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ToMark Park,
Who knowstheLittleKing
From the heart out.

Proem
O Pdicroval, with desth and vengeance in your eyes, | write to you because over the centuries
there are tales you have forgotten, and tales you never knew. | will tel you al the tales, and because

my taesaretrue, you will withhold your blade-filled hand, and no longer seek the desth of the boy
Orem, caled Scanthips, called Banningside, called the Little King.

The Exiled Rebd and the Flower Princess

Thisisnot the earliest of thetaes, but it isthefirst that | must tell, because if you remember this,
you will hear meto the end.

He cameto her in the garden, where her women were draping her with flowers, which they must
do every day of the spring. "What isthe name of the girl?' he asked.

Her women looked to her for permission to answer. She nodded at sharp-tongued
Cold-in-the-Western-Waters, who would know the proper words to say.

"Our lady will know the name of this man who waks boldly in the holy garden, and risks
knowing al the secretsthat only eunuchs know."

The man looked dightly surprised. "But | wastold | might walk anywherein the city.”

Again the women looked to her, and this time she chose Bent-Back-from-Birth, whose voice
was high and strange.

"Y ou may wak where aman may walk, but you must pay what aman must pay.”



To her surprise, the man did not look afraid. By hisfearlessnesshewas afool. By his clumsy
accent hewas aforeigner. By his presencein the holy garden, he was new to
|de-Where-Winter-1s-But-One-Day-in-the-Mountains. But above dl, by his face he was strong and
beautiful and good, and so she nodded to Born-among-Faling-Lilac-Petals.

"You are in the presence of the eldest child of King Over-the-Sea-on-a-Swan's-Back," said
Mesmisfedilainin her most velvet voice.

At once the stranger dropped to his knees and bowed his head, but he did not bend his back.
Thiswas remarkable. She nodded to Truth-without-Torture.

"If you areaking in your own land, Man, why do you kned? And if you are not aking, why
does your unbent back pray for your death?"

"] am Pdlicrovol," said the man. "1 am one battle away from death or athrone. My enemy is
Nasilee, who rules by right of blood in Burland.”

Truth-without-Torture took the challenge of hiswords. "If he rules by right of blood, how do
you dare oppose him? Answer truthfully, for your lifeisin your tongue.

"Because | an agood man," answered Pdlicroval, "and Nasilee is one of those who rule by right
of blood, but earn the hate of all good men. Still, | would not have rebelled if the gods had not chosen
I,T.elll

"If the gods have chosen you, then why are you an exile herein
Ide-Where-Winter-1s-But-One-Day-in-the-Mountains?'

Pdlicroval legpt suddenly to hisfeet. For amoment the girl was afraid that he meant to harm her,
and even more afraid that perhaps he meant to flee. But instead he flung out his arms and half-chanted
thetale of the battle. In her language the words were clumsy, but she soon redlized that the
awkwardness was because he was trand ating from poetry. Y ou know the poem. Hetold her that he
stood on a hilltop late in the evening before the battle, the campfires of the largest armies ever brought
to war in Burland spread out before him, and he saw that whether he won or lost, too many men
would die. There would not be army enough | eft to defend the borders againgt the raiders from the
inland mountains, or the coasts againgt the raiders from the sea. So hetold his great generd Zymasto
break the army into pieces and send them into hiding before morning. Let al men think that Pdicrovol
isacoward, and then Pdicrovol will come and win his battle when the cost islittle and the prizeis
greater. In those days, Paicrovol waswise.

And she smiled at him, for hewas afit king.
"May | livethen?' he asked her.

She nodded.

"With my lifelong accoutrementsintact?'

Thewomen giggled, but she did not laugh. She only nodded, gravely, once again.



"Then may | risk my lifeagain, and tell you that you are only achild, and yet | have never seen
such perfect beauty indl my life”

She nodded to Born-among-Falling-Lilac-Petds.
"Of course sheis beautiful, AlImost-King-of-Burland. Sheisthe Hower Princess.”

"No," hesaid. "I do not speak of her perfect face or the flowers that |ook harsh beside her
perfect skin or theway her hair looks degp as a new-plowed field in the sunlight. | say she hasthe
perfect beauty of awoman who will never tel alieindl her life."

He could not have known, unlessagod told him, that she had taken that most terrible of all
vows when she was given to the sea at the age of five. She was bound to the truth, and though she
had said not aword to him, though not even the Sea Mothers knew of her vow, he had looked at her
and seenit.

"Sheisnot awoman,” said Born-among-Falling-Lilac-Petals. "Sheisonly deven yearsold.”

"l will marry you," said Pdicroval. "When you are twenty yearsold, if | am King of Burland |
will send for you and you will cometo me, for | am the only king in al the world who can bear the
beauty of awifewho will not lie"

She stood then, letting the flowersfadl where they would, ignoring the gasps of her women. She
reached out and touched hiswrist, where he opened hishand to her. "Pdicroval, | will marry you then
whether you are King or not."

Pdicrovol answered, "My lady, if | am not King by then, | will be dead.”
"l do not believe that you will ever die" shesaid.

Then her women wept, for she had now betrothed hersdlf, and it could not be undone however
her father might grieve or rage at her choice.

But Pdicrovol cared nothing for their keening. "My lady," he said, "1 do not even known your
name."

She nodded to Bent-Back-from-Birth. She could not say her own name, for in those days her
name was not true.

Bent-Back-from-Birth found her voice despite her weeping, and said the name of the Flower
Princess. "Here-1s-the-Woman-with-the-Joy-of-All-Women-in-Her-Face.
The-Pain-of-All-Women-in-Her-Heart."

Pdicrovol repested the name oftly, looking at her lips. "Enziquelvinisensee Evelvenin,” he said.
Shelistened joyfully, for with hislove she was sure that someday those words would be true, though
she feared the path that would lead her to her name. "I will send for you," he said, "and you will be
worth more to me than the Antler Crown."

He went away, and the Flower Princesswaited for him. In al her life she has never regretted her



betrothad, nor grudged the terrible price she paid for him, nor lied to Pdicrovol, even when you
wished her to lie, even when you commanded her, so cruelly, not to spesk.

1

Palicrovol Becomesa Kingin HisHeart

Thisisthe story of how God taught an unambitious man to seek athrone,

The Dream of Zymas

Zymaswas the King's right arm, the King'sright eye, and—so the irreverent said—the King's
right cobble, too. Zymas was born to astablehand, but first his strength, then his skill, and at last his
wisdom brought him such fame that now he was genera of dl the King'sarmies, and the terror of
Zymas spread throughout al of Burland.

Zymeas had only five hundred soldiers, both horse and foot, but thiswas aday when avillage had
fivefamiliesand atown had fifty, so that five hundred soldiers were quite enough to subdue whoever
needed subduing. And if some group of barons or counts combined their petty forces so that they
outnumbered Zymas, they were still foredoomed. If there were ten such barons, they could be sure
that one had joined the rebellion asthe King's agent, two had joined as Zymass men, and the rest
would hang before the month was out.

Zymeas had known days of glory on the frontier, where wild tribes from the inner mountains
destroyed themselves againgt the pikes of Zymass army. And there were days of glory on the littoral,
when the raiders from the east beached their craft and died by the hundreds before they could get
beyond the tiddine. Oh, Zymas was amighty warrior! But now, with the King's outward enemies al
broken and paying tribute, Zymas led his men from mountain to coastline, not to defend Burland from
attack, but to protect the tax collectors, to punish the disobedient, to terrorize the weak and
defensdless.

There were those who said that Zymas had no heart, that he killed for pleasure. There were
those who said that Zymas had no mind of hisown, that he never so much as questioned any order
that the King gave him. But those who said such things were wrong.

Zymas camped for the night with his haf athousand men on the banks of Burring, high on the
river, where thelocas till called the stream Banning. The village wastoo small to have aname—four
families, recorded in the books as "seventh village near Banningside." It was recorded that thisvillage
had not paid their assessment of thirty bushels. Thiswas causing resentment and was abad example
to the other villages. Zymas was here to punish them. Tomorrow he would come with fifty
footsoldiers, surround the village, and then call for their surrender. If they surrendered, they would be
hanged. If they did not surrender, they would be spitted and hung over fires or seated on sharpened
stakes or some such thing, the normal these days, men and women and children, the normal. Zymas
contemplated tomorrow and felt his heart drain away asit dwaysdid, so that he would not be



ashamed.

When at last his heart was empty, helay on the cold ground and dept. But tonight his till rest
was broken by adream. It surprised him to be dreaming, surprised him even within the dream, for
dreaming was something he had given up long ago. It was amost holy dream, for init he saw an
ancient stag walking painfully through awood. What wasthe pain? A rat hung by itsteeth from the
hart'sbdly, and at every step the stag shuddered with the pain. Zymas reached out his hand to take
therat, but avoice stopped him.

"If you take away therat, what will close the great wound in the hart's belly?!

Zymas looked closer, and now he saw that the rat's teeth were holding together the lips of along
and vicious wound that threatened to split the stag from breast to groin. Y et he knew therat was
poisoning the wound.

Then afierce eagle stooped, and landed brutally on the hart's back. Zymas saw at once what he
must do. He took the eagle in his hands, turned it upside down, and thrust its feet under the hart. The
talons reached and sei zed, spanning the wound, binding the edges together far more firmly than the
rat's teeth. Then, still upside down, the eagle devoured the rat, every hit. The stag was saved because
Zymeas had set the eagleinitsplace.

"Pdicrovol," said the voice, and Zymas knew it meant the eagle.

"Naslee," said the eagle, and Zymas knew it meant therat.

Nasilee was the name of the King. Pdlicrovol was the name of the Count of Traffing. Zymas
awoke then, and lay awake the rest of the night.

Before dawn he took hisfifty men and went to the village, and in moments the people had
surrendered. The patriarch of thelittle village tried to explain why the taxes had gone unpaid, but
Zymas had heard the excuses a thousand times. He did not hear the old man. He did not hear the
moans of the women, the crying of the children. He only saw that each one stood before him with the
face of agreat old stag, and he knew that his dream had not come to him by chance.

"Men," hesaid, and dl heard his voice, though he did not shout.

"Zymas," they answered. They caled him by his unadorned name because he had made it nobler
than any title they might have given him.

"Naslee gnaws at the belly of Burland like arat, and we, we are histegth.”
Puzzled, they did not know how to respond.

"Doesthetrue King hang these helpless ones?!

Unsure what kind of test Zymas was posing, one of the men said, 'Y es?’

"Perhgpshe does," Zymas said, "but if heisthetrue King, then | will follow afdse Kingwhois
good, and | will make him true, and the people will no longer have to fear the coming of the army of



Zymas"
It seemed impossible to the soldiers that Zymas could speak such treason, but not so impossible

astheideaof Zymastdling alie or making ajest. So Zymaswas going to rebel againgt the King. Was
there any man there who would choose the King over Zymas?

Zymeas |et them choose fredy, but dl five hundred marched with him away from the bewildered
villagers, toward Traffing. He did not tell them whom he meant to put in the King's place. The dream
had said Pdlicrovol, but Zymas meant to see the man for himsalf before he helped him to revolt.
Dreams come when your eyes are closed, but Zymas only acted with his eyes open.

The Guard and the Godsman

Intheland of Traffing, in the dead of winter, afigurein awhite robe walked like aghost upon
the snow. The guard at the fortress of the Count trembled in fear until he saw it wasaman, with his
face reddened by the cold, and his hands thrust deep into a bedroll for warmth. Ghosts have nothing
to fear from the cold, the guard knew, and so he hailed the man—hailed rudely, because the guard
had been afraid.

"What do you want! It's near dark, and we do no work on the Feast of Hinds."

"l comefrom God," said the man. "I have amessage for the Count.”

The guard grew angry. He had heard al about God, whose priests were so arrogant they denied
even the Sweet Sisters, even the Hart, though the people had known their power far longer than this
newfashioned deity. "Would you have him blaspheme againg the Hart's own lady?"

"Old things are done away," said the Godsman.

"You're done away if you don't go away!" cried the guard.

The Godsman only smiled. "Of course you do not know me," he said. And then, suddenly,
before the guard's very eyes, the Godsman reached out his hands beseechingly and the bar of the gate
brokein two and the gate fell open before him.

"Y ouwon't hurt him?" asked the guard.

"Don't cower s0," said the Godsman. "1 come for the good of al Burland.”

From the King, then? The guard hated the King enough to spit in the snow, despite hisfear of
this man who broke gates without touching them. "The good of Burland is never the good of Traffing.”

"Tonight itis," said the Godsman.

Suddenly the sunset erupted, hot streams down the dope of the sky, and the guard became a
Godsman himsdlf from that moment.



The Prophecy

"Were you invited?' asked Pdicrovol.

The Godsman looked about him at the nearly naked men sitting on ice-covered rocks around a
fire."l aminvited to thefeasts of al the gods." Pdlicrovol was young and beautiful, even with the
treebark mantle on his shoulders, the Godsman loved the sight of him, even though the Count was
angry. Anger would pass. The Count's beauty would not.

"My guard isimpressed with you," the Count said.

"Such men are easily impressed,” said the Godsman.

"I've seen magic before,” said the Count, for beside him sat Sleeve, the pink-eyed wizard who
served only the master that he chose.

“Then | will give you what no other can: | will giveyou truth.”

Pdicrovol smiled and looked at Seeve, but Sleeve was not smiling, and Palicrovol began to
wonder if he ought to take this Godsman serioudy. "What sort of truth?”

"Words can only tell two kinds of truth. Words can name you, and words can say what you will
do beforeyou doiit.”

"And which will you do?'

"To nameaman isto say what hewill do before he doesit. So | will name you, Pdicroval. You
areKing of Burland."

Suddenly Count Pdlicrovol grew afraid. "1 am Count of Traffing."

"The people hate King Nasilee. They have given him thar lifés blood, and he has given them
only poverty and terror. They long for someone to set them free from this burden.”

"Then go to aman with armies.”" If Naslee heard that Palicrovol had even listened to this
Godsman, it would be the end of the house of Traffing.

"Genera Zymaswill cometo you and follow you to the day he dies.”
"Which will be very soon, if he daresto rebd against the King."

"On the contrary,” said the Godsman. " Three hundred years from now you and Zymas and
Seevewill dl bedive, with aman'slife yet ahead of you."

Seevelaughed. " Since when does your magic-hating god give giftsto a poor wizard?"

"For every day that you're glad of the gift, there will befive dayswhen you hateit.”



Pdicrovol leaned forward. "1 should have you killed."

"What would be the point? I'm only a poor old man, and when God lets go of my body, | will
know even lessthan you do."

Sleave shook hishead. "Thereis no poetry in this man's prophecy.”
"True" said Pdicroval. "But therésatdeinit.”

"Thisisnot aprophecy,” said the Godsman. "Thisisyour name. Zymaswill cometo you, and in
the name of God you will conquer. Y ou will enter the city of Hart's Hope and the King's daughter will
ride the hart for you. Y ou will build anew temple of God and you will name the city Inwit, and no
other god will be worshipped there. And thisabove dl: Y ou will not be safe upon the throne until
King Nasilee and his daughter Asineth are dead.”

These words spoken, the Godsman shuddered, hisjaw went dack, and the light departed from
his eyes. He began to look about himin tired surprise. This had no doubt happened to him before, but
plainly he was not yet used to finding himsdlf in strange places—particularly inthe midst of avery
serious Feast of Hinds.

"What bright servantsthis god choosesfor himsdlf," said Seeve.

Pdlicroval did not laugh. Thefirethat had left the old man's eyes had left a spark in Pdicroval.
"Herebeforeyou dl,” hesaid, "l will tell you what | have not dared to say before. | hate King Nasilee
and dl hisacts, and for the sake of dl Burland | long to see him driven from the throne.”

At these treasonous words, especialy spoken at the Feast of Hinds, his own men grew till and
watched himwarily.

"Itisgood that weloveyou," said Seeve. "Wewill dl keep silence and tell no onethat you
gpoke againgt King Nasilee. And we will pray to the Hart that you will not be seduced by the flattery
of astrange and jedlous god.”

Sleeve'swords counseled against rebellion, but Palicrovol had learned that Sleeve'swordsrarely
gave Seeve's meaning. Sleeve might mean that it was aready too late for Pdicroval to change his
mind, for now hewould live in constant fear of betraya by someone who had heard hiswords. And
asto the Godsman's prophecy of victory, was Sleeve doubting? Or testing? Palicrovol looked at the
unnaturaly white face of thewizard, histrangparent skin, his hair asfine and pale as spiderweb. How
can | read your strange face? Palicrovol wondered. Even as he wondered, he knew that Seeve did
not mean his face to be read. Sleeve probed others, but was not himsalf probed; Sleeve
comprehended, but remained incomprehensible. ™Y ou came to me for no reason | could understand,”
sad Pdlicrovol. "Until now. Y ou came to me because of now."

Seeve pursed hislips contemptuoudy. "I follow the entrails of animals. | use the power of their
blood and in return they teach me where to go. Whatever plans God has for you, they're no concern
of mine." But hisdenid was aconfirmation, for never had Sieeve bothered to explain himself before.

A trumpet sounded outside the paisade. Count Pdicrovol legpt to hisfeet. The treebark mantle
dipped from his shoulders as he stood. "The King," whispered some of the men, for such wasthe



terror of King Nasilee's Eyes and Ears that they thought he had aready heard of this treason and
cometo punish Pdlicrovol. They felt no easer when they saw an army of five hundred men gathered
outsdethefortress.

"Who are you, who bring an army to my gate!” cried Palicrovol from the battlement.

"l am Zymeas, once generd of the King'sarmy. And who are you, who stand naked at the
battlement!”

Pdicroval felt the winter cold for thefirgt timein the Feast of Hinds: the prophecy was aready
being fulfilled. In that moment he made hisdecison. "I am Pdicroval, King of Burland!"

But the army did not raise a cheer, and Pdicroval fdt the giddiness of despair: he had spoken
treason in front of the King's right hand, all because he had believed the mad prophet of afoolish
God.

"Pdicroval!" cdled Zymas,

"Can these gates keep you out if you want to comein?' asked Pdlicrovol.

Zymas answered, "Can these soldiers keep you in if you want to come out?”

"If these soldiers are my enemies, then | will not come out. | will stay here and make them pay in
blood for every step they take ingde my walls.”

"And if we areyour friends?’

"Why did you cometo me?' cried Pdicrovol from the battlement. "Why do you taunt me?"

"l dreamed of you, Count Traffing. Why did | dream of you?'

Pdicrovol turned to Seeve, who smiled. "It isthe Feast of Hinds," said Sleeve.

"It isthe Feast of Hinds!" called Pdicrovol.

"Thetripes were heavy, and thewomb was dl but five daysfull," said Seeve.

"Thetripes were heavy, and thewomb was dl but five daysfull!" caled Pdicrovol. Ashe
echoed Seeve'swords, Pdicrovol wasrdieved. When the hind that gave hersdlf at the Feast of Hinds
was utterly full, the enterprise of the master of the feast could not go wrong. Someone's enterprise,
anyway, and it was usually politeto read al good omensfor the host.

"1 know nothing of augury,” said Zymas. "Who isthe wizard who isteaching you what to say?"

Seeve spoke for himsdf then. "I am Sleeve,” he said. "The Sweet Sisters showed me aheavy
hind. God spoke to Palicroval through an old fool. And the Hart has cometo you in adream. If dl the
great gods are with Pdicrovol, what will withstand him?"*

Zymas had not said there was ahart in his dream. "What need has he of me?'



"What need have you of him? It is enough that you are both committed to treason now. If you
work together, you can bring down thisKing. If you oppose each other, Nasilee will find hiswork
much esser.”

Zymasthought of till another argument. Sleeve, the greatest of theliving wizards, iswith this
Count Traffing. "Pdicroval, if you would be King, | will hep you wed the King's daughter and have
the throne. Will you be ajust and good king?'

"l will be the same sort of king as | have been Count,” said Palicroval. "My people prosper
more than the people of any other lord. | am ajust judge, asfar as any man can be.”

"If that istrue, | will follow you, and my men will follow you," said Zymeas.

So the Godsman's prophecy was perfect, though it had predicted an event as unlikely as Burring
flowing backward. Zymas had come to him, and come even before Palicrovol himself had taken one
single act toward rebellion. God was now hisgod. "And |, cried Pdicroval, "I will follow God."

And |, whispered white-skinned Sleeve, pink-eyed Sleeve, | could shake the earth and unmake
thisfortress, and with my left hand | could cause aforest to risein the place of Zymassfive hundred
men. Why should | link myself to these unmagicked men, particularly if they fear that ridiculous god
named God? They have no need of me, nor | of them. But Seevefdt the hind's blood hardening on
hisarms and hands, and he was content that Palicrovol should be king, even if he did it in the name of
thisangry young God.

And that ishow Pdlicrovol began his quest for the throne of Burland.

2

The Girl Who RodetheHart

Threetimesin her life, Asneth learned what it meant to be the King's daughter. Each lesson was
the beginning of wisdom.

Asineth's L esson of Good and Evil

When Asineth was only three, the ladies who cared for her walked her in the palace garden, in
the safe part, where the gravel walks are neetly edged and the plants all grow in anima shapes. One
of her favorite gameswasto St very ill, dribbling sand or grave from her fingers, until the watching
women grew bored with her, and got involved in their own conversations. Then she would quietly get
up and walk away and hide from them. At first she dways hid nearby, so she could watch thefirst
moments of panic on their faces when they redlized she was gone. "Oh, you little mongter,” they would
say. "Oh, isthat away for aprincessto run off and leave her ladies?'

But thistimelittle Asineth hid farther away, because she was getting older, and the world was



getting larger, and she was drawn to that part of the garden where moss hangs untrimmed and the
animas are not rooted to the ground. There she saw agreet grey beast drifting dowly through the
underbrush, and shefelt a strange attraction to it, and she followed. She would lose sight of the beast
from timeto time, and wander searching for it, and dways she caught aglimpse of it, or thought she
did, and moved after it, farther and farther into the untamed garden.

She did not hear the ladies searching for her; she was not nearby when, frightened, they reported
to the Butler that she was missing; only when the sky was getting red and the soldiersfound her
bathing her feet a the edge of alarge pool of water, only then did she remember her game of hide and
seek. The soldierstook her away from the pool and carried her through the woods to the safe garden
where she had been playing. There she saw the three women who had not watched her well enough,
naked and staked out upon the ground, their backs and thighs and buttocks bloody from flogging. She
was afraid. "Will they beat me, too?" she asked.

"Not you," said the soldier who carried her. "Never you. King Naslee is your father. What man
would dare to take awhip to you?'

So it wasthat Asineth learned that the daughter of the King can do no wrong.

Asineth's L esson of Love and Power

King Naslegs favorite mistresswas Berry, and Asineth loved Berry with dl her heart. Berry
was lithe and beautiful. When she was naked she was dender and quick of body, like aracing hound,
and dl her muscles moved gracefully under her skin. When she was clothed she was ethered, as
distant from the world as a sunburst, and as beautiful. Asineth would cometo her every day, and talk
to her, and Berry, beautiful as she was, took timeto listen to thelittle girl, to hear dl her taes of the
palace, dl her dreams and wishes.

"l wish | werelikeyou," Asnethtold her.
"And how would you like to be like me?' Berry asked.
"You are 0 beatiful.”

"But in afew years my beauty will fade, and the King your father will set me asdewith a
pension, like ahousekeeper or asoldier.”

"Youaesowise"

"Wisdom is nothing, without power. Someday you will be Queen. Y our husband will rule
Burland because heisyour husband, and then you will have power, and then it will not matter if you
aewise"

"What is power?' asked Asineth.

Berry laughed, which told the six-year-old girl that she had asked a good question, ahard one.
Adults dways laughed when Asineth asked a hard question. After they laughed, Asineth dways



studied the question and the answer, to see what made it such an important question.

"Power," said Berry, "istotell aman, You areadave, and heisadave. Or to tell awoman,
Y ou are a countess, and sheis a countess.”

"S0o power isnaming people?' asked Asineth.

"And something more. Power isto tdll thefuture, little Asineth. If the astronomer says,
Tomorrow the moon will come and cover the sun, and it happens as he said, then he has the power of
the sun and the moon. If your father says, Tomorrow you will die, it will aso happen, and so your
father has the power of degth. Y our father can tdll the futures of all men in Burland. Y ou will prosper,
you will fail, you will fight in war, you will take your cargo downriver, you will pay taxes, you will have
no children, you will be awidow, you will eat pomegranates every day of your life—he can predict
anything to do with men, and it will cometo pass. He can even tell the astronomer, Tomorrow you
will die, and dl the astronomer's power over the sun and the moon will not save him.”

Berry brushed her hair a hundred times as she spoke, and her hair glistened like gold. "I have
power, too," said Berry.

"Whose future do you tell?" asked little Asineth.
"Your father's"
"What do you say will happen to him?'

"| sy that tonight he will see a perfect body, and he will embraceit; he will see perfect lips, and
hewill kissthem. | predict that the seed of the King will be spilled in me tonight. | tell the future—and
it will cometo pass™"

" S0 you have power over my father?' asked Asineth.

"l love your father. | know him as he does not even know himself. He could not live without me."
Berry stood naked before the glass and drew the borders of hersdlf, and told Asineth how her father
loved each nation of her flesh, told her which he came to as a gentle ambassador, which he dedlt with
gernly, and which he conquered with the sword.

Then her voice softened, and her face became childlike and peaceful, even as her words became
colder. "A womanisafield, Asineth, or so aman thinks, afield that hewill plow and plant, and from
which he meansto regp far more than hislittle seed. But the earth moves faster than aman can move,
and the only reason he does not know it isbecause | carry him with me as| turn. He only plows what
furrows he finds, he makes nothing. It isthe farmer who is plowed, and not the field, and he will not
forget me." Asineth listened to al of Berry's words and watched the motion of her body and practiced
talking and moving like her. She prayed to the Sweet Sigters that she would be like Berry when she
grew; she knew that there was never awoman more perfect in al the world.

She loved Berry even on the day she spoke of her to the King. Nasilee let her St besde himin
the Chamber of Questions, and though she was young, he would sometimes publicly consult her. She
would give her answer in aloud voice, and Naslee would ether praise her wisdom or point out her
error, so al men could hear and benefit, and so that she could learn statecraft. This day the King



asked hisdaughter, "Who iswiser than | am, Asneth?!

In theinnocence of childhood she had not learned that there are some questions whose answer
you must pretend not to know. "Berry,” she answered at once.

"Ah," said her father. "And how is she so wise?"
"Because she has power, and if you have power you don't have to bewise."
"1 have more power than she has" said the King. "Am | not wiser, then?'

"Y ou have power over al men, Father, but Berry has power over you. Y ou can never get a
farmer to plow the same field twicein ayear, but she can get you to plow twicein aday, even when
you have no seed | eft to sow.”

"Ah," said Nasilee again. Then hetold the soldiersto bring Berry to him. Asineth saw that her
father was angry. Why should he be angry? Didn't he love Berry as much as Asineth did? Wasn't he
glad that she was wise? Hadn't he poisoned Asineth's own mother because she was angry at him for
taking Berry into hisbed?

Berry came with manacles on her wrists and hands. Shelooked at Asineth with aterrible hatred
and cried out, "How can you believe thewords of achild! | don't know why sheislying, or who told
her to say these things, but you surely won't believe the tales of my enemied!”

Nasilee only raised his eyebrows and said, "Asneth never lies.”
Berry looked in fear at Asineth and cried, "1 was never your riva!"

But Asineth did not understand her words. She had learned her first lesson so well that she was
incgpable of imagining that she had done something wrong.

Berry pleaded with her lover. Asineth saw how she used her beautiful body, how she strained
againgt the manacles, how her robe parted artfully to show the swell of her breasts. Father will love
Berry again and forgive her, Asnieth was sure of it. But Berry'slover had become her King, and when
al her pleading was done, he sent for afarmer and ateam of oxen and aplow.

Out in the garden they did it, plowed Berry from groin to heart with ateam of oxen pulling, and
her screams rang in the palace garden until winter, so that Asineth could not go outside until winter
changed it into another world.

It wasacrue thing her father did, but Asineth knew that he, too, heard Berry's screamsin the
night. Berry dwelt in every room of the palace, even though she was dead, and one day, when
Asineth was nine, she found her father dumped in achair in thelibrary, abook open before him, his
cheeks stained with half-dried tears. Without asking, Asineth knew who it was he thought of. It
comforted Asineth to know that even though Berry had not so much power as she had thought, she
had this much: she could make hersalf unforgotten, and force her lover to live forever with regret. Y et
Berry's deeth itsdf was ill ahalf-learned lesson, with the meaning yet ungiven, and so Asineth asked
her father aquestion.



"Didn't you love her?' asked Asineth.
To her surprise, he answered, "If | did not love her, | never have loved anything."
"Why did you kill her, then?"

"Because | antheKing," said Nasilee. "If | hadn't killed her, | would have lost the fear of my
people, and if they do not fear me, | am not King."

Asineth knew then that of the two powers Berry taught her, the stronger power was naming. It
was because Naslee was named King that he had to kill what he loved most. "Y ou did not love Berry
mogt of al," said Asneth.

Nasilee opened his eyes, letting their light shine narrowly out upon hisyoung daughter. "Did |
not?'

"More than her, you loved the name of King."

Her father's eyes closed again. "Go away, child.”

"I don't want to go, Father," she said. | loved Berry more than | loved you, she did not say.

"l don't want to seeyou when | think of her," said her father.

"Why not?" asked Asineth.

"Because you made mekill her."

"o

"If you hadn't told me of her treasonous words, | wouldn't have had to kill her.”

"If you had merely laughed at the words of achild, she could havelived.”

"A King must beKing!"

"A weak King must be what other Kings have been; astrong King ishimsdlf, and from then on
the meaning of the name of King is changed." The words could have been Berry's, for Berry
understood these things, and Asineth only till guessed at dl that she meant.

"What doesit matter?' said the King wearily. "Y ou said the words, the King heard them and had
to act, Berry had to die, and now | mourn her and wish that you had died in birthing, and taken your
mother with you, by the Hart | wishit, by the Sisters | sweer it, now leave me, little girl."

Sheleft him. Until that time, she had been the one person in al Burland who did not fear King

Nasilee. Now there was no one left who did not fear him, for he was King, and could break anyone
with aword.



Asineth's L esson of Justice and Mercy

It wasthe day of Pdlicrovol.

Theterrible rebe had roused al the people of Burland againgt the King. With that traitor Zymas
he had defeated army after army, not in open battle but by cutting off their supplies, separating,
wooing soldiers, troops, whole armies to desert and serve Palicrovol. Now, at last, after fifteen years
of awar that had never cometo battle, Palicrovol's army was outside the walls of Hart's Hope. Hart's
Hope, the grest city on the Burring, the capital; and Nasilee looked out and saw no help.

For the last ten years tax payments had fallen steadily, ceasing first in the outlying counties, and
findly diminishing to dmost nothing. The commerce of Hart's Hope itslf had failed, for Pdicrovol hed
built ahighway in the west and forced dl theriver traffic to travel overland, though it raised prices,
Hart's Hope was starving, and the people fled. Now Nasilee waited ingde the impregnable walls,
watched as Pdlicrovol, a Godsman, gathered his white banners, each with a hundred men around it,
until the land outside foamed white as the crests of the sea.

Asineth aso waited. She watched her father consult hiswizards—the few that remained. She
watched him wander the half-empty halls of the paace, haunted by the knowledge of his own desth.
Everyone knew that thewalls of Hart's Hope could not be breached. They were miles|ong, rods high,
yardsthick; even thefew soldiers Nasilee had | eft could hold it againgt Palicrovol's army, even with
Zymeasthetraitor in command.

But Asineth was afraid. She was old enough now—twelve years old, with her womanhood
newly on her—to know that her father was awicked man, that the people wereright to hate him.
Asineth knew that Palicrovol was beloved of the people, for even the servantsin the paace, loyal as
they were, talked wistfully—and quietly—of the freedom and prosperity that Palicrovol brought
wherever he conquered. Asineth feared that her father's soldiers would betray him and open the gate
for Palicrovol. And so she prayed to the Sweet Sisters. She brought the blood of the moon with her
to the dtar of women in the secret place, and said, "Make the hearts of these men loyal to my father,
S0 we are preserved from our enemy.”

The morning after the night when she burned blood for the Sweet Sigters, the gates of the city
swung open, and the soldiers of the outer wall raised the white banner of Palicrovol's God. Word was
that Zymas had come to them aonein the night, unarmed, and with his stirring words had won their
hearts.

Asineth took four strong guards with her to the Sisters shrine, where no man had ever been
brought before, and commanded them to break the dtar in pieces. They broke in with four blows of a
dedgehammer. Insde, the solid rock of the dtar was hollow. Like alittle pot it held ancient water that
had been there since the world first gleamed upon the point of the Hart's Horn. The water spilled
upon the floor, and Asineth trod in the water and muddied it with her shoe. "I hateyou,” shesaid to
the Sweet Sisters.

Now Pdicrovol'sarmy held even the city of Hart's Hope itself. Word was that Palicrovol had
changed the city's name. Now hewould cal it Inwit, and he was causing hdf his soldiersto work on
building a grest templeto his God. He forbade anyone to offer blood &t the shrine of the Hart.

This gave Asineth hope. Even though the Hart was a strange god to her, asto al women, she



was sure that the Hart would listen to her. Weren't they alies now? Wasn't Pdlicrovol an enemy to
both of them? She prayed to the Hart, then, to be a shield around the Castle walls. There was no
chance of treachery now—only afew guards remained, and King Nasilee himsdf held the only keys
that would open the rooms where the gate could be lifted or the postern door unblocked. But
Pdlicrovol had Sleeve, the grestest wizard in the world, and what no man could do, Sleeve might do.
So Asineth prayed to the Hart to protect them.

And inthe night, at the very moment she was pleading with the Hart to preserve her father and
hersdlf, she heard a great cracking noise like a thousand trees breaking in astorm and knew at once
what it meant. The huge gate of the castle had been broken by Sleeve's magic, and there was no more
thwarting Pdicrovol now.

Asineth ran searching for her father through the labyrinth of the Palace. Shelooked in every
hiding place; she did not know her father aswell as she thought. He was not in ahiding place. So she
did not find him until the soldiersdid, in the Chamber of Questions.

"Father!" she cried.

"Fool!" he shouted. "Run.”

But the soldiers knew her a once, and caught her, and held her until Palicrovol came.

| hateyou, Hart, said Asineth silently.

They cameinto the Chamber of Questions within the hour: Pdicroval, tal and strong, with the
light of God in hisface, or at least the light of triumph. Zymeas, thetraitor, with amsand legslikethe
limbs of an ox, and thelook of battle black in his eyes. Seeve, gaunt and ghostlike with hiswhite skin
and white hair and pink eyes, drifting like afog over thefloor.

"He should die as so many thousands of his people died,” cried Zymas. "Sit him naked on a
stake, and let the people spit on him as he screamsin agony.”

"He should be burned,” said Seeve, "0 that the power of hisblood isreturned into theworld.”

"HeisKing," said Pdicroval. "Hewill dielikeaKing." Pdicrovol drew hissword. "Give him
your sword, Zymeas."

"Pdicroval," said Zymas, "you should not take thisrisk yourself."
"Pdicroval," said Seeve, "you should not dirty your handswith hisblood.”
"When the Singers say that | vanquished Nasilee," said Pdicroval, "it will betrue.”

So Asineth watched as her father raised the sword they gave him. He did not attempt to
fight—that would have been undignified. Instead he stood with the point of the sword upraised.
Pdicrovol beat twice upon the sword, trying to forceit back, but Nasilee did not flinch. Then
Pdicroval thrust his sword under the King's arms, beneath the breastbone, upward into the heart.
Asineth watched her father's blood rush gladly down Palicrovol's blade and wash over his hands, and
she heard the soldiers cheer.



Then she stepped forward. "I am the daughter of the King," she said in avoice that was al the
more powerful becauseit was so feeble and childish.

They dl fdl slent and listened to her.

"The King my father isdead. | am Queen as of thismoment, by dl thelaws of Burland. And the
Kingwill betheman | marry.”

"TheKing," said Zymeas, "isthe man that the armies obey."

"TheKing," said Seeve, "isthe man clearly favored by the gods.”

"TheKing," sad Pdicroval, "isthe man who marriesyou. And | will marry you."

With al the contempt she could manage, Asineth said to him, "'l scorn you, Count Traffing.”

Pdicrovol nodded, asif he honored her verdict upon his honor. "Asyou wish,” he said. "Buit |
never asked for your consent.” He turned to one of the servants cowering under the gaze of the
soldiers. "Hasthisgirl her womanhood?*

The servant ssammered, as Asineth answered for her. "Why don't you ask me? | do not lie."

At those words Palicrovol's face brightened, asif in recognition. "I knew another woman once
who would not lie. Tell me, then, Queen Asineth. Have you your womanhood?!

"Threetimes" said Asneth. "l am old enough to marry.”

"Thenmarry you shdl.”

"Never toyou."

"Now. Andto me. | will not haveit said that | do not rule in Burland by right.”

They dressed her in awedding gown that had been made for achild bride eight generations
before her. It had never been worn, for the child had died of a plague before her wedding. Now, as
they carried Asineth in aprison cart through the streets of Inwit, with ten thousand people jeering at
her, cursing her though she had never done them harm, she prayed.

She prayed to the only god left, Palicrovol's God, whose temple was rising in the southeast
corner of the city. God, she said to him, your triumph is complete, and | aso scorn the Sisters and the
Hart. Be merciful to me, God. Let me die unmarried to this man.

But there was no miracle. No unwatched knife lay near her hand; she stood at no precipice;
there was no water larger than the contents of an urn. She could not dit her throat or leap to her death
or drown. God had no mercy on her.

Theimage of the Hart had been torn from its place at the Shrine and now stood shabbily in front
of FacesHall. A thousand generations of wizards had stood upon the back of the Hart to pray for
Burland and offer the blood of power. Now only Palicrovol stood there, waiting for her, dressed in



the short tunic of the bridegroom. There would be no Dance of Descent, no rites; it was plain to
anyonewith eyesthat Pdicrovol intended to consummate this marriagein full view of ten thousand
witnesses, so that no one afterward could say that he had not been the duly wedded husband of the
daughter of the King.

Asineth had known dl her life that as daughter of the King, her body was the Kingdom, and
whatever man had her, had Burland. What she had not redlized was that as daughter of the King,
above dl laws and customs, she had no protection now. Therewas no law that said agirl of twelve
could not be publicly ravished by a husband she did not want—if she was the daughter of the King.
There was no custom that said the people should turn their eyes away in shame a such crudty to a
child—not if the child was daughter of the King.

They forced aring upon the thumb of her left hand—it was Palicrovol's only gentle gesture to her
a that time, to name her Beauty a her wedding day. She saw dso that he had hisring upon the thumb
of theright hand, signifying strength. "Now everyone will know how strong you are,” shesaid, "to
conquer adangerous enemy like me."

He did not answer her. He only watched.

They tied padded boards to her hands, making them so heavy and unwieldy that she could
hardly lift them. They put agag on her mouth, with barbsin it so if she so much astouched it with her
tongue or tried to clamp her teeth upon it, it cut her painfully. Then they lifted her to the back of the
Hart, and before dl the citizens and soldiers of Inwit her husband said the words of the vow, then cut
her dressfrom her. Asineth felt the breeze on her naked skin asif it were the darts of ten thousand
eyes. | am the daughter of the King, and you have made me naked and defensaless among the swine.
Y ou gave my father the dignity of aKing's death, but me you will degrade asthe worst of whoresis
not degraded. Asineth had never known such terrible shamein her life, and shelonged to die.

But her maidenhead was Burland, and Burland would be his. Zymasthe traitor took Palicrovol's
clothing from him; hiswizard, Seeve, anointed him for the marriage bed. And as he was anointed,
Pdicrovol looked upon the girl he meant to defraud of dl she had, saw in her anguish how terriblea
thing it was that he must do to this child, and yet for the kingdom's sake he did not flinch from what he
must do.

Because she was the daughter of the King, she looked back at him. These gawking churlswill
see aprincess broken, but they will not see her bow. She bit savagely into the barbs of her gag,
hoping to drown in her own blood, but the barbs were too dender to draw the heavy stream she
needed, and she could not keep her throat from swallowing.

Then she saw the pity in hisface, and sheredized for the first time that he was no monster of
power, but aman; and if aman, then an animal; and if an anima, then a prisoner of hisbody.
Palicrovol was not as strong as agod, for the gods had no mercy, and the gods were weak or
malicious anyway. Palicrovol had the power to ensure that she would be aive when he broke into her
secret chamber and |eft hisdime. But did she not have the power Berry had taught her: to make this
man remember her? She began to move her girlish body as she had seen Berry move. She saw
Pdicrovol's surprise, and then Pdlicrovol's eyesfilled with—desire. Her movement was so subtle that
it could not be seen by anyone but Palicrovol; but once he saw it, he could see nothing else. Asineth
was not surprised at his fascination—she had learned from Berry, and Berry was perfection.



Pdicrovol trembled as he took her, and Asineth ignored the pain and tried to use him as Berry
had said awoman must use aman if sheisto be remembered. When he was done at last, he stood,
her blood glistening upon his triumphant horn, and she watched them set the Antler Crown upon his
head, and put the Mantle of the Stag upon his shoulders. His eyes were distant, and his knees were
wesk, and she knew that she had shaken him. She thought he was trembling with the memory of her
body, as men had trembled for Berry.

"The Hart hasridden the Hind," he said. He cast away the Mantle, and instead donned the white
robe of a Godsman. And he was King. The people cheered and cheered.

Therite was finished, and the few participants withdrew from the crowd into Faces Hall. "Kill
her now," said Zymas. "Y ou have what you need from her. If you let her live, shewill only bea
danger toyou."

"Kill her now," said Seeve. "Women can take vengeances that men cannot understand.”

Kill me now if you dare, Asineth chalenged him, her tongueflicking painfully againgt the barbs.
All gods have forsaken me, | have donewhét little | could do, and I long not to live. Kill me now, but
| will haunt theinner chamber of your heart.

"I will not kill her," said Pdlicrovol.

And Asineth believed, for that moment, that she was Berry'strue disciple, that he had found her
body too beautiful, too desirable to be dain. Of course the others, who had not known her flesh, did
not understand his need.

"Mercy to her isinjusticeto Burland,” said Zymas. "If shelives, you promise usdl afuture of
war and suffering.”

Pdicroval's eyes flashed with anger, and he said nothing for along moment. Asineth waited for
him to speak of hislovefor her. Instead he looked at her and tears came from his eyes and then he
sad, "I cankill aKing, | can ravish achild, dl for the sake of God and Burland, but in God's name,
Zymas, wasnt it to stop the killing of children that you first cameto me?"

Seeve touched the King's shoulder. " Sheis Nasilee's daughter. Imagine how much mercy she
would haveif she ever had the Flower Princessin her power."

At the mention of the Flower Princess, King Palicrovol bowed his head. "1 remember the Flower
Princess, Seeve. | have not forgotten. Thisgirl isso much Nasileg's daughter that even as| took her,
shetried to seduce me. That isthe sort of animal that was bred in Nasilee's paace.”

Asineth went cold, for he sounded horrified at the memory. She had tried to be Berry, but this
man only pitied her, and the otherslooked at her with contempt. Her shame before had been the
shame of aKing's daughter degraded; now her shame was of awoman despised, and she hated
hersdf for having tried to make him love her, and hated Berry for being so much more beautiful than
she, and hated Pdlicrovol and Zymas and Seeve for knowing her pitiable attempt at womanhood, and
hated most of al this unknown FHower Princess who never would be raped upon the Hart. She cried
out againgt the gag, and Palicrovol ordered them to free her tongue.



"If  amananimd, kill me!" she cried. With no crowd to watch her now, with dl dignity gone,
shewaswilling to beg. "Kill menow! Like my father!"

Pdlicroval only shook hishead. "It isnot her fault that sheiswhat sheis. If she had been bornin
any other house, to any other father, she would not be what sheis. If she had been born acrossthe
southern water, she might have been the Flower Princess."

"But never Enziquelvinisensee Evelvenin,” said Seeve.
"No," said Pdlicroval. "But we ask the gods for only onemiraclein alifetime.”
"Y ou have broken and humiliated her," Zymas said. "Nasileg's daughter will not forget.”

"I have broken and humiliated her," Paicrovol echoed, "and killed her father before her eyes,
and taken away her kingdom, and to harm her any more would make me despise myself more than |
can bear. If | do not temper my victory with one act of mercy, even onethat is dangerousto mysdlf,
then how will 1 look in the crystal and say to God that a better man than Nasilee now wears Nasileg's
crowvn?'

There was amoment of silence, and then Sleeve stepped forward and took Asineth by one of
the clumsy boardsthat encased her hands. "'If you ingst that this broken creature live, then put her in
my care. | done am strong enough to guard her in her exile, and hide her from the eyes of al your
enemies who would love to find her and use her to destroy you."

"1 need you by me," protested the new King.
"Thenkill thiswomen."
Pdicrovol hesitated no longer. "Take the little Queen, then, Sieeve, and be kind to her.”

"l will be askind to her asyou will let me beto onewhose only desreisto die" said Seeve.
"By my blood | wish that you had truly been merciful "

Sleeve enclosed her in the folds of his own robe, so that no one could see the naked body of the
little Queen. Little Queen, thought Asineth. | will remember the name he cdled me, shetold herself.
Hewill know someday who islittle, and who is greet. Are you the strongest of al men, so strong that
you can be merciful to me, aweak woman? Here isthe undoing of your strength: | am not aweak
woman. | am not a Little Queen. And your mercy will be your undoing. Y ou will regret leaving me
alive, and someday you will remember possessing me, and yearn to possess me again.

What wasthe third lesson that Asineth learned? She told me herself, many times, when she
dwelt in your palace and you hopelesdy wandered the forests of Burland.

Asineth learned that justice could be cruel, and crueler yet necessity, but mercy wasthe cruelest
thing of dl. That would be useful to her. She would remember that. That iswhy sheleft you divefor
three centuries when she had the power to kill you whenever she wished. Asthe Godsmen say, no act
of mercy goes unrewarded. Ah, Palicroval, will you not learn that mercy is as good as the person to
whom the mercy isgiven?Y ou spared Asineth, who should have died; now you will not spare Orem
Scanthips, called Banningside, whose good heart should be born ahundred thousand times upon the



earth. Areyou like Asineth? Will you learn al your lessons backward?

3

The Descent of Beauty

Thisishow Beauty cameinto the world, struggling to find her true image among many faces.

ThePriestess of Brack

Thewizard fisher camein asmdlish craft and without greeting built his hut on an unused place at
the bottom end of the bay. The other fishermen of Brack eyed him carefully. His ship wastoo dow
for apirate, which was just as well—a pirate would starve on what he could steal from their fishing
boats. His ship was rigged for just one man, and from the look of him hewas not asailor. So it was
not jedl ousy that made them fear him. It wasthe way he kept himself covered in al weethers, asif he
feared the sun; it wasthe stark white hair of his head, the gleam of pink in hiseyelike a crazed
treehopper; it was his secret way. He knew more than they did, knew more than the wind asit teased
the sea, knew more than the air-breathing octopus that spread himsdlf on the water, knew more than
the priestess of the Sweet Sisters who tended her burning stones at the point of the bay.

"What ishe?' the fishermen asked their wives. "Who ishe?"' the wives asked the priestess. She
touched the hot obsidian; the flesh of her finger Szzled; and shelooked deep into her pain and said,
"He rules by the power of blood. He finds shelter from stormsin the open ocean. He finds shoa s that
make no whitecaps on the sea. He can dip into salt and bring up fair water. And thefish follow him
dreaming, dreaming."

A wizard then, but not to be dreaded. So they took to watching him respectfully, and in amatter
of weeksthey learned that he meant to be kind. For if they followed him out to seaiin the early hours
before dawn, hewould sail in his clumsy fashion for an hour or so, then stop and cast in hisnet. If the
fishermen cast in their nets at that time, they found nothing. Buit if they waited until his net wasfull, if
they watched as he laborioudy brought it aboard, then he would sail back home, and they could then
dip their netsinto the seaand catch well, every day that they followed him, boats full to the brim with
fish on some days, and never aday that the fish escaped entire.

So the coming of the pink-eyed wizard brought good to Brack. Not that they ever became
friendly with the man. It's never good to mingle with folk who draw their power from the living blood.
Besdes, evenif they had logt dl their fear of the wizard fisherman, there was his daughter.

It seemed at firgt that she hardly knew she was awoman. She never left his Sde, and when he
drew in hisheavy nets, there she was beside him, pulling on her sde, and pulling well—when the
fishermen till thought she was alad, they praised the boy among themselvesfor hishard work, if not
for hisskill. They knew soon enough that she was awoman, though. If the wizard dressed too much
under the hot sun of the southern sea, his daughter dressed too little, wearing dungarees like aman,
and casting away her shirt when the day was blazing, until back and breast alike were burnt dark: She



seemed at firgt to care nothing for their gaze; as time passed, however, they began to think she was
something of awanton, shedding her clothing ddliberately, so they would see her. They saw how her
breasts grew fuller and more duggishly pendulous as she worked. They saw how her belly swelled.
She could not be more than ayear or two into womanhood, and yet shewasfull of achild.

Whose child? When at |ast the fisherman's daughter had her confinement, it was not hard to
guess. Thewizard fisherman had comein the end of autumn, only weeks after the coronation of the
King, and the babe was being born now, well into the new autumn. Ten months. The child must have
been conceived since thelittle ship first came into the bay of Brack, and the father of the child could
only bethe child's grandfather aswell. It was aterrible thing, but the ways of those who buy their
power from the living blood are not to be questioned.

The priestess of the Sweet Sisters knew better, however. She, too, could count the months, but
when she poured tears, swest, and seawater drops on the hot pumice, they beaded up and stayed,
skittering for amoment, then drifting across the rough stone like afleet of sailboatsin abay, runing for
her the message of the Sweet Sisters to this watcher by the sea. It was no incestuous child that would
be born, but a daughter whose blood was filled with awesome power: aten-month child ruled by the
moon from her birth.

Wheat should | do? asked the priestess, terrified.

But the water evaporated at last, leaving thin trails of salt upon the stone. It was. not for her to
do anything, only to watch, only to know.

Some of the wives saw the fear in her face as the priestess looked across the water to the
wizard fisherman and the hut where the babe aready crawled in the sand.

" Should we drive them away?" asked one.

"Wizards come and go asthey like," said the priestess. "The Sweet Sisters do not ban, they
quicken what they find in theworld.”

"Should we leave, then?' asked another.

"Do your men come home with empty boats or full ?* asked the priestessin return. "Does the
wizard do you good or ill?*

"Then why," asked another woman, "why are you afraid?’
And the priestess caressed the quartz crystal at her throat and professed not to know.

At last the priestess could bear no more. She got onto her feeble raft and poled her way across
the placid water of the bay until she beached before the wizard's hut. The fisherman's daughter was
playing with her child in the cool afternoon of early spring. Shelooked up curioudly at the priestess
who picked her way along the kel py sand. The babe, too, looked up. The priestess avoided the
baby's eyes—a ten-month child is not to be caught in the gaze of astranger—and so stared instead at
the mother. She was younger than the priestess had thought, watching her from adistance. She might
have been the babe's sster. Her eyeswere hot and challenging, cold and curious, and for thefirst time
it occurred to the priestess that the mother might be more dangerous than the child.



But it was the wizard she had come to see, not the women, and so the priestess of the Sweet
Sisterswent to the door of the hut, pushed aside the flap, and went inside.

"Closetheflap!" barked the wizard. "I could go blind from the sunlight, coming sudden like that."
When the flap was back in place, the pink-eyed fisherman stopped squinting. "You,” he said. "Took
your swest time about coming.”

"1 need agood day onthe sea," said the priestess. "'l rarely travel.”

"Y ou witches, who use the dead blood, you don't ever seem to have much lifeinyou at dl.”

"Out of death comes new life," she answered. "And out of living blood comes old death.”

"May betrue. | don't much care, actudly. Y ou women never teach usyour rite, and you may be
asureit'safool who teaches awoman ours.”

She looked around the hut and saw that it was better equipped with books than with the tools of
fishing. "Where do you mend your nets?' she asked.

"They never bresk,” he answered. "Child's play."

"The child must die," said the priestess.

"Musgt she?'

"A ten-month child istoo powerful to stay in theworld. Y ou must know that.”

"I've never studied the lore of births and bindings," confessed the wizard. "There's not much use
aman can make of it anyway. I'll look it up, though, now that you've mentioned it."

"I've cometo do it for you."

"No," said thewizard.

"Y ou cannot use the blood. 1t would consume you.”

"l do not intend to use or not use the blood. | don't intend the child to die."
"My tears stayed forever on the pumice.”

"It'snot in my right to decide. Thefather of the child extends his protection over the girl and over
her little one. Both will live."

"A wizard who draws the fish up from the sea, and you let the father of the child keep you from
acting for the safety of the world?!

"The child's mother loves her."

The priestess saw that he did not mean to listen to her, and so she said no more and left. Asshe



came from the hut she looked to where the childmother and the ancient child had been playing. They
were gone. And then the girl's voice came from behind her, and the priestess knew that she had heard
al that was said indoors.

"Can awoman usethe living blood?" asked the girl.

The priestess considered the question, and shuddered. "No," she said, and walked quickly
away. And al the way acrossthe bay she cursed herself for coming to see them: for the girl had asked
the question that no decent-hearted woman would ask, and the priestess feared the girl waswise
enough to know that her answer was alie. There were living bloods that awoman could use, but no
woman who was not aviper ever would. Let her not use them, she prayed al night, washing her hair
again and again in the tidewater that lapped againgt her skirts. Forgive mefor having raised the
possibility in her mind, and undo my day'swork.

The Careful Wizard

Warned by the witch, Sleeve watched the babe more carefully. He had had little to do with
childrenin hislife, and so he had not kept track of how quickly theinfant was learning things, how
bright her mind seemed to be, until now. And now he began to find the passagesin his books and
pore over them, trying to learn what it was that the witch so feared. The hints were vague and
obscure, and Seeve grew more and more frustrated with his books. They spoke o little of women's
meagic, for only men wrote and read these works. The ten-month child—they dreaded her, it was
plain, and caled for the child to die a birth, its blood poured out upon mouldering vegetation. But
why the child was so dangerous they did not bother to explain, not in so many words.

All thewhilethe child grew. In spite of hisfears, Seeve found himsdf liking thelittle one; even
more surprising, he liked Asineth aswell. She was not just enduring captivity, but thriving init. Her
habit of fishing with him bare-breasted was annoying, since it was obvioudy meant to discredit him
with the local fishermen, but now that she had the child, she seemed dert and dive and the hate |eft
her face for hours, for days at atime. Asineth was no more friendly with Sleeve, but she babbled on
with the child.

"What will you name her?' asked Seeve.
"L et the father name her," she answered coldly.
"Henever will."

"Then let her go unnamed,” she said. That was the only sign that she had not forgotten her woes.
No matter how much her love for her daughter cheered her, she would not name the child.

"Isit fair to punish the child because you hate her father?' asked Sleeve. Then he heard hisown
words, redlized that it was aquestion Nasilee's daughter might well have asked him, and |eft the
conversation alone after that.

Thevidgt from thewitch undid him, redly, though no doubt the woman thought her missona
failure. Sleeve had been growing contented there on the edge of the sea. Even though Asineth amost



never spoke to him and the fishermen shunned him, till thislife wasthe least solitary he had ever

been. Thefleet of little shipsthat put out to seawith him in the morning—they were acomfort to him.
Though hisfragile skin could not bear the sunlight, so that he remained forever clothed againgt the
eyes of the Other fishermen, gtill there was friendship in this: that hisarms knew what their amsknew,
that he lived asthey did with the smell of fish and salt spray and sunlight hard on the wood of the boat.
For thefirgt timein hislife, hefet at one with other men, and if they could not match hiswit, they were
gtill brothers of the flesh. Asineth and the child had been acomfort, too; he had almost cometo
understand the home-fedling that he had aways despised because it turned other men weak.

Wi, it turned him weak, too. Wesk—or careless, anyway. Not that he was not dert to some
things. Heread dl day until his eyes ached, trying to discover the menace of aten-month child. Then
he dept, letting his mind study again in dreams. Then he went out before dawn, leaving mother and
child adeep, and the kettle of fish sSmmering on thefire. Hewould sail done now, let down and haul
up the netsalone. All the while he fancied he was studying out the problem. In fact he was only
thinking about it now and then. Mogt of the time he was thinking afisherman's thoughts. Sometimes he
even wondered if hewould not have been better off to be born afisherman than to have lived as he
had, following the blood of the Hart.

What he never noticed was that Asineth spent al morning every day inside the hut, reading
whatever he had read, studying also to learn women's magic from the books that were written to men.
What he never guessed was that she knew enough of the Sweet Sisters |ore that things that meant
nothing to him meant much to her. Every book began with a page of warningsto guard these secrets,
especidly againgt the prying eyes of women—~but Sleeve was careless of women, since only men had
ever tried to steal knowledge from him. It did not occur to him that Asineth could understand what
was written there.

On aday late in summer, when the child was nearing her first yearday, Sleeve finaly understood
apassage that had long euded him. It was while he was on the boet, feding the rhythm of wind and
current with hisfeet, his buttocks, and hisarms; suddenly he trembled with discovery and nearly
capsized himsdlf asthe jib went flying. Only one person had anything to fear from aten-month child,
and that was the child's mother. Sleeve turned about at once and tacked back into the harbor, right
among the fleet of fishermen who scrambled to maneuver their boats out of the way. They asked him
for no explanation, and he did not offer any. True, theinfant had done no harm till now, but now that
Sleeve knew the truth he would not delay in taking precautions. It would not do to report to
Pdlicroval that Asineth had died because Seeve had to finish his day's fishing before getting back to
save her life.

Sleeve did not know that Asineth matched his reading day by day, and that she, too, discovered
what he knew. She understood even more, however, much more, and when Sleeve got back to the
hut, Asneth and the child were gone.

Hetried to follow her afoot, but shelost him in the rocky hills behind the shore. He bled himself
copioudy to buy power enough to search magicaly for her, but his searching eye could not see her.
He knew then that he had moved too late. The infant already understood some of her powers.

It was only when he redlized that four of hisbooks were missing that he first suspected thet it
was not the infant, not the daughter of Asineth and Pdlicrovol who was thwarting his search. It was
Asineth hersdlf, for the babe could not yet read. He cursed himself for having let her study whét it was
his duty to protect. But beyond that, there was nothing he could do. And so he waited, and built up



his strength againgt the return of his adversary. He was not sure just how strong women's magic might
be, and he wanted to be sure of the victory in case the contest proved to be a difficult one. Hewas
amost pleased at the prospect—he had not had a difficult battle in decades, for there was no wizard
that he knew of in the world who was amatch for him.

On the tenth night of hiswaiting, awoman cdled him from outside the hut. It was avoice that he
did not recognize at once, but when he saw her face, even by the light of the cookfire he knew her.

"Berry," hesaid. "l thought that you were dead.”
She amiled and raised her eyebrows. "And | had no ideathat you knew her."

So thiswoman who wore Berry'sflesh was not Berry at al. "Asineth,” he whispered. It wasa
bad sign, if she had the power of changing shapesto such adegree that it fooled even him.

"Asneth?' she asked. "l do not know her."
"Who areyou, then?"'

"l am Beauty," she answered. "l am the most powerful of al the gods." With asingle perfect,
graceful motion she was naked. "Am | not perfect, Seeve?’

"You are," hefredly admitted. To see Berry's body again, so perfectly recreated—Asineth could
not have known that he had been Berry's lover long before Nasilee had her, but the sight of Berry
there on the beach unnerved him as no other ploy could have. Still, Sleeve was not oneto be
completely distracted by his own memories of love. "Y ou are perfect—but you are not agod.”

"Am | not?| camefrom battle to you, Sleeve," she said. "I had learned so much, and | had to try
it out. First | challenged the brute Hart, for | thought he would be easiest to rule. | waswrong, for my
firdt battle wasthe worgt of dl, and he nearly won, and asit was| till fear him alittle. But no
meatter—heisin chains at the root of the world, and you will have no help from him."

Shewas mad, of course. To chalenge the Hart and win—absurd.

"The Sweet Sigters next, for | had aquarre with them. | was surprised at how easily they
bowed—they have no weaponsfor the kind of war | wage. They have been born into the most
amusing bodies, and in flesh they will stay, bound up aslong as| want them there."

"And God?' asked Seeve, amused.

"He'sdippery. I'll haveto keep him where | can watch him over the years. But you, Sleeve. You
| do not fear at dl.”

Hislove of theatricaity would have made him say some heroic epigram in answer, but he had
learned at an early age that theatricdity is no substitute for sure victory. So he bit down upon her heart
with the teeth of hisleft hand, to fell her a oncewith asinglemagica blow. Evenif sheendured it she
would be too shaken to fight him after that.

But she did not so much asflinch, and as he squeezed with his cruel inward hand, he was



surprised to find that he felt the agony in his own chest. He stopped, but his pain went on, andina

moment of anguish heredlized that her words were not brag. There was no help for him from the

Hart, and that presence of gods that he had dwaysfelt underlying al his power—it was gone..
"What have you done!" he cried.

"Took you by surprise, didn't 1," she said. "Oh, never mind, Sleeve. If the gods could not resist
me, how could you?'

The painin his heart eased, and he found himsalf lying on the sand, looking up at her through
blurred eyes.

"Can't you see me wd|?' she asked. And suddenly his eyes were clear of tears. It wasthat
which frightened him most of dl. A magic that could break the power of gods wasterrible indeed, but
amagic so delicate it could take the tears out of a man's eyes—that was athing he had never heard of
beforeindl hisreading, indl hislife.

"Look & me," she said again. "Berry was the most beautiful woman | know, but | am Beauty,
and | thought of someimprovements. Here, isthis better? And this?'

Helay in the sand and told her yes, yes, it was better.

"Wdl, now," shesaid at last, dressing hersdlf as she spoke, "well, now, Sleeve. | suppose you'l
want to come with me."

"Where are you going?' he asked.

"Why, to Pdicroval," shesad. "Am | not hiswife? Did he not marry me with many, many
witnesses?'

" told him he should havekilled you."

"l remember that," she said. "But he didn't, and here | am. Do you think hell find me beautiful ?*

It wasimpaossible that she could mean to live with him ashiswife.

"Oh, | don't meanto," shesaid. "Live with him? Absurd. But | heard that he was bringing the
Flower Princessto him from the southern idands. Sheisof age, | hear. And apparently he thinks that
he can marry her. Whilel il live, hethinksthat he can marry her. When he sees me, will he till think
that sheisbeautiful?'

Seavetook abit of satisfaction intelling her, despite hisfear, "Asneth, improve on Berry al you
like, but no woman of flesh has ever been so beautiful as Enzique vinisensee Evelvenin.”

Suddenly histongue wasthick in hismouth, and he felt snakes dithering insgde hisclothing, a
forked tonguetickling a histhroat. "Never call me Asineth again,” she whispered.

"Aye, Beauty," he answered.



"Y ou will come with meto Palicroval. | will keep you asapet.”
"Asyouwish," hesad.
She giggled, and the snakes were gone. "Get up,” she said.

He got up, and in the process discovered that she was not content with changing her own shape.
She had changed his, too.

"Tdl thetruth,” she said. "Don't you like yoursdlf better like this? Weren't you tired of standing
out, apde giant among other men?"

He did not answer her, just stared at his hands and nodded. Thisiswhat defeat fedslike, hetold
himsdf, but he knew it was not true. Thiswas only the beginning of defeat. He knew that Asineth had
plans. And he pitied Pdicroval, for there was no hope for him now. It was plain that al the warnings
about the power of aten-month child were feeble compared to the danger of its mother, and now it
wastoo late to think of how he might thwart her. Asineth's power was so beyond histhat she could
swat away his srongest effort with alaugh. It would be something besides the power of theliving
blood that would undo her now, if anything ever did. He had never been so afraid in dl hislife.

Only when he had packed his books and hoisted them on his back, only when she led him away
from Brack on the end of agolden chain, only then did heinvent arole for himsdlf that might just keep
him alive. He wrapped the long chain around hislegs to hobble him and toddled after her like achild,

snging loudly,
| have captured Beauty,
| have her on agtring,

| keep her in the cupboard,
And poke her with my thing.

She looked back a him in annoyance and pulled on the golden chain. Immediately hefdll
forward againgt the rocks, gashing his shoulder. Ignoring the pain, he sat upright and poked the
wound with hisfinger, then licked off the blood. "Thewineis strong, but the vintageiswrong,” he
declared solemnly.

Looking down at him, she smiled in spite of herself. She had given him aridiculous shape; now
he was living the part she had assigned him. It pleased her. "What isthe name of thewine?' she
asked, playing dong.

"Splenetic Red, from the fields of Urubugala.”

"Urubugda," she said, and she laughed doud. "Urubugda. That isthe language of Elukra, isn't it?
What doesit mean?'

"Little cock," answered Seave.

"My little cock," shesaid. "My Urubugaa." It was agood name for the cregture he had become.
And the name did not displease Seeve. If it kept him alive, he was happy with it. Sleeve was not one
of these weak, proud men who can be controlled by the threat of humiliation. There were timeswhen
he even enjoyed the freedom that he won through hisfool's part.



Beauty's daughter
By thewater—
Didyouwish
Shewereafish?

At that Beauty glowered, but Seeveimmediatdly raised histunic and strutted toward her,
showing off his grotesque genitds. "If you like to be amother, I'll gladly sire another!™

"Y ou are not dwaysfunny,” said Beauty. "I don't like you when you aren't funny.”
Sleeve sdled up to her and whispered, "Whereisthe baby?

Immediately hefelt an excruciating pain in hishead, asif his eyes were being forced out by the
pressure of something growing behind them. After afew momentsit stopped. He refused to be so
eadly vanquished. "The baby isdead! It livesin my head!"

"Shut up, Seeve"

Sevedrew himsdf up to the full height she had left him. "My name, Madame Beawtty, is
Urubugala” Hewhispered again. "You are avery quick learner. Was dl thisin those books you
read?’

Asineth was only fourteen years old—she was susceptible to flattery. She smiled and said, "The
books were nothing. They knew nothing. All | learned was how to get the power. Once | paid the
pricefor it, the power was its own teacher. So far, | need only to think of athing, and | can do it. And
the most ddliciousthing of al isthat Paicrovol himsdf gave the power to me. Gave me the power, but
only awoman can ever haveit."

"A man can haveit," said Urubugaa

He saw the fear legp into her face. She was not secure yet with her power. "How can aman
haveit, when aman cannot create a child out of hisbody?'

Agan heanswered her inrhyme:

If wefasten our ballsto thewalls,

And then if we feed on our seed,

The power will comein an hour

To peelikethe seaand to fart like aflower.

"You aredisgusting,” she said. "No man can have a power that isthe match of mine. And no
other woman, either, for no woman has enough hate in her to do what | have done.” She said it
proudly, and Sleeve again hid hisfear of her behind mockery.

"l am your minstrel and you are my mongtrdl. Whereis your teeny one, tinny one, tiny one?"

"Oh, we had an argument.” Beauty carelesdy tossed her head and smiled. "I won," she said.
Seevefancied he could still see the blood on her tongue.



4

TheKing'sBride

How the Flower Princess lost her body, her husband, and her freedom al in an hour on her
wedding day.

The Royal Progress

She came to the mouth of Burring with her father'sfleet of tall ships. Palicrovol had athousand
singers meset her at the port. So perfect wastheir singing that the deafest sailor on the farthest ship
heard dl the words.

She was rowed up theriver on the only galley that her father ever built, but the oarsmen were
free, not daves, and al of them wore robes of flowers. Every day of the voyage, a hundred women
sat below deck, winding fresh flowersinto new robes, so that every day the robes were new. And
when she reached the grest city Inwit, athousand bags of flowerswere released upstream, and dl of
Burring, from shore to shore, was apond of petasfor the coming of the Flower Princess.

Pdicrovol himsdf met her at King's Gate, with the white-robed priests of God surrounding him,
and white-robed virgins from the nunnery led the FHlower Princess from her father's ship. Palicrovol
knelt before her, and the carriage that met her began the Dance of Descent.

The Dance ended in the palace, in the Chamber of Answers, aroom not opened for a century
because it was too perfect to be used. Ivory and aabaster, amber and jade, marble and obsidian
were the wals and floor and ceiling of the Chamber of Answers, and there the Flower Princess chose
to wear her ring on the middle finger of theleft hand, but high on the finger, to promise fecundity and
fathfulness, and lo, of dl miracles, Pdicrovol dso wore hisring on the middlefinger of hisright hand,
high on the finger, to promise worship and unwavering loyalty. The watching hundreds cheered.

And then an imperious woman walked out onto the floor, leading a grotesque black dwarf ona
golden chain, and Enzique vinisensee Evelvenin turned to face the woman, and the wedding was
broken at that moment.

TheUser Used

"l see" said the strange woman.

The dwarf piped up in astrange little song.

Ugly Bugly, Mercy Me,
You arenot asfair asshe.

Pdicrovol spoke from behind the Flower Princess. "Who are you? How did you get into the
paace?’



"Who am |, Urubugda?"' asked the strange woman.

"Thislady is Beauty, the greatest of al the gods,”" said the dwarf. "First she chained the Hart at
theroot of the world. Then she captured the Sweet Sisters and trapped them into such comica
bodies. Then she bent God and imprisoned him. And at last she came home to poor Sleeve, and
undid him, undid him, undid him."

"Seeve" sad Pdicroval. "Came hometo Seeve
"Do you know me, Palicrovol?" asked the strange woman.
"Asneth," he whispered.

"If you call me by that name, you do not know meyet," she said. Then she turned to the Flower
Princess. "So you are what he loves best in al theworld. | can see that you are beautiful .”

Againthe dwarf chanted in his Strange voice.

Beauty isfar, Beauty isfair,
But Beauty chose the wrong body to wear.

"] can seethat you are beautiful," said the stranger, "and so it isonly fitting that Beauty should
have that face and form."

Enziquel vinisensee saw the woman change before her eyes, into aface that she knew and did
not know. Knew because it was her own face. Did not know because it was not mirrored, asthe
Hower Princess had always seen it, but exactly as others had seen it. "Thisiswhat others have seenin
me," she whispered.

"Do you worship?' asked Beauty. "Am | not perfect, Flower Princess?’

But Enziqudvinisensee Evelvinin had taken avow to tell only the truth, and she had none of her
women beside her to lie for her, and so she destroyed hersalf by saying, "No, Lady. For you have
filled my eyeswith hate and triumph, and | have never felt such thingsinal my life."

Beauty's perfect nogtrilsflared abit with rage, and then she smiled and said, "That is because
you have lacked the proper teachers. So let me teach you, Flower Princess, as| was taught.”

The Flower Princess did not fedl achange, but she saw the watching peoplelook at her and
gasp and turn away. She was afraid of what had been done to her, and spun on her toesto face her
husband, gracious Palicrovol, who loved her. But Palicrovol, too, was revolted at what he saw, and
stepped back from her. 1t was only a moment, and then he came to her again, and held her closeto
him, but in that moment Enziquel vinisensee Evelvinin knew the truth: Palicrovol thought of her beauty
aspart of hersdf, just as everyone e se did; he did not know her without her face. Y et she was
comforted that he still embraced her, and that he spoke with courage against Beauty.

"Did you think | could be so easily deceived, Asineth?' he asked. ™Y ou may Startle me, but my
heart belongs to another heart, not to aface.”

Beauty only smiled again. Suddenly the Flower Princessfelt Paicrovol take her brutaly by the



waist and throw her from him onto the floor. She looked up at him in horror, and saw the anguish of
hisface ashe cried out to her, "It wasn't I!" Then, though he tried to speak, he fell mute, but the
Flower Princess had heard enough to understand. It was Beautty, it was Asineth who had used his
armsto hurl her away.

"Lieonthefloor, Weasdl," said Beauty. "Lie on the floor, and see what your husband does when
hefindsavirgin body to despoil. Your body, Weasdl. Too bad you won't be wearing it when your
fine new husband takes his pleasure.” At first Palicrovol moved jerkily, as Beauty learned to control
his body. It cost her more power than anything €l se she did, to battle the King for control of hisflesh
and win—it wastherarest of the powerful acts she did. But she was clever, and soon learned to
overmaster him. Then hisbody moved smoothly, and othersforgot that Palicroval did not act of his
own free will. But the Flower Princess, now named Weasdl, she knew truth as no other knew it, for
her lips had never spoken alie, and she remembered easily that Palicrovol acted with another will.
Beauty had power, but not wisdom yet. At that time she was gill achild, and thought vengeance
would come at the price of acheap and easy show.

So Palicroval's hands cut the clothing from Beauty's body, which was the body of the Flower
Princess. And Palicrovol, act for act, ravished her as he had ravished Asineth two years before. Only
thistime he did not disdain her attempt at seductiveness. Now when the body of the Flower Princess
moved so subtly for him, he cried out with the pleasure of it. Now when hisarms lifted his body from
her, he moaned in protest. Let it not be over, cried hisflesh. Let it not finish. And aslong as he looked
a her naked before him, aslong as he remembered the pleasure that her body and her power had
given him, hisbody again and again convulsed in pleasure; even after his seed was spent, even after
the pleasure had turned to agony, he writhed against the impaossibility of having her, the memory of
having her, the longing to have her forever.

"Kill her!" he cried, but hisguards had long sncefled.

"Help me" he whispered to Urubugala, but the dwarf only said alittle rhyme:

In the morning
Heed no warning.
Inthenight,

No respite.

"Weasd," said Queen Beauty, "you know how | was served. Tell me—is my vengeance just?'
"Y ou were wronged," said the Flower Princess.

"lsmy vengeance jus?'

"You arejust to take vengeance."

"But ismy vengeance just?' Beauty smiled likethe blessing of asaint.

"Only if you avenge yoursdf on those who harmed you, and only if your vengeanceis equd to
thewrong done you."

"Come now, | heard | could count on Weasel Sootmouth to tell the truth. | ask you afourth
time—am| jus?'



"No," said the Hower Princess.

"Good," said Beauty. "l was unjustly treated, and unless my vengeanceis monstroudly unjust |
won't be satisfied.”

"I'm the one who wronged you," Pdicrovol said. "Take your vengeance on me."

"But don't you see, Palicroval, that it is part of my vengeance on you, that you know your
woman and your friends suffer unjustly for your sske?!

Pdicrovol bowed his head in helplessness,
"Look a me, Pdicrovol,” sad Beauty.
Againg hiswill helooked up and convulsed again in passion for her.

"Hereismy vengeance. | will not kill you, Palicroval. | despise you even more than you despised
me when | wasweak. Y ou may keep your army—as many as you want. Fill the world with your
armies and bring them against me—I will vanquish them with athought. Y ou may keep your Antler
Crown—I need no crown to rule here. Y ou may govern al of Burland outside this city—I can
overruleyou any time| please. Y ou will send metribute, but not so much that it will harm the
people—I do not have my father's greed. | will not undo your laws or your works. This city will il
be cdled Inwit. The new temple you are building to your God may continueto rise. All theworship
they give your God will please me, for | dso rule God. | will leave you everything except for this you
will never enter this city again while | am dive, and you will never be done again whilel am dive, and
you will never know amoment of peace again whilel am aive. And Pdicrovol—I will live forever.”

Urubugda somersaulted and sprawled on the floor between them. "There are limits on the life of
adaughter and awifel" he cried.

"1 know that," Beauty said. "But when my power wanes, | will smply have another child. Next
time, | think, atwevemonth child. Find some wizards, Pdlicrovol. Have them study that intheir
books. She laughed then, and compelled Pdlicroval to gaze upon her, throwing him into paroxysms of
rapture until he sprawled on the floor, exhausted and retching.

As shelaughed, a powerful-looking man strode boldly into the hall, carrying a sword and
wearing heavy armor, though the helmet was cast away .

"Zymas, run!" cried Pdicroval.

"Oh, stay, Zymas," said Beauty. "Today would not have been complete without you."

Zymas did not pauseto listen to ether of them, just kept moving relentlessy toward Beauty, his
sword rising above his head. He was nearly upon her, and they al knew amoment's hope that
perhaps Zymas's direct action was the antidote to this sudden sickness that had come upon the world.
But no. Suddenly his hair turned stedl grey, hisface went old and wrinkled, the sword dropped from
gnarled, arthritic fingers, and he staggered feebly under the weight of the armor.

"Zymas, S0 bold, so brave, isdead,” said Beauty. "In his place is the Captain of my paace



guard. Craven, | cal him. Craven, wedl cdl him. Because he was such acoward that he was afraid
of awoman."

Beauty looked around at those she had hated so long, and smiled. Therewasred beauty in her
smile, and the Flower Princess knew that when the face had been her own, it had never worn such an
expression of ecstasy. " Craven, Urubugala, and Weasdl. My strength, my wit, and my fair face. | will
keep you with me aways, Captain, Fool, and Lady of Ladies. Y ou will be the jewes of my crown.
And outside Inwit, where he must forever dwell, will be Paicrovol, King of Burland, dways
remembering me, dwayslonging for me. If he ever beginsto fed sorry for himsdlf, he can dways
remember you, and imaginewhat | do to you, and that will cheer him up immeasurably.” She walked
to the writhing Palicrovol and touched him gently on the flank. He cried out, he reached for her, and
then hefel back witless. "Carry him out," said Beauty. And the guests who had watched the scenein
hel pless horror obeyed her, carried him out of the palace, out of the castle, out of Inwit through West
Gate.

Outside the city waited afew of hisbravest men, who dressed his naked body and carried him
away. A nun wasthere, and she prophesied that the man who killed Beauty would enter through that
same gate. Because of that, Beauty had the gate sealed up, never to be used again.

Within aremarkably short time, the city of Inwit was back to norma and better than normd. All
thelaws of Palicrovol remained in force, and al the freedoms he had granted remained intact. Beauty
ruled gently enough in her city that the people did not mind the change of rulers. And her court
became a dazzling place, which the kings of other nationsloved to vist. They soon enough learned not
to visit Palicrovol's court themselves, for they found that if they gave Palicrovol the honor due him as
King of Burland, they would develop the most uncomfortable infections. So they had to send
ambassadors, who soon learned to revile Palicrovol whenever they spoke to him, in order to avoid
the plagues that otherwise came upon them.

Beauty ruled in Inwit, and the exile of Palicrovol had begun. Y et as the years passed, she knew
that her vengeance was empty and incomplete. For with &l her abuse, she did not change you, and
shedid not change your three captive friends. Our flesh she could alter, our lives she could fill with
misery and shame, but we were still oursalves, and short of killing us she could not make us other than
what we were. We remained aways beyond her reach, even though she had us always within her

grasp.

5

The Captive King

Thisishow aman may be adave, though heisfreeto go dl placesin theworld but one.

TheTormentsor Beauty

Shdl | catdogue the suffering of your exile for you, Paicrovol ?



The foreign ambassadors reviled you, or their bladders would burn when they urinated.
Y our own soldiers spat when you came near, or they would be infested with lice.

No matter how the cooks labored, all food served to you was covered with mold, al drinks
werefilmed with dime,

Y ou fenced yoursdf with wizards, to give you afew moments respite now and then; Beauty tore
away their feeble barriers whenever she chose, and whatever wizard helped you was incapable of
coupling from that moment.

Y ou called also upon the priests, even though God had lost al power and was silent in the
world; the prieststhat comforted and honored you al devel oped huge goiters and tumescences on the
head and neck.

For aweek shewould make you strain at stoal, to no avall; then for another week she would
give you dysentery, and open your bowelsin public places, so that you were forced to diaper yourself
out of courtesy to those who kept you company.

Y ou awoke itching unbearably in the middle of the night. Y ou froze in summer, could not bear
clothing in winter because of the heat she forced on you. For days terrible dreams would waken yovu;
then for weeks you would doze off even asyou sat in judgment, or led meetings of your generals.

One of her worgt tricks was to trade vision with you. She would look out of your eyes and see
whatever was going on around you, and at the same time you would see whatever she saw within the
palace. She did not do it in order to spy on you—she had her Sight, and could sense the whole
Kingdom of Burland at will. Shedid it so that you would be forced to see Weasdl being beaten for
some offense or other; Craven feebly carrying some burden, or leaning on aserving boy; Urubugala
cavorting before alaughing audience of baronets and scions of wealthy merchant families. Y our
friends, suffering for your sake, and you helpless to save them. So you fashioned golden cups and
covered your eyeswith them, so that no light could enter at dl. That was how you came to be known
by one of your names: the Man with the Golden Eyes. They dso called you the Horned Man, the
Man Who Cannot Be Alone, and the Husband of Far Beauty. And your people were not fooled: Y ou
might be Beauty's toy, but you were agood King, and they prospered and lived mostly free, and paid
your dight taxeswillingly enough, and submitted to your judgment with trust.

Yet, ironicaly, her plagues did you good aswell as harm. Y ou knew if aman stayed to serve
you that he was not with you for pleasure or honor, or even because he pitied you or hated Queen
Beauty. Those who stayed with you in those hard times, who lived closely with you, and were privy to
your inmost thoughts—you knew that they served you either because they knew your heart and loved
you or because they loved good government and endured you and the life they had to live with you
for the sake of the people of Burland. Y ou had a gift few kings are ever given—you could trust
everyone near youl.

That good was matched with evil. With bitter injustice, your very justice madeit al the harder
for you to raise and keep an army—for whose heart stirred to oust Beauty from Inwit, when things
went so well for Burland asit was? Only adventurers came to your army, and the Godsmen who
hated her for silencing God, and the ne€er-do-wellswho had no hope of any other trade. To fill your
fiftiesand your regiments you had to conscript soldiers, which gave you an unwilling, weakish army,



on the whole. It was enough to keep the enemies of Burland at bay, but rarely enough for you to hope
to overcome the Queen hersdf.

Andthusit wasfor days, for weeks, for years, for decades, for centuries. Y our loya followers
would cometo you and serve you, grow old, and die, but still you lived on, and Urubugdalived on,
and Craven lived on, and Weasd lived on, for Beauty, broken as a child, could never grow straight
however many years shelived: shewould live forever exacting painstaking vengeance for abrief and
unwilling cruelty so many years before.

Three times you brought your army to the gates of Inwit. Three times Queen Beauty et you
hope for deliverance. And then she sent terror into the hearts of your soldiers, faced them with
whatever they feared most in al the world, and dl but the most resolute handful of them fled from
your army, and you retreated from the city that you had won from her father so many years before,
forced to begin again, ashamed again before the other nations of the world.

TheHartsHour

After three centuries and more of exile, on aday when you wore the golden cups over your
eyes, there came avision to you. At first you thought it came from Beauty, but in only amoment you
knew that it did not. Y ou saw the Hart, the great shaggy stag, the one that Zymas had seen. The eagle
clung to his belly, holding closed the wound there. And the Hart stopped, and turned his heavy head
to face you, and you saw that he wore an iron collar around his neck, and his hooves were also
banded and chained, and he bade you follow him, and set him free.

| cannot, you said.

Come, hetold you, though you heard no words.

It will do no good, you said. Beauty will see me, and thwart al my works.
Come, he said. For this hour, she sees not, and sees not that she sees not.

So you took the golden cups from your eyes, and walked forth from your camp into the foret,
and armed with your bow you followed the tracks of adeer into the wood, and went where the deer
choseto lead you.

It was dl the power that the gods could muster, exercised for you that day in the woods not far
from the town of Banningside. Did you not wonder why they led you where they led you, why you did

what you did?Will you now kill what came from that hour? It was your salvation, Palicroval. It was
your only son.

6

The Farmer'sWife



Now the life of Orem Scanthips, the Little King, began thisway: with aman following a hart
through the wood; with awoman bathing at a stream.

She Was a Poet of All Things That Grew of Themselves

Molly the farmer'swife had her six sonsand didn't long for more. Six sons, three daughters: too
many sonsto divide the farm among them, too many daughtersto marry them off with any sort of
dowry. It was not a son she longed to make when she went that spring morning to her hidden place
on the banks of the Banning. She went with atwist of magic in her fingers, so none could follow; but
she wasfollowed. Or rather, she was found.

It was adark place, atill place, where theriver ran narrow and deep and so swiftly that atwig
waslogt in an ingtant, so quietly that all songswere heard, dl footfals noted. The trees reached out
over thewater and met in adense roof so that the sun did not dance upon the stream. It was cold
here, even in the summer. A cave made of leaves and water, dl the cold and terrible things of a
woman: it was Molly's truest home, the place where she dared to cdl hersalf by her most secret
name.

Bloom, shewhigpered, naming hersdf.

Hush, spoketheriver in reply. Hush, for the end of your lifeis coming, following the traces of a
deer.

ThePandering Hart

A great grey hart ood across the stream from her. Molly knew him well, knew that in the hart
and hind were magics beyond the reach of the silly farm women of Waterswatch. Beyond even her
own reach, and she was the best of them. The blood of the Hart, they say, stainsal theworld. So she
watched as the hart condescended to drink from the stream; watched as water fell silver from his
mouth back to the river; watched as behind the great beast a hunter came, arrow nocked, bow down
but ready to be drawn in an instant.

Do not dare to harm the horned head, she cried silently.

And, asif obedient to her utterance, the hunter stood and watched the deer drink, letting the
nock dip from the string, letting the bow grow dack. No desth today for the hundred-pointed head.

Molly studied the hunter asthe hunter studied the hart. He was a strong-looking man. Not tall,
and as dark as men of the west always were. He wore the deep green of the King—asoldier, then.
But not like most soldiers, for Molly had never seen adogger who had the wit to recognize the beauty
of adeer; nor did she know any man at all who could fix his attention on one thing for such along
time. The man's eyes gleamed in the darkness of her green and silent cave. He was o ill, and yet
even dack hisarms had power in them. Even slent, hislips commanded attention. And she knew, or
thought she knew, or dreamed it even asit happened: she knew that this was no common soldier of
the King. It was Pdicrovol himsdlf, yes, Pdicrovol the Exile, the Husband of Far Beauty. No wonder,
she thought, no wonder he stares with such longing at the hart. He wishes some god could be freed to



bring him ease. Well, Queen Beauity, if you watch today, see how | bring him ease, thought Molly,
thought fecund Daughter Bloom, for | will have thisman, will havethelife of himinme.

| am achaste woman, apart of her cried out. And his children are born monsters.

But apart of her answered, with peace only the Sweet Sisters could bring, My children are not
bom mongters, and awoman is not truly chaste if she refuseswhat man the Hart brings. Her womb,
which had been so often full, cried out to befilled again. But thistime, thistime with aKing's son, this
timewith the Hart's child.

"Man," shewhispered. Such wasthe stillness of the place that he heard and yet was not afraid.

"Woman," he said, and his face showed cold amusemen.

"Areyou strong asthisriver?'

"Areyou," he answered, "as deep?”

In answer shelay upon the grassy, leafy bank and smiled. Cometo me, if there's as much man
askinginyou.

Asif he heard her taunt, he crossed the river, naked now except for hisknife—for he would not
be unarmed. He fought the current bravely, but till he came ashore far downstream from her, and she
watched as he came dripping and exhausted from the water. River Banning was called unfordable and
far from safeto swim. Y et the King had crossed it for her. Maolly'slegs trembled.

He stood over her, leaves and grass and dirt clinging to his shins. He had no beauty to him, and
yet there was aquivering deep in her belly as shelooked a him.

"Woman, what do they cdl you?' Therewas neither lust nor affection in his gaze. He would not
pretend that she was young and beautiful, for she was neither. Her belly sagged within her skirts, her
thighs were heavy and her dugs hung as |oose as the udder of an aging cow. What the Hart brings
together iswhat would not have come together without him. Beauity or not, it was plain that he desired
what she desired, and as much.

"l am Bloom," she said, giving her secret woman's nameto him, though he was aman. The Hart
had led him.

"Hasthe forest given you to me?"

"I have ahusband,” shesaid. "l will not beyours.”

To her surprise, helooked angry and stepped back, asif her wifehood would be abar to him.
"Man," shesad, "l will not be yours. But will you not be mine?"

"Yes" hesad, "Yes| will. Yes"

Hetook her asthe hart mountsthe hind, and she cried out in the pain and pleasure of the giving



and the taking. He put the seed of ason in her, and then kissed her a the smdl of her back, behind
her womb. "What comes of thisonly God will say," he said to her. But she only hummed and lay
naked on the bank, not even turning to watch him as he plunged again into the flood and swam away.
God had not brought him, didn't he know it? No, it was not God but the Hart that would say what
came of this; the blood of the Hart, the blood that flowed from her belly even though she had not been
avirgin, asthough he had secretly pierced her with hisknife. What you have madein me, O
Pdicroval, she said to her memory of hisflesh, what you have madein me | will make stronger than
you. | will make him large and strong. Nine children | have born dive, and aways my husband's own.
But thisoneisnot my husband's. Thisoneismine. | will name him Orem, for slver water flowed from
hisfather's body on the morning he was made.

v

TheBirth of Palicrovol's Son

These arethe sgnsthat came when Orem Banningside, called Scanthips, caled the Little King,
was born.

The Signs of the Mother

Asshelay on her childbed, her eyes swimming with the pain that never eased no matter how
often shewent through it, Molly saw the midwife lift the baby up, and in the sunlight of early morning
that streamed through the spring window of her east-facing house, he gleamed silver to her; covered
with the blood and mucus of birth, he gleamed slver asthe water from the hart's mouth.

She held him, she sang to him, she talked to him long before the infant could possibly
understand. Silently shetold him in every way she could, Y ou are the son of the King, my son, you
are born to be great. The words were never spoken, but the child still understood. He learned to walk
when he was only eight monthsinto the world, because it did not occur to him that he could not; he
spoke boldly from the first word, expecting to be understood no matter what he tried to say. A bright
one, dl the neighbors said to Mally.

But for two reasons she was not pleased at what they said. For one, she knew that there were
other things said aswell, for the child did not look like her blond giant of ahusband. For another,
there were her own doubts and fears. Quickly shelearned that when her seventh son waswith her, all
her subtle powers were gone. Her cooking spells were meaningless when he was in the house, no
meatter how many dead mice she bled into the hearth. Her loom magics made no pattern in the
homespun cloth if helooked on at her labors. The household goms were free here, where once they
had been held in the tightest rein of dl High Waterswatch.

But the worst was when she made the signsthat hid her path from morta eyes as she wandered
off into the wood. He could always follow her, could aways see her despite the blood she pricked
from her own finger. What have the Sweet Sisters given me? she asked hersdlf in fear. But it was
neither God nor the Sisters, she knew, for the Hart had also found her in her secret place, and Orem



was the child of the Hart. These were the Signs of the mother, and instead of love for her son, she
soon felt fear, for he had made her weak, and she had once been sirong in her small and vegeta way.

The Signs of the Father

When Molly wasin her childbed, Avonap her husband waited impatiently in the other room.
Nine other times, six times sonned and three times daughtered, he had waited thisway. Nine other
times he had fdlt the same impatience. The fields are waiting, woman, he wanted to cry, the soil has
called. Did she not know what afarmer's work was?

With the soil aswith awoman, it was hiswork to plow, to plant the seed, to tend, to reap. But
the corn did not require that he Sit and wait in the next room for the grain to ripen in the husk. No, the
ripening, the fruiting, that was the business of God who gave life, or the Sveet Sisters, after the
woman's reckoning, which he dared not despise. His business was out with the uncut soil, the unripe
corn, the unbound sheaves, not waiting, waiting for—what thistime? A daughter to dower? A sonto
raise to disgppointment? Five times he had had to tell aboy of hisloinsthat the fiedldswould never be
his, and ever since he had felt their hatred at his back, scythein hand, or harrow. Not that he feared
them; just that there was aweakness hidden in Avonap's heart. He loved his children, and wanted to
be loved by them. Not unheard of in aman, but not something to boast of. He spoke of it to no one,
but till when he fdlt the heat of their anger like breath on his sweeting back, Y es, he would think,

Y es, they hate me, yes | am undone.

So when the midwife came from the room and said, "A son," she was braced for the dark
glowering on hisface. However, she knew that there was worse to come. For Avonap was one of the
blond giant farmers of High Waterswatch that had earned the land the sobriquet " Straw Man's Land,”
and the baby that was brought forth to him did not have the white-down-covered head of al of
Molly's other babes. The baby was red and dark, longer and thinner than the others had been, and
worst was the shock of blackish hair on the top of the head. The infant bawled piteoudy, but the sight
of him kept Avonap from pity.

"Changding," he murmured, and the midwife made the circle upon the cloth of the baby's
swaddle.

Changeling? Oh, no, it was no child of goms or wandering Sebadtit. It was something worse, he
feared. He saw the child and dreamed of the towers of the west, where men grew lean and
dark-haired, and women were white of skin and ebon of hair. He dreamed of such awesterner
coming somehow to the east. In the army, no doubt. Dreamed of awest-facing tower, and Molly
perched at the top, combing her long blond hair to tumble down and cover the face of the soldier
leering up a her below. He dreamed of the volcano he had seen erupting in hisyouth, on hisone
journey to Scravehold. And he hated the child. Leave him to hismother, thought he. Whatever heis,
and whoever hissire, he's none of mine, none of me, and for once I'm glad to be sharing none of my
land with him.

But the yearswill bend al things, even the blond and mountainous men who farm the hilly
riversde land of High Waterswatch.

Firg, it soon became clear to him that Orem would be hisMally'sfinal child, and he



remembered the saying

Lagt of tenand dl dive
Richest bee of dl thehive,
Cheater of the beggar's grave,
Thief of dl hisfather'slove.

Second, there was the matter of the child's hair. He was awoman-raised child, of course, and
30 there was some foolishness of combing and washing more than aboy should be combed and
washed. But sometimes when Avonap saw the brooding child at supper, glowering over hisplate, he
saw in the firelight atough of red gold in the boy's dark hair, and saw in the wan and whitish face what
had been kept from dl his other sons and daughters—the grace of young Moally, the greatest prize that
he had wonin dl hislife. And of asudden one day he yearned for the boy.

Third, and most of dl, he saw soon enough that despite Molly'stotd rule over the boy, she
shunned him. Wouldn't let him play beside theloom, wouldn't et him help her at the stove. Too often
Avonap saw him playing strange gamesin the lee of the house in summer, being neither ingde his
mother'swalled factory nor outside in hisfather'sfield, where the men forged wheat and tawny barley
inthefiresof the sun.

So it was that one day, by chance the fourth yearday of young Orem'slife, Avonap let fal his
hoe when he saw the boy, let it fall and walked to where he played.

"Wheat are you doing?" asked the father.
"I'm making armiesin thedirt,” said the son.
"What armies?"'

And the boy touched with the point of his stick where the army of Pdicrovol stood, a series of
circles concealed behind weeds or perched at the tops of inch-high mounds. "And here," said the son,
"isthe city of Inwit, Pdicroval's capitd, which he shall recapture today.”

"But those are only circlesinthedirt,” said Avonap. "Why aren't you inside with your mother?”
" She sends me out when she has work to do. She works better when there are no boys around.”

What did Avonap seein the boy'sface? Mally'sface, yes, that for sure, and perhaps he felt the
old yearning for hisyoung wife; but more than that, for Avonap had a soft heart. He saw a child who
had no welcomein either world. Not in the still, enclosed, soft world of women, not in the tooled and
brigtling, windy world of men. Avonagp was touched with pity for the boy. A boy should be strong and
hale and blond; this strange child was plainly not. Y et aboy should also have aready smile. When this
boy was an infant he had had such a smile, and now it was gone. That much surely could be set to
rights

"Will you come with me, then, since you're not too busy here?"
And thergoicing in the son's eyes was enough for the father. From that time on hisweakness

and his darkness were no barrier between them. No thought of cuckolding, no murmurs of changding
children. Avonap did with Orem what he had not done since his oldest boy wasllittle. Said some,



"Y oung Orem isthefruit of the basalak, growing whole from the bark of the fathertree,” for that was
how it seemed, that Orem grew whole from hisfather's shoulder, or sprang from the ground beside
hisfather, tied at the stem, tied at the hand. Root and branch he became hisfather's son. These were
thedgnsof thefather.

The Sign of the Son

And what of the other tales the common folk tell? How Queen Beauty wept dl night the night
that he was born? How Enziquel vinisensee Evelvenin woke up and saw her face beautiful in the mirror
for that single night? How Pdlicrovol himsdf was overcome with power on the night of Orem's birth,
and stood at the door of histent naked and large with potentid, al to befulfilled in the birth of his
bastard son? How starsfell, and wolves mated with sheep, and fish walked, and the Sweet Sisters
appeared to the nuns of the Great Temple of Inwit?

Such tales were al made up so the Tale would have more magic. Not Orem nor Molly nor
Avonap—no one suspected what had been wrought in the world. There werethese sgnsonly: The
signs of the mother, who loved and then feared the boy; the signs of the father, who hated and then
loved the boy; and the sign of the boy.

Thiswasthe sign of the boy: He followed his mother often to her river cave, where the trees
were so tal they arched to both sSdes of the degp and fast-rushing Banning, so only green light could
touch thewater, and al wasrich with the power the women called Sisterhood and the men called
God. And there, he watched her bathe in the edges of the tugging current, saw her dip her loose and
sagging breasts and belly into the flood, and as these touched the water, he saw a great stag, a
hundred-horned head, appear among the leaves, watching, watching. For just amoment he saw; then
he glanced away and when he looked again the hart was gone. He did not wonder then what it meant;
only feared for amoment that his naked and vulnerable mam might be in some danger from the deer.
He did not know the Hart had already pierced her once, as degp as awoman could be pierced. And
that was the sign of the son.

8

The House of God

Hereisthetale of the only true miracle of Orem's childhood, and how he cameto be aclerk.

The Seventh Son of Avonap

Because Avonap loved his seventh son, hetried to get him away from the farm as soon ashe
could. It was no good for alateborn son to stay long on the farm, for the older he got, the more he
ate, and the more he ate, the more the elder sons saw their inheritance being wasted, perhaps being
threatened by achild their father loved more. Such lateborn sons had away of dying in strange



accidents. Avonap had no reason to think that Orem would be safe.

Hetried Orem as asoldier, with the one-eyed man in the village who had once been a sergeant
in Palicrovol'sarmy, but Orem wastoo dight of build, too small of stature to wield the wegpons. And
s0 there was nothing to do but give the boy to God.

Orem took the newswell. He could seethat hisfather grieved that he must go, which comforted
him. He could also see that his mother was relieved that he'd be gone, and this hurt him enough that he
did not want to stay.

So it wasthat at the age of sx Orem was carried on donkeyback to the town of Banningside
and ddlivered into the hands of the clericsin the House of God.

"You will learn to read and write," said Avonap, though he had no notion of what reading and
writing were.

"I don't want to learn to read and write," whispered the child.

"Y ou will learn to count money," said Avonap, though never in hislife had hehdd acoinin his
hand.

"You will learn to serve God," said Halfpriest Daobbick, taking the boy into the door of the
house. And at that Avonap touched hisforehead and bent hisknees abit, for God was treated with
respect in al thelands of King Pdlicrovol.

Orem wept when the grest wooden door closed, but not for long. Children areresilient. No
meatter how they are battered, they have away of thriving.

Friendsand Enemies

The House of God was dark and deed, filled with the white figures of dour-faced men and
frightened boys. There was never agreat booming of laughter echoing through the corridors and cdlls
of the House of God, asthere had been in the tavern of the village or through the great colonnades of
the wood. The children sneaked their laughter as subtly as they sneaked the oblatory wine. Y et Orem
soon found himself at home there. Home is anywhere that you know al your friendsand al your
enemies.

His enemies were the older boys, the stronger boys, who were used to wielding power in the
darkened rooms at night. Orem had somehow grown up with abelief that unfairness wasto be, not
endured, but corrected. So when he saw injustice being done, he corrected it. Not by telling the
halfpriests—he knew adults never take serioudy the wars and struggles of children. Instead, he taught
the younger boysto organize in the darkness. It took only two times that Orem out-generaled the
bulliesin the dark before the younger boys began to find themselves safe and more free than they had
ever been before. The older boys did not forget. Orem had undone them when they thought that they
were strong, and with the directness of children they plotted Orem's death.

Orem's friends were not the younger children, however. Once they had their safety, they stayed



asfar from Orem asthey could. They were content to let the hatred of the older boysfall upon him,
and stay clear of it themselves. Orem bore their treachery calmly. He did not expect them to be any
better than they were. He was his father's son.

Hisfriends, such asthey were, were the priests and hafpriests, who recognized his quick and
clever mind and loved him for it. The other boys were long baffled by the matter of lettersand
numbers. But to Orem they were magic, mysterious things that somehow meant sounds and values,
that had names but did not say their names, that stood in rows that meant different things at different
times. Arrangethe letters vertically and they are numbers, histeacher taught him. Horizonta ly and
they arewords. Orem memorized dl the runes within aday, was reading words within aweek, and
within amonth discovered that the cleverest scribes order their numbers to make words and their
words to make numbers, too, so that in this book the whole astronomy of the universeis
mathematically portrayed in the story of Azasaand the absigent, whilein thisbook al the countings of
the King'streasury for a decade are figured into acronyms and ciphersthat tell of the snsof the
courtiers whose specific damnation istold out in the sums. While the other boys struggled to
comprehend the plain sense of things, Orem learned the subtlest lessons, and without trying, so that to
his own surprise he was doing his exercises with an € egance beyond the reach of many of his
teachers.

"Don't you see what you have done?' asked Halfpriest Dobbick. "Here, where you do the sum
of the suns of winter, you also spell out ‘warm snow.' "

"I'm sorry," said Orem, thinking he had been caught in a secret vice. But he soon saw that
Hafpriest Dobbick was pleased with him, and severd times Orem noticed that when priests camein
to observe the class as they studied, they would ook over his shoulder the whole time, never
particularly observing anyoneelseat al.

Once Orem discovered that the teachers were hisfriends, he turned to them gratefully, and
escaped the dangerous solitude of the playyard by spending the free hours indoors, reading and
talking with histeachers. Only one of Orem's teachers understood what was happening. Halfpriest
Dobbick. ™Y ou don't know yet the cost of your power,” said Dobbick.

"Power?" asked Orem, for he did not think he had any.

"Y ou acted bravely and wisely when you first came. Y ou must act bravely and wisdly among the
other children now, if you are ever to do well with them."

"They aren't my friends" said Orem.

"Will they love you better if you aly yoursdlf with us, the teachers, the oppressors, the foes of
every child here?'

"What do | care who they love or why? I'm happier here in the dark with the books than therein
thelight with them. If you don't want to teach me, leave me donewith thelibrary.”

But Hafpriest Dobbick would not be dissuaded, and he saw to it that Orem was forced to play
outside, forced to take part in the games. When the other boys pitched stones and batted them with
sticks. Orem learned to be adroit at dodging the stones thrown straight at his head. When the other
boys swam in the waterhole, Orem learned to be long of breath and wriggly as awatersnake, so they



could not hold him under water longer than his breath. When the other boys dept, Orem learned to
move stedthily and surdly in the darkness, and he dept every night in some different corner of the
House of God, far from hisbed, so they could not murder him in his deep. He hated Halfpriest
Dobbick for compeling himto live and play among the other boys, but againgt hiswill he became sure
of hand and foot and eye, strong-gripped and quick-witted, and his body was hard and could endure
much. No onein the House of God could run asfast or aslong as Orem; no one could live on less
deep; and no one could read and write as Orem could. He thought that he was miserable, but he
would look back on thisasthe happiest of times.

Fireand Water

The boys who hated Orem most were Cressam and Morram and Hob. They had not ruled
before Orem came, but because of their ruthless torture of the younger boys they had been vauable
enforcersfor the smarter boyswho did rule. Now they had no role at dl within the House of God:
they werefools at their schoolwork and none of the boys games rewarded cruelty and ruthlessness.
So they plotted Orem's death, partly for lack of anything €lseto do, and when they had settled on a
plan, they practiced until they were surethey could bring it off quickly and unnoticed.

It was the day the offerings of hay camein. Orem stood with the other boys watching the stack
grow higher and broader as the farmers brought their gifts to the House of God. Orem hoped to see
his father, though he knew the chance was smal that his own family would draw thelot to bring the
villagetithe.

Suddenly Orem found himself gripped by many hands and thrust under the hay. He writhed and
twisted, but he was not in water, and they had practiced well. Orem did turn enough to see that
Cressam held atorch. Then the hay fell down to cover him. He saw the whole plan at once. Cressam
would stumble. The torch would fal. They would count the boys when the fire was out and only then
discover Orem wasn't there. If any of the other boys saw it, they would not dareto tell; if Cressam
and Morram and Hob had murdered once, they would not fear to do it twice.

So hedid not try to legp forward out of the hay, where the flames would first erupt. Instead he
plunged backward, burrowed deep into the stack. Behind him he heard the sudden roar, the shout of
Fire. He could not see the flame, but he could hear it, and the heat and smoke came quickly. He did
not have to think. His arms knew to burrow deeper into the hay, hisfeet knew to kick down hay
behind him so the smoke would not be funneled in to where he meant to hide.

It was black as a sow'swomb inside the hay, and because his eyes could not see, hismind did:
remembered vividly the haystack firesthat he had seen before. It never took more than afew seconds
for thefireto reach dl the way around, and only aminute or two for the flamesto die down. Within
the haystack there was aways an unburnt core, a place where the flames could not reach. That was
his hope.

But he also remembered raking through such afire once, and he found the corpse of amousein
the unburnt portion. There was no mark upon it, not a hair was singed, but he was sill dead, eyes
staring wide. Fire or not, the heat or the smoke had killed to the center of the stack, and Orem
wondered what form his death would take and how much it would hurt.



Then camethe only miracle of his childhood. The haystack had been built upon firm, dry ground,
but now his hand reached forward for support and found none. He did and splashed into apool of
water that could not have been there. He had presence of mind enough to take one sharp, deep
breath as he went under; 