal!” Even now, every few seconds, Namyuk’s face in memory seemed to join Feyev’s before me; and though it defied all sense, I was sure Iryg was not just similar to, but the physical twin of, the guard who’d once walked us here to the caravan site—though it was only because I carried such an unclear image of the old one that this new one replaced it so easily.

‘In honor of my coming, of the coming ceremony, of the freedom that was to come to them, this was, of course, a holiday. There was no real work; so Har’Ortrin had brought them here to meet me. “ …  If you don’t mind, sir. You seemed such a kind sort, for one so great. And you’ve come here on our behalf, anyway. So I just thought, if it wasn’t any bother—and you’d said you wanted to talk to Mirmid …  who’s been here so much longer than I have. And maybe if the boy’ll listen—” she nodded toward Feyev, who wasn’t paying much attention—“he might learn something meaningful of this place he’ll leave tomorrow forever!”

‘“Come, then.” I smiled at them. A heavy tree had pulled up by the roots and fallen a bit away; another trunk, this one cut, had been laid one end across it. I told them: “Let’s sit and talk.”

‘The five of us went and sat. It all began very well.

‘“Yes, that’s right, sir. Har’Ortrin told me where she’d pointed out the old barracks to you. But that wasn’t where they were at all!” Mirmid explained. “She wasn’t here for any of that. The barracks you were in were on the other side of the building that’s there now …  yes, sir. The guards used to use it for their own, though we all live in it today. At any rate, your old barracks burned down in the fire—a year before I came. Everybody said what a terrible night that was! No one ever really got the number of slaves burned up. Among the thirty or forty left, they were always mumbling that it was negligence, or even done on purpose; or at least could have been prevented—all those creatures roasted alive in their straw-filled coops! When I was brought here, you could see burnt bits and pieces, still scattered about—it hadn’t grown up fully. But what she’s talking about over on the slope were the temporary shacks they put up right afterwards when they first tried to run the place on a reduced scale—where I stayed when I first came. That’s when they closed up the three big tunnels—the ones you must have worked in. And opened up a smaller one, closed down years before, that was still supposed to have some good lodes in it. But that didn’t go so well …  finally they decided more or less to shut the whole place down: down came the temporary shacks. Most of us were sold off to the west. But there were only twenty-five or so of us by then, anyway. They brought some women in, to cook and clean, since it was only maintenance going on by then. That’s when Har’Ortrin came. Today, of course, there’s just the three of us …”

‘While he talked on, my thoughts were abroil.

‘When Mirmid mentioned the fire, I was thrown back to a breezy evening on a river’s rocky bank, where, as an officer in the Imperial guards, I’d stopped to question a band of desert men in their heavy robes, with copper wires sewn up the backs of their ears, who’d first told me of the holocaust at the mines. So, of course I’d known of it, known at least in vague report how bad it had been. But since it was so long ago, at the prospect of returning somehow I’d blotted it out.

‘And if my barracks had once, in fact, stood on the other side of the guard house, then finally I had a sense of the physical place I’d been—indeed, in a place I’d never been before because back then it had been all grown up with trees.

‘I kept glancing at the youngster: did this slack-lipped young man, who sat with his knees wide, pulling at a piece of bark with dirty, work-thickened fingers, really look so much like Namyuk? (He was closer to Vrach’s age. Still …  ) I thought to ask Mirmid and Har’Ortrin—or Iryg, if it came to that—whether they knew what had happened to Namyuk. Had he escaped the fire to be sold? Had he been burned to death? Perhaps one of them knew where we slaves had been carted off to be buried? But as I’d halted before the incipient city of the present, I hesitated now before the accomplished city of the past.

‘I asked nothing about either.

‘Feyev frowned at me: I was staring at him again. No, this wouldn’t do. I began to ask them questions about their lives, who they were, where they’d come from, what they did at the mines these days. Slowly, very slowly, all five of us, guard and slaves and Minister of State, began to relax with one another.

‘While I listened, I tried to remember the questions the tall lord had asked of Vrach and Namyuk and me. And do you know, those were the questions that, when I asked them now, drew from them the warmest answers, even from dull Feyev, even from sullen Iryg. I tried to remember which of that tall lord’s tales about his own life had struck me most vividly: and I tried to find like things from my own recent time (tales of the opulence and affluence of court; certainly nothing more of my memories of my time in the mines!) to entertain them. And do you know: those were the tales that made Feyev stop fiddling with his bark to look at me and grin, that made Mirmid and Har’Ortrin chuckle and shake their heads, that even made Iryg nod with dogged interest. As we talked more and more easily, I began to wonder. Though I’d never thought much about it, I’d just assumed the conversation with the tall lord that night thirty years ago had been the first he’d ever had with slaves such as Namyuk and I. But now I remembered how quickly all three nobles had gone to Vrach once he was down. Perhaps the tall lord had had several such encounters. Perhaps he’d known what to ask to put us at our ease. Perhaps he’d known the tales that would most entertain us. Perhaps he’d known, from other such talks with others, what questions would intimidate and discommode us, what topics would baffle and defeat us—and so had avoided them. (After all, I’d had many such conversations with many such myself. That talk with him was not the only one that had taught me what to say here.) Perhaps, with the best intentions, he’d only been playing us, as a game master deploys his pieces on the board to call up the most pleasing pattern, as I found myself, with just as good intentions, playing them.

‘My intentions were good, you understand. I only wanted them to be at ease—and they were! I only wanted them to avoid misunderstanding me, to hold off upset, and stay away from what was beyond them—and they had!

‘Still, for a moment, the suspicion that what I’d once thought so spontaneous might, as it had occurred on this meadow thirty years ago, have been wholly calculated struck me as an ugly—and palpable—probability. In many ways they were very limited people; and I knew their limits very well.

‘How could the tall lord not have known ours?

‘The three slaves had begun to talk of their coming freedom, where they would go, what they would do. Har’Ortrin had free family in the south, who she was sure would take her in. But while she told me about that good man, her uncle, and her many cousins there, silently I reviewed a report (that had taken five days of council meetings to present!) on the situation of newly freed slaves returning to families for help: a synopsis of that torrent of catastrophic evidence? The majority of such families would have nothing to do with the returned, unwanted, bewildered, new and often angry freemen—though Har’Ortrin clasped her hands at the prospect, now and again unable to speak for joy, hope, and anticipation.

‘Mirmid explained that he’d once been promised by a former master, who’d valued him highly but had been forced, nevertheless, to sell him, that, should he ever gain his freedom, he should return—whereupon he would be given a bit of land, the materials for a shack, and tools, with which he could work as a free farmer. Well, at least three other council meetings had been devoted directly to the cases and complaints of slaves who, given like promises, had returned to take them up, only to find that the promises could not be fulfilled—in many cases the estates they had worked on bore as little resemblance to what they remembered and were as reduced in circumstances as the mines were to what they had once been, the masters themselves having long since gone—though Mirmid went on in awed respect for the great thane who, though he had once been the owner of a hundred slaves, had made him such a promise!

‘And Feyev? Well, he was going to the city. What city? He wasn’t sure. But once there he would get a good-paying job. (What job? Well, that was unclear.) And he would work hard and buy a house and become a rich man with servants and fine clothes and lots and lots of money! He blinked his light gray eyes.

‘I listened. I smiled.

‘Back in Kolhari, the palpable problem of freed slaves had occupied so many council meetings—many more than the five and three just come to mind. But difficulties these here had not yet even envisioned had been distressingly familiar to me now for years!

‘I made what I thought was a practical suggestion. Should any of them have problems with their plans, here were the names of some organizations they might turn to for help, set up by the empress several years back for just such contingencies …  But (and this itself was already so familiar to me) I could see little of it was taken in.

‘Inwardly, I only hoped they would remember what I’d said when the time came they would need it.

‘Outwardly, I smiled at their enthusiasm, at their naïveté, at their joy over their coming release (contenting myself with the private conviction that there would be time later for the practical), but I was sharply aware: the riches, the privileges, the power all three of them saw lying only weeks, days, hours before them, for all my sympathy with the knowledge of what impelled their vision, were no more realistic than the belief that one of them might burrow through the mountain before us or that another might fly up into the air. And I wondered:

‘Speaking of the more than wonderful, the near mystical, the glorious freedom we’d been snatched from by slavers and Imperial guards, had Namyuk and I, thirty years ago, sounded anywhere near as naïve, romantic, and simply out of touch as these three talking about their freedom to come? I made another suggestion—again, only of the most hard-headed sort, telling them the names of more plans and programs the council had already instituted to help the newly freed. But even with that, as they talked on, one or the other would glance at me with the tolerant smile of someone who realizes he or she is simply speaking to a man who, if only through the happenstance of history and experience, cannot understand what is really being said. They held nothing back. They didn’t have to. The gap was already too large: Because I was free, I could not understand what their freedom would mean.

‘Suddenly I wanted to end the conversation.

‘I suggested abruptly that I had to leave them: I needed to walk about a bit, to see where it might be best to have my caravan arrange itself once it arrived. “ …  Please understand, but once the wagons come, there’ll be so much to do!” (It was an asinine excuse any lord or lady would have recognized instantly for what it was—acceding to it immediately if only because its idiocy revealed so clearly the distress it hid.) But now it was stolid Iryg who took the part of garrulous Vrach under drugs. The brutish fellow leaned forward on the log to erupt with incidents that had to be told, and nothing would do but that I heard them. They started and ended with the difficulties he’d had disciplining his charges, the nasty temper of that one, the thieflike cunning of this one (Oh, he hated to think of that woman, free to connive and steal, out in decent society!), the perverse depravity of another. Not that some of the guards were much better! Even at this place, with six guards for only three slaves …? Why, within the week he’d seen—but perhaps he’d best not mention names. Nor indeed say anything else. A day like today wasn’t the time for it. And certainly I would know what went on in a place like this …? There was no reason for him to start in. But slaves, now. You just couldn’t trust them. Always scheming to get something out of you. Oh, no; not these three here. They were good slaves. Even Feyev—who, with lowered lashes, was picking at his bark again. No, Feyev wasn’t so bad. He was a good sort. Most of the time.

‘But he remembered one … 

‘And he remembered one other … 

‘And he remembered still one more … 

Iryg had been a guard for twelve years, here and at four other institutions, and he’d known every kind of slave, the good and the bad. And the bad were a low and despicable breed the free folk of Nevèrÿon couldn’t imagine! “But I’m sure you’ve thought of all that, sir. I mean, when you were running around setting them free. After all, you used to be one!”

‘“And I was one of the worst, too, my man!” Then I wished I’d remained silent. But my comment didn’t seem to affect him. He was still going on. His point was, if he could be said to have had one, that my coming was probably a great and glorious thing, because once slavery was officially done with, he would no longer have to be responsible for the kind of scum—oh, not these, here, no, certainly not these—but the kind that, in the past, he’d been lumbered with.

‘I nodded where I felt I had to. Once or twice I smiled.

‘The others did not nod or smile. Feyev looked dull and bored. Har’Ortrin and Mirmid looked old and quiet. They must have felt hugely uncomfortable—unless they were so inured to Iryg’s complaint, repeated so often to one or another, that none of it registered.

It went on till Feyev turned to blink across the field, then pointed with uncharacteristic interest: “Hey, look—!”

‘Having pulled off the north-south highway, the first of my caravan wagons breasted the ridge.’
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‘THE NEXT THREE HOURS, Udrog, were servants and soldiers, tents and tarpaulins, secretaries and stewards, hurry and harassment. More carts and wagons arrived, with delegates and visitors from a dozen towns. The population of the village I’d decided not to enter came out, entire, to gawk at us—just as the chief cook began a ten-minute tantrum: Where were the other six helpers? And just look at the sky! If we were to eat, the provision tent must be taken down from where it was now and set up over there—so that the few wretches she had would not be running back and forth in the rain that was sure to come. Did we think they were all slaves? This was insufferable! And she would not tolerate it! Really, it sounds reasonable enough now—and seemed wholly preposterous then: she tore off her apron and stalked from the encampment, only to come back half an hour later, sullen, silent, and busy.

‘I was rushing from one problem to another, when old Mirmid stepped in front of me—I nearly bumped him; but he grabbed my shoulder. Please, was there any work he and the others might do to help?

‘I kept my balance. No. No, that wasn’t necessary.

‘But they wanted to work, Mirmid insisted. After all, this confusion was for them, wasn’t it? It seemed only right they lend a hand.

‘They could help most, I explained, by keeping out of the way as much as possible; but if they’d just stay near enough so that once the ceremony itself began, and we needed them to—

‘“Oh, go on, sir!” Iryg stood with a hand on his hip and one foot on a log. “Make ’em work!”

‘I wonder if he thought that made things easier.

‘“They’re state property another few hours yet.” He put his foot down and came over. “And put me to work with ’em! When there’s all this stuff to do—” he gestured around at the frenetic caravan: the pavilion was being raised behind him and wagons were being reparked to his left (and the provision tent was being moved)—“there’s no excuse for anyone standing around idle.”

‘Har’Ortrin hung behind Iryg’s shoulder, all pleased and expectant. Even Feyev, at the other end of his log, leaned forward on his knees, beating a fist into his palm, the look in his gray eyes clearly that of a young man who’d have been happier hauling something.

‘Just then a steward came up to ask me about the platform that was being erected across the way, half of which had not arrived, and also about six musicians who had—above the dozen expected. (When I checked, I discovered they’d been supposed to be the cook’s helpers. But in Kolhari there’d been a slip of the stylus.) I turned Mirmid, Har’Ortrin, Feyev, and Iryg over to another steward, who took them off and gave them something to do. Soon I was surrounded by people I knew; and people whom people I knew wanted me to know.

‘I said I was glad I came early?

‘The field looked like nothing I’d ever seen before. If I’d arrived expecting the familiar and had gone through my disorientation in such confusion, I’d have been far unhappier with the tenor of the day than I was.

‘The ceremony itself?

‘Of course it began an hour late, while, overhead, clouds thickened. During some lull when everything remained to be done and, because of circumstances, nothing could be, I wondered if, when I called the three slaves to me to unlock their collars before the crowd, I should hurl the iron from the platform against the pavilion hangings as the tall lord had once done. (Didn’t I owe him some little sign for all this?) But when one speech and another was actually ending and I turned to see the master of protocol herding Mirmid, Har’Ortrin, and Feyev onto the stage—I smiled at them, but, by then, as they came forward, they looked only stunned—as I inserted the key in the lock under Mirmid’s sparse, tight-curled beard, the first drops pelted my shoulders, my arms, my face; and the old man closed his eyes and bared his yellow teeth while his runneled cheeks grew wet.

‘Everyone had to crowd into the pavilion, where, somehow, we completed the ceremony.

‘The downpour went on twenty minutes, then slowed to a steady spattering. Between tufts of wet grasses, puddles and silvery ribbons across the field were raddled, pocked, and peppered. Though I heard a few complaints about the banquet service, by my judgment the cook did a spectacular job. Later I went to tell her so in her sweltering tent; she sweated, beamed, and nodded, rubbing her dark cheeks with her palms and thumbing perspiration from her eyes.

‘Because of the rain, most people left early. It stopped, with another rumble of thunder, just about the time another canopied visitors’ cart pulled off for the highway.

‘An evening celebration had been planned. But there were not many people left to celebrate. Everyone, I think, felt it was just as well. The cart road that had split the unified field of my memory was itself two lines of mud, split by the wet rocks and weeds between—and as familiar to me by now as any line across my palm, so that it was hard to remember why, hours before, it had seemed so egregious. As I’ve said, it was like any number of other public functions.

‘But as I stood there pondering it, I could not help thinking that for all its halts and hitches, it had had its moments of impressive, even moving, display, filled with silent meaning—like all empty signs.

‘The sky was deep gray. Repeated thunder said the rain might start again—probably to fall through the night. (We were due to leave for Kolhari in the morning.) A small tent had been set up for me. Tired by the day’s formalities, I’d just started back to rest when I saw Feyev walking ahead of me. He was making for my quarters, carrying something; but it was in front of him, so I couldn’t see. He glanced left and right a lot more than someone like him usually does. He didn’t look back, or he’d have seen me. At my tent, he stopped. (I stopped too.) Feyev lifted the flap. (Only minutes before, a servant had come to tell me she’d lit a lamp and left it for me, burning on a table.) He peered into the light, then stepped inside.

‘What, I wondered, did he think he would find! I tried to recall what few objects, belts and their buckles, chains of office, parchments, rules, or writing implements he might, in fact, walk off with. (Had I been so silly as to leave coins in the casket beside the bed?) Walking up, I lifted the flap.

‘He stood in the lamp glow, turned a little from me. He had just pulled free his leather clout and tossed it now to the rug. It had been bound tight by its thong, which left a line low on his naked flank. A semicircle of it in each hand, he held an iron collar …  which he raised now to his neck. With both hands he began to push it closed—

‘Till he saw me. And started.

‘I started, too. “What are you—” I blurted: “Why are you …?”

‘Feyev turned to me, his openmouthed gaze, his gray-eyed stare absorbing his surprise. He closed the collar, leaving at his neck awkwardly his heavy hands. “I came here—” he …  did not blurt back; rather he moved one and another thick finger on the metal—“ …  for you. I mean, if you wanted me to …” He frowned, perhaps because of my own frown. “I mean, I thought …  they say you—you like …”

‘“What are you talking about?”

‘Feyev looked around, finally shrugged, let go the metal with one hand, and dropped his fingers to his leg to scratch himself.

‘“Go on, tell me,” I said. “Why are you here?”

‘Embarrassment—or just uncertainty—made him glance up again. “You know …  I mean, everybody knows. About you. And the collar.” He said: “It used to be your sign.”

‘“Yes, Feyev. That’s right. But,” I said, “what is it you’ve come here to do?”

‘He blinked. “Some of the others …  they said I—”

‘“They’?” I asked. “Not Mirmid …? Not Har’Ortrin …?”

‘“No. Not them. The guards.”

‘“Which guards?”

‘He shrugged again, again looking vaguely around, as if his attention were wandering. But I knew it was a kind of mime. “You know,” he said. “Some of the men who like to do it …  that way—real rough; they get jobs as guards here. So I do it with them. Some of them, anyway. And one of them said—”

‘“Iryg?” I asked.

‘Feyev’s icy eyes came back, bright and narrow. “No! Not him!” He was actually angry. I felt a kind of tingle. “Iryg’s a fool! He only laughs about the ones who do; and makes jokes about us. About me. He tells you about my ‘perverse depravity’ without saying my name …  then goes on and says I’m really a good slave—that’s the kind of game he likes to play! But I don’t care. Not about him.” (I did not even ask if Mirmid was Iryg’s nasty-tempered one; or Har’Ortrin his woman thief. I knew these games, too. They’re all part of a single one where the winner deals out humiliation to the losers.) “But some of the guards …  well, like I said, they like to fuck rough. So I do it with them. That’s all. Like you. Sometimes they give me money. They say I should save it for when I’m free. But I don’t save very much. And I am free—now!” In his collar, he gave his gappy grin. “Well, some of them were talking about how …” The grin began to break up. I saw worry beneath it. “I don’t mean they put me up to it. Oh, no. I’m not getting anybody in trouble. It was my idea, me coming here like this …  afterwards.” (While he spoke, while I watched his dull face that at least I knew could be angry, could worry, could smile, it was still hard to believe he’d ever had any idea on his own.) “You’re a powerful man, sir. A strong man. We saw you …  I saw you staring at me; before. And since they say you like it that way, too, I thought maybe, if you liked it with me, you might …  Maybe you could help me some. I mean, afterwards. With some money.”

‘“Tell me,” I said. “Do you like doing it? That way, I mean?”

‘Feyev shrugged again. “I don’t mind.”

‘“Here,” I said, suddenly. “What are you doing with that thing on?”

‘Feyev lifted his chin above the collar. “My teeth,” he said. “I suppose I’m not as good-looking as some you’ve had. Because my teeth fell out. Someone like you, you could get anyone, I guess. But some of the guards say it makes it better, though; they say I look like such a low-down fool …  I have a whip mark on my shoulder—it’s not a real one. But some of them like it—” He started to turn and show me. “And you looked at me—”

‘“My poor, poor man” I said, “this is not right. You can’t just come in here like this and think someone might—’ Though, as I said it, I wondered what would make him think otherwise. “But you …  tell me, now that you’re free—“I asked the question mechanically (as, I realized with embarrassment, I’d asked it of them all when we sat on the log before the ceremony: but from so many conversations with so many slaves, I’d learned there was no other question more likely to produce a happy answer. Again I wished I had stayed silent)—“where are you going? What are you going to do now?”

‘“I’ll go to the city—to Kolhari.” Though his face brightened as it had before, it was not the answer he’d given before. “Some of them told me there’s a bridge there, outside an old marketplace, where I could hang out. Maybe make a few coins …  you know, doing what I do with them.”

‘“The Bridge of Lost Desire,” I said. “To be sure.” I felt some relief that what he’d spoken of out on the log with Mirmid and Har’Ortrin had been, for him, a kind of mummer’s tale. But I was unprepared, in the midst of the day’s formalities, speeches, and ideals, to encounter the simple sadness of a dull young man whose every thought was of another way to prostitute himself. “I’ve known my share who’ve gone there. Had I not been locked away here, I might have gone there myself. But it’s not an easy life on the streets of Kolhari.”

‘“Then I’ll just have to work hard at it.” He gave me another half-toothed grin. “If I get stuck, then I’ll try some of the things you said, before.”

‘My practical suggestions. “You’ll work very hard.” I thought of offering him some witless work on my own. (But what, I wondered while I thought it, could such a youth do besides stalk the walkways of the bridge?) I thought of accepting his offer and giving him a handful of coins. Or just the coins—and sending him away. Yet any choice seemed a trap I’d somehow set myself. I’d wanted to legislate his freedom, not ensnare myself in his survival. “Give that thing here.” I reached out.

‘Questioningly, he handed me the collar. “You want to put it on?”

‘The only reason it surprised me, I guess, was because it had been so far from my mind. “No,” I said. “No, I don’t want to …  not now.” I took it in both hands, looked at it, looked at him.

‘As though there were only one other choice, he stepped toward me and raised his chin.

‘I took a breath. And raised it. Why? Perhaps to see what would happen if I did. I closed the collar again on his neck. My hands stayed on the iron.

‘He looked at me with his light eyes. Then, slowly, he smiled: “You do want to, don’t you …?”

‘If that pause is desire, while he may well have been within it, I was wholly outside it. Oh, there was some physical response—most definitely—and as a younger man, I might have pursued it, seeing what I could work it into. But it was of the sort that, I knew from experience, if I tried to follow it in even the simplest way, it would only die against this unpleasant reality. And because I stood outside desire’s pause, I was incapable of any clear reading of what might or might not be occurring within it, either in Feyev, or in myself. And that was the ambiguity that had killed—would kill—its physical detritus.

‘“Let me tell you what I think is going on, Feyev.” With my hands on his neck, looking down at a face that had already turned to look away from mine, I was aware how much taller I was than he. “Think of it just as a story. But listen: because I’m not a stupid man. Someone—maybe one of the guards, one I haven’t met—told you to come and give yourself to me. You’ve done it before. You’ll do it again, no doubt. You’ll want a lot of money for it. And if I give it to you, because he gave you the idea and maybe loaned you the collar—you’re supposed to give him some, or half, or most of it. The two of you wouldn’t try to do me out of money by violence. There’re too many of my own soldiers around in the caravan for that. He’s probably waiting for you back at the barracks. Maybe you’re even a little afraid of him—especially if you go back empty-handed. But you’re just going to have to tell him that it fell through. After all, you are free now. Certainly I understand why he—or you—thought up the idea. I mean, if it’s a guard, he’s also out of a job. And so are you. Now. What do you think of my tale?”

‘Feyev stood there awhile. Then he looked up. “So what? We could still have fun.” He looked away again. “If I was your slave, you could make me do it. But I’m free now. So you have to pay me. Something. For it. That’s all. You set me free. Why don’t you do it, then?”

‘I shook my head. “Not if you want money.” I managed half a grin; and took my hands away. “And maybe not even if you didn’t. You go on your way now, Feyev.”

‘“Is the reason you won’t do anything with me because there’s somebody else in with the plan? Because you think that’s the story. Because it isn’t all like that—I mean not all of it. Sure, some of it is. But not all.”

‘“Right now,” I said, “if I heard the full tale, I’m sure it’d just be worse. I’m complimented you want to please me. I don’t blame you for going along with it. You’re going to have a very hard time—harder than you have any idea. Perhaps another day I might even have gone along with it, too, and said, ‘So what.’ But with all that’s been happening today, I’m just too tired,” though it was the silences from another night entirely that loaned meanings to this evening’s words. “Besides, I want to give you the benefit of the doubt. Perhaps I’ll run into you in Kolhari. But right now I want to rest. By myself.”

‘He blinked up at me, nodded a little, his mouth still open.

‘“Go on, now. Get out.”

‘“You’re sure …  you’re tired?”

‘I nodded.

‘“All right.” He stepped by me and pushed open the tent flap. “Because I couldn’t do it for nothing. That would be like I was still a slave. And free men get paid for what they do. That’s what they told me.” He started out. Then, at once, he looked back, with his bright, bright eyes. “You’re right, you know. My story’s not as good as yours. It is Iryg—the one back at the barracks, waiting for his cut. He told me I had to get paid. And I don’t like him any more than I said I did …  He knocked out some of my teeth, once, when he thought I was trying to steal something I didn’t even know was there. But he broke the lock for me. So he has to get paid, too. I guess it would be better if it was one of the guards who at least liked to do it the way you do. Or maybe it wouldn’t be.” Feyev shrugged. “I don’t know. Thank you, master,” though the nameless gods know what it was he thanked me for. “Good-bye.” He walked out.

‘I went to the flap and pulled it open. Standing there, I watched him walk, heavy-footed and a little stooped, off beneath gray and indigo. Lightning flared. The soaked field glistened. As he crossed the puddled road in the flicker, foot to foot with his reflection, he reached up, pulled the collar from his neck (I thought I heard the broken lock click), and let it swing down by his thigh. On his shoulder, I saw a whip mark—that was not real. More lightning overtook the evening. Thunder overtook the lightning. I turned back and let the tent flap fall.

‘Feyev’s leather clout lay on the rug, so like the one I’d worn—sometimes—at the mines. Thunder rolled away outside. Drops began to thud the canvas.

‘I sat on the bed and thought: I’m too tired?

‘I snorted.

‘That one was not even worthy of a mummer.

‘I felt numb, yes. But there was a tingling through it that tightened my muscles and defeated all rest. Rage? Fear? The love of freedom? Iryg was a perfect …  mule turd; I simply could not pay him through Feyev; and Feyev was a perfect fool to think I might! Still, couldn’t the real reason for my refusal have been as simple as age or aphanasis? Perhaps it was only Feyev’s resemblance to Namyuk: for him such sex had been so outside the question, I couldn’t believe any of Feyev’s gestures were other than a game without a prize. As I sat on the bed by the lamp, listening to the rain, the whole of that other day and night rushed back. What would have happened, I wondered, if, thirty years ago, I had been able to speak, move, acknowledge, or initiate the sexual actuality in which I and the tall lord had found ourselves? Had I just been given another chance to find out—a chance which, once more, I had not taken? There, when I’d been bound round by real oppressions, known and unknown, every gesture had seemed readable: this one luminously sexual, that one solidly political, all showing their true form in the harsh light of power, none of them muddied by deceit, sloth, ire, or greed.

‘Out of that clarity I had constructed my “self”.

‘But here, when power was mine and I was as close to being the lord—the perfect, freedom-bearing, benevolent lord, empowering the oppressed—as was possible, I could find nothing clear anywhere about me: not in the present, not in the past, not in my own motives, not in anyone else’s. The single move that had abolished slavery and dismissed the guards had made the separation between guard and slave itself ambiguous.

‘Wasn’t it true, I asked myself, sitting there, that I’d paused in my hectic work one morning, only three days before, back in the city, for a moderately satisfying hour of sexual exploration with a perfect stranger I’d met on the street who no more knew I was a minister than you would have had I not told you? And I’ll tell you this now, Udrog: two days after I returned from the mines to Kolhari, I passed an evening of fine sexual extravagance among three old friends. But all I could come to, as I sat there, listening to the water roar on the cloth and watching the flame at the lamp spout, was that, years before in this same field, at the flap of a tent like this one, I had looked into a mirror, recognized that mirror for what it was, and seized the image within it for my use. Now, at a sudden turn of chance, in need of an image to seize, I’d glimpsed that what I’d thought were mirrors and images and an “I” looking into and at them were really displaced, synthetic, formed of intersecting images in still other mirrors I’d never noticed before—mirrors whose angle, tactility, and location, because there were so many of them, because they were visible only through what was reflected of them in other mirrors, I couldn’t hope to determine (much less determine a coherent pattern in which to place them), much less determine which, if any, were real and which were merely intersections in others.

‘You understand, Udrog, my glimpse was not of the world around me. I speak of nothing so simple or cynical as disillusion: nothing had happened that day I had not been acquainted with long before. (Of what else was the revelation made but of such past acquaintances?) It was of the self that encompasses both folly and wisdom, enthusiasm and cynicism, illusion and disillusion, the self I had seized from the world, the self that had managed, after thirty years’ effort, only a week before to seize the world back—when, with my victory in the council room, I’d actually won the game of time and pain. Oh, it would be too much of a mummers’ tale to say that as I had once, on that field, found my self, there on the same field I lost it. I was trying to find, rather, the order in an asymmetric difference in the middle of which I was off balance each time I turned to grasp it; and you could dismiss me as a very silly man who’d learned nothing in his fifty years if you thought I was talking about some simple and singular reversal in the position of slave and lord, or that I set some equivalence between Feyev’s involvement in a corrupt guard’s failed scheme to win a handful of coins—and Piffles’s mindless murder.’

Udrog had been patient. He’d even extended that patience, when the core of it ran out, by telling himself (rather than listening) exactly how patient he was being. But now he pushed up, bunched his fingers, and thumped them on Gorgik’s chest, interrupting (‘I was searching, Udrog, you see for—’) Gorgik’s next sentence:

‘But the story just goes on and on. Does this difference make you want to fuck more? That’s what I want to know!’

Gorgik looked down at the barbarian, surprised. ‘Well, it positioned me more and more outside of desire—again, I don’t mean in any way that could make you say sex no longer interested me. Still, I found myself—’

But the first part of the answer was what Udrog had expected; and, beginning to fear for any satisfaction at all, he was just not interested in the second.

Udrog sat up. ‘I told you, I know what you want. You want someone to be the master, to take over for you, to tell you what to do, to cut off this stupid talking with an act. That slave, Feyev, you couldn’t tell whether he really wanted to do it then. So it didn’t excite you, that’s all. Here—’ Udrog jumped up before the fire; his shadow fell over the big man still on the rug. ‘I know all about that. I’ll show you what you need. No—move your hand, slave! You’re wearing the collar now!’ Naked above him, Udrog gave Gorgik a barefoot kick in the side. ‘You’ll see what I want. Turn over! I’ll beat you within an inch of your life, you piece of dragon dung!’ Udrog raised his hand in the firelight, prepared to bring it down in some violent and violating blow—

The hooting began up behind the colonnade. At the same time, there was a great rattling: someone was banging something back and forth between the columns. The noise came on, moved; the rattling moved with it.

Udrog stared around, his hand still high—and jumped away from Gorgik as, from back in the shadow, the cat ran straight across the floor.

The creature leaped across Gorgik’s belly and off the rug, right between Udrog’s feet.

The barbarian stumbled, shouted, and almost fell to the stone. What in the …  What’s going—?’

The hooting and the clacking careened toward the end of the columns—something was up there, moving quickly and making a great noise. Something flew from the darkness, to fall, clattering, on the floor: a stick, some two feet long. It rolled a few inches, while the noise traveled off into a corridor, growing quieter …  and, finally, stopped.

‘What was that …?’ Udrog demanded.

‘I think …’ Gorgik had sat up himself. The stick, he could see by the firelight, had blackened wadding at one end. Looking up again, he began to laugh. ‘I think it was some local field lad or milking lass in the balcony. Ten years old? Twelve? Somewhere around that age, from the glimpse I got. Well, we gave them a start. They decided to repay us in kind.’

Udrog turned sharply, looking up, and backed onto the fur. ‘You mean somebody was watching what we were doing?’

‘We didn’t do very much.’ Gorgik stretched out again, moving over on the rug.

‘Hey—’ Udrog frowned down at the big man. ‘You can’t do that kind of stuff when you have people hanging around, spying on you! They don’t understand that kind of thing. You—!’ He shouted up into the dark. ‘You get out of here, now! Get out!’ There followed some curses that combined terms for women’s genitals, men’s excreta, and cooking implements in truly novel ways. Finishing, Udrog shook his head and looked back at Gorgik. ‘How are we going to do anything with somebody up there, watching?’

‘They’re not watching now,’ Gorgik said.

‘I know.’ Udrog squatted on the rug.

Gorgik put his hand on the boy’s knee.

Udrog pushed it off. ‘No, you can’t do things if people are hanging around. Up there. That’s not right. Not our kind of thing. Or even if they might come back to watch you, you know?’

Gorgik was silent.

Udrog started to stretch out, then looked again at the columns running about the room’s upper tier. ‘You think they’ll come back?’

Gorgik shook his head. ‘No.’

‘But they might,’ Udrog said.

‘Yes.’

Udrog took a breath. ‘No, I don’t want to do anything if somebody I don’t know can see me.’ He stretched out, facing away from the man.

Gorgik put his hand on Udrog’s shoulder.

Udrog shrugged it away once more. ‘No. Don’t fool around now. All right?’

Again Gorgik was silent.

‘And you’d better take that off your neck, too. You don’t want anybody to see you wearing that. They might think all sorts of things.’

‘They might.’ The man put his hand on Udrog’s hip and slid his fingers forward.

Udrog said: ‘You know about the plague—in the big cities? In Kolhari? The one they say men mostly give to men? Though I knew a woman who had it—’

‘Yes.’ Gorgik’s hand stopped.

The barbarian grunted. ‘Well, I’ve been in the cities. That’s probably why we shouldn’t do anything. You’ve been there, too. I might give it to you. You might give it to me. At least that’s the rumor.’

‘The rumor is,’ Gorgik said, behind him, ‘that the things you and I would most likely do tonight are the ones least likely to pass it on.’

The barbarian grunted again. ‘I’ve heard that, too.’ Then he said (for, as we have written, there were some things Udrog was clear about): ‘Sometimes, though, I don’t think about that. And just go on and do what I want anyway.’

‘Sometimes—’ Gorgik made a sound the boy recognized as a yawn; and his hand fell away—‘I do too.’

Udrog lay still on the rug. He had not listened to all the story. Much of what he’d heard he only half understood. What he was left with, as the firelight dimmed, were only contradictions. The man, who was so very much alive, had claimed to be someone Udrog knew was dead—and claimed to be off to his own funeral! (Was he perhaps some demon, ghost, or god …?) He’d said he was a famous minister, then talked of being a slave. He had his own fur rug to sleep on and carried a collar for play, but spoke of being outside sex and what seemed to be the death of desire. And when gods, ghosts, or demons went hooting around them, he’d just laughed. But the greatest contradiction about him was that he was so calm, so sure of himself, so relaxed in the strange and terrible hall. Udrog was tired, and his time for unraveling these riddles, as well as for sex, was over—though now the man’s arm fell on his shoulder to slide around the boy’s chest. Perhaps since the flame was low, it wouldn’t matter if anyone peered. Udrog moved back, because the hall was cooler, and the man was big and warm—hard, too, across Udrog’s upper buttock. Well, even if no one was up there now, the boy had passed beyond desire into the vestibule of sleep. And with this sort, Udrog knew, if he did nothing to respond, the man would not do much.

Behind the boy, the slow breaths sounded rougher, irregular, as if something might at a moment catch in the big man’s throat.

But Udrog breathed quickly and easily; and slept.
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AND ANOTHER TALE.

We’ll write now of a noblewoman near death.

When news of Lord Krodar’s passing reached the castle of the retired Handmaid and Vizerine Myrgot, there was some consternation among the servants. Should the old lady, up in her chambers, be told now? or later? or not at all?

The question was finally put to the Vizerine’s aging eunuch, Jahor, who’d recently been ailing himself. In his tapestried rooms, full of lamps and caged birds, with overstuffed cushions strewn among carved wooden caryatids and delicate chimes dangling above intricate candelabras so that the resultant breezes tinkled them incessantly, the ceilings draped with intricately woven stuffs, the air scented by braziers burning spices and aromatic woods, some glowing on carved tables, others smoking on high-hung shelves, and mirrors, mirrors, many mirrors, some small as a thumbnail in scrolled wire frames, some large as a big man’s belly, hung on the walls, jagged at the edges and polished to a gloss, in his half dozen shawls Jahor looked up with paint-winged eyes from his delicate labor over gold wire, tiny shells, and precious stones. ‘Lord Krodar …  dead? Up at Ellamon, you say? And you want my opinion whether to tell the Vizerine?’ Under the gorgeous cloths he shrugged. ‘Why not?’

So the news was carried up the steps and through the corridors to the small rooms of bare stone. Here and there a wooden chest sat against a rock wall. In one chamber—not the largest—a desk had a few writing implements on it, dusted but not used. There wasn’t even a proper rug; a rush mat lay near the bed. The Vizerine was napping when they came in. It took them awhile to bring her fully awake. But they had learned to be patient, and once she fully understood she sat on the bed’s edge in her loose shift and breathed quietly awhile. ‘The irony,’ she said at last. ‘That the Eagle should die among the corrals of the Dragon …!’ She shook her head. Well, there’s nothing to do but get ready. Do we have a full day before the procession passes south along the Royal Way? Fix a closed carriage for me. Hang it about with black and purple—whatever funeral ornaments we have. Order nothing special. I will make do. We’ll join the cortege to accompany my departed colleague to Kolhari and then to his funeral in the Garth.’

The servants glanced at each other. Did the Vizerine feel that was necessary? She wasn’t well. Certainly her relatives and younger colleagues would understand and take no offense if, in this case, she—

But Myrgot sat straight at the bed’s edge. ‘I have never pampered myself. I will not start now. There will be people at this funeral I shall probably never have another chance to see in my life. Besides, I wouldn’t miss it for the world!’

Well, perhaps …  said the servants. Would she require her eunuch to accompany her?

‘Jahor? No, I won’t need Jahor. Besides, the poor thing has been sick unto death. I shall take only a driver and a maid. Perhaps the new girl …? Yes, I think she should come with me. She has a pleasant way. A good companion for a funeral.’

The ‘new girl’ was a woman of forty, called Larla. She’d been at the castle almost five years now. The last she’d worked for nobility had been half a dozen years before that, when for six months she’d been employed at the home of Lord Vanar, during his final illness. The other servants found her rather strange, somewhat shrill, and often a bit temperamental. But she was good-hearted. And since she was the last servant Myrgot had personally interviewed before hiring, her mistress made excuses for her.

The servants left, distraught over the Vizerine’s decision, both to go and to leave Jahor behind. For the eunuch’s endless self-ministrations tended to be of the preventative sort, and the actual ailments he vigorously complained of were, if one listened closely, only to justify this or that medicinal, dietary, or exercise regimen—whose long-term effects were what he was after. But the Vizerine, who would never admit to any failure of health, had taken half a dozen falls in the last year. Several times for two or three days she would not, or could not, eat. Both her coming awake and going to sleep had become longer (and more and more confused) processes. While her mind was generally clear, sometimes she suffered from …  well, it was hard to say if it were a surge of melancholy or a lapse of memory: it had characteristics of both. Then the whole castle went into confusion, since ordinarily the old woman insisted on organizing everything from her small, spare rooms; and now nothing could be done. (From these occasions the alternative of consulting Jahor had grown up. About the running of castles, the eunuch knew a great deal.) One time or another all the servants had seen her, usually early in the morning, in an old robe, hobbling along some hallway, halting between steps, now holding the wall, now both hands pressed to one hip, while she took one coarse breath and another.

Before sunup the next day, the Vizerine was bundled into her wagon, with traveling rugs and funeral gifts and hampers of provisions. Larla pushed in another brocaded sack and climbed in after it. The driver shouted to the horses.

Holding their torches high, the servants watched the wagon go. (Jahor had not come out to see her off. But though the old lady had commented on it, she hadn’t seemed surprised.) Still, as the servants lowered their brands to reenter the castle, they wondered if the Vizerine were not confused about certain things, for now and again she had turned to address some comment or other to someone who simply …  wasn’t there.

Well, it would be up to the new girl now.

The timing of the departure had been propitious. The wagon joined the funeral procession half an hour after a glorious sunrise. The Vizerine jostled along while the hangings swung together and apart—but at another rhythm than the drummers outside, with their loud, slow thunder.

The drumming, the Vizerine thought, was the difficult part of funerals. She sat straight in the corner seat, which, despite the cushion, hurt her hip—she had given up trying to find a comfortable position for her leg under the dark red wool. Had she told the new girl to ride in one of the other carriages? She really wanted to be alone. But no, Larla was right there—directly across from her, dozing. Of course if she weren’t there, Myrgot pondered, I’d probably miss her, for all her heavy arms and over-blunt opinions—not that the girl was much to talk to. If she were here in the carriage, she’d probably be asleep in the corner, her clothes in disarray, her head against the window jamb and her mouth faintly open as the hangings swayed, her lips ajar with the jarring of the wagon.

The Vizerine blinked.

Who was that sitting across from her in the shadow?

It was Larla …  wasn’t it? Or did someone else sit in the corner? Really, it was difficult to tell. And if there was someone else, who? Perhaps if she closed her eyes for a time …? (That was, she knew, often a better way to see.) In her red funeral robe, the Vizerine sat straight, and was very tired. But she wouldn’t sleep. No, this was not a time for sleep … 

She said to the big man sitting across from her:

I knew you would be here, my little slave, my great minister, my liberator. Really, Gorgik, you are the only reason I came myself. So, Krodar is dead. Though in different ways, it’s a relief to us both. Tell me, are you now the most powerful man in Nevèrÿon? Or is that just an illusion, a momentary shape I’ve glimpsed this morning out on some foggy meadow? Of course for so long I was one of those whose illusions, however cruel or benevolent, were the very constitution of power. What you have done, my Gorgik, by ending slavery, is to reduce the distance between the highest and the lowest by an entire social class. Thus we, who were the highest, are, thanks to you, nowhere near as high as we were. Sometimes, you know, I feel I created you. Have you really freed all the slaves? Lord Aldamir and I could not have approved more had you been a favored son who’d taken up our task and program and played it out with perfect dispatch. Consider. Once two of the strictest prohibitions on slaves were those on drinking and reading. Neither was ever allowed in the south. The first time the latter was relaxed in the north was on that shameful night in the Month of the Rat when my little cousin, whose reign is rich and resplendent, came to power. “There’s no time for trials! We’re killing all the Dragon’s supporters! Everyone knows who they are! We’re taking everyone in their families your age and below as slaves for the new regime!” I stood beside her as she heard Lord Krodar declare it, there in the bloody throne room. The terrified little thing, for whom it had been corpses up to the eyebrows three days now since we’d left the Garth, looked around for her hulking blond bodyguard who’d come slashing and hacking with us all the way from the south, to slip behind his hip or grab his wrist. But, not finding him, she cried out: “All of them, you hear! All of the children! You mustn’t harm any, not for any reason!”

‘Her first order from the Halls of Court.

‘I’ve always thought my little brown cousin was much younger at fifteen than most. Given her cloistered upbringing, it was understandable. Not that it protected her from much. The bodyguard she’d been looking for, we’d discovered just that morning, was a spy for the Dragon, and, with only minutes to spare, to stop a plot that would have lost both her life and mine, she’d had to run in to him, laughing delightedly, throw her arms around him—and, with the knife hidden in the folds of her skirt, slit his throat! She’d done it. Six hours later, though, her gown was still a mess. I say she was young, but in many ways we were all very old. We’d been through scenes as bloody four times in the last three years.

‘The nameless gods alone know which Imperial captain, slipping on strewn entrails and sliding on bloody tiles, carried her command outside. And on the waterfront, because of it, you, Gorgik, who had spent enough time in the warehouses where your father worked to pick up the rudiments of that old, crude, commercial script, were not tested, drugged, and slaughtered an hour after your parents, as you would have been in the south. You were never led into a room among a dozen others, where various legends had been scrawled over the walls, among them, “Freedom only to those who linger, silent, in this room when the others have gone on to their labors.” Nor were all told to leave through the door, and the ones who stayed congratulated with a celebratory drink (heavily drugged), then killed.

‘You were simply made a slave.

‘So now in Nevèrÿon, a very few slaves existed who knew how to read and write. (The first night I knew you, you yourself explained to me that is how you became a foreman.) The beginning of the end of slavery. It’s an explanation I know you would enjoy. How many like it have I heard you offer over the years for this or that social phenomenon? Yet, how many times have I heard you tell your own story—in so many different versions, I might add. Your literacy—certainly one of the first things I noticed about you when I decided to buy you from the mines—is not usually what you mention, unless asked. And more than once, my friend, my creation, my mirror, I have thought your suppression of that fact from the general narrative you tell and retell of your life is the sign of its indubitable core import.

‘Telling you this tale, while you sit here, smiling at an old lady whom you once thought not so old as all that, I expect at any moment you will take it up, but with emphases reversed, points and periods displaced, the whole re-read, re-written, clarified, you will say, but all to your own ends. How interesting, you will comment, that, from the beginning, the empress’s power was wholly supplementary, correctionary, cautionary, strategic, exhortatory. Hasn’t it remained so ever since? What intrigues me, from my own time at court (you will go on), is that this is the model for all political power any individual—empress, minister, Vizerine, councilor, courtier, radical rebel or petitioning merchant—holds. The most difficult lesson I had to learn at Court was that (you will explain) the sort of power the Child Empress wielded that night, as you have described it, was the only power there is. The illusory model of force, which distracts, dissuades, and finally destroys us all at play in the game of power and time, is modeled equally well, in your tale, by Lord Krodar, who is able to command, with a set of sentences, let these be killed or those cast down, let those be raised up or these seated beside me: the whole preposterous notion that power is limited only to that which mediates between language and action. That is why he—or his image as a blood-soaked tyrant—is our enemy to be analyzed, dismantled, dismissed in a move that, for us, must finally be one of vigilant self-correction and protection. That is why she—or her image as a bloody, frightened child—is our friend. It is simply a matter of which one is closer to the real.

‘And somehow, like any man talking to a woman, you will have taken it away from me again. And gone on smiling. How am I to tell you, now that you’ve deprived me of my point, that it was not an order Krodar gave that night. He had merely run in to report a fact—which is to say your model for political power is righter than you know. His power, compared to that of the greater engine, was as supplementary as the little empress’s. His brilliance—his own power, if you will—was only in his knowledge, practice, and exploitation of those supplementary strategies. For, as you also know, I have never been able to use Krodar—or his image—as you have.

‘But I suppose that is why I do not enjoy stories of court any more.

‘We have had so many times, over the years, you and I, for you to tell me your life. What has intrigued me, Gorgik, is that every time you’ve sat down to tell it, it has always come out differently. Do you recall, at our second meeting, how quick you were to confess so many things you’d told me in our first were lies—or, as you put it, “tales appropriated from other slaves”? Years later, when more and more of Nevèrÿon seemed to choose you to speak for her, I wondered if the reason wasn’t that you had appropriated still more and more tales into your narrative, so that more and more people recognized themselves in it—even as some of us recognized in that the strategy of a man who has no tale at all.

‘The temptation with such a man is, of course, for the rest of us to turn and tell your tale ourselves—or what we suspect that tale to be. Certainly I have my own version.

‘Do you remember when last you came to see me? Oh, how pleased and frightened I was when I heard of your elevation to minister. It seemed only fitting that I, who first brought you into the High Court of Eagles, should invite you, once your installation was done, to my home for some rest and relaxation before your arduous duties began. I sent my messenger to Kolhari. By that time our histories were intricately intertwined, even as our lives had separated. Retired now, I was largely out of the game that you had just taken on for your own. I hoped you would visit me as an old friend to whom you once used to write the most marvelous letters. (Ah, in those early years, the wonders you used to write of, at first hiring a scribe for the modern and up-to-date Ulvayn system that set down words—then, from time to time, as time went on, writing in your own hand, using the older commercial glyphs your father taught you, where signs for things and feelings and whole complexes of ideas, which might be spoken by the reader in many different ways, were marked directly down. Toward the end, as you used a scribe less and less, your letters began to mix the two forms—as presumably, like all in our land, you began to master the modern mode yourself. Indeed, I noticed that as more and more words crept into your letters and as the signs for ready-made ideas became fewer and fewer, the letters themselves became rarer. And as our correspondence fell away, I wondered if you were, after all, a man more comfortable with abstract ideas and physical things than you were with the vagaries of perlocution and illocution.) But I also knew you might come as the grimmest accuser with listed reasons as to exactly why you had stopped writing. Really, I hoped you would be my mirror, once I had gazed at you long enough to discover how you felt toward me, I would, among the endless ambiguities of my own actions over the years, learn who it was I had at last become.

‘We had all heard much, over the years, of your new little one-eyed lover. Some said he was a vile, low creature, once the basest of slaves, bandits, and murderers, now your fool and your clown, for whom you had developed an obsessive fondness the way, so often, the very high will become enamored of the very low. Others said he was a sorcerer who had bound you to a pact within which your past successes and your future triumphs were inscribed with equal legibility and for which, as each occurred, you paid with the blood of your body and the humiliation of your soul, the transaction carried out in the darkest hours with rituals of such a violent, painful, and demeaning intensity ordinary men and women could not conceive them. Others saw between you a more humane relation: the one-eyed creature was a brilliant military and political strategist whose advice you had once sought out and whose companionship you now clung to. He was to the army and politics what the great Belham once was to architecture and mathematics. The worst these folks could say was that your own greatness in Nevèrÿon was something of an illusion, that the real power attributed to you did not exist, that you were, in fact, only the one-eyed creature’s gaming piece, an emblem of power he deployed wholly for his own ends—ends which were, of course, nowhere near as high-minded as the ones you’d been putting forward so docilely at his behest a dozen years. The least human version was simply that the one-eyed man did not exist! You were the sorcerer whose program of liberation masked unscriable depths and complexities, within which good and evil were so entangled there was no extricating them. The one-eyed demon, appearing in the collar that once you’d worn as your personal sign, was only the most frequent of the many illusions you could call up to manifest a strength and a will for which words like adamantine and indomitable were inadequate.

‘I had known you too well—or liked to believe I had—to be taken in by any of these tales. Yet because I could believe none of the explanations I had been offered, I was that much more anxious to meet your companion myself—possibly (I can say it to you after all this time) even more anxious than I was to take up your own acquaintance again. Perhaps I suspected you had somehow found something with this odd asymmetric person who’d fascinated so many that I had overlooked as I’d sifted the world’s dust for the accoutrements to greatness. How carefully I framed my message: “You and any of your household you are inclined toward are cordially welcomed as my guests for the season.” How distressing, then, that before I had even received your acceptance, the rumor reached me that you had not even brought the legendary Noyeed, with his single eye, to Court. I had it from the Princess Elyne, who stopped with me for three days on her way back from your installation to her own drear family halls: though the diminutive creature, who all agreed was your bedmate (some said as well he was your master and others that he was your slave), had started out with you on your journey to Kolhari, brown as our empress and less than her in height, he had vanished just before your party arrived for the ceremony, as if the Kolhari carnival declared in your honor had swallowed him up in its festivities.

‘He had not been seen again.

‘A week later, you arrived at my home, singular, alone, impressive. You swept into the hall, wearing your ministerial robes, looking both older and stronger than when I’d last seen you maybe six years before. You laughed, seizing both my hands in yours, entreating my forgiveness, as you had come without servants, guards, or retinue. Would it inconvenience me if my own people took over your care? I felt joy and delight, at the same time as I listed to myself my disappointments. Remain here for the season? It was generosity itself of me to offer it, you said.

‘But it was impossible!

‘Certainly I would understand that, as one who knew the engines of court much better than you. You could pass a fortnight with me. Then, it was back to Kolhari. As we stood gazing at each other, dust still on your shoulders from your ride, I realized you might as well have come to me as naked as you were the night I first possessed you, twenty years before. Without entourage, you gave me no way to judge your material strength …  as an ordinary aristocrat would have! It was only when I was unexpectedly deprived of the information that I learned how used I was to receiving it from my other noble guests; and how much more than pleasures of the flesh or the intellect I desired it.

‘“Where is Jahor?” you asked.

‘I called our old friend in.

‘He came, prattling and preening himself, monstrous flirt that he can be, heaping on you monstrous flatteries and appropriate praises inextricably mixed, the way, over the years, I’ve seen him do with anyone who terrifies him. I smiled at it, because it only confirmed for me how comfortable I felt within the arc of your friendship. Whatever past bitternesses there might have been between us, while I did not think they were forgotten, I could believe now they’d been forgiven. And that gave me much delight about my past actions, your future career, and the world sharing them.

‘It was three days later that the servants called me to tell of the tale a wagoner had been bruiting about in our village market. Oh, yes, all and sundry were stopping by his cart to hear. Well, I declared, if his tale is as interesting as that, have him brought up to the castle so that he can tell it to us. Thus that dirty, dazzled man, smelling of the chickens he’d hauled along, was brought into the receiving hall and served bread, cider, cheese, and fruit, while I sat on one couch and you sat on another so that we could hear him out.

‘His tale was simply this: In the town where he had begun his journey, just three to the west of ours, some dozen hungry, haggard men and women had wandered into the village together, destitute, disheveled, and dazed. They’d seemed peaceful enough. But when the elders came to question them, their answers were incoherent and fragmentary. Finally, one of the town’s elder-women remembered: years before, a party of rich merchants, minor nobles, and several bright sons and daughters of wealthy farmers had passed through the village with their caravan, journeying on, so they’d claimed, to Nevèrÿon’s very border, seeking to travel across it, defiant of the named gods and protected by the nameless, to explore the world beyond. Clearly these were the remnants of that expedition, stricken, shaken, shattered by the adventure, returned to Nevèrÿon at last.

‘You leaned forward then, your face gone hard about its scar: “Tell me,” you demanded, “was there a one-eyed man among them? A little man, no bigger than a boy, with the lids of his right eye sealed deep within the socket? He was called Noyeed!”

‘That was when our driver confessed he had only seen the returning men and women from a distance, over the heads of the crowd. He’d come no closer to them than a third the width of his village square, with its purchasers and vendors of turkey eggs and squash and goat’s milk crowded in between. No, he had talked to none of them. Nor had he really seen any from less than civil distance.

‘That was the first time your one-eyed companion had been named in my home since your arrival. It struck me, even as I recoiled from the intensity of your demand, that had I been the first to mention him, any further questions I might have had would have gone so much more easily. But as you had initially named him, and named him with such urgency, I felt excluded from further articulate query. I could not mention him again simply because you had.

‘The wagoner rode away.

‘But with that, the one-eyed man seemed to enter my castle himself, like some hazily clinging dream that will not leave in the morning. Over the next days, a third of my thoughts were about him: who could he have been, where might he have gone, and why might you suspect that he’d returned to Nevèrÿon with this demented party?

‘Three days later, another cart pulled up in my courtyard. The servants came in. A Kolhari relative of mine had stopped by on his journey home, an unassuming prince from a fine but fragmented family, who’d long ago dropped his title and turned to teaching at an academy in the capital, of which he was now Master. He wished to know if he might stay the night before continuing on tomorrow. By all means, I said. Tell him I will see him and welcome him to my house. I went to your rooms. “Come,” I told you. “I want you to meet my little cousin. I am terribly proud of you both and wish to show you off to one another. Now that I am retired, such is the only pleasure I have.” Again we found ourselves in the receiving hall with cider, salads, hot biscuits, and the kitchen’s best meats brought out for the afternoon.

‘As with so many who have turned their pursuits to the abstract, the presence of real power seemed to leave the Master of Sallese pleased, flattered, even flustered in the way that always compliments the truly strong. We talked, the three of us; and while the Master seemed to compete with Jahor in his praises of your program and your progress, you, in the face of it, were supremely cool—also, I could tell, supremely pleased. It was then I thought to bring up the tale we’d heard only a few days before: had the Master heard of the strange group, only a few towns off, who’d returned to Nevèrÿon after their mysterious exploration?

‘Oh, yes. Indeed, he had. His trip had taken him right through the village. But they were not the returned expedition at all, he assured us. He himself, when he’d heard of the visitors, had stopped for the afternoon to conduct a personal examination. We must believe him, this was no egalitarian collection of brave wanderers, with ideals and commitments, snared in the ends of some ragged and raveled venture. Rather, they were a clutch of madmen and madwomen who’d accidentally come together and had taken solace with one another, stumbling and staggering through the Nevèrÿon countryside, for the simple protection numbers gave so sad and vulnerable a lot.

‘As he said it, again I saw your attention rise as your eyebrows lowered. “You say you made your own examination of them? Tell me,” you demanded, “was there a one-eyed man with them, a little one, Noyeed? I want him! Was he among them?”

‘Taken aback by the intensity of your question, the Master now admitted, somewhat flustered, that he had not examined the men and women themselves. For a number of reasons, that had not been practical. But he had spent several hours personally questioning the village elders who had stopped, detained, and finally, themselves, interrogated the strangers. Surely, had such an eccentric creature as you described been in their number, he would have been mentioned. Therefore, though the Master could make no certain statement, he could certainly offer as highly probable: the one-eyed man was not with them.

‘As he said it, however, I could tell—as I’m sure could he (for he certainly knew what man you inquired after, though, in the face of your intensity, he was as reticent about asking more details as I was)—that you would take no such assurances. And I pondered: Was it love you were feeling? Was it the desire for revenge? But you’ve always had a difficult face to read.

‘The next day the Master was off.

‘Later, when I looked from my high window to see you, with my two good eyes, strolling outside on the sunny grounds, I wondered what varied darknesses you carried within you that only a one-eyed man might look at and see into.

‘Three days more and summer sun gave over to summer rain. And the servants came in to say that the redheaded tale teller, who now and again passed by, had called with her cart at my courtyard, asking if I would enjoy her entertainments on this drizzly day. Yes, most certainly! Tell her to come into the main hall! Again, I went to get you. As we walked downstairs together, you seemed as enthusiastic as I.

‘Sure enough, when we met her in the receiving room and she stood up to greet us, it seemed you, too, knew the wandering fictioneer, at least slightly, the way one knows those wondrous creatures only a breath from true sorcerers, whom one meets and remeets about the land. It was like a reconciliation among old friends, one of whom now would introduce us to new wonders.

‘Cider, beer, wine? I had all three brought out. This was certainly worth a full feast. And a full feast I had my servants set out through the day. Even Jahor came from his musty chambers to listen. Now and again, this or that kitchen boy or cleaning girl, finished serving, would linger in the room. And, oh, what tales she told that afternoon! She told old ones, with which we were all familiar, that pulled from us all the old emotions, the more intense as the ruts along which they rolled into view were the more familiar, the more deeply worn they were! She told new ones, which puzzled us and prodded us to seek out all their similarities with, and differences from, the old! There were clever ones that were all wordplay and silliness, at which we howled and clutched our sides. There were high, solemn, serious ones, to which we paid all of our highest and most serious attention, only glancing—solemnly—from time to time at some of the others to see if they’d, perhaps, fallen asleep. And which of her stories were not all sparkling artifact and invention were wicked and incisive gossip.

‘Oh, while the rain pelted the rocky roof and walls, we had a wonderful day!

‘But it was you who brought up what for me had become at once the obsessive and the forbidden. Between stories, you said, sighing: “If you could only tell us some tale of those creatures in …” and you mentioned the name of that town.

‘The tale teller paused. Oh, yes. Her own travels had taken her through the place only days before. When she had heard about the strangers, she had presumed on her privileges as a wise and storied woman and asked to see them, to spend time in the hut where they’d been confined, to question them and listen carefully to their answers. After all, they were rumored to have been to distant lands and locations. They were rumored to be mad. Perhaps they had tales to tell that she might add to her store.

‘“You saw them yourself?” you demanded. “You did not simply glimpse them across some crowded public space? You talked to them yourself? You did not simply prattle with those who claimed to have talked to them?”

‘Oh, most definitely she had seen them. And spoken with them. And listened to them. She had eaten with them in the house where they’d stayed, sat up with them through much of the evening, and slept among them as they’d slept. And in the morning, she had left them. No, she was quite sure they were not natives of Nevèrÿon who had departed and then returned. Nor were they, she assured us, mad. As far as she could tell, they were from some other land entirely, with language, habits, and customs simply different from our own, which explained why they had at first seemed insane; for they had fared hard and suffered much. Where they had come from she was not sure. She herself was from the outlying Ulvayn Islands and had been both north and south, and she’d recognized neither their language nor their manner. But they were peaceful and, in their demeanor, civilized. Yes, they had their own tales. She had listened long and hard to one man, who must have been consoling the others with one of their own stories. But it was in an unknown language and though she could enjoy its loll and lilt, and could even read a gesture or two which accompanied it, the narrative itself was opaque to her. Though she’d sat, fascinated, through it all, she’d no more idea what it had been about than she had of the tale the leaves whisper to the wind or the one the brook hisses at the bank.

‘But you leaned forward with your dark look. I heard the question that hesitated, half-formed, among jaw and tongue and lip. And for a moment it was as if the one-eyed man himself stood there, his hand on your shoulder, leaning with you, waiting for her answer even as you asked: “Tell me, was there a small man among them, called Noyeed, with only one eye?”

‘She was as troubled by the strength of your question as the others had been. “No,” she answered, puzzled. There was none whom she had seen. There’d been a woman who was lame and who had been quiet most of the time. There’d been a fat man who was ill and had difficulty both breathing and hearing. Most of them, indeed, had sustained this or that injury in the journey which had brought them to our land. But was there a small one-eyed man? No, definitely not. She concluded by telling us that, when she’d left their hut, she’d returned to the village elders and suggested that, after letting the group have a day or so more rest, they send them on with new provisions, in the name of the empress, whose reign is grand and gracious; the elders had only to hear it from an outside author to declare that they had been only an hour from the same decision. It would be done. (Also, she suspected, the novelty of keeping the foreigners was wearing thin.) That is what she was sure they had done. And she had ridden on to the next town.

‘You settled back on your couch. Soon we were all lost in other stories, other tales. But now and again I glanced over. What I saw, however, almost more clearly than I saw you, was a little man squatting on the end of your couch, clutching his knees and listening as intently as any of us to the red-headed island woman, his head turned just so, that he might, with his good eye, observe her more directly. I tell you, this one-eyed creature was oppressive in his absence!

‘That night I begged the tale teller to sleep in the castle and ordered blankets and rugs to be brought for her to the hall. The rain had ceased, and, with the full moon, there rose about the stones of my house, pearled through with moonlight, a summer fog.

‘You yawned, you stretched, you stood—you would like to go walking for a while. Did I and the tale teller wish to go with you among the night’s mists?

‘The tale teller declined, with fatigue as her excuse.

‘Myself? Well, I was simply too old and too stiff to enjoy such nighttime rambles in the chill and damp. I was, in fact, exhausted.

‘Jahor attempted to dissuade you, I remember. Such damps were bad for the lungs and the liver. But you laughed at him and went out. I retired upstairs. But before I lay down, I pushed back the shutters to look out on the glowing air. I could not see the ground or make out an entire tree.

‘The castle seemed to bob about in moon-soaked vapor. I remembered how, days before, from the same window, I had watched you stroll in the sun where, more than likely, you now strolled in the fog. I smiled. For as you had brought your vanished friend’s oppressive absence into the castle, it seemed you had at last taken it out with you. Standing there, looking for you and wholly unable to see you, I felt, for the first time since you’d come, at peace. What might you be saying to the little creature who haunted you like a dream? During all the years that have passed since then, I have just assumed it was central to your being, the articulation of some secret on which your very self was founded, the origin and end between which was organized all you despaired of, all you hoped for. Perhaps it was only because, while I looked out at the inconstant mist, I could assume you had such a center that put me at such peace that night. Feeling that such a center existed for you, I could assume there was one—however out of touch with it I was—for me.

‘The next day the tale teller went off, with a reward of coins from us both. And a little later, you rode from my courtyard, back to Kolhari and glory. Am I only a woman who wishes to see love, even so demonic a love as yours, at the core of things? But I have often wondered since—I have often longed to ask you in the years that have passed—if, indeed, were you to tell your tale some night, in enough detail and at great enough length, would the secrets you and your one-eyed demon, ghost, or god uttered to each other that evening out in the fog be solid and central to it? Or would they only flicker at the corners of our attention, like marginal remarks that might as well be elided because, in fact, the whole tale was only the intersection of so many margins?

‘Is it perhaps that your true story, my liberator, as you pass from the lowest to the highest, simply goes on and on, like so many others’, only hinting at forms and figures and overall patterns in passing? Do you really repeat yourself so often and at such variance? Perhaps we cannot fathom the stories’ unity. Perhaps we cannot interpret the strategies of their diversifications. (Are both failures, finally, one?) Or is it only that we, hearing you tell it, are sundered by it and so, split and shaken, must ask you, from our various and several positions, to repeat it: whereupon you, sundered by our demands, shaken and split, retell what always seems, because of the violence done you and us in the request, another tale. Well, there are some tales that may never be told in this strange and terrible land: the tale of a revolutionary’s success, through loss, gain, and glory, within and without the High Halls of Court, is doubtless one. The story of one powerful woman’s advice and administrations to another over the years on the basis of greater age and experience, such as my service to our empress, whose reign is proud and proven (if only by your story, Gorgik), is doubtless another.

‘As Vizerine to the Empress, as Liberator to the land, you and I have lived those tales—yet even we, in these basic and barbaric times, would be hard put to tell them: we were too busy living them to attend to their narrative form. And neither of us thought to keep a mummer or a tale teller about to narrate them for ourselves and others, to give them a classic mold. We must satisfy ourselves, then, with empty signs, marginal mutterings, attending rather to the celebratory engine of someone else’s distant and speculative art.

‘Will someone someday ever essay their rich specificity? No, I will never hear mine related. I doubt you will ever hear yours. However laudable our actions, as tales neither aids enough men now in power.

‘Gorgik, I look around me at the strong men and women of Nevèrÿon. I have always tried to seize their images for my own. But I know I am not a strong woman any longer. It doesn’t frighten me. It doesn’t worry me. I still retain enough strength to face my death. Still, every time I leave my castle, I wonder if I shall come back to it. When, I ponder, will it join the vacant ruins, scattered like bug husks on the land, which, more than any one else’s, are now yours?’

The drumming had put Larla to sleep. And, at once, it woke her. She started in the corner of the carriage. The hanging had fallen back from the window. Sunlight blazed over the Vizerine, turning her white braids silver, making the red wool folds seem waves of blood. She was sleeping, head back in the corner, wrinkled lips apart … 

She was sleeping, wasn’t she? Larla peered forward. But, yes. It was more than just the wagon’s shake. She could see the dark jaw moving. She reached out to hook the hanging again to the upper sill, so that the sun did not fall directly in the old brown face. She was muttering on in her sleep (as usual), though about what the serving woman had no idea. More and more confused about more and more things these days, the Vizerine still seemed to Larla in many ways (the women felt it deeply) an extremely clear-minded old thing. She only wished Jahor had come. Not only did the eunuch know just how to deal with the Vizerine, but he himself was a witty creature and, if the mood was on him, could be as amusing as any traveling tale teller—though, as had been muttered in the castle for the last year, the mood had fallen on him less and less. These days he seemed more given to brooding than anything else. Well, it was getting on in the morning. Should she take out some fruit from the hamper? Oh, perhaps in a while. Why, there, for a moment she’d almost ignored the drums! Larla moved about enough to get comfortable—then sat forward again to make sure her mistress was all right. Satisfied, she leaned back in the jogging wagon.
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WAKING, GORGIK COUGHED INTO fur, felt stone beneath …  He lifted his head, rubbed his mouth, and, pushing himself up, opened his eyes. From the windows along the higher tier, light—shadowed with leaves—flickered in the hall. He looked back. In the recess behind the hearth, the fire was dead.

Yes, he was alone.

One shoulder and one leg were stiff. But that was every morning now. They would loosen. He cleared his throat. (Someday, he thought, this nighttime choking will kill me … ) Was Udrog up and wandering? Or had the barbarian—far more likely—already run off? Gorgik put his hand on his chest and slid it to his shoulder. Moving his thumb against his neck, he frowned.

Then, on the rug, he sat up fully, looking to see where the collar had fallen.

The extinguished torch, thrown on the floor last night, lay a few feet away.

But there was no iron on the rug or on the stone around it. He lifted the edge of the fur three places to look under, then let it drop. Pursing his lips, he rubbed his naked neck. So, he had met a little barbarian thief! Suddenly, he started up frowning. On his feet, he dragged up the fur behind him and walked to the arch. He turned behind the wall, hurried up the steps, the rug over his shoulder, crossed the level landing, and went up the next flight:

The boards still leaned at intricate angles across the tower room’s doorway. He dropped the fur (it fell against his ankle) to remove one carefully. As he lifted the second, the rest toppled to the stone, loudly—as they’d been meant to. Still, it startled. He stepped across them, looking around:

Helmet, grieves, sword, pack, the bed’s bare boards … 

Neither the barbarian nor last night’s local prowler had thought to come up here. But that had been why he’d chosen it. And the room was cool.

He liked the morning’s smell. Leaves moved outside the shutter. To see what would happen, he called loudly, ‘Udrog!’ three times down the stairs, and twice out the window. The scummed pool was still. He called once more. His mare neighed from where she was chained in one of the remaining garden sheds. Yes, the key was still in the bottom of his pack. Udrog and the collar were gone.

He sat on the bed’s edge, listening to morning birds, watching leaf shadow the sun shook out on the wall. After some minutes, he went again to his pack, squatted before it (his bladder burned with the night’s collected water), and pulled out his clothes for the day’s ride. Standing, he began to dress. When he was in his military undergarments, suddenly he loaded everything into his sack, dragged it downstairs and out to the horse. Still looking for the boy, he smiled at the discrepancy between experience (the barbarian was gone) and desire (if I look for him, maybe he’ll be here).

At the shed, he urinated by rotting planks, in a longtime coming, longtime lingering trickle that seemed, in the past year, always to fall as weakly as the urge rose strongly. Pondering age’s daily disappointments, he turned back to his sack to don armor, robe, and ornament. He pulled a heavily medallioned width of canvas about his belly. Ah—just to put the stuff on was to sweat!

The horse’s silken flank twitched a fly off into the shed—and a memory he’d been dipping into and drifting away from since waking cleared:

Opening his eyes in the dimmest light, he’d seen the barbarian boy, kneeling with his back to him, rise to stand.

(He’d turned over and gone to sleep again.)

Pausing at one wide shoulder strap and buckle, Gorgik laughed out loud. (The horse stepped about in her chain.) He’d been assuming it was some image from years ago. But it had happened that morning! He’d woken long enough to see Udrog get up to leave. Why was it so difficult to weave together the strands of the present, without having one or another of them slide into the past?

There: the strap was set.

Food for the horse? He could take care of that down in town. He hoisted up the sack, its contents divided in two halves with loose cloth in the middle, and shoved it over the animal’s back. He looked down at himself again, hip and haunch heavy with metal. Well, it went along with formal affairs—births and funerals and the artificial occasions those in a position to might momentarily declare as important as one of the others.

The key was in his hand. He bent to unlock the iron, with its coiling chain, closed on the mare’s foreleg. Then, hesitating, he straightened again, and walked a bit away to look for a while among the trees.

Once he glanced back at the castle. He tried to picture the branches and shrubs, which had already taken over the courtyard and blurred all articulation in the grounds, coming closer and closer to those sloping walls till the building, sunken in soil and piled around with leaves, a few trunks thrusting from it, grew indistinguishable from forest boulders.

The picture completed, he turned from it.

He tossed the key up and caught it.

And grinned. And thought how little he felt like grinning.

To tell a tale, he’d often felt, was to take as much as you gave—for he’d always had an anecdotal turn. (Had it been getting out of hand in the past year?) But because the scamp had made off with his collar, he felt bested in the exchange.

The trees stood quietly, waiting with him, while he pondered.

He’d defined himself so long by his opposition to this dead lord, it was as if—at the death—he’d been pushing against a mountain to have it collapse into a field over which he’d gone staggering and reeling; as if, running across a plain, he’d gone over a cliff, into the air, flying, flailing, falling; as if he’d woken with an unspeakable power that felled all he looked at so that even as he gazed around to assess the damages, he’d only wrecked more.

When the old definitions are gone, he thought, how we grasp about for new ones!

What am I, then?

And what is this ‘I’ that asks?

Despite their separation, the questions seemed one.

Yet to articulate them was to be aware of the split between them, between the mystical that asked them and the historical they asked of, between the unknowable hearing them and the determinable prompting them, so that finally he came to this most primitive proposition: only when such a split opened among the variegated responses to a variegated world was there any self.

But, on such a morning, where do I turn to find it (he wondered), to limit it, to seize it and secure it? Where do I look for a model, a mirror, an image of the questing self seeking self-knowledge? Do I turn to the corpse I’m out to meet who’ll dominate my day? Or to the live and lusty youngster that slipped away in the night? Should I search in the ever-rising, ever-encroaching green and gray stuff of nature, or in the ever-falling, ever-failing stone and metal works of hand? Will I find it in my own body, which, though it is the register of all pleasure, whether of head or heart or flesh, is nevertheless a site of increasing ache and ailment; which grows more anesthetized to sex as it grows more sensitive to pain; which, no matter how bad it looks, always looks better than it feels?

No, he couldn’t see the north-south road from here. And, anyway, there was no exact timing to these things. All he could do was ride down, wait for the funeral to pass, and take his place in the procession.

He was annoyed about the collar! All the way here, he’d debated whether he should put it on today, as a sign of the past, perhaps some sign for the future, or maybe a mark of the division between. Well, the blond thief had solved that one, however unhappily. Oh, he probably wouldn’t have worn it. Still, he’d have liked the choice.

Despite the annoyance, or even because of it, the brush and rock around, the breeze overhead, the loam below, the bird above the bush, the bug down on the bough, all seemed exhaustingly alive—no, not with youth’s unified wonder, but with the tension between small pleasures and small pains that were the life of middle age. (It had not been twenty minutes: he had to urinate again!) For pain as much as pleasure was a sign of life. And I, he thought, am off to a funeral, where we shall ride quietly, on our horses or in our wagons, dazed by drums and deeming all in order, while we pretend that stomachs are not rumbling, that morning quince and honey do not linger by the tongue, that gas does not shift in the gut, that a shadow passing on a bare calf or a raised arm does not recall at least the memory of desire for the most sedate—that will be our obeisance to death.

Down the slope Gorgik could just see the nearest village huts. He stood on slant rock, gazing away from the sun, with leaves combing the breeze to his right and a lapwing darting on his left. Mounded and raddled at the horizon, yellow clouds looked for the world like buildings and walls and avenues: narrow your eyes a little, and you couldn’t tell if they were rock or lingering fog. Heat lay on one arm, like a warm palm. Shadow cooled the other where the moisture under his armor dried in the crevice between arm and flank, or beneath the brocade and hide that belted hip and belly. (Really, he was too old for boys like that!) How long he’d been away from people. Seeking a sign of the social, the civilized, the artifactual, he raised a hard hand to his neck, feeling for some decoration, mechanical, metal, consecrated to an elided function, so that, on such a man in such fine armor, another such ornament would have had almost no meaning.

But nothing was there.

After a while, he went back for his horse.



10

‘I WAS IN THE castle!’ In the yard the pig girl stood with the cat in her arms, looking down at the barefoot old woman squatting by her loom. ‘Last night, after dark! Kitty went with me. I took a torch up. But you didn’t really need it because of the moon. The bigger boys had left long logs in the receiving hall fireplace last winter. Back then, they were damp, and you could never get them going. But the wood must have dried out since, because when I went and put my fire to them, they flared right up, and …  then I put my torch out and went up on the balcony …’ Here she paused, stroking with one finger behind the cat’s ear.

The old woman shifted the strings on her loom, thrust one shuttle of light-colored yarn halfway through, then pulled up another dark one to complete the row. ‘And no one was there …  nobody at all. Not even in the dead of the dark. Am I right?’

‘I played that lords and ladies were walking and talking.’ The pig girl stroked the cat’s back. ‘Lord Anuron …  and the Lesser Lady Esulla—did they ever live at the castle?’

The old woman looked up for the first time that morning. ‘No …  those weren’t the names of the lord and lady of our castle. There was no one there, was there …’ It was not inflected like a question. But she frowned. ‘Earlier, when I was coming out to start on my work, I saw a scraggly bearded barbarian boy sauntering down the path. Perhaps he’d stopped in the castle for the night. But there was no one else. You didn’t see him, did you? I certainly haven’t seen anyone but him who could have been up there. And he wasn’t the one she was talking about yesterday, with all that fine horse and rich armor.’

‘Oh, no!’ The pig girl hugged the cat tighter. ‘There was no one at all. There were lords and ladies, who wore beautiful dresses and wonderful cloaks. They held a contest, there in the great hall, and they made slaves fight against free men …  and when the slaves won, they took the collars from their necks and gave them to them as prizes. Then they had a great celebration, with musicians and a beautiful pavilion out in the grounds, and a banquet with foods even finer than at our holiday meals!’

The old woman frowned harder at the girl.

This was a new story!

The pig girl rocked the cat:

‘Then, in the middle of it, a dragon flew in and began to screech and hoot through the upper corridors, and made a great rattling along the columns; then I threw my torch down, because I’d already put it out anyway—and everyone was terrified and ran off. Only I sneaked back in, later, because it was dark and no one could see me …’ In the morning sun, the girl and the woman blinked at each other. Birds chirruped from within the bushes across the path. With over-deep deliberation, the pig girl said: ‘I don’t think anyone was there …?’

The old woman looked back at her work. ‘I didn’t think so either.’

Just then the tall woman walked into the yard. She had a dish of dried apricots and pears at one hip, its edge against her brown skirt. From the fingers of her other hand, she dangled an empty basket. ‘Well,’ she said, ‘has the great man ridden by yet, to join his funeral? He’s got to come right along here, if he wants to reach the north-south road. Even you would have to see him.’

‘I haven’t seen anyone,’ the old woman said shortly. She looked down at her shuttles. ‘I haven’t seen anyone and I’m not going to. I told you there was no one up there. This girl here went up last night. She said it was empty, too.’

‘Oh, now—’ The tall woman turned to look at the pig girl hugging the cat.

The pig girl concentrated very hard on the warm ridges behind the cat’s ears and did not look at either woman. She wondered if the old woman would at least admit to the barbarian—though she didn’t seem inclined to. The cat purred, moved its head, then twisted a little.

‘Morning.’

The pig girl looked up.

‘What are you three gossiping about at the start of a working day?’ Laughing, the man came into the yard. He was thickset, not so tall as the tall woman, but quite as brown as the pig girl. For the last half dozen years, he’d been the tall woman’s husband, though, in his way, he was related to all three—not that all three of them knew it. As a boy of nine, he’d lived at the old woman’s house for more than a year (when she was not so old). He’d even taken to calling her mother awhile—though, today, neither of them mentioned that long-ago distant time. Thanks to his wilder years, over a decade back, there was a good chance he was the pig girl’s father. But neither the pig girl nor the tall woman suspected that. And the pig girl’s mother had been a sad, ignorant, gangling woman who’d died some years before. But many nights (in those wilder years) he’d spent out behind the shack in which the old woman, back then, lived, so that she, among the three, had her suspicions. Indeed, this heavy-armed, thick-thighed man had always had a penchant for women taller than he, which, when he’d been younger and thinner, had made him the brunt of much teasing by the other village boys. Since he had been married to the tall woman, however, by and large he’d lived the quieter and quieter life of a good and honest laborer. ‘I just saw someone at the market, down from the Avila—’ he fingered one ear—‘who tells me the funeral procession’s no more than an hour away.’ Then he frowned. ‘What’s that you’ve got there?’

For the cat had just jumped down from the pig girl’s arms to run across the grass.

‘Yes,’ said the tall woman, ‘what is that nasty thing?’ which was unusual, for mostly when her husband was about she was very quiet.

‘I don’t know.’ The pig girl shrugged. ‘It’s nothing. I found it in the castle.’ But there was no hiding it under the animal any longer.

‘Give it here.’ The man reached out a broad, workhardened hand for the collar. As he took it, the lock, which was broken, clicked. The iron semicircles swung apart on their hinge.

‘See,’ the pig girl said, ‘it doesn’t even work.’

‘Where did you get this?’ the man asked.

‘I told you’ the pig girl said. ‘I found it. When I was playing. Up at the castle.’

‘There’re none of these in the castle’ the man said.

With her full dish and her empty basket, the tall woman watched her husband.

The old woman finished another line and, with her stick, tamped the threads.

‘We cleaned them out years ago.’ The man frowned harder. ‘A whole bunch of us went up there, when I was a boy. The ones who went up were men, of course and we—well, they—hunted out all these old things—the broken slave collars, the funny swords with double blades, the sacks of gaming balls no one knew where they’d come from, the astrolabes showing no recognizable stars. They—we—went through the whole place, from the basement dungeons to the littlest tower room; we looked all over the roof and around the foundation besides. We cleared out all of those things. We threw them away, too. We threw them way away, much too far for you to go finding them up there. Believe me, there shouldn’t be any of them in the castle at all.’

‘Well—’ the old woman did not look up from her loom—‘you could have missed one. And she found it. You, or they, could have overlooked one. It would have been very easy, back then, the way you all used to carry on.’

‘No’ the man said firmly, ‘we didn’t overlook any. We got them all.’ He looked seriously at the pig girl. ‘Now you must leave these things—and all things like them—alone, young woman. They’re dangerous; and they can get you into real trouble!’

‘But it’s broken,’ the pig girl protested. ‘It doesn’t mean anything anymore—!’

‘And it’s all those strange things with no meaning that any meaning at all can rush in to fill.’ The man lowered thick brows. ‘You leave them alone, now.’ He turned and, with a gesture of astonishing violence, hurled the collar in among the leaves on the other side of the path. Just then, a breeze chose to shake and rustle those and all the leaves around them.

It made the pig girl start.

‘He’s right,’ the tall woman said, quietly. ‘Those aren’t things to play with, especially not for children. I know you’ve got work to do. So do we all. Now why don’t you just run along and—’

The hooves’ cloppings came to them down the path. The tall woman looked up. So did the man. Seconds later, a fine, high-stepping mare, with trappings of beaten brass and braided leather, came down the slope. The man astride her was no ordinary Imperial officer. His armor was more elaborate than any soldier that might pass through this part of Nevèrÿon. A packsack, in two halves, hung over the mare’s haunches behind the saddle; and his cloak was embroidered like the richest of lords’. From within the helmet, the scarred face glanced at them as they stood in the yard.

With dazed excitement, the thick man and the tall woman raised the backs of their right fists to their foreheads, dropped their heads, and backed up three steps. It was very awkward for the woman, too, because she still had the dish of fruit on her hip and the empty basket hung from the hand she saluted with.

The old woman went on weaving.

The pig girl watched the rider on his horse, but she was thinking about the leaves across the road beyond. If she went in there (when would be the best time …?), she might recover the collar. But the gesture? As she’d never been taught it, she did not make it now.

The great man rode down the path, which, three quarters of a mile on, would join the Royal Road.

‘There, did you see …?’ The tall woman stepped back again. ‘You see, I told you!’—for, once the horse had passed, her husband, with the excitement of a boy, had run a dozen steps after the rider: even that much distance between them let the tall woman become her other self.

‘See what?’ the old woman said.

‘Oh, don’t be—!’ The tall woman turned so sharply she almost spilled pears and apricots.

But the old woman, busy with her shuttles, was smiling.

The tall woman began to laugh. ‘That’s the man I told you about—yesterday! The one who was at the castle. And now, just as I said, he’s going to the funeral!’

‘You hear those drums …?’ her husband called back. But it was only a boy’s expectation. They’d not begun to sound.

The pig girl looked down to see a shuttle pulled from between the strings, ending another multicolored line.

‘Well—’ the old woman reached for the tamping stick, still grinning, but at her work—‘no one is in the castle now.’
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The Tale of Rumor and Desire

 …  Reflection is the structure and the process of an operation that, in addition to designating the action of a mirror reproducing an object, implies that mirror’s mirroring itself, by which process the mirror is made to see itself. [But] Such a minimal definition, apart from the formal problems it poses, can hardly explain all the different theories or philosophies of reflection throughout the history of philosophy, although they may share a common optic metaphor predominant in the concept of reflection.

—RODOLPHE GASCHÉ, The Tain of the Mirror

Chronologically, in the greater Nevèrÿon series, ‘The Tale of Rumor and Desire’ comes after Neveryóna, or: The Tale of Signs and Cities and before ‘The Tale of Fog and Granite.’



0.1 on the tables the corpses lay out in the cool dark, scattered over with sweetened leaves, here and there a tripod the lamp in the man’s hand ahead spilled red light on the porter’s barkish face. ‘You’ve brought a friend with you, sir?’ The glow pooled under the ceiling beams. Nodding, the man walked the pool flowed

0.2 at the Bridge of Lost Desire, he

0.3 by the restaurant the tall poles either side the door the red and blue hangings the terrace near the pool under yellowing cloud

1. He had more good humor about him than most who might have followed him along such a path, often intricate in its individual turnings, wholly predictable in its grosser direction, would have expected.

It had not been a happy life.

In a village by low scrub, set among tangled ravines that flattened into desert, Clodon had spent a childhood in which he’d been mostly hungry or angry. Often he said (not that it was true) the only day he’d been really happy was the one, three years after his mother died, when he’d stolen the roast goat—and the rum cask and the leather purse in which there were nine iron coins someone had left on the stone bench—from the yard of the tax collector who’d just been appointed one of the Empress’s customs inspectors. They’d caught him, with three of his friends, out by the sunken oasis under the sparse palms as the first stars pierced the evening like knife points through blue cloth. By then he and his friends were sick drunk. They took the coins back too: in the tiny town, there’d been nothing he could have spent them on anyway without revealing the theft.

His cousin, the bailiff, tied him up by his wrists to the metal ring at the corner of the grain storage building and left him standing—sometimes hanging—three nights. At dawn, he came back and, while a dozen dirty boys stood gawking, flogged Clodon six strokes with a knotted horsehide whip. The welts came out on his back and flanks like gutted garter snakes left to bleed. Then his cousin cut him down. Clodon fell on the blood speckled dirt, clamping his teeth in rage, pain, and exhaustion. The boys ran away then, leaving two girls, as young and as dirty, watching from a dozen feet further off.

Several times in the next week, while he walked slowly through the village, Clodon would start to cry—it always happened while some urchin stared. But what struck him at these moments, with the totality of its unfairness (Clodon was only a month beyond his sixteenth year), was that the reason he’d been flogged—and his friends let free—the reason the trial before the elders had gone so summarily, the reason his own excuses had been dismissed with an immediacy only a step away from a violation of village custom and law, was all the other things in town it was an open secret that he’d done, from his repeated near-rape of the half-witted hare-lipped girl who lived at the village edge with her aunt, no better than a prostitute and who was even now having his, or somebody’s, baby, to a string of petty (and some not so petty) thefts, at least one of which he hadn’t been responsible for at all.

Imrog the smith’s apprentice had done that one but had said nothing when everyone in the village thought it was Clodon.

As well, there were various assaults on various youngsters—all infractions that, till then, he’d felt supremely smug about having gotten away with.

Clodon boasted to a few of his friends he was going to run away to the city, to Kolhari, to the capital port of Nevèrÿon, to the source of all advance and adventure, to the node from which all wondrous tales wound out to every village in the nation. His friends said it was a good idea. But no one wanted to come with him. That night, Clodon crawled from under the straw and the old leather robe he’d been sleeping in, blinked at a sliver of moon caught in cloud and branches, then started for the road. But he stopped at his cousin’s first, stood outside the hut awhile, at last picked up a clod, and hurled it—hard—at the wall. Then he turned and ran.

For the highway.

Stupid! he thought. He will know it was me. He will know I’ve left! (Hours later Clodon sat by the road, while the sky went smoky copper beyond the birches. He wanted to cry, but he held it in with his teeth set and his eyes blinking.) And he will not care.

A week later Clodon was in Kolhari.

He did not like the city.

A cynical observer might say that, while the boy was always in some minor scrape—now fleeing an angry cart driver from whose wagon he’d snatched a cabbage to eat, later, raw, in an alley, now in a fight with another gamin over a piece of fruit fallen beside a market stall both had spotted at the same time—it was simply too hard, there in the city, for Clodon to get into serious trouble. The bailiffs and guards who patrolled Kolhari’s squares and alleys were too concerned with crimes that grew out of planning as well as hunger, of felonies that came from intricate connivance as well as mute anger before a system in which a few had so much while so many had nothing. They simply could not bother with what was, after all, the largely unpremeditated mischief of a boy. Soon Clodon was anxious to get back to a place where people paid some attention to him when he fell down drunk in the street or went yowling through the night, flinging broken pottery at window shutters edged with lamplight.

A more careful observer, however, might tell a tale such as ours.

Clodon left after three months, catching a ride with a market driver to an outlying village, where things were on a more familiar scale and life’s intricacies were easier to negotiate: people were more trusting, doors were less likely to be barred, folk were less wary about mine and thine, and more inclined to leave both lying about unguarded. Clodon was able to make his way a little better there than he had in the port—not that he stayed at the town long, either.

It says something about his time at Kolhari, however, that a few years later Clodon had convinced himself his three months in the city had been nearly a full twelve. And sometimes, if the anecdote he was telling to this village simpleton or that town drunk or some other local ne’er-do-well warranted it, he’d refer to his ‘years’ in the great port, back when he was young.

But the flogging and the flight to the capital were more than twenty years past. For the last five weeks, Clodon had been staying in a village called Narnis over fifty miles from the one he’d been born at. Lush pines grew to the west, and an hour’s walk up the crumbling rocks beyond the cypresses a waterfall crashed down a stony gorge.

Once Clodon had been a lean-hipped youth. Now he was a ponderous man with a permanent thirst and a bad stomach.

2. And Clodon was dreaming (pole, pool, bridge … ), cloud, metal, water, or …  something into which he peered, squinting, at an unclear figure. A black tendril raddled and resolved into rising thread above the lamp flame. He turned: straw stuck his shoulder. There were flies under the lean-to’s edge. In his sleep he kept trying to see … 

He opened his eyes in the heat, moving his head back and forth in straw. Sunlight made little knife cuts in the thatching over him.

3. Because of the dream, Clodon was not sure where he was. The dream, you see, had not been vivid with voices and colors, with faces and passions, with actions and artifacts you could haul back through sleep’s black currents into wakeful sun, then to ponder them like a full story, smiling over its absurdities, wondering at its glories, now and again this part or that falling away as you recognized what had been loaned it by past adventure or future hope. Rather it had been a gray, lazy, hazy froth of recall and fancy just under the film of consciousness, so that waking was like that thinnest of surface’s parting, at which drowsing and waking merged. For moments Clodon could not tell if the straw under his neck and the light through the chinks and the smell of the thatching were distortions of the dream’s limpid foam, or if the drift and shift in gray had merely been an extension of this clarity. The confusion was very similar to a feeling he’d had several mornings about this village in which he’d been only five weeks and the town in which he’d been born and lived sixteen years: save one was at the desert’s edge and one was in the mountains, both, in so many ways, were so much alike, it was easier sometimes to think the two sets of hide hovels, thatched shacks, with the stone buildings down by the highway end (in one of which lived another customs inspector) were really one, so that the questioning in his mind, whose banal expression was, ‘Where am I …?’ came from an awareness that though this was, indeed, not the town of his birth, for seconds he could not remember why.

4. ‘Hey—’ Something tickled Clodon’s side and something chattered on wood. ‘Wake up, old bandit!’

‘Why are you …? Who do …?’ Clodon shifted; gas shifted inside him. So he let it out. ‘That’s for you, Funig.’

Outside, Funig laughed—‘Hey—!’ and threw more gravel. ‘Wake up, old man! You want to work today?’

Clodon sat up, scrubbing his forehead with the heel of his hand. ‘I want to get some money.’ He brushed at his belly and flank, where the hard welts felt as familiar as your finger held in your fist. (Clodon was missing a finger now. It had gone ten years ago in a job as a quarryman.) ‘But I don’t want to work for it—unless I have to. Does Teren want me to head his digging crew and foreman them through that foundation?’ He pushed himself up to a squat with burning bladder, then crawled from under the lean-to thatch, standing and narrowing his eyes against bright overcast. ‘Was I drunk again last night, Funig—no, more’s the pity. I wasn’t! Sometimes, boy, it’s easier to wake up the morning after a drunk than it is from unassisted sleep. Your eyes open early, and though you shake a little, you’re still alert and have your mind about you.’

‘A drunk?’ Funig was tall and hard. ‘The last time you were drunk, you didn’t get up out of your own piss and vomit for two days! You’re a pig, old man.’

‘And what are you?’ Clodon snuffled, then spat.

But Funig’s shoulders were not the same size. Half of Funig’s face was flattened; one of Funig’s eyes never looked at anything. And without really limping Funig always lurched to one side and favored one arm. Sometimes he said it hurt him.

‘If you get drunk again,’ Funig said, who wasn’t sure if he were nineteen, twenty, or twenty-one, ‘I won’t come to wake you any more. You’re dirty when you’re drunk. At least I go in my shack and sleep till I’m better.’

‘An honest laborer can always get up after an honest drunk. That’s as true in Narnis as it is in any other town.’ Clodon went over to the oak to pee. ‘How did I get this fat, Funig? You know, I was once as lean a boy as you.’

‘What’s honest about you, you old thief?’

Clodon’s water hit the bark, dribbled to the dirt, to separate in dusty worms that crawled beside the roots to run away between his bare feet. Clodon scratched his side. Besides those from his flogging at sixteen, another half dozen welts had been laid on top of them not eight years back, when he’d been caught again near Sarness for banditry. Why he hadn’t been sentenced to death, he’d never been sure, for in working the back roads with a mule wagon and a dozen knives, clubs, and swords hidden beneath the tooled leather cart cover, he’d killed a handful of men—and at least three women. But the Sarness trial had been as ludicrous as the one back in his own village. Again, he’d been taken drunk; again he’d been too sick through it to say anything or be sure exactly what was going on. Only this time, it seemed, the elders thought he’d done much less than he had, rather than much more—which was why he’d gotten off with only a flogging: the second in his life. There were a dozen welts on him now.

But he had half a dozen other scars today—one through his lower lip and one across an eyebrow—he never thought about.

Five weeks ago, when he’d come here to this mountain town, looking for the local outcast or the imbecile who might befriend him, he’d found Funig in the first afternoon. Drinking with Funig out behind the refuse dump, in the moonlight, he’d told the boy the story of those more timely scars, in a grave voice, interspersed with many wise nods and much shaking of his forefinger and somber warnings to keep free of real crime: such welts or worse were always the result.

Now how could a man who gave you such advice be truly bad?

And hadn’t Teren himself, when, next morning, Funig and Clodon had gone to hire on at the work site, rubbed his beard with his thumb and said: ‘Flogging marks on a man only mean he once took out a debt he’s paid back since. Work hard, Clodon, and they won’t stand against you here.’ Clodon had heard it before and knew how far it went. Still, the boy was impressed. Born in the town, and living there all his life, Funig had already amassed a sizable reputation on his own as a village drunk and ne’er-do-well. But he’d managed to avoid being whipped. In the weeks since Clodon had come, though, Funig had been Clodon’s accomplice in a handful of thefts Narnis seemed able to absorb. Half of them had been the sort Funig might well have done by himself—though he’d probably have spaced them more widely. But a few had made the boy sniff and blink and swallow at their daring. Once they were done, of course, Funig was all grins and delight and slapping his thigh, ready to run boast to everyone.

‘The best thing to do once you’ve done something like that is put it out of mind, Funig. You forget it; they’ll forget it.’

Such advice was useless, though. The boy would rather glory in his misdemeanors: he had too many of his own resentments against the town. (Clodon stood before the oak, shaking his head.) Funig just wasn’t sharp enough—and Clodon knew it—to do much more than beg. But since Clodon had told him the story of his unexplained good luck at Sarness, now Funig saw only the welts that lay there for high banditry. It was true irony: while Clodon might have used them to make a rum-sodden point to a rum-sodden fool, he himself spent far more time dwelling on the original indignities committed against him when he was a boy than he did on that second flogging. As for the rest? Well, forget it!

Clodon shook himself free of water.

Maybe it was time to quit this village sumphole, leave Narnis, and return to that more profitable—if more dangerous—life.

‘Come on. Let’s go down and see if Teren can use us to dig with the foundation crew,’ Funig said. ‘Last night when he came by the tavern, he said he could use as many men to help as would show up sober in the morning. We should hurry. He said he was going off early and he wasn’t going to wait around.’

‘You mean he’s gone already? Why did you come and wake me then—?’

‘Oh, no! He’ll still be in the yard there—’

‘And if he is, he’ll just say, “Why are you wasting your time with Clodon? You’re a fool, Funig, but you’re an honest fool. Clodon’s a bad man. All he can do is get you in trouble; the only thing anyone in this town is waiting for him to do is to leave it.”’ For since the initial homily about debts paid, Teren had said that too—as soon as Clodon and Funig had come back drunk and an hour late from the second mid-day break.

‘And I’ll tell him I can be friends with who I want!’

Clodon and Funig started across the worn grass beside the three old huts that had been abandoned up here and filled with so much junk you couldn’t even crawl in to use whatever shelter the half-fallen roofs might give.

‘That’s just what I’ll say to him!’ Funig’s lurch took his head away and back, away and back. They turned beside the bark fence, beyond which stood the first inhabited shacks. ‘See if I don’t. Haven’t I told him before? Teren has money: and he’s building his big, new, stone house—’

‘—you mean the likes of us are building it for him!’

‘—but he doesn’t have the right to tell me who I can talk to and who I can’t. And he’d be surprised how honest I am, wouldn’t he?’ Funig’s grin swung at Clodon and away. ‘We could tell him a thing or two!’

‘You probably already have.’ But Clodon grinned back. ‘You are a fool to hang out with me, you know?’

‘You think you’re the first to say it?’ Still grinning, still lurching, Funig shrugged. ‘Then, I’m a fool.’

‘And I’m hungry.’

They passed under a tree bough that threw its shadow on the dust.

‘Pull me down an apple. You’re tall enough for that.’

Funig stopped, reached up among the green arrow heads that were the leaves, jumped—and came down with the fruit in his hand: the irregular globe was mottled red, a third of it green. ‘Here, old pig.’ He made a gesture to toss it, laughed again, then handed it to Clodon.

Who snatched it away with a humph. ‘You are a fool, boy. Just like everyone says. What would you do if you had no one to tell you how to do things?’

‘I’d do all right.’ Funig looked up again among the overhead green, started to reach again, to jump—but thought better. He looked at Clodon’s apple, for all the world as if he might ask for it back.

‘Ha!’ Clodon bit into the sour-sweet flesh.

They turned down between the houses. ‘Even if Teren’s already gone off, maybe I can get something to eat from Jara.’ Jara was Funig’s fat, sullen half-sister, who worked at the tavern.

‘You mean you know you woke me for nothing? If we don’t work today, boy, I’m going to whip you—’ On whip Clodon swung out to smack the back of Funig’s ill-shaped head.

But Funig lurched away. ‘We can get some food—’ he protested.

‘You can get some.’ Clodon took another bite. ‘Jara’s not going to give me anything.’ For the first week Clodon had shown up with Funig at the tavern’s back door, Jara had been ready enough to sneak them a tray of this or a bowl of that. But now, when they came together, she’d curtly say there was nothing left and rush back in.

‘But she’ll give it to me,’ Funig said. ‘Then we can share it. Once it’s in my hands, it’s mine. She can’t say who I can share my own food with now, can she?’

‘You’re always saying now that one can’t make you do this, and this one can’t say that to you. But they do, don’t they, boy.’ He let more rumbling gas.

It may have been too much for Funig to reason out. So, like most that was beyond him, he ignored it. ‘You know,’ Funig said, ‘Last night at the tavern, after you’d gone—’ (Clodon had been put out, actually, in an argument with the owner, Krator—which was why he’d gone to sleep sober; since Teren, fond of beer himself, in an expansive mood, and less and less eager as his new house went on to return to his old thatched cottage, had been buying drink for his workers)’—a man came in, from Minogra. He was with an actress. She says she works with a mummers troupe. But she’s not with them now.’

‘Minogra, was it?’ Clodon had been at the cliffside village just before he’d come to Narnis. Like so much else in his life, Minogra was something he didn’t like to think about. (Certainly it was easier to dwell on the indignities of twenty-two years ago than on what had happened at Minogra!) But Funig was going on:

‘He was talking in the tavern about that man—the one they call Gorgik the Liberator, the one who’s fighting to free the slaves, all over Nevèrÿon …?’

‘And what did they say?’

‘Mostly the same things they always do. They say he led a raid on some slave pens to the east. They say someone saw him with a band of freed followers in the west. Dimit said he was a great man for it, and Puron stuttered out that he was only a t-t-t-trouble maker and should be p-p-p-put down or l-l-l-locked up!’ Funig laughed: there were not that many folk in the village he could make fun of. Then a memory came: ‘The man from Minogra said the Liberator fights alongside a barbarian, and the two of them have been all over the country, freeing slaves together.’

‘Lazy, dirty sorts, barbarians. I’m glad we don’t have any around here—though I knew some when I lived in Kolhari. Oh, a few of them could be just as nice as you or me. They’re the ones who are the slaves—at least in the south. Well, we have no slaves here, thank the nameless gods. So we don’t need any Liberator. It’s just tavern talk.’

‘Mmm,’ Funig said. ‘If they did have slaves, it would be my luck to be one. You know what else I heard?’

Clodon took another bite of apple. ‘What?’

‘They said he wears an iron slave collar himself—even though he’s not a slave, now. He won’t take it off till he’s finished his task.’

Clodon laughed. ‘Oh, he won’t, won’t he—a slave collar?’ He shook his head. ‘So that’s the sort he is! I met a few of that kind, too, when I was in the city.’ He snorted. ‘Well, I suppose a man can be that and be a Liberator too. Though it makes you wonder.’

‘What do you mean?’ Funig asked. ‘Be what? What kind?’

‘No, you’d have to have lived a year or so in a big city like Kolhari to know what I’m talking about.’ Clodon chuckled. ‘They don’t have ones like that out here—at least not out where you can see them!’

‘One what?’ Funig asked.

‘Like …  well, in Kolhari there used to be this bridge, and on it—no, it’s too complicated. You be happy you’re a fool, Funig.’

‘He’s a brave man, this Gorgik, this Liberator. And a great one. Everybody talks about him, all the time. At the tavern, anyone who has a story about him can always get people to listen. Even in Narnis. I bet a lot of the stories are just made up, too. About him and his barbarian. They go about freeing slaves, punishing slave owners, righting wrongs, doing what they want. It’s almost like being a bandit, out in the land …  and doing what you want? You can do that in the city. Or you can do that on the road.’ Funig shook his ungainly head. ‘But you can’t do your shit in a town like this, without someone coming along to tell you to get back and wipe it up. It must be a fine life, don’t you think?’

‘I think it’s stupid and crazy.’

‘We could do something like that—leave Narnis and go out and live off what we could get on the road …  like you said you used to?’

‘Ha!’ Clodon said. ‘And will again—but not with a fool like you. Don’t take on about it, boy. I’m doing you a favor.’ Snorting another laugh, Clodon finished the apple and held the core in his big fist, wet and crumbling. ‘You wouldn’t last a month outside of town. You need a few brains for that, and brains is not your strong point. Better honest work—at least for the likes of you. Probably me too, at least awhile. Where were the men to meet Teren? We’ll show him how to dig his cursed foundation!’

When they got to the tavern and went into the yard, of course Teren and the others had left for the work site an hour ago, Krator told them—then tossed a bucket of slop to the side so that it splattered over their feet. Funig protested: ‘Hey, now, you don’t have to—’

‘Go on up to the site,’ Krator said. ‘You know where it is.’ He reached back in the door, pulled out another bucket and tossed it.

Funig danced away from the splatter. ‘You mean he’s gone already—?’ he said for the third time.

So Clodon sucked his teeth and cursed and shook his fist and called Funig every kind of fool for waking him.

‘Well, if you go on up to the site,’ Krator repeated, preparing to take the buckets in, ‘maybe he’ll put you to work when you get there. And maybe,’ he added, ‘he’ll say that if you’re too lazy to show up with the others, then you must not need the pay.’ With an impatient breath, Krator ducked back beyond the leather flap that was the doorway. A moment later he called out, ‘And Funig, don’t you go in the back bothering Jara. She’s busy now.’

‘Funig,’ Clodon went on, ‘you get me up and down here all for nothing! What do you call that? You’ve got a rock between your ears! Why’d you wait so long to get me—?’

While Funig was saying, ‘Well, if he can’t wait for us, we’ve got other things we can do, don’t we, Clodon? Don’t we?’

‘You’re a fool, Funig!’

From inside Krator called: ‘Why don’t the two of you just go on up—’

Which is when Clodon saw the actress.

She came to the window in the tavern’s sandy wall, and her skin was the color of a dark pear and her irises were startlingly black between two little almonds of ivory each. And the skin around them was darker. She smiled out on the inn yard like someone enchanted with the morning, who found this altercation between the village men intriguing and amusing and delightful and earthy; and the movement with which she stepped, in a moment, over in the window, with its shutters back for morning, was as graceful as any branch rising before a winter sun. She leaned an arm on the sill with her hand just visible, looking straight at him. Her fingertips ended in clean, cared-for nails. And, when Clodon stared back, her smile fragmented into laughter, and he found himself not speaking while his own stare became a smile. He nodded tentatively to her, feeling awkward about being a fat, loud, dirty man, with slop on his feet and an apple core in his fist, but smiling more broadly for it, because he also felt, looking at her looking at him—

5. At sixteen, when Clodon ran away to Kolhari, he’d lived as best he could on the city’s crowded streets, loitering around the edge of the market, sleeping in this alley, or under that set of stairs, ambling across the bridge, or seeking out some neighborhood festival, where, with the music and the laughing and the drink and the food, it was almost possible to feel a part of the street life around him. He moved through the city, a lean youth, with a suspicious, or sometimes simply a stunned, expression, bearing the marks on his back and flanks of his provincial crimes.

Within days of arriving, he discovered how to make a few coins on the Bridge of Lost Desire; but taking money from men who wanted to do what, a few times back in his village, he and his friends had forced the weakest and most cowardly boy among them to do only for degradation and humiliation’s sake seemed a slippage in values that was simply too uncomfortable. So while he spent a good deal of time in that most nefarious of neighborhoods in the city, he did not patrol the bridge’s walkways to search out money, food, or shelter with friendly glances to all who passed as frequently as some others. He didn’t relish begging, but the lies he often told to get a coin or a meal from this or that reluctant benefactor he could enjoy, especially when they worked.

Once a barbarian, about his own age and living on the street as he was, told him: ‘Go down to the alley behind the market, to the second warehouse there. A grain merchant’s always standing about in the yard: he’s looking for smugglers to drive carts of illegal goods into the south. Bet he’ll give you a job.’

‘Why don’t you go?’ Clodon asked.

The barbarian ran a hand through his bronze hair and grinned over a gap in his teeth. ‘I’m the wrong color. He doesn’t want fellows who look like me. He wants respectable looking drivers. You’ll get the job—if you wash and wear a shirt.’

Clodon did neither. But he did stroll down to look for the merchant. He found him, standing in the second warehouse’s yard and talking to a secretary. The merchant wore lots of leather and frayed fabric laced up tight around his neck, so that sweat beads stood out across his dark forehead under whitening hair. The secretary left, but Clodon still lingered at the building’s corner, wondering what he would say. Finally, he walked up, stopped in front of the man, and said: ‘Hey. You’re looking for drivers to take carts into the south? I can do that. I don’t mind smuggling, either.’

The merchant looked at him with a bemused expression. The silence between them grew uncomfortable. Finally Clodon wondered if he should just grunt some curse, spit on the ground, turn, and walk off. (Perhaps this was the wrong merchant …?) But even that seemed awkward now.

Then the man said: ‘I can’t hire you.’

‘Why not?’ Clodon rubbed his thigh with a knuckle. A rash had started there that itched him, though you couldn’t see anything unless you looked closely at it in full sunlight. ‘I can handle mules. I’ve worked with oxen,’ both of which happened to be true. ‘Which do you want me to—’

‘There.’ The merchant pointed to Clodon’s side. ‘There—you see?’

Clodon looked down, where the welts crawled around his flank. They made him uncomfortable and he chewed over another curse.

But the merchant said: ‘You’ve already gotten yourself in trouble in whatever huddle of hovels you hail from—so I can’t take you on. Oh, you don’t have to tell me. It was an unfair trial. No one paid attention to your side of the story when it was presented to the elders. They’d had it in for you a year before they caught you and had you whipped. That’s why you’ve come to Kolhari, where an honest laborer has a chance. I’ve heard it before. But I still can’t use you. Not for this job. I can’t have a man driving for me who brings attention to himself every time the clouds clear and the sunlight falls on his back.’

Clodon remembered what the barbarian had said about the shirt.

‘You look like a good country lad—the kind I’d need,’ the grain merchant went on—‘if it were another sort of job. Oh, someday, in six months or so, if you’re still around, and I have some honest carts to send out—and sometimes I do—I might consider taking you. For that sort of work, it wouldn’t matter, you see? But—’ He shrugged—‘now I have things I must get to.’ Two loutish young men had come up to linger by the building’s corner, impatient for Clodon to go.

‘Oh.’ Clodon nodded. ‘Yeah. I see.’ And without even a curse, he turned and walked back to the bridge.

Hoisting himself up to sit on the wall beside the walkway, heels against the stone, shoulders forward, elbows on his knees, Clodon watched the women lounging or strolling across from him, while fruit carts and men with baskets of fabric held by straps to their foreheads and a boy dragging a sledge on which were roped a dozen musical instruments went to or from the market. His scars, he now knew, marked him as someone no better than a slave—or a barbarian.

At which point the barbarian who’d told him about the grain merchant sauntered by on the far side, sucking on a drinking skin bloated with beer.

Clodon looked away, because he did not want to ask for any, though certainly he wanted some.

Then the man who’d slowed to a stop beside him said: ‘You’re looking glum.’

Clodon frowned back. ‘Why should I be?’

In his thirties, the man wore a green tunic, belted at the waist with metal, which probably meant he was well off. ‘You’d know that better than I. What are you looking for anyway, out here on the bridge?’ The man wore sandals and a metal band on one wrist.

‘To make some money.’ Maybe, Clodon thought, I might be able to go with him and snag his purse, before—or, if necessary, after—we get down to anything.

‘I wouldn’t think you’d have much trouble doing that, unless you’re particularly squeamish about how you make it.’

Well, Clodon was; and he knew it. But he said, ‘Ha!’ Did the man, he asked, want to go somewhere and have sex?

‘No. At least not now. Maybe another time—’

Clodon grunted and looked away. ‘People tell me that a lot.’

The man laughed. ‘I was looking for conversation, actually. There’s a place not far from here we might get a drink. If you come in with me, I don’t think your flogging marks will make any problems.’ (Clodon started to say something. But then, he was not sure what there was to say in such a situation. And the man seemed friendly.) ‘I’ll buy you a drink. Even two or three.’

‘What about something to eat?’

‘That too, if you’re hungry.’

‘And you don’t want to do anything?’

‘I’ve answered that once,’ the man said. ‘I bought an evening of sex here with a man last week—usually I’m not interested in boys, except in highly marked circumstances. I may buy another in three or four days. But not this afternoon. What a lot of questions you have for someone sitting out on the bridge. But I’d rather do the asking and listening. Will you be my guest, or not?’

‘I’ll come with you,’ Clodon said. ‘Sure. You just want to talk? I’ll come!’ He jumped from the wall.

Clodon had been in Kolhari long enough to learn that to walk in it with a new acquaintance was to turn down streets he’d never seen before, to enter neighborhoods he had not known existed, to discover whole new cities enfolded within and around the one in which, till then, he’d been living. It had already happened with the barbarian: he’d assumed their destination was some dirty, tolerant shack where they could get a mug of beer and a bowl of cinnamon-rich stew or a piece of over-hot sausage. But soon they were walking down streets with fine carriages and buildings with yards and trees. Finally, they turned in at a place with carved poles either side the door.

The antechamber was hung with scarlet and azure tapestries shot through with metallic threads. A man dressed like a nobleman, but who was some sort of waiter, led them into a hall with intricately carved columns, where many men and a few women ate and drank at small tables with little lamps burning on them—though it was the middle of the day. They were taken outside onto an open terrace, with several other tables and great pots of flowers and plants sitting beside a pool with fountains in it and rough statues of beasts half in and half out of the ripples. When they were seated, the man gave his order, the waiter nodded, then, with a sweep of his arm, pulled a cloth divider, hissing on its rings along the wooden pole overhead, to separate them from the others. ‘Now you’ll have your privacy.’ He bowed, backing between the folds of green and blue; and all Clodon could see were yellowing clouds and their ivory reflections between floating froth.

A minute later another waiter stepped through with one pitcher of beer and another of cider, which he placed, dripping, on the table. A moment on, he was back with an earthenware bowl of sausages, fruits, and breads—which the man explained to Clodon was not part of the promised meal but just something the establishment put out with the drink.

Clodon should help himself.

He tried the cider but didn’t like it. Beer, however, was what he’d been hoping for. With a sausage and piece of bread in one hand, his mug in the other, and his mouth full, Clodon said: ‘The curtain …?’ He twisted around in his seat, still chewing, to nod at the hanging drawn behind. ‘That’s so …’ He swallowed and began again. ‘That’s so the others won’t see my—flogging marks, isn’t it?’ In the month he’d borne them, it was the first time Clodon had put a word to his scars.

The man raised his mug and an eyebrow. ‘So many questions you’ve got. Well, consider this. You come in here, wearing only a rag of leather about your loins and the signs of a country felon on your back. Most of the clientele you see here arrives in tunics, robes, and capes. Perhaps you never asked yourself why. But if, by some whim of the nameless god of count and accounting, all were suddenly struck naked here, you might be surprised who among us was marked and who was not—not to mention the nature of the marks we bear.’ He leaned forward. ‘And I’m sure you’re already aware that the biggest criminals are specifically marked by the fact that they have no marks at all!’

Trying to picture the people at the tables beyond the curtain carrying scars like his beneath their cloaks, Clodon grinned. ‘Come on—that’s just a story!’ He wasn’t sure if it was the flippant voice the man had said it in or if it was what, indeed, he’d said. But it pleased him.

‘It may be. But it has its truth. And I’m sure it’s a story you like. Come. Drink first; eat later. Otherwise you won’t enjoy the beer anywhere near as much as you might—surely you’re old enough to know that. Tell me, how did you get yours—the welts, I mean?’

By the bottom of another mug, Clodon was telling him, now of the goat, now of the rum (but not about the coins, for he still had a yen for the man’s purse, should the opportunity come), now of the hare-lipped girl, now about his cousin the bailiff and the gawking urchins. Somehow, with enough drink, the urge to eat left. And when, three long and lazy pitchers later, the man finally paid for their fare, Clodon, stretching, yawning, missed it because he was looking from the red clouds smearing the west to the blue over the buildings in the east—so that he still wasn’t sure where about him the man kept his money.

Clodon saw only a final coin—iron or gold, he wasn’t sure—pressed from the stranger’s hand into the waiter’s.

‘Would you like to come to my place?’ The man walked leisurely from the pool’s edge. Inside, the eating hall was almost empty. In summer the sun stays late and fools you as to the time. It’ll be dark in a bit. I can certainly give you a more comfortable place to sleep than you’ll have down against the stones under the bridge.’

‘If you want to do anything—’ Walking out, Clodon spoke too loudly, searching for the belligerence he was sure he must feel at the renewed prospect of unwanted intimacy, though its absence seemed to be the most annoying thing about the situation—‘you still have to give me some money. I mean, I’m not one of those you can get just for a meal and a drink. I don’t like that stuff. So you have to make it worth—’

‘Well, we’re going to try and find some things you do like.’ With a hand on Clodon’s shoulder, the man moved him between the poles and into the street, laughing loudly—to cover the bumptious remarks. Outside, breathing a little heavily, he dropped his arm. ‘I live with my family, my mother and my sister—and my father. Also, there are servants, the guards, and the porters downstairs. If I wanted to “do” anything with you, I would not ask you to my home. I may give you a few coins when you leave in the morning—possibly even something more valuable. But I’m speaking of your comfort. If you want to go back to the bridge and sleep in some alley on hard paving, it’s fine with me.’ (The man, Clodon realized, was also drunk.) ‘But if you want a cushion to curl up on for the night—by yourself, believe me—come. Understand, though: nothing obliges you to accept my hospitality now any more than it already has.’

Somehow, between the moments when they’d gotten up from the table on the terrace and now, as they stood, a bit unsteadily, on the street, the sky between the buildings had slipped into indigo.

‘You got anything to drink at your place?’ Clodon’s state was pleasant. It would be nice to maintain it.

‘Of a much better quality than they do back there.’ The man nodded over his shoulder toward the place they’d left.

‘Let’s go then!’ Clodon started up the street, till laughter made him turn.

‘This way.’ The man started down the street.

At once lost and in a fine humor, Clodon ran back to catch up.

The trip from the bridge to the eating hall had been a leap to a level of luxury that, till then, Clodon had only suspected existed. And he was quite prepared for the trip from the hall to the man’s house to be a similar leap. A few streets over, though, he wondered whether it was the drink—or just the darkness settling around them—that made the houses here, which were certainly large enough, look more shabby and the streets appear in worse repair than the ones they’d just been walking. The building the man finally nodded toward (‘There, just ahead—’), while it took up most of the block, was, if anything, a twin of the warehouse before which, earlier that day, he’d spoken to the merchant.

Jamb and lintel were heavy beams set in yellowish stone—gone gray-blue in evening. ‘My family has its business on the ground floor,’ the man responded to Clodon’s questioning glance. ‘We live upstairs. This is the back entrance, of course. But that’s how I always come in. It’s nothing to do with you personally.’ He pushed aside the leather hanging. Clodon ducked after him into a wooden vestibule where several lamps, two burning and three out, stood on a stained wooden shelf. ‘It’s not what anyone could call fashionable. But the living apartments are spacious. Mother has fixed them up quite comfortably.’ On the wall, in red lamplight, set in a ceramic plaque, were three skulls. Disoriented as much by the small space as by the bony grins, Clodon backed into leather. ‘This way.’ The man removed a plank from the wall to reveal a black slab. He leaned the board aside and picked up a lighted lamp. ‘We go down six steps.’ The man walked through.

Clodon wondered if he should go forward or escape into the street.

‘Come.’ From the dark, the man glanced back. ‘You’re not afraid, are you?’

‘What is this place?’ Clodon stepped into black—and almost fell, unready for the stairs.

‘Watch it.’ The man glanced again. ‘We have a mortuary here. A very successful one, too. It’s been in the family since before I was born.’

‘You mean for dead people?’ Clodon steadied himself on the tuniced shoulder a step below—which went down another step. So Clodon did too.

‘Oh, it’s very much for the living.’ The man chuckled.

The echo made the space sound vast.

Since he could see nothing ahead and down save the light over the man’s arm and the glow edging his ear, Clodon looked up. The ceiling beams were not the rough irregular ones of the warehouses around the market. They crossed back and forth at even intervals. As the man descended and the red light lowered, Clodon could see painted tiles between.

‘I keep threatening father to quit and get into something like import-export; or maybe real estate. But then another year goes by, and I’m still here, saying consoling things to stony lipped widows or patting the arms of blubbering uncles. I wish it wasn’t so profitable. It would be easier to leave.

As they reached the steps’ bottom, the odor that had been bothering him since they’d passed the hanging finally pierced fully through Clodon’s drunkenness. It was incredibly sweet, and rich, and spicy. It cloyed like too many cloves and fruits, crushed for their essence and spread about too thickly. At the same time, something sour and sharp as vinegar cut through: an intensely unpleasant smell had been masked with this most pungent and insistent scent.

A dozen feet off, blue flame rushed about the surface of a shoulder-high tripod. Some unimaginable distance away in the dark, a second blue flicker must have been another. Clodon could see, around him, what looked like mounds on tables. ‘They’re dead people in here?’ Clodon asked. ‘With us?’

‘Some dead,’ the man said, a step ahead. ‘Some very much alive.’

At which point a shadow moved toward them from the man’s right. Stepping into the red glow, it became a porter, with a gnarled face and a loose cloak around broadly sloped shoulders. The lamp spilled red light on the porter’s barkish features. ‘Oh, it’s you, then.’ The voice was hoarse. ‘That’s good. You’ve brought a friend with you, sir?’ Above Clodon, the lamp’s light pooled under the ceiling beams.

The man nodded. ‘We’ll be going upstairs in a moment to say hello to Mother.’

The man started forward. Clodon hurried with him. Overhead, the pool flowed. Shadow pulled across the porter.

‘You’ll pardon me for a moment.’ They were passing a table. ‘Hold this for me, will you?’

Clodon took the clay lamp, warm in the cool—no cold—dark. Flame wavered at the snout.

It looked as if it were covered with a heap of leaves and berries. But the man brushed some aside. There was a cloth beneath: he lifted it and laid it back.

For moments, even with all he knew of the place, Clodon thought the woman, with her elaborately coifed hair and gaudy necklace above and below dark lips and sunken eyes, was sleeping. When he remembered she wasn’t, he almost dropped the light. As the red flame waved and wobbled, he tried to tell himself that her jaws were not clenching and clenching below her cheeks, that her eyes were not rolling and rolling under their lids, that her chest was not rising and catching between flat, wrinkled breasts. It was only shaking shadow from his shaking hand—

‘Here …’ The man glanced up. ‘I’ll take that.’ With the lamp, he turned to call into the flame-speckled black: ‘Yes, she looks much better now. This will do fine!’

They moved to another table.

That, Clodon thought, couldn’t possibly be a person: it was too big. But when the man brushed the leaves away and turned back the cloth, Clodon looked down at a bloated, black face, with some sort of metal band across the forehead. Drool wet the chin. Under the shroud the chest swelled toward the barrel belly.

‘There’s not really anything we can do with this sort.’ The man raised his voice to call into the dark: ‘He must be out of here by sun-up tomorrow. Not ten minutes after!’ Turning back, he shook his head. ‘Even with what we do, the fat ones go off much too fast. We just can’t let them stay around a moment more than necessary.’

Under the assault of the stench, the echoes, and the drink, Clodon saw movement now on all the tables. Shadows shifted and drifted between … 

‘This way.’ Again the man guided Clodon by the shoulder. ‘No, through here. We can go upstairs now. It astonishes me how much the business has grown, just in my lifetime. When father was your age, he was an apprentice to a man who embalmed only for the court and the nobles. Well, when his master passed away, he was sure that was the end of his career! Anyone else who died in this city back then was simply carted off to the potter’s field up at the end of Netmenders’ Row. But some of the merchant families out in Sallese decided they could use the services of a respectable gentleman—even if he had no title—who’d worked at court and knew the embalming craft.’ Clodon’s bare feet crushed fallen leaves. (The man’s stylish sandals made a wholly different sound.) ‘Well, nowadays there’re even barbarians who wouldn’t think of dying unless we’re to be called in to eviscerate the body, pack it with drying salts, tanning ash, and sprinkle it over with herbal aromatics.’

The smell nauseated. And this shadow before them was another man—a big one, too. Was that a weapon at his side? The guard moved away first one plank, then another for them. At the top of the dim steps Clodon could see light … 

‘Up you go.’ The man in the tunic gestured with the lamp. ‘Steady there. You’ll feel better when you get out of these vapors. Till you’re used to them, they can get to you.’

Clodon started, one hand on the wall.

Behind, the man said: ‘As you see—’ Their shadows wove ahead on the stair—‘we have any number of people here to protect us. Some are living. Some are dead. But all of them are very efficient at their jobs—in case you had any notion of misbehaving.’

Clodon looked back. ‘I wasn’t going to do anything.’

The man grimaced demonically. I didn’t for a moment think you were.’ The red light underlit his dark brown face.

Maybe, Clodon thought, I should wait about the purse.

At least until I feel better.

Then the leather thongs with their colored beads dragged around him.

They stepped together into an upper room.

The air was certainly fresher here—though there was still a hint of both the sour and the sweet.

‘How many corpses you got down there?’ The chamber looked like one Clodon had glimpsed through the shutters of the tax collector’s window at home. There was a chest, a table, some chairs. Statues stood on pedestals in the corners. Unfamiliar implements hung on the walls. The jambs beside the arched doors were carved plaster. Heavy moldings ran around the ceilings. Rugs lay over the red tiles. An oil lamp hung in the room’s center, a dozen yellow flames playing in various cups.

‘Quite enough for anything anyone could want to do with them.’

Certainly there’d been more than a dozen tables down in the dark …?

The man put the lamp, still burning, on a lacquered shelf and led Clodon through another door.

The light, outside, was silvery and unreal—moonlight! Clodon looked up to see there was no roof. He looked back down. On either side of the tiled path, shrubs and ivy were thick, just as though the dirt went down directly to the true earth, without the crypt between.

And there was a pool.

It was smaller than the one in the eating hall, but a pool nevertheless. They were in an open air garden or inner roof court. Half a moon hung to the east, putting silver on a quarter of the water and throwing the shadows of carvings down onto ivory ripples. ‘You know’ the man went on, ‘years ago when this city was just a market here and the castle there, with a few fisherman’s huts huddled by the edge of the sea, the nobles used to come down to hold their funerals in the great subterranean Hall of Death. It’s supposed to be smack in what’s now the middle of town—though it was partly filled in years back. The rumor is that recently some folks have dug it out again and are using it for the oddest purposes. There’s a tavern built right on top of it today, they say. Given my profession, you’d think I’d go down and take a look—out of historical interest. But I’ve never been. It’s as though it’s not really a part of my city. Well, born here, raised here, I know there’re still sights every tourist comes to ogle I’ve just never seen. But that’s always the local irony, isn’t it?’

Clodon had stopped again. From under one of the porches surrounding the court, a figure stepped out slowly in heavy veils.

‘ …  Mother?’ The man turned. ‘You’re still up?’

‘I just wanted to see you were home safe—Oh, you have someone?’ (Her voice was elderly and nasal; Clodon caught the distance of disapproval in it.) ‘Good night, then.’

She walked again into the shadows.

However unpleasant they’d been, the fumes downstairs, in clearing, had cleared some of Clodon’s drunkenness.

‘Come.’ The man sounded more affable than he had for a while. ‘We’ve had a full and enjoyable afternoon and evening of each other’s company. I have some idea of the youth you are, of the child you were, of the man you’ll be.’ They walked around the pool and across the garden, to another door, another heavy hanging across it. ‘Almost your first words to me today were about how you wanted to make some money. My rooms are this way. Let me put a proposition to you.’

6. Though fragments from this adolescent adventure had been part of Clodon’s earlier dream, it would be excessive to say he remembered it all—or that he even could have remembered it in such detail. Certainly while he stood in the Narnis inn yard, staring at the actress in the tavern window, we could write that such confusing and immature strayings from the centers of his own desire were precisely what he was not recalling then. Do the two times, therefore, present equal and opposite occurrences? Equal? No. Opposite? Well …  But to the extent their objects mirror one another, certain instruction about what is to come may be gained if we turn from this to examine, say, the relation lust and desire had actually taken in Clodon’s life.

For, in fact, we haven’t mentioned the one and have only indicated the other.

7. In that age when no mechanical reproduction had standardized the beautiful, in much of his desire Clodon’s wants in women were largely the usual for a male of his epoch, class, and condition. Like most men in Nevèrÿon, he wanted a woman who was young. Like most men in Nevèrÿon, he wanted a woman who was strong. Many men in Nevèrÿon would talk of wanting a woman as well who was submissive. Frequently though these same men hoped that she might have some spirit. Often these men’s brothers would laugh and declare they wished for nothing but a woman with spirit—though, as often, they hoped for one who would bend a bit to masculine directive. Which is to say, as far as spirit or submission went, Clodon felt just as ambiguously as one might expect a man to in such a time, in such a place.

But there were other details to Clodon’s ideal of pleasure that (Clodon was sure) set him aside from many. He could not, for example, say why or when he’d first developed his obsession with women’s hands. And not just the hands: it was something about their nails. You must understand that, in this long-ago distant land, the amount of labor rural life required from both men and women well up into what you and I would call the middle classes was not such as to encourage long nails on either gender. But even as a child, now and again Clodon would find himself watching some woman’s fingers, fascinated, when the nails simply grew forward enough to cover the crowns. Certainly the first woman whose hands had held his silent, if never-articulated, attention had been his cousin the bailiff’s wife. She’d been a shy, dark, gentle thing—and often ill. Clodon had been an intractable boy. But, in his early years, neighbors often noted how she could usually get him to do what she asked, when to his other relatives and friends he was simply and insistently recalcitrant. Clodon’s own treasured memory was, at age six or seven, sitting in her lap, under a tree, in the leafy shadow, playing with her fingers and touching the tips of his to the tips of hers, while she looked out over his head at the sunlight and told him stories of the nameless gods, which he paid no attention to but was happy. When puberty struck Clodon’s body with the hormones none in Nevèrÿon could have named, at eleven somehow the whole process expanded to include …  feet! No, this had nothing to do with the nails.

It was the hare-lipped girl’s slatternly aunt on whom he’d first noticed it.

Clodon was loafing among some scrub on the sandy slope above the village, when he saw her come by, barefoot and a little stooped, carrying a basket on her hip with some shucks sticking up above it. As she passed, he found himself watching her naked ankles, and the way her feet, which were uncommonly narrow, with long toes and dusty at the arch, seemed to reach forward with each step, the toes spreading a little to dig into the dirt, to feel about in it, as though they could sense delicate things in the earth that would never register on her slack brown face with its rough black hair above it.

What immediately he did was look up at her hands: thick fingered, clubby, clutching the wicker. How could a woman with such uninteresting fingers have such extraordinary toes? That was the way he thought about it—even as her heels were lifting from the sand beyond him, and she was gone.

Minutes later, and for the third time that day, Clodon masturbated—only now he tried to think of a woman (young, strong, spirited—well, maybe not too) with hands like his cousin’s and feet like this woman’s … 

The experience was extraordinary.

Soon Clodon had divided all the women of his village into two groups: the first contained about two-thirds of them, with ordinary feet of no particular interest. But the second—and he was surprised by and delighted at their number, once he began to look—was a privileged group whom he smiled at when he passed, whom he contrived to watch and to be near, whom he went out of his way to walk beside or behind, and who walked through his fantasies only pausing, now and again, to turn and, gently, touch him with hands that were—mostly—not theirs. Indeed, his first complaint about his town, had anyone asked (not that any admonishing and moralizing elder or eager equal in mischief ever did), was that his cousin’s wife, with her beautiful, aging fingers, simply did not have the feet to go with them.

Clodon’s trip to Kolhari produced another addition to, revelation of, or recomplication in, desire—as well as a few educational turns to the inscription of what was already there. The first thing that surprised him on his arrival in the great port was that a quarter of the women walked the streets in one sort of shoe or another—which is to say, there was a whole class of women here, a few poor and a larger number well-off, whose toes, arches, and insteps, in the intricate mechanism of walking, were simply veiled to him in ugly leather or, sometimes (equally ugly to him), brocade, so that he could not even tell if they belonged to that group who were his central interest. As many others wore sandals, which teased him cruelly, as their straps and buckles seemed barely to withhold the freedom and motion that made a foot of concern, so that, now and again, he found himself paying more attention to these than to the feet of women who went barefoot and ill-clad, as he did. (Certainly the overwhelming majority of the city’s population, female and male, was too poor for footwear.) Within a week of coming to Kolhari, he made a connection, as cruel as his initial observation, that had escaped him till now at home: the particular hands he cherished were much more likely to occur on the better-off women of the city—cruel because they were precisely the women most likely to go shod.

But the addition, revelation, or recomplication we spoke of had neither to do with women’s hands or feet. Rather it involved …  eyes! He discovered it in his first month in the city while loitering on the Bridge of Lost Desire.

The women and girls who worked the bridge as prostitutes—as well as some of the more effeminate men—wore dark wings of paint around their eyes, and affectation that, when Clodon first saw it, struck him not so much as sexual as it did a simple sign to signify what position you held in the endless chain of displacements, replacements, and exchanges, that made up life on the bridge as much as it did life in the market beyond. The masculinity Clodon treasured and that, yes, he would admit it, seemed so subtly compromised by the homosexual encounters that, despite his basic inclination, from time to time necessity forced him to take part in, at first seemed easier to secure by showing no sign at all. Yet those hustlers, usually older, whose self-presentation was a parody of that same masculinity, with great weapon belts and bits of armor worn over old rags and rude retorts to half the inquiries from potential clients and even more foul language than was customary on that most foul-tongued walkway, made themselves more masculine still by adopting a single wing of paint about a single eye: what was a sign of the womanly, when split, became a sign of the male.

That he possessed this masculinity—for, yes, he’d always liked to have some weapon, even if it was just a stone hidden in his clout: yes, he’d always worn a leather band around his upper arm, though it was not really a custom of his village: and, yes, his talk had always been blunter than was acceptable to his elders—he only realized when these parodies passed.

Several times, even as Clodon treasured his unmarked state, he adopted the single bit of eye make-up: he borrowed it from a girl who kept a small, waxy stone of blue-black tint wrapped in her waist cinch—and felt himself, at least for the day, closer to what he wanted to be by doing so. When, finally, he returned to the bare eyes that marked most of the more masculine hustlers, it was with a sense of failure and, indeed, some small but irrevocable slide toward the same ambiguity that, in this passage of sexual a-specificity, so troubled him.

Often there was as much human traffic under the bridge as on it. Toward the market end, stairs at either edge went down to a set of pee-troughs at both sides of the stanchion. Boys were always charging up and down them; girls were always shouting from the rocks below to some friend hanging over the upper wall.

Clodon had gone down, one afternoon, looking for the barbarian. (The rumor along the walkway above was that a nobleman’s corpse had been pulled from the water at dawn. Bodies—usually of beggars or soldiers—were sometimes thrown there in those brutal and barbaric times. But it had been carted away even before he’d arrived.) On a whim, Clodon decided to walk out over the stones that pushed above the shallows that rushed, like green smoke and froth, about a wagon wheel lying half out of the swirl, that broke on the bottom of a big, public vase wedged between uneven rocks, that flowed through some oily netting caught on a barkless branch, in which stuck some fruit rinds and a carved doll without head and one of its arms.

Somewhere a soldier and a woman were arguing, while another woman laughed at them. Clodon couldn’t see where, though the echo under the arch made them sound as if they were beside or above him. He stepped across water to another rock, turning to see where the voices came from.

A woman was kneeling three stones away, where a granite slab sloped from glass-green ripples. Behind her, one bare foot was propped on spread toes, the position from which, if he could move close enough, he might note best just what sort of foot she had. But the way the hollow lightened behind her ankle, and the way the harder skin stretched along her wet sole told him she was one whose toes would be a true pleasure. Women always thought you were looking at their breasts or buttocks. And though he liked breasts and buttocks as well as the next, he assumed women never thought you were looking at anything else: and that gave him, he imagined, the right to move as close as he wanted, as long as he kept his eyes low.

Clodon stepped to the next rock, wondering if she were one of the women from up on the bridge. (He didn’t recognize her at all from this angle.) She looked up—

She’d been washing her face. Hands and forearms, cheeks and chin were speckled with drops. Seeing him, she laughed, a smile underlying it that he recognized at once as both pleased and nervous. Had she been scrubbing make-up from her eyes?

One moment he was sure of it; the next he doubted it completely.

Shifting, she moved the foot that had been behind her in front. And Clodon saw:

Her eyes were dark: or, rather, the skin around them was naturally shadowy, almost bruised, so that, without really being set deeply in her face, it threw white and iris into cinnamon and ivory relief. Her foot, as the long toes moved down to hold the rock’s edge, was, in all he’d ever imagined of a foot, perfect. Still cupped under her chin, her hands were tipped with oval nails that blushed with the blood beneath them, their ends, even on almost all, making small blades the color of the meaty part within a pumpkin seed, and clean because of her washing. Certainly, in terms of his own obsessions, they were the most breath-taking hands. And more striking than both of these, were her eyes: they were the most beautiful in the world.

The conviction hit him baldly, blankly, and unquestionably.

He’d never known eyes could have that effect because, he realized, in order to have it, the face about them had to be smiling.

Or laughing.

He knew this all without words or even, really, thinking—unless the contractions of the muscles at the back of his shoulders and the tightening of the ligaments behind his knees were, themselves, a kind of thought.

He also realized what natural state the make-up he’d grown so used to on the women walking the bridge simulated—at the same time seeing that, to him, this, when on a smiling face, was enough to make his knees lock and the muscles above his scrotum tighten to pain and his whole belly want to pull itself over so that he might have collapsed, hugging himself, feeling monstrously warm and well-cared for and wonderful.

Yet he did none of these.

What Clodon did—Clodon who was a thief, and a bully, and a brawler in gutters, and who bore the marks of an adult criminal, and who would be remarked for high banditry when he’d less than doubled the age he had now—was smile.

He smiled because if someone smiles at you, and you want them to go on smiling, you smile back; otherwise, they will frown, or look dour, or shake their head and turn away; and Clodon wanted this woman, kneeling on the rock, water on her face and forearms, to go on smiling at him till the nameless gods balled up the desert with the sea and the mountains among them, in preparation for the recrafting of the world.

8. But while Clodon smiled, he thought—indeed, for the first time, in a while—about the hare-lipped girl he’d brutalized again and again at home.

She had had such eyes!

They returned to him with astonishing shock.

No, she had not had his cousin’s hands or even her own aunt’s feet.

His initial interest in her had been because Imrog, the smith’s apprentice, slept with her from time to time.

Methodically Clodon had pursued her, and, one evening, when she’d been tired enough to let him put his arm around her shoulder, violently he had brought her down, while a friend stood guard for him: through the act, he thought only of her aunt, of his cousin’s wife. And the next day he discovered, with an overpowering delight, that, as he’d suspected, he’d enraged the burly, older youth, who he was sure was as great a scoundrel as himself, but who, because Imrog would work a steady job, was heir to only a third the recriminations Clodon was.

But she had such eyes. And they had never struck him, above her grotesque mouth, as these did: and that was because he’d never seen her laugh.

This was the closest he ever felt to guilt over his sexual outrage—and, in its way, was far more effective in keeping him from ever repeating it.

For—let me repeat it—we have been writing about the power of desire.

What? You thought it was lust? No.

And where does desire fit in the tale we’ve so far told? You must read it, as it grew and developed for Clodon to the point we’ve recounted, down the margin of every page we’ve written. It had been in his mind minutes before he stole the roast goat. It had rolled through his thoughts a dozen times as he hung from the corner of the grain building, waiting for his whipping. He’d thought about it as he went up to his cousin’s hut the night he fled his village; and he’d dwelled on it as he sat by the road next dawn, wanting to cry. It would be in his mind as he sat on the wall of the bridge the moment before the Kolhari mortician spoke to him. Indeed, it lies in every pause, between every sentence, in our story so far, as it will in all to come.

With every material force and ill-known economic motive that pushed Clodon, however unaware he was of it, desire always lay ahead of him, lazy and limpid, to pull him in the same direction. Wherever profit or personal whim attracted him, desire was always behind to impel, however dimly he perceived it, maniacal and murky. If it does not glitter throughout the narrative we have so far woven, that’s because its place twists through as an absence, like the space left when a thread has been pulled loose to snake from the fabric, but whose path the sophisticated weaver can still follow from the looseness and layering of the threads around.

Was it really unusual how quickly Clodon had accepted that the two, desire and lust, were not, at least for him, to go together? In his own village, the reason he’d never sought sex with the woman who was his ideal was because exhaustive searching said she wasn’t there: she was something, rather, he had put together the way a village singer takes a line from one song, a refrain from another, while using a stanza from still another once heard from a carter passing through from another hamlet entirely, from the amalgam making a ballad that, a generation hence, all in town will swear began as an accurate account of something that once happened to someone else’s well-remembered, if now long-dead, grandmother.

In Kolhari, though occasionally he glimpsed her or glimpsed parts of her (though seldom from so near, or so completely, as he did now beneath the bridge that afternoon), it was what some people trivialize by calling the fear of rejection that kept Clodon from her.

9. This is what Clodon did as he stood, a rock away, with water rushing between them:

He looked.

He smiled.

He thought.

But he did not breathe.

The kneeling woman may have spoken; or she may have gestured; or she may have remained perfectly still, blinking twice or thrice … 

In about twenty seconds, Clodon began to feel unsteady. At forty, his vision began to flicker—till, with a great gasp, he turned, tried to get to the rock he’d just left, went into the water up to his knee, cut his foot on something at the bottom—he never knew what—scrambled up on the next stone, made it back to the stanchion, where, on the stair, he bumped into a heavy man coming down who cursed him, reached the walkway above, leaned on the wall, heaving in one and another roaring gasp, till he had to close his eyes, drop to a squat, and put his cheek against the stone. Breaking through a terror so complete it filled every sense with a loud ringing, the first fears came to him that someone might see, that someone might know. But as he crouched there, terror giving way to fear, he did not care.

Finally, five minutes later, with his legs shaking, he stood.

And looked around.

After trying to count ten breaths and getting lost three times, he went back down the stairs, halfway, to peer under the bridge, its arch flickering with an arc of sunlight up from the water.

She wasn’t there.

He went back up to the walkway—and noticed, for the first time, the bloody footprints on the bowed stone, and, moments later, that it was his own right foot that bled. He leaned against the wall another minute. Then he went down once more, all the way to the bottom, to look again.

The shaking had reduced to a quiver in his left leg.

She must have already gone up the stairs on the other side.

He spent a lot of time, over the next three days, looking for her. He walked from end to end of the bridge. While he searched, sometimes conscientiously, sometimes just with an eye out in passing, he wondered if this were how the bridge had got its name. Clodon was a boy who valued what strength he had. As he thought back on it, the weakness, the terror, the disorientation that had assailed him before this kneeling woman—that had struck him down into the water and had drawn his blood—just seemed …  wrong! Wasn’t it closer to madness than to sex? Now he went to look for her among the stalls in the Old Market of the Spur. Now, at the other end, he searched in the alleys that cut through the business neighborhood.

One evening, six weeks later, when the moon had come up early and lingered to blue the sky till late, as Clodon returned to the bridge, he saw her—with some young people, who, from their tunics and sandals, were far better off than it had occurred to him she might be. The silver light, shining straight down, put shadows on her eyes as dark as the make-up that, on her, would have been superfluous. Nor did it light her so well that he could see the details of her hands. Or feet. But it was she. The youngsters seemed—Clodon stopped walking, stopped breathing—as if they were about to turn on to the bridge, all of them, laughing and chatting, and come right by him.

Then they sauntered off down the quay.

She did not see him.

But she still looked happy.

Slowly, slowly, his thumping heart quieted.

He never saw her again.

Certainly to seek her out further (he would think this, even as he began to search for her again, or for someone like her) was against all reason. Somehow the pursuit of lust with the girls and women available, using the images gleaned from an unknown woman’s passing foot or hand or eye, while his own eyes were sealed and he hunched and sweated over this woman or that one (or, as it happened, a man who’d promised him a few coins of iron for it), seemed far safer.

And another thing: from that moment beneath the bridge, he began to find the paint on the eyes of the lazy (or sometimes unbelievably energetic) women who worked the walkways above produced in him the faintest sexual excitation. It was as if, now that he knew what it stood for, he could respond to it, if only as a sign.

10. But before we return to where Clodon, in the inn-yard, stood smiling up at the woman in the window much as he’d once smiled down at the other under the bridge, we must talk about another, equally perplexing strand weaving through his life in no less complex a pattern: lust.

The wonder of it was, just how quickly Clodon had separated it from desire—in his mind? No. But certainly in most of his material practices and in almost all of his human actions. Like most men in Nevèrÿon, Clodon had quickly located the fact that, while lust was something of the body, which, certainly, desire might provoke, still, any number of things could quench it—and quench it satisfactorily, if desire itself was only held in the mind. Lust had begun for Clodon (against Imrog) as a weapon: in its onanistic form, he used it as a tool—to relax himself, to reward himself, to indulge himself when, truly, he deserved no reward.

A weapon or tool it remained, whether he used it skillfully or poorly.

Before he left Kolhari, Clodon managed to have sex with three prostitutes: one simply got drunk with him one night and rolled with him in a doorway behind a tavern: he got away without paying. The next, he told he would pay but tried to run away afterwards, only to get himself punched five or six times and his arm sprained by a hulking man waiting in a doorway he hadn’t even seen. A third he paid the asked-for price (with money from a purse snatched off a bald man over in the market), mainly because, for a moment when he first saw her, she had been sitting on a step, scratching with one finger between her little toe and the one next to it; and he was sure, for a moment, that those hands and feet would, when she looked at him, go with the eyes he had been seeking.

It turned out, when she frowned up through the blue-black pigment (which he himself had only ceased to wear a day before) applied unevenly and asymmetrically, he’d been wrong about her in all three aspects.

With all three women there had been real excitement. But there had been none of the swollen want that makes us all children; and to which a child’s response must be terror.

In terms of lust, however, and its split from desire, we have now observed Clodon at sixteen.

Let us look at him at twenty-six, when Kolhari was ten years behind.

There he was, living out of a provision cart parked beside a lean-to some hundred yards from the outskirts of a village near several ravines at the edge of the desert—a village whose insistent and subtle differences from his own bothered him every time he wandered in to look at a woman weaving in her yard or tugging an ox by its bridle along an unpaved alley, to see a squatting man at work on a wooden plowhead or bending to wash himself and his three-year-old at a trough beside his hut.

He was no longer a lean-hipped youth. But he was not yet a fat man.

In his first day, walking through the town, Clodon looked for things he might steal that would not be missed. Sometimes he’d stop, try to appear friendly, and ask some man or woman if there weren’t work he might do, at least for a few days, hoping they would ignore his scars—till he gave them reason not to. On his last day, he went looking for something large enough to be worth stealing that would also be worth leaving the place for. But in the evenings between, there was sex—with a woman about ten years older than he, who lived in a hovel at the town’s edge: she was not pretty and was a little crazy. Clodon would visit her with a jug of beer. They would sit together before her shack, the jug between them. And Clodon would say, ‘Now, have you ever seen this?’

‘No—! What’s that little bit of dirt you’ve got?’

‘It’s what the fine women in the big cities wear around their eyes. I’ve seen them. When I lived there. In Kolhari. Now you’d be a fine looking woman if you wore it, too.’

‘Wear a lump of dirt in my eye—?’

‘No. You just put a little on. It’ll become you. No, no, here. Let me show you—’

‘Get away! I don’t want it—’

‘No, here—come on, now. It won’t hurt you. Let me show you how they do it!’

‘Put it on yourself, then!’

‘Oh, and sometimes the men do, too. But differently. Here, it won’t hurt. I promise. No, I promise—let me, now!  …  Get your hand away! Be still. There—! And …  there! Now, see? You look like the finest and most noble lady in the great city of Kolhari, you do!’

‘You can see it. I can’t. How could I, when it’s smeared all over my face!’

‘But you do look like a fine woman. You are a fine woman—here, have a drink now.’

‘You have one!’

‘Well, I will!’ And he’d lift the jug, so that the sun heated the ridges above his eyes and his chest warmed from inside and from out. Soon, he would tell her stories of this and that, and she would laugh; and he would gaze at her, with a dumb smile and slack lips. Then they would make love—sometimes in the hut, but more often in the dirt outside.

Sometimes, for inexplicable reasons, she would cry.

‘Why are you weeping?’

‘I don’t know! I don’t know …!’

He made two or three tries to get her to laugh and, when they didn’t work, lost interest. Once, he even got up and left—

Only to surprise three children crouching behind a lichen-flecked boulder. He shouted. They fled. Then he stalked back to his lean-to and cart.

Usually, though, sex went more easily. Sometimes, after he had fallen heavily asleep, the woman would sit up, suddenly, while Clodon’s hand fell from her shoulder to the earth, and stare at the scars on his brown flank, tracing one and another with her fingertip to his back. Then she’d try to remember why young girls and foolish women should never speak to a man with such scars, why you should never even look at him, and certainly never be seen with him.

Especially by staring children.

For the truth was—and does it really surprise you?—Clodon was a more considerate sexual partner than most she’d had.

At least when she wore the make-up.

At least when she smiled.

And what of Clodon at thirty-six?

Ten years later he was living with two other criminals. The younger one had even more flogging marks than Clodon, a lazy, foul-tempered boy, who, for all his complaining, hated above all things to be alone. With a kind of desperation, he held the others to him, even as he stole from them, lied to them, and, from time to time, got into fights with them. The other, older than Clodon, had managed to avoid whipping. He was a coward, Clodon had decided, despite his boasts of lifting this and filching that. But when they pulled a back-road robbery, he would more or less do what you told him.

For a month now the three had been sharing a filthy shack up from the shore perhaps a mile below Vinelet that had once belonged to the youngster’s last partner who’d come to a bad end. From a dropped comment on their way to the stream down the slope or what once got shouted between bouts of laughter in some momentary argument when they were all drunk, Clodon suspected the boy had killed the man.

But Clodon was a good deal fatter, a good deal louder, and a good deal more of a drunk himself than he’d been ten years ago.

And there was a lot less sex in his life, too.

At this point, Clodon would probably not even have considered sex without alcohol. (He did, however, remember the woman beneath the bridge a lot. But, again, we’re talking of lust now—not desire.) The problem, of course, was that too much alcohol made him impotent, so that it was a terribly fine line he had to walk—and the chance to walk it was now offered him less and less.

Three out of the last five times he’d bedded a woman, it was he who’d cried—though he knew no more why than the woman in the desert had known why ten years back. It was just another reason to avoid the whole business.

One morning, however, while two jays screamed at each other outside, the youngster stuck his head in by the torn hanging and said, hoarsely, ‘Hey—you two! Get up. Look what I’ve brought! I got two women. They’re hot ones, too! They do everything! They’ve both been fucking with me since last night. They’re about to fry me with their heat!’ From outside, Clodon heard laughing. ‘And they want you two, now! I got some beer in the cart. We can have a good time. They’ll do anything at all—anything!’

Then the women pushed in.

‘Get out of the way,’ the first declared, ‘and let’s see this nest of bandits and bad men you say you live among!’ She was small, plump and shrill.

The tall one lagged a little behind and stayed almost wholly silent, except when the two of their heads would come together to whisper. Then laughter would push them apart—the plump one with her head back, turning this way and that, waving one hand wildly, the tall one with her mouth tucked behind her fists, her head low and her shoulders shaking.

Women? Clodon thought, pushing himself to sit. Neither was twenty-five, and he was that age where anything less seemed a child. The tall one whispered again to the plump one, and pointed across the clutter at Clodon. Then the plump one squealed: ‘You’re right! He is!’

The jays shrieked.

The next Clodon knew, his arms were full of both of them. (Even as he began to laugh, he wondered if he wouldn’t have found this more enjoyable ten years ago.) ‘Here, now—’ he complained, for he had something of a hangover—‘let me get a drink first. Now let me get a drink—’

Just then the older criminal with no scars came in from the back. ‘Well, just look what our little friend has brought! Aren’t they the two most tasty morsels in the world? Delicious, I’d say! And I haven’t had my breakfast!’

‘Only two of them?’ the tall woman said, shortly, with a face full of Clodon’s rough hair. ‘I thought there were going to be nine or ten!’

‘Now you let me get a drink,’ Clodon repeated, trying to hold them both, for the plump one was already starting to wriggle free, ‘and I’ll keep you busy enough for ten or twenty!’

Clodon would have thought that his older partner, even if he was a coward, would be the one a woman would prefer: he was the tallest, he was the most well spoken, he kept himself the cleanest, and he drank the least. (Hadn’t Clodon managed to learn that sort of thing counted with women?) But though the two visitors spread their attentions all around, clearly their favorites were Clodon and the boy. And, after a little, between the two it was Clodon they seemed to prefer.

The orgy lasted three days.

Or was it four?

Beyond the first hours, Clodon retained only a few intense images.

The sharpest was when, in a rage, he swung an empty beer pitcher into the youngster’s face, so that the pieces fell, bloody, to the shack floor: then, still gripping the handle and the fragment attached, he smashed it into the boy’s face again, so that the boy dropped back against the wall. ‘Don’t you ever do that to me again!’ Clodon bellowed, and bellowed again: ‘Don’ you ever—’

The boy went down, wiping blood from his nose and chin with one hand and swinging out drunkenly with the other, saying: ‘No, no …  that was just …  I didn’t mean …  I was just foolin’ …  foolin’ …! That’s—’ till Clodon hit him again and the handle crumbled in his hand, cutting his own fingers.

Another? Or was it part of the same:

On the ragged cowhide the tall girl held her arm up across her breasts, rubbing it with her other hand, while Clodon tried to help her up. But she looked at his fingers and recoiled. For a moment he stood, unsure what to do, trying to remember just what it was the younger one had done.

The pot to the face was not, however, what killed him. Clodon was sure of that. Because another of the memories must have come from later.

Clodon woke. A band of afternoon cut, like a copper blade, from a crack in the wall. The youngster, beside him, his face all scratched, scabbed, and deviled with his own blood, strained and grunted beside Clodon, over the plump one, while she panted. Sleepily Clodon looked to see her breast mash out and out and out again, each time the young one thrust.

So that it had to have been after the fight with the pot, and, however scratched up, by then he must have been all right.

Unless that was a dream … 

Another? If it was early or late in the orgy, Clodon couldn’t say. But the plump one leaned against him, while they sat outside under the trees, and whispered: ‘You’re a terrible, frightening man, with those great scars on your back. You must do terrible, frightening things to women. Like me. All the time. Don’t you—?’

Clodon giggled now, shrugged, and caressed her hair.

‘Come,’ she urged him, with another kiss, ‘tell me the terrible things you like to do to women. Tell me. Maybe you could even show me.’

‘You like a man who’s rough, then?’

‘Oh, very rough!’ She beamed at him. And that began a silly game, out in the yard, where Clodon blindfolded her with a piece of old chamois, and sometimes hit her face with a small branch—and sometimes, when he said he was going to hit her, merely brushed the leaves across her cheek, and asked her ridiculous questions, then made her fellate him, or sometimes fingered or licked between her legs when he decided her answers, at random, were wrong. To all of which she squealed happily. Then the older one came out and got into the game. Finally the younger one, leaning drunkenly on the shoulder of the taller woman, came out. And wanted to play, too. Only, of course, he played too rough—though the plump girl only once seemed to mind, when he squeezed her breast too hard. Then there was another argument, mostly between the older man and the younger and that part of it was over.

Had the boy’s face carried the cuts from the pitcher at that point? Why, Clodon wondered, couldn’t he remember?

After that Clodon was fairly sure he and the tall girl had taken the cart into Vinelet to get more beer. (He wanted the plump one to come, but she refused. Then the tall one said she’d go.) On the way, he kept asking her: ‘You sure you want to come back? I’ll let you off anywhere you like. It’s all right. I’ll just say you wanted to leave.’

But she shook her head, and once took his arm. ‘I want to go back with you!’ she declared. Not that the tall one was very talkative otherwise: still, sometime during the ride, Clodon learned that the plump one back at the shack was in some very serious trouble, which was why she didn’t want to go into town. They were going to leave their home and go to the great city of Kolhari. ‘Are you?’ Clodon asked. ‘I used to live there when I was a younger man. Stayed there almost a year. That’s where I learned to play such blindfolded games.’ The tall girl told him about a neighbor woman, and a boyfriend who had, consecutively, betrayed them both, and a job the plump one had had taking care of the children of the owner of some fishing boats; and Clodon had begun to suspect a complexity to the lives of both women that made the goings-on of the past days seem as out of keeping for them as it was, really, for him.

Then, an hour later, they were back.

‘By all the nameless gods,’ demanded the boy, when they pulled up at the shack and he leaned to look over the wagon’s edge, ‘how much beer did you get?’

‘You’re never satisfied with anything,’ the older man said, shaking his head, ‘are you? If it’s not too little for you, then it’s too much.’

Surely the only scars about him then had been across his back.

Why, Clodon wondered, did this diversion in what was actually some truly satisfactory love-making—with both the plump one, and, later, the tall one—stay so clearly? But the thing about truly satisfactory sex was that it tended to complete itself in its own exertion and thus left little to memory.

For the last day Clodon was too drunk and too exhausted to have an orgasm. Sunk to his pubic bone inside one and the other, he faked several—and wondered how his companions, grunting in the shadows, were doing. Still, the memory that pleased him most came from that time:

Finally, disengaging, once more, from the plump one, he’d gone to the back door to piss. His stomach felt queazy and he wondered if he were going to throw up again.

He’d stood outside under the cool moon a long time, breathing slowly, to see if his stomach would settle—or just give up what was in it. When he felt a little better, he pushed back in.

Moonlight came through a window.

The two were kneeling together. Earlier, the tall one had found Clodon’s lump of make-up and put it on her eyes without his even saying anything. Now, watching her, he thought not that it looked alluring on her so much as charming. It made her seem even younger, as if she wore it, ineffectually, to make herself look older and more worldly. Beneath the window, they touched each other, now with fingers, now with lips, while the sweat stood out on the plump one’s breasts and on the tall one’s wrists.

The women, Clodon thought, were beautiful.

He pondered, a little surprised, that this beauty had nothing to do with hands or feet or the eyes that, he already knew, when he recalled this for private use, he would loan them.

The boy sat in a corner, head forward on his knees. As Clodon wondered at this loveliness amidst the confusion and drunkenness, he heard him mutter: ‘ …  that’s not …  two, see, not the right number  …  For us. It won’t work …  It won’t. It should be more …’

This, he knew, was the one he should remember:

Was it dawn? Was it evening? The older man stood, holding back the hanging, half in and half out of the shack and growling at Clodon: ‘He’s a pig, I tell you! Hogging the two of them, both at once! And you’re not much better! I’ll kill him, if he says another word! I will!’

‘Come on,’ Clodon said. ‘He’s just a boy. He thinks he can fuck the sun out of the sky. Weren’t you like that when you were his age? I was. Look—like last time: when the fat one comes back to me, I’ll call you in—then I’ll get up and go somewhere, and you can have her awhile.’ It was a generosity he’d performed once to keep the peace, and he did not relish having to perform it once more. Indeed, perhaps he never got round to it. For he remembered the plump one, crawling across the floor to him, breathing like an exhausted animal, sliding down against him with her warm breath and her moist shoulders, snuggling into him, so that his hard fingers were full of the soft flesh of her breasts, and even though they were both too tired to do anything, she whispered, ‘Oh, yes, lover! Yes—yes! Oh, yes …’

Had it been because when next they woke—the fourth day? the fifth?—the women were gone?

So were the cart and the mule.

‘Of course they stole it, you beshitted pair of pig’s buttocks!’ the boy shouted.

Was that what began it—between the younger and the older? Though Clodon had shouted too. Still, mostly, while they’d argued he’d been looking for more beer.

There was a lot of yelling—Oh, certainly the younger one began it. He began everything. But it worried Clodon later that he couldn’t remember the act itself. What he remembered was trying to leave the shack, and the older one tugging at his arm. ‘No, no—you have to stay now! At least you have to help me bury him! You have to help me! What’ll I do? You can’t just go like that—

‘Why not?’ Clodon pushed the older man back against the jamb, realizing as he did so that this was the first he was sure that the boy was, this time, dead. ‘It’s your mess!’ Till then, he’d just assumed he’d been badly hurt. ‘You clean it up!’

He had the tooled leather cartcover with him. The women hadn’t taken that. In the yard he threw it around his shoulders to wear against any weather that came up.

As he tied the thongs, Clodon wondered: hadn’t he at least thrown a punch or two in the course of what had just happened? It had been inside the shack, certainly. But then, had he?

It must have been between the younger one and the older. Why else would the older have acted that way? The man had gone back inside, and Clodon had staggered off toward the road. Once he stopped to be sick among the roots of a thick tree, leaning on the trunk and heaving till only stringy mucus dripped from his beard. Then he went on. Finally, he’d rolled up in his make-shift cloak and gone to sleep. And lain sick a long time. But, over the next days, as he recovered, all reconstruction was futile. Had it been a stabbing? (He swung the empty beer pitcher into the boy’s face … ) Had it been a beating? Certainly it had been because some argument had finally erupted between the other two. It had to be that, didn’t it?

But the truth was, had Clodon been dragged before elders and threatened with death, he could not have said who was the actual murderer; nor how the act had been committed; nor why.

Perhaps, he thought, waiting off the side road for the sound of some carter’s passing, lust itself—not such a bad thing when desire was unavailable—just ran from the beauty of that moonlit moment by the window to this evil too great to recall.

Clodon had committed other murders—murders as conscientious and cold-blooded as was possible, when, on a back road in the evening, loud with crickets, where the pine needles absorbed the sound and the packed leaves soaked the blood, one person slaughtered another. (Waiting in the underbrush, he wondered if he would soon commit one more.) But none had ever troubled him like the death of this lazy, quarrelsome boy, who, in so many ways seemed almost an extreme of his younger self. That he was not even sure if he was the murderer only added to the irony. But whatever had happened, it made Clodon feel, at once, wise, sad, and foolish.

Better, he decided, to stick to his right hand and the memory of desire. The boy had been a fool and out to get himself killed. Hadn’t Clodon said it a hundred times? No, it was too messy, too confusing, too dangerous.

Though we have written of Clodon’s encounters with lust, what we have not written of here is the shifting emotional calculus in which the appetite was embedded. Whatever sort of bedmate he might have been—and we have said he was a considerate one—he was certainly no good lover. With other women entirely separate from the ones we have written of, Clodon had already fathered three children he had never seen: he believed he had fathered a fourth, who was actually not his. And he had stolen money, food, pots, and knives from all their mothers before he’d abandoned them—only the smallest of his crimes.

Though we have written of the separation between them, we have also managed to say a little, I think, of the way desire tempered lust—even in the midst of a murderous, drunken orgy. Is there any way, we might now ask, in which lust tempered desire?

Well, ten years before, after he’d left the woman who lived at the desert town, the dark-eyed laughing creature of Clodon’s fantasy tended to laugh because she was a little mad. Ten years later, after the days of deadly debauchery, she laughed because she was involved in some plan and scheme beyond his intelligence to follow, though she wished to welcome him into it if only he would join her.

Though we have written of Clodon and lust at sixteen, at twenty-six, and again as a man in his thirties, what, you might reasonably ask, of lust and Clodon today?

For it was only a few years on.

In the five weeks he had been at Narnis, lust had more or less been limited to some vague speculations about Funig’s half-sister, Jara. Did she, Clodon had wondered, have any of the submissiveness of the woman in the desert? Or would a little drink bring out in her any of the spirit of the two women at the shack? (Though you and I wouldn’t have, Clodon certainly thought of it in these terms.) But the answer he’d come closer and closer to, without exactly stating it, was that whatever the answers were, it would just be too much bother.

For over the time we’ve written of, the world had changed around Clodon. One government had fallen and another taken its place; and a man had come to challenge the institution of slavery on which the economics of as much as a third of the nation had once been based. His last fifteen pounds he’d put on in less than five years. Yet these did not concern him; so we have largely elided them. Certainly, as he stood in the inn-yard, with Funig beside him, looking at a woman who smiled at him from the window, it was time to talk of other things.

But we have one more strand from the past to weave into our tale in order to reveal the smallest pattern in the present.

11. ‘What do you mean?’ With the roof behind them, they pushed through the hanging—

For a moment Clodon thought the whole room was on fire.

Not only did a many-flamed lamp hang from the ceiling’s center, others hung in all four corners. Burning tripods stood at each of the four walls.

‘What kind of proposition?’ Clodon squinted.

Thick rugs overlapped on the floor. Fat cushions lay about. There were ornate chairs and a great bed, heaped with pillows and bolsters. On small tables more lamps flickered.

‘Just a moment. I’ll show you.’ The mortician pointed to the wall. ‘Have you ever seen one of these?’

Clodon had thought it was an elaborately framed window—perhaps into another room. For lamps burned beyond it.

‘It’s a mirror,’ the man said. ‘Perhaps you’ve seen small ones traveling vendors sell in the provincial markets: pieces of polished metal in which, for a few months, you can see your face, till they go dark with tarnish. Seldom though will you find one this size. Stand in front of it, and, with only the smallest distortion, it will show you something few of us more than glimpse in a forest pool or in some street puddle minutes after rain. I mean, of course, yourself. Here. Step up. Take a look …’

Moving closer, Clodon stared into the metal that, in a moment, seemed a solid surface and, in another, something just not there. The figure inside, he only just comprehended, was he … 

The man strode to the other side of the room.

‘Now, let’s see—’ He came back slowly.

When the second figure joined the first (and it was the man, Clodon saw), Clodon realized the first, indeed, showed not just him, but specifically how his eyes sat wide apart in his face, how his full mouth hung a little open, how he carried his shoulders sloped on broad collar bones—‘We’ll just add this. Here.’ The man held something, which he lifted—and placed around Clodon’s neck. A metallic clink—

Surprised, Clodon looked away from the flickering metal to the man beside him. Something heavy and cold clung to his throat. Clodon reached up to pull it away.

The man took his wrist. ‘It’s an iron slave collar I’ve put on you.’

Surprised, Clodon raised his other hand.

‘Wait—!’ The man’s voice was sharp, more commanding still; and the fumes below had not, after all, completely cleared. ‘The lock is broken … !’ he said with caressing reassurance. ‘It will hold together while you wear it. But you can remove it any time you want. All you have to do is pull it apart. I promise you!’

Again Clodon raised his hands to tug at the metal; and the lock, indeed, clicked open. He felt it come apart. But the man’s hands were there to snap it closed again.

In the mirror—and beside him—the man smiled.

‘Look. At your reflection, now. There, turn yourself left and right. And watch.’

Clodon turned while he tried to keep looking.

‘What do you see?’

‘What do you mean?’ Clodon was actually surprised there was only one voice, since, in the mirror, the lips moved too.

‘There: what is it that looks out at you? In his iron collar, with the whip marks scarring his strong, brown body, surely that’s no drunken country boy, in trouble because he’s stolen some silly tax collector’s supper. Look again. What do you see?’

Clodon said: ‘I don’t see any—’

‘Don’t you see a slave? And not just any slave, but an evil one—a slave who once rose up against his master, a slave who pulled down on his careless back all punishment and retribution, and who now carries the welts of his wickedness inscribed on his flesh like a message to all. Can’t you see him? Can’t you see a slave who has been marked, and in whose markings, there for all who can to read, lie his disdain for all authority, his contempt for all human law, and his loathing for the order of the nameless gods whom he would be the first to call chick and cabbage leaf, as he howls his laughter and disrespect!’

‘I’m no slave—!’ Clodon turned from the metal.

The man laughed and stepped back. ‘I know that very well!’ His voice, which had risen into a kind of chant, returned to the tones of conversation. ‘But between you and me, we have all the pieces from which to construct such a slave. At least I believe we do. And such a slave, created of craft, artifice, and crime, may be more valuable, finally, than one formed only by the accidents of society and nature. Certainly he may well make more money.’

‘What do I have to …?’ Clodon began. Then he said: ‘I already told you, I don’t like to—’

‘Tell me,’ the man said, interrupting. ‘Have you ever pissed on anyone?’

Clodon said: ‘Huh?’

‘I said: have you ever pissed on another person?’

‘No! Why would I—’

‘Don’t answer too quickly. Think back, through the whole of your life. There’re not that many years in it to search over. So think. Ever, ever, ever, have you spilled urine on another human being?’

Frowning, Clodon moved his shoulders under the iron’s weight. ‘I guess …  there was one time: when this old guy started hanging around our village. He wasn’t from there. He was just a beggar. And he was always drunk. So once, when we found him, passed out behind the smithy, Imrog dared me to do it. He didn’t think I would. But I did it. So he did it too! It was just a joke. That’s all. We thought it was funny, right in the drunken old man’s dirty beard and—’

But the man had raised his hand. ‘Have you ever bullied someone into doing something he didn’t want to do?’

‘What—?’

‘What do I mean? Well, I suppose I mean …’ Suddenly the man stepped, sharply, forward. His forearm came up, hard, under Clodon’s chin. ‘You’re going to do what I say now, aren’t you?’ His voice was an intense whisper. ‘You’re going to do it!’

Clodon went back against the wall, swallowing, blinking. ‘Hey—!’

‘Shut up!’ Sharply—and lightly—with his free hand, the man slapped Clodon’s cheek. ‘You’re going to do it?’ He slapped him again. ‘You’re going to do it!’

‘Hey, what are you—?’

When Clodon raised a hand, the man knocked it, hard, away.

And slapped him, lightly, again. ‘You’re going to do it, now, aren’t you?’

When Clodon tried to twist free, the forearm under his chin pushed his head back against the wall. ‘All right! Ow! Hey—!’

‘You’re going to!’

While Clodon searched his confusion for the anger the slaps kept knocking aside, leaving only fear, the man suddenly stepped back. (They’d been standing belly to belly, thigh to thigh—which only registered when the bunched cloth of the man’s tunic and the hard links of his belt pulled away.) Clodon said:

‘Hey, what were you—?’

‘What I mean,’ the man said, ‘is, did you ever, with someone, say, smaller than you, younger than you perhaps, or not as sure of himself as you were, use the fact that surprise, intensity, and intimidation can effect the most amazing changes in what one person will do for another?’

‘Why did you do that—?’

‘Only to demonstrate exactly what I was referring to—so that you, thinking back on your history, might recognize the action we’re speaking of here.’

‘You hurt my arm!’ Clodon rubbed his wrist.

‘Not that much. If you can feel it in the morning, I’ll give you an extra coin. But tell me, did you—’

‘Yeah!’ Clodon said. ‘Sure, with kids sometimes, when you’re fooling with them—and they’re trying to show you how big and bad they are. Sometimes you have to do that. Don’t you? If they’ve got something you want, and they won’t give it to you …  something like that.’

‘There,’ the man said. ‘I thought so. And now I’ll ask you this. Have you ever tormented someone who couldn’t fight back? Perhaps because you’d tied them up. Or because they were caught somewhere and couldn’t get loose. Maybe you tickled them. Or perhaps you beat them—with a rope or a bit of leather. Oh, not hard—necessarily. I seem to remember earlier, when we were talking before, that you told me about one boy whom you once—’

‘But that was just fooling!’ Clodon insisted, at this point not sure which of the many things he’d told the man was being re-presented to him among all these flickering lights. ‘I don’t under—’

‘Fooling? Very good! Because it’s only another sort of fooling that I’m asking you to consider. Have you ever—’ the man interrupted himself again—‘though, on this point I don’t even have to ask—in your anger, called someone humiliating and insulting names. Just from this afternoon I know the kind of language you use in your normal accounts. Certainly under the heat of injury, your invectives must grow even more colorful. For instance, try calling me a …  sick piece of maggoty mule shit!’

Clodon paused. ‘Is all this stuff—’ he frowned slowly—‘what you want me to do, to you …?’ He stepped away from the wall. (The man still smiled.) ‘You are some kind of sick piece of shit …’

‘There!’ The man opened his hand and extended it toward Clodon. Somehow, he’d managed to get out another coin, without Clodon seeing from where. The dark disk lay on the dark palm. ‘You see? My point is merely that there’s nothing you’d be called on to do you haven’t already done at one time or another—and done because you chose to do it. And when you were just fooling, at that. You’ve done very well, so far. Take your first pay.’ The man flipped the coin, spinning, through the air.

Clodon reached out for it—and missed.

It fell to the rug between his feet. Because of the nap, it did not roll. Clodon looked up. ‘You really want me to do stuff like that to …  I don’t know. You’d have to pay me a lot for it!’

‘But I don’t want you to do it to me,’ the man said. ‘At least not now. But many other people will. And they will pay you far more handsomely than you probably even imagine. My proposition for you tonight is this. Stay here this evening. Wear the collar. Tomorrow morning, return to the bridge. And do not remove it. Wear it there for …  oh, only a single week. Night and day. You will be approached by people very differently, I can assure you, from the ones who have approached you up till now. You will do, I assure you equally, far better than you have done till now.’

‘But people are going to think I’m some kind of slave—’

The man laughed. ‘If you wear a slave collar; and if you carry the scars of a marked rebel; and if you stand out on the Bridge of Lost Desire—well, these, taken all together, become a kind of sign. Some who see it and come will be wearing collars themselves. Some who come to you will not. Mistaken for a real slave? I very much doubt it. But consider: if you were an actual slave, then somewhere you would have an actual master, am I right? And you would be his responsibility, no one else’s—believe me, everyone, at least in that neighborhood, will leave you alone.’

‘Well …’ Clodon said. What about you?’

‘I said my proposition is that you wear your collar—for I’m giving it to you, as of now—seven days. Work the bridge in it, making whatever you can. And I assure you you will make quite a lot. After a week, I will come down to see you. If you are still wearing it, I will come up to you—and pay you whatever you ask. If you have decided to discard it, well, then …  I will smile, nod, and go on walking. And find someone else. We need never mention it again—if, indeed, we ever have anything further to do with one another.’

‘But you really don’t want to do anything now?’ Somehow all of this was beginning to seem funny. ‘Why not try me out—see how I am?’

‘There are people who will truly appreciate your novice status in this profession; they are the ones whom you should go with while you’re a novice. Myself, I know from experience I will enjoy it far more if you have had a week’s practice.’

‘Suppose they want me to do something I don’t want to? I mean, going with men and doing that kind of thing just—’

‘My country friend,’ the man said, leaning forward, ‘though the first who approach you will, most certainly, be men, there are just as many women in this rich, rich city who are seeking what you may now provide. Do your job well, with as much skill as you can bring to it, and before the week is out, I promise you, the reputation of a committed craftsman—if that’s what you turn out to be—will spread far beyond that bit of stone that runs above the water. You will soon have your choice of whomever you want. You ask what happens if someone wishes you to do something that does not please you?’ The man laughed. ‘I would have thought you’d have already known the answer there. You simply say, “No.”’ The man turned away and walked across the room. ‘What all those signs mean, brought together and placed in the positions that we have discussed, as I’m sure you’ve now understood, is that you—’ He turned from a cabinet, where he had taken out two ceramic cups—‘are the Master.’ He set them on a table. ‘Now come. Let’s have a drink. It will lighten all this heavy talk.’

It was cider, not beer. And this time—perhaps it was the amount he’d already drunk—Clodon didn’t mind it. What Clodon wanted to talk more about was the women. ‘You really think they’ll be women—I don’t mean at first, like you said. But after a while?’

‘I know there’ll be.’ They sat on cushions across from each other, sipping strong drink. ‘It makes a great deal of difference to you now. But I think shortly you’ll find that it seems a less and less important distinction—assuming you take to your task. Here: say you blindfold someone. And they want to be beaten. They, of course, will want to be hit on the genitals. But you will strike them on the face, instead—gently when they expect to be hit roughly. And roughly when they expect to be hit gently. Ask them questions; and make your response of anger or approbation to their answers wholly random. In most cases that will excite far more than simply whips and chains. And always be sure to agree on some sign to let you know when the game is over: a word, a gesture—that need be all. Uttered by them or you, it simply means it’s time to stop, put up the toys, settle accounts, and go home. But because you come to it with dispassion, you are not likely to let the heat of it all carry you away. You’re a rough looking boy, even handsome, in a low, country-bred manner. Nor are you dull. If you can apply the brains you have to your job, you’ll be able, with a bit of rope and a length of leather, to drive your clients—both the men and the women—to pleasure that others, with whole dungeons at their disposal, cannot achieve. What you embark on now is an admirable profession, and ought to have its own god of craft, however nameless, to oversee it. But because we do not have such a god, it must, in the end, be overseen by men and women, like me, like you …’ Thus the conversation ran on through the night, while one lamp and then another guttered out. ‘And remember—’ The man yawned, then recovered, looking down into his cup—‘there’s nothing you need do really foreign to that nature you’ve already drawn for me in some detail.’

Clodon said: ‘This is really something. Nobody at my home would believe it. You do this a lot? I mean …  is this how you get people to do things for you …?’ He frowned. ‘How many times have you done this? Before I mean. With others?’

The man mused. ‘Let me see …  was it a load of nine old broken collars that I purchased from that market harridan? I have two left. That means, over three years, you’ll be the seventh.’

Clodon grinned. ‘And it works?’

‘As a matter of fact I’ve …  never seen any of you again. Oh, in a week I’ll certainly be on the bridge, looking. But you won’t be there—or if you are, you’ll have discarded—or sold—your collar days since. That’s what experience has told me will happen. But I go on doing it. I suppose I shall keep on, until I succeed—or run out of collars …  Oh, certainly I’ll keep one for myself. Maybe, someday, I’ll even learn why it is I fail. But, then, perhaps such failure can’t be understood.’ He looked up, slowly, sleepily. ‘Or perhaps that’s what desire is about …?’

Which to Clodon, just—at that hour—seemed even funnier.

He had no memory of the conversation halting or of settling down among the cushions to sleep.

Sometime later, though, the man was shaking his shoulder. ‘I’m sorry—you have to go now.’

Clodon opened his eyes, unsure where he was. In the dark room there was the deepest blue around the door hanging. All but one lamp, in the corner, beneath its thread of smoke, were out. Clodon lifted his head from the cushion, shook it—and felt sick.

‘You have to go now,’ the man repeated. ‘Here, get up. I’ve got money for you. But you have to go. Get up, now. Please. I’m sorry. But Father’s returned from his trip—much earlier than I expected. He’s outside now and will be upstairs shortly. He’s much less tolerant about these things than my mother. Really. But you must be on your way!’ The man tugged Clodon almost to his feet.

‘All right. All …  I’m going. All right, now. Don’t do that—’

‘Some money,’ the man repeated. ‘Take it now.’

‘Huh?’ Clodon said. What—?’

It was a small purse. As Clodon got it in his fist, he could feel, through the leather, there were not a lot of coins in it—but more than he’d had on any day since he’d been in the city. ‘Oh, yeah,’ he said. ‘All right, I mean …’

‘And now you have to go! Just a moment—’ The man loped across the room, pushed back the door hanging, and looked out into the blue, then dropped it to hurry back. ‘No, he’s not up yet. Come. Let’s go.’ With a hand on Clodon’s shoulder, he hurried the boy, who stumbled once on another cushion, forward.

‘Wait a minute, now! Wait a minute, will you? Wait—’

Movement caught Clodon’s eye to the left.

But it was his own figure, staggering, dark, on the metal.

Then they were outside and crossing between the shrubs and ivy. The paving slates were wet, as though it had rained. Or perhaps the pool had overflowed? Before he could see, the man pushed Clodon through another hanging.

‘Hey, don’t throw me down the stairs—!’

‘Be quiet!’ The man breathed heavily. ‘I’m not throwing you down the stairs!’ He sounded peevish. ‘But you have to go. And go now!’

Clodon held on to the walls, the purse still in one fist. He put his foot down on the step below.

There was a sound behind them.

The man said: ‘You simply must get out. Now. I told you, my father is back! I didn’t expect him till this afternoon. But he’s returned early—oh, it’s not your concern! But those are his wagons outside.’ Somewhere beyond the wall, it did sound like wagons; someone who could have been a driver called to someone else. ‘Look. Go right down there!’ The man pointed with a sharp gesture over Clodon’s shoulder. ‘You won’t come out where we came in; but you turn straight to the left and keep on …  oh, seven, eight blocks. You’ll cross a big intersection. At this hour, you’ll probably see the sun rising at the end. Go towards it. You’ll hit the Pavē after another few streets—you’ll recognize the paving stones. You take that right back to the bridge. Now, go! I’m not kidding!’

‘All right …!’ Clodon said thickly, and turned to start, unsteadily, down.

‘I’ll see you in a week back on the bridge!’ Which, at this point, meant almost nothing to Clodon.

But he paused anyway, because he’d suddenly remembered where he was. He looked back over his shoulder. ‘Do I have to go through all those dead people—?’

‘Go!’ the man hissed.

Clodon started again. At the bottom, somehow he dropped the purse. But, stooping, he got it up from the dusty floor; he stood, feeling all of last night’s drink at once, and barrelled through the hanging out into gray morning. The street was wet in irregular patches. Perhaps it was not rain but fog. The sound of the wagons reached him again from around the building’s corner. He wondered if he should go look. But he felt too queazy. He started off, left, down the street.

When he reached the intersection, there was no sun either way. It was too overcast to see the sunrise. Oh, it was a little lighter in that direction. So that was the direction Clodon walked in.

Once he stopped a woman with a water jar on her shoulder to ask directions to the Old Market. She pointed down a narrow street which made him think, for a while, he’d gotten completely turned around. But three minutes later he came out at the familiar mouth of the bridge.

He was halfway across when he remembered the collar. It was still closed on his neck. Suppose, he thought, the lock was not broken; and the man had fixed it to him permanently …  In a moment’s panic, he raised his hands to grasp it.

‘Hey—?’

Clodon hesitated at the woman’s voice behind him, then turned.

He’d seen the pudgy barbarian prostitute there several times. Black triangles spread up across her pale brows, out to her temples.

‘I got an old man down there,’ she said, nodding over her shoulder. ‘He wants to do something with you—the two of us together. He’s got money. And a place. He’s okay. I know. I’ve been with him a lot of times.’

Clodon looked beyond her shoulder. Several men stood or walked near the bridge’s far end. He could not tell which one she meant. But the idea that the sexual traffic, which he’d always assumed was an afternoon or evening activity, had begun at this early hour made him frown.

‘He told me to come talk to you,’ she went on. ‘I’m supposed to find out how much you’ll take.’ She wore a colorful piece of cloth around her bulging belly. Her breasts hung over it, wide, smudgy aureoles centered with nipples small as a man’s. ‘He told me to ask you,’ she repeated. ‘Don’t worry. He’s all right.’

‘What does he want to do?’ Clodon asked.

Though there was no one near them, she stepped closer and began to talk more softly.

When she had gone on a minute, Clodon suddenly said: ‘No. No. I don’t do that. You tell him I don’t do that.’

‘Why not?’ she said. He’ll pay you good.’

‘No,’ Clodon said. Then he said, ‘No, don’t tell him …  Tell him I’m—busy. Tell him I’m supposed to meet somebody here. This morning. In a few minutes. That’s all. So I can’t go with you, see?’

She shrugged. I don’t care.’ She turned away. ‘I’ll tell him you’re busy.’

On her wide, uninteresting feet, she started down the bridge.

Clodon started up toward the market.

Here, he thought, he’d not even been looking, and already one proposition had come along. There’d even been a woman involved with it. Not that he liked barbarian women. Fat or thin, he didn’t find them attractive. The men who did—there were always enough of them around the bridge—he thought were strange.

Before he reached the end, a sort of tiredness rolled through Clodon’s body that at first seemed part of the sickness left over from the drink. He leaned against the wall and raised his hands again to the iron around his neck. With the tiredness, came a heaviness to his arms. Fingers not quite touching it, he waited. I could take it off now, he thought. Stash it somewhere. Seven days from now I’ll put it on again—if I still want to. Maybe that time I can get his purse.

But Clodon had a purse already. The man had given it to him. It was tucked under the leather he wore at his waist now. There’d be enough in it to eat for a couple of days, if he was careful.

There was nothing to fear from the collar. It had come open once last night … 

Now Clodon thought about the woman with the water jar.

Then, he hadn’t even realized he had it on! He’d just gone up to her, asked her directions as if he were any normal person. And as if he were any normal person, she had given them. Certainly she’d seen it.

Was it, perhaps, like his scars? You couldn’t go round, all your life, never speaking to this one, not going here, not doing this, just because someone might have something to say about it. That’s what he thought—though it wasn’t always what he did. Still, most of the time people ignored them. Or at least pretended to. Perhaps it was the same with the iron.

And maybe a scarred slave—at least out here on the bridge—was a better person to be than a criminal.

The scars were permanent. There was something intriguing in wondering if, somehow, the collar was, now, permanent too.

A large market wagon was rolling by, its bed heaped with gray-green melons toward the front and yellow squash at the rear. Beside it, holding the halter to the pair of oxen, the driver walked, a tall, bearded bear of a fellow.

Clodon looked at him, because, he realized, the man was looking at him. Their eyes stayed together for three breaths, four breaths, five. That wasn’t the usual sort who took an interest in Clodon. In a moment, anyway, he would look away; the cart would roll on.

What happened, however, was that suddenly the man shook the halter, clucked the beasts to a stop, and strode over. He was a good two heads taller than Clodon. ‘You!’ He spoke as though Clodon was someone he’d worked with for years and just run into after a month’s absence. ‘I got a room a few blocks away.’ His direct and open tone made Clodon wonder a moment if this were really a sexual encounter. ‘We can go there when I finish unloading these. How much will you charge me for an hour or so?’

‘What do you want to do?’ Clodon asked.

‘You know.’ The man pursed his lips. ‘The usual.’

‘I don’t do,’ Clodon said, ‘the usual.’

The man said: ‘I don’t do the usual either. That’s why I asked you. What do you say. How much?’

Clodon considered a moment. Then he said. ‘No. I don’t feel like it. Forget it. Not today.’

The man smiled and gave a kind of grunt. ‘All right. Maybe another time, then.’ He started back to his wagon, then turned again. Where can I get one of those?’ He pointed with a thick thumb over his fist at Clodon’s neck.

Surprised, Clodon shrugged.

‘Where’d you get yours?’ the man asked.

Clodon shrugged again. What’s it to you?’

The man suddenly turned again, seized up the halter, and started his cart.

I am in another city, Clodon thought. What would it be like, he wondered, if I put a wing of paint on one eye as well? Perhaps, he thought, this is just a particularly busy time and I’ve never noticed. But how often have I been out on the bridge this early before? Ordinarily, a whole day’s waiting and walking, when he was actually looking for it, got him three, maybe four propositions. These had both come within minutes, when there weren’t even that many people out.

He wished he didn’t feel so ill. He had a headache now. How long, he wondered, would it be before he said yes?

The third came before the hour was out. It was a pudgy, effeminate man—though he was just as direct as the other two—who walked up to Clodon, clasped his hands before him, and declared: ‘My, aren’t you a fine looking gentleman! I assume you’re sitting out here because you mean it? Tell me, how much would it cost me to—’

Clodon only half listened to the man’s request. Halfway through it, he said, ‘Look. That’s just play. I don’t do that. I’m only into serious things.’

‘Are you, now?’ The man raised an eyebrow. ‘Well, perhaps you’re a little too serious for me then …’ He paused, bit at his lower lip. ‘I’d pay you well for it.’ Then he frowned. ‘Will you tell me what it is you do do?’

‘I told you,’ Clodon said. ‘No! Now get out of my face!’

The man gave a small, conciliatory bow, then turned and hurried down the walkway. How long, Clodon wondered, can I keep this up? Yet there was a fascination with it. This new city that the mortician had introduced him to—how, he wondered, did it fit in with the other Kolhari that he knew? Who else lived in it? Could it be that just by sitting here he would meet them all?

The man had said women dwelled here, too …?

Might one of the inhabitants, Clodon wondered, be a strong, young, dark-eyed creature with beautiful feet and cunning hands? Perhaps an hour later, when he began to get hungry, it occurred to Clodon to look in the purse and count exactly how much the man had given him.

The purse contained nine iron coins.

Clodon wore the collar for three days.

He didn’t eat very much during that time.

Never a particularly clean youth, he didn’t wash either.

For the first two, he didn’t leave the bridge at all.

As a kind of endurance test, he refused even to see if he could pull the lock apart. When he took it off, he knew, it would come off for good. That would be the end of it. But until then, it was, he realized, fascinating to be something other than a common country criminal lost in the city’s confusion.

Once he saw his barbarian friend. But apparently he wasn’t speaking to Clodon any more.

But with a frequency that kept surprising him, through the day and evening, one and another person would stop to talk with him, to outline some odd and abhorrent want.

He felt very strange. It was as if the collar both trapped him and, at the same time, freed him into this odd world—freed him, at least, to stand at its edge and, as he listened to one request after another, to gaze out into it.

He said no to them all.

It was at the end of the second day he began to get the feeling the people he refused were actually taking something away from him. Each one, walking off when he told them, curtly, that, no, he didn’t do that, left, he was sure, with a little more; and still a bit more. He slept under the bridge that night. And on the third day, he wandered off it in a kind of daze—actually surprised some barrier was not there to keep him to the place where collar and flogging marks, in combination, alone had the meaning they did.

Later he walked into a yard. There was a cistern in it. He went and sat on the wall awhile, staring down at the flagstones. Once a boy walked by, without really looking at him. Later the boy walked by two or three more times—no, Clodon realized, he was looking.

Not that it made any difference.

For a while he sat on the ground, his back against the cistern. Did he doze a bit?

Finally, growing truly tired, Clodon went over by one of the buildings, lay down, and slept for a few hours. Waking, he stretched out his arm, stretched out his leg—which cramped on him. Standing up, he limped back to the cistern, wondering how long the cramp would take to go away. Some women with a child between them walked by. Now he thought he saw the boy again, standing off in a doorway in one of the alleys. Perhaps because he’d slept some, or because of the cramp, or because he was no longer on the bridge—or because, being off it, he had not actually been approached for some hours—Clodon leaned his thighs against the cistern wall, not really looking over it. Then, after a few moments, he raised his face—it was already evening. The moon was up. A thread of cloud lay across a sky that had deepened to indigo. Clodon lifted his hands to the collar, to hook his fingers over the iron.

He tugged.

With a click, the semi-circles of metal, on the old hinge, came apart in his fists. Clodon pulled the collar from under his hair and raised it to the sky, the curved jaws open in his hand to gulp a bite of blue.

Then he tossed it into the cistern.

It splashed—further down than he could have thought. The water was low.

Still, when you threw things into cisterns, here in the city (Clodon had already learned), old women passing hollered at you: ‘That’s water we have to drink, you know!’ But there were no women.

Clodon turned and lowered himself to sit again on the wall.

Did the boy in the doorway walk by again? Maybe it was another boy, this time. But Clodon was thinking about other things. For the first time, in these last three days, Clodon had looked at the number of people who, indeed, crossed the bridge wearing slave collars. Without even seeing them before, he had just assumed that, on their way to the market for a master, they had been slaves—how stupid could you be? Just before he’d left, he’d seen one, a country fellow only a few years older than himself, who wore the iron on his neck and whose back was crossed with nine, ugly rigid welts. He’d walked by, paying no more attention to Clodon than Clodon once would have paid to him. Clodon tried to remember his image in the mirror. But it was very hard. So he sat a while.

Then he went back to the bridge.

It was a little later, in the moonlight, that the young people, in their tunics and sandals, came down to the Bridge of Lost Desire—and Clodon, turning to watch them, recognized the dark-eyed woman he’d seen six weeks before kneeling on the rock beneath, thinking they were about to come across.

He stopped walking, stopped breathing … 

No, we have not tried to sketch out the whole of a life. (He saw the mortician pass two or three times again, too; but they didn’t speak, or—after the first time—even look at each other.) We’ve only tried to suggest a few fragments, some of which fit together one way, some another, before we move, twenty-five years on, to Clodon in the Narnis inn yard.

12. The eyes. The hands.

Funig said, ‘That’s her!’ just as though the open window she stood at made it impossible to hear him, made it impossible to see his pointing and gesticulating. ‘That’s the one I told you about—the actress, with the mummers, who came with the man from—’

Clodon hit him in the side with his elbow:

‘Go on, now!’ Clodon whispered. ‘Get out of here! Go look after your sister!’

And he thought:

No. No, she couldn’t have the feet too … 

And he smiled.

(Funig, after a moment, lurched off around the building corner.)

Smiling, Clodon stopped breathing.

Then, after a few seconds, he turned right—but only to heave the apple core into the bushes. Then he swung left and stalked into the grass, to step the blades with one foot down on top of the other, rubbing them back and forth, wiping his right foot, then his left, free of Krator’s slop. Those eyes, he thought. Those hands …! By all the nameless gods—

But, because he had looked away, had walked away, he was breathing again.

Is it only, he wondered, because I haven’t yet seen her feet that I’m still here? That I haven’t run from the inn yard like a rude boy? Look back at her—

Which is when she said: ‘Will you come here?’

Clodon caught his breath. And looked back.

And pulled in more air.

And smiled.

Again.

‘Please,’ she said, leaning on the sill. ‘Come …  just for a moment?’

He started walking toward her, wondering if he might fall or stagger. A jay, silent, swooped between him and the window, bright as a shard of evening hurled across the day.

He kept breathing this time, while, at the sill, she filled up his eyes and he blinked. Would I dare, he wondered, lean in over beside her and peer down at them—just to see? What, with her, would I dare?

As he stepped up, she reached out and a little down—the window put her not a full head above him—and touched his ear, so that her foreknuckles lay against his beard. ‘What’s that?’

He swallowed, turning his head aside. Her fingers—the wonderful fingers—supported his lobe.

‘It’s …’ he began, hoarsely. ‘It’s something I …  well, the men wear it, you see. In the Menyat Canyon. Do you know where that is?’ He glanced at her when she dropped her hand.

‘I’ve heard of it,’ she said.

‘It …  It’s a …’ knowing that there was a word for it, but losing articulation before her.

What it was was a peg of hard wood, carved with intricate designs and grooved around its middle. Sometime when he was older than twenty but not yet twenty-five, and living among outlaws at the foot of the Menyat, growing bored he’d asked a friend who wore one how to put it in. The peg itself they’d gotten carved by a taciturn geezer who wore three such in one ear and five in the other, with heavily tattooed cheeks and knees. Insertion had involved not just a needle through the lobe, as for some silly ring, but an awl driven through; then, over three weeks, it had to be stretched and stretched further, so that to wear one involved a month’s pain and another’s discomfort.

Today he never thought of it unless someone mentioned it.

She said: ‘Then it’s not Narnis work?’

Clodon shook his head.

‘Oh. I thought you were from around here.’ Her smile fell.

Clodon blinked and grew desperate. ‘But I am! Born in Narnis, grew up here, I’ll probably die here, too—in my own home village!’ He reached up to scratch the ear, feeling the distended lobe and the textured wood as if for the first time. ‘Of course I ran off a while when I was young. I lived for a year in the big city.’

‘Kolhari?’ Her smile had started to return.

He nodded. ‘But that was a long time ago. I’m sure you know it better than I do.’ (She nodded back.) ‘Then, of course, I had to travel a bit. I was in the Menyat—where I got this.’ He flipped the ear peg with his forefinger, feeling it wobble. ‘For a while I went to—’ Daringly, he named his own town—‘where all I got was in trouble.’ Clodon laughed sharply. ‘Oh, they’re small minded, petty people in that place. Not like Narnis, where the people have some breadth. I tell you, that’s a good town to stay away from!’

‘I’ve never even heard of it.’ Her smile faltered again. ‘I doubt I’ll ever visit—unless my troupe decides to put it on the tour. I have to meet up with them in Yenla’h.’

‘You’re a fortunate woman to have missed the place. Yenla’h is much nicer. Oh, I’ve been as far south as Enoch and Adami. I’ve been as far north as Ellamon and Ka’hesh.’ How surprising, he thought, that she listened and spoke like any other woman. ‘But now I’m back in my own village, where I know every boulder and pebble around it, every tree and every twig on her, like I know the veins that cross the back of my own—’

‘Wait,’ she said. Her smile was back. ‘Just a moment, will you?’

Then she was gone from the window—

—so suddenly he wondered, staring at the empty frame, if the whole conversation hadn’t been something he’d imagined out of wanting it and not believing it could be.

He put his hands on the sill, stood on tip-toe, and leaned in to look down the hall. Though he’d been inside the place at least three times, he did not recognize the corridor. At least, he thought, while he strained to catch a glimpse of her, in five weeks I know Narnis well enough for anything she might want to find in it.

Old leather creaked.

As Clodon stood up, he saw her push out from the door-hanging and step, with bare, slender feet, to the dust. He was beyond the point where breath might stop now—

As she walked toward him, her toes reached forward like small, separate limbs on the ball of each foot.

—and his heart malletted behind both ears, till the left one—the one with the peg, the one she’d touched—ached. No, he didn’t stop breathing. But as she paused before him, he lost most of one breath in awe of her.

‘Do you think there’s any chance that you …?’

He forced his eyes up.

She was smiling.

He smiled. He breathed.

He said: ‘What is it? You tell me, and I’ll help—’

‘Unless of course you’re working now, and you don’t have time—’

‘What?’ he blurted. It came out crassly, hoarsely, and made him blink. Then his eyes began to water. The belligerence that had been his life-long response to anything that annoyed, angered, or confused began to rise, tried to rise—‘What do you want—?’ and was struck down by something powerful as a fist. ‘What do you want me to do? I’ll …  do it! Anything. That I can help you with. Please! You just tell me …!’

‘Thank you!’ There was some surprise in her voice. ‘You see, I’ve just heard about the gorge. It’s supposed to be very beautiful.’ (Bluntly, blindly, Clodon nodded. He reached up to wipe his tearing eyes.) ‘My traveling companion’s off for the morning. So I thought I’d ask someone to point me in the right direction. Or, maybe—for a coin or two, certainly—to take me there.’

‘I’ll take you,’ Clodon said. ‘I’ll take you there. I wouldn’t take your money for it. But I’d certainly take you to see it. Yes, it’s what everyone talks about!’

In the little more than a month he’d been there, Clodon had heard half a dozen mentions of the Narnis gorge with its high rocks and its crashing falls. He even knew approximately in what direction it was. He’d never actually been there, though. For all his travels, Clodon was not much of a sightseer. And since no one had noted it as a place to get drunk, it had not occurred to him to go.

‘We’ll walk right along up there,’ he said. ‘It isn’t far at all.’

‘You’re sure I’m not taking you from something?’ (The dark disks around her nipples were the same color as the shadowed skin setting off her eyes, making her breasts, suddenly, quite wonderful!) ‘Really, if you just wanted to tell me where—’

‘No,’ he said. ‘No. We’ll go. You and me, together. I’m not doing anything. It would be nice. And easy—’ He wondered if he should excuse himself a minute, run around, and search up Funig to check on the directions. But Funig would only want to come too—certainly there was no way to keep him from coming back to leer and probably say something stupid, if he didn’t simply confound Clodon’s lies. ‘We’ll go right along, now. Up around this way.’

‘Fine, then,’ she said. Then she said, because he was still standing: ‘Can we leave now?’

He started abruptly across the yard. She walked after him, taking long strides. He waited for her at the corner. She came up the dusty slope. ‘How far is it?’ she asked.

Clodon made a face. ‘Not long. An hour. Maybe two—’

‘They told me last night,’ she said, ‘that it wasn’t more than half an hour’s walk—’

‘I was just thinking that the way a nice lady goes along—’ he gave her another silly grin—‘it might take a little longer!’

‘Oh, I can stride out,’ she said. ‘Don’t you worry!’ They walked together up the path. ‘What’s your name?’ she asked.

‘Who?’ he said. ‘Me? My name is Clodon.’

‘My name is Alharid,’ she said.

Which sounded foreign and difficult and which, he realized, he’d lost as she’d said it—though he’d been sure, a moment back, that, whatever it was, he’d remember it till his death hour. ‘What kind of name is that?’

‘Alharid?’ She smiled. ‘Well, I don’t really know. Just a name.’

‘Say it again?’ Clodon asked. ‘It’s a nice name …?’

‘Alharid. Some people have problems with it. But when you’re in the theater, that makes it even more memorable to others. Can you say it?’

‘Al—’ Clodon hesitated. ‘No …  I don’t think I can. I’d get it wrong. And then you’d laugh at me.’ But he didn’t mind her laughter: indeed, he wanted her to smile and laugh as much as she might. ‘Al-lary—’

‘Alharid.’

‘Ulrik—’

‘Alharid?’

‘Clodon!’

‘Oh, you’re doing it on purpose!’ And she did think that was funny.

‘But I really can’t say it,’ he told her. ‘It sounds like a foreign name.’

‘Not at all!’ she said. ‘At least it’s not foreign where I come from.’

Clodon stopped and turned to orient himself—wondering if, from the little height they’d walked to, he might learn more. They were fifty feet from the inn and only a bit above it. By the back of the low stone building, in the shade, Funig sat against the wall, pawing something up out of a bowl. He’d gotten his breakfast from Jara and had snuck off to have it alone! There, he was up on one knee, squinting after them—set to run, now that Clodon had seen him.

Clodon looked at Alharid. ‘That’s my friend,’ he said with a jerk of his head.

She raised her hand to wave.

‘No, leave him alone!’ Clodon all but reached out to pull her arm down. ‘He’s got things to do.’ He turned and started up the road again.

‘Oh.’ She walked with him.

If, in a minute, Funig came lurching up behind them with an offer to share his pot, Clodon would tell him what he could do with it!

But a minute later, they were still alone.

Clodon said: ‘Al …  Alharid?’ So much for friends, in these mean, small-minded towns.

‘Yes?’

‘Now I was wondering. About the man they said you came here with.’

‘He’s from Minogra,’ Alharid said.

‘Now that’s a town I’ve never been in. But I hear it’s not more than three, four days off.’

‘I’ve only spent an afternoon there myself. It’s a little clutch of buildings up on a cliffside—not much else.’

‘Is he your fellow?’

‘Him?’ She put her hands against the dark skirt covering her thighs and bent forward to laugh, then threw back her head. ‘Oh, no—he’s a very proper country gentleman! He has a whole set of little fruit orchards there. And I’m sure at least one, if not three, mistresses, besides his very dour faced wife you couldn’t tell from a house slave, the way he orders her about to bring him this and fetch him that! He’s got eight grown children—and I don’t think he’s as old as you are!’

Clodon thought about saying he had a few himself. Then thought better. But she was going on:

‘You can be sure: he’d rather take seven of the welts off your back and put them on his own, before he’d have anything carnal to do with a woman who mounts the mummer’s platform in the markets of the great cities and sings and dances and plays her Highness the Empress one night, a prostitute the next, and an evil sorceress the night after. No.’ She shook her head. ‘He was nice enough to offer me a ride and what little protection he could as far as Narnis and the next town over. But he has his business. I have mine. And there we’ll part company.’ She glanced at him. ‘He has his troubles with my name too.’

‘The Empress,’ he said. ‘And a prostitute—and a sorceress? You’re very young to be so many things.’

‘Do you think so? How sweet! What age do you think I am?’

‘Seventeen?’ The woman under the bridge he’d always thought had been about twenty. ‘Eighteen?’

‘Oh, you’re not sweet at all!’ she declared. ‘You’re lying!’

Thinking he’d been found out, he tried to look sheepish.

‘I’m a good deal closer to thirty than I am to twenty—and from the wrong direction, too. At least if you’re in my line of work.’

Clodon was startled. He had thought she was twenty, or not much above. ‘Well, you know,’ he said. ‘You get my age and all you youngsters start to look alike.

‘Youngster?’ She cocked her head. ‘Then you are sweet after all, I suppose! And with no make-up on, either? But I’m not a little girl, though I’m endlessly flattered you think so.’

They were coming to the edge of the village proper. The prospect of an hour’s walk beyond it through rocks and trees to an unknown end began to weigh on Clodon.

Off between two poorer shacks a boy was walking whom Clodon had seen before. Sometimes Funig had spoken to him—he was supposed to be a bad sort. His parents were dead, and he lived with his grandfather. He wouldn’t stay on any job more than a few days; and the village rumor was that if he went on the way he was, he was not more than a year from a flogging.

‘You stay here—’ Clodon said, suddenly, and hurried off after him. ‘Hey—!’

The boy kept walking.

‘Hey, you hear me talking to you?’

The boy glanced back, but kept going.

‘Here, stop up a minute! I’m speaking to you.’

With a wary look, the boy halted.

Clodon came up to him, lowering his voice. ‘How do I get to the gorge?’

The boy said: ‘What?’

‘The gorge. Which way is it?’

The boy said: ‘Why?’

‘Come on,’ Clodon said, ‘tell me! The lady there, she has to go. You know where it is?’

The boy moved one foot on the dirt and scowled, as if debating with himself whether to say.

‘Come on, now!’ Clodon said. ‘You want me to take a hand to you?’

‘Well, it isn’t that way.’ The boy nodded back toward where the woman stood.

Clodon put a fist on his hip. ‘Then how do you go? You probably don’t even know!’

‘What if I didn’t?’

Clodon grunted and raised his chin.

The boy said: ‘You take the big path. It goes along to it.’

‘What big path?’

‘The big path,’ the boy said. ‘Down there.’ He pointed through the country alley. ‘When it splits, you go that way’ which was a jerk of his head to the left. ‘Puts you right out at the bottom of Venn’s Stair.’

‘And that’s it?’ Whatever Venn’s Stair was, Clodon just hoped it was where he wanted to go.

‘You’ll be right at it.’ The boy looked Clodon up and down, as if getting ready to say something. But Clodon sucked his teeth, turned, and hurried back to Alharid—remembering, with irrelevant surprise, from years and years ago, a woman with a water jar on her shoulder who’d once given him directions in Kolhari. For all the disadvantages of city life, there was something to be said for a place where, when you asked someone something, they told you what you wanted to know without a lot of smart answers.

‘What was that about?’ Alharid asked.

‘I just had some business with him.’ Clodon gave a few small nods. He didn’t want to go down that way if the boy was just standing and staring and glanced back to see if the boy had gone.

The boy was standing and staring.

Well, they could go down a little ways above and catch the same big path—if it was the one Clodon, now, was sure it was. ‘Come on.’ He started again.

She walked with him. ‘I wasn’t trying to eavesdrop,’ she said. ‘But I thought I heard him say it was that way …?’ She gave a very small incline to her head.

‘It is,’ he said. ‘We’ll go over there in a bit.’ The path became steeper. ‘You know, some things, local sights, you know? Because you live with them all your life, you never go see them. Now would you believe, I haven’t been up to the gorge since I was his age.’ He thumbed back to where the boy still watched. ‘I hardly remember the way. They were supposed to be building a new road there, a few years back, so that people like you could go and see it any time they wanted.’ All these stories, Clodon thought. Well, at least they filled the time. ‘But I never even heard if they finished it or not. That’s all I was asking about.’

‘Oh,’ she said.

He wondered if she believed any of them. ‘We’ll go by here.’

Beyond the next house the path aside sloped grandly down. In two minutes they came to a wide dirt road, which Clodon recognized as the one on which, a hundred yards back and around a bend, Teren was building his new house. At least the work site was behind them.

They turned along it.

The road sloped gently.

‘It splits off up here,’ he said. ‘We have to keep an eye out for it.’

‘All right.’ She looked up at the trees on either side. ‘It is a wonderful day, isn’t it?’

He nodded. ‘Yes. Are you from Kolhari?’

‘I’ve lived there more of my life than not. But no, I wasn’t born there—though, in Kolhari, that’s true of half the people you see on the street. It’s like every small town in Nevèrÿon, poured into one kettle and mixed about.’

He was afraid she’d start to ask him about his year there. So he said: ‘Your traveling friend—someone told me, last night at the inn, he was talking about the Liberator, this Gorgik fellow? There was a great discussion.’

‘Oh, was there now?’ She shook her head a bit. ‘When we were riding together, though I certainly tried, I couldn’t get him to talk about anything! After a few stabs, I finally sat back and decided I’d best be the demure thing he’d be most comfortable with. Gorgik the Liberator? Now that’s something I happen to know of. His loss. But isn’t that the way with country gentlemen?’

‘They were talking about him and his barbarian friend. I knew some barbarians when I was in Kolhari. But they weren’t much for friendship.

‘Well, why should they be, at least with us?’

He wasn’t sure what she meant, so he said, ‘Mmm.’

‘Really,’ she went on, ‘that’s exactly what I mean. About the barbarian. That’s news a year out of date! If he’d done more than grunt at me when his wagon wheel went over a rock, he would have known it and had something interesting to say to his tavern cronies when he got here. I went to bed early.’ She frowned. ‘And slept so late … !’

‘What do you know about the Liberator?’

‘Well, he’s not fighting alongside his barbarian any more. They had a falling out.’

‘That would be what I’d expect from the barbarians I knew, when I was in Kolhari.’

‘His new lieutenant is a strange little one-eyed man. There’re all sorts of tales. Some say it’s magic; some say politics.’

‘Have you ever seen him?’

‘Which one? The Liberator? His lieutenant?’

‘Either.’

‘Oh, when our troupe plays the old Kolhari market, sometimes he walks through the square—’

‘Off the Bridge of Lost Desire?’ Clodon offered.

‘That’s the one. Our platform and wagons always were set up on the far side. Did you ever see us?’

Clodon snorted. ‘I was there twenty-five years ago, little girl!’ He’d never seen any mummers at all, though once someone had told him vaguely what they did.

‘Well, then, you certainly wouldn’t have seen me in the troupe! I didn’t mount the boards for the first time till I was at least thirteen. Then, at seventeen I retired to be the loving wife of a man who didn’t appreciate my talent at all. I made my triumphal return to the stage when I was twenty—don’t ask me what happened to the children. You’ll make me start to cry.’

Clodon laughed. ‘You don’t ask me about mine; I won’t ask you about yours.’ When he looked at her again, though, she was blinking at him seriously.

‘Maybe,’ she said, ‘we’re not such a nice pair after all.’

He frowned back. ‘What about the Liberator?’

‘Oh, the great Gorgik? He doesn’t like the theater. I told you he walks about in the market. Now in between our skits, now from around the corner of one of the prop wagons, I’ve had him pointed out to me fifty times. And I’ve pointed him out at least to fifty others. Oh, he’s a very impressive man to see. And to listen to, at least I’ve been told so. I’ve never heard him speak myself, but I’ve spoken to others who’ve heard him not an hour before telling me about it. They say he has a great and sincere desire for freedom for all Nevèrÿon’s oppressed.’

‘Oh, I know what kind of desire he has!’

‘Well,’ she said, ‘there’s that too. But then he’s never made a secret of it.’

‘How could he,’ Clodon said, ‘if he wears his collar right out for all to see?’

But she seemed to be thinking of something else. ‘I’ve always wondered why he never stopped to watch us. No time for it, I suppose. Though, in at least a dozen of our entertainments, we’ve made him a character—now the hero, now the villain, depending on the temper of the times. But that’s fame for you. Myself, if I were him, I’d want to see what people were saying about me. But he’s a man with a mission. A man? He’s practically a giant. He strides about, in his great iron collar—’

‘With the welts of a rebellious slave across his back?’

Alharid frowned. ‘No, actually.’ She pursed her lips. ‘He has a scar on his face—right down across one eye. A bit like yours, there. At least it’s in the same place. But it’s much bigger. Not that anyone could mistake the two of you for one another.’ (The road had split. Without even a mention, Clodon had taken them off to the left, like one easy and familiar with this landscape a lifetime. Only why, he wondered, was the general slope down, rather than up?) ‘He was a real slave himself, once. But you knew that.’ (Clodon hadn’t till now. It made it all seem odder.) ‘It’s how I think we all know he’s sincere. But all his rebellion came only once he managed to get free: no, he avoided flogging while he was in servitude. There’re as many among the more radical factions in this land who think that stands against him as there’re those, among the conservatives, who find it a trait to praise. No.’ With a considering expression, she shook her head slowly. ‘He has no flogging marks. And that’s the sort of thing I’d remember.’

‘And why would somebody like you remember something like that?’

‘It’s the kind of thing one sees about a man. If you’re me, at any rate. The fact is, for reasons I couldn’t begin to tell—’ she looked at him with a sideways smile that was different, and more interesting, than any of her others—‘I’ve always had a fascination with men who rebelled enough to get themselves whipped for it. Doesn’t that make me a silly woman, now!’

He looked at her, having, at this point, forgotten to smile.

‘What kind of fascination …?’

‘Oh, what kind of fascination does a woman develop? I even married one, once. Eighteen welts across his back from three different whippings in three different towns. No, I’m not talking about the scoundrel I left the mummers for when I was seventeen—he should have been flogged! Both before he met me and, certainly, after. But this was in Sarness—much later. It didn’t last very long. A disaster, really. They came and arrested him practically out from under me—I could still smell his sweat on the insides of my arms. Oh, I suppose I should have fought and screamed and bitten and tried to hold him to me. But it wouldn’t have made much difference. I just stood there …  and watched while they took him away. I guess my fascination doesn’t really extend that far. It probably would have been lovely, though, if we’d just been friends for a while. Like you and me.’

Clodon had—almost—stopped breathing again. He said: ‘I have a fascination with …  women …  with—’ He gulped in air, and looked at her; she looked at him with all seriousness, all smile gone; and suddenly it seemed so terribly important to say it, for he was sure he would never have another chance—‘who smile at me with eyes …  like your eyes. Who have such hands as you have.’ There, was that it? Turning his face forward, he realized he couldn’t see the road at all in front of him. ‘Who walk—’ He heard his voice catch roughly—‘with such feet as you walk with.’ He slapped both hands against his face, pulling a breath between his palms, rubbing his eyes with horny fingers. And went on walking. ‘And it’s going to shake me apart, today, if it doesn’t kill me before the night comes. Is that the kind of fascination …  that you have? That you could have …  for someone who had …?’ He tried to say it but it was something between a choking and a grunting and a gasp.

While he rubbed his eyes and kept walking, she didn’t speak, so that, as when she’d vanished from the window, he began to wonder if, yet again, she were really there at all and this was only some fantasy that had, in his dotage, become too real.

‘I’m an old man,’ he said. ‘An old, bad, dirty man. Sometimes rough men, old men, men with no breeding, like me, they’ll talk about each other’s foolishness over the girls, and they’ll say, “Well, you know, he hadn’t had a woman in a while,” to explain why one of them did what they did. But they’re fools and liars. I’ve had women, plenty of women, in all the ways a man can have them—but, when I see you—’ He took his hands, his ugly hands, the right one with its missing finger, away from his eyes, blinking the road back into tearing clarity—

She touched his shoulder …  with her fingertips! And they moved in a way that told him she was walking with him, was listening to him, even though he couldn’t look at her.

‘—but when I see you,’ he said, ‘I know I’ve never had any woman before—not like you. I’ve never been nearer one than now, never glimpsed one from so close before, and certainly never spoken to any. I’m an ugly, dirty, bad old man, who’s never had a woman—like you? But why should I even have to say that part? And it’s the crudest thing the nameless gods have ever done to me to make me say it now. To you. Like this. And look such a fool for it!’

They walked for a while. There was a roaring someplace. She said:

‘Then why have you done it?’ There was, at least, concern in her voice. ‘What did you hope to do by …  saying it?’

‘I don’t know’ he said. ‘I don’t know! Nothing! I don’t know …’

They walked a little further. The air had grown damp around them. After a bit she said:

‘No …’ in such a way that he looked at her. ‘No, that’s not the kind of fascination I mean.’

He looked ahead again. Off through an arch of trees, water rushed. He glanced at her.

‘For one thing,’ she said, her smile coming back, I’ve known my share of criminal gentlemen. You say you haven’t known very many like—well, me. But perhaps you’re exaggerating for effect.’ (He shook his head in wild denial.) ‘Though, it’s true, that’s not the type I would have thought you. Oh, perhaps there’s something about the way I’m taken with marked men that’s a little like what you talk of; but, if only for that part, there’s got to be something about it quite different.’ She took her hand away. ‘But I hope you’re happier now that you’ve told me.’

He took a breath.

‘And I don’t think you’re a fool. Who’s going to think anyone’s a fool for liking them? You shouldn’t feel badly—’

‘Oh, I don’t!’ he said. ‘No, I don’t at all—’

‘I mean,’ she said, ‘it is the reason I called you over. I’m not going to play about that. I’m too old and you’re too old. I like you. I hope that’s not going to be too terrible for you. You’re certainly better than my gentleman farmer. But, look, now—I just don’t believe, at your age, you’ve never encountered some woman before who liked the fact that you had some spirit to you, that you’d been a few places and—let’s say it out—had gotten your welts in the process!’

‘I have!’ Clodon swallowed. ‘Only, I wasn’t ready for that to be you,’ he admitted. ‘I wish we had a drink …!’

She laughed, like a traveler relaxing on hearing some local saw that, repeated a hundred, a thousand times, now identified which county they’d ended up in. ‘Well, we don’t. So we’ll have to act like real ladies and gentlemen. Do you want to hold my hand? I’d like to hold yours.’

While he wondered how he was supposed to take hers up in his mutilated fist, she took his. He almost couldn’t feel it. So delicate, it seemed the same temperature as the air.

She said: ‘There!’

They stepped through the arch of leaves before the water cutting them off.

The last waterfall Clodon had seen was one he’d just come across in the forest, maybe three years back: it had been some fifteen or twenty feet high. And that’s what he’d been expecting here. But the water before them was a mazy twenty, even thirty feet wide. It wound away up stream perhaps forty or fifty yards. Then, in a series of boulders, stone platforms, and rocky levels, it rose, and rose, and rose, in glassy sprays and crashes of white, which did not even reach the top of the rocks. Rather, higher than he’d ever imagined a mountain, much less a falls, the whole great scoop out of the stone turned aside and disappeared, while the rock face (a quarter of a mile? a half a mile off?) kept rising, still, to an edge of trees that looked, from this distance, thin as moss.

‘The gorge …!’ she whispered.

Clodon was so surprised that, until she said it, he was not really sure if this were their goal, or just some wonder encountered by the way.

He looked around. ‘We can climb along some of it,’ he told her.

A ledge had been cut directly into the stone of the shore that, level, led some feet above the rapids. Ahead, they could see it rise, in several sets of steps, at some places even cut into the wall to form a corridor with a ceiling and sided by squat stone columns.

‘That must be what they call Venn’s Stair,’ she said.

He wondered how she knew so much about the place and he so little.

The promenade seemed to dwindle, till it was just a line high up the rocks that (a mile off?) disappeared behind the far wall of trees and soaring cliffs.

‘How far does it go up?’ she asked, dropping his hand and starting out along it. Clodon followed. ‘Well, you know—’ He came up after her—‘it’s been so long since I’ve been here. I don’t really remember. Pretty far, I’d say …’ He wondered if he should take her hand again. Steps ahead, she started up the second set of uneven, stone stairs, their crevices wedged with leaves.

Clodon said: ‘I’ve …  never been here before!’

Still climbing, she looked back at him with that particularly interesting smile. ‘I didn’t think you had.’ She reached behind and gave his arm a squeeze. Clumsily he squeezed her hand back.

Then it didn’t seem to matter if they held hands or not—since, as one swung by her skirted hip or the other raised to press the mossy stone, he could (as he mounted three steps behind her) watch.

They climbed a long while.

Distances were not so great as he’d thought.

But when they’d climbed along twenty minutes, over the low wall beside them they could see what looked like a stade of nothing, with a swirl of froth on green-black water at its bottom, and some water-slicked boulders, some rising spume. Across from them, flecked with trees and vegetation, red-brown rock leaned majestically away. Here and there it was cut with ledges that looked wholly unattainable—till you began to think about the steps they climbed now, which every once in a while became a damp corridor, with a low ceiling and a colonnade of squat columns, some wrapped as high as his shoulders with moss.

Between them, the gorge … 

They’d gone around a curve so gentle Clodon had not even been aware of it; but the vista had changed completely, opening onto an even higher wedge of rock (the word suggesting something smaller than what was below, but they were looking at something half again as huge as what they’d already seen), down which white water fell, hundreds and hundreds of feet, the wind catching curls of it to blow out on the air.

Clodon said: ‘I guess the steps end just ahead.’

Over the waist high wall beside them, where the curve was sharper, a tributary falls roared from a crevice fifty feet on and a little below, to drop and drop and drop, joining the main cascade, measureless rods down. The steps seemed to stop at some sort of observation place—seemed to; because when they reached it, what they actually did were swing around and continue along the side of the tributary’s canyon.

The far wall here was only twenty feet away. Sky began maybe forty feet up. Again they were on a wide ledge. The water, which, just before, had rushed to spill a quarter of a mile through air, here had a surface so smooth it seemed not to move, save when a twig or a leaf shot along it. Through it, rocky ledges and outcropping were visible to a bed nine feet down. They wound their way, looking above, looking below. The light between the cliffs was luminous. The feat of the stairs’ construction gave way for a few yards to something almost natural, before more steps swung around another bend in the crevice—

Things darkened about them.

They looked up. In that second the light returned.

‘What was that?’ Alharid asked.

And Clodon realized how much the water’s roar had subsided. The last time she’d spoken, he hadn’t been able to hear her.

‘Isn’t this incredible?’ she said, a few steps further. She’d said it several times before.

Impressed with the first dozen views, it was beginning to pall for Clodon. But he was glad she still enjoyed it.

‘Can you imagine,’ she went on, ‘someone in a tiny town like this, cutting steps through all that stone? And they don’t even have a castle here. It must have taken a hundred years!’

Quite simply, Clodon could not imagine it; he’d given up trying before they’d turned into this grotto.

She frowned up. ‘Do you think it was a bird? I mean, that shadow, just before?’

‘It was a pretty big one, then.’ Clodon looked at the leafy ledges of the rock walls, now on their side of the water, now on the other.

She took his hand. ‘Maybe it was a cloud?’

‘Then it was a pretty fast one.’

They started again. The ledge they walked was broad enough for them to go abreast. The water’s surface, at its mossy line, was ten feet down.

The far wall sloped much lower here—but not the near one. Then, again suggesting unknowns of history and contrivance, the ledge went round another corner to reveal a bridge. It was wood. Clearly it marked the end of the stair. Once it may have been sturdy.

‘I don’t think there’re enough people in Narnis to keep something like this in any kind of repair.’ Alharid gave words to a thought that was only a vague discomfort for Clodon.

He put his foot out on it and leaned. ‘It seems strong.’ He pulled his foot back, then stamped. Nothing even shook. So he stepped out on it. ‘Come on.’

She glanced up, took a great breath, and started after him.

On the other side, the road—for it was just a road now, as you might find through any stretch of country—moved away from the water into the trees. Yellowing leaves made the light a gold haze. They looked down a slope that lost itself among slim trunks.

Once the trees broke, and they looked out across a valley in which, somewhere, the falls must now be hidden. As they walked, Clodon wrinkled his nose. ‘You know what I think it was we saw?’ He sniffed. ‘The thing that crossed the crevice above us?’

What?’

‘A dragon.’

‘Oh, that’s silly!’ she declared. ‘Narnis is much too far west of Ellamon for dragons!’

‘All those ledges and cliffs and canyons—you saw them. That’s dragon country.’

‘Yes, but there aren’t any dragons any more—except at Ellamon. And they’re all in corrals.’

‘Smell’ he said. ‘Go on. Take a sniff.’

She wrinkled her nose, breathed in deeply. ‘That’s not dragons,’ she said. ‘It’s just that funny stink cypress trees give off. When their cones drip.’

‘Not the cypresses,’ he said. ‘The smell under them—as if the cypresses were trying to cover it.’

She frowned. She sniffed. ‘I don’t smell anything.’

‘You ever smell a dragon before?’

She shrugged. ‘Not really. Who ever gets close enough for that …? I don’t really think I’d want to.’ Then she asked: ‘Did you?’

‘Wait here a minute.’ Clodon pushed off into the underbrush beside the road. Once the branches eased up, then thickened again about him. A few feet on, there was a drop. He lowered himself to his knee, and leaned over. Down three or four feet was a slope of bare, white stone that extended out in a cliff that ran along, nine or ten feet wide. Beyond that was nothing but sky, cloud, and the valley’s far mountain. Clodon sniffed again.

He ran his eye back along the ledge: grayish-green, oval, a little larger than good-sized apples, and slightly wrinkled like spoiled fruit, they lay in an uneven depression. He counted five, six, seven of the things!

‘Come here!’ he called over his shoulder. ‘You can see! Here!’

Where are you?’

He heard her pushing through leaves.

‘Over here.’

‘What did you find?’

‘Look …’

She came up beside him, standing while he kneeled. ‘Where …?’

He pointed.

‘I don’t see any—’

‘There. Those are the flying creature’s eggs.’ (Now she dropped beside him.) ‘Told you I could smell them. The stink’s dragon spoor. Put a lot of them together and it’s something really fierce—even with no cypresses.’

Her arm was against his. So was her hip. The brush was thick enough that there was no way to be together and not be that close. She said, ‘Oh …’ with real surprise. ‘Do you really think—?’

When he glanced back at her, though, she was smiling again.

‘No …’ she said, suddenly, cajolingly. ‘Those aren’t real dragon eggs!’

‘What are they, then?’

‘I think they’re dragonfruit.’

He said: ‘Dragonfruit doesn’t smell like that.’

‘Neither do dragon eggs.’

‘But the dragons who come to make their nests on the ledges around these parts do—you can believe that!’

‘Well, I did see some dragonfruit trees a bit further down.’ She sat back on her heels. ‘And I know all about the way the children pick and dry them in the sun till they get them the proper color with the proper wrinkles, then try to fool you and each other and everybody else into thinking they’re the real thing.’

‘There aren’t any dragonfruit trees here.’ Clodon hadn’t seen any at all. But then, he hadn’t been looking for them. ‘Besides, who would pick them and put them out there?’

‘One of your local bad boys, here an hour before us. I bet the sullen one you got the directions from beat us here by a short cut, then rolled them along—just so you’d think what you’re thinking!’

‘It’s a lot of trouble to go to for a prank.’ Nor, he thought, was it the sort of prank that particular boy would play.

She said: ‘It’s a lot of trouble for someone to cut that ledge and all those steps and columns. But people do things like that.’ She looked at him, put her hand on his shoulder, and leaned a little. ‘You could just as easily say it was a lot of trouble for us to come all the way up here to get off from those nosy people in that silly little town.’ She looked very serious. Then the seriousness gave way to a smile again. ‘But we did it.’

He looked back. After moments, he said, a little wildly: ‘I’d have to have a drink …!’

‘Come,’ she said, raising her other hand to his beard, touching a knuckle to his heavy under lip. ‘Come. Out of these bushes, now!’

They didn’t get all the way to the road. In the partial clearing halfway back, there were enough fallen leaves scattered so that when Clodon broke away three or four more shrubs and hurled them off, there was room to stretch out—almost comfortably. He lay on his back with his arms around her, kissing and kissing her hand. Then he kissed her feet. Then he just held them. Finally he lay down again and kissed her face.

She stroked him and kissed him back.

‘Oh …’ he said; ‘Oh …’ with each breath. And wondered if he were going to die right there. Then forgot death as if it were the smallest scar familiar on his body.

‘See,’ she said. ‘Now you see? You don’t need a drink!’

He said: ‘Oh …!’

13.1 And Clodon was dreaming.

It was a clear, passionate, complex dream, vivid with voices and colors, actions and artifacts.

The voice said:

‘Lust has made me a slave. But desire has set me free.’ The voice said: ‘Freedom has let me lust. But I am a slave to desire.’

13.2 Clodon was peering into a cloud or a pool or a fog. A figure came forward, clearing as if lit by a thousand lamps. He was a ponderous man, sort of a giant, though there was more good humor about him than you might have expected.

He might even, Clodon thought, be a good man.

Clodon could see that now.

He wore an iron collar around his neck, like a slave. But on his heavy flanks, confounding all judgments, the ends of the welts showed rigid from where he’d been flogged—like a murderer, like a bandit, like someone with nothing but contempt for all the laws of humanity, with nothing but loathing for the order of the nameless gods.

The only thing unclear was which of the voices was his and which was Clodon’s.

Slavery …  lust …  freedom …  desire …?

Even if it meant the death of him, Clodon couldn’t remember which of the words came first.

13.3 The voice said:

‘Desire has made me a slave. But lust has set me free.’

The voice said:

‘I am a slave to freedom. But desire is slave to lust.’

14. He woke with leaves beating at his face, thinking, somehow, he, was beside rushing water. Only she was moving, shaking him—and the sound was a kind of roaring, and also a honking, like a donkey in a storm. She whispered: ‘ …  We have to go! We must …!’ Then, suddenly, he grabbed her, pushed to his knees, pulling at her, and got his feet under him, to stagger through the brumbles. The leaves on all the trees around roared and roared, loud as the falls so far down. The branches dipped maniacally and rose and thundered around them. He knocked back more branches and ran. Behind him, her arm tugging in his hand, she called, ‘Clodon …!’ and, for a moment, he was sure they would break out from the brush and go right over a ledge into the empty, empty air—

They stumbled out on the road, though. He started to sprint along it. Then, frowning, he looked back—to see her looking back.

The trees, only in that one place, waved and clashed their branches. The trumpeting honk trailed, so slowly, off, as if forced out by a pair of lungs each big as a bullocks. ‘Come …!’ he shouted. And she ran, catching herself against him. They hurried together across the bridge and into the tributary crevice.

Without slowing, they rushed above glassy water, now glancing up at blue air and cloud, now down at their reflections.

Ahead, the crevice opened up. The frothing falls spumed out into the gorge, to join the greater cascade.

‘Oh, stop …!’ She grabbed his shoulder and leaned her head there, breathing hard. ‘It isn’t protected, once we’re around the corner. Do you think …?’

He took a breath, shook his head, and said: ‘Dragonfruit …!’

‘It could fly right down at us,’ she said, ‘once we’re out on the main part of the stair!’

He looked up between the leaf-fringed walls. ‘They don’t do that,’ he said. ‘I don’t think.’

‘Don’t you think we should wait …?’

He sucked his teeth. ‘Come on!’

She managed half a smile. ‘Oh, you are a terrible man!’

He managed one back. ‘Dragonfruit!’

They started, reached the corner—where they came out on it now, the gorge was enough to make him sit right down, there on the wet steps.

But they hurried, only lingering when they were in some corridor with the mossy columns squatting thickly between them and the sky.

‘It was, really’ she said, when, an hour later, holding hands, they came down the last steps beside the broad river rushing away along the valley, ‘kind of wonderful. I’ve never seen a dragon before. Not even at Ellamon. I’ve just heard about them.’ Behind them the falls roared, louder than any beast. ‘And don’t say “dragonfruit” to me again!’

Before the arch of trees covering the big path, they both stopped.

‘I …’ he said. ‘I had a dream. While we were sleeping. Up there.’

‘Oh?’ She stretched her arms over her head. ‘And I did sleep wonderfully, too—until that …  thing started to tear the forest down around us!’

‘It was just a dragon.’

‘It was ten dragons!’ she said. ‘All trying to kill each other. At once. I’m sure.’

‘You saw it?’

‘No’ she said, ‘thank all the nameless gods!’

‘Neither did I.’ He made a face. ‘But I smelled it. Probably wasn’t a big one.’

‘I’d always heard dragons weren’t even supposed to have nests. I mean, the kind of nest they mother. They’re just supposed to lay their eggs on a cliff somewhere, and—’ She flapped one hand—‘fly off and forget them. Leave them to the sun and the stars to hatch.’

‘Well’ Clodon said, ‘this one came back.’ He repeated: ‘I smelled it.’

‘I smelled it too’ she said. ‘At least when it woke us up.’

They turned under the trees back down the path toward Narnis.

Clodon said, again: ‘I had a dream …’

She looked over at him.

In the late afternoon, there was a copper cast to the light slanting among the branches.

‘It was about the Liberator,’ he said. ‘At least I think it was. Probably because we were talking about him, before …’ But what could he tell her of such a dream? ‘You say he doesn’t work with the barbarian any more—that he has a one-eyed man for a lieutenant, these days? Now I could tell them that, back at the inn some night. That would get them to listen. Only, of course, if it came from me, someone would say: “How do you know? You’ve always been a liar and fool!”’

‘Well,’ she said, ‘you could say you got it straight from someone who knows a lot more about it than they do. And it would be true, too. I follow what the Liberator does pretty closely. A lot do, these days. Some say they’re only waiting to make him a minister.’

‘Now if I said that in the tavern—‘ Clodon spat—‘they’d only think it was more lies and rumors and gossip—and pay it no mind.’ He thumbed his mustache for spit.

‘Isn’t that odd about little towns,’ she said. ‘One person’s rumor they can take to heart and make a holy thing of it, while another’s they just toss off and never heed it at all. And neither one has to be any truer than the other—or any falser.’

They walked a while.

Clodon said: ‘There was a man, once—a long time back. During the year I lived in Kolhari.’

‘Did you really live in Kolhari?’ she asked. ‘Vinelet, I’d believe—but Kolhari?’

‘Oh, yes,’ Clodon said. ‘I certainly did. A whole year, too.’ And he did not even know he was lying. ‘He was an undertaker. Now he’d be one to wear the collar, like the Liberator does—if he dared. I met him on the Bridge of Lost Desire. I think he really wanted to show me something—something about myself. Said he wanted me to do a job.’ Clodon humphed again. ‘He talked about it as if it were learning a trade. Only I couldn’t see it. Nor was I much for working, back then. But I really think he wanted to take everything mean, and bad, and wicked about me and turn it to some good purpose—at least as he saw it—so that others might get some pleasure from it.’ Clodon laughed. ‘He said it never worked. I didn’t see it then, though it looks so clear to me now. I’m just not like them. That’s all it is. I’m not like they are. And they’re not like me—no matter how much he thought, perhaps, we were. Our basic natures, they’re just different.’ Did she understand, he wondered, at all? And why was he saying it? ‘What I want to do, it’s not much different from what we did. With maybe just a jug of beer along.’

‘It would have been nice to have a little something to drink.’ She nodded now. ‘But I wouldn’t have wanted to carry it up all those steps. Or run back down with it.’

‘The ones who see themselves clear; who can look in a mirror and see who they are. They’re lucky. And yet, when you do see what it is you want, it seems so …’

‘Simple?’ she asked.

He laughed a little without opening his mouth. ‘Lucky …  that’s all!’

‘Am I supposed to say at this point,’ she asked, a bit guardedly, ‘“You know, Clodon, you really are a good man?”’ She put her hands behind her now as they walked. ‘The thing is, I really have known a fair number of your sort. If it’s what you want to hear, and will make you happier for the day, I suppose I can say it.’

‘Me?’ Clodon said. ‘A good man? Ha!’ He walked a little slower. ‘Sometimes, though, I wonder what I’d have to do to become one.’

‘Now that’s such an easy question!’ she said. ‘At least for me. Stay here in this little town. Work. And keep on working. Don’t get drunk more than once a month. Get in the habit of speaking the truth—it’s no less a habit than lying. Be kind to children and small animals. When you get some woman pregnant—and, drunk or not, you will—don’t run off to another town the week you hear the news. Be as kind and considerate to her as you’ve been to me. And when the dragon beats her wings and honks, hold her, hold her in the dark, and tell her, “No, no, there’s nothing to be afraid of! It’ll be all right!”’

Clodon said: ‘There really isn’t much to be afraid of with dragons. Up close, they’re all noise and bad smell. And there’re not that many left.’

‘Now you see?’ she said, ‘That’s something, somewhere in your travels, you’ve actually learned. It’s very valuable knowledge, too.’

Clodon drew himself up. ‘Still,’ he said, ‘you’re asking a lot of a man like me.’

‘I wasn’t asking anything,’ she said. ‘I was answering. But an answer doesn’t mean much if you can’t hear your own question.’

Clodon said: ‘You know, right up ahead is where I work. Just around that bend is where Teren’s building his new house. We’ll walk by, and there they’ll all be, digging away at his foundation. Now if he had any sense, he’d make me his foreman. I’d get the job done for him in half the time those lazy fools are taking. I’ve done that kind of work before, and I know what it’s about—a good bit better than he does. And what’ll they think of me in a minute, walking by with you?’

After three steps, she stopped.

‘What …?’ he said.

‘It occurs to me,’ Alharid said, ‘maybe to make things easier for me and easier for you, that I should go on by myself. You wait here a bit, then come after me. They’re probably rumors enough already flying about the town. I’m sure at least two people saw us walking off. And that’s all it takes. But still, it might help things out just a little if lots of people didn’t see us together.’

‘Oh,’ he said. ‘That’s right …’

‘How do I get back to the inn from here?’

‘Follow this path right along. You’ll see where they’re working. A little while on, it swings around and goes by the tavern—only in the front. You won’t miss it. We just took the back way.’

‘Oh.’ She lifted her head. ‘Well, give me ten or fifteen minutes. Then you can come.’ She leaned over, giving him a kiss; then she walked quickly away.

Standing, watching her, Clodon began to feel the ache of incompletion, of wanting, of anxiety—would she be staying at the inn that night? Would he have a chance to see her again, or even to say goodbye as she was leaving? Clodon, as we have written, had always lived with desire at a distance. But though he could be as proprietary, possessive, or jealous about a bed-mate as the next man, it would have taken a great deal more than one afternoon to make him feel he had any right to what had just happened up on the ridge above the gorge.

He stood, under the trees, fifteen minutes or more. While he stood, he thought: Narnis wasn’t such a bad town. It had a gorge beside it—with dragons! And now and again interesting strangers, among them this astonishing woman, came through. He’d even saved her from the loud beast …  He was getting older. Would it really be so bad to show up every day at Teren’s foundation till the stone house rose above it? No, he didn’t like work; but he wasn’t afraid of it either.

And she might someday come back. After all, she liked his sort. She had a fascination. Wouldn’t she be surprised if, when she returned, he had a hut of his own, where he could ask her in and pour her a mug of beer, or cider if that’s what she drank, or rum—

Yes, it had been fully fifteen minutes. And he was mortally thirsty. Maybe Teren would be buying his men an after-work beer. And if Clodon just tagged along … 

He started up the road.

In a minute, he rounded the bend.

There they all were, digging like dung beetles.

Teren stood off at the side, looking down, rubbing his fingers against his short, black beard.

And there, with his bucket in his good hand, and starting up the ladder, was Funig. So, he’d come on up to be put to work after all!

‘Hey, Funig!’ Clodon called.

The boy looked up, saw him, and nodded, grinning.

Clodon walked between dug-up piles of earth to step over the handles of a wooden barrow, turned with its wheels in the air. ‘I see you finally got him to bend his back!’ he called to Teren. ‘I didn’t think he was going to get here at all today!’

Teren kept looking down. Then he said, ‘There, that’s enough,’ to someone else, like something important was going on, down in the pit. He glanced at Clodon, then stepped away.

‘Hey, Teren!’ Clodon said. ‘I just stopped by to tell you I think I’ll be back here tomorrow.’

Teren’s ragged vest didn’t come all the way below his shoulder blades. ‘Who says I want you?’ Without turning back, Teren bent to pick up a hoe lying dangerously with its blade up; his kilt showed the crevice between his buttocks.

Clodon stuck a thumb beneath his own leather clout to tug it up a bit. ‘Well, you need all the men you can get. Especially those who know this kind of work. You said that, yourself. This is quite a job—you’re coming along well, too!’

Standing, Teren turned. ‘Don’t come here tomorrow, Clodon.’ He let the hoe fall against a mound.

‘You put the boy on, and he didn’t come in till half the day was done.’

Funig was lurching over, the treachery of breakfast forgotten.

‘But I’m not putting you on!’

‘You’re acting like this, just because I missed a day? Well, I drink too much, sometimes. It’s hard for me, then, to get out and about. What man here can’t you say that of? That’s no news!’

What rumors, Clodon wondered, could have possibly started in so little time about him and a woman even less a part of Narnis than he? If it had been Jara he’d gone off with, he could see it.

‘Hey, Clodon!’ Funig said. ‘You coming down to the inn after work? We can go off and—’

‘You’re not going anywhere with Clodon,’ Teren said. ‘If I see you with him, boy, I’ll beat you. With my own fist. And you won’t work for me or anyone else any more. And you’ll get your first flogging for it. I’m not fooling.’

Funig protested: ‘We’re just going to talk—’

‘You don’t have anything to say to Clodon. And he doesn’t have anything to say to you.’ Teren looked like he was about to strike Funig. ‘You hear me, now?’

Funig flinched. He glanced at Clodon, at Teren, then turned and lurched off between the piles.

‘What’s all this about?’ Clodon’s voice hung between mock openness and mock belligerence; he felt a growing anxiousness.

Teren’s hard hand fell on Clodon’s shoulder. ‘I’m going to have a talk with you,’ he said. ‘And then I’m not going to talk to you any more!’ He walked Clodon across the site.

Some of the others looked up.

Teren didn’t stop until he was at the very edge, standing just at the big path’s scooped out shoulder. ‘When were you in Minogra?’

Clodon felt a kind of coldness at the small of his back. ‘Minogra?’ He shook his head. ‘What is it? Where is it? I don’t know anything about Minogra.’

‘There’s a man here, from Minogra, who stayed at the inn last night. He’s traveling with the lady who just came by. Did you see her up the road?’

‘What lady?’ Clodon said. ‘What man?’

That was stupid, Clodon thought. The boy he’d asked the directions from will tell him we were together. For all his bad ways, he was still Teren’s cousin. Oh, he’d tell, all right!

‘The man came by. He spent some time here at the site today. He was talking with me, you see. He said about six weeks back, there was a fellow at Minogra—had a gut on him. He’d been whipped, too. Had twelve welts across his back. I think it was twelve—you want to turn around and let me count them, one at a time?’

‘So …?’ Clodon said. ‘So there was a man there. So what?’

‘He’d only been there a while. But they caught him thieving—the same kinds of things you and Funig have been pulling here.’

‘Now you know Funig talks a lot of noise. But he’s a fool, not a thief!’

‘I’m talking about you, man!’

Clodon narrowed his eyes.

‘They caught you. At Minogra. The bailiff had you for a whole day, but you broke loose and fled the place—before you could get your next whipping.’

‘Now that’s a rumor!’ Clodon declared. ‘That’s all! It’s just something somebody said. How’s he supposed to know it was me?’ A whole day? The bailiff hadn’t been able to keep him an hour, before he’d got himself loose and gone! Oh, those old Minogra farmers could be liars! ‘A stranger from another town comes by, and you’re going to take a bit of gossip and throw it up to me like that, after I’ve worked for you here on your dirty dig? That’s not right, Teren! That’s not right! I wasn’t anywhere near Minogra. I’ve never even heard of it! You’re going to take his word over mine, just because I’m a marked man? Well, my marks say that I’ve paid up what I owe. That’s what they say. You don’t have to know much to read that from a flogged man’s hide!’

‘If you ran out on a flogging still owing, you can’t talk about debts paid!’

Clodon pulled back, but Teren yanked him forward again by the shoulder.

‘The man who escaped at Minogra,’ Teren said, ‘had a peg in his ear from the Menyat. He had a finger off his right hand. And he had a scar on his lower lip, and another through his eyebrow. I’m not a vicious man, Clodon. But if you show up tomorrow, the bailiff will be here ten minutes later. And if you go to the tavern tonight, bothering Funig or Jara, he’ll be there. And if you stand around here for more than another three minutes, I’ll send someone for him now!’

Clodon started.

But Teren pulled him forward once more. ‘Do you hear what I’m saying? There’s the path down to the highway. You keep on it. There’s nobody in this town you need to say another word to. And maybe, if you leave tonight, I won’t send anyone after you. Do you hear!’

Clodon stepped back again, yanking from Teren’s grip.

He looked around at the dig.

He blinked at Teren, who was standing there, breathing quickly, with his eyes kind of slit.

Then Clodon turned and started down the road.

Perhaps, he thought, he could stop at the inn for a minute, and see Alharid, and tell her what had happened. But then, she was with the man from Minogra. And hadn’t she said it? Her fascination didn’t go that far.

Suddenly, Clodon turned off into the woods.

You just couldn’t trust small-town folk like Teren, once they got righteous.

After only five weeks, too—oh, it wasn’t fair to drive him out from such a town as Narnis!

Still, it was a better exit than he’d taken from Minogra.

But he’d only had an apple that morning. And not even a pitcher of beer to warm him on his way. (Funig would have managed to do that for him, he knew—if Teren had given him a chance!) ‘Now, Funig,’ Clodon muttered, ducking around one trunk and in between two others, ‘you won’t have to listen any more to my dangerous tales. Every night now you can hear them at the inn tell fine, upstanding stories of the Liberator—a year out of date! That’s the sort you need! Tales you’re too thick to understand anyway …’ He swung up an arm for the underbrush, lifted his leg for a log. Who did Teren think he was? If Clodon had been younger—or drunk—he might have thrown a punch at him. Now that would have been a proper goodbye! Oh, someday, Teren, you’ll be driving your cart on a back road at evening between villages. And I’ll be there. Then we’ll have a very different little talk—before I push a blade up under your chin so hard it goes through your brain pan and out the top of your skull! Where will you and your fine stone house be, then? Still, for now, when village folk got on you like that, it was best to be shut of them, fast as you could, while their ears were hungry for the lies any stranger might tell. (A whole day—!) And through the woods it was shorter down to the north-south highway: he’d best be on it soon as he could, if he wanted to …  You know what to read in the pause.

New York,

February 1987



The Tale of Gorgik

Because we must deal with the unknown, whose nature is by definition speculative and outside the flowing chain of language, whatever we make of it will be no more than probability and no less than error. The awareness of possible error in speculation and of a continued speculation regardless of error is an event in the history of modern rationalism whose importance, I think, cannot be overemphasized …  Nevertheless, the subject of how and when we become certain that what we are doing is quite possibly wrong but at least a beginning has to be studied in its full historical and intellectual richness.

—EDWARD SAID

Beginnings, Intention and Method



1

HIS MOTHER FROM TIME to time claimed eastern connections with one of the great families of fisherwomen in the Ulvayn Islands: she had the eyes, but not the hair. His father was a sailor who, after a hip injury at sea, had fixed himself to the port of Kolhari, where he worked as a waterfront dispatcher for a wealthier importer. So Gorgik grew up in the greatest of Nevèrÿon ports, his youth along the docks substantially rougher than his parents would have liked and peppered with more trouble than they thought they could bear—though not so rough or troubled as some of his friends’: he was neither killed by accidental deviltry nor arrested.

Childhood in Kolhari? Somehow, soldiers and sailors from the breadth of Nevèrÿon ambled and shouted all through it, up and down the Old Pavē; merchants and merchants’ wives strolled on Black Avenue, so called for its topping that, on hot days, softened under the sandals; travelers and tradesmen met to chat in front of dockside inns—the Sump, the Kraken, the Dive; and among them all slipped the male and female slaves, those of aristocratic masters dressed more elegantly than many merchants, while others were so ragged and dirty their sex was indistinguishable, yet all with the hinged iron collars above fine or frayed shirt necks or bony shoulders, loose or tight around stringy or fleshy necks, and sometimes even hidden under jeweled pieces of damasked cloth set with beryls and tourmalines. Frequently this double memory returned to Gorgik: leaving a room where a lot of coins, some stacked, some scattered, lay on sheets of written-over parchment, to enter the storage room at the back of the warehouse his father worked in—but instead of bolts of hide and bales of hemp, he saw some two dozen, cross-legged on the gritty flooring, a few leaning against the earthen wall, three asleep in the corner, and one making water astraddle the trough that grooved the room’s center. All were sullen, silent, naked—save the iron at their throats. As he walked through, none even looked at him. An hour, or two hours, or four hours later, he walked into that storage room again: empty. About the floor lay two dozen collars hinged open. From each a chain coiled the pitted grit to hang from a plank set in the wall to which the last, oversized links were pegged. The air was cool and fetid. In another room coins clinked. Had he been six? Or seven? Or five …? On the street behind the dockside warehouses women made jewelry and men made baskets; for oiled iron boys sold baked sweet potatoes that in winter were flaky and cold on the outside with just a trace of warmth in the center and, in summer, hot on the first bite but with a hard wet knot in the middle; and mothers harangued their girls from raffia-curtained windows: ‘Get in the house, get in the house, get in the house this instant! There’s work to do!’

With spring came the red and unmentionable ships from the south. And the balls. (Most things dubbed unmentionable have usually been mentioned quite fully in certain back alleys, at certain low dives, beside certain cisterns, by low men—and women—who do not shun low language. There have always been some phenomena, however, which are so baffling that neither high language nor low seems able to deal with them. The primitive response to such phenomena is terror and the sophisticated one, ignoral. These ships produced their share of both, sold their cargo, and were not talked of.) The balls were small enough for a big man to hide one in his fist and made of some barely pliable blackish matter that juvenile dissection revealed hid a knuckle-sized bubble. With the balls came the rhyme that you bounced to on the stone flags around the neighborhood cistern:

I went out to Babàrá’s Pit

At the crescent moon’s first awning.

But the Thanes of Garth had covered it,

And no one found a place to sit,

And Belham’s key no longer fit,

And all the soldiers fought a bit,

And neither general cared a whit

If any man of his was hit … 

The rhyme went on as long as you could keep the little ball going, usually with a few repetitions, as many improvisations; and when you wanted to stop, you concluded:

 …  And the eagle sighed and the serpent cried

For all my lady’s warning!

On warning! you slammed the ball hard as you could into the cistern’s salt-stained wall. The black ball soared in sunlight. Boys and girls ran, pranced, squinted …  Whoever caught it got next bounce.

Sometimes it was ‘ …  for all the Mad witch’s warning …’ which didn’t fit the rhythm; sometimes it was ‘ …  for all Mad Olin’s warning …’ which did, but no one was sure what that meant. And anyone with an amphibrachic name was always in for ribbing. For one thing was certain: whoever’d done the warning had meant no good by it.

A number of balls went into cisterns. A number simply went wherever lost toys go. By autumn all were gone. (He was sad for that, too, because by many days’ practice on the abandoned cistern down at the alley end behind the grain warehouse, he’d gotten so he could bounce the ball higher than any but the children half again his age.) The rhyme lingered in the heaped-over corners of memory’s store, turned up, at longer and longer intervals, perhaps a moment before sleep on a winter evening, in a run along the walled bank of the Big Khora on some next-summer’s afternoon.

A run in the streets of Kolhari? Those streets were loud with the profanity of a dozen languages. At the edges of the Spur, Gorgik learned that voldreg meant ‘excrement-caked privates of a female camel,’ which seemed to be the most common epithet in the glottal-rich speech of the dark-robed northern men, but if you used the word ini, which meant ‘a white gilley-flower,’ with these same men, you could get a smack for it. In the Alley of Gulls, inhabited mostly by southern folk, he heard the women, as they lugged their daubed baskets of water, dripping over the green-gray flags, talk of nivu this and nivu that, in their sibilant, lisping way and usually with a laugh. But when he asked Miese, the southern barbarian girl who carried vegetables and fish to the back door of the Kraken, what it meant, she told him—laughing—that it was not a word a man would want to know.

‘Then it must have something to do with what happens to women every month, yes?’ he’d asked with all the city-bred candor and sophistication of his (by now) fourteen years.

Miese tugged her basket higher on her hip: ‘I should think a man would want to know about that!’ She stepped up the stairs to shoulder through the leather curtain that, when the boards were removed for the day, became the Kraken’s back door. ‘No, it has nothing to do with a woman’s monthly blood. You city people have the strangest ideas.’ And she was gone inside.

He never did learn the meaning.

The lower end of New Pavē (so called somewhere between ten and ten thousand years) was one with the dockside. Along the upper end, where the road dipped down again to cross the Bridge of Lost Desire, male and female prostitutes loitered or drank in the streets or solicited along the bridge’s walkways, many come from exotic places and many spawned by old Kolhari herself, most of them brown by birth and darkened more by summer, like the fine, respectable folk of the city (indeed, like himself), though here were a few with yellow hair, pale skin, gray eyes, and their own lisping language (like Meise) bespeaking barbaric origins.

And weren’t there more of them up this year than last?

Some stood about all but naked, squinting in the sun, while some wore elaborate skirts and belts and necklaces, most of the women and half the men with dark wings of paint laid about their eyes, some sleepy and slow-moving, some with quick smiles and inquisitive comments to every passerby, with sudden laughter and as-sudden anger (when the words for women’s genitals, men’s excreta, and cooking implements, all combined in truly novel ways, would howl across the bridge: the curses of the day). Yet all of them had, once they began to talk to you, astonishingly similar stories, as if one tale of pain, impoverishment, and privation (or a single, dull, if over-violent, life) had been passed from one to the other, belonging really to none of them, but only held by each the length of time it took to tell it, the only variation, as this one or that one recounted it, in the name of this small town or that abusive relative, or perhaps the particular betrayal, theft, or outrage that meant they could not go home.

By the dusty yards and stone-walled warehouses where the great commercial caravans pulled up after their months out in the land, with their mules and horses and covered carriages and open carts and provision wagons, once Gorgik stopped to talk to a caravan guard who stood a bit away from some others—who were squatting at the corner over a game of bones.

Rubbing his sweating hands against his leather kilt, the man began to speak to Gorgik of bandits in the mountains and brigands in the deserts—till, in a swirl of dark brocade, with street dust rising about his sandals, a merchant with cheeks as wrinkled as prunes, long teeth stained brown and black, and a beard like little tufts of wool stuck all over his dark jaw, rushed forward waving both his fists about his shoulders. ‘You …! You …! You’ll never work for me again! The steward has told me all, all about your thievery and your lies! Oh, no—you’ll not endanger my carriages with your cowardice and your conniving! Here—’ From among his robes the old man pulled out a handful of coins and flung them so that gold and iron struck the guard’s neck, chest, and hip. (As if the disks were hot from the smithy across the street, the guard flinched away.) ‘That’s half your pay! Take it and be happy for it—when you’re not worth a single bit of iron!’ And though the guard wore a knife at his hip (and that must have been his spear leaning on the wall behind them) and was younger, bigger, and certainly stronger than the enraged merchant, he went scrabbling for his coins in the street and, with only a snarl and a glare—not even a fully articulated curse—snatched up his spear and hurried off. Only when he was a block away did he look back. Once. That’s when Gorgik saw that the other guards had stopped their gambling to stand and move a step nearer. Still muttering, the old man turned back among them (who, Gorgik realized, were still very much expecting their own full salaries). They followed the merchant back to the warehouse, leaving Gorgik in the street with half an adventure in his head, a tale yearning for completion.

Another time when he and some friends were playing near the docks, from beside a mound of barrels a woman called to them: ‘Come here …  you children!’ She had a hard, lined face, was taller than his father, and her hair was shorter than his mother’s. Walking up to her, they could see her hands and feet both were callused and cracked about their lighter edges. ‘Where … ,’ she asked, quiet, tentative, ‘tell me …  where do they hire the women to wash the clothes?’

He and his friends just looked.

‘Where do they …  hire the washerwomen?’ Her speech was accented; her skin was that deep, deep brown, a shade or two darker than his own, so often called black. ‘They hire women …  somewhere near here, to wash the clothes. I heard it. Where is it? I need work. Where …  where should I go?’

And he realized what halted and held back her words was fear—which is always difficult for children to understand in adults; especially in an adult as tall and as strong as this hard, handsome woman.

One of the older girls said: ‘You don’t want to do that. They only hire barbarian women to do that, up in the Spur.’

‘But I need work,’ she said. ‘I need it …  the Spur—where is that?’

One of the younger boys started to point. But, as if in an excess of nervousness or just high spirits, another suddenly shouted and at the same time flung his ball into the air. A moment later all of them were running and yelling to each other, now leaping across a coil of rope, now dodging around an overturned dingy. He looked back to see the woman calling after them—though, for the shouting, he could not hear—and turned, as a friend tagged him, around a corner into another alley, all the time wondering what she was crying, what more she wanted to tell, what else she wanted to ask …  The rest of the afternoon, in the dockloaders’ calls, just below his friends’ shrieks between the warehouses, behind the echoes of his own shouts across the yard where he ran after the others, he seemed to hear her, hear the fragments of some endless want, fear, hope, and harassment … 

And still another time, when he wandered into the yard, he saw the boy (a few years older than himself? an old-looking sixteen? a young-looking eighteen?) sitting on the abandoned cistern’s wall.

Thin.

That’s the first thing he thought, looking at those knobbly shoulders, those sharp knees. Gorgik walked nearer. The boy’s skin had begun the same brown as his own. But it was as if some black wash of street dirt and gutter water had been splashed over him, heels to ears. The boy was not looking at him but stared at some spot on the flagstones a little ahead, so that it was easy to walk by and look at him more closely—

When he saw the iron collar around the boy’s neck, Gorgik stopped—walking, thinking, breathing. There was a thud, thud, thud in his chest. For moments, he was dizzy. The shock was as intense as heat or cold.

When his vision cleared, the next thing Gorgik saw were the scars.

They were thick as his fingers and wormed around the boy’s soiled flanks. Here the welts were brown, there darker than the surrounding skin—he knew what they were, though he had never seen anyone bearing them before. At least not from this close. They were from a flogging. In provincial villages, he knew, whipping was used to punish criminals. And, of course, slaves.

Wanting desperately to move away, he stood staring for seconds, minutes, hours at the boy—who still did not look at him. No. Only seconds, he realized when, a breath later, he was walking on. Reaching the other alley, he stopped. He took three more breaths. And a fourth. Then he looked back.

Under his matted hair, the slave still had not looked up.

Stepping close to the wall, Gorgik stood there a long time. Soon he had framed ten, twenty, fifty questions he wanted to ask. But each time he pictured himself going up to speak to the collared boy, his breath grew short and his heart pounded. Finally, after trying three times, he managed to saunter again across the yard—first behind the cistern: the boy’s back was webbed with six welts that, even as Gorgik counted them with held breath, seemed like a hundred in their irruptions and intersections. After waiting almost three minutes, he crossed the yard again, walking in front of the boy this time—then crossed twice more, once in front and again in back. Then, all at once, he left hurriedly, fearing, even though the boy still had not looked, someone passing by one of the alley openings might have seen—though the slave himself (newly escaped? a mad one who’d wandered off from, or been abandoned by, his master?), immobile on the cistern wall, gazed only at the ground.

Half an hour later, Gorgik was back.

The boy sat on the flags now, eyes closed, head back against the cistern wall. What had begun as a series of silent questions had turned for Gorgik into an entire dialogue, with a hundred answers the boy had begun to give him, a hundred stories the boy had begun to tell him. Gorgik walked past, his own feet only inches from the foul toenails. He gazed at the iron collar, till, again, he was moving away. He left by the Alley of No Name, telling himself that, really, he’d spied enough on this pathetic creature.

The dialogue, however, did not end.

When he returned in the lowering light an hour on, the boy was gone from the wall. Seconds later, Gorgik saw him, on the other side of the yard, by one of the buildings, curled up with his back against the sandstone, asleep. Again Gorgik walked past him, at several distances, several times—one minute or five between each passage. But finally he settled himself against the far alley entrance to watch, while the tale the boy told him went on and on, stopping and starting, repeating and revising, sometimes whispered so faintly he could not catch the words, sometimes crisp and vivid as life or dream, so that the square before him, with its circular cistern and the few pots, mostly broken, beside it, grew indistinct beneath a sky whose deepening blue was paled by an ivory wash above the far building, as the moon’s gibbous arc slid over it—

The slave stretched out a leg, pulled it back, then rubbed at his cheek with one hand.

And the tale halted, hammered to silence by Gorgik’s heart. While Gorgik had been talking to himself, he’d been thinking, really, how easy it would be, once the boy woke, to go up to him, to speak, to ask him where he was from, where he was going, to offer sympathy, maybe a promise to return with food or a coin, to inquire after the particulars of his servitude, to proffer friendship, interest, advice … 

Across the yard the slave stretched out his other hand, made a fist. Then, not suddenly but over a period of ten or fifteen seconds, he rocked a few times and pushed himself up on one arm.

Contending fear and fascination bound Gorgik as strongly as they had the moment he’d first glimpsed the dirty fellow’s collar. Gorgik pulled back into the doorway, then peered out again.

With a child between, two women ambled by and into the yard. Again Gorgik froze—though they paid no more attention to the boy lingering in the doorway than they did to the slave lounging by the wall. As the three of them strolled across the dust, the dirty youth stood, very slowly. He swayed. When he took a step, Gorgik saw that he limped—and a dozen tales in his head were catastrophically revised to accommodate it.

Walk out now and nod at him, smile at him, say something … 

The two women and their child turned out of the yard down the Street of Small Fish.

The slave limped toward the cistern.

Gorgik stood paralysed in the alley door.

When the scarred youth reached the cistern’s waist-high wall, he stopped, not really looking into it. Hair stuck out about his head, sharp in the moonlight. After a few moments, he lifted his face, as though the single thread of cloud across the indigo sky attracted him. He raised his hands to his neck, to hook his fingers over the collar. He tugged—

What occurred next was, in the moment it happened, wholly unclear to Gorgik, for the tale he was just then telling himself was of an escaped slave who, with his criminal markings and limping toward an abandoned cistern, had raised his face to the moon and, in a moment of rebellion, grasped his collar to yank futilely and hopelessly at the iron locked on his neck—the collar that forever and irrevocably marked him as a fugitive for the slavers who patrolled the land, searching out new laborers in the villages, mostly these days (so he’d heard) in the south … 

The semicircles of metal, hinged at the back, came apart in the boy’s fists, as though the lock had not been set, or was broken. Now the boy raised the metal to the moon, its curved jaws open in his hand like black mandibles on some fabled dragon or even some unknown sign Gorgik’s father might mark down in the dockside warehouse.

The boy tossed the collar over the wall.

Only when the iron vanished below the stone (the splash was very soft—and a beat after he expected it) did Gorgik realize that the collar, broken, or not locked in the first place, had truly been removed. With no comprehension as to why, he was overcome by chills. They rolled over him, flank, thigh, and shoulder. His fingers against the doorway corner were sweaty on the stone. After five breaths with his mouth wide so as not to make a sound, questions began to pour through his mind: Was this some criminal only pretending to be a slave? Or was it a slave who, now that he’d freed himself from the iron, would pretend to be a criminal? Or was it just a young madman, whose tale in its broken, inarticulate complexities he could never hope to know? Or was there some limpid and logical answer to it that only seemed so complex because, till now, he’d never thought to ask the proper questions?

The boy turned and lowered himself to sit again on the stone.

Gorgik moved his hand, just a little, on the jamb.

Go, he thought. Speak to him. He may be older, but I’m still bigger than he, and stronger. What harm could it do me, if I just went up and asked him to tell me who he is, to give me whatever bit of his story …? Chills irrupted again, while he searched among the tales he’d been telling himself for any right reason to fear—in the middle of what had every aspect of terror about it, save motivation.

For some reason he remembered the woman on the docks. Had her fear, in all its irrationality, been anything like this …?

Five minutes later, he walked into the yard again—as he had already done a dozen times that day. The boy sat there, still not looking. Gorgik’s own eyes fixed on the thin neck, below ear and black, spiking hair, where the collar had been. In the moonlight, now and again as he neared, with this step and with that, he could almost see the iron against the dirty brown, where a neck ligament was crossed by an irregular vein … 

No, the collar was gone.

But even absent, it plummeted Gorgik into as much confusion as it had before, so that, as he passed, it was all he could do not to flinch away, like the guard before the merchant’s coins, ears blocked by his own loud blood, all speech denied—and he was walking on, to the other side of the yard, down the alley, unable to remember the actual moment he’d passed the boy, who, he was sure, still had not looked up.

Gorgik was back at the yard with the sunrise.

The flogged boy was gone.

But as he wandered about, now glancing into the nearly empty cistern (he could make out nothing among the flashes on the black), now ambling off to examine this corner or that alley entrance, while dawn light slanted the western wall, all Gorgik was left with was a kind of hunger, a groping after some tale, some knowledge, some warm and material feeling against his body of what had escaped through silence.

Soon he returned to his house, where the dock water glittered down between the porch planks.

Kolhari was home to any and every adventurer—and to any and every adventure they were often so eager to tell. As Gorgik listened to this one and that, now from a tarry-armed sailor packing grain sacks at the docks, now from a heavy young market woman taking a break at the edge of the Spur, now to a tale of lust and loyalty, now to one of love and power, it was as if the ones he heard combined with the hunger left from the ones he’d missed, so that, in a week or a month, when he found himself reviewing them, he was not sure if the stories he had were dreams of his own or of the lives of others. Still, for all the tales, for all the dreaming, an adolescence spent roaming the city’s boisterous back streets, its bustling avenues, taught Gorgik the double lesson that is, finally, all civilization can know:

The breadth of the world is vasty and wide; nevertheless movement from place to place in it is possible; the ways of humanity are various and complex—but nevertheless negotiable.

Five weeks before Gorgik turned sixteen, the Child Empress Ynelgo, whose coming was just and generous, seized power. On that blustery afternoon in the month of the Rat, soldiers shouted from every street corner that the city’s name was now, in fact, Kolhari—as every beggar woman and ship’s boy and tavern maid and grain vendor had been calling it time out of memory. (It was no longer Neveryóna—which is what the last, dragon-bred residents of the High Court of Eagles had officially, but ineffectually, renamed it twenty years before.) That night several wealthy importers were assassinated, their homes sacked, their employees murdered—among them Gorgik’s father. The employees’ families were taken as slaves.

While in another room his mother’s sobbing turned suddenly to a scream, then abruptly ceased, Gorgik was dragged naked into the chilly street. He spent his next five years in a Nevèrÿon obsidian mine thirty miles inland at the foot of the Faltha Mountains.

Gorgik was tall, strong, big-boned, friendly, and clever. Cleverness and friendliness had kept him from death and arrest on the docks. In the mines, along with the fact that he had been taught enough rudiments of writing to put down names and record workloads, they eventually secured the slave a work-gang foremanship: which meant that, with only a little stealing, he could get enough food so that instead of the wiry muscles that tightened along the bony frames of most miners, his arms and thighs and neck and chest swelled, high-veined and heavy, on his already heavy bones. At twenty-one he was a towering, black-haired gorilla of a youth, eyes permanently reddened from rockdust, a scar from a pickax flung in a barracks brawl spilling one brown cheekbone. His hands were huge and rough-palmed, his foot soles like cracked leather.

He did not look a day more than fifteen years above his actual age.
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THE CARAVAN OF THE Handmaid and Vizerine Myrgot, of the tan skin and tawny eyes, returning from the mountain hold of fabled Ellamon to the High Court of Eagles at Kolhari, made camp half a mile from the mines, beneath the Falthas’ ragged and piney escarpments. In her youth, Myrgot had been called ‘an interesting-looking girl’; today she was known as a bottomless well of cunning and vice.

It was spring and the Vizerine was bored.

She had volunteered for the Ellamon mission because life at the High Court, under the Child Empress Ynelgo, whose reign was peaceful and productive, had of late been also damnably dull. The journey itself had refreshed her. But within Ellamon’s fabled walls, once she had spent the obligatory afternoon out at the dragon corrals in the mountain sun, squinting up to watch the swoopings and turnings of the great, winged creatures (about which had gathered so many of the fables), she found herself, in the midst of her politicking with the mountain lairds and burghers, having to suffer the attentions of provincial bores—who were worse, she decided after a week, than their cosmopolitan counterparts.

But the mission was done. She sighed.

Myrgot stood in her tent door; she looked up at the black Falthas clawing through evening clouds and wondered if she might see any of the dark and fabled beasts arch the sunset. But no, for when all the fables were done, dragons were pretty well restricted to a few hundred yards of soaring and at a loss for launching from anywhere other than their craggy ledges. She watched the women in red scarves go off among other tents. ‘Jahor …?’

The eunuch with the large nose stepped from behind her, turbaned and breeched in blue wool.

‘I have dismissed my maids for the night. The mines are not far from here …’ The Vizerine, known for her high-handed manners and low-minded pleasures, put her forearm across her breasts and kneaded her bare, bony elbow. ‘Go to the mines, Jahor. Bring me back the foulest, filthiest, wretchedest pit slave from the deepest darkest hole. I wish to slake my passion in some vile, low way.’ Her tongue, only a pink bud, moved along the tight line of her lips.

The eunuch touched the back of his fist to his forehead, nodded, bowed, backed away the three required steps, turned, and departed.

An hour later, the Vizerine was looking out through the seam in the canvas at the tent’s corner.

The boy whom Jahor guided before him into the clearing limped a few steps forward, then turned his face up in the light drizzle, that had begun minutes back, opening and closing his mouth as if around a recently forgotten word. The pit slave’s name was Noyeed. He was fourteen. He had lost an eye three months ago: the wound had never been dressed and had not really healed. He had a fever. He was shivering. Bleeding gums had left his mouth scabby. Dirt had made his flesh scaly. He had been at the mines one month and was not expected to last another. Seeing this as a reasonable excuse, seven men at the mines two nights before had abused the boy cruelly and repeatedly—hence his limp.

Jahor let him stand there, mouthing tiny drops that glittered on his crusted lips, and went into the tent. ‘Madame, I—’

The Vizerine turned in the tent corner. ‘I have changed my mind.’ She frowned beneath the black hair (dyed now) braided in many loops across her forehead. From a tiny taboret, she picked up a thin-necked copper cruet and reached up between the brass chains to pour out half a cup more oil. The lamp flared. She replaced the cruet on the low table. ‘Oh, Jahor, there must be someone there …  you know what I like. Really, our tastes are not that different. Try again. Bring someone else.’

Jahor touched the back of his fist to his forehead, nodded his blue-bound head, and withdrew.

After returning Noyeed to his barracks, Jahor had no trouble with his next selection. When he had first come rattling the barred door of the guards’ building, he had been testily sent on in among the slat-walled barracks, with a sleepy guard for guide, to seek out one of the gang foremen. In the foul sleeping quarters, the burly slave whom Jahor had shaken awake first cursed the eunuch like a dog; then, when he heard the Vizerine’s request, laughed. The tall fellow had gotten up, taken Jahor to another, even fouler barracks, found Noyeed for him, and all in all seemed a congenial sort. With his scarred and puggish face and dirt-stiffened hair he was no one’s handsome. But he was animally strong, of a piece, and had enough pit dirt ground into him to satisfy anyone’s nostalgie de la boue, thought Jahor as the foreman lumbered off back to his own sleeping quarters.

When, for the second time that night, the guard unlocked the double catch at each side the plank across the barrack entrance, Jahor pushed inside, stepping from the rain and across the sill to flooring as muddy within as without. The guard stepped in behind, holding up the spitting pine torch: smoke licked the damp beams; vermin scurried in the light or dropped down, glittering, to the dirt. Jahor picked his way across muddy straw, went to the first heap curled away from him in thatch and shadow. He stopped, pulled aside frayed canvas.

The great head rolled up; red eyes blinked over a heavy arm. ‘Oh …  ,’ the slave grunted. ‘You again?’

‘Come with me,’ Jahor said. ‘She wants you now.’

The reddened eyes narrowed; the slave pushed up on one great arm. His dark face crinkled around its scar. With his free hand he rubbed his great neck, the skin stretched between thick thumb and horny forefinger cracked and gray. ‘She wants me to …?’ Again he frowned. Suddenly he went scrabbling in the straw beside him and a moment later turned back with the metal collar, hinged open, a semicircle of it in each huge hand. Once he shook his head, as if to rid it of sleep. Straw fell from his hair, slid across his bunched shoulder. Then he bent forward, raised the collar, and clacked it closed. Matted hair caught in the clasp at the back of his neck. Digging with one thick finger, he pulled it loose. ‘There …’ He rose from his pallet to stand among the sleeping slaves, looking twice his size in the barracks shadow. His eyes caught the big-nosed eunuch’s. He grinned, rubbed the metal ring with three fingers. ‘Now they’ll let me back in. Come on, then.’

So Gorgik came, with Jahor, to the Vizerine’s tent.

And passed the night with Myrgot—who was forty-five and, in the narrowly restricted area she allowed for personal life, rather a romantic. The most passionate, not to say the most perverse, love-making (we are not speaking of foreplay), though it run the night’s course, seldom takes more than twenty minutes from the hour. As boredom was Myrgot’s problem and lust only its emblem, here and there through the morning hours the pit slave found himself disposed in conversation with the Vizerine. Since there is very little entertainment for pit slaves in an obsidian mine except conversation and tall-tale telling, when Gorgik began to see her true dilemma, he obliged her with stories of his life before, and at, the mines—a few of which tales were lies appropriated from other slaves, a few of which were embroideries on his own childhood experiences. But since entertainment was the desired effect, and temporariness seemed the evening’s hallmark, there was no reason to shun prevarication. Five times during the night, he made jokes the Vizerine thought wickedly funny. Three times he made observations on the working of the human heart she thought profound. For the rest, he was deferential, anecdotal, as honest about his feelings as someone might be who sees no hope in his situation. Gorgik’s main interest in the encounter was the story it would make at the next night’s supper of gruel and cold pig fat, though that interest was somewhat tempered by the prospect of the ten-hour workday with no sleep to come. Without illusion that more gain than the tale would accrue, lying on his back on sweaty silk his own body had soiled, staring up at the dead lamps swaying under the striped canvas, sometimes dozing in the midst of his own ponderings while the Vizerine beside him gave her own opinions on this, that, or the other, he only hoped there would be no higher price.

When the slits between the tent lacings grew luminous, the Vizerine suddenly sat up in a rustle of silks and a whisper of furs whose splendor had by now become part of the glister of Gorgik’s fatigue. She called sharply for Jahor, then bade Gorgik rise and stand outside.

Outside Gorgik stood, tired, lightheaded, and naked in the moist grass, already worn here and there to the earth with the previous goings and comings of the caravan personnel. He looked at the tents, at the black mountains beyond them, at the cloudless sky already coppered one side along the pinetops: I could run, he thought; and if I ran, yes, I would stumble into slavers’ hands within the day; and I’m too tired anyway. But I could run. I … 

Inside, Myrgot, with sweaty silk bunched in her fists beneath her chin, head bent and rocking slowly, considered. ‘You know, Jahor,’ she said, her voice quiet, because it was morning and if you have lived most of your life in a castle with many other people you are quiet in the morning; ‘that man is wasted in the mines.’ The voice had been roughened by excess. ‘I say man; he looks like a man; but he’s really just a boy—oh, I don’t mean he’s a genius or anything. But he can speak two languages passably, and can practically read in one of them. For him to be sunk in an obsidian pit is ridiculous! And do you know …  I’m the only woman he’s ever had?’

Outside, Gorgik, still standing, eyes half closed, was still thinking: yes, perhaps I could …  when Jahor came for him.

‘Come with me.’

‘Back to the pit?’ Gorgik snorted something that general good nature made come out half a laugh.

‘No,’ Jahor said briskly and quietly in a way that made the slave frown. ‘To my tent.’

Gorgik stayed in the large-nosed eunuch’s tent all morning, on sheets and coverlets not so fine as the Vizerine’s but fine enough; and the tent’s furnishings—little chairs, low tables, shelves, compartmented chests, and numberless bronze and ceramic figurines set all over—were far more opulent than Myrgot’s austere appointments. With forty minutes this hour and forty minutes that, Jahor found the slave gruff, friendly—and about as pleasant as an exhausted miner can be at four, five, or six in the morning. He corroborated the Vizerine’s assessment—and Jahor had done things very much like this many, many times. At one point the eunuch rose from the bed, bound himself about with blue wool, turned to excuse himself a moment—unnecessarily, because Gorgik had fallen immediately to sleep—and went back to the Vizerine’s tent.

Exactly what transpired there, Gorgik never learned. One subject, from time to time in the discussion, however, would no doubt have surprised, if not shocked him. When the Vizerine had been much younger, she herself had been taken a slave for three weeks and forced to perform services arduous and demeaning for a provincial potentate—who bore such a resemblance to her present cook at Court that it all but kept her out of the kitchen. She had been a slave only three weeks: an army had come, fire-arrows had lanced through the narrow stone windows, and the potentate’s ill-shaved head was hacked off and tossed in the firelight from spear to spear by several incredibly dirty, incredibly tattooed soldiers so vicious and shrill that she finally decided (from what they later did to two women of the potentate’s entourage in front of everyone) they were insane. The soldiers’ chief, however, was in alliance with her uncle; and she had been returned to him comparatively unharmed. Still, the whole experience had been enough to make her decide that the institution of slavery was totally distasteful and so was the institution of war—that, indeed, the only excuse for the latter was the termination of the former. Such experiences, among an aristocracy deposed by the dragon for twenty years and only recently returned to power, were actually rather common, even if the ideas taken from them were not. The present government did not as an official policy oppose slavery, but it did not go out of its way to support it either; and the Child Empress herself, whose reign was proud and prudent, had set a tradition that no slaves were used at Court.

From dreams of hunger and pains in his gut and groin, where a boy with clotted mouth, scaly hands, half his face in darkness, and his flank wrapped round with whip welts tried to tell him something he could not understand, but which seemed desperately important that he know, Gorgik woke with the sun in his face. The tent was being taken down from over him. A blue-turbaned head blocked the light. ‘Oh, you are awake …! Then you’d better come with me.’ With the noise of the decamping caravan around them Jahor took Gorgik to see the Vizerine. Bluntly she informed him, while ox drivers, yellow-turbaned secretaries, red-scarved maids, and harnessed porters came in and out of the tent, lifting, carrying, unlacing throughout the interview, that she was taking him to Kolhari under her protection. He had been purchased from the mines—take off that collar and put it somewhere. At least by day. She would trust him never to speak to her unless she spoke to him first: he was to understand that if she suspected her decision were a mistake, she could and would make his life far more miserable than it had ever been in the mines. Gorgik was at first not so much astonished as uncomprehending. Then, when astonishment, with comprehension, formed, he began to babble his inarticulate thanks—till, of a sudden, he became confused again and disbelieving and so, as suddenly, stopped. (Myrgot merely assumed he had realized that even gratitude is best displayed in moderation, which she took as another sign of his high character and her right choice.) Then men were taking the tent down from around them, too. With narrowed eyes, Gorgik looked at the thin woman in the green shift and sudden sun, sitting at a table from which women in red scarves were already removing caskets, things rolled and tied in ribbons, instruments of glass and bronze. Was she suddenly smaller? The thin braids, looped bright black about her head, looked artificial, almost like a wig. (He knew they weren’t.) Her dress seemed made for a woman fleshier, broader. She looked at him, the skin near her eyes wrinkled in the bright morning, her neck a little loose, the veins on the backs of her hands as high from age as those on his from labor. What he did realize, as she blinked in the full sunlight, was that he must suddenly look as different to her as she now looked to him.

Jahor touched Gorgik’s arm, led him away.

Gorgik had at least ascertained that his new and precarious position meant keeping silent. The caravan steward put him to work grooming oxen by day—which he liked. The next night he spent in the Vizerine’s tent. And dreams of the mutilated child woke him with blocked throat and wide eyes only half a dozen times. And Noyeed was probably dead by now anyway, as Gorgik had watched dozens of other slaves die in those suddenly fading years.

Once Myrgot was sure that, during the day, Gorgik could keep himself to himself, she became quite lavish with gifts and clothing, jewels, and trinkets. (Though she herself never wore ornaments when traveling, she carried trunks of the things in her train.) Jahor—in whose tent from time to time Gorgik spent a morning or afternoon—advised him of the Vizerine’s moods, of when he should come to her smelling of oxen and wearing the grimy leather-belted rag—with his slave collar—that was all he had taken from the mines. Or when, as happened quite soon, he should do better to arrive freshly washed, his beard shaved, disporting her various gifts. More important, he was advised when he should be prepared to make love, and when he should be ready simply to tell tales or, as it soon came, just to listen. And Gorgik learned that most valuable of lessons without which no social progress is possible: if you are to stay in the good graces of the powerful, you had best, however unobtrusively, please the servants of the powerful.

Next morning the talk through the whole caravan was: ‘Kolhari by noon!’

By nine, winding off between fields and cypress glades, a silver thread had widened into a reed-bordered river down below the bank of the caravan road. The Kohra, one groom told him; which made Gorgik start. He had known the Big Kohra and the Kohra Spur as two walled and garbage-clotted canals, moving sluggishly into the harbor from beneath a big and a little rock-walled bridge at the upper end of New Pavē. The hovels and filthy alleys in the city between (also called the Spur) were home to thieves, pickpockets, murderers and worse, he’d always been told.

Here, on this stretch of the river, were great, high houses, of two and even three stories, widely spaced and frequently gated. Where were they now? Why, this was Kolhari—at least the precinct. They were passing through the suburb of Neveryóna (which so recently had named the entire port) where the oldest and richest of the city’s aristocracy dwelt. Not far in that direction was the suburb of Sallese, where the rich merchants and importers had their homes: though with less land and no prospect on the river, many of the actual houses were far more elegant. This last was in conversation with a stocky woman—one of the red-scarved maids—who frequently took off her sandals, hiked up her skirts, and walked among the ox drivers, joking with them in the roughest language. In the midst of her description, Gorgik was surprised by a sudden and startling memory: playing at the edge of a statue-ringed rock pool in the garden of his father’s employer on some rare trip to Sallese as a child. With the memory came the realization that he had not the faintest idea how to get from these wealthy environs to the waterfront neighborhood that was his Kolhari. Minutes later, as the logical solution (follow the Khora) came, the caravan began to swing off the river road.

First in an overheard conversation among the caravan steward and some grooms, then in another between the chief porter and the matron of attendent women, Gorgik heard: ‘ …  the High Court … ,’ ‘ …  the Court … ,’ and ‘ …  the High Court of Eagles … ,’ and one black and sweaty-armed driver, whose beast was halted on the road with a cartwheel run into a ditch, wrestled and cursed his heavy-lidded charge as Gorgik walked past. ‘By the child Empress, whose reign is good and gracious, I’ll break your fleabitten neck! So close to home, and you run off the path!’

An hour on the new road, which wound back and forth between the glades of cypress, and Gorgik was not sure if the Khora was to his right or left.

But ahead was a wall, with guard houses left and right of a gate over which a chipped and rough-carved eagle spread her man-length wings. Soldiers pulled away the massive planks (with their dozen barred insets), then stood back, joking with one another, as the carts rolled through.

Was that great building beside the lake the High Court?

No, merely one of the outbuildings. Look there, above that hedge of trees—

‘There … ?’

He hadn’t seen it because it was too big. And when he did—rising and rising above the evergreens—for a dozen seconds he tried to shake loose from his mind the idea that he was looking at some natural object, like the Falthas themselves. Oh, yes, cut into here, leveled off there—but building upon building, wing upon wing, more a city than a single edifice, that great pile (he kept trying to separate it into different buildings, but it all seemed, despite its many levels, and its outcroppings, and its abutments, one) could not have been built …?

He kept wishing the caravan would halt so he could look at it all. But the road was carpeted with needles now, and evergreens swatted half-bare branches across the towers, the clouds, the sky. Then, for a few moments, a gray wall was coming toward him, was towering over him, was about to fall on him in some infinitely delayed topple—

Jahor was calling.

Gorgik looked down from the parapet.

The eunuch motioned him to follow the dozen women who had separated from the caravan—among them the Vizerine: a tiny door swallowed them one and another. Gorgik had to duck.

As conversation babbled along the corridor, past more soldiers standing in their separate niches (‘ …  home at last … ,’ ‘ …  what an exhausting trip … ,’ ‘ …  here at home in Kolhari … ,’ ‘ …  when one returns home to the High Court … ,’ ‘ …  only in Kolhari …’), Gorgik realized that, somehow, all along he had been expecting to come to his childhood home; and that, rather than coming home at all, he had no idea where he was.

Gorgik spent five months at the High Court of the Child Empress Ynelgo. The Vizerine put him in a small, low-ceilinged room, with a slit window, just behind her own chambers. The stones of the floor and walls were out of line and missing mortar, as though pressure from the rock above, below, and around it had compacted the little space all out of shape. By the end of the first month, both the Vizerine and her steward had almost lost interest in him. But several times before her interest waned, she had presented him at various private suppers of seven to fourteen guests in the several dining rooms of her suite, all with beamed ceilings and tapestried walls, some with wide windows opening out on sections of roof, some windowless with whole walls of numberless lamps and ingenious flues to suck off the fumes. Here he met some of her court friends, a number of whom found him interesting, and three of whom actually befriended him. At one such supper he talked too much. At two more he was too silent. At the other six, however, he acquitted himself well, for seven to fourteen is the number a mine slave usually dines with, and he was comfortable with the basic structures of communication by which such a group (whether seated on logs and rocks, or cushions and couches) comports itself at meals, if not with the forms of politeness this particular group’s expression of those structures had settled on.

But those could be learned.

He learned them.

Gorgik had immediately seen there was no way to compete with the aristocrats in sophistication: he intuited that they would only be offended or, worse, bored if he tried. What interested them in him was his difference from them. And to their credit (or the credit of the Vizerine’s wise selection of supper guests) for the sake of this interest and affection for the Vizerine they made allowances, in ways he was only to appreciate years later, when he drank too much, or expressed like or dislike for one of their number not present a little too freely, or when his language became too hot on whatever topic was about—most of the time to accuse them of nonsense or of playing with him, coupled with good-natured but firm threats of what he would do to them were they on his territory rather than he on theirs. Their language, polished and mellifluous, flowed, between bouts of laughter in which his indelicacies were generously absorbed and forgiven (if not forgotten), over subjects ranging from the scandalous to the scabrous: when Gorgik could follow it, it often made his mouth drop, or at least his teeth open behind his lips. His language, blunt and blistered with scatalogs that frequently upped the odd aristocratic eyebrow, adhered finally to a very narrow range: the fights, feuds, and scrabblings for tiny honors, petty dignities, and minuscule assertions of rights among slaves and thieves, dock-beggars and prostitutes, sailors and barmaids and more slaves—people, in short, with no power beyond their voices, fingers, or feet—a subject rendered acceptable to the fine folk of the court only by his basic anecdotal talent and the topic’s novelty in a setting where boredom was the greatest affliction.

Gorgik did not find the social strictures on his relations with the Vizerine demeaning. The Vizerine worked—the sort of work only those in art or government can know, where the hours were seldom defined and real tasks were seldom put in simple terms (while false tasks always were). Conferences and consultations made up her day. At least two meals out of every three were spent with some ambassador, governor, or petitioner, if not at some affair of state. To do her credit, in that first month, we can thus account for all twenty-two evening meals Myrgot did not share with her slave.

Had her slave, indeed, spent his past five years as, say, a free, clever, and curious apprentice to a well-off potter down in the port, he might have harbored some image of a totally leisured and totally capricious aristocracy, for which there were certainly enough emblems around him now, but which emblems, had he proceeded on them, as certainly would have gotten him into trouble. Gorgik, however, had passed so much of his life at drudgeries he knew would, foreman or no, probably kill him in another decade and certainly in two, he was too dazzled by his own, unexpected freedom from such drudgeries to question how others drudged. To pass the Vizerine’s open door and see Myrgot at her desk, head bent over a map, a pair of compasses in one hand and a straight edge in the other (which, to that clever, curious, and ambitious apprentice, would have signed work), and then to pass the same door later and see her standing beside her desk, looking vacantly toward some cloud passing by the high, beveled window (which, to the same apprentice, would have signed a leisure that could reasonably be intruded upon, thus making her order never to intrude appear, for a lover at any rate, patently unreasonable), were states he simply did not distinguish: their textures were both so rich, so complex, and so unusual to him that he read no structure of meaning in either, much less did he read the meaning of those structures somehow as opposition. In obeying the Vizerine’s restriction, and not intruding on either situation, his reasons were closer to something aesthetic than practical. Gorgik was acting on that disposition for which the apprentice would have despised him as the slave he was: he knew his place. Yet that apprentice’s valuation would have been too coarse, for the truth is that in such society, Gorgik—no more than a potter’s boy—had no place …  if we use ‘to have’ other than in that mythical and mystifying sense in which both a slave has a master and good people have certain rights, but rather in the sense of possession that implies some way (either through power or convention) of enforcing that possession, if not to the necessary extent, at least to a visible one. Had Gorgik suddenly developed a disposition to intrude, from some rage grown either in whim or reason, he would have intruded on either situation—a disposition that his aristocratic supper companions would have found more sympathetic than the apprentice’s presumptions, assumptions, and distinctions all to no use. Our potter’s boy would no doubt have gotten himself turned out of the castle, thrown into one of the High Court’s lower dungeons, or killed—for these were brutal and barbaric times, and the Vizerine was frequently known to be both violent and vicious. Had Gorgik intruded, yes, the aristocrats would have been in far greater sympathy with him—as they turned him out, threw him into a dungeon, or killed him. No doubt this means the distinction is of little use. But we are trying to map the borders of the disposition that was, indeed, the case. Gorgik, who had survived on the waterfront and survived in the mine, survived at the High Court of Eagles. To do it, he had to learn a great deal.

Not allowed to approach the Vizerine and constrained to wait till she approached him, he learned, among the first lessons, that there was hardly one person at court who was not, practically speaking, in a similar position with at least one other person—if not whole groups. Thus Lord Vanar (who shared Jahor’s tastes and gave Gorgik several large rocks with gems embedded in them that lay in the corners of his room, gathering dust) and the Baron Inige (who did not, but who once took him hunting in the royal preserves and talked endlessly about flowers throughout the breadth of Nevèrÿon—and from whom Gorgik now learned that an ini, which brought back a torrent of memories from his dockside adolescence, was deadly poison) would never attend the same function, though both must always be invited. The Thane of Sallese could be invited to the same gathering as Lord Ekoris unless the Countess Esulla was to be present—however, in such cases Curly (the Baron Inige’s nickname) would be excused. No one known as a friend of Lord Aldamir (who had not been at Court now for many years, though everyone seemed to remember him with fondness) should be seated next to, or across from, any relative, unto the second cousins, of the Baronine Jeu-Forsi …  Ah, but with perhaps half a dozen insistently minor exceptions, commented the elderly Princess Grutn, putting one arm back over the tasseled cushion and moving nuts about on her palm with her heavily ringed thumb.

But they were not minor at all, laughed Curly, sitting forward on his couch, joining his hands with a smile as excited as if he had just discovered a new toadstool.

But they were minor, insisted the princess, letting the nuts fall back to the silver tray and picking up her chased-silver goblet to brood moodily on its wine. Why, several people had commented to her only within the last month that perhaps the Baron had regrettably lost sight of just how minor those exceptions were.

‘Sometimes I wonder if the main sign of the power of our most charming cousin, whose reign is courteous and courageous, is that, for her sake, all these amenities, both minor and major, are forgotten for a gathering she will attend!’ Inige laughed.

And Gorgik, sitting on the floor, picked his teeth with a silver knife whose blade was shorter than his little finger and listened—not with the avidity of a social adventurer storing information for future dealings with the great, but with the relaxed attention of an aesthete hearing for the first time a difficult poem, which he already knows from the artist’s previous work will require many exposures before its meanings clear.

Our young potter’s boy would have brought with him to these same suppers a ready-made image of the pyramid of power, and no doubt in the light of these arcane informations tried to map the whole volume of that pyramid on to a single line, with every thane and duchess in place, each above this one and below that one, the whole forming a cord that could be negotiated knot by knot, a path that presumably ended at some one—perhaps the Child Empress Ynelgo herself. Gorgik, because he brought to the supper rooms no such preconceptions, soon learned, between evenings with the Vizerine, dawn rides with the Baron, afternoon gatherings in the Old Hall, arranged by the young earls Jue-Grutn (not to be confused with the two older men who bore the same title, the bearded one of which was said to be either insane, a sorcerer, or both), or simply from gatherings overseen and overheard in his wanderings through the chains of rooms which formed the Middle Style of the castle, that the hierarchy of prestige branched; that the branches interwove; and that the interweavings in several places formed perfectly closed, if inexplicable, loops; as well, he observed that the presence of this earl or that thane (not to mention this steward or that attendant maid) could throw a whole subsection of the system into a different linking altogether.

Jahor, especially during the first weeks, took many walks with Gorgik through the castle. The eunuch steward was hugely rich in information about the architecture itself. The building still mystified the ex-miner. The oldest wings, like the Old Hall, were vast, cavernous spaces, with open roofs and water conduits grooved into the floor. Dozens of small, lightless cells opened off them, the upper ones reached by wooden ladders, stone steps, or sometimes mere mounds of earth heaped against the wall. Years ago, Jahor explained, these dusty, dank cavelets, smaller even than Gorgik’s present room, had actually been the dwelling places of great kings, queens, and courtiers. From time to time they had housed officers of the army—and, during the several occupations, common soldiers. That little door up there, sealed over with stone and no steps to it? Why, that was where Mad Queen Olin had been walled up after she had presided at a banquet in this very hall, at which she served her own twin sons, their flesh roasted, their organs pickled. Halfway through the meal, a storm had burst over the castle, and rain had poured through the broad roof opening, while lightning fluttered and flickered its pale whips; but Olin forbade her guests to rise from the table before the feast was consumed. It’s still debatable, quipped the eunuch, whether they entombed her because of the supper or the soaking. (Olin, thought Gorgik. Olin’s warning …? But Jahor was both talking and walking on.) Today, except for the Old Hall that was kept in some use, these ancient echoing wells were deserted, the cells were empty, or at best used to store objects that had grown useless, if not meaningless, with rust, dust, and time. About fifteen or fifty years ago, some particularly clever barbarian—the same who laid out the New Pavē down in the port, Jahor explained, waking Gorgik’s wandering attention—had come up with the idea of the corridor (as well as the coin-press). At least half the castle had been built since then (and most of Nevèrÿon’s money minted); for at least half the castle had its meeting rooms and storerooms, its kitchens and its living quarters, laid out along corridors. There were six whole many-storied wings of them. In the third floor of one of the newest, the Vizerine had her suite; in the second and third floor of one of the oldest, most business of state was carried on around the throne room of the Child Empress. For the rest, the castle was built in that strange and disconcerting method known as the Middle Style, in which rooms, on two sides, three sides, four sides, and sometimes with steps going up or down, opened on to other rooms; which opened on to others—big rooms, little rooms, some empty, some lavishly appointed, many without windows, some incredibly musty; and frequently two or three perfectly dark ones, which had to be traversed with torch and taper, lying between two that were in current, active use, a vast and hopeless hive.

Did Jahor actually know his way around the entire edifice?

No one knew his way around the entire court. Indeed, though his mistress went occasionally, Jahor had never been anywhere near the Empress’s suite or the throne room. He knew the location of the wing only by report.

What about the Child Empress herself? Did she know all of it?

Oh, especially not the Child Empress herself, Jahor explained, an irony that our potter’s boy might have questioned, but which was just another strangeness to the ex-pit slave.

But it was after this conversation that Jahor’s company too began to fall off.

Gorgik’s aristocratic friends had a particularly upsetting habit: one day they would be perfectly friendly, if not downright intimate; the next afternoon, if they were walking with some companion unknown to Gorgik, they would pass him in some rocky corridor and not even deign recognition—even if he smiled, raised his hand, or started to speak. Such snubs and slights would have provoked our potter, however stoically he forebore, to who-knows-what final outburst, ultimate indelicacy, or denouncement of the whole, undemocratic sham. But though Gorgik saw quite well he was the butt of such behavior more than they, he saw too that they treated him thus not because he was different so much as because that was the way they treated each other. The social hierarchy and patterns of deference to be learned here were as complex as those that had to be mastered—even by a foreman—on moving into a new slave barracks in the mine. (Poor potter! With all his simplistic assumptions about the lives of aristocrats, he would have had just as many about the lives of slaves.) Indeed, among slaves Gorgik knew what generated such complexity: servitude itself. The only question he could not answer here was: what were all these elegant lords and ladies slaves to? In this, of course, the potter would have had the advantage of knowledge. The answer was simple: power, pure, raw and obsessive. But in his ignorance, young Gorgik was again closer to the lords and ladies around him than an equally young potter’s boy would have been. For it is precisely at its center that one loses the clear vision of what surrounds, what controls and contours every utterance, decides and develops every action, as the bird has no clear concept of air, though it support her every turn, or the fish no true vision of water, though it blur all she sees. A goodly, if not frightening, number of these same lords and ladies dwelling at the Court had as little idea of what shaped their every willed decision, conventional observance, and sheer, unthinking habit as did Gorgik—whereas the potter’s boy Gorgik might have been, had the play of power five years before gone differently in these same halls and hives, would not even have had to ask.

For all the temperamental similarities we have drawn, Gorgik was not (nor should we be) under any illusion that either the lords, or their servants, accepted him as one of their own. But he had conversation; he had companionship—for some periods extremely warm companionship—from women and men who valued him for much the same reason as the Vizerine had. He was given frequent gifts. From time to time people in rooms he was not in and never visited suggested to one another that they look out for the gruff youngster in the little room on the third floor, see that he was fed, or that he was not left too much alone. (And certainly a few times when such conversations might have helped, they never occurred.) But, stripped to nothing but his history, Gorgik began to learn that even such a history—on the docks and in the mines—as it set him apart in experience from these others, was in some small way the equivalent of an aristocracy in itself: those who met him here at Court either did not bother him about it, or they respected it and made allowances for his eccentricities because of it—which is, after all, all their own aristocratic privileges gained them from one another.

Once he went five days in the castle without eating. When Gorgik did not have an invitation to some countess’s or prince’s dinner or luncheon, he went to the Vizerine’s kitchen—Jahor had left standing instructions there that he was to be fed. But the Vizerine, with most of her suite, was away on another mission. And since the Vizerine’s cooks had gone with the caravan, her kitchen had been shut down.

One evening the little Princess Elyne took both Gorgik’s great dark hands in her small, brown ones and exclaimed as the other guests departed around them: ‘But I have had to cancel the little get-together that I’d asked you to tomorrow. It’s too terrible! I must go visit my uncle, the count, who will not be put off another—’ Here she stopped, pulled one of her hands away and put it over her mouth. ‘But I am too terrible. For I’m lying dreadfully, and you probably know it! Tomorrow I must go home to my own horrid old castle, and I loathe it, loathe it there! Ah, you did know it, but you’re too polite to say anything.’ Gorgik, who’d known no such thing, laughed. ‘So,’ went on the little Princess, ‘that is why I must cancel the party. You see, I have reasons. You do understand …?’ Gorgik, who was vaguely drunk, laughed again, shook his head, raised his hand when the princess began to make more excuses, and, still laughing, turned, and found his way back to his room.

The next day, as had happened before, no other invitations came; and because the Vizerine’s kitchen was closed, he did not eat. The day after, there were still no invitations. He scoured as much of the castle as he dared for Curly; and became suddenly aware how little of the castle he felt comfortable wandering in. The third day? Well, the first two days of a fast are the most difficult—though Gorgik had no thoughts of fasting. He was not above begging, but he could not see how to beg here from someone he hadn’t been introduced to. Steal? Yes, there were other suites, other kitchens. (Ah, it was now the fourth day; and other than a little lightheaded, his actual appetite seemed to have died somewhere inside him.) Steal food …? He sat on the edge of his raised pallet, his fists a great, horny knot of interlocked knuckle and thickened nail, pendant between his knees. How many times had these lords and ladies praised his straightforwardness, his honesty? He had been stripped to nothing but his history, and now that history included their evaluations of him. Though, both on the docks and in the mines, no month had gone by since age six when he had not pilfered something, he’d stolen nothing here, and somehow he knew that to steal—here—meant losing part of this new history: and, in this mildly euphoric state, that new history seemed much too valuable—because it was associated with real learning (rather than with ill-applied judgements, which is what it would have meant for our young potter; and our young potter, though he had never stolen more than the odd cup from his master’s shelf of seconds, would certainly have stolen now).

Gorgik had no idea how long it took to starve to death. But he had seen ill-fed men, worked fourteen hours a day, thrown into solitary confinement without food for three days, only to die within a week after their release. (And had once, in his first six months at the mines, been so confined himself; and had survived.) That a well-fed woman or man of total leisure (and leisure is all Gorgik had known now for close to a half a year) might go more than a month with astonishing ease on nothing but water never occurred to him. On the fifth day he was still lightheaded, not hungry, and extremely worried over the possibility that this sensation itself was the beginning of starvation.

In his sandals with the brass buckles, and a red smock which hung to mid-thigh (it should have been worn with an ornamental collar he did not bother to put on, and should have been belted with a woven sash of scarlet and gold, wrapped three times around the waist with the tassels hanging to the floor; but absently he had wrapped round it the old leather strap he’d used to girdle his loin rag in the mines), he left his room on the evening of the fifth day and again began to wander the castle. This time, perhaps because of the lightheadedness, he entered a hallway he had never entered before—and immediately found himself in a circular stone stairwell. On a whim, he went up instead of down. After two circuits the stairwell opened on another hallway—no, it was a roofed colonnade: through the arches, the further crenellations and parapets of the castle interrupted a night misted by moonlight while the moon itself was somewhere out of sight.

At the colonnade’s end, another stairwell took him back down among cool rocks. About to leave the stair at one exit because there was a faint glimmer of lamps somewhere off in the distance, he realized that what he’d taken for a buzzing in his own ears was really—blurred by echoing stones—conversation and music from below. Wondering if perhaps some catered gathering large enough to absorb him were going on, with one hand on the wall, he descended the spiral of stone.

In the vestibule at the bottom hung a bronze lamp. But the vestibule’s hangings were so drear the tiny chamber still looked black. The attention of the guard in the archway was all on the sumptuous bright crowds within. When, after half a dozen heartbeats’ hesitation, Gorgik walked out into the hall, he was not detained.

Were there a hundred people in this brilliant room? Passing among them, he saw the Baron Curly; and the Countess Esulla; and over there the elderly Princess Grutn was talking with a dour, older gentleman (the Earl Jue-Grutn); and that was Lord Vanar! On the great table running the whole side of the room sat tall decanters of wine, wide bowls of fruit, platters of jellied welkin, circular loaves of hard bread and rounds of soft cheese. Gorgik knew that if he gorged he would be ill; and that, even if he ate prudently, within an hour of his first bite, his bowels would void themselves of five days’ bile—in short, he knew what a man who had lived near hunger for five years needed to know of hunger to survive. Nevertheless, he made slow circuit after slow circuit of the hall. Each time he passed the table, he took a fruit or a piece of bread. On the seventh round, because the food whipped up an astonishing thirst, he poured himself a goblet of cider: three sips and it went to his head like a torrent reversing itself to crash back up the rocks. He wondered if he would be sick. The music was reeds and drums. The musicians, in great headdresses of gilded feathers and little else, wandered through the crowd, somehow managing to keep their insistent rhythms and reedy whines together. It was on the ninth round, with the goblet still in his hand and his belly like a small, swollen bag swinging back and forth uneasily inside him, that a thin girl with a brown, wide face and a sleeveless white shift, high on her neck and down to the floor, said: ‘Sir, you are not dressed for this party!’ Which was true.

Her rough hair was braided around her head, so tight you could see her scalp between the spiralling tiers.

Gorgik smiled and dropped his head just a little, because that was usually the way to talk to aristocrats. ‘I’m not really a guest. I am a most presumptuous interloper here—a hungry man.’ While he kept his smile, his stomach suddenly cramped, then, very slowly, unknotted.

The girl’s sleeves, high off her bare, brown shoulders, were circled with tiny diamonds. Around her forehead ran the thinnest of silver wires, set every inch with small, bright stones. ‘You are from the mines, aren’t you—the Vizerine’s favorite and the pet of Lord Aldamir’s circle.’

‘I have never met Lord Aldamir,’ Gorgik said, ‘though everyone I have known here at Court speaks of him with regard.’

To which the girl looked absolutely blank for another moment. Then she laughed a—high and childish laugh that had in it an hysteric edge he had not heard before in any of his courtier acquaintances’ merriment. ‘The Empress Ynelgo would certainly not have you put out just because your clothes are poor. Though, really, if you were going to come, you might have shown some consideration.’

‘The Empress’s reign is just and generous,’ Gorgik said, because that’s what people always said at any mention of the Empress. ‘This will probably sound strange to such a wellbred little slip of a thing like yourself, but do you know that for the last five days I have not—’ Someone touched his arm.

He glanced back to see Curly beside him.

‘Your Highness,’ said the Baron, ‘have you been introduced to Gorgik yet? May I have the honor of presenting him to you? Gorgik, I present you to Her Majesty, the Child Empress Ynelgo.’

Gorgik just remembered to press the back of his fist to his forehead. ‘Your Highness, I didn’t know—’

‘Curly,’ the Child Empress said, ‘really, we’ve already met. But then, I can’t really call you Curly in front of him, now, can I?’

‘You might as well, Your Highness. He does.’

‘Ah, I see. Of course, I’ve heard a great deal about Gorgik already. Is it presumptuous to assume that you—’ Her large eyes, close to the surface of her dark brown face (like so many of the Nevèrÿon aristocrats), came to Gorgik’s—‘have heard a great deal about me?’ Then she laughed again, emerging from it with: ‘Curly …!’ The sharpness clearly surprised the Baron as well.

‘Your Highness.’ The Baron touched his fist to his forehead and, to Gorgik’s distress, backed away.

The Empress looked again at Gorgik with an expression intense enough to make him start back. She said: ‘Let me tell you what the most beautiful and distressing section of Nevèrÿon’s empire is, Gorgik. It is the province of Garth—especially the forests around the Vygernangx Monastery. I was kept there as a child, before I was made Empress. They say the elder gods dwell somewhere in the ruins on which it was built—and they are much older than the monastery.’ She began to talk of Nevèrÿon’s craftsmenlike gods and general religion, a conversation which need not be recounted, both because Gorgik did not understand the fine points of such theological distinctions, and also because the true religion, or metaphysics, of a culture is another surround, both of that culture’s slaves and of its lords: to specify it, even here, as different from our own would be to suggest, however much we tried to avoid it, that it occupied a different relation to its culture from that which ours does to ours—if only by those specified differences. (We are never out of metaphysics, even when we think we are critiquing someone else’s.) Therefore it is a topic about which, by and large, we may be silent. After a while of such talk, she said: ‘The lands there in the Garth are lush and lovely. I long to visit them again. But our nameless gods prevent me. Still, even today, there is more trouble from that little spit of land than any corner of the empire.’

‘I will remember what you have told me, Your Highness,’ Gorgik said, because he could think of no other rejoinder.

‘It would be very well if you did.’ The Child Empress blinked. Suddenly she looked left, then right, bit her lip in a most unimperial way, and walked quickly across the room. Threads of silver in the white shift glimmered.

‘Isn’t the Empress charming,’ Curly said, at Gorgik’s shoulder once more; with his hand on Gorgik’s arm, he was leading him away.

‘Eh …  yes. She …  the Empress is charming,’ Gorgik said, because he had learned in the last months that when something must be said to fill the silence, but no one knows what, repetition of something said before will usually at least effect a delay.

‘The Empress is perfectly charming,’ Curly went on as they walked. ‘The Empress is more charming than I’ve ever seen her before. Really, she is the most charming person in the entire court …’

Somewhere in the middle of this, Gorgik realized the Baron had no more idea what to say than he did. They reached the door. The Baron lowered his voice and his largish larynx rose behind his embroidered collar. ‘You have received the Empress’s favor. Anything else the evening might offer you would undoubtedly be an anticlimax. Gorgik, you would be wise to retire from the party …’ Then, in an even lower voice: ‘When I tell you, look to your left. You will see a gentleman in red look away from you just as you look at him …  All right: now.’

Gorgik looked. Across the hall, talking to a glittering group, an older man with a brown, bony face, grizzled white hair, a red cloak, and a heavy copper chestpiece over his tunic, turned back to his conversation with two jeweled women.

‘Do you know who that is?’

Gorgik shook his head.

‘That is Krodar. Please. Look away from him now. I should not need to tell you that Nevèrÿon is his Empire; his soldiers put the Empress on the throne; his forces have kept her there. More to the point, his forces threw down the previous and unmentionable residents of the High Court of Eagles. The power of the Child Empress Ynelgo is Krodar’s power. While the Child Empress favored you with a smile and a moment’s conversation, Krodar cast in your direction a frown which few in this company failed to notice.’ The Baron sighed. ‘So you see, your position here is completely changed.’

‘But how—? Of course I shall leave, but …’ Feeling a sudden ominousness, Gorgik frowned, lightheaded and bewildered. ‘I mean, I don’t want anything from the Empress.’

‘There is no one in this room who does not want something from the Empress—including myself. For that reason alone, no one here would believe you—including myself.’

‘But—’

‘You came to court with the favor of the Vizerine. Everyone knows—or thinks they know—that such favor from Myrgot is only favor of the flesh, which they can gossip about, find amusing, and therefore tolerate. Most do not realize that Myrgot decides when to let such news of her favor enter the circuit of gossip—and that, in your case, such decision was made well after your flesh ceased to interest her; and in such ways the rumor can be, and has been, put to use.’ The Baron’s larynx bounded in his neck. ‘But no one ever knows precisely what the Empress’s favor means. No one is ever quite sure what use either she or you will make of it. Therefore, it is much more dangerous to have. And there is Krodar’s disfavor to consider. For Krodar is the Empress’s minister—her chief steward if you will. Can you imagine how difficult your life would have been here at court if you had, say, the Vizerine’s favor but Jahor’s enmity?’

Gorgik nodded, now lightheaded and ill. ‘Should I go to Krodar then and show him he has nothing to fear from—’

‘Krodar holds all the power of this Empire in his hands. He is not “afraid” of anyone. My friend—’ the Baron put his pale hand up on Gorgik’s thick shoulder and leaned close—‘when you entered this game, you entered on the next-to-the-highest level possible and under the tutelage of one of its best players. You know that the Vizerine is not at court and is not expected till tomorrow. Remember: so do the people who planned this party. There are many individual men and women in this very room, wearing enough jewelry tonight to buy a year’s produce of the mine you once worked in, who have struggled half their lives or more to arrive at a level in the play far below the one you began at. You were allowed to stay on that level because you had nothing and convinced those of us who met you that you wanted nothing. Indeed, for us, you were a relief from such murderous games.’

‘I was a miner, working sixteen hours a day in a pit that would have killed me in ten years. I’m now …  favored at the High Court of Eagles. What else would I want?’

‘But you see, you have just moved from the next-to-highest level of play to the very highest. You come into a party to which you—and your protectoress—were specifically not invited, dressed like a barbarian; and in five minutes you won a word from the Empress herself. Do you know that by fifteen minutes’ proper conversation with the proper people, who are here tonight, you could parley that into a governorship of a fairly valuable, if outlying, province—more, if you were skillful. I do not intend to introduce you to those people, because just as easily you could win your death from someone both desperate for, and deserving of, the same position who merely lacked that all-important credential: a word from Her Majesty. The Empress knows all this. So does Krodar. That indeed may be why he frowned.’

‘But you spoke with—’

‘Friend, I may speak with the Empress any time I wish. She is my second cousin once removed. When she was nine and I was twenty-three we spent eight months together in the same dungeon cell, while our execution was put off day by day by day—but that was when she was still a princess. The Empress may not speak to me any time she wishes, or she risks endangering the subtle balance of power between my forces at Yenla’h and hers at Vinelet—should the wrong thane or princeling misconstrue her friendliness as a sign of military weakness and move his forces accordingly. My approaches to her, you see, are only considered nepotistic fawning. Hers to me are considered something else again. Gorgik, you have amused me. You have even tolerated my enthusiasm for botany. I don’t want to hear that your corpse was pulled out of a sewage trough or, worse, was found floating somewhere in the Khora down at the port. And the excuse for such an outrage need easily be no more than Krodar’s frown—if not the Empress’s smile.’

Gorgik stepped back, because his gut suddenly knotted. He began to sweat. But the Baron’s thin fingers dug his shoulder, pulling him forward:

‘Do you understand? Do you understand that, minutes ago, you had nothing anyone here could have wanted? Do you understand that now you have what a third of us in this room have at least once committed murder for and the other two-thirds done far worse to obtain—an unsolicited word from the Empress?’

Gorgik swayed. ‘Curly, I’m sick. I want a loaf of bread and a bottle of—’

‘There is a decanter.’ The Baron frowned. ‘There is a loaf.’ He looked around. They were standing by the table end. ‘And there is the door.’ The Baron shrugged. ‘Take the first two and use the last.’

Gorgik took a breath which made the cloth of his tunic slide on his wet back. With a lurching motion, he picked up a loaf in one hand and a decanter in the other and lumbered through the arch.

A young duchess, who had been standing only a few feet away, turned to Inige. ‘Do you know, if I’m not mistaken, I believe I just saw your inelegantly dressed companion, who, only a moment ago, was conferring with Her Highness, do the strangest thing—’

‘And do you know’ said the Baron, taking her arm, ‘that two months by, when I was in the Zenari provinces, I saw the most remarkable species of schist moss with a most uncharacteristic blossom. Let me tell you …’ and he led her across the room.

Gorgik lurched through the drear vestibule, once more unhindered by the guard; once he stopped to grasp the hangings, which released dust dragons to coil down about the decanter hooked to his thumb and his dribbling arm; he plunged into the stairwell.

He climbed.

Each time he came around the narrow circle, a sharp breeze caught him on the right side. Suddenly he stopped, dropped his head, and, still holding the decanter by his thumb, leaned his forearm high on the wall (the decanter clicked the stone) and vomited. And vomited again. And once again. Then, while his belly clamped once more, suddenly and surprisingly, his gut gave up its runny freight, which slid down both legs to puddle under his heels. Splattered and befouled, his inner thighs wet, his chin dripping, he began to shiver; the breeze scoured his right flank. Bread and bottle away from his sides, he climbed, pausing now and again to scrape off his sandal soles on the bowed steps’ edges, his skin crinkling with gooseflesh, teeth clattering.

The wide brass basin clattered and clinked in its ring. He finished washing himself, let the rag drop on the basin edge (weighted on one side, it ceased its tinny rocking), turned on the wet stones, stepped to his pallet, and stretched out naked. The fur throw dampened beneath his hair, his cheek, his heavy legs, his shoulders. Each knob of bone on each other knob felt awash at his body’s joints. Belly and gut were still liquefactious. Any movement might restart the shivering and the teeth chattering for ten, twenty seconds, a minute, or more. He turned on his back.

And shivered awhile.

From time to time he reached from the bed to tear off a small piece from the loaf on the floor, sometimes dipping its edge in the chased silver beaker that, with every third dip, threatened to overturn on the tiles. While he lay, listening to the nighthawks cooing beyond the hangings at his narrow window, he thought: about where he’d first learned what happened to the body during days without food. After the fight that had gained him his scar, he’d been put in the solitary cell, foodless, for three days. Afterward, an old slave whose name for the life of him he could not remember had taken him back to the barracks, told him the symptoms to expect, and snored by his side for three nights. Only a rich man who’d had no experience of prison at all could have seriously considered his current situation at the palace its equal. Still, minutes at a time, Gorgik could entertain the notion that the only difference between then and now was that—now—he was a little sicker, a little lonelier, and was in a situation where he had been forced, for reasons that baffled him, to pretend to be well and happy. Also, for five years he had done ten to eighteen hours a day hard labor. For almost five months now he had done nothing. In some ways his present illness merely seemed an extension of a feeling he’d had frequently of late: that his entire body was in a singular state of confusion about how to react to anything and that this confusion had nothing to do with his mind. And yet his mind found the situation confusing enough. For a while Gorgik thought about his parents. His father was dead—he’d watched that murder happen. His mother was …  dead. He had heard enough to know any other assumption was as improbable as his arrival here at the High Court. These crimes had been committed at the ascent of the Child Empress, and her entourage, including the Vizerine, Curly, the princesses Elyne and Grutn, and Jahor. That was why he, Gorgik, had been taken a slave. Perhaps, here at court, he had even met the person who had given the order that, in the carrying out, had caused Gorgik’s own life to veer as sharply from waterfront dock rat as it had recently veered away from pit slave.

Gorgik—he had not shivered for the last few minutes now—smiled wryly in the dark. Curly? The Vizerine? Krodar? It was not a new thought. Had he been insensitive enough never to have entertained it before, it might have infused him, in his weakness, with a new sense of power or purpose. He might even have experienced in his sickness an urge to revenge. But months ago he had, for good or bad, dismissed it as a useless one. Now, when it might, in its awkward way, have been some bitter solace, he found he could not keep it in the foreground of consciousness. It simply coiled away till it fragmented, the fragments dissolving into myriad flickers. But he was, for all his unfocused thought, learning—still learning. He was learning that power—the great power that shattered lives and twisted the course of the nation—was like a fog over a meadow at evening. From any distance, it seemed to have a shape, a substance, a color, an edge. Yet, as you approached it, it seemed to recede before you. Finally, when common sense said you were at its very center, it still seemed just as far away; only by this time it was on all sides, obscuring any vision of the world beyond it. He lay on damp fur and remembered walking through such a foggy field in a line with other slaves, chains heavy from his neck before and behind. Wet grass had whipped his legs. Twigs and pebbles had bitten through the mud caking his feet. Then the vision flickered, fragmented, drifted. Lord Aldamir …? Surfacing among all the names and titles with which his last months had been filled, this one now: was this phenomenon he had noted the reason why such men, who were truly concerned with the workings of power, chose to stay away from its center, so that they might never lose sight of power’s contours? Then that thought fragmented in a sudden bout of chills.

Toward dawn, footsteps in the corridor outside woke him. There, people were grunting with heavy trunks. People were passing, were talking less quietly than they might. He lay, feeling much better than when he had drifted to sleep, listening to the return of the Vizerine’s suite. To date Gorgik had not violated the Vizerine’s stricture on their intercourse. But shortly he rose, dressed, and went to Jahor’s rooms to request an audience. Why? the eunuch asked, looking stern.

Gorgik told him, and told him also his plan.

The large-nosed eunuch nodded. Yes, that was probably very wise. But why didn’t Gorgik go first to the Vizerine’s kitchen and take a reasonable breakfast?

Gorgik was sitting on the corner of a large wood table, eating a bowl of gruel from the fat cook, whose hairy belly pushed over the top of his stained apron (already sweatblotched at the thighs from stoking the week-cold hearth), and joking with the sleepy kitchen girl, when Jahor stepped through the door: ‘The Vizerine will see you now.’

‘So,’ said Myrgot, one elbow on the parchment-strewn desk, running a thumb, on which she had already replaced the heavy rings of court, over her forehead—a gesture Gorgik knew meant she was tired, ‘you had a word last night with our most grave and gracious Empress.’

Which took Gorgik aback. He had not even mentioned that to Jahor. ‘Curly left a message that greeted me at the door,’ the Vizerine explained. ‘Tell me what she said: everything. If you can remember it word for word, so much the better.’

‘She said she had heard of me. And that she would not have me put out of the party because my clothes were poor—’

Myrgot grunted. Well, it’s true. I have not been as munificent with you of late as I might have been—’

‘My Lady, I make no accusation. I only tell you what she—’

The Vizerine reached across the desk, took Gorgik’s great wrist. ‘I know you don’t.’ She stood, still holding his arm, and came around to the side, where, as he had done in the kitchen a little while before, she sat down on the desk’s corner. ‘Though any six of my former lovers—not to mention the present one—would have meant it as an accusation in the same situation. No, the accusation comes from our just and generous ruler herself.’ She patted his hand, then dropped it. ‘Go on.’

‘She nodded Curly—the Baron Inige, I mean—away. She spoke of religion. Then she said that the most beautiful and distressing section of Nevèrÿon’s empire is the province of Garth, especially the forests around some monastery—’

‘The Vygernangx.’

‘Yes. She said she was kept there as a girl before she was Empress. Curly told me later about when the two of them were in prison—’

‘I know all about that time. I was in a cell only two away from theirs. Go on with what she said.’

‘She said that the elder gods dwell there, and that they are even older than the monastery. She spoke of our nameless gods. She said that the lands were lush and lovely and that she longed to revisit them. But that even today there was more trouble from that little bit of land than from any other place in Nevèrÿon.’

‘And while she spoke with you thus, Krodar cast you a dark look …?’ The Vizerine dropped both hands to the desk. She sighed. ‘Do you know the Garth Peninsula?’

Gorgik shook his head.

‘A brutish, uncivilized place—though the scenery is pretty enough. Every other old hovel one comes across houses a witch or a wizard; not to mention the occasional mad priest. And then, a few miles to the south, it is no longer forest but jungle; and there are nothing but barbarian tribes. And the amount of worry it causes is absolutely staggering!’ She sighed again. ‘Of course, you know, Gorgik, that the Empress associates you with me. So any word spoken to you—or even a look cast your way—may be read in some way as a message intended for Myrgot.’

‘Then I hope I have not brought Myrgot an unhappy one.’

‘It’s not a good one.’ The Vizerine sighed, leaned back a little on the desk, placing one fingertip on the shale of parchment. ‘For the Empress to declare the elder gods are older than the monastery is to concede me a theological point that I support and that, till now, she has opposed. Over this point, many people have died. For her to say she wishes to go there is tantamount to declaring war on Lord Aldamir, in whose circle you and I both move, and who keeps his center of power there. For her to choose you to deliver this message is …  But I shouldn’t trouble you with the details of that meaning.’

‘Yes, My Lady. There is no need. My Lady—?’

The Vizerine raised her eyebrow.

‘I asked to come and speak to you. Because I cannot stay here at Court any longer. What can I do to help you in the outside world? Can I be a messenger for you? Can I work some bit of your land? Within the castle here there is nothing for me.’

The Vizerine was silent long enough for Gorgik to suspect she disapproved of his request. ‘Of course you’re right,’ she said at last, so that he was surprised and relieved. ‘No, you can’t stay on here. Especially after last night. I suppose I could always return you to the mines …  no, that is a tasteless joke. Forgive me.’

‘There is nothing to forgive, My Lady,’ though Gorgik’s heart had suddenly started. While it slowed, he ventured: ‘Any post you can put me to, I would happily fill.’

After another few moments, the Vizerine said: ‘Go now. I will send for you in an hour. By then we shall have decided what to do with you.’

‘You know, Jahor—’ The Vizerine stood by the window, looking between the bars at the rain, at further battlements beyond the veils of water, the dripping mansards and streaming crenellations—‘he really is an exceptional man. After five months, he wishes to leave the castle. Think how many of the finest sons and daughters of provincial noblemen who, once presented here, become parasites and hangers-on for five years or more—before they finally reach such a propitious decision as he has.’ Rain gathered on the bars and dripped, wetting inches of the beveled sill.

Jahor sat in the Vizerine’s great curved-back chair, rather slump-shouldered and, for all his greater bulk, filling it noticeably less well than she. ‘He was wasted in the mines, My Lady. He is wasted at the castle. Only consider, My Lady, what is such a man fit for? First, childhood as a portside ragamuffin, then his youth as a mine slave, followed by a few months skulking in the shadows at the Court of Eagles—where, apparently, he still has not been able to keep out of sight. That is an erratic education to say the least. I can think of no place where he could put it to use. Return him to the mines now, My Lady. Not as a slave, if that troubles you. Free him and make him a guard. That’s still more than he might ever have hoped for six months back.’

The bars dripped.

Myrgot pondered.

Jahor picked up a carefully crafted astrolabe from the desk, ran a long forenail over its calibrations, then rubbed his thumb across the curlicues of the rhet.

The Vizerine said: ‘No. I do not think that I will do that, Jahor. It is too close to slavery.’ She turned from the window and thought about her cook. ‘I shall do something else with him.’

‘I would put him back in the mines without his freedom,’ Jahor said sullenly. ‘But then, My Lady is almost as generous as the Empress herself. And as just.’

The Vizerine raised an eyebrow at what she considered an ill-put compliment. But then, of course, Jahor did not know the Empress’s most recent message that Gorgik had so dutifully delivered. ‘No. I have another idea for him …’

‘To the mines with him, My Lady, and you will save yourself much trouble, if not grief.’

Had Gorgik known of the argument that was progressing in the Vizerine’s chamber, he would most probably have misassigned the positions of the respective advocates—perhaps the strongest sign of his unfitness for court life.

Though it does not explain the actual assignment of the positions themselves, there was a simple reason for the tones of voice in which the respective positions were argued: for the last three weeks the Vizerine’s lover had been a lithe seventeen-year-old barbarian with bitten nails and mad blue eyes, who would, someday, inherit the title of Suzeraine of Strethi—though the land his parents owned, near the marshy Avila, was little more than a sizable farm. And the youth, for all his coming title, was—in his manners and bearing—little more than a barbarian fanner’s son. His passion was for horses, which he rode superbly. Indeed, he had careered, naked, on a black mount, about the Vizerine’s caravan for an hour one moonlit night when, two months before, she had been to visit the Avila province to meet with its reigning families anent taxes. She had sent Jahor to ascertain how she might meet this yellow-haired youth. A guest of his parents one evening, she discovered that they were quite anxious for him to go to court and that for one so young he had an impressive list of illegitimate children throughout the surrounding neighborhoods and was something of a bane to his kin. She had agreed to take him with her; and had kept her agreement. But the relationship was of a volatile and explosive sort that made her, from time to time, look back with fondness on the weeks with Gorgik. Four times now the suzeraine-apparent had run up atrocious debts gambling with the servants; twice he had tried to blackmail her; and he had been unfaithful to her with at least three palace serving women, and what’s more they were not of Lord Aldamir’s circle. The night before the Vizerine had departed on this her most recent mission—to get away from the child? but no—they had gotten into an incredible argument over a white gold chain which had ended with his declaring he would never let her withered lips and wrinkled paws defile his strong, bronzed body again. But just last night, however, hours before her return, he had ridden out to meet her caravan, charged into her tent, and declared he could not live without her caress another moment. In short, that small sector of Myrgot’s life she set aside for personal involvement was currently full to overflowing. (Jahor, currently, had no lover at all, nor was he overfond of the Vizerine’s.)

The Vizerine, in deference to the vaguest of promises to his barbaric parents, had been desultorily attempting to secure a small commission for the blond boy with some garrison in a safer part of the Empire. She knew he was too young for such a post, and of an impossible temperament to fill it, even were he half a dozen years older; also, there was really no way, in those days, to ascertain if any part of the Empire would remain safe. In any open combat, the little fool—for he was a fool, she did not delude herself about that—would probably be killed, and more than likely get any man under him killed as well—if his men did not turn and kill him first. (She had known such things to happen. Barbarians in positions of power were not popular with the people.) This young, unlettered chief’s son was the sort who, for all his barbaric good looks, fiery temperament, and coming inheritance, one either loved or despised. And she had discovered, upon making inquiries into the gambling affair, much to her surprise, that no one in court other than herself seemed to love him. Well, she still did not want him to leave the court …  not just now. She had only put any effort toward obtaining his commission at those moments when she had been most aware that soon she must want him as far away as possible.

The commission had arrived while she had been away; it was on her desk now.

No, after his marvelous ride last night to meet her, she did not want him to leave …  just yet. But she was experienced enough to know the wishes that he would, with such as he, must come again. As would other commissions.

‘Gorgik,’ she said, when Jahor had led him in and retired, ‘I am going to put you for six weeks with Master Narbu. He trains all of Curly’s personal guards and has instructed many of the finest generals of this Empire in the arts of war. Most of the young men there will be two or three years younger than you, but that may easily, at your age, be as much an advantage as a hindrance. At the end of that time, you will be put in charge of a small garrison near the edge of K’haki desert—north of the Falthas. At the termination of your commission you will have the freedom in fact that, as of this morning, you now have on paper. I hope you will distinguish yourself in the name of the Empress, whose reign is wise and wondrous.’ She smiled. ‘Will you agree that this now terminates any and all of our mutual obligations?’

‘You are very generous, My Lady’ Gorgik said, almost as flabbergasted as when he’d discovered himself purchased from the mines.

‘Our Empress is just and generous,’ the Vizerine said, almost as if correcting him. ‘I am merely soft-hearted.’ Her hand had strayed to the astrolabe. Suddenly she picked up the verdigrised disk, turned it over, frowned at it. ‘Here, take this. Go on. Take it, keep it; and take with it one final piece of advice. It’s heartfelt advice, my young friend. I want you always to remember the Empress’s words to you last night. Do you promise? Good—and as you value your freedom and your life, never set foot on the Garth Peninsula. And if the Vygernangx Monastery ever thrusts so much as the tiny tip of one tower over the treetops within the circle of your vision, you will turn yourself directly around and ride, run, crawl away as fast and as far as you can go. Now take it—take it, go on. And go.’

With the Vizerine’s astrolabe in his hand, Gorgik touched his forehead and backed, frowning, from the chamber.

‘My Lady, his education is already erratic enough. By making him an officer, you do not bring it to heel. It will only give him presumptions, which will bring him grief and you embarrassment.’

‘Perhaps, Jahor. Then again, perhaps not. We shall see.’

Outside the window, the rains, after having let up for the space of an hour’s sunlight, blew violently again, clouding the far towers and splattering all the way in to the edge of the stone sill, running down the inner wall to the floor.

‘My Lady, wasn’t there an astrolabe here on your desk earlier this morning …?’

‘Was there now …? Ah yes. My pesky little blue-eyed devil was in here only moments ago, picking at it. No doubt he pocketed it on his way down to the stables. Really, Jahor, I must do something about that gold-haired little tyrant. He is a true barbarian and has become the bane of my life!

Six weeks is long enough for a man to learn to enjoy himself on a horse; it is not long enough to learn to ride.

Six weeks is long enough for a man to learn the rules and forms of fencing; it is not long enough to become a swordsman.

Master Narbu, born a slave himself to a high household in the foothills of the Falthas not far from fabled Ellamon, had as a child shown some animal grace that his baronial owner thought best turned to weapon wielding—from a sort of retrograde, baronial caprice. Naturally slaves were not encouraged to excel in arms. Narbu had taken the opportunity to practice—from a retrograde despair at servitude—constantly, continuously, dawn, noon, night, and any spare moment between. At first the hope had been, naturally and secretly and obviously to any but such a capricious master, for escape. Skill had become craft and craft had become art; and developing along was an impassioned love for weaponry itself. The Baron displayed the young slave’s skill to friends; mock contests were arranged; then real contests—with other slaves, with freemen. Lords of the realm proud of their own skills challenged him; two lords of the realm died. And Narbu found himself in this paradoxical position: his license to sink sword blade into an aristocratic gut was only vouchsafed by the protection of an aristocrat. During several provincial skirmishes, Narbu fought valiantly beside his master. In several others, his master rented him out as a mercenary—by now his reputation (though he was not out of his twenties) was such that he was being urged, pressed, forced to learn the larger organizational skills and strategies that make war possible. One cannot truly trace the course of a life in a thousand pages. Let us have the reticence here not to attempt it in a thousand words. Twenty years later, during one of the many battles that resulted in the ascension of the present Child Empress Ynelgo to the Throne of Eagles, Narbu (now forty-four) and his master had been lucky enough to be on the winning side—though his master had been killed. But Narbu had distinguished himself. As a reward—for the Empress was brave and benevolent—Narbu was given his freedom and offered a position as instructor of the Empress’s own guard, a job which involved training the sons of favored aristocrats in the finer (and grosser) points of battle. (Two of Narbu’s earliest instructors had been daughters of the mysterious Western Crevasse, and much of his early finesse had been gained from these masked women with their strange and strangely sinister blades. Twice he had fought with such women; and once against them. But they did not usually venture in large groups too far from their own lands. Still, he had always suspected that Nevèrÿon, with its strictly male armies, was over-compensating for something.) In his position as royal master at arms, he found himself developing a rich and ritual tirade against his new pupils: they were soft, or when they were hard they had no discipline, or, when they had discipline, had no heart. What training they’d gotten must all be undone before they could really begin; aristocrats could never make good soldiers anyway; what was needed was good common stock. Though Master Narbu was common stock, had fought common stock, and been taught by common stock, Gorgik was the first man of common stock Master Narbu, in six years, had ever been paid to teach. And the good master now discovered that, as a teacher, somehow he had never developed a language to instruct any other than aristocrats—however badly trained, undisciplined, or heartless they were. As well, he found himself actually resenting this great-muscled, affable, quiet, giant of a youth. First, Gorgik’s physique was not the sort (as Narbu was quick to point out to him) that naturally lent itself to horsemanship or any but gross combative skills. Besides, the rumor had gone the rounds that the youth had been put under Narbu’s tutelage not even because of his exceptional strength, but because he was some high Court lady’s catamite. But one morning Master Narbu woke, frowned at some sound outside, and sat up on his pallet. Through the bars on his window, he looked out across the yard where the training dummies and exercise forms stood in moonlight—it was over an hour to sunup. On the porch of the student barracks, beneath the frayed thatch, a great form, naked and crossed with shadow from the nearest porch poles, moved and turned and moved.

The new pupil was practicing. First he would try a few swings with the light wooden sword to develop form, moving slowly, returning to starting position, hefting the blade again. And going through the swing, parry, recovery …  a little too self-consciously; and the arm not fully extended at the peak of the swing, the blade a little too high …  Narbu frowned. The new student put down the wooden blade against the barracks wall, picked up the treble-weight iron blade used to improve strength: swing, parry, recovery; again, swing, parry—the student halted, stepped back, began again. Good. He’d remembered the extension this time. Better, Narbu reflected. Better …  but not excellent. Of course, for the weighted blade, it was better than most of the youths—with those great sacks of muscle about his bones, really not so surprising …  No, he didn’t let the blade sag. But what was he doing up this early anyway …?

Then Narbu saw something.

Narbu squinted a little to make sure he saw it.

What he saw was something he could not have named himself, either to baron or commoner. Indeed, we may have trouble describing it: he saw a concentration in this extremely strong, naked young man’s practicing that, by so many little twists and sets of the body, flicks of the eye, bearings of the arms and hips, signed its origins in inspiration. He saw something that much resembled not a younger Narbu, but something that had been part of the younger Narbu and which, when he recognized it now, he realized was all-important. The others, Narbu thought (and his lips, set about with gray stubble, shaped the words), were too pampered, too soft …  how many hours before sunrise? Not those others, no, not on your …  that one, yes, was good common stock.

Narbu lay back down.

No, this common, one-time mercenary slave still did not know how to speak to a common, one-time pit slave as a teacher; and no, six weeks were not enough. But now, in the practice sessions, and sometimes in the rest periods during and after them, Narbu began to say things to the tall, scarfaced youth: ‘In rocky terrain, look for a rider who holds one rein up near his beast’s ear, with his thumb tucked well down; hell be a Narnisman and the one to show you how to coax most from your mount in the mountains. Stick by him and watch him fast …’ And: ‘The best men with throwing weapons I’ve ever seen are the desert Adami: shy men, with little brass wires sewn up around the backs of their ears. You’ll be lucky if you have a few in your garrison. Get one of them to practice with you, and you might learn something …’ Or: ‘When you requisition cart oxen in the Avila swamplands, if you get them from the Men of the Hide Shields, you must get one of them to drive, for it will be a good beast, but nervous. If you get a beast from the Men of the Palm Fiber Shields, then anyone in your garrison can drive it—they train them differently, but just how I am not sure.’ Narbu said these things and many others. His saws cut through to where and how and what one might need to learn beyond those six weeks. They came out in no organized manner. But there were many of them. Gorgik remembered many; and he forgot many. Some of those he forgot would have saved him much time and trouble in the coming years. Some that he remembered he never got an opportunity to use. But even more than the practice and the instruction (and because Gorgik practiced most, at the end of the six weeks he was easily the best in his class), this was the education he took with him. And Myrgot was away from the castle when his commission began … 
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THERE WAS AN OXCART ride along a narrow road with mountains looking over the trees to the left. With six other young officers, he forded an icy stream, up to his waist in foam; a horse ride over bare rocks, around steep slopes of slate …  ahead were the little tongues of army campfires, alick on the blue, with the desert below white as milk in a quarter light.

Gorgik took on his garrison with an advantage over most: five years’ experience in the mines as a foreman over fifty slaves.

His garrison contained only twenty-nine.

Nor were they despairing, unskilled, and purchased for life—though, over the next few years, from time to time Gorgik wondered just how much difference that made in the daily texture of their lives, for guards’ lives were rough in those days. Over those same years, Gorgik became a good officer. He gained the affection of his men, mainly by keeping them alive in an epoch in which one of the horrors of war was that every time more than ten garrisons were brought together, twenty percent were lost through communicable diseases having nothing to do with battle (and much of the knowledge for this could be traced back to some of Master Narbu’s more eccentric saws concerning various herbs, moldy fruit rinds, and moss—and not a few of Baron Curly’s observations on botany that Gorgik found himself now and again recalling to great effect). As regards the army itself, Gorgik was a man recently enough blessed with an unexpected hope of life that all this human energy expended to create an institution solely bent on smashing that hope seemed arbitrary and absurd enough to marshal all his intelligence toward surviving it. He saw battle as a test to be endured, with true freedom as prize. He had experienced leading of a sort before, and he led well. But the personalities of his men—both their blustering camaraderie (which seemed a pale and farcical shadow of the brutal and destructive mayhem that, from time to time, had broken out in the slave quarters at the mines, always leaving one or two dead) and the constant resignation to danger and death (that any sane slave would have been trying his utmost to avoid)—confused him (and confusion he had traditionally dealt with by silence) and depressed him (and depression, frankly, he had never really had time to deal with, nor did he really here, so that its effects, finally, were basically just more anecdotes for later years on the stupidity of the military mind).

He knew all his men, and had a far easier relationship with them than most officers of that day. But only a very few did he ever consider friends, and then not for long. A frequent occurrence: some young recruit would take the easiness of some late-night campfire talk, or the revelations that occurred on a foggy morning hike, as a sign of lasting intimacy, only to find himself reprimanded—and, in three cases over the two years, struck to the ground for the presumption: for these were basic and brutal times—in a manner that recalled nothing so much (at least to Gorgik, eternally frustrated by having to give out these reprimands) as the snubs he had received in the halls of the High Court of Eagles the mornings after some particularly revelatory exchange with some count or princess.

Couldn’t these imbeciles learn?

He had.

The ones who stayed in his garrison did. And respected him for the lesson—loved him, some of them would even have said in the drunken evenings that, during some lax period that, now at a village tavern, now at a mountain campsite where rum had been impounded from a passing caravan, still punctuated a guard’s life. Gorgik laughed at this. His own silent appraisal of the situation had been, from the beginning: I may die; they may die; but if there is any way their death can delay mine, let theirs come down.

Yet within this strictly selfish ethical matrix, he was able to display enough lineaments both of reason and bravery to satisfy those above him in rank and those below—till, from time to time, especially in the face of rank cowardice (which he always tried to construe—and usually succeeded—as rank stupidity) in others, he could convince himself there might be something to the whole idea. ‘Might’—for survival’s sake he never allowed it to go any further.

He survived.

But such survival was a lonely business. After six months, out of loneliness, he hired a scribe to help him with some of the newer writing methods that had recently come to the land and composed a long letter to the Vizerine: inelegant, rambling, uncomfortable with its own discourse, wisely it touched neither on his affection for her nor his debt to her, but rather turned about what he had learned, had seen, had felt: the oddly depressed atmosphere of the marketplace in the town they had passed through the day before; the hectic nature of the smuggling in that small port where, for two weeks now, they had been garrisoned; the anxious gossip of the soldiers and prostitutes about the proposed public building scheduled to replace a section of slumlike huts in a city to the north; the brazen look to the sky from a southern mountain path that he and his men had wandered on for two hours in the evening before stopping to camp.

At the High Court the Vizerine read his letter—several times, and with a fondness that, now all pretence at the erotic was gone, grew, rather than diminished, in directions it would have been hard for grosser souls to follow, much less appreciate. His letter contained this paragraph:

‘Rumors came down among the lieutenants last week that all the garrisons hereabout were to go south for the Garth in a month. I drank beer with the Major, diced him for his bone-handled knives and won. Two garrisons were to go to the Able-aini, in the swamps west of the Falthas—a thankless position, putting down small squabbles for ungrateful lords, he assured me, more dangerous and less interesting than the south. I gave him back his knives. He scratched his gray beard in which one or two rough, rusty hairs still twist, and gave me his promise of the swamp post, thinking me mad.’

The Vizerine read it, at dawn, standing by the barred windows (dripping with light rain as they had dripped on the morning of her last interview with Gorgik, half a year before), remembered him, looked back toward her desk where once a bronze astrolabe had lain among the parchments. A lamp flame wavered, threatened to go out, and steadied. She smiled.

Toward the end of Gorgik’s three years (the occasional, unmistakably royal messenger who would come to his tent to deliver Myrgot’s brief and very formal acknowledgements did not hurt his reputation among his troops), when his garrison was moving back and forth at bi-weekly intervals from the desert skirmishes near the Venarra Canyon to the comparatively calm hold of fabled Ellamon high in the Faltha range (where, like all tourists, Gorgik and his men went out to observe, from the white lime slopes, across the crags to the far corrals, the fabled, flying beasts that scarred the evening with their exercises), he discovered that some of his men had been smuggling purses of salt from the desert to the mountains. He made no great issue of it; but he called in the man whom he suspected to be second in charge of the smuggling operation and told him he wished a share—a modest share—of the profits. With that share, many miles to the south, he purchased three extra carts, and four extra oxen to pull them; and with a daring that astonished his men (for the empress’s customs inspectors were neither easy nor forgiving) on his last trek, a week before his discharge, he brought three whole cartfuls of contraband salt, which he got through by turning off the main road, whereupon they were shortly met by what was obviously a ragged, private guard at the edge of private lands.

‘Common soldiers may not trespass on the Hold of the Princess Elyne—!’

‘Conduct me to her Highness!’ Gorgik announced, holding his hand up to halt his men.

After dark, he returned to them (with a memory of high fires in the dank, roofless hall; and the happy princess with her heavy, jeweled robes and her hair greasy and her fingers thin and grubbier than his own, taking his hard, cracked hands in hers and saying: ‘Oh, but you see what I’ve come home to? A bunch of hereditary heathens who think I am a goddess, and cannot make proper conversation for five minutes! No, no, tell me again of the Vizerine’s last letter. I don’t care if you’ve told me twice before. Tell me again, for it’s been over a year since I’ve heard anything at all from Court. And I long for their company; I long for it. All my stay there taught me was to be dissatisfied with this ancient, moldy pile. No, sit there, on that bench, and I will sit beside you and have them bring us more bread and cider and meat. And you shall simply tell me again, friend Gorgik …’) with leave for his men and his carts to pass through her lands; and thus he avoided the inspectors.

A month after he left the army, some friendlier men of an intricately tattooed and scarred desert tribe gave him some exquisitely worked copper vases. Provincial burghers in the Argini bought them from him for a price five times what he recalled, from his youth in the port, such work was worth in civilized cities. From the mountain women of Ka’hesh (well below Ellamon) he purchased a load of the brown berry leaves that, when smoked, put one in a state more relaxed than beer—he was now almost a year beyond his release from the army—and transported it all the way to the Port of Sarness, where, in small quantities, he sold it to sailors on outgoing merchant ships. While he was there, a man whom he had paid to help him told him of a warehouse whose back window was loose in which were stored great numbers of …  But we could fill pages; let us compress both time and the word.

The basic education of Gorgik had been laid. All that followed—the months he reentered a private service as a mercenary officer again, then as a gamekeeper to a provincial count, then as paid slave-overseer to the same count’s treecutters, then as bargeman on the river that ran through that count’s land, again as a smuggler in Vinelet, the port at the estuary of that river, then as a mercenary again, then as a private caravan guard—all of these merely developed motifs we have already sounded. Gorgik, at thirty-six, was tall and great-muscled, with rough, thinning hair and a face (with its great scar) that looked no more than half a dozen years older than it had at twenty-one, a man comfortable with horse and sword, at home with slaves, thieves, soldiers, prostitutes, merchants, counts, and princesses; a man who was—in his way and for his epoch—the optimum product of his civilization. The slave mine, the Court, the army, the great ports and mountain holds, desert, field, and forest: each of his civilization’s institutions had contributed to creating this scar-faced giant, who wore thick furs in cold weather and in the heat went naked (save for a layered disk of metal, with arcane etchings and cutouts upon it—an astrolabe—chained around his veined and heavy neck, whatever the month), an easy man in company yet able to hold his silence. Often, at dawn in the mountains or in evenings on the desert, he wondered what terribly important aspects there were to his civilization in excess of a proper ability, at the proper time, to tell the proper tale. But for the civilization in which he lived, this dark giant, soldier, and adventurer, with desires we’ve not yet named and dreams we’ve hardly mentioned, who could speak equally of and to barbarian tavern maids and High Court ladies, flogged slaves lost in the cities and provincial nobles at ease on their country estates, he was a civilized man.

—New York

October 1976



Appendix: Closures and Openings

It is easy to see why Pasolini’s arguments could have been so easily dismissed. He himself, only half jokingly, asked: ‘What horrible sins are crouching in my philosophy?’ and named the ‘monstrous’ juxtaposition of irrationalism and pragmatism, religion and action, and other ‘fascist’ aspects of our civilization …  Let me suggest, however, that an unconventional, less literal or narrow reading of Pasolini’s pronouncements (for such they undoubtedly were), one that would accept his provocations and work on the contradictions of his ‘heretical empiricism,’ could be helpful in resisting, if not countering, the more subtle seduction of a logico-semiotic humanism

—TERESA DE LAURETIS

Alice Doesn’t—Feminism,Semiotics, Cinema

1. Compositional elegance would certainly have us place here K. Leslie Steiner’s translation of the c. 900 word Culhar’ Fragment (also known as the Missolonghi Codex), that most ancient of ancient texts on which the stories in this series are all, in part or in whole, based—as well, perhaps, as include select samples of her three hundred pages of commentary, which make the various essays in which those comments first appeared and finally the book in which, in 1977, those essays were collected a work of genius and her own. (It was in their separate journal appearances, between 1972 and 1976, that they first excited us to fiction.) Professor Steiner was willing. But anguished over—and afflicted with a sadly inflated notion of—Nevèrÿon’s commercial possibilities, her university publisher would not grant reprint rights for any affordable fee. Because the correspondence reached such heat, we have been advised for legal reason not even to mention the book’s title! I can only exhort readers to go, find, and lovingly peruse that wonder-filled volume. All I can offer in the stead of that absent text is these work-notes, marginal comments, and reminiscences.

2. I had every intention of making ‘The Tale of Plagues and Carnivals’ a farewell to my nearly ten-year sojourn in Nevèrÿon. The serial form, however, admits to certain speculations, elaborations, exfoliations. What origins, then, can we construct?

3. From the time I became aware that the Nevèrÿon tales would become a series—from the time I became aware of a certain dissatisfaction with the idea that a sequence of encounters with a set of socially central institutions was constitutive of the ‘civilized’ subject (‘The Tale of Gorgik’) and turned back to critique that notion with the idea that a sequence of far more subjective encounters with some far more marginal institutions could be equally constitutive (‘The Tale of Old Venn’)—I more or less thought of these stories as a Child’s Garden of Semiotics.

The five stories of volume one (Tales of Nevèrÿon) struggle through the classical notion of the sign (stoically divided into a signifier and signified), positted by the pre-Socratic Greeks and persistent up through Saussure and Pierce, and the conservative notion of social relations that this ‘classical’ sign stabilizes. Under such a program, semiotics becomes the study of the way in which signs are organized.

The sixth tale, the novel that fills most of the second volume (Neveryóna, or: The Tale of Signs and Cities), struggles toward a somewhat richer view of the sign, shattering it into sign consumption/transformation/production (or semiosis—more usually defined as ‘sign interpretation’), sign function, and sign vehicle—the schema that distinguishes Umberto Eco’s semiotics as he adumbrated it in Opera Aperta (Milano: Bompiani, 1962) and the early essays in The Role of the Reader (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1984), expressed it in A Theory of Semiotics (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1976), and (subsequently) critiqued it from a historical perspective in Semiotics and the Philosophy of Language (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1984). This is certainly the most impressive account of semiosis that allows sign systems to evolve, generate new signs, critique themselves, and generally to change. In such a view, semiotics becomes the study of the way in which signs are generated.

In the third and fourth volumes (Flight from Nevèrÿon, as well as in this, I hope, final book), the tales move away from semiotics to a more general semiology, as Roland Barthes described it in his ‘Inaugural Lecture’ for the Chair of Literary Semiology at the College de France, January 7, 1977: for Barthes, semiology was ‘the labor that collects the impurities of language, the wastes of linguistics, the immediate corruption of any message: nothing less than the desires, fears, expressions, intimidations, advances, blandishments, protests, excuses, aggressions, and melodies of which active language is made.’ This idea of semiology as the excess, the leftover, the supplement of linguistics brings us round to Jacques Derrida’s logic of the supplement, without which semiology and, indeed, poststructuralism in general would be hugely impoverished.

Language in its classical model begins as the grunt spilling out alongside gesture, the excess of indication, the supplement to ostension, the verbal signifier denoting reference. But eventually the grunt, the excess, the supplement recomplicates into meaning, a system so rich it reverses the hierarchy at precisely the point the grunt becomes a spillage, an excess, a supplement to emotion, need, desire (i.e., becomes itself a gesture indicating something otherwise unseeable, that is: at the first infant’s cry). In its recomplication it becomes a system able to create and to control meaning on its own, developing in the process its own spillage, excess, supplement—writing—which begins to recomplicate all over again, again upsetting the power hierarchy, contouring it not to its former value but toward a new one. Through its richnesses, meaning has become power … 

4. In the traditional paraliterary story/novel series, each new tale critiques the tale (or tales) before it. Is it belaboring the obvious to point out that, in the Nevèrÿon series, earlier tales (e.g., ‘The Tale of Old Venn’ and Neveryóna) dramatically critique later ones (e.g., ‘The Tale of Plagues and Carnivals’) as well …?

I had every intention of making ‘The Game of Time and Pain’ a farewell to my sojourn in Nevèrÿon …  But why must all assertions such as this end, from now on, with a pause?

5. The Nevèrÿon series takes place at the edge of the shadow of the late French psychiatrist Jacques Lacan, from the slaves who have vacated the collars in the first pages of the first tale (gone to what manumissions, executions, or other collars, the child Gorgik never knows, though the rest of his life can be looked at as an attempt to find out) to the series of vanished authorities and their empty citadels, such as Lord Aldamir and his castle: the Dead father, the Absent father, the Name of the Law.

At the same time, I have tried to keep a sharp vigil against the muddling results of an essentialist sexuality. As the late Michel Foucault warned us so pointedly in a lecture at Stanford a few years back: ‘We must get rid of the Freudian schema …  the schema of the interiorization of the law through the medium of sex.’ Deeply I feel that in our current social system, almost all claims of such an interiorization are, today, signs of potential terrorism, wherever they are made, even by groups as seemingly diverse as orthodox and radical psychiatry or the Moral Majority or feminist critics against pornography.

The material power of the present father is the material power of any coercive aggressive individual, male or female, armed or unarmed. But it is only the power to coerce in excess of immediate bodily force—the power of the ‘absent father’—that constitutes authority in our patriarchal culture as a day-to-day social reality. And it is our habitual insistence on reading all such absent-but-functioning authority as male (even when, as in the case of the ‘absent father,’ gender is, indeed, materially absent) and at work, usually, on a feminine ground of ‘the natural’ (e.g., where ‘the natural’ is a fragment of effective social functioning that is seen as somehow ‘normal’ [instead of tediously learned and internalized], ‘a-historical’ [instead of insistently socially constituted], or a product of ‘the better side of human nature’ [instead of the intersection of a series of repressions], and thus essentially feminine [instead of masculine, as it would be cognized were it seen as a product of these now bracketed modes]) that stabilizes the socio-economic realities of patriarchal society. Social power-relations, from the way embarking passengers wait at a subway-car door for the former passengers to leave the train, to the way a prisoner receives a sentence of incarceration or death from a judge, are very much a language. They involve understood meanings, always more or less accepted, always more or less challenged, always in excess of bodily coercion—in excess of striking body and rebounding body, i.e. of classical mechanics—that contour appropriate or inappropriate behavior. But as long as power, whether it goes with or against the law, is named male, the law itself will be male—even if justice is a woman blinded by men, with both her hands occupied maintaining a passive and impossibly difficult balancing act.

As language comes from all that is in excess of gesture (unto containing gesture), so social power/authority comes from all that is in excess of mechanical coercion (unto containing mechanical coercion).

The unconscious is structured, declared Lacan so famously in Ecrits, as a language.

Well, so is social power/authority.

Indeed, the totality of social power/authority as it is interiorized for better or for worse by each individual may just be the structure of the unconscious.

Do I believe, then, Michael Ryan’s assertion with which I opened the third volume, i.e., that the impossibility of individuating meanings at the level of the word, which Derrida has so powerfully demonstrated (or at the level of the sentence, which Quine has demonstrated with equal power, though with less fanfare; or at the level of any operationally rich, axiomatic system, which was Gödel’s originary contribution—Derrida took the term ‘undecidability’ from Gödel), is a material force?

Frankly, I don’t know.

But I think the possibility must be seriously considered by anyone interested in either language or power, not to mention their frighteningly elusive, always allusive, and often illusive relations.

6. Lacan, and at this point Lacan’s commentators even more so, have led us back to a careful reconsideration of Freud’s texts with a focus on language. (Our focus? Freud’s? The text’s? Often it is as intriguingly undecidable as the terminal prepositional phrase’s antecedent in the previous sentence.) These rereadings have been scrupulously clarifying, profoundly exciting.

The objection to Freud, however, remains. I do not, of course, mean the problem of ‘vulgar Freudianism,’ where metonymies are interpreted as metaphors for their originary terms and situations. The valid Freudian enterprise is rather to discern the several social and psychological systems (clearly distinguishing which is which) by which metonymies exfoliate. And Freud’s discovery of the force of sex as it worked among the psychological systems was a great one. The problem was, however, not that Freud paid too much attention to sex, but that—paradoxically—he paid too little attention to it. The nature of his inattention manifested itself as a series of metaphors that exhausted sex by purely social analogues. In the Oedipus Complex, for example, infantile sexuality becomes wholly entailed with the emotions of jealousy, aggression, and fear, which, after puberty, sexual feelings can, indeed, sometimes evoke when frustrated—though by no means necessarily so. Since sex is not an emotion, but an appetite, this entailment wreaks untold confusions in a theory that is supposed to be dealing with ‘drives’: in short, Freud does not deal with sex as an autonomous function that may (or may not) have its own working rules apart from the shifting emotional calculus in which it is embedded: and he deals with a negative irritant that can only be satisfied (however pleasurably) by a counter irritant as if it were a positive energy. At some point in any detailed analysis that goes on long enough, this must cause errors.

The objection to Lacan—a paradox that mirrors our objection to Freud—is that he does not pay enough attention to language. I am not talking of Lacan’s famously recomplicated and allusive style. Rather, in the range of his theoretical elaboration there is little to suggest that, for all his brilliant speculation on the way language works [in] the mind, he entertains any grasp of the primary function of language, not only in the function and field of psychoanalysis, but in the general cultural scheme of things.

Language is first and foremost a stabilizer of behavior, thought, and feeling, of human responses and reactions—both for groups and for individuals. Its aid in intellectual analysis and communication are (one) secondary and (two) wholly entailed with its function as a stabilizing system. (It is precisely by its ability to stabilize reactions at the level of the signified that language creates—or ‘introduces the subject into’—the Symbolic.) Language by itself can call up sexual responses in the absence of a sexual object—and, sometimes, repress sexual responses in the presence of one. Given the tasks we humans find, fixate on, and imagine, again and again our responses must achieve a variety, complexity, and accuracy surpassing those of other species by enormous factors. If there were not an extensive stabilizing system, that variety, complexity, and accuracy could never be achieved.

The masculinist bias in the language of patriarchal society and culture in general, and in psychoanalytic terminology in particular, from ‘phallus,’ ‘castration,’ and ‘There is only one libido, and it is male,’ to ‘absent father’ and the exemplary ‘he,’ is not the producer of the problem. But it most definitely stabilizes responses and patterns of response to the problem—responses now of individuals, now of groups.

A European study of the 1970s has shown that Italian mothers who breast-feed their infants wean their girl children 40 percent earlier, on the average, than they wean their sons. An American study of the same decade has shown that the average white-collar American father physically handles his under-a-year-old infant of either sex less than five seconds a day. Male children under five receive on the average more than five times the amount of physical contact, both from their parents and other adults of both sexes, than do female children of the same age. Infants handled primarily by one adult for their first eighteen months tend to be frightened of strangers and less secure as children than infants handled consistently by two or more adults for their first eighteen months. These and a host of like facts may just be among the strongest empirical causes for ‘patriarchal culture.’ As one collects more and more of them, one begins to read from them a relative brutalization of the female body and the female psyche in infancy and early childhood that manifests itself in any general collection of male and female adults in terms of adult physicality, attitude, and behavior; and they may directly or indirectly control both the Imaginary and the Symbolic orders well before the infant grows into her or his stade du miroir—that is, before the phallus (as opposed to the female genitalia or the male genitalia) is perceived as a signifier or anything else.

Language is a stabilizer among our responses to the world and to our problems in it. When the stabilizing system is so powerful and important as to make our responses as we recognize them, for all practical purposes (whether they are good responses or bad ones), possible, it is tempting to view the stabilizing system itself as causative of the responses if the responses are judged good, and causative of the problems themselves if the responses are judged bad (i.e. if the responses exacerbate the problems or just allow them to continue). But with the concept of stabilization of response, we can accept the overlap in both these cases while still avoiding its seductive confusions.

To make real changes in patriarchal society and culture will require complex, intricate, and accurate behavior. And things can be done about the empirical problems if our responses are stabilized by language.

Our earliest and originary Judeo-Christian myth tells us that Adam alone had the right to name—that is, he had the triple right, first, to divide up the world into the semantic units most useful for him, second, to organize those units into the fictions that would stabilize what was most useful to him to have stable, and, third, to exclude from language whatever was most convenient for him to leave unspoken. If we want a world where not only freedom of speech, but freedom of social determination exists for both sexes, women must seize this triple right to name, seize it violently and hold to it tenaciously; and they must use it for something more than simply retelling his old tales. For those tales were what stabilized patriarchal society in the first place. But only if they seize and use this right will they be able to stabilize reactions in both men and women at a fine enough precision to bring about the desired revolution in patriarchal society and culture. If women commit this seizure, that revolution, however painful, may still be a comparatively peaceful one.

If they do not, it will be a bloody one. For, once again, language is not the problem—only a tool to help with solutions.

But at this point the historical battle to name the law and to effect its constitution within an always-to-be-created society and culture—already a whit less patriarchal for sustaining the conflict even the length of time it takes to name it—has always-already begun. And certainly nothing I, a man, have written, write here, or could possibly write represents or expresses its origins.

7. If, as it turns to examine the interplay between the healthy and the pathological, psychoanalysis would untangle specific failures of the stabilizing system, or would examine ways in which the stabilizing system itself is unstable or, indeed, would explore response patterns stabilized in undesirable ways, all well and good. But it must be prepared to find destabilizing systems, counter-stabilizing systems, and reactions and responses simply too great to be stabilized by the systems available (reactions both social and psychological), many if not most of them nonlinguistic. But only with its object so clarified can psychoanalysis proceed on any front with any lasting efficacy.

8. The excerpt from Ryan’s preface that introduces volume three ends with a footnote commending the reader to a number of articles by Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak (from whose introduction to her translation of Derrida’s Of Grammatology I took the motto for the first volume of these tales), among them: ‘Il faut en s’en prenant à elles,’ in Les fins de l’homme (Paris, 1981); ‘Revolutions that as Yet Have No Model: Derrida’s “Limited Inc.”’ Diacritics 10, no. 4 (Winter 1980); ‘Finding Feminist Readings: Dante and Yeats,’ Social Texts 3 (Fall 1980); ‘Unmaking and Making in To the Lighthouse,’ in Women and Language in Literature and Society (New York, 1980); ‘Three Feminist Readings: McCullers, Drabble, Habermas,’ Union Seminary Quarterly Review 35, nos. 1 and 2 (Fall-Winter 1979-80); ‘Explanation and Culture: Marginalia,’ Humanities in Society 2, no. 3 (Summer 1979); ‘Displacement and the Discourse of Women,’ in Displacement: Derrida and After, edited by Mark Krupnick, Indiana University Press (1983); ‘Sex and History in The Prelude (1805): Books 9-13,’ in Texas Studies in Language and Literature; ‘Reading the World: Literary Studies in the 80s,’ in College English; and ‘French Feminism in an International Frame,’ Yale French Studies.

Let me iterate Ryan’s commendation.

In a sense, modern philosophy is a series of introductions to introductions to introductions, the movement between them controlled by the protective play of forces about desire.

9. Early on, it occurred to me that the relationship of the Nevèrÿon series to semiotics/semiology might be, for better or for worse, much like that of Van Vogt’s Null-A series to General Semantics.

I have tried to leave the odd sign of this in the text.

10. Davenport plumbs Pausanias (Volume II, Penguin edition, pp.355-364?) for souvenirs of Elis and its resident Skeptic; Mabbott (or Julian Symons? That’s where I found it) for young Poe’s bogus Russian romp; perhaps Maurois for Hugo’s visit, from his exile in Jersey, to Guernsey. But that’s very different from the historical enterprise of Nevèrÿon; different from the way I comb Braudel, or, for that matter, the Native’s D’Eramo.

11. But origins are always constructs, always contouring ideological agendas.

What other kinds of origins, then, am I drawn to discuss?

What other kinds of origins am I drawn to exclude?

12. Childhood readings of Robert E. Howard, descriptions by various friends over the years of Leiber’s Fafhrd and the Gray Mouser, Moore’s Jeryl, Moorcock’s Elric? Finally, I suppose, Russ’s Alyx series and the introduction for its initial volume assemblage: but those are public precursors for any reader to infer.

I can remember others.

The first Nevèrÿon story, for example, was never finished, never titled; its two fragments, as far as I know, were lost.

In London in 1973, while I was completing the first draft of Triton and ‘Shadows,’ waiting for my daughter to get born, this image struck:

To a sequestered corral, somewhere near the mountain hold of fabled Ellamon, delinquent girls were sent for incarceration from all over the prehistoric land. There they were put to work as grooms and riders for a breed of flying dragon, local to the mountains, which, for some generations now, had been under Imperial protection.

I made two written starts into this imaginary visitation, both of which I thought might become one tale.

One ran to perhaps a dozen typewritten pages:

In a wagon caravan also carrying goods and stores for the mountain hold, a girl of fifteen was being transported from a primitive city, where she’d been convicted of stealing some coins, to the mountain reformatory. Her overseer was a foreign, Amazon-like woman named Raven, who wore a black rag mask across her eyes and who was to work as a guard at the prison once she had delivered her charge.

In the midst of the caravan journey through the forested slopes, bandits attacked the wagons, and, with bow and arrow, Raven killed their chief. (She was a crack shot.) During the attack, she gave the girl some orders, but, more hypnotized than frightened by the violence, the girl did not respond. She was so unused to taking orders, especially from another woman, that it didn’t occur to her to obey—even to save her life and the lives of the others around her. Raven was not so much angered or bewildered by the girl’s paralysis as amused. She speculated that a time in the reformatory with other young women criminals might do the girl good. The bandits were driven off, but, as the caravan resumed its journey, the girl, who’d always thought of herself as an adventurous, dangerous, and independent sort, was both fascinated and repelled by this foreign woman who killed men for rational reasons.

The other, six-page fragment, written perhaps three weeks earlier, detailed an incident that occurred some weeks later, with the girl now having become an inmate at the dragon corral and Raven having taken up her job among the guards:

The corral had something of a reputation throughout that primitive land, and from time to time men tried to break into it in hope of the sex to be had there from the young criminals. Led by an older inmate, a young woman possibly psychotic, a group of girls (including the newcomer) had captured such an interloper that morning. Binding his hands behind him, they hung him from a wooden rack (was it built for the purpose …?) by one leg.

Over a day and night, the delinquents tortured, maimed, and—finally—killed him.

Was there some question as to whether the man was a willing victim, who’d let himself be captured and bound, under the impression that the delinquent girls, after they had ‘enjoyed’ him, would set him free …?

Raven learned from the other guards that such male invasions happened two or three times a year—and always with the same end. When men penetrated the mountain reformatory, the more experienced women who guarded the youngsters looked the other way and let them do as they would. At first, when Raven (like the young man) thought the girls would ‘enjoy’ him and let him go, she’d even allowed some of the girls to sneak off to take part. Later, when she accidentally came upon the actual torture, however, she was deeply troubled—particularly by the participation of the girl she’d brought to the compound. While Raven could conceive of killing men (or women) for reasons of self-defense, this Dionysiac slaughter was, to her, deranged—though, unsettlingly, on discovering it, she could not bring herself to step in and stop it, almost as if she suffered from the same paralysis as had her young charge earlier.

That evening Raven decided she would not remain there as a guard but would leave the dragon corral the next morning and go elsewhere … 

A third, unwritten scene was probably why the fragments never joined in a single tale. For the strongest of my initial visions was that, at the story’s end, the newly imprisoned girl would ride gloriously through the air on the back of a flying dragon—

I begin, a sentence lover, an SF writer; which means I am stuck, willy-nilly, with a certain grammar, a certain logic. It seemed important that my young prisoner not escape (or die!) at the (potential) story’s end. (‘Escape’ was something only Raven, by her decision, was free to do.) But the notion of all these young criminals, grooming and riding their own means to freedom but never actually using them, no matter what limitations they’d internalized through whatever social pressures, no matter how terrible the jungle or rock or desert they might have to struggle in when their dragons landed, seemed an oddity that, finally, meant there was no story.

Similarly, Raven’s inability to bring herself to stop the slaughter of the young man seemed as unbelievable as the girl’s inability to do anything to help when the caravan was attacked.

Both finally lacked what T. S. Eliot’s generation called ‘objective correlatives,’ and mine, ‘psychological veracity.’

These two moments of feminine paralysis on which everything hinged were literature’ in its most degraded sense. Neither reflected in any interesting way anything I’d known of women or men in any real situation of material pressure, and both reflected all too much the psychological clichés for heroines of fifties’ action-adventure movies.

I felt, and still feel, that it is important for fantasy to have a grasp of the complexity of fact, if not of factual content.

So the tale was put aside.

In December 1974, just before Christmas, after a stay of almost two years to the day, I returned from London to New York. When various papers were sent after me, the fragments were not among them.

I haven’t seen them since.
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In some parallel world that tale may have been written, with all its excesses, unbelievabilities, and contradictions—the distortions that would make it ‘work’ committed largely on the personality of the foreign guard, on her young charges.

It’s not my world.

Nevertheless, it remains in memory as one lost origin of Nevèrÿon: those two fragments, with the unwritten third, were the logical and grammatical violences against the real, torn apart, recast, recon-toured, critiqued, reformed, elaborated in all their various atomika, and their atomika rejoined as this set of intricate lies that have tethered me to this odd structure, the Nevèrÿon series (built for what purpose …?), a decade now.

13. ‘The history of thought is the history of its models,’ Fredric Jameson writes in the opening of his preface to The Prison House of Language.

14. The problem as some feminists have articulated it (most recently and brilliantly, Teresa de Lauretis, in Alice Doesn’t—Feminism, Semiotics, Cinema Indiana University Press, 1984), is the exclusion of woman as ‘historical subject’ from an overwhelmingly male discourse. This exclusion has been effected by yet another logical contradiction of man: historically, woman has been projected again and again as the subject side of man (i.e., as nature, mystery, the unknown, the site of absence of the social constraints on which all society is grounded, the site of uncontrolled desire) and at once the object of man (sign of male social position, a source of cheap or unpaid labor, the desired object, and the unitary exchange commodity that at once binds, coheres, and generates patriarchal society-as-a-collection-of-bodies).

I would suggest that, theoretically, this ‘exclusion of woman as historical subject’ is a false problem (i.e., a misreading); I would further suggest that, within patriarchal society, the notion of ‘historical subjects’ itself stabilizes the contradiction and thus encourages the exclusion. The real problem, as I see it, is not the apparent contradiction between woman as subject and woman as object and the exclusion it seems to achieve. It is rather the obvious complicity between the denial, first, of woman as historical object and the denial, second, of woman as transhistorical subject: these twin denials, which have nothing contradictory about them, are the real mechanism for the exclusion of women from a cultural discourse, which, by that exclusion, stabilizes their social, psychological, and sexual exploitation—an exploitation largely carried out in overwhelmingly economic terms. I truly believe that, restated in this wise, the theoretical side of the problem is solved much the way the goose is gotten out of the bottle in the famous Zen koan. What is left for theory in practical terms, after this theoretical revision, is the specific assertion of women as historical object (research, history, speculation on where women have been and what they have done) and the assertion of the historical constitution of women as transhistorical subject (how has it been brought about). Lacan and Foucault both would seem to agree that this is identical with the constitution of ‘man’ as transhistorical subject. Certainly there must be an overlap: men and women are less than a chromosome apart. But the very existence of a feminist critique, totally aside from any rightness or wrongness of any of its elements, means that identity does not cover the case.

What the pursuit of the false problem has unearthed that is valid nevertheless can be easily represented under the theoretical rubrics of the constitution of woman as transhistorical subject and woman as historical object.

But the truth embodied in the ideological strategy as I have outlined it should be as axiomatic for the poststructuralists as the Saussurian postulate, ‘The sign is arbitrary’ was axiomatic for the structuralist enterprise against which the array of poststructuralist positions arose in dialogue: ‘The subject is transhistorical.’ For that is only another way of saying that the subject is fallible: it can, and will, make mistakes.

The transhistoricity of the subject is, of course, an illusion; but it is an inescapable illusion, without which there is no subject. (It is, indeed, the ego’s belief in itself.) To offer perhaps a somewhat strained analogy: cinema is an illusion constituted of successive frames of light projected on a screen. But without the light or a screen, there is no cinema—no illusion. The subject is a similar illusion, constituted of a sequence of historical responses projected within the sentient body. But without either history or the sentient body, there is no subject—no illusion. Needless to say, the relation between ‘successive’ historical responses is far more complex than that between the frames of a film; and at that syntactic level of complexity of relation and at the neurological level of complexity of the body in which these relations register, we have a human system quite complex enough for, and capable of, true freedom. (Determinism or indeterminism? No, that is not where the ‘illusion’ lies.) The historical question is, then, what makes women (or men) experience themselves as transhistorical at one point in history; what makes them experience themselves as transhistorical at another point. And the structure of oppression is as constitutive of that illusion as the organization of strengths. Historically, these things change for women, for men.

To assert that the subject is always transhistorical (and thus an illusion) is in no way one with the assertion that the historical process of the subject’s constitution must (therefore) remain totally opaque and beyond all research and theory. It is simply to say that researchers and theoreticians alike must be careful—and on the watch for errors.

Nor do I mean that progress cannot (or has not) been made under the theoretical program of ‘historical subjects’—which, in this society, are traditionally male—and its inescapable implication of a transhistorical object, always desired (by whom?), always absent (from what?), an eternally missing factor from the male dominated version of history save as the signifier of desire—the phallus, which woman (supposedly) is, but by which she is, the moment she threatens to appear in the Imaginary, displaced by and replaced with a male image, which results in her repression from the Symbolic order through a conspiracy of signs suspiciously similar to, if not identical with, the program by which her productions in society (Imaginary, Symbolic, and—pace Lacan—political), as well as all their rewards, are appropriated by, revalued by, and renamed by men, a program both men and women can recognize as exploitative and oppressive. I mean, rather, that such a verbal theoretical expression centering around the retrieval of ‘historical subjects’ does not stabilize the progress made under its rubric. The progress is made—but it tends to be forgotten very quickly, because it is already infiltrated by, and therefore soon dispersed by, the subject myths of patriarchal history with which, unless it remains insistently and programmatically critical of the theory that stabilizes them, it is so intimately entailed.

Counterstabilization, at this point, is necessary.

15. ‘What is the Modular Calculus?’ a reader writes.

The modular calculus began as a science fictional notion that turns out to be somewhat related to the famous Finagle Factor (that illusive constant sought by all researchers, by which the wrong answer is adjusted to get the right one).

Quine has talked about ‘fitting grammars’ and ‘guiding grammars.’ In more informal terms, there can be perfectly accurate descriptions of systems, of situations, or even of machines, which, while they tell us what these systems, situations, and machines look like, how they move, how they function (that is, tell us how they might work) nevertheless do not indicate how they do work. Similarly, there are explanations that tell us, accurately and precisely, how something actually does work, so that we can both recognize and (potentially) construct an object that works in the same way—though often those explanations will not let us recognize the initial object from which the grammar was derived (it doesn’t necessarily tell us whether it was a green one or a red one, if its being green or red is not part of its workings) should we stumble over it in life. The first is, more or less, a fitting grammar. The second is, more or less, a guiding grammar. (And a description rich in both fitting and guiding elements is what anthropologist Clifford Geertz calls a ‘thick description.’)

The modular calculus is an algorithm or set of algorithms (a set of fixed operations) that can be applied to any fitting grammar to adjust it into a guiding grammar.

A limit case, however, strongly suggests such an algorithm is a total fantasy:

‘There is a large red box with a button on one end and a light on the other. When you press the button, sometimes the light goes on; sometimes it does not.’ The description might go on to include a possible circuit that would cause the described switch-and-light operations to occur. There is our fitting grammatical description of an object.

The modular calculus, if such a thing existed, would be a fixed set of algorithms one could apply to this description that would then produce a template of the actual circuitry inside the box, i.e. would give the guiding grammar for the situation.

Well, since there are an infinite number of ‘circuits’ that could bring about these results, some involving mechanical means, some involving electrical means, some involving electronic means, and many, many, many involving combinations of two or all three, obviously no algorithm could specify which particular circuit was necessarily inside the box from only our guiding description.

We can push our limit case a step further. ‘There is a large black box with a button on one end and a light on the other end. When the button is pushed, the light does not go on.’

The modular calculus would, again, allow us to know from only this much what is in the box.

Since this box may contain nothing, or, indeed, any broken circuit ever envisioned, or any number of working circuits that just do other things, or a donkey, or a set of the Encyclopaedia Britannica, the modular calculus seems again reduced to a fantasy at one with a magic that not only lets you see through walls but also assures that you will understand what you see when you do.

If we allow a certain critical margin into the notion of the modular calculus, however, at least we move back to the realm of science fiction:

Clearly descriptions that grow richer in certain directions move closer to accurate functional explanation; certain descriptions as they become enriched in certain ways take on explanatory force. Also, certain descriptions seem to take on explanatory force that they then don’t live up to. Others suggest explanations that turn out simply to be wrong.

Might there be an algorithm or set of algorithms that would tell us how close or how far a given description is from explanation, or that would tell us, from a given description, what kind of explanations may eventually be possible from it, or where the description might be further enriched to achieve explanation? For a limited set of situations, such algorithms might be developed and generalized.

In short, the problem of the modular calculus is: How do we know when we have a model of a situation; and how do we tell what kind of model it is?

16. Clearly the Nevèrÿon series is a model of late twentieth-century (mostly urban) America. The question is, of course: What kind of model is it?

This is not the same question as: Is it accurate or is it inaccurate? Rather: What sort of relation does it bear to the thing modeled?

Rich, eristic, and contestatory (as well as documentary), I hope.

17. ‘Master, save thyself,’ the well-traveled merchant who had been to Asia and Portugal told his younger brother, the London saddler and narrator of Daniel Defoe’s Journal of the Plague Years (1722), before going off to join his wife and two children whom he had already evacuated to Bedfordshire.

Yet that strangely faceless, bachelor tradesman (Henry Foe, uncle of Daniel, thirty-five when the Great Plague struck London in 1665 …? Daniel himself was five in the year of the plague and ‘invented’ his well-researched memoir only after news of Marseille’s plague of 1720 reached London and he was over sixty) stayed on in the city, despite his older brother’s advice, out of a combination of self-interest, acedia, and an odd set of religious scruples (that we, certainly, read as a rationalization, or at any rate a stabilization, of the first two motives): while absently turning through his Bible, his finger fell on the Ninety-first Psalm: ‘ …  there shall no evil befall thee; neither shall any plague come nigh thy dwelling.’ I say odd, because it makes him cleave to a kind of theological determinism (God has ordained all things) that is one with the Asian religion he has been decrying in the account of his brother only a page or so before.

18. All novelistic narrative, at least from the Richardson/Fielding dialogue on, takes place more or less against the following grid: Imagine an equal number of male and female characters. Now divide both into upper class, middle class, and working class, an equal number of males and females in each. Now, for each class and sex, divide your characters into children, adults, and oldsters. For the more modern tale-teller, the grid can be refined even more. Split each of the resultant groups into equal numbers of heterosexuals and homosexuals. If working class, middle class, and upper class is too gross a division, we can add students, teachers, blue-collar, white-collar, management, manual, service workers, civil servants, and artists, at all levels. A major division must be made along racial lines: for the United States, white, black, Amerindian, Oriental, and Hispanic, with most certainly intermediate groups between all of them. If, similarly, youth, maturity, and age seems too gross a set of divisions, they can be further shattered into children, adolescents, young adults, middle-agers, elderly, and aged. But this chart, this grid must eventually specify every possible racial/social/age/gender/sexual type, all of which become ideally equal through their ideal accessibility on this fictive grid.

Like the novel itself, this chart has nothing to do with the statistical prevalence of any one group in our society. (The Victorian novel would lead one to believe that most middle-class unmarried women worked as governesses, while at the same time there were almost no prostitutes in London—whereas in fact there were remarkably few such governesses [probably under two hundred in any one year] and possibly in excess of eighty thousand prostitutes in the city.) It is an ideal chart of possibilities.

Immediately on this imaginary chart we must be able to locate the sixty-four-year-old upper-class homosexual Hispanic woman comic-book artist as easily as the twenty-eight-year-old heterosexual lower-middle-class white male private detective.

Next, we must consider a set of novelistic relations: Friendship; sexual love; enmity; economic antagonism; religious approval; etc. Another generation of the grid must be set up where any and all the ‘characters’ can relate to any and all of the others (including characters of their own type) by any one of the possible novelistic relations.

This, of course, only gives us beginning points and end points in possible two-character subplots.

Given any two characters, in any relation, that relation must be seen as having the potential to change into any other. Again, the modern storyteller may always want to complicate this grid further by considering also possible relations between three, or even more, characters, that, in the course of the story, change not between two states, but move through three or more … 

That we can, however mistily, conceive of this grid (and I was twenty when I first began to contemplate its multiple intricacies), even as we acknowledge the impossibility of ever completing it in the abstract, much less of actually writing the Great Novel that portrays, with insight, accuracy, and invention, examples of all that grid’s combinations and developments, that conception nevertheless allows us to make some purely qualitative observations about the wealth of bourgeois fictions that take place against it, whether the individual novel privileges a single aging working-class man fishing alone off Cuba in his boat, who barely relates now and again to a young, working-class boy, as in Hemingway’s Old Man and the Sea, or a single elderly working-class woman fishing alone through an absolute chaos of social interrelationships in Canada, as in Sheila Watson’s The Double Hook.

This grid—as various novelists begin to impose on it their various economies, for their various conscious and unconscious reasons, picking out this character for a hero, that relationship for development, condensing some while blithely ignoring these, those, and the others—supplies us with the ideological contours of the individual novel as it is foregrounded against any historical or statistical grouping of texts. (‘Why, through the range of post-World War II American fiction, are friendships between women almost entirely absent until the 1960s?’) Yet it also allows us to bracket that ideological weight momentarily because we can at least be secure that every novel has one. (‘Because the return of the male work force from the army made possible the destruction of female solidarity in an economy in which driving women out of work and replacing them with male veterans could be fairly easily stabilized by continuing and developing only slightly a preexistent narrative/language tradition.’ This is an ugly, wholly criticizable, but historically accurate answer—at least in terms of a fitting grammar.)

This grid is what allows us to ask of any fiction: Precisely what does it have to say in excess of its ideological reduction? What does it say in excess of the location of its elements on this grid and the subsequent revelation of vast and overdetermined absences? The deconstructionists have led off this set of new readings and most energetically by asking of certain texts: What do they have to say that specifically undermines and subverts their own ideological array?’ As energetic as the deconstructionist foray has been, we must remember that there are still going to be many texts for which we can expect the answer: ‘Not much.’

19. Guy Davenport’s fictions have given me more pleasure than those of any single writer I’ve read in the past three years. Initially I respond to them with complete emotional bewilderment as to why anyone could want to write the particular tales he does—why anyone would use what of the method as I can divine beneath his web of allusions and reconstructions. (Is it disingenuous of me to say I find tales such as ‘Apples and Pears’ and ‘O Gadjo Niglo’ most interesting when they are at their least homoerotic? Probably. What happens when ‘Het Erewhonisch Sketsboek’ reaches the 18th Brumaire?) Within what describes for me, then, an arena of almost total dispassion, Davenport brings me again and again to breath-lost awe at the beauties he manages to construct in that lucid, glimmering language field.

‘Robot’

‘Dawn in Erewhon’

‘The Death of Picasso’

These stories (with the greatest ‘content’ and thus the greatest accessibility for the reader beginning to enter Davenport’s worlds) are among the most carefully constructed art works I know. (In ‘On Some Lines of Virgil’ I only wish Jonquille could have been anchored to parents, home, landscape, and material life with the same precise, lush, and vivid calculus of writerly invention he lavishes so effortlessly on his boys; but it is an old complaint, an old exclusion.) In my personal pantheon they rank with ‘To Here and the Easle,’ La Princesse de Cleves, ‘The Graveyard Heart,’ ‘The Dead,’ ‘The Second Inquisition,’ ‘The Metamorphosis,’ Le Bal da Compte d’Orgel, ‘The Asian Shore’ or Nightwood. Yet, where one goes after that, amidst Davenport’s constructions, delineates where the unique pleasure of his envisionings will be found.

The effect for me is totally aesthetic and awesomely pleasurable—or, as I have taken to saying somewhat glibly to my friends: Davenport’s tales are rich in everything I personally love about fiction, and almost wholly devoid of what in fiction, today, bores me.

Frankly, I cannot imagine anyone having that initial response of emotional bewilderment to the impetus behind any of the Nevèrÿon tales, whatever one thinks of their execution. (In at least one very important sense, its rhetorical urgencies make ‘The Tale of Plagues and Carnivals’ the least experimental of the series.) Yet I can imagine a hugely changed world, not a hundred years away, but only ten or twenty hence, where that, indeed, would be precisely the response of the common reader to these stories. That world would be, in many ways, the world I conceive of as a Utopia. In short, I suppose, I write yearning for a world in which all these stories might be merely ‘beautiful.’

20. ‘What are “Some Informal Remarks toward the Modular Calculus?”’ another reader writes.

They are a model of a system.

‘Some Informal Remarks toward the Modular Calculus’ includes, as Part One, the science fiction novel Triton and, as Part Two, ‘Appendix B’ to that novel, ‘Ashima Slade and the Harbin-Y Lectures.’ From its position in that book, it is undecidable whether ‘Appendix A: From the Triton Journal’ is or is not a part of Part One. The Informal Remarks’ do not include the first five tales in the Nevèrÿon series. The ‘Appendix’ to the first five tales, however, forms Part Three of the ‘Informal Remarks.’ The novel Neveryóna, or: the Tale of Signs and Cities is Part Four of the ‘Informal Remarks.’ From their position in that book it is undecidable whether or not ‘Appendix A: The Culhar’ Correspondence’ or ‘Appendix B: Acknowledgments’ is or is not part of Part Four. The first two tales of volume three are not part of the ‘Informal Remarks.’ The third tale in Flight from Nevèrÿon, ‘The Tale of Plagues and Carnivals,’ constitutes Part Five of the ‘Informal Remarks.’ But from their position, it is undecidable whether anything that follows, in volume four (up to and including these notes) is or is not a part. But it would seem that any rich system tends to function through an interchange between what is inside the system and what is outside the system (with what is outside frequently fueling the system proper): and there are always certain elements, such as this appendix, which are undecidable as to whether they are inside or outside—often, though not always, those parts that encourage definition and revision.



A Biography of Samuel R. Delany

Samuel R. Delany was born April 1, 1942, in New York City. His many works range from autobiography and essays to literary and cultural criticism—some dozen volumes’ worth—to fiction and science fiction, this last his most widely recognized genre. After eleven years as a professor of comparative literature at the University of Massachusetts at Amherst, for fourteen years Delany has been a professor of English and creative writing at Temple University in Philadelphia.

With a younger sister, Delany grew up in Harlem—at the time, the city’s black ghetto. His father, Samuel Sr., owned and operated the Levy & Delany Funeral Home. Delany’s mother, Margaret Delany, was a clerk in the New York Public Library system. The family lived in the two floors over Samuel Sr.’s Seventh Avenue business.

Delany’s grandfather, Henry Beard Delany, was born a slave in Georgia in 1857, and became the first black suffrage Episcopal bishop of the Archdiocese of North and South Carolina as well as vice-chancellor of a black Episcopal college, St. Augustine’s, in Raleigh, North Carolina.

Through kindergarten, Delany attended the Horace Mann–Lincoln School and, at age five, began at the Dalton School in New York. When he was eleven, on his first day at a new summer camp, young Samuel renamed himself Chip. It stuck—and his friends still call him that.

For the ninth grade, he went on to the Bronx High School of Science. On his first day, Delany met and became friends with the young poet Marilyn Hacker. A year younger than Delany but a year ahead of him in school, Hacker was accepted at New York University at age fifteen. Three years later, Delany, now nineteen, and Hacker, eighteen, were married in Detroit and, on returning to New York, took up residence in a tenement on a dead-end street in the recently renamed East Village.

Delany finished and sold his first published novel, The Jewels of Aptor, when he was still nineteen. It appeared in November 1962, seven months after his twentieth birthday. Before his twenty-second, he’d completed and sold four more novels, including a trilogy that was originally released one at a time, but today is usually published in one large volume: The Fall of the Towers.

Though the reviews were all good, there were not many. No one paid much attention to the new young writer until the shortest of those four books, The Ballad of Beta-2, was nominated for the first Nebula Award in the novella category—given by the then-new organization the Science Fiction Writers of America. The book did not win, and Delany was unaware the book had been nominated till years later. However, that he made any showing at all, considering his age and his unknown status, is remarkable.

On April 15, 1966, Delany returned to New York from six months in Europe, a trip that was to influence all his work over the coming years. In the meantime, another short novel, Empire Star, had appeared, followed by Babel-17.

In March of ’67, this last title won the year’s Nebula, in a tie with Daniel Keyes’s Flowers for Algernon. A year later, Delany won two more Nebulas, the first for his novel The Einstein Intersection, and the second for his short story “Aye, and Gomorrah.” This period climaxed two years later with the publication of his novel Nova, finished a month after his twenty-fifth birthday, and the publication of his short story collection Driftglass. Today Nova remains among Delany’s most popular books. Now, however, came five years with no novels.

Delany had identified as gay since his tenth year, and his marriage with Hacker was an open one for both of them. In this time they lived together and apart, now in San Francisco for two years, now in New York, now in London, where, in 1974, their daughter was born.

That same year Dhalgren, Delany’s most controversial work, made its appearance. At eight hundred seventy-nine pages in its initial Bantam Books edition, it drew much praise, much scorn—and open anger. Over the next dozen years, however, it sold more than a million copies and, today, has settled comfortably into the slot reserved for “classics of the genre.” As Delany’s most popular book, it has been turned into both a play on the East Coast and an opera on the West.

A year after Dhalgren, Delany’s highly acclaimed Trouble on Triton was published. From 1979 to 1987, Delany wrote a connected set of eleven fantasy tales: two novels, three novellas, and six short stories. They include The Tale of Plagues and Carnivals (1987)—the first novel about AIDS released by a major American publisher—and the Return to Nevèrÿon series. In 1984 Delany’s last purely SF novel for twenty-five years would appear, Stars in My Pocket Like Grains of Sand—a book in which he predicted the Internet a decade before the fact.

Since then, Delany has written highly praised works, both fictitious and autobiographical. His 1988 publication, The Motion of Light in Water, is a staple of gender studies and African American studies classes and received a Hugo Award for nonfiction. In 1995, he published three long stories, about black life in the Jazz Age, the fifties in New York, and the sixties in Europe, collected in Atlantis: Three Tales and, partly, in The Norton Anthology of African American Literature. This was followed by collections of interviews and nonfiction essays, including Silent Interviews (1994), Longer Views (1996), and Shorter Views (1999), all published by Wesleyan University Press.

Among his highly acclaimed academic releases are Times Square Red, Times Square Blue—the first part of which began as the Distinguished Faculty Lecture at the University of Massachusetts in March 1998, and the second of which is an expansion of an article written for Out magazine—and About Writing. Other novels, long and short, from this time include The Mad Man, Hogg (“the most shocking novel of the 20th century,” wrote Larry McCaffery), and Phallos. His novel about a black gay poet living in the East Village over the turn of the most recent century, Dark Reflections, won the 2008 Stonewall Book Award. His most recent novel, Through the Valley of the Nest of Spiders (2012), is over eight hundred pages—an amalgam of gay erotic writing, rural realism, and science fiction. Discussions over it seem to be progressing in a manner similar to that of the controversy almost forty years ago over Dhalgren.

Altogether, Delany has won four Nebula Awards and two Hugo Awards, as well as the Bill Whitehead Award for a lifetime contribution to gay and lesbian writing. In 2002, Delany was inducted into the Science Fiction and Fantasy Hall of Fame. He received the Pilgrim Award for SF scholarship in 1985 and the J. Lloyd Eaton Lifetime Achievement Award in 2010. That same year he was among the judges for the National Book Award in Fiction. In 2007 he was the subject of Fred Barney Taylor’s documentary The Polymath, or, The Life and Opinions of Samuel R. Delany, Gentleman, which includes an experimental color film, The Orchid, which Delany himself wrote, directed, and edited in 1972.
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Delany, age twenty-four, at the 1966 World Science Fiction Convention. At right are science fiction editor Terry Carr and his wife, Carol. Photo courtesy of Andrew Porter.
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The Ace Books first printing of Babel-17, which won the 1966 Nebula Award for Best Novel.
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Delany in 1966 with author and editor Lin Carter. Photo courtesy of Andrew Porter.
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Delany at the 1980 World Science Fiction Convention in Boston. Photo courtesy of Andrew Porter.
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Delany giving a lecture at the New York Public Library in 1991. Photo courtesy of Andrew Porter.
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The cover of the 2007 documentary The Polymath, or, The Life and Opinions of Samuel R. Delany, Gentleman. More information on this film may be found at maestromedia.net.
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